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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Promoting Regional 
Integration and Transforming Conflicts?

Thomas Diez, Nathalie Tocci,  
with Giovanni Faleg, and Eva Scherwitz

The promotion of regional integration has been a central pillar of European 
Union (EU) relations with the rest of the world. In fact, it has been 
depicted as a “distinct European idea” (Börzel and Risse 2009: 5; see also 
Bicchi 2006; Grugel 2004). Since the 1970s, the EU has negotiated and 
concluded several interregional agreements with Asian, Latin American or 
African States, including the EC-ASEAN Cooperation Agreement (1980) 
or the EC-Mercosur Interregional Framework Cooperation Agreement 
(1995). The EU has also supported regional integration efforts elsewhere 
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University of Tübingen, Tübingen, Germany
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with significant sums of money, for instance building up administrative 
and security capacities in the African Union (AU).

This policy is an essential part of the promotion of particular norms 
to shape the future of international society in what Manners (2002) has 
described as “Normative Power Europe” (see Adler and Crawford 2006; 
Santander 2005; Hänggi 2003). As a regional integration project, and 
with the historical experience of European integration as a background, 
it is no surprise that the EU would follow such a course as part of its 
developing foreign policy. Furthermore, the construction of the EU single 
market favours the extension of trade relations with similar entities as part 
of its wider external action.

Yet the promotion of integration is by no means only a matter of 
expanding trade relations. It involves a more fundamental transformation 
of international relations towards regional international societies, in which 
institutionalised cooperation replaces conflictive behaviour as a standard. 
As such, promoting regional integration is part of a classic liberal peace 
project of constraining states and transforming conflicts between them. 
The EU received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2012 for its own contribution 
to such a transformation within Europe—from a continent that had been 
the turf for two world wars to an integrated entity in which conflicts per-
sist but in which war is no longer an option to deal with them. Regional 
integration also has been a key strategy of the EU in order to foster con-
flict transformation in its near abroad (Bicchi 2011; Tsardanidis 2011; 
Niemann and de Wekker 2010; Ciambra 2008).

Promoting regional integration thus is a strategy to deal with core secu-
rity challenges, the transformation of conflicts and in particular regional 
conflicts. The 2003 EU Security Strategy lists such regional conflicts as 
one of five “key threats” in the “global challenges” that the EU faces 
(Council of the European Union 2003a: 2–4). The Strategy also out-
lines an “international order based on effective multilateralism” as the way 
forward to address these challenges. In particular, it emphasises regional 
organisations in their “contribution to a more orderly world” (Council of 
the European Union 2003a: 9).

Yet to what extent has the promotion of regional integration been suc-
cessful in transforming conflicts? What can we regard as the core mecha-
nisms of such an impact? And even if the success so far has been limited, 
what are the prospects of such a policy moving forward? The literature, 
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as we will discuss below, has been rather sceptical both on the success of 
promoting integration and on its impact on conflict transformation. Does 
that mean that this focus on regions as the pillars of an alternative, peaceful 
international order is misguided?

In this volume, we offer a comprehensive assessment of the nexus 
between promoting integration and conflict transformation. We do so by 
systematically comparing the consequences of EU involvement in eight 
conflicts in four world regions within a common framework, which we 
set out in the remainder of this introduction. In doing so, we are not 
interested in direct EU interventions, militarily or otherwise, in violent 
conflicts. Instead, we focus specifically on the promotion of integration as 
a preventive strategy to avoid conflicts turning violent and as a long-term 
strategy to transform violent conflicts by placing them in a broader insti-
tutional context. Simultaneous EU or member state direct interventions 
in conflicts may of course have an impact on such a strategy (both in its 
formulation and its success or failure), but they are not our focus in their 
own right.

Our analysis includes some “hard” cases such as North Korea and 
Israel/Palestine because, as we will outline in these chapters, the EU has 
a long-standing regional engagement there. Other cases such as Syria and 
Iraq are missing—regionalism has not been at the forefront of dealing with 
Iraq, and the war in Syria had not yet fully developed when we started our 
analysis in 2011. Yet the problems of the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership 
as one regionalisation tool will be evident from the Israel/Palestine case 
and will underline one core policy consequence of this book: that the EU 
needs to be more open to different forms of regionalism, rather than pro-
moting its own experience. Thus, when we write about “integration” or 
“model setting” in this book, we do not imply the “export” or replication 
of the EU’s integration path.

Definitions

Thus, before we engage further with the literature and outline our analyti-
cal framework, we need to define the core terms involved in our question. 
This is particularly important given that concepts such as “integration”, 
“conflict” and “transformation” are essentially contested and thus may 
provoke misunderstanding if not set out clearly at the beginning.
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Regional Integration

We define integration in the broadest terms possible, as institutionalised 
linkages across state borders within a territorially confined space. Such 
linkages can be formal or informal; however, they need to be institution-
alised in the sociological sense of an evolved pattern of behaviour that is 
also recognised as such by the actors involved. Integration can take place 
in different societal sectors; in particular, there may be economic (e.g. 
through the development of integrated markets), political (e.g. through 
the construction of common organisational structures) or societal inte-
gration (e.g. through the twinning of cities). Consequently, the actors of 
integration vary from politicians and civil servants to market participants, 
civil society representatives and ordinary citizens.

This is a quite undemanding definition. Neither do we equate integra-
tion with the development of a supranational system of governance, that 
is a system in which laws passed on the regional level take direct effect in 
member states, nor do we set the transcendence of national identities as 
a threshold. Indeed, sustained intergovernmental cooperation would be 
one form of integration according to our definition and so would regional 
trade patterns without any overarching organisational structure.

We have adopted such a broad definition because we want to differen-
tiate between the specific model of European integration and the wider 
forms of integration that may be possible. If we had taken the EU model 
as our baseline, we would have run the risk of setting the bar too high and 
of ignoring alternatives that may be marginalised by or fostered against the 
EU. Our definition, in contrast, allows us to consider the ways in which 
state-centred integration projects have disrupted regionally integrated 
informal social interactions in East Africa, or how local actors have pushed 
Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) and Mercosur as alter-
native models to European integration. Even the European Commission 
noted in 1995:

It should be recognized that the European model, shaped by the conti-
nent's history, is not easily transferable nor necessarily appropriate for other 
regions. On the other hand, to the extent that the European model of 
integration has become an unavoidable ‘reference model’ for virtually all 
regional initiatives, the EU should share with other interested parties its 
experience on: improving the functioning of regional institutions, absorb-
ing the adjustment costs originated by lowering barriers, and sharing the 
benefits from integration. (Commission of the European Union 1995: 8)
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The questions that flow from such a broad definition of integration con-
cern the degree to which, therefore, the EU focuses on only a specific 
model of integration in its policies, how the promotion of particular kinds 
of integration affects existing local alternatives and to what extent differ-
ent regional integration projects can learn from each other.

Regional Conflict

While the European Security Strategy clearly identifies regional conflicts as 
a core threat, it failed to provide a definition of the term, except for pro-
viding the examples of “Kashmir, the Great Lakes Region and the Korean 
Peninsula” (Council of the European Union 2003a: 4). These are, how-
ever, very different types of conflicts, concerning both the types of actors 
involved and their regional spread.

The term “conflict” describes, in broad terms, a set of incompat-
ible subject positions (Diez et  al. 2006: 565). Conflict actors can deal 
with conflicts in peaceful or violent and in regularised or irregular ways. 
Conflict thus does not imply the exercise of physical violence. Instead, 
conflict pervades societies and often has a productive function in that it 
sparks the development of societal institutions and innovations designed 
to channel difference in constructive ways.

In contrast, conflicts in the sense of the European Security Strategy, 
given the example used, are characterised by violent behaviour. This 
matches a less technical, yet more widespread definition of conflict as 
armed clashes that result from contested incompatibilities concerning 
government, resources or territory (Stefanova 2006: 83). In that sense, 
conflicts are constrained to the highest level in our broader definition.

For reasons that are important to our definition of conflict transforma-
tion, we use conflicts as the incompatibility of subject positions as our 
underlying reference point. However, in our selection of cases, we apply 
the more restrictive definition, not least because our task would otherwise 
become unmanageable but also because such an understanding of conflict 
underpins the political problem that we want to address. We therefore 
look at conflicts in which some degree of physical violence is present, has 
been present in the past or threatens to be present in the near future.

The focus on the regional character of conflicts can be traced back to 
the concept of “regional security complex” (RSC). RSCs are defined as 
groups of states whose security interests are linked together “sufficiently 
closely that their national securities cannot realistically be considered apart 
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from another” (Buzan 1991: 190) and are “regional” to the extent that 
“interests are tied together by regional, short-distance, cross-border link-
ages” (Fürstenberg 2010: 9).

According to the RSC framework, and on the basis of several empiri-
cal studies (Rubin and Armstrong 2003; Leenders 2007; Giroux et  al. 
2009; Lambach 2007), regional conflicts are characterised by four dimen-
sions: (1) the degree of geographical proximity; (2) the type of interaction 
between involved parties, which may either be “cooperative or confronta-
tional” (Ansorg 2011: 174); (3) the structure of the relationships between 
conflict actors, which features a dynamic plurality of national and trans-
national networks; and (4) the degree to which conflict interactions have 
become interlocked to make a conflict intractable (Fürstenberg 2010: 9).

Conflict Transformation

Our broad understanding of conflict as the incompatibility of subject 
positions is vital to our definition of conflict transformation. We do not 
assume that such transformation leads to the disappearance of conflict. 
To the contrary, we assume that in most cases, conflict will persist, but 
conflict identities and, above all, conflict behaviour will change. Again, we 
therefore opt for a broad understanding of conflict transformation that 
simply identifies a change in the behaviour of conflict parties and pos-
sibly, although not necessarily, in their identities or in their perception of 
the issue at the heart of the incompatibility itself. Such a change may be 
positive in the sense of leading to more peaceful means of dealing with the 
conflict, or it may be negative in the sense of a further intensification of the 
conflict in the sense of a move towards more violent conflict behaviour.

This implies that we are interested in both conflict management as 
a strategy to contain violence through institutionalised rules of behav-
iour and conflict resolution as a strategy to tackle the “root causes” of 
conflicts through meeting the needs of conflict parties and altering their 
conflictual identities and interests. While the degree of “transformation” 
involved in conflict management is lower than in conflict resolution, we 
propose that the two are not necessarily incompatible, and that over 
time, the engagement in management may well lead to resolution and 
need not perpetuate the core conflict lines. The effects that management 
has on a conflict, we presume, will depend on the nature of the rules 
and institutions set up as well as on societal developments outside of the 
management framework.
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Our interest in the distinction between conflict management and con-
flict resolution as two transformative strategies in relation to our argument 
stems from their interplay with different forms of integration. Integration 
in the EU sense is supposed to generate “alternative satisfiers” necessary 
to address the basic needs of all conflict parties leading to the gradual re- 
articulation of subject positions to the point when conflict parties no longer 
view themselves as such (Burton 1990; Gurr 1994: 365). Integration thus 
transforms the societal fabric in which conflicts are embedded (Mitchell 
2011: 92; Wallensteen 2007: 251). It binds actors to institutions and 
codes of conduct that shape their behaviour, ultimately transforming the 
identities underlying a conflict and leading to the long-term prevention 
of violent conflict behaviour (Senghaas-Knobloch 1969; Lederach 1997).

Yet not all forms of integration will have, or indeed aim at, such a deep 
transformative effect. Regional integration, especially in more intergov-
ernmental forms of sustained cooperation, may merely serve as a channel 
to manage conflict through the institutionalisation of relations between 
conflict parties. The aim of integration is then not necessarily that of elimi-
nating or fundamentally transforming the conflict structure and the social 
relations therein but managing conflict behaviour to ensure that their 
most acute manifestations such as violence are kept at bay (Kleiboer 1996: 
382). By situating a regional conflict within a regional institutional struc-
ture, the conflict is expected to unfold within the confines and constraints 
of rule-bound action, although to repeat, this may, in the long run, also 
lead to deeper transformation.

This raises a number of interesting questions for our purposes. Is the 
EU better at promoting conflict management or conflict transforma-
tion? Does the type of regional integration promoted make a difference 
to conflict transformation? Can the promotion of integration only work 
in particular conflict stages? And to what extent do the characteristics 
of a particular conflict constrain the possibilities to effectively promote 
integration?

the state of the art

The interest in regional integration as a means to conflict transformation 
is not new, but it has intensified since the end of the Cold War. In her  
study on regional conflict systems, Ansorg (2011) describes a general 
change in terms of the characteristics of warfare that took place in the 
aftermath of World War II before the global overlay of the Cold War set in. 
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