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Foreword

This book is a most welcome and highly important contribution to an emerging
research agenda that is becoming ever more lively and innovative, comparative
regionalism. The concept of regionalism is as diverse as its object of study.
There is no commonly accepted definition of what a region is. Most would agree
that a region implies some geographical proximity and contiguity and mutual
interdependence. Some would add a certain degree of cultural homogeneity, sense
of community, or ‘regioness’. Regionalism, then, refers to processes and structures
of region-building in terms of closer economic, political, security and socio-
cultural linkages between states and societies that geographically proximate.

For quite a long time, the study of regionalism suffered from two problems:
Either it was largely Euro-centric insofar as the European model served as some
sort of yardstick or ‘gold standard’ by which to measure regionalism in other parts
of the world. Or it treated regions as ‘containers’ whose political, social, economic,
and cultural particularities forbade any cross-regional comparisons.

This has changed dramatically, and this volume is a prime example of the
‘comparative turn’ in the study of regionalism. Comparative regionalism as an
approach treats differences and similarities between regions as research questions
rather than making them the starting assumption of a research agenda.

There are three main dimensions according to which we can compare regions:
First, on the basis of contesting models and alternative scripts. What are the
major policies and institutions of regional cooperation and integration in the
transnational global arena? How and why do institutions and policies resonate
with contesting scripts stemming from different institutional and cultural settings,
and why are others rejected? Second, by means of mechanisms: What are the
prevailing mechanisms of diffusion and transfer? Finally, third, on the basis of
outcomes: What is the outcome of diffusion and transfer processes across regions
with regard to formal institutions and policies, informal transnational meaning
systems and collective identities, as well as behavioural practices? What explains
the variation between these effects? Which are the varied patterns of convergence,
enduring divergence, and resistance when models of cooperation and integration
travel to other regions of the world? How are these concepts amalgamated with
regional traditions, which conflicts emerge, and what is ‘lost in translation’?

This volume adds an important fourth dimension to the comparative study of
regions, agency: By focusing on African regionalism from various and empirically
rich perspectives, the different contributions ask: Who are the agents of diffusion?
Who are the ‘cultural brokers’ serving as agents of translation from one cultural
context into another? What kind of transnational networks emerge in these
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translation and transfer processes? The authors’ approach is decidedly agency-
centered by focusing on diffusion mechanism and on scope conditions. As a result,
they observe a lot of variation in outcomes, both with regard to institutional change
and to behavioural consequences. This allows for a more fine-tuned picture than
in the diffusion approaches of conventional social sciences, which often focus on
(convergence in) outcomes rather than processes.

The volume results from research undertaken in the framework of the Berlin-
based Research College Transformative Power of Europe? which is being funded
by the German Research Foundation (Deutsche F orschungsgemeinschaft, DFG).
The Research College brings together researchers on European affairs in the Berlin-
Brandenburg region and institutionalizes cooperation with other universities and
research institutions in Germany, Europe, and around the world. This book with its
focus on African regionalisms is part and parcel of its research agenda and a vital
contribution to ‘de-centering’ Europe.

Tanja A. Bérzel and Thomas Risse
Freie Universitit Berlin, Research College Transformative Power of Europe?
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