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The concept of “Mega-Asia” has 
emerged as a framework to capture the 
rising Asia of the 21st century. Asia is 

generally regarded as being comprised of 
the regions of West Asia, Central Asia, South 
Asia, Southeast Asia, and Northeast Asia. But 
what about the northern boundary of Asia? 
As we believe that this northern boundary 
also needs to be recognized and defined, we 
have given it a name – “North Asia” – and 
established the Ural Mountains as its western 
boundary. This means that some parts of 
Russia fall under “North Asia.” 

But then can we say that Russia is part 
of the “North Asian” region of Asia? Regions 
are processual outcomes that are shaped 
by various actors and are constructed 
through political processes. A region attains 
“regionhood” through discursive practices, 
undergoing the process of regionification. By 
acquiring regionhood, the “regionness” (the 
degree of internal interaction and cohesion 
as a unit) of a region is enhanced through 
political practices and interactions. Bearing 
in mind these material and ideological 
conditions for defining a region, it is 
therefore necessary to examine whether the 
“North Asian” region has the potential to 
acquire “regionhood” and “regionness” and 
thus become regionalized. 

The term “North Asia” may be unfamiliar 
to many, but it does exist as a geographical 
region. In general, Russia is divided by the 
Ural Mountains, with Europe to the west and 
Asia to the east. Straddling the vast expanses 
of Europe and Asia, Russia has historically 
constructed its own regional identity in  
the space between Asia and Europe.  
The perception of whether it is a European  
or Asian country has shifted depending on  
where it has looked for its identity and 
models of national development. 

In order to examine whether the North 
Asian region in Russia has been acquiring an 
Asian regionality through inter-regionalism 
or supra-regionalism, we need to analyze 
the changes that are being shaped and 
driven by spontaneous and bottom-up 
dynamics at the sub-regional level, the 
expanding connectivity of North Asia arising 
from the expansion of networks, and the 
process of North Asianization driven by 
national strategies. When economic and 
people-to-people exchanges in border 
regions are activated, resulting in more 

South Asia remains a region that 
has received relatively little global 
attention. Most countries in the 

region endured prolonged British colonial 
rule and are still grappling with nation-
building and internal challenges decades 
after independence. Ongoing territorial 
and religious conflicts, particularly over 
Kashmir, have drained political and 
economic resources, further hindering 
regional progress. Economically, much  
of South Asia remains trapped in poverty, 
inequality, and underdevelopment. 
India stands out as an exception, 
having rapidly emerged as the world’s 
fifth-largest economy. Meanwhile, 
external powers such as China and the 
United States have become increasingly 
influential, shaping South Asia’s regional 
dynamics and cross-border cooperation. 

Regionalism in South Asia is losing 
steam, weakened by historical and 
structural challenges. The idea of South 
Asia as a unified geographic and cultural 
entity, rooted in shared experiences 
like British colonialism, cricket, and 
Bollywood, has struggled to translate 
into effective regional cooperation. 
Structural barriers and geopolitical 
tensions have held back the vision of 
regional integration.

The creation of the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC) in 1985 marked a significant 
step toward regional integration, but  
its progress has been hampered. 
Challenges such as the principle of 
unanimity, India’s dominant position,  
and China’s growing influence have 
rendered SAARC largely ineffective. 
Unlike ASEAN, the regional bloc of 
neighboring Southeast Asia, SAARC  
has delivered little tangible benefit to its 
members. Intra-regional trade accounts 
for just five percent of South Asia’s 
total trade, a stark indicator of limited 
economic integration. Political frictions 
exacerbate this fragmentation: India’s 
branding of Pakistan as a terrorist state, 
Pakistan’s ban on Indian media, and 
declining people-to-people exchanges 
(including student mobility) have  
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enhanced networks and greater subregional 
cooperation, the likelihood of regionalization 
and therefore the growth of the concept of 
“North Asia” may increase (the bottom-up 
method). The formation of the Northern 
Sea Route transportation network can also 
drive the formation of a “North Asian” region 
(middle method). Finally, the likelihood of a 
“North Asia” region is likely to increase when 
strong national interests in the formation of 
such a region emerge (top-down method).

Russia and East Asia are distant 
neighbors in terms of civilization, and from 
the perspective of identity and Russia as a 
whole, it is unlikely that Russia will integrate 
with Asia. However, if the Russo-Ukrainian 
war comes to an end and transnational 
networks are reactivated through people-
to-people exchanges with Asian neighbors, 
such as the countries of the Far East, 
this may become a major mechanism for 
regional integration. 

“Mega-Asia” and “North Asia” were 
established as new regional frameworks in 
the hopes that they could act as channels 
for resolving conflicts and contradictions 
within East Asia in the era of strategic 
competition between the United States and 
China. Within East Asia’s current regional 
order, there are clear limitations in resolving 
issues such as the territorial conflicts 
inherent in East Asia, the North Korean 
nuclear issue, and the issue of US-China 
rivalry. In addition, a regional approach to 
“North Asia” provides the framework that 
has the potential to incorporate North Korea, 
an isolated authoritarian regime, into the 
region.

The regionalization of Asia through 
informal and open networks can enhance 
regional stability and mitigate conflicts in 
the region, as it can help to address regional 
security issues by forging ties between 
countries. Within the conceptual dynamics 
of “Mega Asia,” the strategic value of the 
development of North Asian regionalization 
becomes clear.

Jeong Yoon YANG,  
Senior Researcher, National Security 
Research Institute (NSR).  
Email: jyyangrok@nsr.re.kr

Beom Shik SHIN, Professor, Faculty 
of Political Science and International 
Relations, Seoul National University.  
Email: sbsrus@snu.ac.kr

further eroded regional connectivity. 
India’s closer strategic alignment with 
the United States has added another 
layer to the region’s complexity, turning 
South Asia into a theater for US-China 
competition. While this shift has 
expanded South Asia’s global relevance, 
it has come at the cost of regional 
cohesion.

The trajectory of South Asian 
regionalism will hinge on several critical 
factors: India’s aspirations for greater 
global influence, the smaller states’ 
deepening alignment with China, and 
the capacity of individual nations to drive 
functional initiatives amid intensifying 
geopolitical rivalries. Should security 
tensions rise and economic competition 
sharpen – particularly under the second 
Trump administration – functional 
regionalism may gain traction as states 
seek pragmatic alternatives to the 
status quo. This shift could represent 
a watershed moment for the region, 
moving beyond the constraints of 
essentialist regionalism, which relies 
on geographic proximity and cultural 
homogeneity, toward a more dynamic 
functional regionalism rooted in practical 
cooperation and shared objectives.

Groupings such as BIMSTEC and 
BBIN exemplify the “South Asia +/- x” 
model, reflecting the rise of new 
functionalist regional frameworks that 
break away from traditional notions 
of regionalism. These arrangements, 
along with emerging sub-regional 
groupings centered on India or Pakistan 
and composed of “like-minded” or 
“interest-aligned” nations, are gaining 
momentum. Though still in their infancy, 
these evolving forms of regionalism offer 
a glimpse into how South Asia might 
address the void left by the decline 
of multilateralism and conventional 
regional integration. They suggest a 
potential path forward for a fragmented 
region, seeking to redefine its role in 
an increasingly fluid and competitive 
geopolitical landscape.
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Fig. 1: The Europe-Asia boundary within Russia. (Photo courtesy of Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc.)

Fig. 1: BIMSTEC, 
BBIN and SAARC 
Groupings.
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