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As lucidly presented in an ACSS working paper, a striking feature in contemporary capitalism is 
the heightened prominence of the regional to the making of both the ‘national’ and ‘global’’. It 
is particularly the case in East Asia that produces over a third of the world’s merchandise export. 
Regional and global processes are mutually-constitutive in this region as the making of this ‘global 
factory’ has been marked by a twin-process involving tighter integration of the eastern part of 
Asia and the part being an integral part of the global. Mainstream commentators argue that this 
process creates win-win conditions for inclusive development within the region and results in the 
ascent of the region vis-à-vis other regions. 

However, East Asia’s growth through integration accelerates uneven rather than harmonious 
development. Importantly, this uneven development cannot be understood by looking at unequal 
‘exchange’ relations built by leading firms or stronger economies in the region. Rather, it is important 
to connect this regional dynamics to class formation across East Asian economies. One way of 
doing so is to investigate how transnational capital flows within the region affects the territoriality 
of capital relations and labor regimes reproducing such capital relations. Labor regimes are a good 
example of ‘the assumed national-boundedness of many standard social science concepts’ as the 
physical location of labor regimes within national boundaries creates a tendency for transnational 
dynamics to be underplayed in understanding labor regimes. The increasing intra-continent flows 
of capital and complex macro-regional production networks built by East Asia’s TNCs however 
make it increasingly impossible for us to understand labor regimes as nationally-bounded. 

During the three decades up to 2018, global inward FDI flows increased by eight times. During the 
same period, FDI flows to East Asia increased by 28 times and the majority of it came from within. 
This capital flows precipitated the emergence of what can be called here transnational labor 
regimes (TLRs). The making of TLRs involves two interwoven processes. First, transnational actors, 
institutions, and motivations play more important roles than before in building and maintaining 
labor regimes. Labor institutions in developing countries often lack the willingness and resources 
to maintain labor regimes and allow governance gaps in labour regimes that are often filled with 
CSR schemes, and non-binding labor monitoring schemes of international organizations and trade 
agreements. Second, emerging TLRs are being integrated into transnational hierarchies built by 
East Asian TNCs that participate in the maintenance of TLRs across individual economies and 
coordinate their activities in different localities to enhance their competitive position globally. 
Adding downward pressure on labor standards and welfare, TLRs negatively affect workers in 
developing economies. The fact that contemporary workers’ struggles in East Asia have frequently 
emerged from within TLRs reflects their negative impact on workers in East Asia. The notion of TLRs 
can illustrate the reasons why workers in developing countries suffer from poor labor standards 
despite economic growth and tighter integration by highlighting the dynamics of class formation 
in East Asia’s uneven development.
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  Introduction

This article aims to identify the underlying dynamics of the regional integration of East Asia 
that accompanies uneven development within the region. To do so, the paper addresses the 
uneven geography of production and the changing territoriality of labour regimes underneath 
the uneven development of the region. The first section of the article traces the regionalisation 
and globalisation of contemporary East Asia to explain how two macro-processes are mutually 
constitutive. The rise of East Asia as a global factory has been marked by a twin process involving 
tighter integration of economies in the eastern part of Asia (both Northeast and Southeast 
Asia) and the part being an integral part of the global. Regional production networks not only 
tie East Asia’s individual economies to one another within the region but also increases the 
region’s role as a worldwide supplier of manufactured goods. The second section engages with 
mainstream analyses of the regional integration, which anticipate that this regional and global 
integration would create win-win conditions for inclusive regional development. A closer look 
into East Asia’s integration, however, points to accelerating uneven development rather than 
a harmonious regional economy. The third section tries to find the underlying dynamics of 
uneven development in the uneven geography of production and labour rather than in unequal 
‘exchange’ relations between firms and economies. In doing so, the third section traces the 
increasing intra-continent capital flows building complex macro-regional production networks 
and identifies the resulting transformation of the territoriality of labour regimes across the 
region as the underlying dynamic of the uneven development. It is argued that the notion of 
transnational labour regimes (TLRs) captures uneven geography of labour with contradictory 
tendencies toward the differentiation and the equalisation of labour across the region. Built 
mainly by East Asia’s transnational corporations, TLRs are a hierarchical series of labour regimes 
that transcend national borders. The making of TLRs involves two interwoven processes. 
First, with the increasing importance of transnational capital relations in export industries, 
transnational actors, institutions, and motivations play more critical roles than before in 
building and maintaining local labour regimes. Second, emerging TLRs are being integrated 
into transnational hierarchies built by East Asian TNCs that participate in the maintenance 
of TLRs across individual economies and coordinate their activities in different localities to 
enhance their competitive position globally. In constant engagement with individual labour 
regimes and the transnational hierarchy of such labour regimes, TNCs strive to create a unified-
but-hierarchical field of surplus value extraction across national borders, each node of which 
serves different moments of transnational capital accumulation. The paper concludes that TLRs 
underpin the uneven development of East Asia by both equalising and differentiating East 
Asian labour and workers’ challenges to TLRs are the most fundamental way to address East 
Asia’s uneven development. .  

  Regional integration and the rise of East Asia

One of the most striking features marking the uneven geography of the capitalist world system 
in the late 20th Century was the ascent of East Asia from one of the most backward regions 
to the most dynamic region of economic growth. A pattern of successive industrialisation and 
shared characteristics among Northeast and Southeast Asian countries and economies, such 
as the 10 Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member countries, China, Japan, 
South Korea, Hong Kong SAR, and Taiwan, have been recognised by the World Bank in its 1993 
report The East Asian Miracle, attracting scholarly debates on macro-regional dynamics of 
industrialisation (World Bank 1993). This ‘miracle’ developed well into the 21st Century. By 
the 2000s, it was widely anticipated that East Asia would soon replace the advanced regions 



of the world economy (Gill and Kharas 2007). Indeed, this prospect seemed to prove itself. 
The East Asian share of global GDP in purchasing power parity terms was growing fast and 
overtook that of the European Union and the US in 2001 and 2004, respectively.1 By 2007, 
the East Asian share of global GDP reached 24.2%, far exceeding that of the US (18.1%) or 
EU (20.7%).  However, the global recession triggered by the sub-prime mortgage crisis in the 
US in 2007 brought a pessimistic view on the sustainability of East Asian development. East 
Asian economies were seen as too tightly coupled with major export markets such as the US, 
whose persistent consumerism was based on increasing household debts. Many export-driven 
economies in East Asia indeed experienced a severe downturn in the aftermath of the recession. 
Even China’s manufacturing sector, which had driven the region’s growth, suffered minus 
16% growth in 2009. However, the recession made this region not less but more important to 
the world economy as the region led the recovery of the world economy after 2009 through 
continued export growth. As of 2019, East Asian economies produced a third of the world’s 
merchandise export and accounted for about a third of the PPP-based global GDP, while the US 
and EU accounted for only 14.8% and 15.7%, respectively. 

The rise of East Asia as a global factory resonates with what Hanieh (2021: 7) calls ‘the heightened 
prominence of the regional to the making of both the national and global’.  The making of 
this global factory has been marked by a twin-process involving tighter integration of East 
Asian economies and those economies being an integral part of the global. On the one hand, 
the rise of East Asia accompanied tighter integration of diverse economies within the region 
through intra-regional trade and investment. Intra-East Asian trade has been doubled since the 
mid-1990s. A large part of intra-regional trade is made of parts and components because this 
intra-regional trade is less about trading final goods among East Asian economies than about 
building regional production networks participated by economies and firms at diverse stages 
of development. This intra-regional making of production networks has been driven by intra-
regional investment as well. FDI flow from more advanced East Asian economies accounts for 
a significant part of total FDI inflow to the region’s developing economies. Although East Asia 
relies more on intra-regional trade and investment, East Asian regionalism is also marked by 
the deeper incorporation of East Asia as a whole into the global market. East Asia’s regional 
production networks produce final goods to meet the demands not only within East Asia but 
also with non-Asia economies (ADB 2018). It means the increasing importance of East Asia 
as a producer of consumer goods for the global market. Therefore, East Asian integration 
demonstrates that regional and global processes are mutually constitutive as in other regions 
(Hanieh 2021). 

  Uneven development 

East Asian integration, often theorised as a flying geese model or a case of new South-South 
Cooperation (ADB 2008; 2010; 2011, Sugihara 2019), is anticipated to create win-win conditions 
for ‘harmonious’ regional development. Core tenets of harmonious regional development 
theories include, firstly, technology transfer among East Asian economies at different stages 
of economic growth. It is believed that more advanced economies such as Japan, Korea, and 
Taiwan transfer technology once used for their industrial advance to less developed countries 
such as ASEAN member countries, who would enjoy late comers’ benefit allowing them to 
recycle rather than develop such technology for their industrial upgrading. Secondly, more 
advanced economies are supposed to assist the catching-up development of less developed 
ones by allowing the reverse import of goods produced by less developed economies to more 
developed markets within East Asia. In doing so, more advanced economies in the region are 
anticipated to function as a stepping stone for latecomers in the region. 



Contrary to such expectations, a closer look into East Asia proves that contemporary East Asian 
integration has been accelerating uneven development rather than a harmonious regional 
economy within the region (Chang 2015, Masina 2018, Masina and Cerimele 2018). The earlier 
regional integration during the post-WWII period shows resemblance with the flying geese 
pattern of regional integration. During this time, America’s close allies in Cold-War East Asia 
could achieve sizeable economic growth. In exchange with political support from economies 
such as Korea and Taiwan that experienced civil wars against communists, the US provided 
those countries official loans, financial aids and, most of all, preferential treatment to the US 
market (Chang 2015). In addition, Japan provided newly emerging East Asian economies with 
capital and technology through joint ventures and investment that transplanted ‘the lower 
value-added end of the Japanese production apparatus’ in NIEs (Arrighi 1996: 25). Local firms 
emerged from this the US-Japan-East Asia triangular regime of accumulation and initiated the 
export-driven growth of NIEs. 

However, this particular modality of regional integration no longer exists in East Asia as 
contemporary regional integration has been driven by neo-liberalism since the 1980s. 
Major export sectors in East Asia’s less developed countries are owned and run predominantly 
by private TNCs and their suppliers from advanced East Asian economies who have no intention 
or obligation to delegate their technology to local manufacturers in developing countries. 
Technology transfer to local firms has occurred only to the extent that local firms in developing 
countries can assist the smooth operation of hierarchically organised production networks 
(Masina and Cerimele 2018). As a result, local firms in less developed countries continue to 
play only subordinate roles, providing labour for assembly and supplying low value-added 
parts and components to TNCs from more advanced economies. Furthermore, the reverse 
import of goods from less to more advanced economies does not contribute to harmonious 
regional development either. It is because foreign currency income from such export is offset 
by money spent on importing machines, sophisticated parts and components and technology 
from more advanced economies. Contemporary regional integration is, therefore, marked by 
increasing rather than decreasing trade deficit on the side of East Asia’s developing economies, 
widening income gaps between developed and developing economies, and hierarchical 
divisions of labour that serves stronger East Asian economies such as Japan, Korea, Taiwan and, 
increasingly, China. Therefore, contemporary integration shows an epitomic example of uneven 
development with contradictory tendencies toward the differentiation and the equalisation of 
levels and conditions of development (Smith 1990). 

  The uneven geography of labour and transnational labour regimes 

The uneven development of the capitalist world system is often attributed to asymmetric 
trade relations between producers/national economies producing primary commodities or 
low value-added goods, on the one hand, and producers/economies capable of manufacturing 
industrial products or high value-added goods, on the other. To identify the nature of these 
asymmetric relations, various theoretical gazes focus on inter-national or inter-firm divisions 
of labour, through which trade of different commodities distributes different values to national 
economies and firms participating in the division of labour. However, it is essential to note 
that trade per se does not create uneven development. Instead, trade is mediating the uneven 
geography of production.2  Therefore, the uneven nature of regional development can be 
captured better by addressing the uneven geography of production. In other words, the nature 
of uneven development cannot be fully understood by looking at unequal ‘exchange’ relations 
built by leading firms or stronger economies in the region as in many trade-centred approaches 
to uneven development (Chang 2021).



To understand the contemporary uneven development within East Asia through the uneven 
geography of production, it is crucial to connect the uneven development amid regional 
integration to current class formation across East Asian economies. In so doing, it is essential to 
look into the labour dynamics of East Asian development that brought the uneven geography of 
labour with contradictory tendencies toward the differentiation and the equalisation of labour. 
What is central to understanding of this uneven geography of labour across contemporary East 
Asia is to see how transnational flows of capital within the region affect the territoriality of 
capital relations and labour regimes, through which such capital relations are reproduced in 
East Asian economies. 

Labour regimes can be defined as ‘a complex of institutions, rules, and practices through which 
relations between labour and capital are regulated, both at the workplace and in society at 
large’ (Knutsen et al. 2015: 165). As such, labour regimes are a good example of what Hanieh 
(2021: 1) calls ‘the assumed national-boundedness of many standard social science concepts.’ 
It is so because, despite their inherent multi-scalar nature, the physical location of labour 
regimes within local and national boundaries encourages observers to underplay transnational 
dynamics in understanding labour regimes. However, increasing transnational flow of capital 
and territorial reformulation of capitalist production worldwide have recently increased 
scholarly attention to its multi-scalar formation (Barbu et al. 2018, Selwyn 2011, Smith et al. 
2018, Taylor and Rioux 2018). In contemporary East Asia, the increasing intra-continent flows 
of capital and complex macro-regional production networks built by East Asia’s transnational 
corporations within the region make it increasingly impossible for us to understand labour 
regimes as nationally bound. 

During the three decades of neo-liberal globalisation up to 2018, global inward FDI flows 
increased by almost eight times. During the same period, inward FDI flows to East Asia 
increased almost by 28 times, and most of it came from East Asia. This massive flow of 
capital has changed the territoriality of capital-labour relation (hereafter capital relations) by 
increasing the importance of transnational capital relations across the region. In other words, 
the formation of capital relations – the basis of capitalist development – involves transnational 
movement of capital and transnational combination between capital and labour.3  At the same 
time, it precipitated a territorial transformation of labour regimes, creating what can be called 
here transnational labour regimes (TLRs). TLRs are a hierarchical series of labour regimes that 
transcend national borders and produce the most striking contradiction of contemporary East 
Asian development - the immense collection of commodities, on the one hand, and poverty of 
the working population, on the other.

The making of TLRs involves two interwoven processes (Chang 2021). First, with the increasing 
importance of transnational capital relations in export industries, transnational actors, 
institutions, and motivations play more critical roles than before in building and maintaining 
labour regimes. Lacking the willingness and resources to maintain labour regimes, national labour 
institutions in developing countries often allow loopholes in labour regime management to be 
created. These gaps are often filled with transnational buyers’ voluntary codes of conducts, CSR 
schemes, and non-binding labour monitoring schemes of international labour organisations 
and trade agreements. Associations of transnational manufacturers often exercise significant 
influence over the management of labour regimes. Second, as illustrated in figure 1, emerging 
TLRs are being integrated into transnational hierarchies built by East Asian TNCs that participate 
in maintaining TLRs across individual economies and coordinating their activities in different 
localities to enhance their competitive position globally. 



Figure 1: The making of Transnational Labour Regimes
 
In constant engagement with individual labour regimes and the transnational hierarchy of such 
labour regimes, TNCs strive to create a unified-but-hierarchical field of surplus value extraction 
across national borders, each node of which serves different moments of transnational capital 
accumulation.

TLRs are underpinning contemporary uneven development in East Asia. TLRs equalise labour in 
the sense that millions of workers in each developing economies are now working to produce 
surplus value for TNCs and their subcontractors, who are often connected to other TNCs operating 
in developed and other developing economies. TLRs also differentiate labour as these local labour 
regimes, while integrated into TLRs transcending across borders, are not being homogenised with 
similar labour standards and rights. Local labour regimes that are an integral part of TLRs show 
different arrangements for regular hours, pay and overtime, holiday and other leave, workplace 
welfare, pensions, trade union membership, and collective bargaining rights. Therefore, they serve 
TNCs differently as distinctive nodes or their transnational operation. 

  Conclusion

TLRs result from repeated attempts of East Asian TNCs to incorporate different communities 
across East Asia into regional production networks and, in doing so, maintain a series of labour 
regimes in a way it serves their transnational capital accumulation. The consequence of the 
making of TLRs is increasing downward pressure on wages, labour standards and welfare in East 
Asian developing economies and the rise of East Asian transnational corporations as increasingly 
dominant players in the capitalist world system. This consequence, when viewed through the lens 
of international relations, appears as the widening wealth gap between advanced and stronger 
capitalist economies and developing economies in East Asia. When viewed through inter-firm 
relations within production networks, this consequence appears as asymmetric relation of power 
between leading firms and less advanced local producers. By identifying labour exploitation rather 
than an unfair exchange between firms and economies as the cause of uneven development, TLRs 
illuminate that East Asia’s uneven development needs to be addressed neither by national capital 
achieving industrial upgrading nor through nationalistic conflicts, but by worker struggles. The 
uneven development of East Asia has been creating diverse forms of conflicts across the region. 



Although nationalistic clashes have been dominating the newly emerging cleavages with the 
regional economy, it is workers’ struggles emerging from within TLRs in East Asia’s developing 
economies such as Cambodia, Vietnam, Myanmar, and China that challenge the very source of the 
region’s uneven development. 

In Vietnam, where FDI has become a major driving force for economic growth since the 1990s, 
workers in export industries have been addressing their discontent with TLRs by organising 
wildcat strikes in FDI firms from East Asian advanced economies such as Korea and Taiwan (Tran 
2012; Tran 2017). It is reported that around 70 per cent of 6,600 wildcat strikes between 1995 
and 2016 were initiated by workers directly subjected to such FDI firms building TLRs within and 
beyond Vietnam (Do 2020, 27). China’s migrant workers also demonstrated their discontent in 
the 2010 strike waves in the country’s FDI hub, Guangdong province, where foreign subsidies 
of East Asian car manufacturers and their suppliers were concentrated (Chan 2013, Chang 2012, 
Pringle 2015). In Cambodia, where TLRs’ influence is even more significant than other East Asian 
developing economies, workers protest against TLRs took a more dramatic form (Chang 2021). 
Tens of thousands of workers in the garment industry directly managed by FDI firms mobilised 
a general strike in 2014, demanding an increase of industry-wide minimum wages (AMRC 2014; 
Arnold 2017; Salmivaara 2018). Although the strike was pacified through bloody suppression 
by the authoritarian state, the discontent continues to be a potential challenge to Cambodia’s 
authoritarian development. Myanmar workers also challenged TLRs, organising wildcat strikes 
in East Asian garment manufacturers investing in industrial zones around the country. The final 
outcome of these struggles of workers against downward pressure from TLRs on their wages, 
labour standards and welfare still remains to be seen. Nevertheless, it is perhaps the only collective 
solution to the uneven development of the region for the working class across East Asia. 

Endnotes

1 GDP figures in section one are all based on purchasing power parity. Unless otherwise noted, East Asia in this chapter 
includes Northeast and Southeast Asian countries and economies such as the 10 ASEAN member countries, China, Ja-
pan, South Korea, Mongolia, Hong Kong SAR, and Taiwan. The data in this section are based on IMF World Economic 
Outlook DATA and UNCTAD Data Centre. 

2 Diverse theoretical approaches, such as dependency theory, world-system approach (WSA), and global commodity 
chains approach (GCC), have been introduced to explain uneven development through hierarchical international divi-
sions of labour. These theories have been criticised as ‘exchange and trade centric’ because a large part of those theories 
focuses on unequal exchange between less and more industrialised economies. However, the insights those theories 
brought into our understanding of uneven development and the uneven geography of production can be taken advantage 
of with a production-focused revision of such theories (Chang 2021). For example, although the contemporary GCC 
literature tends to focus more on the global inter-firm networks of buyers, suppliers and subcontractors and the role and 
influence of lead firms, the original commodity chain framework proposed by WSA aimed to deal with not only in-
ter-capital relations but also capital-labour relations to understand newly emerging global dynamics of uneven develop-
ment. The original theorisation of commodity chains saw them as “a network of labor and production processes whose 
end result is a finished commodity” (Hopkins and Wallerstein 1986: 159) and suggested that a study of uneven develop-
ment requires a closer look at “the reproduction of the labor forces involved in these productive activities” (Hopkins and 
Wallerstein 1977: 128). Once production take a central position in theorisation of uneven development, it is not trade 
between economies but production in trading economies that decisively contributes to uneven development. In other 
words, it is not the trade per se but the hierarchical relations between different social relations of exploitation that enrich-
es the core and impoverish the periphery. Commodity chains then can be understood not as hierarchical relations be-
tween producers but as hierarchical relations between different sets of relations of exploitation. 
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