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1. Abstract: 

 

This article will discuss whether Ernst B. Haas’s political integration theory of 

‘neofunctionalism’ can be applied to a new mesotheoretical area or not. To assess the theory’s 

validity it is not applied to its normal explanation area namely the European Union but ‘out of 

area’. This article tries to explain the foundation of the East African Community (EAC) with a 

neofunctionalist view and he discovers some parallels to the early years of the European Coal 

and Steel Community. Five main axioms of the theory are taken and projected onto the East 

African case study. Although the context of the integration processes is different, important 

similarities can be seen. The aim of this analysis is to identify trajectories of internal 

processes in regional integration, as well as to develop a concept that acknowledges the 

impact of external factors on these developments. The main argument of the article is that 

neofunctionalism is able to explain parts of the integration process in Eastern Africa and 

furthermore to reveal parallels between the EAC and the EU.  

 

Although the European integration process can be described as an extraordinary development, 

it can be said that the uniting of Europe is a worldwide phenomena
1
. In Africa, after the 

reorganization of the African Union (AU) in 2002, regional integration became a trend among 

African nation states
2
.  

Currently there are about 14 different regional integration organizations (RIOs) in Africa 

overlapping and staying in concurrence with each other
3
 (Asche and Bruecher 2009, 174). 

The situation is compared by Asche and Engel (2008) with a ‘spaghetti bowl’
4
, since the 

complex and unclear situation of overlapping spaghetti (= RIOs) sharing one bowl (multiplex 

memberships of African nation-states) hinders a positive economic development of regional 
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integration. In other words the ‘spaghetti bowl effect’
5
 means that more than RIOs which have 

the same aims and the same geographic sphere are competing with each other and therefore a 

burden for regional development. Nevertheless there are some longer and thicker (more 

successful) spaghetti (= RIOs) existing across the African continent and some that remained 

not more than ‘paper tigers’.
6
 One of the most deepened and advanced new African regional 

integration processes is managed by the East African Community (EAC) since 1999
7
. To 

combine a well-established integration theory with a new empirical case, the aim of this 

article is to explain why the ‘theory of neofunctionalism’ by Ernst B. Hass has sufficient 

potential used to analyze this new regionalism pasta
8
. As a theory to explain originally the 

European integration process, it is able to build bridges between Europe and its neighboured 

regions
9
, especially if neofunctionalism is taken ‘out of area’ to explain other integration 

phenomena
10

.  

 This article, therefore, draws on neofunctionalism and tests whether it can be projected to the 

EAC case. The first part of the article discusses the main ideas of neofunctionalism, and the 

second part then takes a closer look at the EAC through a neofunctionalist lense in order to 

draw some comparisons with the integration process in Europe. The conclusion tries to show, 

that neofunctionalism has the potential to explain regional integration processes in Africa. 

Grand theories like neofunctionalism, can be quite useful, since they offer adequate 

paradigms that can be used broadly to reach a high degree of abstraction which is necessary 

for drawing general theses within social sciences
11

. To understand how to avoid conflicts, be 

it in East Africa or Europe or anywhere, was one of the main motives for Haas’ research and 

is still the most important argument to explain why regional integration studies have to be 

done
12

. Using comparative analyses can help to find similar independent or intervening 

variables to make the phenomena of regional integration more understandable, 

comprehensible and maybe also influenceable in a positive way
13

.  
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Comparisons between different regional integration polities like between EU and EAC can 

show important divergences as well as parallels so both sides could learn from
14

. The main 

challenges and problems of a comparison between European and African regional integration 

processes lie in the diverging styles of decision–making, the huge gap of economic and social 

development and the lack of sources and data in the African case
15

. Despite these difficulties 

in making comparisons this paper will show that in the end the results of using the theoretical 

paradigm on both cases are often similar.   

 

A classical integration theory back on stage 

With his studies at the beginning of the European integration process in the 1950s and 1960s, 

Ernst Bernhard Haas founded a new theoretical school in international relations
16

. After two 

decades (especially during the ‘dark period’ of European Integration in the 1980s) in which 

the main theory fell out of favour, neofunctionalism actually reemerged as a useful paradigm 

again
17

. The main reasons for this resurgence in popularity were not only the successful 

development of the EU after the fall of the Berlin Wall but also the new (global) trend to for 

regional integration between nation-states
18

. Through new interdependencies and the causality 

between globalization and regionalism, the main ideas of classic neofunctionalism seem to be 

of contemporary relevance
19

. The basic assumptions of Haas' book ‘The Uniting of Europe’ 

are that on the one hand regional integration is a supra-national overlap above former 

intergovernmental cooperation
20

. Through spill-over and spill-back effects between the 

various functional intra state politics, regional integration turns out to become a process of 

institutionalisation and, ultimately, the construction of a new supra-national unity
21

. On the 

other hand it is important to note how strong the influence of civic society and other political 

actors is on important decisions during regional integration
22

. If we take the example of the 

European Coal and Steel Community - Haas explains the ongoing integration by the following 

steps:  Political pressure from the coal and steel industries and several other reasons for a new 

type of working together of national actors led to European coordination within this sector
23

. 

Then after some time governmental and non-governmental actors noticed the benefits of this 
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functional cooperation, and hence argued to intensify their cooperation, for example in the 

Nuclear Energy Sector
24

. After this spill-over occurred, the European integration process 

continued through an institutional and dynamic development which led to economic and later 

political unification. Nation-state actors influenced by the pressure of civil society 

organizations and interest groups recognize that important issues, for example the 

coordination of infrastructure projects, industrial development, are more adequately dealt with 

by a regional institution. Thus sector integration can spill-over into more institutionalised 

forms of regional cooperation (such as the) developing ECSC  beyond the coal and steel 

sector like EURATOM, the European Economic Community free trade area and in the end 

into a economic and monetary union
25

. A supra-national political entity was created through 

more spill-over and a regional economic and later on political community was formed
26

. The 

final question if a political federation can be created remains open and it depends in the long-

run on further developments in the integration process
27

. Could this theoretical paradigm be 

transferred to an African regional integration process or is it unique to Europe? 

 

The new East African Community (EAC) was founded by Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda in 

1999 after one decade of flexible cooperation
28

. At the moment EAC has about 130 Million 

inhabitants including Rwanda and Burundi that are two further member states since 2005
29

. 

Due to a new wave of regionalism starting in the late 1980s and the success of the new RIOs 

and new supra-national institutions like the European Union, MERCOSUR or the European 

Court of Justice, neofunctionalism is again seen as a useful paradigm to explain the 

phenomena of regional integration
30

. Hence, in Europe and beyond, ´[r]egional Integration 

Theory has a new lease on life; it is no longer obsolescent´
31

. Since neofunctionalism once 

again a suitable paradigm to explain regional integration in Europe, Latin America or East 
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Asia, it is worth attempting to project Haas’ paradigm onto the African integration 

processes
32

.  

 

European and African Actors of integration 

Firstly, according to the political actors involved in decision-making it can be said that, like 

Haas declared in his book The Uniting of Europe, nation-states are no longer maintain a 

monopoly on decision-making
33

. In the EAC case, three interdependent countries, which are 

very vulnerable to external influences created a new regional organization since they had to 

respond to several international trends, such as globalization, growing international 

interdependencies, as well as internal developments
34

. Furthermore, beyond the East African 

nation-states, seemingly weak and incapable without international aid, there were several 

external governmental and non-governmental donors and national interest groups that pushed 

the integration process forward
35

. National trade unions, business groups, labour unions as 

well as international social and economic non governmental interest groups and donors were 

among those the EAC process forward
36

. Altogether, a mixture of political will versus internal 

and external interest pressure shaped the political and economic integration in Eastern Africa 

during the last 15 years. According Grant and Söderbaum (2003) ‘the ability [of nation-states] 

to negotiate transfers of sovereignty is frequently emerging as the only alternative to de facto 

disempowerment.’
37

 Hence, regionalism is often the only way to avoid further vulnerability 

and to create positive economic, social and political changes for developing regions
38

. 

Compared to Europe we have a similar mix of different political actors, although the origins 

of their influence are different. In both cases, we can find a complex constellation of diverse 

actors that shaped the integration process
39

. Although, it can be emphasised that the 
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neofunctionalist definition of actors applies to the EAC as well as Europe as it was always 

meant to apply to Europe, and it is the fact that can apply to the EAC being argued here. In 

the end here are still the nation-states in Eastern Africa that have the right of veto concerning 

regional decision-making processes
40

. However beyond the consensual decision-making of 

the EAC summit and its ministerial committees, institutions such as the East African 

Legislative Assembly (EALA) or the East African Court of Justice (EACJ) are equipped with 

majority rules of decision-making and their influence on the nation-states is increasing. 

Especially the EALA can be compared with the European Parliament due to similar 

competences and roles within their institutional frameworks.
41

  This is a strong argument for 

the EAC being more than an intergovernmental organization
42

  

 

Secondly reflecting on the reasons why nation-states are keen to create RIOs it is useful to 

project Haas’ definition of regional integration onto the European and the East African case
43

.  

For Haas, integration is a mix of necessities, internal and external constraints and the political 

will to find new solutions for national and regional problems
44

  a mix of voluntary and forced 

cooperation. Haas’ definition goes beyond the pure game of will and looks out for several 

roots for regional integration on different decision-making levels
45

. In East Africa we can find 

a mixture of precisely the same main reasons for integration as in the Europe of the 1950s: 

a) Regional constraints like water or food supply, strong economic, social and financial 

dependency on international partners
46

and responsibilities that can only be fulfilled in 

commune (like the usage of Lake Victoria or the struggle against HIV)
47

; 

b) National economic considerations, such as how to achieve economic growth through new 

resources and markets
48

; 

c) The will of the political actors confronted with interest conflicts and constraints
49
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d) A regional conflict affected environment that constraints the nation-states to cooperate with 

each other
50

. 

 

Whether in Africa, or in Europe or Latin America, the main reasons for voluntary integration 

are very similar, and if the coalescence of constraints, needs and will is high, advances in the 

regional integration process are likely to occur
51

. Additionally in both cases, an external 

sponsoring of the regional integration process accompanied the nexus of will, necessities and 

problems. While the United States supported Europe after the Second World War through 

Marshall aid, the EU (and other national and international donors) nowadays try to support the 

EAC by funding, technical and knowledge transfers and the establishment of an Economic 

Partnership Agreement
52

. Whether or not this kind of support is effective is discussed by other 

authors like Zartman
53

 or Erdmann
54

, regional economic integration is often seen by 

international donors as one of few alternatives for developing regions to get out of the poverty 

trap
55

. As a result, both exogenous and endogenous ‘aims’ of regional integration are similar 

in Europe and Eastern Africa. Nevertheless, there is one crucial difference concerning the 

motives that makes regional cooperation in the great lakes region much easier and possibly 

more harmonious than in the post war constellation in Europe. There is no post conflict 

constellation to keep one power out (like Russia), another in (the US) and again another down 

(like Germany) in the East African region
56

. The political systems, main languages (English 

and Kiswahili) and administrations of the EAC members are similar
57

, as well as the relative 

power among each other and the motives to cooperate
58

. Furthermore, the conflict afflicted 

neighbourhood of the region, namely in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan and 
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Somalia puts pressure on Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda to deepen their relationship
59

. The 

‘island of stability’
60

 EAC is hitherto also a reaction to the conflict-loaded environment the 

nation-states are confronted with. Therefore East African nation-states also used their EAC 

membership and the stabile structure of the organization to consolidate as well as to improve 

the bilateral relationships towards their neighbours. The integration process geographically 

spilled over to Rwanda and Burundi since there is no alternative RIO for them to attach 

themselves to
61

. Although the spaghetti bowl effect
62

 hinders the East African integration 

process too, the EAC does not face any meaningful competition at the moment
63

. While RIOs 

in Central Africa and at the Horn of Africa are not more than ‘paper tigers’
64

, Southern 

African Communities are almost too far away from being interesting
65

. The only ‘competing 

spaghetti’
66

 was the Common Marked for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), however 

Tanzania quit this community and thereby strengthened EAC in 2000
67

. Although all EAC 

members have additional memberships in other regional integration communities, it seems 

that Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda and the new member states Burundi and Rwanda prefer the 

East African Option
68

. Compared to Europe, the lesser intricacy of the regional constellation 

eases the way to integrate; however, the rather messy ‘spaghetti bowl’
69

 situation complicates 

it. 

 Thirdly, the close focus on regional integration not as a grand ‘bargaining game`
70

 but as a 

process is one of the most decisive advantages of the theory of neofunctionalism when 

applied to developing regions. According to Haas and Schmitter, regional integration is much 

more than negotiations
71

; it is a long-lasting, complex and dynamic process with different 

types of actors and influenced by different factors. For example, the East African project 

commenced, with loose coordination in different sectors like infrastructure, energy supply and 
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telecommunications
72

. One of the earliest examples of states cooperating to solve problems 

they could not manage to on their own was in their use of institutions such as the regional 

development bank or the Lake Victoria Commission
73

. The result was the EAC integration 

treaty implemented in 2001, because states recognised that the more cooperation is 

intensified, the more problems can be solved effectively on a regional level
74

. In addition, two 

other important arguments emerged for further integration: a) the hope to minimize 

economical and political vulnerability vis-à-vis external developments and b) the wish to 

create regional economic development through an economic-led integration
75

. With the EAC 

treaty, several regional institutions were established such as the emergent EACJ, the EAC 

summit or the EALA
76

. The ongoing process led to a new bottom-up dynamic, with new 

national and regional pressure groups trying to influence regional integration. After the 

establishment of the EAC secretary, for example the number of regional NGOs fighting 

poverty increased while the effectiveness through the new coordination centre (namely the 

EAC Secretariat) also improved
77

.  The EAC is, as Haas explains in ‘the Uniting of Europe’
78

, 

a dynamic integration process in which various actors and regional institutions try to extend 

their own influence
79

. National democratic transition processes in Kenya and Tanzania 

strengthen the pluralist concerns (and the influence of interest groups) in reference to the EAC 

process
80

. Haas predicts that ultimately this can lead into a new supra-national ‘political 

community’
81

 with regional identity and regional loyalties. Rolf Hofmeier points out that in 

the case of EAC the process of regionalization has recently been accelerated by ‘a commune 

and existing regional East African Identity’.
82

 While the initiation of a new supra-national 

community is still in its infancy with regards to the building of new identities and loyalties, 

the East African integration phenomenon is even more advanced than the European 

unification. The region is more homogenous than Europe ever was, hence the cooperation and 

coordination between political actors as well as interest groups was easier, since their 
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socialization as well as their cultural background were similar
83

. Hence reservations not to 

integrate were soon gilded by a collective sense of community.  

 

Fourthly, another important element of neofunctionalism is the so-called ‘expansive logic of 

sector integration’
84

. It means that states are more likely to begin their coordination within 

policy areas that are not deemed sensitive, such as economics, infrastructure or a less sensitive 

area environmental politics
85

. After a process in which states learn from and increase their 

trust in each other, the initial cooperation can spill-over into other areas through government 

actions but also through the pressure exerted by interest groups
86

. Several years before the 

organization was founded, Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda already cooperated informally in 

regional road building, the usage of Lake Victoria or energetic supply
87

. This flexible 

coordination lead to a more clearly defined and institutionalized integration body, and spill-

over to the telecommunication, transport and economic cooperation sectors has been 

observed
88

. However, in Eastern Africa the main impact on integration was induced by the 

political coordination between the states, and not - as Haas argued by economic pressure or 

civil society interest groups
89

. Unlike the European Coal and Steel industry in Europe, Eastern 

Africa does not have a strong economic development status, which could generate a primary 

functional spill-over for regional integration
90

. Therefore, at least at the beginning of the 

integration process, the political will expressed through political spill-over, dominated the 

regional landscape
91

. Significantly, an expansive logic of sector integration can be observed 

more through political cooperation than through interest groups, unlike in Europe in the 1950s 

when the coal and steel industry played a lead role
92

.  Given that armed conflicts have been 

ongoing in the region especially in the 1970s (between Tanzania and Uganda, as well as 

Kenya and Tanzania), it has to be underlined that peaceful coexistence although not directly 

mentioned by the member states, is one of the most powerful motives in favour of further 

integration
93

. For Haas, integration is one alternative ‘for resolving conflicts between’
94

 states 
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which through cooperation learn and profit from each other. Although this argument seems to 

be rather idealistic, in both regions intra-state wars have ceased the initiation of the 

collaboration
95

. Hence in Europe as well as in East Africa the integration processes 

contributed to a more peaceful region, which in the end stabilized the member-states and 

partly their environment as well.
96

  

 

The idea of peace leads finally, to another important element of Haas’ theory, which is 

particularly relevant in the context of the African Union after 2002.  The ‘ever expanding 

islands’
97

 of regional integration proposed by Haas which could prompt global or continental 

integration can be associated with the African Economic Community plan the African Union 

has drawn up until 2028. According to this plan, the existing African regional integration 

communities shall serve as regional columns for a continental economic community, to be 

created at a later stage
98

. The final status of integration according to Haas’ theory and other 

(neo)functionalists was that, under ideal conditions, these islands of regional integration shall 

merge into a bigger unit.
99

 In this context it is crucial to note that the EAC Island grew in 

2005 through geographical spill-over by about 20 million inhabitants.
100

 Although theory and 

praxis seem to be similar in this case, it also shows the big discrepancies between policies and 

politics in Africa’s regional integration contexts
101

. There were no ideal conditions or 

functional arguments which caused this geographical spill-over. On the contrary, it can be 

questioned if the political will to integrate or the greed for new prestige and resources 

controlled this decision to enlarge the community, since it is arguably that the EAC was not 

prepared for it
102

, whereby the integration process slowed down for several years. The EAC 

summit further stands for enlargement to incorporate South Sudan and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo. It remains to be seen whether in the EAC or the EU case such as the 
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‘empty chair policies’
103

 can still hinder both integration processes. The big difference is that 

in the EAC region such strategies can danger the whole integration process, since the regional 

institutions’ remain relatively weak and the degree of supra-national decision making 

possibilities is still low because member states fear a loss of sovereignty except the EALA 

and the EACJ
104

. One of the main problems in the EAC and other regions, such as Southern 

Africa such as the Southern African Development Community (SADC) is a huge gap between 

the ideas created with integration treaties and the real willingness or capacity to implement 

them
105

. There exists an ongoing tension between necessities that force states to cooperate and 

the political will to save national sovereignty
106

. On the one hand a strategy for the national 

political elite is an empty chair policy, whilst on the other hand the needs of new resources or 

influences through regional integration can be an opportunity for access to new resources and 

influence to extend its own sovereignty. As Europe in the 1960s and 1970s, national interests 

are still tempting the integration process in Eastern Africa
107

.  The lack of willingness and the 

incapability to go ahead with too few financial resources can only be balanced with more 

openness of the member states, pressure from the societies, inherent necessities and often by 

external donors
108

. The EU is not only seen as a role model for regional integration in Africa 

possibly – together with other international actors it can speed it up through financial, 

technological and assistance
109

 (Murray 2008, 273f.). Here, one partly supra-national and 

regional actor helps another new regional organization, since regional integration is often seen 

as all-round solution for regional and national problems
110

. The EAC is in this context an 

interesting partner for the EU, because the community is in a state of transition between being 

a weak intergovernmental arena and a new supra-national regional political actor
111

.  
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Conclusion: Similar in context but different in detail 

This article has discussed whether neofunctionalism can be used to analyse new regional 

integration process in Africa, or whether it is only applicable to the European case. Compared 

to other integration theories, such as new regionalism approach
112

 or intergovernmentalism
113

, 

neofunctionalism as developed by Haas is an adequate abstract theoretical framework which 

can explain dynamic processes and the different actors involved in several political arenas and 

levels of governance. It is neither ‘obsolete nor obsolescent’
114

 but an appropriate theory that 

can help us to analyze regional integration phenomena beyond Europe. In the EAC case 

especially, the broader definition of political actors, the dynamical process of integration and 

the primacy attached to the pursuit of peace in neofunctionalism showed the strengths of the 

theory. Admittedly there are some elements that neofunctionalism fails to explain, such as the 

expansive logic of sector integration or the great focus on the analysis of regional institutions 

as active region and peace builders. Especially in developing areas like Eastern Africa, weak 

states often create weak regional institutions, which cannot even fulfil their basic duties and 

responsibilities
115

. However, especially the dynamical character of the integration process (the 

development of the region and the institutions beyond the yearly summits), the mixture 

between constraints, needs and political will and the different roles of various actors in the 

Eastern African context are similar to the process of European integration in the 1950s. The 

EAC member states are confronted with the same challenges and problems and all of them are 

economically and politically vulnerable to the effects ob globalization, hence there is 

optimism that the organisation will become an effective actor in the future
116

. Furthermore, 

East Africa is also a developing region with a dynamic democratization process and 

intensified cooperation in political, social and economic matters on the national and regional 

levels. Furthermore the member states need each other for several reasons, as they are all 

confronted with external influences and pressures. A less conflict-afflicted constellation of 

power and with fewer external actors having geo-strategic interests in the region the 

integration process might well be even smoother than in Europe. The core region (Kenya, 

Tanzania and Uganda) offers a relatively high cultural, economic and political homogeneity 
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between states that have not yet finished their own nation-building process
117

. While the 

official languages in the three states are Kiswahili and English, complementarities like this 

between the administrations and bureaucracies can ease the integration process
118

. Although 

the economic development of the region is not comparable to post-war Europe, the EAC 

member states seem to have more in common than the European Union member states. 

Despite economic development remains relatively limited, ‘the cross-border flows [of 

traditional regional trade] that are truly bottom-up, constitute a significant bottom-up pressure 

for regionalism’
119

. Altogether, the region has significant potential to manage deeper 

integration, if the nation-states and other actors are able to use it to their advantage. 

Nevertheless a pure economic integration model (through a common market, a free trade area, 

zero tariff systems or a common currency) cannot provide a single remedy for the massive 

socio-political and economical problems Eastern Africa faces
120

. Hence there is no equivalent 

to the Marshall Plan sponsoring economic development in the region, so other external 

funding through stakeholders have to be acquired as well as a balanced integration model that 

ensures advantages for all the member states
121

. In this context the EAC and its institutions 

will remain a decisive actor or agency between the nation-states in their continental spaghetti 

bowl and their international environment. 

To answer the original question, the example of East Africa demonstrates that the basic 

assumptions of Haas’ ‘The Uniting of Europe’
122

 can be transferred to other regions. 

Although spill-over can only be found between the political actors that lead the nation-state, 

small steps to create supra-national institutions and a regional political community are also 

evident. The stronger the influence of interest groups and new regional institutions gets, the 

more the integration process turns towards a political union
123

. The aims of the organization 

are ambitious and integration is ongoing
124

.  ‘[The] EAC countries established a Customs 

Union in 2005 and are working towards the establishment of a Common Market in 2010, 
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subsequently a Monetary Union by 2012 and ultimately a Political Federation of the East 

African States.’
125

 Regarding the future of the process, European integration as a former role 

model might maybe be followed up by an East African one for other African RIOs.                                                                        
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