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Chapter 8:

The Quest for Regional Identity in Southeast Asia: 

A Conceptual and Analytical Perspective on the Social Construction of Regions

This paper is based on the conclusion of the New Edition of my book: The Quest for Identity: International Relations of Southeast Asia (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2005). The first edition of the book was published by Oxford University Press.

“The measure of coherence enjoyed by the notion of Southeast Asia is a direct result of the imaginative initiative taken in August 1967 by the five founding governments of Association of South-east Asian Nations (ASEAN)…” (Michael Leifer)

Imagined Communities and Socially-Constructed Regions

The Quest for Identity has dealt with the evolution of Southeast Asia as an “imagined” and “socially-constructed” region. By “imagined,” it is meant that the shared material attributes of Southeast Asia were inadequate to qualify it as a distinctive region, and that it was the “idea of the region”, conceived by outside historians as well as local nationalists in the post-war period, which shaped interactions among its states and provided the basis for its claim to be distinctive region. By “socially-constructed”, it is meant that the idea of the region would have been a necessary but not sufficient condition for Southeast Asia’s regional identity, and that latter resulted primarily from a fairly active and self-conscious socialization among a segment of its elites in the period between 1960s and 1980s. The basic approach and argument of the book is that the idea of a region is built not just on “shared human and physical characteristics and endeavours and external geopolitical and economic currents,”  but also on a process of “collective social imagination.” Southeast Asia’s claim to be a region is based as much on the construction of a regional identity as on the sum total of shared physical attributes and functional interactions among its units. Often, the emergence of a regional identity may not necessarily conform to the "facts" of geography, history, culture, or politics.” Moreover, while “the notion of Southeast Asia as a homogenous cultural or geographic entity can be overstated,” its “social and political identity, derived from the conscious promotion of the regional concept by its states, societies, and peoples, is what makes it a distinct idea in the latter part of the twentieth century.”
In conclusion, I make a case for investigating regional identity and regionalism from a ideational and sociological perspective, as opposed to purely materialist and rationalist perspectives. This approach reflects and draws upon new developments in both international relations theory and areas studies. Although applied here to the study of Southeast Asia’s international relations, such an approach can constitute the basis for a broader comparative framework for investigating the emergence, role and decline of regions in international relations. What follows is an elaboration of the six key areas of distinction between the approach of the book and traditional ways of understanding regions: 

--- ideational versus material (power-centric) understanding of regions; 

--- regional versus country-specific perspective;   

--- historical versus a-historical accounts of region-building;

--- imagined versus existential conceptions of region-ness

---  internal versus external construction
--- disciplinary versus area-studies approach to regional studies

I. Material and Ideational Regions. 

A region is conceived as an ideational as well as a material construct, existing and acting as a social entity, having its own rules of inclusion and exclusion, with its identity defined in relation to the perceived characteristics of other regions.

As the first study of Southeast Asian international relations to use the notion of “identity” as its central analytic tool, the Quest for Identity  responds to the increasing prominence of identity in the theoretical literature on international relations (Wendt, 1994, 1999; Katzenstein, 1996). In this literature, identity suggests a relational view of a group’s position and role. Since “identities of political actors are tied to those outside the boundaries of the community and the territory respectively” (Adler and Barnett, 1998:47), identity-building occurs when a given unit, or group of units (the Self) begins to define its character in relation to others. In Southeast Asia, an identity-based approach would investigate how a group of states (ASEAN) defined their character and role in regional order in relation to others within (e.g. Vietnam) and outside the region, and how they developed a “we” feeling, that challenged the assumptions of anarchy commonplace in realist narratives of Southeast Asia. Actors may start an identity-building project by “imagining” themselves to be part of a collective entity, or a region, by making use of shared attributes and experiences, both historical and contemporary, but not necessarily limited by them. Efforts at identity-building may start initially on normative assumptions about the need for, and desirability of, unity, despite the presence of many structural disparities and differences. 

But the identity-based approach underlying this book also stresses the importance of socialization. The identity it speaks of is not a cultural given; but something constructed out of self-conscious social interaction. The Declaration of ASEAN Concord, am important document of Southeast Asian regionalism signed by ASEAN's five original members in 1976, stated clearly that "Member states shall vigorously develop an awareness of regional identity and exert all efforts to create a strong ASEAN community.” Unlike rationalist theories of international relations, such as neorealism and neoliberalism, social theories, such as constructivism do not treat identity as a given, or fixed, but as being a constant state of “process” (Adler and Barnett, 1998:47). It is through socialization than states develop collective identities that ameliorate the security dilemma. Socialization processes may start even when the participating units lack significant structural commonalities, such as shared cultural heritage, similar political systems, or a common language. Collective identities are “imagined” during, and as a result of, an actor’s or group of actors’ interaction within an institutional context. As such, The Quest for Identity goes beyond a simple estimation of the structural similarities and differences among units, also known as the “unity in diversity” approach. The book investigates the international relations of Southeast Asia by looking not just at what is common between and among its constituent units, but how the countries of the region, especially the elite engaged in a process of socialization within an institutional context (ASEAN) and in that processes “imagined” themselves to be part of a distinctive region.

An ideational and social constructivist approach to the study of regions should not go unchallenged, because it risks underplaying the role of great power politics. In reality, the approach of this book does take into account, but refuses to privilege, the role of international power relations (chapter 1 for imperialism, chapter 2 for US intervention and the Cold War and subsequent chapters for the role of economic forces, including investment). 

Indeed, there is a large volume of work on the foreign relations of Southeast Asian states that stresses great power geopolitics. Defining regions in terms of great power relations is all too familiar in the literature on the international relations of the Third World. Such realist assessments pay scant attention to the role of discourse or socialization in producing regional identity, and to the development of regions as social constructs.

From its social constructivist perspective, the book breaks with this dominant understanding of regions by stressing the role of ideas and identity in the making of regions. The key element of its approach, to use Donald Crone’s terms (2002:320), is the ‘constructive’ (as well as “constitutive”) relationship between the idea of a Southeast Asia region and its institutional manifestations and strength over time.” For realists, ideas are epiphenomenal; the emergence and decline of regions responds mostly to shifts in the balances of material power. Extending this logic to Southeast Asia, they argue that the relative coherence of the region during the Cold War period was due to specific configurations of the Asia Pacific power balance. The late Michael Leifer rejected ideational perspective on Southeast Asian regionalism with his trademark observation that ASEAN’s “political heyday as a diplomatic community” was the byproduct of “a unique pattern of international alignments, distinguished, above all, by a strategic partnership between the United States and China.” (Leifer, 2001) This emphasis on the balance of power as the chief determinant of regional order accords well with the thinking of regional leaders who have frequently asserted that the stability and economic growth enjoyed by Southeast Asia after the end of the Vietnam War was due to the stable balance of power (which in Southeast Asia has been a shorthand for US strategic preponderance) maintained by the US military presence in the region.

But there are two major problems with this view. While the US-led balance of power (or strategic preponderance) might have deterred war between the major powers such as US and China or the US and the Soviet Union (assuming that the possibility of such expansionism and war, existed, and the prospects for this could be overstated), it could hardly be deemed as a deterrent to regional or local conflicts, such that between Indonesia and Malaysia or a conflict over island territories among Southeast Asian nations. And it is the prospects for such lower-intensity regional conflicts that remained as the most serious threat to regional stability
 and it is these threats which required regional efforts which reduced the scope for superpower meddling. A second problem with the balance of power perspective may be noted. What analysts call “balance” in Asia is actually a fig leaf for US strategic preponderance. There has never been a serious challenge to US dominance in the region during the Cold War period, despite the US humiliation in Vietnam and the Nixon Doctrine. But while the US hegemony has been a constant, prospects and conditions for regional order/disorder has fluctuated. Thus, the latter owes to other variables, such as economic interdependence, socialization etc., factors ignored by neo-realist thinking.

The Quest for Identity does not dismiss the relevance of balance of power or realism altogether.
 But a key motivating factor behind the book was to reject a tired narrative of regional order relying predominantly on rationalist and materialist conceptions, especially the workings of the balance of power. By presenting regional identity as a quest of collective self-imagination and as an evolving construct (although not necessarily following a linear trajectory), the book breaks with the all-too-familiar realpolitik explanations of Southeast Asian security and offers an alternative view that is well grounded in historical and contemporary realities. 

II. Whole and Parts: Regional Versus Country-Specific Approaches

A region is more than the sum total of its constituent territorial and political units and a regional approach offers insights into the international relations of states not available from country-specific perspectives. 

A second core aspect of the book’s approach is its embracing and advocacy of a regional, as opposed to a country-specific, perspective on Southeast Asia. Country studies vastly outnumber regional studies in the available literature on Southeast Asia. The Quest for Identity is an investigation not into national identities, but of a regional identity in the making, albeit in a nonlinear manner.
The neglect of a regional perspective is especially true of the traditional observers of the international relations of the region. Thus, Leifer argues that a regional perspective leads one to concentrate “on the wood of the region to the neglect of the trees of the foreign policies of the resident states. (Leifer, 2001)” Leifer joins a distinguished group of Southeast Asianists, such as D. G. E. Hall and George Kahin who bought so much into the region’s diversity that they saw little point in treating it as a regional unit. (Hall, 1981:3; Kahin, 1964) 
Others have welcomed an approach that “pays close attention to the notion of ‘region’ rather than simply examining the various individual parts that constitute the area we now regard as Southeast Asia.” (Chrstie, 2001)  In a review of Reconceptualizing Southeast Asia, a special issue of Southeast Asian Journal of Social Science that served as a precursor to the Quest for Identity, Hans-Dieter Evers (1999:414) noted: “As the field of Southeast Asian studies is dominated by empirical studies on individual communities, villages, towns and nation-states it is refreshing to read the papers in this volume that take on the region as a whole. An earlier debate started by Heine-Geldern, Coedes and others is now continued in this… stimulating study.” Many pre- and post-Second World War scholars of Southeast Asia recognised the need for developing an approach that would permit cross-country comparisons by formulating new concepts and theories. Examples include, as discussed in the book, Furnivall's "plural societies" and Boeke's "dual organization." Such approaches helped to view the region systematically as a single framework of analysis, and to bring out its distinctiveness vis-a-vis other regions. 
A jungle is rarely the sum total of its trees. Intellectual trekking through the nation-states, villages and communities of Southeast Asia does require a holistic regional perspective. A country-specific approach accentuates national particularities and overstates intra-regional differences. It contributes to a false impression that the nation-state remains the basic unit of international politics, without being significantly affected by the overarching normative and ideational environment within which it operates. To be sure, neither approach might be sufficient, but there is no reason to believe that looking at the trees without having a sense of the jungle yields a more accurate understanding of reality than the converse.

III. Historical versus A-historical Understanding of Regions
Regions are historically-specific entities, rising and falling through historical time; regional status cannot be evaluated simply by analyzing contemporary events.

The Quest for Identity challenged the undue neglect of long-term historical processes that go into the making of international and regional orders. It is hardly surprising that a good deal of scholarship on Southeast Asian international relations is a-historical, or “event-driven”, rather than based on a careful appraisal of long-term trends. This tendency is thus not confined to policy-oriented scholarship, which is frequently accused of short-term appraisals. Nor is it surprising that the most powerful support for an identity-based approach to Southeast Asia, including its international relations, comes from historians, (see, for example, Hall, 1960; Smail, 1961; Reid, 1999a; Reid 1999b). In contrast, political scientists, including scholars of Southeast Asian international relations, have spent little time dealing with pre-colonial events, even though many of them (especially realists) tend to present, implicitly or explicitly, some of the region’s rivalries as primordial and intractable. In Southeast Asian studies scholarship, no one has been more a-historical than the political scientist focusing on international relations and security studies. For them, the international relations of Southeast Asia begins with the end of the Second World War.

Against this backdrop, the Quest for Identity’s investigation into Southeast Asia’s precolonial past assumes importance. But its use of history is admittedly qualified and limited to “the broad political, economic and strategic forces which have influenced the international relations of Southeast Asia at the intra-regional level." (p.13, emphasis original). Providing a comprehensive narrative of Southeast Asian IR was not my purpose. It is important also to note that a good deal of “history” in The Quest is actually historiography. Its first “historical chapter” is based primarily on historiographic discourses about the region’s past. Hence, my reliance on secondary sources to investigate the evolution of Southeast Asian identity-building. In a historiographical study, the so-called secondary sources, those written by eminent scholars of Southeast Asia, become primary material, as it is they who imagine “regionness”, delineate (however artificially) its outer limits, and defend the usage of the regional concept. This is a fundamentally interpretative and discursive method, and may sometimes replicate factual inaccuracies and biases present in the original text. But the approach is legitimate, even if it results in findings at variance with studies drawing on archival research and with “official” histories written with the consent of those who were directly engaged in policy-making.

The book’s use of history has also produced another important area of disagreement and criticism. Critics ask, was there ever an actual historical region of Southeast Asia? What sort of evidence is out there to prove its existence? Second, even if there was ever such a region in the precolonial era, can we use it as a model or construct to analyze and explain the modern conception of Southeast Asia as a region? In short, my reliance on Southeast Asian historiography has been criticized as resorting to historicism. But such criticisms imply a preference for rationalist approaches to international relations favoured by traditionalists, and the ignoring of the more recent work that views political interactions from a social constructivist lens.

IV. Existential and Imagined Regions

There is nothing natural about regions. Regions are like imagined communities. As with nation-states, regions can be imagined, constructed and defended. 

Most analysts of regions privilege an existential or rationalist approach, looking for hard material evidence to support claims about regionness. But the Quest for Identity (p.11) argues that regions are social entities, born out of discourse, imagination and socialization. The book discusses two types of imagination. The first is the imagination of Southeast Asia’s past, mainly, but not exclusively, by its historians. The second is the imagination of a Southeast Asian political present and future by its contemporary elites. 

The history of the international politics of Southeast Asia before and after 1967 offers plenty of evidence to support the existence of deliberate efforts to construct a regional “identity”. The Quest for Identity selects numerous examples of such efforts. They range from the early days of the Asian Relations meetings in New Delhi, when delegates from Southeast Asia rejected associated too closely with the Indian and Chinese regional frameworks, to the deliberate inclusion of “identity” in ASEAN’s founding document, and the deliberations over, and further to the carrying out of “One Southeast Asia”, despite the international censure of ASEAN’s courting of Burma as part of this effort.
 

But what may be more contentious is the treatment of the historian’s imagination of classical Southeast Asia The Quest for Identity might be faulted for interpreting Southeast Asia’s present in terms of its past, or at least in terms of analytical constructs derived from an analysis of its past. But to argue that the current international politics of Southeast Asia can be likened to a mandala system first described by Wolters (Wolters, 1982) would be a fundamental misreading of the book. The purpose of using history and historiography is to identify and discuss the various ways on which the regional imagining of Southeast Asia has been undertaken, rather than to assert that the classical patterns are now resurfacing or reproducing themselves. The Quest for Identity, (especially Chapter 1 entitled “Imagining Southeast Asia”), makes it very clear that the concept of regional identity being employed in the book is based on an analysis of the work of several scholars, such as O.W. Wolters and Stanley Tambiah, who found it necessary and important to imagine a historical region made up of precolonial polities. In describing how Southeast Asia’s regional identity evolved, the book (p.37) “relies heavily on attempts to 'imagine' Southeast Asia's pre-colonial past featuring regional patterns of statehood and inter-state relations." The long "historical relationships" that underlies some of the more recent claims about the regional identity of Southeast Asia were not my own discoveries or claims, but were extrapolated from the work of a prominent Southeast Asianists. Its the work of these scholars, and discourses of regional identity surrounding the concepts they invented, which the book identifies and analyzes as my primary source in developing a “historical” basis to Southeast Asia’s claim to be a region. Discourses not only shape reality, they constitute reality. Despite, or because of the absence of definitive archeological evidence, historiographical discourses about Southeast Asian political forms from a distant past played a crucial role in the making of a regional identity. Without the contribution of these scholars and their constructs, no regional concept of Southeast Asia would have emerged in its present form.
In other words, the point of a historical approach should not be to say that the precolonial mandala concept is still relevant in understanding contemporary postcolonial international relations, although there might be some relevance. The way I use such constructs is chiefly to show how Southeast Asia was “imagined”, in this case by historians from outside in the post-war period, which preceded or complimented the nationalist imaginings of Southeast Asia as a region. 

The key point of this approach is clearly laid out in the introduction: “But as historians of Southeast Asia tell us, before regionalism in its modern, institutional sense made its mark on the area east of India and south of China, “region-wide” patterns of inter-state relations and a degree of interaction and interdependence did exist among the political units inhabiting what we call Southeast Asia today. Any serious study of Southeast Asia's international relations and its claim to be a region must therefore begin with a historical framework that includes the inter-state system during the pre-colonial period.” The reference here was clearly to a “region-wide pattern” of interactions, rather than a region in its modern sense. I did not argue that ancient Southeast Asians had imagined themselves to be part of a region. That sense of identity developed much latter, with the emergence of Southeast Asian regionalism. Hence, so much of the focus of the book is on ASEAN. 

V. Internal Making Versus External Creation
Regions are now more likely to be imagined and constructed from within than emerge as a convenient naming device by outside scholars reflecting primarily external strategic or economic interests..
Who constructed Southeast Asia? John Legge’s famous lament (1992:10) that it was a "characteristic of the pre-war study of Southeast Asia...to see events being shaped by external influences", and that Southeast Asian studies then “was almost entirely the work of outside observers," has been echoed by Clark Neher (2002) who says: “the notion of ‘Southeast Asia’ is more a result of American and European professors looking for a convenient way to study a geographic region than it is a meaningful term for an area that systematically shares commonalities.” Such understandings of regional identity constitute an important point of departure for the book, which makes a conscious effort to examine the question of regional identity in terms of local thinking and approaches, especially those by Southeast Asia’s nationalist elite. In so doing the book takes cognizance of the 
“shift from external, imperial, and orientalist constructions of Southeast Asia to internal constructions, as a reaction to the simplistic Cold War geopolitical view of Southeast Asia.” (Acharya and Rajah, 1999: 3)

Colonialism not only imposed artificial boundaries on nations, but also on regions. Thus, Southeast Asian elites could see in the end of colonialism both an imperative and opportunity for reconstituting lost regional linkages and identities. But other external forces, especially the Cold War, continued to shape the boundaries of region, sometimes against the spirit of the regional inhabitants themselves. The Cold War alliance, Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO), was one such example of an externally-imposed regional construct. Yet, the importance of external forces, including imaginative forces, in the making of the Southeast Asia can be overstated, even in the case of such turning points as World War II and the Southeast Asia Command (SEAC). Fifield (1992:20) argues that while the SEAC helped to make Southeast Asia a "fixed and practical term even in the United States," he (1992:23) would concede that the regional concept of Southeast Asia “would have emerged, though much more slowly, without the benefit of the highly stressed Southeast Asia Command." 

External forces such as transnational production networks, different forms of “new” regionalism, and great power intervention remained important throughout the Cold War as determinants of regional boundaries. But with the end of the colonial period, regions throughout the worlds have shown an increasing capacity for self-construction.

The Quest for Identity suggests that the regional concept of Southeast Asia has become progressively more developed through such a process of internal construction. By internal construction, I mean that intra-regional forces and actors now drive the regional concept, sometimes if not always to a greater extent that external forces. To be sure, this shift was initially helped by the work of Western professors seeking to establish an “autonomous” history of Southeast Asia. (Smail, 1961) It’s not a big leap from “autonomous history” to “autonomous region” and “autonomous regionalism”, the latter being a term used to differentiate Southeast Asian regionalism from the hegemonic construction of regions or “hegemonic regionalism.” (Acharya, 1991)  
The idea of internal construction is not limited to the discovery of Southeast Asia’s “cultural autonomy” or of the crucial role played in region building by material and ideational forces internal to the region; it also implies the active participation of scholars from within the region in generating scholarship on the region, including the discourse of region-building. And here, striking changes have taken place. As James Scott notes,  “There was a time not long ago when many Southeast Asianists in Europe and North America lived in an intellectual world confined largely to their own nation or metropolitan language. Now, however, virtually every nation in Southeast Asia has a vibrant, creative scholarly community which, if anything, is producing the bulk of path-breaking work.” (AAS, 1997:1) While this might be overstating the case, it is also no longer justified to view the regional concept of Southeast Asia generated through Western academic scholarship. 

Internal construction also implies, as already alluded to, the self-conscious and political desire of its elites to view Southeast Asia as a region distinct from China and India, and interactions among them to promote the idea of Southeast Asia. The Quest for Identity documents the efforts by nationalist leaders such as Aung San and others to develop a Southeast Asian regional entity separate from broader Asian regionalist discourses and frameworks, and following the failure of these early efforts, the more successful project by ASEAN since 1967 to develop the notion of One Southeast Asia. Academic scholarship within the region has paralleled these developments;  thereby challenging the view that the development of a “region” of Southeast Asia’s is still “the result of American and European professors looking for a convenient way to study a geographic region”.
VI. Area Studies Versus Discipline 

Regions are best studied through a combination of discipline-based and area studies approaches.

A key purpose behind the book is to bridge the artificial divide between international relations and other, more long-standing and recognized fields of Southeast Asian studies. For long, debates about the regional coherence of Southeast Asia has been the exclusive preserve of area specialists. The book is a serious attempt to study it from an international relations disciplinary perspective in conjunction with ideas and approaches borrowed from other social science disciplines. The merits of this effort has been recognized by those who want the study of Southeast Asian international relations to go beyond “a strict international relations paradigm” (Mauzy 2001) and to demonstrate a relevance to “historians, political scientists and Southeast Asia area specialists.” (Neher, 2002)
Many scholars of Southeast Asia’s regional international relations have been reluctant to incorporate the insights of fellow Southeast Asianists from other social science and humanities disciplines. This partly reflects a long-standing divide between what David Ludden (1998:1) of the University of Pennsylvania has called “universal disciplinary knowledge” and “area-specific, inter-disciplinary knowledge”. Area studies is distinguished by multi-disciplinarity, emphasis on field research, and, above all, life-long devotion to studying a nation or region. A disciplinary approach, by contrast, seeks to identify “lawful regularities, which, by definition, must not be context bound” (Bates, 1997:166). Discipline-based scholars aspire to be social scientists, who “do not seek to master the literature on a region, but rather to master the literature of a discipline” (Bates, 1997:166). The proponents of formal theory (especially rational choice) in American academia see the primary function of area studies to be the provision of raw data for theory testing. Area specialists have been attacked by discipline-based scholars for being little more than “‘real estate agents’ with a stake in a plot of land rather than an intellectual theory”. Their work has been described variously as “a-theoretical”, “journalistic”, and “mushy”. They are faulted for not knowing statistics, for “offering resistance to rigorous methods for evaluating arguments”, for not generating “scientific knowledge” and for being “cameras”, rather than “thinkers”. (Shea, 1997:A12-A13). In contrast, disciplinary social science was seen as being more “universally applicable and globally useful” (Cited in Ludden, 1998:2).

Rejecting the criticism of area studies by discipline-oriented scholars, James Scott rightly warns that purely disciplinary approaches centered on formal theory would fail to illuminate “real societies and the conduct of historically situated human agents”. (AAS, 1997:2) Yet, one cannot ignore the “a-theoretical” nature of traditional area studies. Southeast Asian Studies has been noticeably inhospitable to any theory, not just the rational choice variety. Among students of comparative politics in Southeast Asia, attempts to develop and engage even the so-called mid-range theories popular with their Western counterparts have been sparse. In the international relations of Southeast Asia, theoretical work has been dreaded and despised. One key reason for the lack of interest in theory is what Ben Anderson (1984:43-44) has called the “proximity to power” enjoyed by academics in the region. This proximity is reflected in the abundance of policy-oriented work, which in turn inhibits the need for, and interest in, theoretical work.

But the Quest for Identity is not a work of policy. It seeks to bridge the discipline - area studies divide in the old fashioned academic way. While the book was originally intended to address the debate between rationalism and constructivism in IR theory, I chose to avoid the jargon of IR theorists, lest it drives away area specialists whose work I respect and admire. Area studies scholars often dismiss the contribution of the latter. Their associations and conventions are dominated by scholars from the humanities such as history, geography, and anthropology. Academic works on Southeast Asian international relations and security issues that engages the literature of the discipline, rather than just the literature of the region only, are viewed with deep skepticism. In part, the book was an attempt on my own part to win recognition as a Southeast Asian Studies scholar working from a security studies and international relations perspective. 

The debate over area studies in the US has ended in compromise when advocates of area studies were sufficiently persuasive in getting their detractors agree to the need for combining the universality of social science with the area specificity of the humanities. Even the hardest opponents of area studies have called for developing “analytic narratives” that marries “local knowledge” with rational choice theory. Other scholars have called for the use of “local knowledge”, such as cultural variables, to illuminate the sources of “rational” state interests and preferences. To do so has been a key claim of social constructivist approaches, which run through the book. 
Ben Anderson’s work on nationalism and James Scott’s work on resistance offers important examples of how “local knowledge” can be turned into definitive frameworks for analyzing global processes. One could also think of similar contributions from other disciplines, such as anthropologist Edmund Leach’s Political Systems of Highland Burma, (1954) which is now used to underscore fluid notions of ethnic identity. The Quest for Identity offers insights which, though derived form a Southeast Asian context, can be used as a framework for studying the international politics of regions elsewhere (Acharya, 2001).

VII. Permanence and Transience

 “Nations come and go, why not region’s”. (Emerson, 1984:20) 

An important distinction that runs through the book is that between identity as an empirical fact and identity as an analytic tool. The book is primarily concerned with the latter. The concept of regional identity is not treated as a given, but rather as “a peg” on which to hang its core analytic perspective in investigating the international relations of Southeast Asia. (Datta-Ray, 2001)

The Quest for Identity makes a further, and more crucial distinction between regional identity as an accomplished fact and regional identity as a quest.
 Nowhere in the book is regional identity treated as a historical given or an accomplished project. Hence the term Quest in the book’s title. The book does not assume a region of Southeast Asia, but investigates how efforts towards the creation of a regional identity, which are real, have fared. Nor does it claim that Southeast Asia has completed the project of region-building and has achieved the kind of regional identity that would survive the test of time. The only claim made in the book is that Southeast Asia is a region in the making and that this largely owes to a significant and self-conscious effort at regional identity-building, especially since the formation of ASEAN in 1967. In this respect I share Leifer’s perspective, as stated in the outset. More importantly, the book argues that it is the relative success and limitations of this effort, rather than material forces and circumstances facing the region, such as shifting patterns of great power rivalry, that explain many significant aspects of the international relations of Southeast Asia. Instead of being presented as a given, regional identity should be seen as an evolving phenomenon, something that is being aspired to and striven for by a group of states and societies. And it is these efforts towards identity which is the key force shaping the international relations of Southeast Asia. It is important to bear in mind that the book views regional identity in Southeast Asia as a matter of building an “imagined community”. To corroborate this approach view, it reviews important works of scholarship and the words and actions of policy-makers that went into their imagination of Southeast Asia as a region. The fact that an act of imagination does not always coincide with the reality does not negate the importance of the former as a causal force.

The Quest for Identity “fully accounts for” the challenges that the regional identity of Southeast Asian faces today. (Leifer Review) The book might well have been subtitled: “The Making and Unmaking of Southeast Asia as a Region,” as per the subtitle of the original paper on which the book was based (Acharya, 1999), or “The Making and Possible Unmaking of Southeast Asia,” which is the title of its concluding chapter. A good deal of the book is concerned about identifying and explaining obstacles to regionalism and identity-building. While highlighting how regional countries “developed cohesion, confidence and a sense of purpose”, the book “also exposes the hype” ( Datta-Ray, 2001; see also Peou, 2002:16). 
Any theory of regional identity should account for its rise as well as decline. The decline can respond to both material and ideational forces, both internal and external to the region.  In chapter 6, The Quest discusses a range of contributing factors, such as globalization and the Asian economic crisis, the burdens imposed on ASEAN by membership expansion, the emergence of wider conceptions of regionalism driven by market integration, the challenge from a non-official regionalism to ASEAN’s elitist and anti-democratic brand, and the intra-mural differences within ASEAN over the basic norms of sovereignty and non-interference in dealing with transnational issues. True to its analytic framework, The Quest for Identity pays attention to the relationship between these forces and the question of identity. It fully accounts for ideational forces and the effects of these and material variables on the quality of socialization.

Conclusion

The Quest for Identity does not settle the debate on how to define and delineate regions, Southeast Asia, or elsewhere. Its aim is to offer an alternative perspective to power-based and materialist conceptions of regional identity and international relations. It will be unrealistic to expect the unequivocal or unanimous endorsement by fellow scholars for the ideational, historical, and sociological approach to the study of regions that the book promotes. The book would have made its contribution by “opening new areas for discussion and debate about this concept [of regional identity]” (Narine, 2001:12).  
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