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Over the past three years, | have worked in collaboration with researchers
in Southeast Asia as well as across the globe to study the debates, problems, and opportunities of
national and regional identity-making inside education systems in the Mekong. The findings from my
research project, which will be published in a co-edited collection with Yuto Kitamura (University
of Tokyo), suggest regional identity in the Mekong is likely not possible in the near future.
Historical memory evolves out of a process of intense debate and tension, which continues to be
found at the level of the nation-state. The process is as much about excluding certain groups of
people (ethnic minorities or those who advocate alternative versions of history) as it iIs based on
inclusion. Overcoming these deeply ingrained historical memories at the regional-level will present
challenges for the foreseeable future.
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The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), a multi-national institution
comprised of 10-member states, is trying to build a regional identity. After successfully
establishing an “ economic community” , which started in 2015, where capital and people
move freely across national borders, ASEAN and its partners now aim for a“ socio-cultural
community” that “ engages and benefits its people, and is inclusive, sustainable,
resilient, and dynamic.” The plan is to achieve this vision by 2025. Part of the
envisioned socio-cultural community intends to construct a regional identity in hopes
of uniting Southeast Asia’ s 600 million people.

What does an ASEAN identity look like? Is it possible or desirable to establish
a common identity across the diverse peoples of Southeast Asia? And how would a regional

identity exist alongside national-identity given the divergent memories of history?

My current research project grapples with these questions by exploring issues of shared
history, national identity, and schooling in the countries along Southeast Asia’ s Mekong
River delta: Cambodia, Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, and Myanmar. Schools play a central role
in identity creation. Organized by nation-states, they advance a particular version of
history, based on some mix of fact, myth, and propaganda, in order to build a sense of
social cohesion among citizens as well as legitimatize ruling powers.

But can social cohesion be built beyond the nation-state?

The use of education to construct social cohesion at the regional level remains
nascent in Southeast Asia. One effort has been spearheaded by UNESCO Bangkok, a partner
of ASEAN, through its Shared Histories Project. This project aims to develop a common
set of history lessons across Southeast Asia to promote, at least in theory, mutual
understanding and peace. UNESCO labels this regionalization strategy “ shared history.”
By teaching a common history, children in one country supposedly begin to feel what
Benedict Anderson called “ deep, horizontal comradeship” with those in other countries.
Memories of past events and historical figures become shared, uniting people together
despite their differences. Although Anderson theorized “ imagined communities” with
respect to the emergence of state nationalism, UNESCO Bangkok assumes a similar dynamic
can work across a region: an imagined regional community that can be inclusive and
homogenous.

Research collaborators included: Vong-on Phuaphansawat (Chulalongkorn
University, Thailand); Hang Duong (Lehigh University, USA); Larvankham Somsanit
(Independent Researcher, Laos); Tick Thongdeuane (Independent Researcher, Laos); Yasushi
Hirosato (Sophia University, Tokyo); Anna Zongollowicz (Independent Researcher, Burma);
Rosalie Metro (University of Missouri-Columbia, USA); and Yuto Kitamura (University of
Tokyo).



Over the past three years, | have worked in collaboration with researchers in the region
as well as across the globe to study the debates, problems, and opportunities of national
and regional identity-making inside education systems in the Mekong. The team did so by
interviewing policymakers in each country, analyzing history textbooks, and, in some
cases, speaking with students and teachers. We also interviewed project members in the
UNESCO Bangkok shared histories project. Methodologically, this qualitative study of six
case studies of education policy making (primarily in history) provides insight into

historical memory, national-identity making, and regionalism.

In Thailand, Vong-on Phuaphansawat and I have shown how the government manufactures
consent for itself by allowing students to think they are learning to be critical readers
of history: although alternative, anti-elite conceptions of Thai history are presented
in textbooks, they are written in such a way that a student is likely to conclude the
government’ s version is correct.

In Cambodia, | have researched the ways in which civil servants have developed
the new high school history curriculum framework, balancing the demands of the state with
those of UNESCO Bangkok. Even at the level of career bureaucrats, political contestation
over national and regional identity can be found.

In Vietnam, my colleague, Hang Duong, has shown the ways in which the conception
of citizenship has taken on new meanings as the country embraced capitalism after the
economic reforms known as doi moi. The case of Vietnam shows to how the malleability of

terms, such as “ citizenship,” can reinforce the political status quo.

In Laos, Larvankham Somsanit, Tick Thongdeuane, Yasushi Hirosato, and 1 have
compared the policy rhetoric of “ unity indiversity” with the reality of ethnic minority
exclusion. Although the state wants to create inclusion among the many ethnic groups,
teachers and students are more likely to perceive commonality among their local
communities rather than with the entire nation, let alone region.

In Myanmar, my colleague Anna Zongollowicz, highlighted the gaps in
state-sanctioned history to show how young people have used memories and myths, to write
a history that is inclusive. Although exclusion of some ethnic minorities is at the heart
of the state’ s approach to historical memory, everyday citizens in Myanmar show
alternative conceptions based on inclusion are possible.

Beyond national-level studies, Rosalie Metro and | have researched UNESCO
Bangkok’ s shared history project, highlighting the ways in which the organization’ s
careful attempts to steer around political controversies may have actually exacerbated
nationalist tensions among ASEAN member-states.

The findings from my research project, which will be published in a co-edited
collection with Yuto Kitamura (University of Tokyo), suggest regional identity in the
Mekong is likely not possible in the near future. Historical memory evolves out of a
process of intense debate and tension, which continues to be found at the level of the

nation-state. The process is as much about excluding certain groups of people (ethnic



minorities or those who advocate alternative versions of history) as it is based on

inclusion. Overcoming these deeply ingrained historical memories at the regional-level

will present challenges for the foreseeable future.
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