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More than thirty years has passed since Benedict Anderson,  
the towering figure of Southeast Asian studies, described the  
nation as an “imagined community.” It is “imagined” because its  
members “will never know of most of their fellow members,  
meet them, or even hear them.” Yet the nation feels very much 
like a real “community” since members bear the imprint of  
their “communion” in their minds. They may speak the same 
language, adopt the same outlook, and perform the same  
rituals. They might share a common palette, listen to the same  
music, and support the same team. Anderson’s concept has 
resonated beyond academia because it describes so aptly our 
lived experiences of belonging to a people. The concept can be  
applied to the regional community that ASEAN aspires to  
create, which like all other communities, will exist between  
the boundaries of the real and the “imagined;” fact and fiction.

“Imagined” of course, as the astute reader will pick up on, is  
an adjective denoting deliberate action. No community enters  
into existence without effort. Communities are willed into  
being through policies that dictate, for example, the tune of 
anthems, the colour of flags, and the narratives that inform  
a people of how they came to be. But policies cannot be the 
only building blocks of a community. Policies must resonate with 
the members of the community. Flags, anthems, and narratives 
only have power if people adopt, believe, and promote them; 
and people only adopt, believe, and promote flags, anthems,  
and narratives if they have a reason to. It is to the more 
foundational question of regional purpose that any conversation 
on ASEAN community-building must pay attention and that the  
40 Under 40 can play a contributing role. ASEAN’s inherent 
diversity is not an impediment to forming a Southeast Asian 
identity. Rather, the absence of a common destiny informed by 
shared regional challenges and vulnerabilities can be. ASEAN 
needs a model of regional solidarity based on “integration,”  
and not “unity” that is insensitive to difference.

From cooperation to community

Close observers of ASEAN will know that the idea of  
“imagining” an ASEAN community was introduced relatively 
recently. The leaders of Southeast Asia originally prioritised 
regional cooperation at the founding of the bloc. Under the  

model of “cooperation,” ASEAN respected and arguably even 
affirmed differences as the basis of collaboration among its 
members. The preamble of the 1967 Declaration and the 
1976 Treaty of Amity and Cooperation hence affirmed the 
cornerstone principle of “non-interference” into each [ASEAN 
state’s] national affairs. This explains the region’s relative peace 
even after communist Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam joined the 
organization. ASEAN’s original expression of regional solidarity 
was more functional and did not convey the aspiration of 
single community, but many national communities existing in  
relative peace.

The idea of “imagining” an ASEAN community, which requires 
the forging of a common regional identity, was only suggested 
in the 1990s after the end of the Cold War and the inclusion 
Vietnam (1995), Myanmar (1997), Laos (1997), and Cambodia 
(1999) as formal members of ASEAN. Following which, ASEAN 
leaders declared, in 1997, their desire to develop a “community 
conscious of its ties of history, aware of its cultural heritage 
and bound by a common regional identity” by 2020. This is a 
more ambitious task that requires deeper introspection on 
what the building blocks of ASEAN identity might entail. It  
also requires that ASEAN choose between two competing 
models of community-building: that of “unity” and “integration.”

Integration over unity

Although the end-goal of “unity” and “integration” is the 
same – to promote greater regional solidarity – both models 
adopt different approaches to this end.  The model of “unity,” 
which the European Union (EU) has embraced, implies the 
gradual creation of a single physical entity, underlined by an 
encompassing regional identity. The EU has thus guaranteed  
the free movement of “goods, services, capital, and persons” 
within its boundaries. It has also been criticised by some for 
pushing too hard the blurring of lines between the national 
identities of its member-states and the broader regional  
identity of the union. If “unity” is to be the goal of ASEAN 2020, 
then even the most optimistic ASEAN supporters must accept 
that this has not been achieved. ASEAN states remain the 
principal unit of organisation in the region and retain distinctive 
personalities, as the bloc’s main detractors like to point out.
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An ASEAN community becomes more achievable once we 
adopt the alternative lens of “integration” to understand 
the type of regional identity that ASEAN aspires to, and 
should forge. “Integration” involves a deepening of relationships 
between different moving parts in the form of common  
values, norms, and identity. This does not preclude some  
formal consolidation of processes and procedures. ASEAN, for 
instance, has taken great strides towards a common market 
and regulatory standardisation. That said, “integration” does 
not demand full consolidation in all areas since the purpose  
of “integration” is always grounded in some specific regional 
need, be this economic, social, or political. The model does not 
seek to impose a homogenising identity; only harmony over 
issues of overlapping national concern. It embraces difference  
as a necessary feature of regional solidarity, seeing this as a  
way for Southeast Asians to retain a sense of uniqueness as they 
come to embrace a common destiny.

Featuring a shared sense of destiny in Southeast Asia

ASEAN still has a considerably way to go before it can call  
itself a community with a shared identity. Not enough has been 
done to promote Southeast Asian languages, issues, and the 
history of the region. Part of this will be resolved by devoting 
more resources to cross-cultural exchanges. For instance,  
ASEAN recently opened a cultural centre in Bangkok in 2015. 
An expanded set of cultural centres would serve as “hubs” that 
would in the long term connect a network of Southeast Asian 
educational institutions across all levels. ASEAN states could  
also follow-up by re-centring their national curriculums to 
compliment the initiatives championed by the Secretariat. In  
this regard, there is much that can be borrowed from the  
European Union, which has set aside funding to promote 
exchanges between students across the continent through 
Erasmus and internship programs.

However, and beyond the devotion of more resources to 
promoting common values and norms, a more foundational 
concern is the lack of general interest in the region amongst 
Southeast Asians themselves. This could come from a deeper 
lack of belief in a common destiny, and by extension, purpose 
of ASEAN. The central challenge of imagining an ASEAN  
community lies here and not, as commonly argued, in Southeast 
Asia’s inherent diversity. It will only be overcome through  
renewed emphasis on the region’s common challenges and 
“integrating” our collective responses to them.

Presently, regional discourse at the level of policymakers and 
business leaders has focused primarily on macro-level “external” 
challenges. These include geopolitical challenges that come  
with the rise of China, security challenges like the growth of 
terrorist networks, business challenges associated with the  
fourth industrial revolution, and environmental threats arising 
from excessive industrial pollution. While no doubt relevant, 
these focal-issues are too far-removed and abstract for most 
Southeast Asians to mobilise a sense of regional solidarity 
around. The 2018 World Economic Forum reported that more 
than 90 million people in the region are still living in poverty. 
Their concerns, according to an adjacent PwC study, are  
bread-and-butter, relating to poverty, hunger-alleviation, water 
security and access to quality education. An ASEAN identity 
capable to capturing their “imagination” must be grounded in 
a narrative that links important goals like economic integration 
to the daily needs of Southeast Asians. Only this will create  
the necessary demand for regional solidarity.

The youth of ASEAN, to this end, can play an instrumental 
role as “building blocks” of a more imaginative and inclusive 
ASEAN identity by collaborating more closely to create 
greater social-impact in the region. Forums like the 40 Under 
40 are meant to support this. This year’s honourees include  
policymakers and regulators who have held portfolios as diverse 
as finance and trade. They understand that government has  
to evolve in a digital and globalised age and have expressed an 
interest in “redesigning [existing] organisational structures” in a 
“citizen-centred way.” It also includes passionate humanitarians 
from the different civil societies who are tackling challenges as 
complex as human trafficking, radicalisation, and illiteracy; as  
well as private sector leaders who are pioneering businesses in 
the technology, insurance, retail, and cosmetic sectors with a 
clear ethical core and sensitivity to developmental needs. It is 
our hope that they will inspire a generation of Southeast Asians 
to rise up to the challenges of our age together and see their 
collective fates as intertwined. A founding father of ASEAN once 
proclaimed that if ASEAN “does not hang together, it will be  
hung separately.” We should channel his warning into hope for a 
better and closer ASEAN.
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