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Beyond Southeast Asia: New Perspectives on Overseas
Chinese Studies through Historiographical Reflection

Preface

Koizumi Junko®

The following collection of six articles is a result of the presentations and discussions at the
CSEAS Southeast Asia Seminar 2005, held between September 5 and 7 under the ambitious
theme “Beyond Southeast Asia: New Perspectives on Overseas Chinese Studies.” The three-
day seminar sought to promote cutting-edge scholarship on the questions of both Southeast
Asia as a coherent region and the new dynamics of overseas Chinese communities.

Recent globalization has blurred the existing boundaries of long accepted areas such as
Southeast Asia and East Asia. While the World Bank emphasizes the remarkable success of
the increasingly integrated economies of the East Asia and Pacific region, including Southeast
Asian countries, it is now openly claimed by some political leaders and policy makers in the
region that the creation of an East Asian Community consisting of Japan, China, South
Korea, and the 10 ASEAN members is fast becoming realistic. In reaction to such moves are
voices expressing concern that Southeast Asia as a region may become less meaningful.

It is evident that today’s trans-regional processes of reconfiguration have largely been
promoted by the “Rise of China.” While the role of overseas Chinese in accelerating the
emergence of China as economic power is noted, Chinese factors and elements in various
societies and in different dimensions within Southeast Asia have also come to be manifested
more openly. This in turn has stimulated an increasing and fresh interest in the study of
overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia in fields such as business networks, economic entrepre-
neurship, and cosmopolitan identity. Concurrently, there has been a remarkable revival of
scholarly interest in Southeast Asia in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and in mainland China itself.

Taking the above two recent developments regarding emergent China and withering
Southeast Asia as one concomitant/corresponding/inter-related phenomenon, this year’s
SEA seminar examined the activities of overseas Chinese that extend beyond the region and
by so doing reconsidered the ontological and methodological issues concerning both Southeast
Asian Studies and overseas Chinese Studies. The latter stems from our particular concern
that previous scholarship in the field, which tended to delineate a Chinese community as a
distinctive object of study and only examined its uniqueness or assimilating aspects, is no
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longer effective in light of the increasing complexity and depth of interaction among actors
and groups which constitute societies and networks extending beyond one particular coun-
try and/or region under globalization.

Various problems were raised and discussed in the seminar, such as new developments
in the relationships between Southeast Asia and East Asia, the possibilities and limitations of
new methodologies/theories/perspectives proposed in recent studies, and critical reassess-
ment and reconsideration of existing scholarship on overseas Chinese studies and Southeast
Asian studies. The articles included here specifically address the historiography of existing
studies. The theme stemmed from a shared appraisal of the present state of scholarship on
overseas Chinese: although there has been a rapid and vast increase in the number of works
in various fields and in different regions and countries, they tend to be an endless accumula-
tion of case studies chasing after rapidly changing phenomena under a globalizing transna-
tional situation rather than the opening of new theoretical ground. What is needed at this
moment is to critically reflect upon the historiography of the field to uncover assumptions
that have restricted the perspective of present scholarship.

Each article below will provide a critical review of the field of overseas Chinese in which
the author is specialized. It will introduce important works which have made a special contri-
bution and will place them in the historical and geographical contexts conditioned by spe-
cific political and social situations under which they were produced. Since the articles in-
cluded here cover not only Southeast Asia but China, Japan, North America as well, we hope
to generate discussions that interrogate and breach existing academic demarcations and
boundaries.
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