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<Abstract>

Southeast Asian Studies in Korea:

A Critical Reflection

SHIN Yoon Hwan
(Sogang University)

This paper reports the result of a survey and assessment on the
achievements of Southeast Asian studies in Korea as reflected in
books, reports, and academic papers published for the past quarter
century. The study found that the rapid growth of publications on
Southeast Asia has followed two different paths, one taken by
non-Southeast Asian specialists and often non-academic public
authors who write books and reports and the other by Southeast
Asianists who concentrate on writing papers for academic journals
and edited volumes. The former prevails in quantity, decorates the
stacks of bookstores and public libraries, and defines the public image
of Southeast Asia, while scholars and specialists in the latter group
number less than only a hundred, produce only a few hundred papers
a year, and commit themselves to scientific method and value-free
research. Despite the divergence, however, the both paths have
reinforced each other to create Koreans the dominant discourses of

Southeast Asia. The discourses accept and promote the neo-liberalist
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view of the state and economy, the autonomy of each nation in
handling its domestic politics and policies, the “centrality” of ASEAN
in its efforts to integrate the region and to cooperate with its
neighbors, and, in particular, the complementary fit of Korea-ASEAN
bilateral relations, which in fact concurs with what ASEAN and
Southeast Asian and Korean states and economic elites proclaim. The
conspicuous lack of critical perspectives characterizes the
contemporary discourses of Southeast Asia shared by the Korean
public and intellectuals alike, which conceals problems, crises and
contradictions facing Southeast Asia today and thereby delays and
hinders their solutions. Diversifying perspectives on Southeast Asia
and building a pluralist academic community is what Korea’s

Southeast Asian studies needs urgently at the current stage.

Key words: Southeast Asian Studies, Area Studies, Critical Theory,
Politics of Southeast Asia, International Relations of
Southeast Asia, History of Southeast Asia, Knowledge and
Power, Discourse, Hegemony, Neo-Liberalism,

Particularism, Relativism
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