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Pan-Asian Identity in a Globalizing World

S. Jeanie Benson, Auckland University of Technology, New Zealand
Khairiah A Rahman, Auckland University of Technology, New Zealand

Abstract: For many East and South East Asian youth, global citizenship is an increasing reality. This raises new research
questions of the process of acculturation and ethnic identity. East and South East Asian immigrants and student sojourners
in Australia and New Zealand may embody multiple ethnic backgrounds, speak several regional languages and sometimes
live for extended periods of time in two or more Asian states or country. This paper challenges the concept of ethnic essen-
tialism or a single cultural adaptation and explores the notion of a regional Pan-Asian identity that extends beyond the

barriers of the Asian continent to a globalizing world.

Keywords: Globalization, East and South East Asian, Australasia, Hybrid Cultural Identity, Cultural Identity

Introduction

OVING BEYOND THEIR families and

countries of origin, East and South East

Asian international students must face

new challenges of acculturation and de-
velop a new sense of ethnic identity in a larger world
context during their study-cycle. Nationality may
indicate the home-country or state of the students,
but it is an essentialist or static representation of the
students’ background and does not take into account
the changing nature of identity shaped by the exper-
iences and world-views of the students as they so-
journ in New Zealand. The primary focus of this
paper is to explore a case for a Pan-Asian ethnic
identity for the respondents and to consider the like-
lihood of generalising this to other East and South
East Asian international students.

The concept of Pan-Asian identity is offered on
the premise of increasing global relationships on a
variety of interconnecting spheres or scapes. East
and South East Asian nationals are bound by proxim-
ity and by shared relationships on the four intercon-
nected spheres or scapes suggested by Appadurai
(2003). Technology, economic relationships, media'
and ideological networks are even more closely in-
terlinked with stretched global relations which are
inherent in globalization (Cochrane & Pain, 2004).
In the context of New Zealand based research, it is
important to discard the notion that globalization is
a Western phenomenon (McKay, 2004). It is in fact
a vibrant force in operation throughout the entire
Asian region, leading to complex interconnections
based on shared regional association which is appar-

ent in the East and South East Asian international
students in this study. Importantly, , the formation
of ASEAN (Association of the South east Asian
Nations) in 1967 was founded on the need to maxim-
ise economic growth and maintain social security in
the region. Membership grew from its original 5
member countries to 10 in 1997 and 13 in 1999.
Some of the principles adopted by ASEAN include
mutual respect for national identity, sovereignty and
territorial integrity of member states with a view to
establishing regional cooperation and safeguard
collective interests(ASEAN website, 2007).

Four decades of political cooperation among such
extensive network of nations have effected mutual
confidence and affiliation of member countries. In
examining the acculturation of the East and East
Asian students in New Zealand, there is a unanimous
sense of belonging to an existing and encompassing
Asian community rather than national identity among
the students, which suggests a strong case for the
Pan-Asian identity.

The idea of a Pan-Asian identity is a logical devel-
opment considering that behaviours, cultural prac-
tices and relationships are developed from shared
mutual goals, languages, belief systems, history and
geographical boundaries (Henders, 2004). This
identity can seem narrow as most ethnicists would
argue that ethnic specificity, based on racial ele-
ments, and can be essentialising and limiting. This
is because it does not satisfactorily take into account
the natural ebbs and flows of individual or group
experiences as they sojourn or emigrate from their
home-countries or states. In the case of a Pan-Asian
identity though, the contested concept of ethnicity

! This is not to suggest that the mass media necessarily overlap or that these diverse states share the same history books or newspapers, but
rather that the media scapes have a traditional awareness of the events and impacts of the nearby states due to cultural and family connections

and historical events such as wars, invasion and trade.
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as groups purely sharing racial or biological elements
does not apply. In fact, in this age of increased
globalization, ethnic specificity cannot encapsulate
the shared experiences that multi-ethnic students
undergo as sojourners away from their own families,
countries or states. Critically, ethnic specificity also
does not easily take into account the development
of identity in cases where the parents are from differ-
ent home-countries or states, or have different ethnic
backgrounds based on other criteria such as religion.

East and South East Asian international students
in New Zealand are already beyond their own nation-
al borders, and are exposed to new cultural ideas and
this is doubly reinforced by their position as foreign
students within the domestic tertiary education sys-
tem. Tertiary education systems impart skills, but
are also focused on introducing new ways of think-
ing, reasoning and problem-solving. In this specific
instance, ethnic identity cannot be a static or unfold-
ing historical process, because the [foreign] New
Zealand environment offers opportunities and pres-
sures for changing beliefs, values and the so called
‘realities’ of daily life in a foreign host country.
Therefore for this analysis, a constructionist view-
point offered by Nagel (1994) is used, which emphas-
ises this personal selection in the process of identity
boundary formation.

We can think of ethnic boundary construction
as the shape of the shopping cart (size, number
of wheels, composition etc.); ethnic culture then
is composed of the things we put into the cart
— art, music, dress, religion, norms, beliefs,
symbols, customs. It is important that we dis-
card the notion that culture is simply an histor-
ical legacy; culture is not a shopping cart that
comes to us already loaded with a set of histor-
ical goods. Rather we construct culture by
picking and choosing items from the shelves of
the past and present. (p. 162).

Alongside this, is the critical notion that ethnic
identity is also continually negotiated in conjunction
with the perspectives of others (Barth, 1969 as cited
in Nagel, 1994).

It is also critical for this study to offer a definition
of ethnic groups as it is a contested concept that can
be difficult to locate with precision. While the notion
of ethnic construction can be fluid, the ethnic group
itself can be described as,

ethnic groups can be understood as collectivities
centred on contested, shifting claims to a shared

and cultural identity, broadly defined, whether
based on language, religion or other beliefs and
customs, lineage, history, territory or way of
life. (Henders, 2004, p.5)

Methodology

This analysis is based on an exploratory cross-section
of East and South East Asian international students
that were interviewed for a project primarily aimed
at gaining their perceptions of New Zealanders and
their life in New Zealand. The students were from
two universities situated in Auckland, New Zealand
where the 45% of the East and South East Asian in-
ternational students across New Zealand are situated.
(Ward, 2005). From a larger sample of 50 students
from various East and South East Asian nations, a
smaller sample of the first 15 students was extrapol-
ated to form the basis of this analysis.z. The sample
breaks down into ethnic sub groups of seven
Malaysian students, three Chinese students, two Thai
students and one student each from South Korea and
Taiwan. The students were recruited through snow-
ball sampling; therefore the uneven representation
at this stage of the project is characteristic. Gender
groups were also distributed unevenly with 12 fe-
males and just 3 males. Analyses have been per-
formed at two levels. The first involves the differ-
ences within particular East and South East Asian
groups and between East and South East Asian
communities. These differences challenge any notion
that suggests East and South East Asians share a
single cultural identity. The second analysis looks
at the features that unify them. This category high-
lights the students’ awareness of shared commonal-
ities and suggests the emergence of a Pan-Asian
identity. Within each category, students’ feedback
and supporting literature are discussed to analyse
and explain the cultural adaptation process and the
formation of an emerging identity.

Differences in the East and South East
Asian Communities

Although nationality was the primary descriptor, 11
of the 15 students interviewed, upon further discus-
sion revealed that they had more than one ethnic
identity. This is common for East and East and South
East Asians who come from families with inter-
marriage unions. These students had one or more
Chinese parents, but also had Malaysian or Thai na-
tionalities. Also, some East and South East Asians
originate from a multi-ethnic or multi-racial environ-

2 While the geographies of East Asia are commonly associated with China, South Korea and Japan, the boundaries of this study were ex-
panded to include students from East and South East Asian nations. This is particularly important in the social climate of New Zealand,
where the term ‘Asian’ is commonly ascribed to East and East and South East Asian nations. This study excludes students from Central
Asian nations such as India or Pakistan. In the New Zealand social climate, the term ‘Indian’ is usually applied by members of the public

who perceive them to be ‘different’ in their origins and history.



ment and develop ethnic affiliations to another group
of people. In contrast, the Mainland Chinese’ groups
did not share this multi-racial environment. When
questioned more closely, one male respondent said
“I am Chinese”, which due to tone and emphasis was
not interpreted as a misunderstanding but a restating
of ethnic boundaries.

A substantially differing feature in this research,
was the lack of willingness to mix socially between
the other East and South East Asian ethnic groups.
Specifically, the Chinese student interview data
suggested they do not tend to mix easily on a social
level with ethnic Chinese from Malaysia, Singapore
or Taiwan. Although echoed by the Malaysian nation-
als as well, the Chinese students placed particular
emphasis on this separation. One student claiming
“my best friends are all from China like me” and
another said “I will marry only a Chinese girl — it is
not good to be with people you are not serious with”.
This separation is reflective of “Chinese proper”
which is centred about the Yellow River area or
Beijing, and is a theme which continues strongly
through analyses of Chinese ethnic identity (Tu,
1994). China itself in contrast, is an extremely eth-
nically diverse region with 56 separate regional
identities including Taiwan, Tibet and Mongolia
(Weiwen & Qingnan, 1993). Whether through lan-
guage difficulties or national pride however, the
Chinese students were unwilling to discuss ethnic
diversity in China®*.

At first glance then, it would seem that a Pan-
Asian identity does not fit with perceptions of the
Chinese of this particular sample. But with further
analysis, it became clear that what differed for the
Chinese students was the placement of China itself
as the cultural centre, rather than the states of the
west, and in this case — New Zealand. When pressed
for more explanation however, one Chinese respond-
ent asserted that [the Malaysian students] need to
know that “China is the Mother Country; you should
know your own family first”. This was further sup-
ported by “the people from other Asian countries
cannot be real Chinese if they do not know China”.
For this respondent then, China was not only central,
but so too was the implicit belief that other people
from the Chinese Diaspora would (or indeed should),
feel similarly. This respondent clearly rated his rela-
tionship with China as primary, and felt that all
people of Chinese descent should consider it a duty
to do the same.

In contrast, the other East and South East Asian
international students felt that the position of China
should be less central. For the students from the mini
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dragons or East and South East Asian states such as
Malaysia, Macau, or Singapore, there is a strong
theme that this duty is already discharged through
their fluency in Mandarin. The East and South East
Asian students from Malaysia in that specific focus
group all nodded assent at the sentiments of the
Chinese respondent. Their actions however, suggest
that their aims are to penetrate the western job market
either by working in New Zealand or similar country,
or by gaining skills that will keep them competitive
in a changing job market in their home-states. Many
of the students from the East and South East Asian
countries or mini dragons, as they are sometimes
known, they are already fluent in Mandarin and feel
that this is sufficient acknowledgement of the cent-
rality of China in their cultural heritage. This is
congruent with the findings of Tu (1994), who be-
lieves that Chinese people (even after generations)
in the diaspora see no need to yearn for a homeland
as China is strong and continues to thrive and support
them in their journeys throughout the world.

While sojourning in New Zealand, the East and
South East Asian international students from Taiwan,
Singapore or Malaysia (Mini Dragons), are also
guided by recent political and social movements to-
ward multicultural societies that incorporate all of
the skills, languages and input from their members
(Association of South East Asian Nations, n.d.).
These states work toward a sense of “community”
based on regional identity and this has been priorit-
ised since its beginning on November 27, 1971 and
has been developed and strengthened so that the en-
tire region continues to reap the economic and ideo-
logical rewards of economic and social regionalism
(Ibid). In search of the Chinese identity, the rise of
countries such as Taiwan and Singapore has had a
problematic effect on the Chinese identity, displacing
the ideological notion of the Chinese centre and in-
troducing a new ideology of regional identity (Tu,
1994).

Ethnicity is to some extent bounded by a shared
language as well as a sense of collective identity.
This study itself is proof that a shared language does
not necessarily point to a shared sense of ethnic
identity. Speaking English does not guarantee a col-
lective bond, but it can in some circumstances in-
crease inter-ethnic communications and friendships.
The Chinese Malaysian and the Thai respondents all
reported difficulty in understanding the Mandarin
spoken by other nationalities. This difficulty did not
inhibit being understood while ordering food from
New Zealand “Asian” restaurants, it was however,
generally agreed, that this inhibited lengthy dialogue

3 As China itself is such a vast state, and some definitions of its actual borders may be in political or social dispute, it is important to make

this definition for the purpose of this study.

4 Taking into account Confucian values, the silence on criticism may be due to the respect that the individual is expected to show for the

state itself (De Bary, 2000).
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about “feelings inside” as one Thai respondent de-
scribed it. The Malaysian students especially, pre-
ferred “to talk Mandarin to our Malaysian and
Singapore friends” rather than to Chinese or other
nationalities. This again, points to the centrality of
Chinese value placed on high culture in which the
subtleties of Beijing based language and accent takes
priority over the regional variations (Tu, 1994).

For the East and South East Asian international
students however, there was a distinct prevalence of
multi-lingualism, 7 of them spoke at least three lan-
guages. English, Mandarin and Malay were the most
common choices, but there were two notable excep-
tions of French and Arabic. This is a common feature
for students who come from East and South East
Asian nations and among families who travel and
have to acquire new languages for social survival.
In their work on Vietnamese migrants in Australia,
Nguyen & King (2004), used the term Viet kieu to
refer to their model of adapted culture and travel
behaviour. In Australia, the Viet kieu is described as
having “two faces: one looking forward and one
looking back (Ibid). Social survival and belonging
dictate that while tradition is honoured and main-
tained, migrants must acquire new social skills in-
cluding new languages and behaviours. This was
especially true for the 7 Malaysian nationals, who
all felt that an understanding of Malay was important
for cultural and political reasons.

Unifying Features of East and South East
Asian Students

On the whole however, the occasions where the re-
spondents felt a greater sense of friendship and
identification with East and South East Asian inter-
national students were more prominent. Overall, the
East and South East Asian heritage becomes a point
of entry or contact and enables a solidifying of re-
gional identity. According to Hollinshead (2004),
ethnicity in third space populations exists quite inde-
pendently of their countries of origin and can also
be based on shared experiences such as that which
is typical of studying in a foreign country. Further-
more as all of them attend university, this means that
the experiences they gain will be very specific in re-
gards to the constraints set by the regulated semesters
and the requirements of study to negotiate a limited
geographical space set within Auckland city.
Beyond their familiar circle of friends and family,
many of the respondents talked enthusiastically of
the opportunity to meet “Asian friends” as several
called it. For one Malaysian brother and sister group,
they were able to make more Japanese friends which
was of particular interest as their father was Japanese.
In addition, the sister has now changed her goals to

live and work in Japan upon completion of her doc-
torate in New Zealand.

Several others had formed some distinct multi-
national cliques of friends that included a wide vari-
ety of East and South East Asian friends. One group
in particular consisted of a Korean male, a Japanese
male, a Chinese male and two Malaysian females.
This group went “everywhere all together” and had
even come to the focus group interview in a single
group. Although they did not feel these friendships
were intimate, they felt they were important as a tool
to negotiate their classes and daily life in the hall of
residence at university in New Zealand.

Shared values are an important binding feature for
these students and the predominance of Confucian
values were clearly visible. Cheung (2004), describes
key Confucian heritage values among the Chinese
diaspora “Those values such as working hard, respect
for learning, harmony and family are some of the
core values embedded in Confucianism” (p 678).
Furthermore these same values are also primary to
other East and South East Asian nations such as Ja-
pan, South Korea and Vietnam (De Bary, 2000). For
the students, these values tend to manifest in their
loyalty to their family, their dedication to studies and
to maintaining a harmonious attitude in public. These
were common themes or values that were clearly
evident in the focus groups. In particular, the atten-
tion to manners was strictly maintained through the
interviews and there were no incidences of interrup-
tions. Most appeared to agree politely, even when
their own input several minutes later, was contradict-
ory. For example, while the previously mentioned
Chinese respondent declared that diasporic students
needed to maintain stronger links with China, there
was no obvious disagreement or outrage at that po-
tentially challenging view. While the East and South
East Asian respondents did not directly agree, they
all acknowledged that it had some value, but was not
their own specific view.

Although values were important, traditional reli-
gion such as Buddhism held less value for the re-
spondents. The vast majority of the respondents had
left their “Buddhist” home country or had no real
religious affiliation. One South Korean student de-
clared “Buddhism is for old people like my grandpar-
ents”. In contrast, Christianity was more actively
pursued and one Thai student had “accepted God
into his life with New Zealand”. Several others had
participated in Auckland churches because they felt
that Christian New Zealanders were more “friendly”.
International students are often drawn into churches
and the open and caring manner of churches can be-
come significant havens for students living away
from their parents for the first time (Myburgh, Nei-
haus, & Poggenpoel, 2002). Despite this however,
there is some contention as to whether this is funda-



mental to building a Pan-Asian ethnic identity as
churches are already multi-ethnic which is a funda-
mental feature that makes them welcoming for the
students (Henders, 2004).

Ethnic identity is not always chosen positively,
but is sometimes selected due to discrimination and
racism from other ethnic groups. In the United States,
East and South East Asian youth gradually began to
choose a Pan-Asian identity partially in reaction to
hostility from other, [usually White] youth groups
(Zhou & Lee, 2004). The surrendering of individual
national identity for a regional one, in this case was
an attractive option for the original ethnic minority
groups of Chinese, Koreans, Vietnamese and other
groups. But by adopting a Pan-Asian identity the
ethnically diverse Asian groups were able to join
forces and create social and institutional changes.
For the East and South East Asian international stu-
dents, ethnic separatism in the class room and open
racial hostility on the streets can sometimes be an
almost daily occurrence. A recurring theme for the
sample, particularly the women, reported key in-
stances of men in cars verbally abusing them as they
walked down the city streets. As one respondent said
“It’s OK when they shout, but one time some men
threw something wet and sticky at us. I think it was
ice-cream”. Clearly the respondents are aware of
hostility and racism directed at “Asians”. Several of
the respondents reported that they now described
themselves as “Asian” as it is easier in classroom
situations to be more general with New Zealanders.

Finally and perhaps most importantly, common
aims and participation in the mobilising global
knowledge economy plays a primary role in estab-
lishing a shared Pan-Asian identity (Huang, 2003;
Mok & Welch, 2002). Although from diverse back-
grounds, the respondents were acutely aware that
they were all in New Zealand to gain skills that they
were unable to access easily from their home-coun-
tries and where possible, work experience. Most of
the students had applied elsewhere and in particular
North America and the United Kingdom, but New
Zealand had been the option within their price-range.
The cross-section of East and South East Asian inter-
national students in this sample found New Zealand
a “quiet place” which they found clean and peaceful,
but not a place in which they wished to live perman-
ently. New Zealand was considered to be too small
and insular although they were enjoying the “clean
pure air” as the Taiwanese student described it. Their
primary goal is to gain an education in New Zealand,
but 8 were expecting to take these qualifications
away with them to other western countries where
they feel that employment opportunities are more
plentiful. Of the 6 students that expected to stay in
New Zealand, this was seen as a temporary measure
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in order to gain work-experience before returning to
their country of origin.

A Case for Pan-Asian Identity

Having established a case for East and South East
Asian international Pan-Asian regional identity, it is
now important to describe some features of this
identity in more detail. As the respondents in this
study have been here for varying periods of time,
some for several years of secondary school as well
as university, it is critical that a fluid element be
emphasised. To understand this, it is useful to return
to the image of the shopping cart in which we place
our cultural values, beliefs, expectations and charac-
ter (Nagel, 1994). The students rapidly acculturate
to the new environment and social allegiances based
on a common regional ethnic identity are quickly
formed or chosen.

For accuracy however, one must be aware of the
forces that drive some of those ‘choices’ that the
students make. Without the framework of common
values that is inherent in many East and South East
Asian nations, a Pan-Asian ethnic identity formation
would be unlikely without these compatible values.
Within the family unit, Confucian values are ob-
served and it seems likely that this also compels the
students to re-create new family units during their
sojourn in New Zealand. At a regional level, there
are critical factors at work which present students
with a powerful way to consider their differences
and their place in the global cultural economy (Ap-
padurai, 2003). These features include developments
in technology, economy, media and ideology. In all
these areas, the Association of South East Asian
Nations (ASEAN) has played a considerable role in
developing the ASEAN identity. In addition, strong
ties have been forged with East and South East Asian
countries in the last 8 years suggesting an extension
of cultural inclusion.

“ASEAN is not only a well-functioning, indis-
pensable reality in the region. It is a real force
to be reckoned with far beyond the region. It is
also a trusted partner of the United Nations in
the field of development.”

Kofi Annan

Secretary-General of the United Nations

16 February 2000 (ASEAN Official Website,
n.d).

To better understand the influence of ASEAN, a brief
history outlining its origin, objectives, collective
worth and development is essential. The Association
of Southeast and South East Asian Nations or
ASEAN was established on August 8, 1967 in
Bangkok by five original member countries, namely,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, and
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Thailand. Subsequently between 1984 and 1999, it
was joined by Brunei Darussalam, Vietnam, Lao
PDR, Myanmar and Cambodia. In terms of popula-
tion, land mass and financial worth and growth,
the ASEAN region has a population of about 500
million, a total area of 4.5 million square kilometres,
a combined gross domestic product of almost US$
700 billion, and a total trade of about US$ 850 bil-
lion” (ASEAN website, n.d.).

In its 40 years of existence, ASEAN has achieved
its financial, social and cultural objectives. So signi-
ficant was its political recognition and economic
contribution to the region that East and South East
Asian countries (China, Japan and the Republic of
Korea) sought joint cooperation in December 1997.
The ASEAN Plus Three process was officially recog-
nised in 1999. Representatives from attending
countries “expressed greater resolve and confidence
in further strengthening and deepening East Asia
cooperation at various levels and in various areas,
particularly in economic and social, political, and
other fields” (ASEAN website, 2007).

East and South East Asian students who are aware
of the benefits of the greater political, economic and
social agendas of their respective countries will nat-
urally relate to the idea of being Asian. Appadurai’s
(2003) shared “scapes” support this notion of the
essential and common values, concerns and interests
which bind people of a region. The sense of pride
and belonging to a successful group may well define
the perception of East and South East Asians who
answer to an Asian identity. This coupled with a
strong sense of traditions may explain the rationale
for students’ acceptance of the Asian identity. With
acculturation though, there is still the question of
negotiating social behaviour and cultural practices.

In their social development in New Zealand, stu-
dents are exposed to a variety of local and foreign
accents as well as behaviours. They need to adapt,
appreciate and adopt some of the influences in order
to gain recognition and be understood.
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