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Though Edward Said‟s now-ubiquitous thesis on Orientalism has been subject to sustained critique, it 
remains an urgent, compelling frame for analyses of power and identity in non-Anglo-American 
contexts.  That Said‟s work will continually be revisited will be in no small part due to Alterities in Asia: 
Reflections on identity and regionalism, whose editor, Leong Yew, invites a more epistemologically 
rigorous engagement with the Orientalist vision.  Extant studies, Yew notes, typically fixate on ways 
“the „West‟ – both as a geographical/political identity and as a set of epistemologies adopted by 
peoples around the world – comes to terms with Asia as other” (p. 4).  The contributions here chart 
their approach differently, however, to present an „Asian otherness‟ that “is more than the dialectical 
interplay between the Western self and one of its many others, and more than just the Orientalist 
discourse writ large” (p. 6).   
 
For Yew, the continuing „crisis‟ in area/Asian studies endows this approach with wider import.  
Acknowledging that the enterprise of „knowing Asia‟ has been fraught with epistemological difficulties, 
he calls attention to the „axial politics‟ immanent in our thinking, where “the axes connecting the 
„observer‟ subject and the „observed‟ object need to be premised upon a set of shifting, diffuse and 
unstable reference points” (p. 9).  Unsettled here are the familiar “rational assertions of a dominant, 
clearly identified (Western) self over a putative (colonial) other”; in an “ambivalent economy of colonial 
desire”, the Asian other is no mute subordinate, but challenges and subverts Western hegemony even 
whilst reinforcing its predominance (pp. 2-3).  
 
Dipping into, inter alia, cultural history, literary criticism, geography and film studies, each chapter is a 
lens on a space and time in „Asia‟, regional, national, and/or local.  The book begins by addressing 
historical constructs of otherness, with Kim Ye Rim tracking the development of South Korean 
intellectual discourses of Asia through Japanese rule and the Cold War.  Also drawn to the ways 
perceptions of national identity are set with and against that of „Asia‟, David Walker surveys Australia‟s 
on-going negotiation of whether it was, and still is, part of the region.  Sally Percival Wood also re-
examines history to discern ambivalent trajectories, but through a regional protagonist; she narrates 
the construction (and subsequent misinterpretation) of „the five principles of peaceful coexistence‟, or 
Panchsheel, as a strategy of resistance to Western hegemony.   
 
These opening chapters – by and large descriptive – trace the book‟s basic premise: that “the Asian 
„other‟ is not necessarily the other of the Western Orientalist imagination, but one that is both a 
product of as well as a reaction against it” (p. 21).  It is in the following two contributions that these 
processes are elaborated upon, more theoretically self-consciously re-working Said‟s thesis.  Yew‟s 
chapter explores representations of (other parts of) Asia in „post-colonial‟ Asia itself, sketching through 
Singapore a version of „franchised Orientalism‟. He teases out the disjunctures in the national 
discourse of this still-Asian subject, its continual reproduction of „Western‟ tropes of the Orient.  
Tamara Wagner‟s chapter, too, intrigues with its examination of „self-orientalization‟ in Singaporean 
and Malaysian literature – an outcome of the attempts of authors to communicate their „Asian-ness‟ in 
a (Western) literary market enthralled by „boutique multiculturalism‟. Like Yew, Wagner traces Asia‟s 
becoming “exotic, chaotic or backward … not just through the tropology [sic] of the Western imperial 
gaze, but also through alternative routes” (p. 104).  In so doing, she deftly demonstrates in the 
exoticisation of Asian alterities the impasses of identity discourse. 
 
These authors make clear that the task of (re)turning voice to the periphery is deeply problematic, but 
alternative – emancipatory – routes are proposed.  Karina Bolasco, bemoaning the still-paltry 
consumption of Asian literature within Asia, underscores the practical obstacles colonial 
structures/strictures present to intercultural contact within the region.  Bolasco places much faith in 
literature to advance “this second period of resistance” (p. 128); others, like Wagner, may sound a 
precautionary note.  Antonio Contreras‟ attempt to re-imagine Asian otherness “as having vital self-
constitutive capabilities” (p. 22) works more conceptually to advance space for an alternative 
construction of alterity, of „familiar‟, or „parallel “others”‟.  For post-colonial Asians, he suggests, “the 



self can be imagined vis-à-vis an other that is not necessarily subordinated or marginalised, but is just 
treated as different” (p. 141). 
 
The concluding chapters temper such optimism, Ian Baird‟s examination of indigeneity in Cambodia 
careful to outline the pitfalls in the delineation of „internal Others‟.  In departing from a rigidly 
Westphalian frame of analysis, Baird problematises assumptions of national singularity and solidarity – 
noting, after all, that it is often at the levels of the local, the state, and the inter- and transnational that 
alterity is defined and affixed.  Agency is also imperilled in Christopher SelvaRaj‟s exploration of Asian 
horror cinema.  Where the hegemonic imaginary of global capitalism both regulates and restricts 
expressions of postcolonial identities, attempts by Asians to „recover‟ their others are beset by “the 
persistent commoditization of that process” (p. 24).  Thus haunted, Asia is unable to transcend “its 
position as a site of postcolonial alterity in global capitalism” (p. 178).     
 
Alterities concludes on SelvaRaj‟s note of caution against “any sort of conclusive diagnosis” – a call to 
work “with alterity‟ rather than to disingenuously „attempt to liberate Asia from its position of alterity‟ or 
„to shift Asia to the centre” (p. 190; original emphasis).  This sensitivity to open-ended inquiry, to axial 
politics and meta-theoretical detail, is surely one of the volume‟s strengths – certainly typifying its more 
insightful contributions.  The book‟s multidisciplinarity will appeal widely, but students of the region‟s 
culture and politics may well find some chapters more theoretically nuanced than others.  From the 
outset, Yew declares “to provide a framework in which alternative conceptions of Asia, its 
provincializations and its constitutive positionalities could be more effectively broached” (p. 14); 
accordingly, questions are raised over lines of enquiry and the dilemmas of authorship and 
authenticity.  Some chapters do this more effectively.  Connections to the axial politics discussed in 
the introduction are not always explicated: not all the authors are as concerned to draw out the 
implications of their study, so the ethical impulse established in Yew‟s introduction wavers in parts.  
Several chances are also missed to underscore the material violences of representation.  As a result, 
the collection at times falls short of the radical re-thinking its editor invites – not so much challenging 
the epistemology of Orientalism than simply re-working it with a regional focus. 
 
These lapses only slightly detract from the broader thrust of the work as a whole, however; Yew‟s 
declared intent, after all, is “to convey „alterity‟ in Asia as multifarious”, irreducible “to any single 
position that is commonly expected by the Western-modern rhetorical need for a coherent and 
singular „thesis‟” (p. 18).  Still, one reaches the end of the book wondering if the bricolage thrown up 
through its course might be unified under pursuit of “a more socially just way” (p. x).  In asking that we 
re-engage otherness and Orientalism and alert ourselves against its apparent certainties, Alterities in 
Asia makes good ground in pointing towards that.   
 


