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Abstract

This paper argues that a decolonial response is needed in Southeast Asia to challenge the persisting
neocoloniality of the higher education landscape in the region. Southeast Asia’s regional higher educational
project is strongly influenced by internal (e.g., the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, or ASEAN) and
external (e.g., European Union) forces that influence how higher education cooperation and collaboration
are conceived. Due to the evidence of neocoloniality in the functioning of ASEAN, this paper argues that
there is a decolonial imperative to challenge the existing modernity/coloniality dynamic in Southeast Asia’s
higher education landscape. Utilizing an epistemic decolonization lens, this paper critically examines the
role of Western (American and European) and non-Western (East Asian) neocolonial forces in charting
Southeast Asia’s current higher education landscape. With decoloniality as the framework of analysis, this
paper posits pluriversal possibilities grounded in three indigenous philosophies — namely, Malayan
sejahtera, Papuan social ecology, and Filipino kapwa. These regional philosophies reflect a localized,
collaborative, and sustainable vision for Southeast Asians that runs counter to the dominant higher
education narratives of hyper-productivity and free market-oriented outcomes. Finally, this paper argues
that a rethinking of the ASEAN Way is critically needed. The following three principles through which the
ASEAN Way can be reimagined are proposed: the championing of equitable skills and knowledge
redistribution, the development of each nation’s higher educational defining strength/s, and the
investment in localized human capital. The new ASEAN Way posits a critical reimagining of existing policies

to chart a decolonial Southeast Asian higher education regionalism identity.
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Introduction

Given the powerful influences of persisting deglobalization and the retreat towards regionalism globally, it
is useful to examine Southeast Asia’s higher educational future. With the global consequence of the 2008
financial crisis, demand for globalization was paused in favor of pursuing more deglobalization strategies to
protect nationally-oriented political and financial interests (James, 2018). The two clearest examples of this
retreat both happened in 2016 — Donald Trump’s presidential win based on an “America First” agenda
(Haass, 2021) and the “nativism”-inspired referendum result which eventually led to the exit of the United
Kingdom from the European Union (Arnorsson & Zoega, 2018). The United States and the United Kingdom
represent two of the most powerful voices in international politics, largely through their shared histories of
colonialism, imperialism, and exploitation (Kohli, 2019); the fact that they are posturing internally is a
clarion call to question, re-think, and re-interrogate the established global hierarchy of knowledge and

power.

Education, with a specific focus on higher education, thus serves as a critical site of intervention in
championing a decolonial praxis against these larger global trends of deglobalization, populism, and post-
truthism (Chinn et al., 2021; Indrarajah et al., 2024). In the Southeast Asian context, higher education
influences social, political, and economic mobility while also entrenching national and regional
developmental ideologies (Hong & Songan, 2011). However, in the field of comparative and international
education (CIE), research focus on Southeast Asian higher education is nascent, with most articles generally
focused on how the Southeast Asian higher educational project intersects with other regional educational
systems (Camroux, 2010; Chou & Ravinet, 2017). Therefore, there is an urgent need for greater
diversification of the CIE field in illuminating the foundations of Southeast Asian higher education and

imagining the region's future in light of global influences.

Southeast Asia is a region with 11 countries that share differing colonial histories, stages of development,
and higher educational quality. At the crossroads of the Indian Ocean and South China Sea, Southeast Asia
has always been a hub for global trade and travel, and consequently, a battleground for superpower
control. Aside from the persisting neocolonial influences of European and American powers, the region also
contends with East Asian powers like China and Japan and thus is considered a “fulcrum” in a changing
regional landscape (Caballero-Anthony, 2014). Additionally, Southeast Asia is powered by a young
population; over 50% of Southeast Asians are in their productive years (20-54 years old) and roughly 33%
are under the age of 20 (Lim et al., 2022). With a population of around 671 million people, Southeast Asia is

the third most populous entity after India and China. As a single economic bloc, the region has the fifth-
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largest economy, with a total GDP of USD 3 trillion (Mahbubani, 2022). The coordination of the region’s
political, economic, and social policies is handled by the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),
the primary regional organization in Southeast Asia. As such, a thorough excavation and examination of the
region’s current higher educational priorities is critically needed, in order to chart a decolonial future for

the region rooted in collaboration, indigeneity, and sustainability.

Looking ahead, this analysis begins by outlining Southeast Asia’s existing higher educational landscape and
how it was shaped over time by internal (e.g., ASEAN) and external (e.g., European Union) forces. Southeast
Asia’s neocolonial educational context is then explained, and this analysis then posits that an epistemic
decolonization framework is needed to counter the region’s existing neocoloniality. With decoloniality as
the guiding framework, pluriversal possibilities are imagined for Southeast Asian higher education rooted in
three indigenous philosophies. The ASEAN Way is then rethought and applied to existing policies to imagine

what a decolonial Southeast Asian higher education regionalism identity would look like.

Positionality and Methodology

As the sole author, | approach this study as a Southeast Asian who was born and raised in the region. My
formative years in Malaysia and Singapore taught me about the similarities and differences in culture,
politics, and philosophies of both countries, and of Southeast Asia as a whole. Being a racial minority in
both countries, | am acutely aware of how the histories of colonialism, racialization, and global inequities
affect my lived experiences as a person, and now as a critical scholar of education. My work as a student
affairs professional has also allowed me to form meaningful partnerships with educational scholars and
institutions from Vietnam, Cambodia, Indonesia, and Brunei, and these interactions have solidified my
belief in the value of outlining our shared educational experiences, expectations, and outlooks within the
region. | continue to be deeply inspired by the work of my fellow Southeast Asians in re/asserting their
sense of identity and culture, and this paper furthers that scholarship by deepening academic engagement
about the region by the people of the region. This work also informs my wider scholarly agenda to critically
redress historical injustice, elevate indigenous knowledge systems, and promote structural wellness in

higher education.

Methodologically, this conceptual synthesis is situated within critical policy studies. This work was
motivated by the ways in which higher educational policies were framed, the people involved in the
decision-making, the implementation of these policies, and the intended outcomes of the policies (Diem et
al., 2014; Field et al., 2023; Taylor, 1997). Interrogating the neocolonial context within which ASEAN
operates is instrumental to examine the efficacy of ASEAN in successfully defining a higher education

identity for Southeast Asia reflective of its people. To that end, literature on Southeast Asian higher
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education, the role of regional organizations in education, neocoloniality and decoloniality, and indigenous
philosophies in Southeast Asia, as well as publicly available policy documents (e.g., ASEAN policy briefs)
were consulted to ground this conceptual analysis. Particular attention was also paid to scholars with
marginalized identities, in the active effort to amplify voices which have largely been excluded from CIE

research on Southeast Asia (Diem et al., 2014), reflecting the critical focus and grounding of this article.

Southeast Asian Higher Education

In the domain of higher education, ASEAN strives to replicate the European Union’s (EU) Bologna process to
allow for more seamless student mobility and credit transfer in Southeast Asia (see Chi Hou et al., 2017;
Chou & Ravinet, 2017; Welch, 2012). More recently, ASEAN and the Southeast Asian Ministers of Education
Organization (SEAMEOQ) jointly declared the Common Space in Southeast Asian Higher Education initiative
that would serve as a catalyst in “accelerating educational, economic, political and sociocultural
development agendas.” (ASEAN, 2024) This ability of Southeast Asian nations to collaborate for a shared
purpose underscores the value of intra-regionalism, where collective action by nations in a region allows
that region to act as if it was one unified state (Robertson, 2010). However, CIE scholars note that the
higher educational harmonization process in Southeast Asia functions less smoothly than in Europe because
of the ASEAN Way of leadership in Southeast Asia — generally based upon the principles of non-
interference, consensus-building, and respect for national sovereignty (Koga, 2010; Wongburanavart, 2022)
— compared to the top-down, more direct style of leadership in the EU (Chou & Ravinet, 2017). Each of
these three principles are embodied responses towards colonialism, as the newly independent, post-World
War |l Southeast Asian nations did not wish to replicate harmful colonial behavior by overstepping into the
internal affairs of their neighbors. The region was also still recovering from the Konfrontasi between
Indonesia and Malaysia in the 1960s, with nation state leaders seeking to forge closer economic
cooperation amidst worries of communism in the region (Rahman, 2018). Therefore, the colonization and
decolonization processes created a nation-first mindset where Southeast Asian countries had to focus on
their own development amidst the evolving geopolitical climate during the Cold War. Ironically, the act of
looking inward and self-prioritization represented an evolved version of the “divide and rule” policy of the
colonial era, in which nations embarked on separate developmental pathways despite sharing

geographical, cultural, and economic ties (Nkrumah, 1965).

Consequently, the higher educational growth of countries in the region also took significantly different
paths depending on their colonial history, cultural makeup, and economic capacities. The wide-scale
exploitation and violence of the British Empire, followed by the rise of the United States after they dropped

the atomic bomb in World War Il cemented Anglo-American global influence. And by proxy, entrenched the
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hegemony of the English language as the global lingua franca (Altbach, 2007; Phillipson, 2012). Former
Southeast Asian British and American colonies like Malaysia, Singapore, and the Philippines thus had an
advantage in their higher educational progress due to their familiarity with English, which had rapidly
become the global academic and intellectual language by the 1950s (Altbach, 2007). Indonesia, the largest
Southeast Asian nation, had to contend with unifying a nation of 230 million people, from 500 ethnic
groups, spread across 14,000 islands. Reflecting their religious identity as the most populous Muslim-
majority country globally, Indonesian higher education integrated Islamic traditions into the higher
educational sector with the proliferation of Muhammadiyah universities (Welch, 2012). Vietnam’s
experience, reflecting that of other Indo-Chinese states, involved navigating (neo)colonial influences of
Chinese, French, American, and Soviet forces on their higher educational systems. The result was a complex
hybrid system that centered Vietnamese language and culture (especially with the spread of Chi¥ Quéc

Ngtt, the alphabet) (Trinh, 2018).

The three brief descriptions above of the heterogeneous higher education experiences of Southeast Asian
countries reveal a regionalism project differentiated by history and politics, yet bonded by geography and
economics. The work of developing a transformative higher education regionalism identity requires

contextualizing, explicating, and interrogating Southeast Asia’s colonial history, which this research strives

to accomplish through a critical decolonial praxis.

Neocolonialism and Epistemic Decolonization

Neocolonialism operates in colonized nations through the perpetuation of colonial influence, control, and
power, despite no longer living under the direct violence of colonization (Nkrumah, 1965). This indirect and
subtle form of dominance is often derived from controlling the economic flow of goods and services
(Nguyen et al., 2009). Such control is also evidenced in the educational sphere. Scholars note that almost all
education systems being studied in CIE, including in Southeast Asia, had roots during the colonial era and
were thus developed by policymakers to serve colonial goals and outcomes (Crossley & Tikly, 2004;
Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Quijano, 2000). The ideological thrust of this paper focuses on the re-
narrativization of the colonial educational project — from the narrative of colonized societies needing
colonial education, to the more postcolonial reading of the violence of colonialism sparking the entry of
colonized societies into global capitalism (Crossley & Tikly, 2004; Omodan, 2025; Tuck & Yang, 2021).
Southeast Asian nations had to grapple with the aftermath of decolonization to figure out their positions in
a new world order, even as the hierarchies of power and control continued to reflect the structures of
colonialism (Quijano, 2000; Stein et al., 2016). In education, Rizvi (2004) stresses that the cultural flow of

educational research is still primarily one-directional — from “the West” to “the Rest” — revealing the
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underlying neocoloniality that dominates CIE research. The adoption of decolonial interventions by CIE
scholars is necessary to redress the persisting adverse effects of colonialism on educational progress

(Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Stein et al., 2016).

The call for a greater decolonial focus in comparative and international educational research was most
recently expressed by the new co-editors of the Comparative Education Review, Drs. jules and Salajan.

Specifically, they stressed the need for:

Decolonizing education systems, curricula, and research to confront the colonial legacies of past and current
policies and practices that continue to define and shape, to a substantial extent, educational delivery and
knowledge production in much of the postcolonial “developing world” (Mignolo 2007; Quijano 2007).
Comparative research needs to remain acutely aware of and responsive to the histories of repressive and
oppres-sive educational regimes imposed on Indigenous cultures in the Global North and especially in the
Global South (Mukherjee 2019). Thus, it is imperative to elevate comparative education research that amplifies
the voices of scholars who are from or who research Indigenous communities and colonized populations
worldwide (jules & Salajan, 2024, p. 5).

However, some CIE scholars viewed the call for greater decolonial focus as a dogmatic directive to engage
in a “culture war” where the performativity of positionalities and identities trump and threaten the ability
of scholars to provide “forceful and coherent critiques” (Vickers & Epstein, 2024, p. 2). Vickers and Epstein
(2024) argue that the decolonial ask in CIE is too Eurocentric in focus, perpetuates simplistic dichotomies of
“West” and “non-West”, embodies a victim-perpetrator dichotomy, and lacks significant engagement with
oppressive (even colonial) non-Western regimes. This research responds directly to opponents of increased
decolonial emphasis in CIE research by employing an epistemic decolonization stance focusing on the

Southeast Asian higher education context.

Epistemic decolonization is both a resistance to colonial-imposed knowledge systems and a desire to
reassert indigenous knowledge adversely affected by colonialism (Moosavi & Alatas, 2024; Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2015; Posholi, 2020). The epistemic wrongs of colonialism are insidious, mired in “objectivity”
and “rationality”, and propagated through media and academia, such that colonial knowledge systems are
considered “facts” and “truths” (Posholi, 2020). A reading of Alcoff (2007) challenges Vickers’ and Epstein's
(2024) avoidance of engaging in identity and positionality work by illustrating that “creating, developing,
and maintaining a hierarchy of knowledge and knowers particularly adapted for colonialism” (p. 82) was
done explicitly through a discriminatory understanding of racialized hierarchies of identities. Said
differently, the existing global hierarchy of knowledge was created without many important identities in
the conversation; hence, CIE research needs to accurately compensate by centering those marginalized

identities and questioning the epistemological and ontological roots of dominant knowledge in the field.

Doing so not only exposes the “latent Eurocentrism characteristic of our dominant paradigms of knowledge

and major concepts” but also engages in “the reconstructive task of reformulating and reconstructing our
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knowledge systems and norms” (Posholi, 2020, p. 280; also see Grosfoguel, 2013). In the Southeast Asian
context, the work of epistemic decolonization in higher education has the potential of guiding research
away from established Eurocentric norms that are not authentic and true to the culture of the region, and
toward pluriversal understandings of knowing and being (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Moosavi & Alatas, 2024).
The introduction of pluriversal possibilities of knowledge also allows for the critical examination of colonial
difference and reasserts simultaneity in being, knowing, and belonging for all, regardless of value to the
global neocolonial and neoliberal agenda (Alcoff, 2007). The lack of interrogation of the binaries of “Global
South” and “Global North” or “West” and “non-West” forces scholarship into simplified geographical
buckets. This research applies historical, rather than geographical, lenses when describing global regimes
of power. In the vein of epistemic decolonial analysis, this paper posits identifying nations/states/powers as
exploiting forces and conversely, forces who have suffered structural exploitation. Naming these forces in
this way centers their actions and impacts on others, rather than their places of origin (with recognition
that geographical locale and proximity can certainly influence action). Drawing from Rodney’s (1972) work
on the role colonialism played in under-developing Africa, this paper similarly posits that the terms over-
developed and under-developed are more accurate terminologies to describe the current effects of
exploiting and exploited nations. It is also critical to recognize the structural nature of these exploitative
practices in entrenching the hierarchies of power and knowledge through control of curricula, pedagogy,
and scholarship (Alatas, 2024; Nkrumah, 1965). Therefore, Southeast Asia’s under- and differently-
developed higher educational context today was created and informed by its asymmetrical relationship

with exploiting forces — namely, past colonial powers.

The unequal relationship between formerly colonial powers and their colonized states leads to the
dissemination of colonial cultural norms and curricula to Southeast Asian students which entrenches
neocoloniality in the educational structure of the region (Alam et al., 2013; Healey & Michael, 2015; Hong &
Songan, 2011; Schulze & Kleibert, 2021). This one-directional knowledge flow reifies the notion that the
exploiting powers are “experts” in higher education, and the exploited nations need to strive to replicate
their processes, mechanisms, and eventually, outcomes. However, when considering the effects of
transnational policy borrowing, amidst the backdrop of the pause in globalization and the retreat towards
regionalistic understandings, Steiner-Khamsi (2014) cautions against blindly following international
standards of best practices. Rather, she pushes for a more developed understanding of how to translate
policies to the local context. This analysis expands her argument by positing that Southeast Asian nations
need to develop a more robust understanding of their indigenous philosophies that undergird their
societal, and consequently their higher educational, systems (discussed more extensively in the following
section). This work is particularly timely as Southeast Asia, through ASEAN, is currently very involved in

transnational policy borrowing with the Bologna Process positioned as the ideal higher education regional
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model (ASEAN, 2022; ASEAN, n.d.; Chou & Ravinet, 2017). When speaking about the role of the European
Union in the creation of ASEAN’s common higher educational project, H. E. Giorgio Aliberti, the EU
Ambassador to Vietnam, emphasized the importance of transnational educational cooperation to assert
EU’s norms globally through soft power imposition (EEAS, 2020). Comments like his reflect the perspective
of Southeast Asia in the eyes of exploiting nations — a divided regional architecture that presents
opportunities for not only revenue generation through educational partnerships, but to also ensure that
geopolitical interests are cemented by the transfer and sharing of aid and resources. A decolonial praxis
must be enacted in the region to ensure that such perspectives are interrogated and prevented from

defining Southeast Asian higher education moving forward.

Before making the case for the need of decoloniality as a critical intervention, a full discussion of Southeast
Asian higher educational regional development cannot exist without explicit mention of the neocolonial
forces of Eastern powers like China and Japan in the region (Cheok & Chen, 2019). In responding to Vickers
& Epstein’s (2024) lament at the lack of analysis on “non-Western” colonial regimes, this paper recognizes
the long history of influence both East Asian nations have had on Southeast Asian educational
development. China geographically (through both land and sea) borders almost every Southeast Asian
nation, but their influence is particularly pronounced on their Indo-Chinese neighbors. Welch (2012) notes
how Chinese Confucianism has informed Vietnamese cultural norms, architecture, and higher education.
The Imperial Academy in Vietnam was established in 1076 to educate Vietnamese scholars for the
Confucian examination as part of their civil servant training (Tran, 2023). China’s recent provocations in the
South China Sea disputes (Cheok & Chen, 2019) and its close economic ties with Cambodia (Pheakdey,

2012) underlies the need to adequately consider China’s persisting neocolonial influence on Southeast Asia.

Japan, on the other hand, were more direct in their imposition of their power in the region through their
violent colonization of Southeast Asia during World War Il and their aspiration to “Nipponize” the local
population by acculturating them into the Japanese language and culture (Liao, 2021). Japanese
colonization was also presented as a larger movement to remove European dominance from the region in
exchange for a new Asiatic modernity under Japanese rule (Liao, 2021; Loo, 2013). The promise of excising
European control from the region was certainly enticing to segments of Southeast Asians leadership during
the colonial period as it provided a new possibility of statehood devoid of European influence (Loo, 2013).
Therefore, it is not possible to unravel the intertwined strands of Western and Eastern coloniality in
Southeast Asia without first recognizing the primordial effect of European colonization and hegemony in
the region beginning in the 16th century. Even today, Japan continues to influence educational outcomes in
the region by initiating the establishment of the ASEAN Plus Three Working Group on Mobility and Quality
Assurance of Higher Education which seeks to encourage greater student mobility between Southeast and

East Asia (ASEAN Plus Three, n.d.).
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Applying a critical policy lens, the fact that Japan initiated this working group reveals that ASEAN continues
to implicitly follow the educational agenda set forth by its regional partners, especially those who possess
neocolonial interests. ASEAN’s, and by extension Southeast Asia’s, posturing towards external forces is also
evidenced by its provision of higher education scholarships for ASEAN citizens only to China and Japan
(ASEAN University Network (AUN), n.d.) and that only 10% of student movement in the region occurs
between Southeast Asian nations (Lim et al., 2022). These examples underscore an organizational lack of
investment in developing a Southeast Asian higher education ecosystem where financial, political, and
human support is directed towards championing an internal model of educational success. Without a long-
term, regionally informed plan, ASEAN youths will continue to look beyond Southeast Asia’s shores for
higher educational opportunities that align with the vision of educational excellence that has been
perpetuated by neocolonial influence (Ullah, 2018). Therefore, to counter this trend, this work pushes for a
decolonial praxis, with an emphasis on creating pluriversal outcomes to combat and resist imbalance in the
global higher educational hierarchy (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Zhang, 2025), especially with increasing

evidence of superpowers retreating into self-interested parochialism (Haass, 2021).

Pluriversal Possibilities

Figure 1. Epistemic Decolonization framework
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Southeast Asia is one of the few educational regionalisms that use their local language as the primary

language of administration and socialization unlike colonized counterparts in South America, Africa, and
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Oceania (Mufwene, 2002). The rejection of colonial languages reflects the region’s ability to
epistemologically decolonize and critically interrogate the neocolonial power structures that are imposed
upon it (Moosavi & Alatas, 2024). Similarly, for higher education, this work grounds Southeast Asia’s
epistemic decolonization response on two intertwined principles. First, the active rejection of colonial
knowledge systems that advance competition, privatization, and individual accumulation in the pursuit of
neoliberal profits and environmental degradation (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Rao, 2000). And second, the
championing of communal approaches to being and learning that reflects ancestral cultural norms
authentic to the local population (Omodan, 2025; Tuck & Yang, 2021). Taken together, these principles
outline a decolonial praxis rooted in collaboration, indigeneity, and sustainability that challenges the
existing modernity/coloniality dynamic in higher education and posits pluriversal possibilities about how a

regional higher education project could exist and function.

Figure 1 above outlines the Western and Eastern neocolonial influences that affect Southeast Asia and the
three indigenous philosophies — Malayan sejahtera, Papuan social ecology, and Filipino kapwa — that this
work argues should undergird the region’s decolonial response to neocoloniality. The three philosophies
were chosen to not only represent geographical diversity within Southeast Asia, but to also articulate
different theoretical principles that would collectively create a decolonial higher education regionalism
identity. This paper acknowledges that these three philosophies are not the only ones that embody the
epistemic decolonial framing this work proposes. The Balinese tri hita karana concept that emphasizes
harmonious living with God, Nature, and humans (Pitana, 2010) as well as the Thai khwan philosophy that
integrates metaphysical beliefs into daily practice (Rajadhon, 1962) are other examples of localized
knowledge systems that center an ethic of care and community. The inclusion of indigenous philosophies in
higher educational discourse critically charts regional identities that are reflective of the cultures and norms

of that region.

The first indigenous Southeast Asian philosophy that we believe can guide the creation of a pluriversal
higher educational context is based on the sejahtera concept, originating in the Malay Archipelago.
Sejahtera refers to positive connotations of “abundance, happiness, prosperity, peace, and tranquillity”
(Razak & Sanusi, 2023, p. 348). It is deeply rooted in Malay cultural norms as a way to emphasize and
prioritize harmonious well-being (Razak et al., 2018). A key pillar of the sejahtera philosophy is
sustainability as it is only through an understanding of sustainable living that a person can embody feelings
of happiness, peace, and well-being. Applied to the higher educational context, the sejahtera philosophy
advocates for a balance of academic and non-academic learning. In doing so, students recognize the need
to take care of their holistic health and not merely subscribe to the current coloniality of knowledge which
elevates capitalistic outcomes of education above wellbeing (Alatas, 2024; Razak & Sanusi, 2023).

Additionally, this philosophy also emphasizes the need for knowledge production to begin at home, where
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indigenous priorities, expertise, and desires are centered in the knowledge production process to ensure
outcomes that are commensurate with the needs of the indigenous population (Razak et al., 2018). Such an
emphasis would effectively mitigate the pervasive power of Eurocentric coloniality of knowledge
(Phillipson, 2012), and push for a more localized and authentic understanding of how higher education

curriculum should be developed (Alatas, 2024).

In a complementary vein, the intersection between social ecological theory and Papuan indigenous culture
reveals an underlying indigenous understanding of humans as part of the natural environment and not
separate from or sovereign over it (Frank & Idris, 2020). Though Papua New Guinea is not officially part of
ASEAN or generally considered as a Southeast Asian nation, it shares borders with Indonesia and in the
spirit of challenging colonially constructed nation-state borders and geographical categorizations (Quijano,
2000), this research includes the Papuan social ecology philosophy as an example of a pluriversal possibility.
According to Frank and Idris (2020), the ecological environment Papuan people reside in influences their
social systems and networks. This deep, interconnected relationship between Papuan cultural norms and
their environmental surroundings was deemed by some scholars as examples of Papuan failure in not
pursuing more exhaustive explorations of nature (Mansoben, 2007). Mansoben (2007) posits that the
Papuan traditional belief of the spiritual power of nature on human life and destiny influenced them into a
passive approach towards their natural environment (p. 116). What Mansoben is not explicitly saying is that
Papuans have missed out on an economic opportunity to plunder their natural surroundings for resources
that could be sold on the capitalist market — a colonialist viewpoint that underscores the urgency for
greater emphasis on sustainable perspectives in educating communities about viable relationships with
nature. The neoliberal underpinning of Mansoben’s scholarship is exactly why Southeast Asian higher
education regionalism needs to champion, advocate for, and elevate Papuan social ecological partnerships
as models of harmonious learning and living. Southeast Asia must counter the hegemony of neocolonialism
rooted in natural exploitation for capitalistic outcomes through higher educational intervention that center

sustainability, environmental care, and community (Nkrumah, 1965).

The recognition of one’s shared identity with others is manifested in the Filipino indigenous concept of
kapwa, the third Southeast Asian indigenous educational philosophy this work advances. Dayson et al.
(2024) discuss the importance of kapwa as a value that promotes acceptance of diverse perspectives
through the encouragement of open, consensus-building conversations. This flattens established
neocolonial understandings of knowledge hierarchies and instead allows for every person to articulate their
valuable perspective on the topic discussed. A kapwa educational philosophy is essential in dismantling the
existing internalized neocoloniality students in the region are already exposed to and strive to build their
confidence and capacity in self-advocacy and self-actualization. The embodiment of a relational philosophy

like kapwa centers the shared identity of community members and seeks to build connections despite
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differences, a key facet of Filipino, and Southeast Asian, value systems (Rungduin et al., 2014). Applied to a
higher educational context, the kapwa philosophy teaches students how to better relate their identities
with that of others in the pursuit of finding agreement and consensus, which closely reflect ASEAN’s

principles of consensus-building and cooperation (Chou & Ravinet, 2017).

All three regional indigenous philosophies advocate for collaboration, indigeneity, sustainability, and a
relational balance between self, others, and our natural environment. The inculcation of these values into
the higher educational system is aligned with ASEAN’s Work Plan on Education 2021-2025, especially in
ASEAN’s ambition of including “resilient and environmentally responsible education practices” (ASEAN,
2022). These values also generally run counter to the dominant higher education narratives of hyper-
productivity and free market-oriented outcomes which promote unhealthy competition among students
(Savage, 2017). Southeast Asian higher education should strongly consider rejecting neoliberal logics and
instead pivot towards embracing and embodying its regional indigenous philosophies that reflect a
pluralistic, collaborative, and sustainable vision for its citizens. As Nkrumah (1965) reminds us, the battle
against neocolonialism necessitates shared ideological clarity on how to oppose the hegemonic
epistemological forces of neocoloniality and build collective unity to dismantle the persisting coloniality of
knowledge (Alatas, 2024; Quijano, 2000). Leveraging indigenous philosophies is a powerful intervention in
charting new pluriversal possibilities for higher education in the region, but it must begin with an

acceptance of the need for such a decolonial praxis.

Rethinking The ASEAN Way

The ASEAN Way of non-interference, consensus-building, and respect of sovereignty is due for a rethink as
higher education enters a new geopolitical climate with the questioning of globalization and the increasing
push for deglobalization. ASEAN, as the primary regional governance entity in Southeast Asia, has the
imperative to chart the region’s vision and build the governing infrastructure to achieve that vision. In
doing so, ASEAN must develop an internal clarity on how its higher educational ecosystem can serve the
needs of 21st century Southeast Asia, especially with the rising cultural confidence and respect that Asia
commands on the world stage (Mahbubani, 2022). This paper argues that a rethinking of the ASEAN Way
guided by a decolonial framing of epistemic decolonization and pluriversality will result in transformative
outcomes to the regional higher educational project. Applying a critical policy analysis lens, the guiding
principles that will inform the new ASEAN Way is rooted in collaborating against neocolonialism in the
region, developing epistemic knowledge systems to counter dominant narratives, and integrating

indigenous philosophies into its governance. Achieving all three aims in the field of higher education
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requires a deeper level of collaboration and understanding than what ASEAN currently displays, but that is

the hope and motivation of this paper.

Any future step from ASEAN needs to first acknowledge the presence of the colonial “divide and rule”
policies in the region where national-level development heterogeneity has resulted in varying higher
educational experiences across the region (Hill et al., 2021). Thus, the first key guiding principle this paper
pushes for is a redressing of resource inequities. The new ASEAN Way will raise the educational floor of the
region by encouraging skills and value redistribution by higher educational stakeholders. Education was
used by colonial powers as the vehicle to engender exploitative and self-serving outcomes (Jana & Sarkar,
2021), and the epistemic decolonization focus of this paper leverages education to instead promote a
regional balancing of resources and value. Echoing the kapwa philosophy, shared communal and regional
discussion about resource redistribution reflects a collective ownership of addressing the issue by
Southeast Asians, for Southeast Asians (Dayson et al., 2024). For higher education, Singaporean educational
leaders should take the lead in working with their regional partners to build research, teaching, and digital
infrastructural capacity in light of the island nation’s success in developing world-class universities
(Hongfang, 2011; Lee, 2013). Therefore, while respecting the sovereign rights of nations to their own
internal affairs, the new ASEAN Way would ideally strive to create communal partnerships that center on

the redistribution of regional assets to elevate the higher educational quality of the entire region.

The next guiding principle that this research advances is for a differentiated development of each nation’s
higher educational strength/s which will elevate the overall regionalism ecosystem. This principle builds
upon existing intra-regional educational movements in Southeast Asia that reflect diverse national
strengths and capacities. For example, Malaysia’s position as an Islamic educational hub not only attracts
students globally, but especially from neighboring Indonesia with 90% of outbound Indonesian students
going to Malaysia (Lim et al., 2022). Despite only a small proportion of these students attending Malaysian
Islamic universities, the fact that Malaysia is an Islamic nation that also speaks the Malay language provides
Indonesian students with the comfort of learning in an environment that they are familiar and comfortable
with (Welch, 2012). Similarly, 80% of outbound students that leave Laos attend Vietnamese universities
because of the perceived high value of Vietnamese higher education and the provision of scholarships by
Vietnamese universities (Kim Khanh & Ngoc, 2024; Lim et al., 2022). The construction of these bilateral
relationships within the larger regional fabric of Southeast Asia reflects the Papuan social ecological
understanding of how differing units within the same ecosystem play differentiated roles for the benefit of
the entire ecosystem. The clarification of national strengths through collective capacity building will
ultimately position Southeast Asia as a robust higher educational landscape with many differing higher
educational models for students to choose from. Hence, centering the ASEAN Way around a strategy of

“strength in diversity” is a valuable decolonial response to existing neocoloniality.

nordiccie.org NJCIE 2026, Vol. 10(1)


http://www.nordiccie.org/

Indrarajah 14

Lastly, rethinking of the ASEAN Way cannot be done without dealing with the financial imperatives of
regional higher educational governance and management. Investment in higher education in the region
needs not primarily rely on the active recruitment of foreign universities via lopsided transnational
education partnerships that reify neocolonialism (Alam et al., 2013). Rather, this work argues that the
answer lies in investing in local human capital. Embracing the sejahtera concept as a guiding force, regional
higher educational harmonization begins when the needs of regional actors are met. The current 10% of
intra-ASEAN student mobility is not only an indictment of the region’s ability to provide effective higher
educational outcomes for its youth, but also a recipe for long-term “brain drain” (Lim et al., 2022). Ullah
(2018) further clarifies that brain drain negatively impacts origin countries while positively affecting
inbound countries, resulting in a skilled labor gap problem. Aside from students, it is critical for ASEAN to
improve the promotion of Southeast Asian talents in higher educational administration. For example, only
one in four faculty members on the tenure-track in both the National University of Singapore and Nanyang
Technological University, whose student bodies are largely Singaporean, are Singaporeans (Ullah, 2018).
Actively striving to promote local talents into positions of authority in higher education not only centers
regional research agendas, but also critically decolonizes knowledge systems and who has the “right” to
produce it. There will likely be a short-term financial outlay when this new ASEAN Way of regional
prioritization rooted in the sejahtera concept is enacted, but the long-term gains of improving student and
faculty experience as well as building sustainable higher educational growth infrastructures for the future
will eventually stand the region in good stead to capitalize on the population dividend it currently enjoys

(Lim et al., 2022).

Policy Futures with the new ASEAN Way

The re-thought ASEAN Way blends critically indigenous philosophical groundings with principles that center
the needs of the region, namely through a redistribution of resources and values, an articulation of intra-
regional strengths, and the promotion of a local talent plan. How does this new proposed manner of
functioning help chart the region’s higher educational regional project? How is this truly decolonial?
Nkrumah (1965) declares that the under-developled world cannot wait for the goodwill or generosity of
exploitative powers to redress the wrongs of colonialism; rather it is incumbent upon the under-developed
to resist the forces that seek to keep it down, i.e. neocolonial logics of domination, oppression, and control.
Following Nkrumah'’s direction, the rethinking of the ASEAN Way pushes for greater regional collaboration
with outcomes that are more regionally focused rather than nationally-interested. Doing so moves us closer
to defining a unique Southeast Asian higher education regionalism identity and thus, answering this paper’s

key research question.
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The application of the new ASEAN Way to existing policies is instructive of how pluriversal possibilities
could manifest. For instance, the ASEAN University Network’s (AUN) limited focus on only building
partnerships between the top 30 universities in the region limits the knowledge-sharing potential of such
an initiative. Building on our proposed principles of redistributing resources, Rezasyah et al. (2017) similarly
argues for AUN member universities to mentor fellow partners at their respective national levels, to
improve their capacity and bring them into the AUN framework. Expanding such capacity should not only
be limited to institutions but also extended to individual Southeast Asian students. Currently, the AUN
scholarship model only reserves financial assistance for ASEAN citizens to study in East Asia, which does not
contribute to the development of a regional talent plan if our funding mechanisms continue to drive
students outwards. Rather, the improvement in research capacity of Southeast Asian universities should
dovetail neatly with increasing flow of students within the region as AUN increases the quality of higher
educational institutions, thus making them attractive sites of student mobility (Khalid et al., 2019).
Similarly, the ASEAN International Mobility for Students (AIMS) program, launched by SEAMEO-RIHED,
includes almost all other Southeast Asian nations except for Myanmar and Laos (Chi Hou et al., 2017). The
exclusion of these countries for various reasons signifies the continued separation in higher educational
development and desire. A truly pluriversal outcome would strive to ensure that all ASEAN nations are
represented in regional programs like AIMS, as every country has a part to play in stitching the regional
fabric together; the exclusion of one threatens to tear the fabric asunder. More critically, the new ASEAN
Way will inform a decolonial approach towards conceptualizing partnerships with external forces like the
European Union and East Asian nations. ASEAN has to look beyond the present economic incentives of
engaging in educational cooperations with external partners, toward the decolonial future of a Southeast
Asian higher education regional identity devoid of harmful neocolonial influences. The process of
acknowledging existing neocoloniality, excising current elements that perpetuate oppression, and charting
intra-ASEAN partnerships requires patience, but the outcome of a richly diverse, yet united, Southeast Asia

is well worth the effort in the long-run, and is the scholarly outcome of this conceptual paper.

Ultimately, we need to question what a successful decolonial higher educational project in Southeast Asia
should look like. First and foremost, there should be global recognition that Southeast Asia’s under-
development is rooted in colonialism and neocolonialism (Rodney, 1972). Next, attempts to improve higher
educational capacity in the region must actively involve fellow ASEAN countries and not merely external
partners, as those external forces have vested interests in maintaining the dominant hierarchies of
knowledge and power (Alcoff, 2007; Nkrumah, 1965). To undermine this hierarchy and challenge the
coloniality of knowledge, the mantle for CIE research about Southeast Asia should be taken up by scholars
from the region to further decenter Western, and even East Asian, frameworks from dominating

knowledge production in the region. A Southeast Asian focus and emphasis in CIE must also explicitly
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incorporate indigenous philosophies and ways of being, as local knowledge systems cannot be overlooked
and ignored from the functioning of the region (Grande, 2018). Over time, this paper contends that a
decolonial praxis animated by epistemic decolonization will result in a unique Southeast Asian higher
educational regional identity that aptly captures the diversity of the region while contributing meaningfully

and transformatively to the field of comparative and international education.
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