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Southeast Asian studies as a form of power1

The origins of Southeast Asian studies as a field are exogenous  
to Southeast Asia. It remains deeply embedded within Western  
academia and has been influenced by all the dominant trends that 
have shaped Western knowledge production. Its defining trait is that 
it is determined to a very significant extent by the funding priorities 
of establishment interests (both internal and external to Southeast 
Asia) and has no significant independent tradition of critical knowledge 
production. Where then does this leave Southeast Asian studies? 
How can the field become relevant to the people of Southeast Asia?
Pingtjin Thum

A brief history of Southeast Asian studies
The field of Southeast Asian studies initially evolved out of  
a colonial interest to perpetuate their influence on Far Eastern 
cultures and societies.2 Institutions of Oriental studies were 
set up to meet practical needs, and emphasised colonial ver-
nacular language training. The Ecole des Langues Orientales 
Vivantes in Paris was founded in 1795. Leiden University’s 
programme was established in 1864. In the UK, the establish-
ment of School of Oriental Studies in 1917 was closely related 
to Britain’s imperial interests in Asia and Africa. Though the 
“pre-Second World War period was relatively insignificant for 
the academic study of Southeast Asia” in Britain, it established 
the practical importance of Oriental studies, and initiated  
a more coherent scholarly approach.3 

Southeast Asian studies further solidified after World War II. 
National interests and a general belief in the importance of 
area studies led governments and funding bodies to establish 
centres for Southeast Asian studies. The United States’ 
growing global role, and particularly the Indochina wars, led 
to substantially increased government funding for Southeast 
Asian studies between the late 1950s and early 1970s, and a 
strategic network of programmes were established.4

In Britain, the Scarborough Report of 1947, the Hayter  
Report of 1961, and the Parker Report of 1986 shaped the 
development of Southeast Asian studies. These emphasised 
the importance of the study of non-Western peoples and 
cultures, and the dangers of British ethnocentrism and an 
overly Eurocentric view of the world. Also stressed was the 
practical application of area studies programmes, though 
these utilitarian considerations were subordinated to strong 
arguments for the importance of a base of scholarship in  
area studies.5 Following these reports, Centres for Southeast 
Asian studies were established at Hull in 1962, and Kent  
in 1978. 

For geographical and political reasons, Australia too 
embarked on an ambitious plan of establishing centres of 
Southeast Asian studies. ANU set up the Research School  

of Pacific and Asian studies and the Faculty of Asian studies 
in 1947 and 1950 respectively. A Centre for Southeast Asian 
studies was created at Monash in the mid-1960s.6

Despite all these energies and resources being poured into 
the field, the foundation was weak. From the mid 1960s to  
the mid 1970s, Southeast Asian studies was “not so much a 
place as a site of displacement.”7 People chose the field not  
so much because of an interest in the region, as they did for 
the strong desire to expand freedom and justice. This was  
a time of decolonisation, revolution, and war in Southeast 
Asia. The Vietnam War years had an “enormously complex 
and contradictory impact upon the Southeast Asian field.”8 
The chaos of anti-war demonstrations that were often  
associated with staff and students of the field made  
university administrators wary of funding its study.9 

At the same time, in Europe, the decolonisation of many of 
their colonies meant that the need to train colonial officers 
for the region evaporated. By the post war decade of 1975 to 
1985, Western governments no longer saw the field as serving 
any immediate national need, and so the field sank into the 
doldrums in the Western world. The Americans simply wanted 
to forget Vietnam. Similarly in Britain, funding dropped 
dramatically and centres were closed.

Yet, precisely because of the withdrawal of American forces 
from Vietnam in 1973 and communist victories throughout 
Indochina in 1975, other Southeast Asian governments need-
ed to strengthen their own national foreign policies, nurture 
self-reliance, and promote regional cooperation. To achieve 
this, solid knowledge of the region was necessary. Therefore, 
in 1976, the decision was reached at the first ASEAN Summit 
Meeting to promote Southeast Asian studies in the region 
itself. Programmes and Centres were swiftly created. The 
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies was set up in Singapore 
in 1971. Malaysia started an interdisciplinary Southeast Asian 
studies programme in 1976. As a counterpoint to this, in 1973, 
an Institute of Southeast Asian Studies within the Vietnam 
Academy of Social Sciences was set up in Hanoi.10 

In the 1980s, the massive economic growth of Southeast 
Asian states made ASEAN the subject of interest for foreign 
governments seeking to duplicate or take advantage of 
opportunities arising from the region’s economic miracle. 
This was especially true in the USA, UK, and Australia. The 
flip side of this came in the latter half of the 1990s. When the 
economic miracle of Southeast Asia vanished so did interest  
in Southeast Asian studies, apart from studies of the crisis 
itself, which tended to be non-region specific.

The study of Southeast Asia in the West has since generally 
been on the decline. After 11 September 2001, there has  
been some interest in the USA, although nowhere near 
previous levels. On the other hand, within Southeast Asia, 
governments have been pumping more and more money  
into the field, such that within Southeast Asia, Southeast 
Asian studies is generally more buoyant and well-supported  
in the region (as well as in Japan) than it has even been.11 

Trends and patterns
Southeast Asian studies, as part of the academic main- 
stream, has been subject to nearly all the major paradigm 
shifts of area studies. This includes the ‘crisis’ of area studies, 
amidst arguments that Southeast Asia is an externally 
imposed construct; the focus on national studies shifting 
to supra-national and multi-national foci; and the various 
postmodernist fields, including post-colonial studies, cultural 
studies, global studies, and so on. The roster of disciplines 
that comprise Southeast Asian studies, and the structure  
of the disciplines themselves, have also evolved and changed 
according to prevailing academic thinking.

At the same time, because Southeast Asian studies for  
a long time lacked its own academic hinterland, it is hyper-
sensitive to the changes which have influenced academia. 
Its dependency on external funding from governments and 
funding bodies has forced it to constantly adapt and refashion 
itself to appeal to prevailing trends. Arguably, this insecurity 
is one of the major reasons why Southeast Asian studies has 
undergone such exhaustive soul searching – far and beyond 
the crisis in area studies – over the last 10 to 15 years.

Much of this soul searching was sparked off by Ariel 
Heryanto’s 2002 essay, entitled “Can there be Southeast 
Asians in Southeast Asian studies?”12 Heryanto argued that 
because Southeast Asian studies, as a field, was invented  
and remains rooted in Western academia to a great degree, 
its rules and conventions remain Western in their conception. 
Its conditions for membership do not reflect the reality of 
Southeast Asian identity, it imposes on the region models 
which do not reflect the lived realities of the region, and 
distorts the priorities and directions of Southeast Asian 
scholarship. It is thus a very alien place to Southeast Asians, 
and excludes Southeast Asians from the study of their  
own homelands. Heryanto did expect that there would  
be a gradual expansion of home-grown Southeast Asian 
scholars working on Southeast Asia, and indeed that has  
been happening, although certainly the best Southeast  
Asians scholars still seek training in the West.

Much of the subsequent debate within the field focused  
on proving or disproving Heryanto’s thesis, as well as  
focusing on questions surrounding the definition and  
conceptualisation of ‘Southeast Asia’ and ‘Southeast  
Asian studies’ and associated questions about the nature, 
composition, boundaries, construction, methodology,  
and perspectives of the field. 

However, much of the debate has also missed a more 
important theme of Southeast Asian studies. I believe  
the main characteristic of Southeast Asian studies is that  
it has been defined by purposeful agendas and self-interest. 
From the colonial powers before World War II, to American, 
British, Japanese, and Australian interests after the War,  
and to the national governments of ASEAN from the 1970s  
onwards, the defining characteristic of Southeast Asian 
studies is that it has always served a concatenation of forces 
who have funded it in order to push forward their agendas, 
promote their values, and investigate the questions they 
regarded as being the most pressing. Likewise, when it did  
not serve their needs, they dropped the programme. These 
forces are best described as a loose agglomeration of govern-
mental, industrial, military, and commercial interests. 

To a certain extent, this is true of academia in general,  
as it is true of the world in general. However, the one major 
trend or characteristic of western academia that has bypassed 
Southeast Asian studies is the role of knowledge producers 
speaking truth to power, especially with regards to the 
promotion of values indigenous to Southeast Asia that are 
representative of the lived realities of the vast majority of 
Southeast Asians. Southeast Asia lacks the equivalent of  
an academic tradition that allows academics to produce  


