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4 Dr. Ariel Heryanto, Melbourne Institute of Asian Languages and Societies 

Below is the keynote speech of Dr. Ariel Heryanto, 

Melbourne Institute of Asian Languages and Societies, at 

the Orientation Program for the year 2000 Fellows of the 

Asian Studies in Asia, 30 June 2000, Bangkok, Thailand. 

great delight I accepted the invitation to speak 

before you now. Let me first of all express my 

personal and warm congratulations to all the new 

Asian Studies in Asia Fellows, who represent the very best 

among many candidates for the award this year. I am especially 

pleased to be here for the opportunity to meet you in person, 

and to exchange ideas with you.Without this opportunity, for 

a member of the Advisory Board like me', the ASIA Fellowship 

Program remains largely a set of papers. 

Dr. Chai Podhisita, on behalf of the Orientation Committee, 

invited me to share a few thoughts on a theme that is key to 

the Program that has brought us here, namely "Developing 

Asian Studies in Asia." I took the liberty to alter the title, but 

hopefully not the theme and spirit, into "~sians studying other 

Asians in Asia; what difference does it make?" I hope you 

.. would bear with me for the next few minutes to consider a 

few things that must not be new to some of you who have 

been involved with area studies. If you have not, these issues 

may not appear to be of immediate relevance to you personally. 

I would like to undertake the task of persuading you to take 

some interest in some of these issues, and to invite you to 

offer your candid responses to assist us in our work around 

the notion of area studies. By no means do the ideas that I 

present here reflect the views of the Advisory Board. These 

are my preliminary thoughts, and I would be too embarrassed 

to circulate them to any wider circles at this stage. 

I am not an expert on Asia. I was born and grew up on the 

island of Java, Indonesia. I studied and then taught about 

Southeast Asia a little bit, and I have studied Asia much less. I 

remain ignorant about the greatest part of Southeast Asia, or 

even of Indonesia and Java. I mention this mainly to alert you 

to my biases. It would be foolish of me to attempt or pretend 

that I can make my presentation relevant to many of the 

countries in Asia that you come from, or that you have studied. 

Despite all these disclaimers, I am convinced that there are a 

few general and intellectual issues that we have all encountered. 

They are questions with no ready answers. 

Old Problems In A New Time 

One can be forgiven for being suspicious of the theme of 

our discussion today as something essentially outdated, but 

forced to revive with some rather conservative agenda in mind. 

Partly this is because the title resonates with the old area 

studies that appears in some places to have run Its course, 

and to have lost much of its previous appeal and vitality since 

the end of the Cold War. Partly this is because the title is plain 

and straightforward, rather than sexy and enigmatic as found 

in many new books and seminar titles. In today's globalized 

world of great mobility, and with the bombardment of slogans 

such as hybridity, transnationalization, and multiculturalism, 

concepts such as Asian and Asian Studies may sound rather 

na'lve, nativistic, anachronistic or nostalgic. 

In what follows I wish to explore some of the renewed 

meanings and relevance of Asia and Asian Studies precisely in 

the contexts of, and because of, rather than in spite of, these 

new globalized developments. Before that, however, an 

acknowledgement of a legacy of the old area studies is 

necessary. 
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"What is Asian Studies anyway?" Is it an intellectual exercise that finds its definition primarily in its devotion 

to the specific object of study, rather than its inclinations towards particular set of approaches, methodologies, 

or strategies of learning that distinguish it from other and more conventional academic disciplines? 

Any activities that come under the rubric of Asian Studies 

in Asia these days cannot deny a genealogy from ahd 

indebtedness to its unspoken and pre-existing Other, namely 

Asian 'Studies outside Asia. Asian Studies in Asia is obviously a 

response to that Other.What the nature of such response is, 

or should and should not be, why now, what the potential and 

actual significance of such response can be, and what specifically 

about Asian Studies outside Asia that this response targets, 

are all open to debate.They constitute the central questions I 

wish to raise for our discussion with no ambition of finding 

the answers at the end of the session. 

Admittedly also, many of these questions are not that new 

at all. Throughout history of Asian Studies in the past, people 

have asked very fundamental questions which are similar to 

those mentioned just now. 

For instance, they have asked: 

"What is Asian Studies 

anyway?" Is it an intellectual 

exercise that finds • 

ItS 

definition primarily in its 

devotion to the specific 

object of study, rather than 

its inclinations towards 

particular set of approaches, 

methodologies, or strategies 

of learning that distinguish it 

from other and more 

conventional academic 

disciplines? If we do not hear 

voices asking the same 

questions these days, perhaps 

that is because they are tired 

of asking and are convinced 

there will be no satisfactory 

answers in the end. 

If the object of study (i.e. 

Asia) becomes the most 

important, if not the sole, 

defining factor, then what do 

'• , 

• . , 
!II 

• 

• 

we mean by "Asia" or the adjective "Asian" anyway? Many 

scholars have addressed the issue, but a few basic problems 

keep coming back unresolved. For an illustration, let me cite 

here a re-examination of the issue from a contemporary 

perspective that has both connections and breaks with Asian 

Studies in previous decades: 

.{ .:.r-

Asia is not only a political concept, but also a 

cultural concept, it is not only a geographical location, 

but also a measure of value judgment ... . 

[The question of ASia] is hardly a question of 

substantialization, namely by way of ascribing to it 

unequivocal geographical attributes. Quite contrarily, 

it is often invoked in the discussion of questions that 

bear no direct relation, or are even in stark 

. ;:; . 
. .'. 

-

• • Opposition, to any 

geographical 

considerations. For a 

long historical period, 

Asia has not been 

treated as a self

contained geographical 

concept, but has only 

been put forward 

ideologically in op

position to Europe. The 

discussion of Asia 

involved not only the 

question of Euro

centrism, but also the 

question of hegemony 

within the East .... 

The fact that, in the 

history of the academic 

world,"Asia" as a singular 

term has emerged to 

name collectively a 

plurality of countries and 

regions deserves our 

attention. I 

continued next page 
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No matter how problematic and contentious the key terms such as "Asia" and "Asian" can be, they are not 

totally imaginary and free-floating constructs of the analysts, Asian or otherwise. This is why the relevance of 

Asian Studies stubbornly persists, but this is also why its importance is not static, identical, or straightforwardly 

continuous with its part during colonial and Cold War eras. 

If the questions of identity of the persons who conduct 

Asian Studies are to be raised (in other words Asians as a 

noun), we will most likely be embroiled in no less complicated 

debates. Who are Asians, or better who qualify as Asians, on 

what basis, for how long, and where? This is not only a problem 

of "representation" in the light of the diversity of peoples and 

cultures in Asia. Should the problem be restricted to this 

aspect, we could have proposed a wide range of possible 

representations of Asians, their mix and combinations, but all 

presumably have stable and clearly marked elements of Asian

ness that create the complex diversity. 

However, I refer to something else here. As briefly 

mentioned earlier, in today's globalized world of great mobility 

and hybridity, Asians' Asian-ness has become a notoriously 

fuzzy matter. One of the most obvious diffusing factors is the 

multiple and oscillating residence, employment, and institutional 

affiliation, not to speak of cultural orientations, of a rapidly 

increasing number of Asian people worldwide. How frequent 

an absence from Asia would disqualify an Asian from 

participating in a program like ours: Asian Studies by Asians in 

Asia? How long a period of absence would disqualify her/him? 

Can s/he re-claim her/his eligibility by repatriation, and for 

how long does her/his return have last before such re

qualification can take effect? 

These problems direct us to the key question of Asian 

Studies in the present, namely, does it matter who or what 

partakes in such studies, where and when? Does it make sense 

to bring in the questions of identity of the persons studying 

Asia, as well as their geographical, residential, or professional 

positioning, and the location where such study is carried out? 

If it does not make sense, do we want to simply continue the 

old familiar traditions of practicing Asian Studies with the 

implicit claims of universality and objectivity, deliberately 

disregarding the questions of subjecthood, positions, history, 

and social space? 

Are there defensible rationales for supporting the idea of 

Asians conducting a study about other Asians - "other" in all 

sorts of senses: nationalities, ethnicities, religions, generations, 

regions, genders, classes, and so on and especially when 

conducting such study grounded on Asian soils? Are we not 

reviving the old and now much despised desire for a mystified 

Asian autonomy, or authenticity, in scholarship about"their own" 

peoples, neighbors, and sub-regions? In other words, are we not 

reviving the notorious colonial oriental ism and making it our 

own, which some might describe as self-orientalism? 

Renewed Endeavors 

During the last two or three decades the social sciences 

and especially the humanities have made it nearly impossible 

for us to retain the old naivety and desire for Asian authenticity, 

originality, or autonomy. The reputation of such Western 

romantic and colonial notions has also been seriously tarnished 

more recently, and ironically, by the rhetoric of Asian Values, 

Asian Miracles, or Asian Ways among Asian dictators in bashing 

the "West", as they imagine, admire, and fear it. 

Fortunately, the demise of such problematic notions of 

autonomy or authenticity has not been followed by a total 

withering away of Asian Studies.There are several good redsons 

for this survival. First, it remains impossible to deny the 

continued cultural supremacy and intellectual hegemony of 

the West in today's global capitalism, including Asia. despite 

the economic and political challenges from Asia to the West. 

Hence, the questions of who, what,and where inAsian Studies 

remain politically and ethically contentious. Equally impossible 

is to ignore the widening gap of power relations among 

different groups in Asia, as they are more deeply incorporated 

into the world market and information networks. No matter 

how problematic and contentious the key terms such as "Asia" 

and "Asian" can be, they are not totally imaginary and free

floating constructs of the analysts, Asian or otherwise. This is 

why the relevance of Asian Studies stubbornly persists, but 

this is also why its importance is not static, identical, or 

straightforwardly continuous with its part during colonial and 

Cold War eras. 

Developing Asian Studies in Asia by and for Asians does 

not need to mean trying to create any new epistemology of 
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the uniquely Asian. Perhaps it is not even an attempt to develop 

a separate and superior scholarship on Asia vis-a.-vis those 

already developed in Europe and Northern America. Rather, 

it is an acknowledgement and expression of concerns about 

the serious unequalizing tendencies in Asia-related studies that 

have resulted in Asians being little more than objects of analysis 

rather than analyzi ng 

counterparts. The new 

project of developing 

Asian Studies in Asia is also 

a critical and sensitive 

recognition of the 

profound inseparability of 

constituencies and 

relationships between the 

dominant and dominated 

groups, among circulated 

knowledges, and among 

competing procedures of 

knowledge production in 

this less than perfect 

world. 

It is now becoming 

obvious among those 

doing Asian Studies that 

building some sort of 

defensive walls to isolate 

and create a self-contained Asian Studies in Asia would be the 

last thing one would want to do. It would be both impossible 

and undesirable. While the world at large, and Asian Studies 

more specifically, remain unjust and unequal, creating an 

isolationist scholarship in response to the industrialized 

expansionist and intimidating Western-based and Western

centric production of knowledge on Asia can be counter

productive.lt can easily slip into a ghettoization of what is to 

be pursued and valorized at home. 

In the end such endeavors will have to confront the old 

and familiar dilemma between the principles of equality of 

participation and quality of intellectual output, whatever they 

may beThe two do not always impose a condition of mutually 

exclusive "either/or" options. Enhancing the politically correct 

programs of empowering the disadvantaged Asians in 

scholarship about Asia often requires some compromise of 

standards of scholarship, but this does not have to be done 

permanently, or to take place without due respect for 

proportion. While some 

sort of affirmative action 

has been common among 

recent programs in Asia 

and Southeast Asia, a few 

have taken one step 

further by pro-actively and 

selectively inviting a few 

non-Asians to take part in 

the endeavors. 

This is not entirely 

novel. Studies of Asia, or 

parts thereof, by colonized 

Asian elites has always 

involved some 

collaboration with an.d 

indebtedness to the 

colonizingWest. However, 

the playing field in today's 

engagements is different. 

This is because the status 

of and relationship among Asian intellectuals and their 

counterparts are now different. I believe this is what 

distinguishes Asian Studies today from its predecessors in 

colonial and Cold War periods. Some may like to describe 

this recent collaboration as having a "post-colonial" character 

or orientation, as opposed to the old colonial and anti-colonial 

counterparts. In some of the most active and innovative circles 

of Asian intelligentsia there is both the old discomfort with 

the continued global inequality and subordination, as well as 

the new ease in sharing such discomfort, and developing a 

collaborative response to it, with institutions and agencies 

outside Asia that used to be suspected as forces of the imperial 

West. 

continued on page 26 
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Asians Studying ... (continued from page 7) 

Just because Asian Studies, and for that matter the entire 

apparatus of modern educational institutions in most of Asia, 

have their antecedents in Western colonization of Asia, as well 

as in the American hegemony during the Cold War, it does 

not follow that the future of Asian Studies has been completely 

pre-determined, and its potentials exhausted. We only need 

to look very briefly at the history of Asian nations and 

nationalism to understand the indeterminacy of history, and 

the dialectics offorces in social constructs and social agencies. 

The dramatic transformation of ASEAN (Association of 

SoutheastAsian Nations) during its brief history is illuminating: 

from being an extension of the anti-Communist measures of 

the Westerll Bloc during the Cold War, to being hardly more 

than a paper tiger, to a surprisingly assertive regional agency 

that challenged the victor of the Cold War during the economic 

bubble, and now to a shaken and subdued body following the 

late 1990s economic and political crises. 

Asian Studies in Today's Asia 

There are other reasons for a renewed interest in pursuing 

Asian Studies in Asia today. Commenting on Southeast Asia 

and its studies, Professor Ruth McVey once made a very apt 

observation : "Southeast Asia itself has changed far more 

massively and profoundly than have Southeast Asian studies, 

whether carried on by indigenous or foreign academics"2. I 

do not know how far the validity of her statement can be 

extended to the situation elsewhere in Asia. but I would not 

be surprised by any striking parallelism. To a great extent the 

profound and massive changes in Asia during the last two or 

three decades are results of intra-Asia interactions, perhaps 

with an unprecedented scale and speed. Academic study of 

these changes is just too slow. At the same time, Asia witnesses 

an ever increasing production of knowledge about its dynamics 

outside the academy and state security apparatuses: for 

instance business communities, non-governmental 

organizations, tourist industries, and the mass media. to name 

a few. 

While one should welcome the fact that academic scholars 

and state intelligence agencies no longer monopolize or 

dominate the study of Asia,l would argue thatAsian intellectuals 

(academic. artistic, or social activist) should continue to make 

their interventions in the public discour;ses bf the region and 

in the regionThe dynamics of Asia today are just too complex 
/ 

and too important to be left in the hands of a few groups of 

professionals or bureaucrats. While intellectuals are not 

regularly the most important agents of change of history, it is 

fair to expect that they could and would occasionally help 

elevate the quality of public debates and deliberations of 

important issues. In today's industrializing Asia, it has been too 

easy and too common for public fora to be dominated by 

political propaganda and discussions that "appeal to popular 

prejudices", rather than critically questioning preconceptions, 

or illuminating suppressed perspectives and exploring new 

horizons.] 

That leads me to a concluding point in this preliminary 

note for reflection and discussion, namely the specificity of 

post-colonial intellectuals in Asia in this particular historical 

juncture of rapid and dramatic industrial expansion. This 

historical context distinguishes them Significantly from the 

majority of professionals studying Asia in most major centers 

and former centers of Asian Studies in Europe, Northern 

America, or Australia. 

With a few exceptions in places like Japan,Singapore,Taiwan. 

or Hong Kong, scholars working on Asia in Asia operate with 

moderate or depressingly minimal resources. Although in many 

places in Asia there are, or used to be. centers of rigorous 

vernacular scholarship, most are not adapted to the major 

social transformations brought about by colonialization and 

industrialization. They remain subordinated, marginalized, and 

discred·ited by the global hegemony of modern and post

modern epistemology that evolved in dialectic with Western

led global industralization. 

However, in the midst of industrial changes in their societies, 

Asian intelligentsia often find themselves in privileged positions 

unseen in today's industrialized West. Although this may not 

always come with good justification, scholars and public 

intellectuals in Asia often enjoy enormous authority in public 

by virtue of being a critical minority. For better or worse, 

scholars and scholarship in many of these newly industrializing 

societies do not have enough autonomy for intellectual 

exercise. They often carry more political and moral weight in 

comparison to their counterparts affiliated with world centers 

of Asian Studies in the West.Again, with a few exceptions, there 

is barely any separation between academic and non-academic 

worlds, compelling academic and publiC intellectuals to be 

partisan either in support of or opposition to the regime . 

This offers an answer to the question in my sub-title: Asians 

studying other Asians in Asia do make a significant difference 

compar.ed to predecessors centered in the West. More than 
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their counterparts in the West in the past or present, many of 

these Asians will have to be more generalist with respect to 

academic disciplinary divisions, more politically significant and 

passionately committed than purely analytical in their 

scholarship. Asians who are engaged in contemporary Asian 

Studies in Asia can neither escape its historical connections 

with the West, nor can they simply continue and mimic the 

practice and achievements of their Western predecessors. t. 

Notes 

I Sun Ge (2000), "How Does Asia Mean?" Inter-Asia Cultural 

Studies, I (I): 13. 

2 McVey, Ruth (1995), "Change and Continuity in Southeast 

Asian Studies",Journal o(SoutheastAsian Studies 26 (I), March: 

6. 

3 Goldfarb,Jeffrey C. (1998) Civility and Subversion; the Intellectual 

in Democratic Society, Cambridge: Cambridge Un iversity Press, 

p.3 

[ The ASIA Program develops regional expertise in Asia, and establishes a 

multilateral network of specialists within the region to strengthen Asian 

scholarship. For more information, visit www.iie.orglciesIASIA(ellows.} 

The Southeast Asia Traveling ... (continued (rom page 24) 

disregarded; fathers and male children/siblings have left their 

village to find (illegal) work abroad. 

The fisherfolk of Songkhla have, of course, fought back. 

But their experience alerts us to the ways by which the 

economic programs of governments, far from uplifting the 

common people, mire them instead to even greater poverty 

(sacrificing at the same time the environment). 

The poverty that drove the people of Songkhla to seek 

employment abroad is the same poverty that has forced 

millions of other Southeast Asians (particularly Filipinos) to 

work outside their countries. The participants of the travel 

class confronted the problem of labor migration in Southeast 

Asia in a lecture/discussion led by Ms. Chansa Yimpasert, a 

researcher and NGO worker. 

Poverty remains one of the biggest problems of the region. 

Despite the economic gains of some countries, the reality of 

people living under the poverty line, of the mass exodus of 

people, continues to confront and haunt many governments 

of Southeast Asia. As poverty is closely tied up with many 

political and social problems (as the lectures and focused group 

discussions of the travel class have shown), including the spread 
• 

of HIV-AIDS as Senator Jon Ungpakorn said in his lecture, the 

governments of Southeast Asia are hard pressed to address 

poverty, even as they try to respond effectively to new and 

emerging domestic/national and regional concerns and to the 

onslaught of globalization. 

Into the Future 

Did the Travelling Classroom 2000 of SEASREP succeed in 

getting Southeast Asian students (that's us) interested in 

Southeast Asia? If our answers to the evaluation questions 

are an indication, the answer to the question would be yes. 

Prajak Kongkirati (Thammasat) expressed his desire to become 

a lecturer in Southeast Asian Studies. Umar Idris (Universitas 

Indonesia) also wants to become a professor of (Southeast 

Asian/) history. Judith Salamat (UP) wants to learn a Southeast 
, 

Asian language or two so she can translate Southeast Asian 

literary works into our languages. Chonlapat Suwanmanee 

(Thammasat) intends to study at the University of the 

Philippines, Diliman, while Vicky Vadivelloo who is majoring in 

Tagalog at the University of Malaya intends to spend a year at 

UP Diliman. Others expressed their interest in knowing more 

about Southeast Asia. 

One of the biggest benefits we the participants got from 

the Travelling Classroom is the "network" we built among us 

(from UP, Ateneo de Manila, Thammasat, Chulalongkorn, 

Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, UniverSity of Malaya, Gadjah 

Mada and Universitas Indonesia). If all of us become, in the 

future, Southeast Asianists, just imagine the possibilities, the 

collaborative work we can do. 

In bringing Southeast Asian students together for the 

purpose of studying Southeast Asia, the SEASREP Council's 

Travelling Classroom is helping to ensure that in the not-so

distant future, the Southeast Asianists will be the Southeast 

Asians themselves .• 
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