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Preface

This book began as a quiet refusal. A refusal to remain within inherited frameworks that render Southeast Asia as a region rich in data but poor in theory. A refusal to accept the continuing marginalization of indigenous concepts as merely cultural expressions rather than theoretical interventions. A refusal to perpetuate intellectual asymmetries that place global theory elsewhere, and Southeast Asia as its illustrative periphery.

In place of refusal, this book proposes reconstruction. It offers a pathway through which Southeast Asia can reclaim its role as a producer of theory. That reclamation does not begin with protest alone; it begins with conceptual labor—digging into ancestral archives, decoding cosmologies, and reconstructing the philosophical architectures that have long organized life in the region.

My work has been guided by a simple yet demanding question: What happens when we treat Southeast Asian concepts as serious theoretical resources? Not as objects of analysis, but as frameworks of analysis. Not as artifacts, but as analytics. This question guided my reading, fieldwork, teaching, and ultimately the writing of this book.

Across years of research and conversations with ritual practitioners, scholars, spiritual leaders, and everyday thinkers from across the region, I came to see the vast epistemological terrain embedded in Southeast Asian life. These are not only traditions—they are theories in practice. They articulate grammars of relation, presence, ethics, temporality, and cosmological balance that speak to global questions of knowledge, power, and meaning.

This book is an effort to listen to those grammars. It moves across disciplines—anthropology, philosophy, religious studies, political theory—not to flatten them but to build a conceptual framework that can hold the complexity of Southeast Asian thought. It engages with postcolonial and decolonial critique, not to reject global theory, but to invite it into dialogue with the epistemic traditions of this region.

I write as both participant and observer, scholar and student. I do not claim to represent all voices or speak for all traditions. Rather, I hope this book offers a model of how we might begin again—by rethinking theory from the ground of Southeast Asia.

I am grateful to the many individuals and communities who have shared their knowledge, time, and stories with me. Their generosity shaped the direction of this work. I also acknowledge the intellectual debts I owe to the scholars of subaltern studies, Southeast Asian cosmology, and relational ontology whose insights accompany this project.

This book is not a conclusion. It is an opening. An invitation to imagine Southeast Asian Studies as an intellectual tradition in its own right—one that thinks the world, and is thought by it, in ways that matter.

Kamaruzzaman Bustamam Ahmad
Darussalam, Banda Aceh
November 2025
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INTRODUCTION Reclaiming the Intellectual Horizon of Southeast Asian Studies
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I. The Conceptual Dilemma in Studying Southeast Asia
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The study of Southeast Asia has long been framed as an exploration of cultural diversity and historical variation. Yet beneath this familiar description lies a deeper conceptual dilemma: the region has been understood through categories that did not originate within its own intellectual landscapes. Scholarly interpretations emerged through frameworks shaped by colonial administration, missionary observation, early anthropology, and post-war academic interests, none of which fully captured the region's internal conceptual worlds.

For much of its history, Southeast Asian Studies accumulated information rather than developed theory. Descriptions of rituals, kinship patterns, linguistic forms, and political systems proliferated, but these descriptions remained analytically detached from the conceptual logics that informed everyday life. The field grew increasingly rich in empirical detail while remaining structurally dependent on external theoretical vocabularies.

This conceptual dependency created a gap between lived experience and scholarly representation. Communities expressed meaning through relational ethics, ritual practice, cosmological balance, and ancestral presence—modes of understanding that resist translation into universal categories. When such categories were imposed, meaning was often flattened, and conceptual nuance disappeared.

Moreover, this structural disjunction gave rise to asymmetries of epistemological authority. Local knowledge was subordinated to external analysis, interpreted through foreign frameworks that often lacked resonance with indigenous understandings. This not only limited the explanatory power of academic interpretations but also perpetuated an intellectual hierarchy.

The analytical fragmentation in the field reflects a larger disciplinary habit of extracting data from lifeworlds while neglecting their internal coherence. Concepts, categories, and cosmological structures native to Southeast Asia were overlooked in favor of theories formulated elsewhere. This extractive orientation undermined the epistemic integrity of regional knowledge systems.

Compounding the dilemma was the reproduction of these frameworks across generations of scholarship. Newer studies often inherited inherited assumptions without critically examining their foundations. The result was a cumulative body of literature rich in detail but conceptually inconsistent and theoretically underdeveloped.

Attempts to apply grand theories—structuralism, Marxism, modernization theory—often failed to align with the relational, processual, and cosmologically embedded nature of Southeast Asian societies. The mismatch between theoretical abstraction and empirical complexity further deepened the conceptual disconnect.

In response, some scholars called for “area-based theory,” advocating a grounded approach that takes the region's conceptual systems seriously. While important, such calls remained marginal within mainstream scholarship. The intellectual center of gravity continued to reside elsewhere.

The dilemma, then, is not one of insufficient data but of misplaced conceptual scaffolding. The question is how to build frameworks that emerge from the ground up, rooted in the languages, symbols, rituals, and ethics that organize life in the region.

This book begins with that question and proposes an answer rooted in conceptual reconstruction—a move from representation to theorization, from description to conceptual alignment.
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II. The Historical Layers of Knowledge Production

[image: ]


The intellectual formation of Southeast Asian Studies unfolded across multiple historical layers, each shaped by distinct power relations and epistemological regimes. The first layer emerged during the colonial period, when ethnographic and administrative classifications were deployed to govern and manage populations. These classificatory systems—tribes, races, customs, religions—became the foundation for early knowledge production.

Missionary scholarship constituted a second layer, framing Southeast Asian societies through theological paradigms. Indigenous beliefs were reinterpreted as superstition, idolatry, or moral deficiency. The resulting texts prioritized conversion over comprehension, flattening ontological nuance into moral binary.

A third layer came through early anthropology, which often relied on external theoretical models—functionalism, structuralism, diffusionism—to analyze Southeast Asian societies. While offering systematic insights, these models treated local categories as data points rather than conceptual tools. The region remained an object of study, not a source of theory.

Post-war area studies added another interpretive framework. Fueled by Cold War geopolitics and development imperatives, Southeast Asia was examined through lenses of modernization, nation-building, and political stability. Strategic knowledge replaced philosophical inquiry. The field became instrumental, not contemplative.

Philological and textual studies introduced a fifth layer, emphasizing classical literatures and elite traditions. While valuable, this orientation privileged textual archives over oral transmission, ritual performance, and embodied cosmology. It narrowed the archive and reinforced elitist biases in knowledge production.

Cultural studies and post-colonial critique constituted subsequent layers, deconstructing representations and exposing asymmetries of power. However, even these critical movements often relied on Euro-American theoretical vocabularies, maintaining a dependence on conceptual languages foreign to the region.

These overlapping layers created sedimented structures of interpretation. Each generation of scholars inherited frameworks that shaped not only what was studied but how it was conceptualized. Theoretical paradigms became naturalized, difficult to dislodge.

Even well-meaning attempts at “indigenizing” theory frequently stopped at inclusion rather than transformation. Local concepts were mentioned but rarely allowed to structure analytic frameworks. The region continued to be spoken for rather than spoken through.

Moreover, the global academic market incentivized alignment with dominant theories, discouraging conceptual risk-taking rooted in local cosmologies. This institutional pressure reinforced epistemic asymmetries and delayed the emergence of regionally grounded theory.

Understanding these historical layers is essential. They do not simply mark past moments—they remain embedded in the present, shaping the limits and possibilities of contemporary thought. Excavating these layers is the first step in rebuilding Southeast Asian Studies on epistemological foundations rooted in the region itself.
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III. Toward a Region-Centered Epistemology
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This book argues for the construction of a region-centered epistemology—one grounded in the conceptual resources internal to Southeast Asian lifeworlds. This means approaching the region not merely as a site of empirical richness, but as a generative space of theoretical innovation.

A region-centered epistemology does not seek to “include” indigenous ideas within existing frameworks. Rather, it demands a reversal: that existing frameworks be interrogated through indigenous ideas. This shift in orientation repositions local categories as theoretical propositions, not cultural curiosities.

Such an epistemology must be relational. It must recognize that concepts in Southeast Asia are often embedded in kinship systems, ritual practice, cosmological balance, and moral economies. They cannot be abstracted without distorting their meaning. Analysis must follow relational logics rather than impose analytical severance.

It must also be ecological. Southeast Asian cosmologies are grounded in landscapes, waterscapes, seasonal rhythms, and multispecies relationships. Knowledge emerges through embeddedness, not detachment. A region-centered epistemology acknowledges the epistemic agency of place.

Furthermore, this orientation requires a hermeneutics of care—an interpretive ethic rooted in respect, attentiveness, and epistemic humility. To learn from a world, one must first be willing to be taught by it. Method must align with relational ontology.

Disciplinary boundaries must be transcended. Cosmology cannot be isolated from ritual, nor ritual from ethics, nor ethics from social organization. A region-centered epistemology integrates rather than dissects. It weaves rather than fragments.

This approach also challenges academic writing itself. It invites forms of expression that mirror the rhythm, atmosphere, and texture of the worlds being studied. Language becomes a medium of resonance, not just reference.

Importantly, this epistemology does not reject global theory. Rather, it enters into conversation with it from a position of parity. It does not seek validation from external frameworks but offers alternative foundations upon which theory can be built.

In doing so, it expands the geography of theory. It shifts the coordinates of intellectual authority from center to periphery, from metropole to margin, from the known to the emergent.

A region-centered epistemology thus represents both a critique of epistemic asymmetry and a constructive act of world-making. It is not only an intellectual project but an ethical and political one.
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IV. Thesis and Analytical Commitments of This Book
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The central thesis of this book is that Southeast Asian Studies must move beyond the role of data provider to become a generator of theory. This requires building conceptual frameworks rooted in the region’s own epistemologies, ontologies, and hermeneutics.

This shift involves a fundamental reorientation—from analyzing Southeast Asia through external lenses to theorizing the world from within Southeast Asian conceptual life. Such a move demands methodological transformation and conceptual courage.

Four analytical commitments guide this project. First, the recovery of subaltern epistemologies: the knowledge systems of ritual experts, spiritual practitioners, oral poets, and indigenous philosophers whose insights remain unrecognized by academic orthodoxy.

Second, the application of post-colonial critique to the structures of knowledge production that continue to shape the field. This includes not only colonial legacies but also the neo-colonial logics of global academia.

Third, the affirmation of indigenous conceptual systems as sources of theoretical innovation. These are not simply alternative views of the world; they are alternative ways of theorizing the world.

Fourth, the development of interpretive methods aligned with regional lifeworlds—methods that respect relational ontologies, ethical cosmologies, and embodied ways of knowing.

These commitments resist both romanticization and assimilation. They do not seek to idealize the past or reject modernity. Instead, they open space for dialogical engagement grounded in epistemic equality.

This book thus takes a stand: that Southeast Asia is not only a region to be studied but also a region from which to think. Its traditions, categories, and cosmologies are not pre-theoretical material but theoretical architectures in their own right.

The analytical commitments laid out here provide the scaffolding for the chapters that follow. They frame not only what is examined but how it is examined, and toward what end.

This is not just a critique of what has been done, but a proposition for what can be done differently. It is a call to imagine scholarship as collaboration, not extraction—as resonance, not representation.
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V. Why This Reconstruction Matters

[image: ]


The reconstruction proposed in this book is not an academic indulgence—it is an intellectual necessity. Without it, Southeast Asian Studies risks remaining a peripheral field, rich in detail but poor in theory, engaged with the world but not contributing to its conceptual reimagining.

This matters because the world is in crisis—ontologically, ecologically, epistemologically. We need new ways of thinking, new models of relation, new grammars of ethics and being. Southeast Asia, with its deep traditions of cosmological thought and relational practice, offers resources for such renewal.

These resources have long been obscured by disciplinary filters and conceptual noise. Reclaiming them is not about nostalgia—it is about epistemic possibility. It is about learning from worlds that have endured, adapted, and resisted through alternative ways of knowing.

By grounding theory in Southeast Asian cosmologies, we gain access to frameworks of balance, reciprocity, presence, and moral responsibility. These frameworks challenge extractive logics and instrumental reason. They invite us to think with, rather than about, the world.

Reconstruction also matters for the people of the region. When academic discourse fails to reflect their lived realities, it alienates and disempowers. A region-centered theory reaffirms intellectual sovereignty. It affirms that knowledge does not only travel from center to margin, but also from margin to world.

This work is thus a political gesture. It contests the cartography of theory and redraws its lines. It asserts that the periphery can be generative, that subaltern worlds can theorize, that relational life can be rigorous.

Reconstruction also requires new academic infrastructures—publishing platforms, research networks, pedagogical methods—that support epistemic diversity. It requires mentors, editors, and institutions willing to recognize value in unfamiliar form.

This book contributes to that movement. It is written not only for scholars, but for students, thinkers, and practitioners committed to rebuilding knowledge from below. It offers not a final word but an invitation to participate.

Ultimately, this reconstruction matters because it expands the very idea of theory. It transforms the question from “What can Southeast Asia teach us about theory?” to “What is theory when seen from Southeast Asia?” That is the horizon this book seeks to open.
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CHAPTER 1 Rethinking Southeast Asia: Foundations for an Intellectual Reconstruction
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I. The Problem of Definition in Southeast Asian Studies
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The attempt to define Southeast Asia has always revealed more about the conceptual assumptions of the scholar than about the region itself. Most definitions emerged not from the lived experiences of communities but from external intellectual traditions that sought order, categorization, and theoretical coherence. These definitions created a sense of intellectual stability, yet they simultaneously obscured the dynamic, porous, and fluid nature of Southeast Asian realities. The region became a map drawn through analytical convenience rather than through epistemic intimacy.

The earliest attempts to conceptualize Southeast Asia were influenced by descriptive impulses: cultural differences, linguistic patterns, religious plurality, and maritime networks. However, these descriptions were framed using inherited Western categories that interpreted local meanings through externally imposed concepts. Such interpretive acts did not merely distort realities—they produced new realities that later scholars treated as natural or self-evident. As decades passed, these external categories hardened into disciplinary assumptions.

One of the central issues in defining Southeast Asia lies in the fragmentation of academic lenses. Anthropologists, historians, sociologists, philologists, and religious studies scholars each constructed their own versions of the region. These disciplinary fragments did not converge into a shared epistemic vision. Instead, they reinforced a mosaic of disconnected narratives that prevented Southeast Asia from being understood holistically. The lack of a unified conceptual foundation created theoretical gaps that persisted across generations.

The definitional problem becomes even more complex when local epistemologies are considered. Many Southeast Asian communities possess their own conceptual languages for understanding place, identity, belonging, and cosmology. These concepts, rooted in spiritual imagination and cultural memory, do not align neatly with imported academic vocabulary. When external scholars imposed universal categories onto these local systems, the resulting interpretations often misrepresented the lived logic of communities. This misalignment created a structural tension between experience and scholarship.

Another difficulty arises from the historical layering of intellectual narratives. Colonial scholars produced early ethnographies that emphasized cultural exoticism and administrative necessity. Post-war academics produced area studies grounded in Cold War strategic concerns. Later scholars adopted critical approaches that questioned representation yet rarely replaced external categories with region-specific concepts. These overlapping layers created a definitional sediment that continues to obscure the region’s own intellectual agency.

Southeast Asia’s definitional challenge also stems from its cultural plurality. The region’s diversity is often celebrated, yet this celebration masks a conceptual problem: diversity alone cannot serve as a theoretical foundation. The focus on diversity produced descriptive richness but theoretical thinness. A region cannot be defined merely by listing its differences. The deeper question lies in understanding whether the region possesses an internal conceptual coherence that transcends diversity without flattening it.

Attempts to define Southeast Asia have frequently relied on geographical boundaries, maritime routes, or political alliances. These criteria are useful but insufficient for building an intellectual foundation. Geography does not produce theory; it produces proximity. Maritime routes connect communities but do not define their conceptual universe. Political alliances shift over time, making them unstable markers of regional identity. What remains missing is a definition grounded in conceptual structures intrinsic to the region’s cultural imagination.

Another issue is the assumption that Southeast Asia must reflect external theoretical categories rather than generate its own. Such an assumption relegates the region to a passive role in global knowledge production. When a region is defined through external categories, its intellectual resources are treated as objects of study rather than sources of theory. This reinforces a hierarchy where conceptual authority resides outside the region, while Southeast Asia becomes a site of data collection.

The definitional crisis also exposes a deeper epistemic imbalance. Scholars frequently interpret Southeast Asia through frameworks that prioritize text over oral memory, objectivity over spiritual insight, and classification over relationality. This imbalance marginalizes entire domains of Southeast Asian epistemology, including cosmological thought, ritual symbolism, and embodied knowledge. These marginalized domains contain conceptual richness that remains largely untapped in contemporary scholarship.

Thus, the problem of defining Southeast Asia is not a semantic issue but an epistemological one. The question is not merely how to define the region, but how to reconstruct an intellectual foundation capable of representing its conceptual complexity. Such reconstruction requires discarding inherited assumptions, revisiting neglected intellectual traditions, and developing a region-centered theoretical language. Only then can Southeast Asia move from being defined by others to defining itself.
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II. The Limits of Traditional Frameworks
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Traditional frameworks in Southeast Asian Studies were built upon methodological and theoretical structures imported from outside the region. These structures provided analytical tools but also imposed constraints that prevented deeper engagement with indigenous epistemologies. At their core, the traditional frameworks were designed to observe, describe, and classify, rather than to interpret from within the region’s internal conceptual logic. This created an intellectual distance between the scholar and the subject, leading to interpretations that often lacked epistemic authenticity.

Anthropology played a foundational role in shaping early frameworks. Rituals, kinship patterns, and cultural practices were analyzed through universal models that prioritized structure and function. While such analyses produced valuable insights, they often ignored the symbolic, metaphysical, and experiential dimensions that are central to Southeast Asian life. The anthropological gaze tended to freeze dynamic communities into static models, overlooking the fluidity of meanings and the complexity of cultural transformations.

Historical and philological approaches, on the other hand, privileged written texts, inscriptions, and court traditions. These methods reconstructed genealogies of kingship, state formation, and religious transmission, but often excluded the oral worlds that sustained communal memory. The reliance on textual evidence created a narrow archive that obscured the intellectual contributions of communities whose histories were transmitted through performance, ceremony, and narrative rather than through written documents.

Sociological frameworks introduced modernist categories such as tradition, modernization, and social change. These categories positioned Southeast Asia within teleological models that assumed linear progression toward an idealized form of modernity. Such models failed to capture the region’s cyclical temporalities, relational ethics, and pluralistic ways of inhabiting time. When modernity is treated as a universal trajectory, alternative futures grounded in local cosmologies are rendered invisible.

Religious studies frameworks, particularly those shaped by comparative religion, introduced typologies that separated belief systems into discrete categories. These typologies often imposed rigid distinctions between religion, culture, magic, and ritual, even though such distinctions are not meaningful within many Southeast Asian contexts. Spiritual practices in the region frequently blur these boundaries, weaving together cosmology, ethics, healing, and community life into a single integrated system of meaning. Traditional frameworks struggled to interpret such integration.

Another limitation of traditional frameworks lies in their reliance on external theoretical vocabularies. Concepts such as structure, function, modernization, rationality, and belief were imported without adequate consideration of whether Southeast Asian realities align with these conceptual assumptions. As a result, scholarship often translated local experiences into external categories rather than allowing local categories to reshape theoretical understanding. This process of translation reinforces epistemic dominance rather than enabling intellectual reciprocity.

Furthermore, traditional frameworks tended to prioritize objectivity as an epistemic ideal. This emphasis marginalized forms of knowledge rooted in experience, embodiment, ritual, and spiritual perception. In many Southeast Asian communities, knowledge is not separated from practice, morality, or cosmology. When scholarship dismisses these domains as subjective, it excludes significant aspects of regional epistemology. Objectivity becomes a barrier rather than a pathway to understanding.

The fragmentation of disciplines also contributed to the limitations of traditional frameworks. Each discipline isolated specific domains—culture, religion, history, law, environment—creating compartmentalized knowledge that ignored the interconnectedness of Southeast Asian life. Ritual cannot be separated from politics; cosmology cannot be separated from ecology; kinship cannot be separated from spiritual lineage. Yet traditional frameworks imposed analytical boundaries that fractured holistic systems.

Another critical limitation is the assumption of universality embedded within many theoretical models. When theories developed elsewhere are applied uncritically to Southeast Asian contexts, they risk producing distortions. These distortions emerge not because the theories are flawed, but because they are grounded in different ontologies, different epistemologies, and different conceptualizations of personhood, community, and reality. The uncritical adoption of universal models thus undermines the potential for region-centered theory building.

Ultimately, the limitations of traditional frameworks reveal the necessity of constructing a new conceptual architecture for Southeast Asian Studies—one capable of honoring the region’s intellectual depth, symbolic worlds, and lived epistemologies. Such reconstruction must transcend disciplinary boundaries, challenge inherited assumptions, and embrace conceptual categories rooted in the region’s own cultural imagination. Only then can Southeast Asian Studies evolve from descriptive analysis into genuine theoretical innovation.
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III. Toward a Region-Centered Epistemology
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A region-centered epistemology begins with the recognition that Southeast Asia possesses its own conceptual universe—a universe that cannot be fully understood through external frameworks. This universe encompasses cosmological imaginaries, ritual structures, symbolic classifications, ethical codes, and oral narratives that shape how communities perceive reality. A region-centered approach does not seek to romanticize these elements but to acknowledge their epistemic status as legitimate sources of theory, not merely as objects of study.

Such an epistemology requires a methodological shift from observation to participation, from classification to interpretation, and from distance to proximity. Scholars must learn to inhabit the conceptual worlds of the communities they study, recognizing that understanding emerges not only through analysis but through immersion in symbolic, ritual, and experiential domains. This immersion enables a deeper appreciation of local conceptual categories that often resist translation into external theoretical vocabularies.

A region-centered epistemology also demands the reconstruction of analytical language. Many Southeast Asian concepts do not have direct equivalents in Western categories. Terms related to spiritual agency, relational ethics, communal authority, or cosmological balance carry meanings that are embedded in specific cultural and historical contexts. Rather than forcing these terms into external categories, scholars must allow these concepts to speak on their own terms and reshape the theoretical narrative.

This approach recognizes that knowledge is not extracted from communities but co-produced with them. The researcher becomes a participant in an intellectual dialogue rooted in mutual recognition. Knowledge emerges through negotiation between scholarly inquiry and local epistemic traditions. Such negotiation requires
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