
Southeast Asian Studies after Said 

ADRIAN VTCKRRS* 

This is the first part of a broader attempt to describe the state of 
Southeast Asian Studies, and to suggest a number of alternative paths 
that we might follow in order to maintain the integrity of the field. 
Here I suggest that we Southeast Asianists have tended to throw the 
textual baby out with the Orientalist bathwater, and that a study of 
Southeast Asia should be based on theories of representation. 

Like 'Asia', 'Southeast Asia' is an entirely artificial term. While 
'Asia' has been around for a very long time indeed, the sub-set of 
Asia that stretches between the eastern-most border of India and 
Papua-New Guinea has only been designed as 'Southeast Asia' - or 
'South East Asia' - since the 1940s. Southeast Asia came into being 
as a military convenience when Mountbatten and MacArthur were 
dividing their commands in the campaign against the Japanese. 

Southeast Asia is incredibly diverse - it covers complex ethnicity 
and hundreds of languages, found within at least four major language 
groups: Burmo-Tibetan; Mon-Khmer; Tai; and Austronesian. If we 
accept that there is such a thing as 'Southeast Asian Studies', then the 
question is how to study this diversity. Or, more particularly, how are 
we to represent Southeast Asia in scholarly terms? While Southeast 
Asian Studies has always had its own methodological histories, these 
have not always been articulated. I argue that it is by adhering to the 
examples set by scholarship of the region that we can best come to 
terms with it, and that means specifically returning to a study of forms 
of representation, the kind of study rejected in the wake of Edward 
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Said's 1978 book, Orientalism. 

The term 'Southeast Asia' initially involved a definition slightly 
broader than the present-day one. Mountbatten's base in Ceylon -
Sri Lanka - was the headquarters of his command, and from time to 
time there is discussion of whether or not Hong Kong is actually part 
of Southeast Asia. Timor Loro Sae is still deciding its position. The 
creation of SEATO during the Cold War briefly created a unity, but of 
course only amongst the anti-Communist states, and it is only with 
the extension of ASEAN in recent years that some kind of general 
political and economic substance has been given to the sense of the 
region as a region. 

In academic terms, the prior existence of journals of Southeast 
Asian Studies and, more recently, departments, has been important 
to creating communities of scholars. There is also a major prize in the 
field, the Benda Prize, although it has evolved into a book prize for 
those working in US institutions. The premier journal in the field, the 
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, began in 1970 but had existed since 
1960 as the Journal of Southeast Asian History. In this form the journal 
published one of the great meditations on Southeast Asia as an entity, 
by John SmaiI.1 Thus journals, as bearers of scholarly discourse, are 
important to constituting the object of study, as are research and 
teaching institutions. 

Singapore and Hanoi are the only places that have Institutes for 
Southeast Asian Studies. Departments or Programs of Southeast Asian 
Studies exist at the National University of Singapore and Cornell 
University; Centres/Centers of or for Southeast Asian Studies exist 
at the Australian National University, Murdoch University, Kyoto 
University, Northern Illinois University, University of California Los 
Angeles and Berkeley, University of Michigan, University of Hawai'i, 
Ohio University, Washington University, University of Wisconsin, 
Madison, University of British Columbia (Centre of Southeast Asian 
Research); Leiden University has a Department of Southeast Asian 
and Oceanic Studies, but it is currently being restructured; and the 
School of Oriental and African Studies in London has a Department 
of Languages and Cultures of South East Asia and the Islands; Yale 
University has a Southeast Asia Council; and there is a Department 
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of South and Southeast Asian Studies at Calcutta University. 
Southeast Asia was confirmed as a political entity when all of 

the countries of the region entered the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN), a more successful body than its Cold War 
predecessor, the South East Asian Treaty Organisation (SEATO). 
ASEAN, however, has nothing like the coherence of the European 
Union, and at the time of writing there are significant conflicts 
between ASEAN states, notably armed conflict between Cambodia 
and Thailand over a temple, and cultural disputes between Indonesia 
and Malaysia. 

Just at the point in time where the existence of Southeast Asia seems 
most certain in institutional terms, there have been heavy discussions 
about the nature of Southeast Asian Studies. Most of this discussion 
has taken place over the last fifteen years, but its roots go back to the 
challenge raised by Edward Said's critique of Orientalism - the textual 
study of the East - as a way of reproducing a colonial discourse of 
domination by the West.2 Related critiques of colonialism were already 
an important part of Southeast Asian Studies before the appearance 
of Said's work. Smail's view of 'autonomy' implies viewing Southeast 
Asia in its own terms. Prior to Smail, J. c. van Leur had argued that 
island Southeast Asia needed broader perspectives than those from 
the ship's deck or the walls of colonial bastions - to paraphrase his 
characterisation of the colonial perceptions of Indonesian history.3 
Syed Alatas's 1977 work on anthropology in Southeast Asia was an 
important assertion by a Southeast Asian scholar of the same problem.4 

Edward Said's Orientalism provided an important moment in 

Asian and Islamic studies. I can think of few single books that have 
had this direct kind of impact, and it is the kind of work that is 
frequently cited by people who have not read it. While Said's critique 
began with philological studies of texts, his arguments extended as 
far as political policy-making. Studies inspired by Said have worked 
on the nexus between textual studies and colonialism in Malaya, 
Thailand and Indonesia, and thus demonstrated the importance of 
thinking about representation in colonialism. 5 These studies move into 
the disciplines of history and geography, and to the Social Sciences 
in general. 
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In Southeast Asian Studies, history has been one of the defining 
disciplines. Smail and Van Leur were both historians, and the 
preeminent scholar of Southeast Asia in more recent decades has been 
Anthony Reid. Reid trained many other key figures in the field, and 
acted as ringmaster for major groupings of scholars at the Australian 
National University and the Asia Research Institute in Singapore. 
His collected works, particularly his Lands below the Winds, provide 
his own broad vision of Southeast Asian history. This two-volume 
study focuses on the idea of a Southeast Asian golden age, an 'Age 
of Commerce' from the fifteenth to the seventeenth century. This age 
represents the height of Southeast Asia's integration, arising from the 
increase in trade during this period. Two consequences of his analysis 
are: an economic determinism, and the problem of how to account 
for the period after the seventeenth century. The latter is particularly 
explained in the title of one of the edited volumes on the eighteenth 
century, The Last Stand of Asian Autonomies, with deliberate reference 
to Smail. The collective argument of this book both ignores the irony 
in the reference to Custer, and emphasises the colonial break of the 
nineteenth century.6 

Craig Reynolds has returned attention to some of the problems 
in the Smail-Reid discussion in a review of some of the literature on 
pre-colonial states in Southeast Asia? There he argues that the search 
for an 'autonomous' Southeast Asia leads to a cul-de-sac in which 
the indigenous and the authentic are seen as identical. Through the 
concept of 'autonomy', historical studies fulfil the requirements of 
postcolonial nationalist regimes and tourist industries by combing 
through the remnants of the past to separate the originally local from 
the 'foreign and exogenous' (p.150). There are several ironies involved 
in this process, particularly as it has been applied to examinations 
of Southeast Asian state systems: first that the 'original' is endlessly 
receding, and is always seen retrospectively. There was always 
something before the original: the evidence of 'foreign' trade predates 
evidence of Southeast Asian states. Further, most of the models 
of state systems depend on or derive from Western models of the 
state, and are based on the assumption that Southeast Asian states 
'lacked' something which Western states have or had. In other words, 
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we have not moved far beyond Europe at all. 
Southeast Asian studies, as a form of 'area studies', is multi- and 

inter-disciplinary. A leading British anthropologist of Southeast Asia, 
Victor King, in his quest to authenticate Southeast Asian studies, 
identifies history, anthropology and geography as the key disciplines 
of the field. Although I can claim only practising know ledge of the 
first, and to some degree the second, I think this view is too limiting. 
King is one of a number of writers who have contributed to the 
debates about Southeast Asian studies over the last decade, and 
his piece shows the field to be under threat. King lays the case out 
persuasively, that 

... preoccupation with region is charged with being old-fashioned, 
ethnocentric, parochial, politically conservative, essentialist and 
empiricist in its mission to chart distinctive culture-language zones and 
draw boundaries in an increasingly changing, globalizing world. These 
allegations have been made with increasing intensity during the past 
three decades, including from insiders and sympathizers like McVey, 
who remarked in the mid-1990s that 'Southeast Asia itself has changed 
far more massively and profoundly than have Southeast Asia[n] studies' 
(1995: 6). In addition, the charge that post-war, American-led area studies 
is in the direct line of succession of pre-war European Orientalism has 
brought into question the ethics and underlying purpose of studying and 
characterizing other cultures at a distance.s 

King's agreement with Ruth McVey indicates an anxiety that 
Southeast Asian Studies has not kept up with developments in theory 
in the disciplines. Whereas once scholars such as Clifford Geertz 
and Benedict Anderson brought their Southeast Asian fieldwork to 
considerations of issues prominent in major disciplinary discourse, 
this is now rarely the case. A large number of other commentators 
have provided variations on this theme, most prominently Peter 
Jackson, who has argued that Area Studies can be a counter to a 
Euro-American centred Global Studies.Y Developing a point made 
elsewhere by Benedict Anderson, Jackson points to the difficulties 
of being an area specialist, because we have to acquire knowledge 
of multiple languages and an understanding of working within 
certain cultural domains, as well as being familiar with theoretical 
advances in disciplines.!O Disturbingly, some writers posit a kind 
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of 'eith~r-ur' between deep cultural and linguistic knowledge, and 
theory. To some degree this may be explained by the pressures of the 
US job market, which create, particularly amongst younger scholars, 
conference performances and writings which have to show off some 
kind of five-star 'Theory' in order to pass muster. But if theory is a 
set of assumptions and concepts that we need to engage in the study 
of something, then it is not only an essential part of what we do, but 
crucial to building any kind of methodology. 

Jackson's focus is on the contemporary, so Geography, as a spatially 
and materially based discipline, becomes the clearest solution to how 
to study the region. In opposition to King, I would like to argue that 
attempts to reject the historical construction of the discipline have led 
to the problems that King outlines. Jackson leaves aside questions of 
historical understanding, and of how textual readings can contribute 
to forms of knowledge, thus setting aside the possibility that such 
readings might form part of a process of translation. 

Both King and Jackson accept the line that Orientalism is a bad 
thing, and do not stray into the territory proscribed by readers of 
Said. This is a pity, because Said himself does not reject everything 
'Orientalist'. Said specifically rejects colonial influences in the study of 
Islam, demonstrating a line of continuity between philological studies 
and US support for Israel, although I am doing him a disservice by 
putting his argument in such bald terms. His commentary is not on 
'Asia' as a whole, but the same conflation present in the idea of 'the 
East' pervades the Saidian critique of the same idea. This is the first 
of a number of logical contradictions built into the way that Said's 
work has been received. 

Detailed attacks on Said have appeared since his death 
(conveniently when he cannot defend himself, as with the famous 
Derek Freeman attack on Margaret Mead). Although written in a 
distinctly curmudgeonly English style, Robert Irwin's For Lust of 
Knowing: The Orientalists and their Enemies is one of the more sensible 
of these anti-Said accounts. ll Despite resorting to silly ad hominem 
point scoring at the end of his book, Irwin provides a series of 
insights into the divergent histories of Orientalism, and depicts at 
times distinctly anti-Orientalist Orientalists. He points out that Said's 
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criticisms of philolugy Me misplaced, and that not all philologisls 
were complicit in the colonial project. Indeed, Said himself had 
always professed his admiration for the French Orientalist Louis 

Massignon (1883-1962), whom Irwin shows to be a complex and 

deeply fascinating figure, motivated by a kind of spiritualism that 
was entirely sympathetic to his objects of study. 

A key point in Irwin's book is that there are many streams of 
Orientalism, some of them based on specific national traditions, some 

of which revolve around 'teacher-pupil' relationships or specific parts 
of the academy. Thus while his grasp of Foucauldian theory may be 

shaky. Irwin still manages to show that identifying 'Orientalism' 

as a single discourse about 'the East' is extremely questionable. 

Said himself leaves this door open since, while Foucault provides 
his theoretical starting point, he rejects Foucault's anti-humanism. 
In his longer exposition of methodology, Beginnings: Intentions, and 

Method, Said reintroduced individual agency into Foucault's post

structuralism, which was also a necessary step in explaining the status 
of the literary works that interested Said.12 

The more one looks for eccentric individuals in the study of 

Southeast Asian texts, the more one finds the field being defined by 
people who are not only not clearly 'European', but who have come to 

terms with local forms of discourse in ways even more interesting and 
complex than Massignon. H. N. van der Tuuk, the major nineteenth

century scholar of Balinese and Old Javanese language (and Batak, 

Malay and other local languages), was of Chinese-Dutch parentage, 
born in Melaka, and spent very little of his life in the Netherlands. 

It would be misleading to call him 'Dutch', despite the fact that a 

long tradition of textual study at Leiden University depended on 
his work. Likewise recent research by Esrih Bakker (from the same 
university) has shed light on the dictionary-maker and translator 

C. F. Winter. In other writings he is taken as the Dutch foil to the 
Javanese poet Ronggowarsito, but Bakker portrays him as very 
Eurasian in cultural style, more at home writing in Javanese than 

Dutch (and in fact Winter appears to have lived all his life in Java, 
never even visiting the Netherlands). Bakker shows that Winter was 

able to write sections of the Modern Javanese poetic version of the 
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Ramayana that were as much a valid response to the mestizo space of 
Batavia as any Javanese courtly poet's contributionY 

Bakker's paper was presented as part of a recent conference on 
the Old Javanese Kekawin (poem in Indic metres) Ramayana, held in 
Jakarta, co-organised by Leiden scholars, working with an Australian, 
but in collaboration with the University of Indonesia and the Ecole 
Fran<;aise d'Extreme Orient. This conference drew together insights 
from Sanskrit texts, the temple reliefs of Prambanan, archaeology in 
Central and East Java, close editing of the Old Javanese (or Kawi) poem, 
and related texts from Sunda, Central Java and Bali. One of a number 
of insights to come out of the conference was the importance of on
going cultural interchange, not just between India and Indonesia, but 
also between different parts of Indonesia. Thus nineteenth-century 
versions of 'branch' or tangential stories from Bali have a stronger 
connection with versions of the Ramayana from the Punjab than those 
from Malaysia. It is only thanks to detailed 'Orientalist' studies of 
a diverse range of texts that we can understand the complexity of 
such connections, and go back and decode the ancient inscriptions 
of Southeast Asia. Such studies show Asia - and its sub-set Southeast 
Asia - as being formed historically from a complex and on-going set 
of cultural interactions. 

Before Said's book appeared, Southeast Asianists had already 
rejected the view that such processes of cultural influence were a 
one-way street, or belonged to some ancient past divorced from the 
present. Although one of the founding works in the field was Georges 
Coedes' famous study, The Indianized States of Southeast Asia, Southeast 
Asianists long ago rejected the view that Southeast Asian culture was 
an extension of India (and in any case, the original title of the book 
was Les etats hindouises d'Indochine et Indonesie). Ironically it is only 
Asians who still adhere to the 'Greater India' view of Southeast Asia: 
Tamil nationalists, whose website displays fantastic interpretations 
of Southeast Asian history as the product of Indian colonisation.14 

Strangely, too little has been done on Chinese influences on 
Southeast Asian culture. Only one major collection of essays examines 
textual connections, and that is long out of print. IS 

The rejection of Orientalism has been seen by some observers 
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as part of the decline of studies of Indonesian literature.16 VVhile I 
sympathise with such views (despite being identified as one of the 
culprits in Aveling's account), they do not recognise that there has 
been a great shift in student interest. The best way to promote the 
teaching of the narrative traditions of Southeast Asia is through the 
study of film, mass media and popular culture. Southeast Asian 
scholars of Southeast Asia, such as Ariel Heryanto, are leading the 
way in such studies. l ? 

It is a mark of the changing nature of agendas in Southeast Asian 
studies that Southeast Asians are providing some of the freshest 
insights into Southeast Asia. A recent prize-winning PhD thesis from 
the National University of Singapore by Davisakd Puaksom provides 
a brilliant illustration of the cross-over between Javanese cultural 
forms, Malay literature and performance in the development of Thai 
narratives of the hero Inao. ls In studying ongoing Java-Thailand 
links, this thesis embraces issues of language change, loan words 
and mutual reflection. 

Davisakd's dissertation simply could not have been written 
without the benefit of the Orientalist studies of prior generations. 
It also illustrates the changing landscape that has produced a more 
equal interaction between local and Western scholarship. The object 
of the study, Panji stories, demonstrate the importance of continued 
attention to texts, and what they tell us about Southeast Asia. 

Panji stories provide a cultural understanding of Southeast Asia 
that is an alternative to the trade-based view of Reid. Panji stories are 
useful for understanding both pre-colonial and colonial situations, 
since they cross national boundaries, and thus do not suffer from the 
limitations of national histories. The narratives themselves come from 
nearly all parts of Southeast Asia: there are Burmese, Thai, Khmer, 
Lao and Cham, as well as Malay, Javanese and Balinese Panji stories, 
found in such diverse locations as Jambi, Kutei and Makasar. The 
earliest narratives date to East Java in the fourteenth (and possibly 
even thirteenth) century,I9 but the most recent versions include a Thai 
television series. 

One of the key elements displayed in Panji stories is the shared 
culture of mobility in Southeast Asia. The stories show pre-colonial 
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kingdoms to be shifting, with palaces that can be relocated, mobile 
aristocracies travelling by land and water, and groups of people 
wandering throughout the region. The sense of fluid boundaries 
that arises in these narratives extends to boundaries of ethnicity 
and language, as Malay princes merge into Javanese kingdoms, and 
vice-versa.2o 

Should we talk about this phenomenon as a Southeast Asian 
'Culture'? Since the term originally had a kind of ethnic specificity 
linked to racially-based views of the nation, it would be better to speak 
of a Southeast Asian 'Civilisation'. This is not the same as the idea of 
Chinese civilisation, since the latter is based around an empire, relying 
partly on military conquest as the basis of domination of different 
zones.21 The grounds for military domination by earlier Southeast 
Asian kingdoms are dubious: definitely not in the case of the Medieval 
kingdom Sriwijaya (which may have been a collection of upgraded 
chiefdoms),22 and unlikely in the case of the later polity of Majapahit, 
except for Central, East Java and Bali. Majapahit's contemporary, 
Melaka, was more limited, and the different claims of mainland states 
need to be examined carefully, including the arguments that advocate 
the continuity of the Burmese state.23 

The domain depicted in Panji stories approximates to Eric Wolf's 
definition of 'civilisations' as 

cultural interaction zones pivoted upon a hegemonic tributary society 
central to each zone. Such hegemony usually involved the development 
of an ideological model by a successful centralizing elite of surplus takers, 
which is replicated by other elites within the wider political-economic 
orbit of interaction. Although one model may become dominant within 
a given orbit ... the civilizational orbit is also an area in which a number 
of models coexist or compete within a multiple array of symbols, which 
find their differential referents in the shifting relationships among the 
tributary societies compromising the orbit.24 

The polities mentioned above indeed had centralising ambitions, but 
that does not mean they were necessarily successful in carrying them 
out. As Reynolds has shown,25 these polities should not be judged 
in terms of Western notions of the state. The most relevant part of 
Wolf's definition is the concept that civilisation involves ideological 
models that come to be accepted as part of a common set of signs. 
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While the civilisaLion presented in Panji stories is that of a 
pre-colonial world, a world outside of the domains created by 
imperialism, the stories were continually recreated in colonial and 
post-colonial contexts. Such representational practices do not fit with 
the view that 'Asian autonomies' had a 'last stand' in the eighteenth 
or even the nineteenth century, which is to say that imperialism 
brought about a uniform state of Western modernity in institutional 
and representational terms. 

The boundaries of 'autonomous' Southeast Asia versus colonial 
and post-colonial Southeast Asia are blurred. In the early nineteenth
century Somnat Wihan royal temple in Bangkok, Panji (Inao) murals 
show an extraordinary range of contemporary and modern scenes. 
These include modern technology such as ships, architecture, and 
even a garden menagerie that includes Australian wallabies. 

I have already argued in Paradise Created that imperial conquests 
did bring about major epistemological breaks. These happen in 
different periods and in very uneven fashion, and there is often a gap 
of one or two generations between the political moments of Western 
control and civilisational changes.26 Nor should even more recent 
epistemological changes be considered as a simple displacement of 
indigenous thought by Western concepts. Michel Picard's Foucauldian 
analysis has shown that the formation of Balinese cultural discourse 
from the 1970s to the present is the result of interaction between 
Western representations, national institutions and local practicesY 
The same can be said for Southeast Asian forms of Christianity, or 
cultural products as diverse as the royal Vimanmek Palace in Bangkok 
(completed in 1901) and Balinese paintings from the 1940s.28 

Examining the civilisation of Southeast Asia thus requires complex 
forms of cultural history and anthropology. This cultural history, or 
more precisely a civilisational history, needs to incorporate various 
forms of modernity, as Goh Beng-Lan and others have shown in a 
variety of contexts.29 A Western-oriented model of change would 
perhaps locate forms of modernity as a response to the West, but such 
an approach ignores Southeast Asian agency. A post-Saidian analysis 
needs to incorporate Southeast Asian modernities as Southeast Asian 
epistemologies. The Vimanmek palace and a Balinese painting fit 

68 



together as assertions of a localised modernity, as much as Sukarno's 
National Monument in Jakarta, or Phibun's Victory monument in 
Jakarta. 

The way into these civilisational forms is a study of representations, 
which can be philological or art historical. The study of Southeast 
Asian civilisation should take as its object both high and popular 
forms of culture. Teaching these does not mean cutting ourselves 
off from the more ancient forms of representation, as found in 
the continuation of Ramayana narratives in Indonesian art (from 
imported Indian series to Garin Nugroho's Opera !awa), or Thai and 
Indonesian horror films that draw on older legends. Thus the shared 
sensibilities of major film-makers are important, but so too are Thai 
and Indonesian films about ghosts, which draw on very deep common 
cultural beliefs in spirit forms. 

Here at the University of Sydney we have both a long history and 
a bright future in such studies. As well as being a cultural history, 
the study of Southeast Asia needs to take account of mobility across 
the region and its various cultural and material manifestations. 
An example would be the cross-fertilisation of communist parties 
from their coming together around the figure of Pridi in Bangkok 
in the 1940s, to the development of a relationship in organisation 
and writings between D. N. Aidit and Jose Sisson in the 1960s. Craig 
Reynold's textual analysis of Jit Poumisak's Real Face afThai Sakdina 
can be put next to Ruth McVey's analysis of the writings of Aidit 
to study one particular mode of Southeast Asian modernity.30 This 
kind of study carries very much into the present day. In the case 
of labour activism and transnational labour, especially Southeast 
Asian discourses arise from a long history of localisation of labour 
and Marxist discourse.31 These kinds of movements are very much a 
feature of present-day mobility, so this is not some kind of antiquarian 
study. The interaction of contemporary painters in the region has been 
going on at a lower level since the 1950s or 1960s, when exchanges 
were organised, and the Indonesian painter BasukiAbdullah became 
court artist to the Thai and Filipino ruling elite. But in more recent 
times, as my colleagues John Clark and Thomas Berghuis are showing, 
such interactions are becoming more common, especially around two 
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foci, the major Biennale events, and the auction house. 
These kinds of insights do not depend on a major change to the 

theoretical and methodological bases of Southeast Asian Studies but, 
rather, on adjusting attitudes, and not being afraid of Orientalism. 
If we assume that mobility is an inherent part of Southeast Asian 
states and societies, then we can first assume that people moved and 
brought elements of culture backwards and forwards; and, second, 
that wider patterns of fluidity are built into local epistemology and 
ontology. So we can speak of common Southeast Asian patterns, or 
better, a Southeast Asian civilisation. 
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