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Preparing the Catalogue
Our colleague professor Yasuhiko

Nagano has a genius for organizing our

work. He came to Tritan Norbutse

Monastery with four portable comput-

ers already installed with a Tibetan pro-

gramme as a gift for the monastery. It

was in March 2000 that we began to

prepare the work on the catalogue with

four monks led by Tenpa Yundrung.

The monks learned how to use the

computers within a week. However, to

deal with such a mass of texts that has

no obvious regular numbering was

rather daunting. It took us a whole

week simply to sort them out and put

them in a kind of order. We did not

rearrange the texts in any order since

this would upset the already partially

numbered parts of the collection and

would also lead to confusion when

other libraries obtain the same set of

texts and try to use our catalogue. We

therefore decided to follow the numer-

ation of the volumes although, as men-

tioned earlier, this numeration is not

always consistent. One of the problems

the users of this catalogue may face is

that the publisher has not set any limit

to a conclusive edition so that there is

no one ‘set of the Bonpo Tenjur’ with a

definitive number of volumes. In the

present case the collection contains 300

volumes. 

Tenpa Yungdrung and his colleagues

completed the compilation of the cata-

logue within ten months, as instructed.

To underline the open-ended nature of

our enterprise I may add that in March

2001, while we were reading the proofs

of the catalogue in the Tritan Norbutse

Monastery, news reached us that the

publisher had added more volumes to

the collection, as he kept finding more

unpublished manuscripts ...! <
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Because of the imperialistic behaviour of a new generation

of missionaries, however, the hate of the non-Christians

towards the converts had grown considerably. Within the

mission itself there were conflicts of power: the Catholic mis-

sion did not want to cooperate with a new nearby Swedish

protestant mission. When the mission purchased a new piece

of agricultural land, problems with both the Mongolian

authorities and the people arose: while missionaries and con-

verts cleared this piece of land along the Yellow River, sever-

al of the original residents were killed.

In the letters that Hamer wrote to his family, it is easy to

see that he was fully aware of all the oncoming dangers. In

June 1900 he reported, ‘Still no rain. What is going to hap-

pen here? Everything is as barren as in mid-winter. The wind

is dry and full of desert sand. It is impossible to work on the

fields. The people have nothing to eat and, unless we have

heavy showers very soon, they will have no hope again for

this year’. This time, Ferdinand Hamer had no money to buy

any additional food, which could have turned the drought to

his advantage. Only a few weeks later, the ‘heathens’ invad-

ed the village where the Bishop, now almost sixty years old,

had recently taken up residence. They killed many hundreds

of converts and sold the women to Muslim traders. The

invaders also seized Hamer and took him to a Chinese mag-

istrate for trial, after which they burned him alive. Ferdinand

Hamer became a martyr in China.

Harry Knipschild, MA has studied nine-

teenth-century Asian-Dutch history at

Leiden University and is currently working

on his PhD entitled ‘Ferdinand Hamer,

Martyr in China’.

E-mail: knipschild16@zonnet.nl 

This brief project description is part

of the introduction to the volume, 

A Catalogue of the New Collection of

Bonpo Katen Texts, published by the

National Museum of Ethnology,

Oska in 2001, Senri Ethnological

Reports 24, Bon Studies 4.
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It would not be far wrong to say that contemporary Arabs are inclined to be parochial regard-
ing non Arabs. But regardless of this Arab-centrism, the fact remains that Southeast Asian
Muslims, perhaps in marked contrast to Middle Easterners, have developed an extensive
curiosity about the Middle East and its educational centres. There is a whole industry involved
in producing translations from Arabic into Indonesian and Malay, as well as distributing Ara-
bic music and films among Southeast Asian (Muslims). 
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Southeast Asia in 
the Eyes of Egyptians

By Mona Abaza

The exercise of comparing these two regions, the Islam of

the so called periphery and that of the centre, leads to the

impression that the dissemination of knowledge, religious

or secular, has been rather a one-way relationship. In other

words, the Middle East seems set to play a hegemonic role as

a donor of ‘authentic’ culture and religious supremacy, while

Southeast Asians remain cast as its syncretistic recipients.

Still, this statement disregards the fact that there exists a con-

temporary Middle Eastern gaze towards Southeast Asia,

which is deserving of further attention. This short note is

about how some Arabs perceive and produce knowledge

about contemporary Southeast Asia, a regional configuration

that is relatively new in their geo-political discourse and

which is often blurred with a vague notion of ‘Asia’. 

Travel Accounts
Until today, for many Middle Eastern scholars the only

‘Other’ worthy of study, and with which a dialogical (yet par-

adoxical) discourse may be perpetuated, is still the West. Cer-

tainly, the encounter with the West in the last two centuries

is best exemplified in travel accounts of Arabic speakers to

Europe and the United States. The archetype of such a genre

was the sojourn in France of Rifa `a al Tahtawi (1801-1873),

who was among the first Egyptian Azharites to study abroad.

Tahtawi’s five years in Paris (1826-1831) and his description

of the manners and customs of the French epitomizes cross-

ing boundaries and the bridging between tradition and

modernity. 

As far as Southeast Asia is concerned, a twentieth-centu-

ry parallel may be found in Anees Mansur’s Around the World

in 200 Days. This remains one of the most popular Egyptian

travel accounts, having been re-printed some twenty times.

Having first appeared in 1962, the third edition was even

introduced by the then Dean of Arabic culture at Cairo Uni-

versity, Taha Husayn, whilst the fourth was given a foreword

by Mahmud Taymur. 

Mansur travelled during the effervescent period of the Ban-

dung conference. It is an account embedded in the 1960s

middle-class Cairene constructions of an imagined, and per-

haps anecdotal and distorted, ‘Far East’. Mansur, who was

sent as a journalist by the government, tells us that he had

been dispatched to report on the Indian state of Kerala, where

the communist party had won local elections. Mansur start-

ed his trip in India (Bombay) before going on to Tibet to inter-

view the Dalai Lama, to the Maldives, Singapore, Indonesia

(Jakarta and Bali), Australia, the Philippines, Hong Kong,

Japan, Hawaii, and, lastly, to the United States.

Mansur’s style shifts between formal Arabic and a collo-

quial Egyptian which often verges on vulgar slang. It is filled

with catchy, and perhaps racist, jokes and is frequently dis-

respectful towards the local populations and their customs

– and even to the Dalai Lama. So while Mansur originates

from the ‘South’, he reproduces the same stereotypes about

‘Asians’ found in colonial accounts. For example, his pas-

sages on Bali reveal the exploits of a misogynist constantly

chasing women, and he is constantly fascinated by the

strange and the fantastic. Still, he conceives of himself as a

superior observer, remarking, for example, that the Indians

speak an esoteric form of English with an awful accent. Still,

it seems that what made this work popular is that it is among

the first accounts of Asia in the post-colonial period, though

it was paradoxically full of both non-alignment jargon and

racial stereotypes, with photos of women in ‘exotic’ dresses. 

While Mansur’s travel account could be understood as a

landmark of ‘popular’ literature produced in the time of

South-South non-alignment interaction, not much has been

published on Asia in the literary Egyptian circles since

Mansur’s account. The so called ‘revolutionary’ journalist

and the ‘Bandung effect’ has been replaced by short-term,

official, state-sponsored journalist missions which I will men-

tion below.

Institutions and Research in Asia
Currently, the overseas research priorities of Middle East-

ern scholars are dominated by a North-South dimension, be

it towards Europe or the United States. The institutionaliza-

tion of research programmes for the Middle East is further-

more tied to a North-South dynamic whereby funding is

effectively restricted to facilitate either American or Euro-

pean interaction. 

However, while there is no institutional backing that has

led to the enhancement of Southeast Asian ‘area studies’ in

the Middle East, this does not mean that there is no indige-

nous production of knowledge concerning other regions of

the developing world. Indeed, whereas the academic field has

not generated a significant accumulation of knowledge, it is

in other domains, such as journalism or what falls under the

rubric of travel literature, that a body of knowledge is mani-

fested. There is indeed a range of accounts by contemporary

Arab speakers who have travelled to India, China, Japan, and

Southeast Asia, which has sometimes – like the work of

Mansur – been underwritten by narratives of national liber-

ation, or Third World internationalism. 

I have already mentioned that there is a blurring of the

notion of ‘Asia’ for Egyptians and Arabs in general, and more

specifically Southeast Asia as a part of the wider ‘East’.

Indeed, the term Southeast Asia is hardly ever utilized by

Middle Eastern scholars. It seems that Egyptians have most

probably inherited and perpetuated an orientalist legacy

about Asia which would encompass Iran, Central Asia, the

whole Indian subcontinent, Southeast, Japan, and China. In

other words, anything eastwards of the Middle East and,

moreover, non-Arabic speaking is considered to be ‘Asia’. 

Certainly the world of Asia and Southeast Asia remain terra

incognita for the majority of the Middle East and Middle East-

ern research institutes and universities. Many would then

wonder if it is even worth speaking of area studies on South-

east Asia. But, as I mentioned previously, there are South-

South dialogues and interactions taking place and exchanges

worthy of attention, though these are primarily directed

towards Africa, despite the rhetoric of Afro-Asiatism. 

For example, Egypt created the league of Afro-Asian peo-

ples solidarity in the sixties. Then, in 1963, the Organization

of African unity was created. Today, the organization for Afro-

Asian Peoples’ Solidarity has launched a series of dialogues

with Japanese and Chinese scholars which have resulted in

exchanges of scholars from those countries. 

With the economic take-off in the seventies and eighties,

‘Asia’ for the Arab World, in particular Japan, China and

Southeast Asia started to gain increased prominence. The

economic success of the Asian tigers triggered a curiosity to

study and emulate this success story. 

Of course, the affinities expressed between sections of the

Middle East and Asia are not entirely novel. The Egyptian

Wafd nationalist party maintained contacts with Indian

nationalists in the 1920s. Jawarhalal Nehru’s letters to his

daughter were translated into Arabic by the late Ahmed

Bahaa al-Din. The Algerian, Malek ben Nabi’s writings on

the concept of Afro-Asiatism also illustrate a great admira-

tion of Ghandi’s non-violent resistance. And, of course, the

writings of al-Mansur emerged out of the context of

reportages by Nasserite journalists on India in the sixties fol-

lowing up on the Bandung Conference of April 1955. Still,

the image of a non-aligned East connected to Nasserite ide-

ology has not been greeted with undiluted pleasure, and

Ghandi’s philosophy also inspired Nasser’s critics, like the

prominent feminist Doria Shafiq, who went on a hunger

strike during Nasser’s regime. 

It was also in the spirit of non-alignment that the Paris-

based, Egyptian intellectual Anouar Abdel Malek (who was

among the first to direct a harsh critique towards oriental-

ism) wrote an influential book titled The Wind of the East to

remind the Arabs of the significance of ‘looking East’ and

directing the gaze towards Asian civilizations such as China

and Japan.1 Abdel Malek argued that these ancient non-West-
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ern civilizations had a lot in common with the Arabs and

could be strategic allies against the hegemonic West. Cer-

tainly this seems to accord with Samuel Huntington’s thesis

on the ‘Clash of Civilisations’, which has divided the globe

into broad cultural entities. Indeed, Huntington quotes Abdel

Malek extensively.2

It is also worth mentioning the valuable work of Ahmed

Shalabi, a Cambridge-trained Egyptian who spent many years

in Southeast Asia during the Nasser period as a preacher and

academic. Shalabi was first sent to Indonesia in 1955, as rep-

resentative of the Islamic conference.3 The long years he

spent in Southeast Asia led him in part to write a valuable

encyclopaedia of the Muslim world consisting of nineteen

volumes. He dedicated a whole volume for the non-Arabic

speaking Muslim world – comprising of Iran, Afghanistan,

Pakistan, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Muslim

minorities in India, China, Russia, and the Philippines.4

Unusually, he emphasized the importance of the field of com-

parative religions. Shalabi’s analysis of Southeast Asian Islam

provides a rich insight and a deep knowledge of the history

and politics of the region. He also reveals an interesting

approach towards the history of Hindu-Buddhist influences

and details about religious education and institutions. 

New Research
Only recently, a new trend to differentiate Southeast Asia

from the rest of Asia is to be noticed in the political writings,

press coverage, and research institutes. Institutionally, the

most prominent one is the Centre for Asian Studies at the Fac-

ulty of Economics and Political Science at Cairo University,

founded in 1994 as a policy-oriented research organization.

It reflects both Egyptian interest in Asia, and a response to an

awareness that Asia provides the Egyptian academic com-

munity with opportunities to widen the scope of its social sci-

ence research by testing its theories in the Asian domain, and

by generating new social science research that investigates its

rich cultural diversity. The Centre’s main research areas are

International Studies, Economic Studies, Korean Studies, and

Japanese Studies. Its publications are in Arabic and English.

There also exists a second Centre for Asian Studies at the

University of Zaqaziq, which offers Masters and doctoral

degrees in Asian studies under the rubric of Asian civiliza-

tions, such as Chinese, Indian, Persian, Turkish, and Japan-

ese civilizations. However, these centres are still embryonic

and lack institutional backing. A glance at their output tells

us that they could hardly compete with any Western research

institute. Still, such centres are important for networking and

exchanging scholars. Egyptian academics are then sent to

various regions in Central Asia, Japan, or Malaysia and the

centres in turn host scholars who would like to pursue

research in Egypt. 

With the exception of the Japanese language, there is no tra-

dition at Egyptian universities that specialize in teaching Asian

languages. Japanese has been taught at the Faculty of Letters,

Cairo University, for some twenty-six years after an initiative

sponsored by The Japan Foundation. Cairo and Ain Shams

Universities have Departments of Oriental languages, as well.

For example, the Department of Oriental languages at Cairo

University is divided into two sections: Islamic and Semitic

languages. Al-Azhar University, the oldest university-Mosque

in the Middle East, has a department of Islamic civilizations

where Turkish, Persian, and Urdu are taught under the rubric

of Islamic cultures and civilizations. 

Al-Siyasa al-Duwaliyya (International Politics) was a promi-

nent Arabic journal which started to appear in 1965 as one

of the main Arabic international political journals. Its out-

look started as an anti-imperialist journal disseminating

information about liberation movements. Southeast Asia was

among the topics of concern. The journal is still in circula-

tion today, though its Third Worldist outlook has been

replaced by summaries of international events derived heav-

ily from Western sources.

The al-Ahram centre for Strategic Studies recently pub-

lished two important works. In the introduction from edited

volume entitled The Asian Tigers, Experiences in Conquering

under Development in 1995, Abdel Mone`m Said states that this

book is the result of a programme that attempted to supple-

ment the serious lack of information on Asia; Southeast Asia,

in particular. The research was launched in 1993. The articles

dealt with the following topics: South Korea and transforma-

tions from authoritarianism to democracy; the Indonesian

political system from authoritarianism to democracy; Thai-

land, the process of democratization; the cultural and reli-

gious dimensions of the Asian experience; the cultural iden-

tities of ASEAN; economic dimensions of the Asian

experience; the lessons to be learned from the Asian experi-

ence and security and military in Southeast Asia. It is clear

that the sources used in all these articles are largely second-

ary and mostly Anglo-American. Again, for any American or

European specialist in the field, this work would hardly count

as original, but for the Arab reader, it may be considered as

an extensive review of literature. 

Another pertinent book, edited by Ibrahim Nafe`, the Chief

editor of al-Ahram, bears the title What is Happening in Asia

(Cairo: al-Ahram ,1998), and was a result of a trip undertak-

en by a team of journalists in July 1998 to Asia starting with

Islamabad, New Delhi, Singapore, Jakarta, and Peking. There

they conducted interviews with officials. Nafe` also recently

published a book on China (Cairo: al-Ahram, 1999), which

provides a panorama of the current financial situation and

discusses the problems which Chinese women face, such as

the increase in cases of domestic violence and occurrence of

divorces. It also addresses the issues of the Muslims of China,

and the Arabs and China. Again, it is written in a journalistic

style and heavily based on Western sources. 

However, as mentioned earlier, the lack of institutional

build-up is one of the main reasons that no tradition in the

Middle East exist for the study of Southeast Asia.

To conclude, one of the paradoxes of the colonial legacy is

that it created the academic institutions and scientific infra-

structures which are until today dominant and effective in

terms of producing knowledge from the North about Third

World Societies. This is not the case regarding South-South

relations. In this short essay, I attempted to show that in spite

of the shortcomings in this relationship, there are other spheres

such as travel accounts journalism and the impact of interna-

tionalist nationalist movements which have played an indirect

role in shaping the imagination of Egyptians about something

called ‘Asia’. But where does Asia really start for the Egyptians?

This is the question I hope to answer in a future issue. <

Dr Mona Abaza obtained her PhD from the

Faculty of Development Sociology, Univer-

sity of Bielefeld, Germany and is Associate

Professor at the Department of Sociology,

The American University in Cairo. She is

currently research fellow at the IIAS in

Leiden as part of the research programme

‘Islam in Indonesia: The Dissemination of Religious Authority in the

Twentieth Century’. E-mail: moabaza@aucegypt.edu

The fourth ‘Burma/Myanmar Update’ conference continues the work being pursued on Burma
Studies in Australia. It reflects the growing interest at the Australian National University in
Burma/Myanmar Studies, and seeks to bring together members of academic and non-academic
communities interested in substantive examination of contemporary issues facing the coun-
try. The conference was well attended by close to a hundred people, from the expatriate Burmese
and ethnic communities, and a range of scholars, NGO workers and civil servants.

By David  Scott  Mathieson

This fourth ‘Burma/Myanmar

Update’ conference reflects the

keen interest in Burma Studies in Aus-

tralia. While no overall subject was

designed for the conference, a theme

emerged on current developments and

engagement with the Myanmar gov-

ernment. The nine speakers were

drawn from academic and political cir-

cles in Australia and overseas.

The doyen of Burma Studies, Josef

Silverstein, directed his talk at the con-

tinuing implacability of the govern-

ment, and its apparent disinclination to

pursue meaningful dialogue with oppo-

sition forces, defying international

opinion. Drawing on fifty years of work

on the country, Silverstein outlined con-

tinuing human rights abuses in

Burma’s ethnic states connected to

security and trade issues. While sup-

porting many of Silverstein’s com-

ments, the veracity of many points was

questioned by Australia’s Ambassador

to Yangon, Trevor Wilson. The Ambas-

sador was critical of many of the gov-

ernment’s policies but still harboured

hopes for domestic rapprochement. He

observed that different countries had

diverse approaches to engaging Myan-

mar but was certain that many of these

views were listened to by a regime long

derided as implacable. An interesting

presentation was delivered by retired

Myanmar diplomat Tin Aung Cho. Out-

lining recent dynamics in the Burmese-

Thailand relationship, he argued that

the historically strained ties, particu-

larly recent events on the vexed border,

require more attention that merely offi-

cial visits and handshakes. Ian Wilson

complimented this talk with an

overview of Burma-China relations.

Andrew Selth, the acknowledged

Western expert on Myanmar’s military,

gave an outline of the national defence

policy and its efficacy. Despite work on

producing a ‘comprehensive security’

defence policy, he argued that the Tat-

madaw (Myanmar army) is still prima-

rily concerned with maintaining polit-

ical power. Selth has produced a new

book on this question, Burma’s Armed

Forces: Power Without Glory? to be

released later this year. Myanmar econ-

omist Mya Than lamented the lack of

progress in the Myanmar economy. He

argued that growth has remained rela-

tively stagnant, reflected in part by the

inability of the regime to institute sus-

tainable reform measures. Emily Rud-

land, one of the co-editors of the recent

book, Burma/Myanmar: Strong Regime,

Weak State (2000), outlined the struc-

ture of the health sector in Burma and

the poor state of services and funding.

While all three speakers observed a less

than dynamic performance in these

sectors, they did note that work was

being done in Myanmar at various lev-

els to address the deficiencies.

The question of engagement with

Myanmar was directly addressed by two

Australian lawyers. David Kinley out-

lined his role in the conduct of three

rounds of human rights training work-
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1 Anouar Abdel Malek, (Rih al-sharq) The Wind of the East, (Beirut: Dar al-Mus-

taqbal al-`Arabi, (1983)), (in Arabic).
2 Huntington, Samuel P., ‘The Clash of Civilizations’, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 72,

no.3, Summer 1993, pp. 22-49.
3 See his autobiography: Ahmed Shalabi ´Rihlat hayat´, (A Life’s Journey) Cairo:

Maktabat al-Nahda al-Misriyya, (1973).
4 Ahmad Shalabi, The Encyclopaedia of Islamic History. Islam and non-Arabic

Speaking Muslim Countries, (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahda al-Misriyya, (1983)). 

(in Arabic).
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shops conducted in Yangon and Man-

dalay during 2000 and 2001, sponsored

by the Australian Government. Despite

the widespread international criticism

of these workshops, he argued that they

had the benefit of introducing western

concepts of human rights to Myanmar

bureaucrats. Contrary to some claims on

the state of human rights in Myanmar,

state employers do have an understand-

ing and appreciation for the concept and

practices presented to them. Kinley fur-

ther argued that while the government

seems impervious to outside pressure,

permitting these workshops to take place

demonstrates a positive step. Janelle Saf-

fin, a member of the New South Wales

Parliament and the Burma Lawyers

Council, presented a paper on the ques-

tion of constitutional reform in Burma.

Noting the stalled National Convention

process, Saffin argued that a historical
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The monastery Hpo

Hlaing endowed is

still standing in

Mandalay today.

Portrait of U Hpo Hlaing [1823-83] , Minister and

advocate of reform in the courts of King Mindon

and later King Thibaw, the last two Burmese

kings. His biographer refers to Hpo Hlaing as an

advocate of ‘traditional democracy’. 
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