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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. <
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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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4 Ahmad Shalabi, The Encyclopaedia of Islamic History. Islam and non-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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By Fumio  Nagai

Akey topic related to Thai bureaucracy is the current decen-

tralization in Thailand, which has been accelerated by

the 1997 Constitution. This is the topic that I have chosen to

research. Decentralization is a big issue in public adminis-

tration, but it is also a ‘political’ issue. It affects the role of

both central and local governments, and may trigger politi-

co-economic transformation of the Thai state itself. It is even

more curious to compare reactions shown by Thai academ-

ics and Japanese academics. While many Japanese scholars

are quite interested in decentralization and have published

many books (written in Japanese), I have found but a small

number of books (written in Thai) on decentralization in

Thailand.

It is quite understandable why local Thai governments have

received little interest from the general public and the aca-

demic world in particular. Let us reflect on figures from the

local Thai government seven years ago. The ratio of local gov-

ernment expenditure to total government expenditure was 7

per cent or 8 per cent. The number of local government offi-

cials accounted for less than 10 per cent of central govern-

mental bureaucrats. And the number of ‘full-powered’ local

governments, whose heads were elected by local residents,

were scattered from place to place, and amounted to only 250

bodies. But nowadays, ‘full-powered’ local governments in

Thailand have spread over the national territory. They con-

stitute a two-tier system and amount to nearly 8,000 enti-

ties. The number of local authorities in Thailand has

increased thirty-fold within five years, and there are almost

200,000 politically elected members of local councils. The

ratio of local government expenditure counts for 20 per cent

of the total national budget for the 2001 fiscal year and is

expected to increase to at least 35 per cent in the 2006 fiscal

year, according to ‘the act of decentralization plan and pro-

cedures in 1999’. Transfer of public servants from central

bureaucracy to local governments has become a hot issue

with the National Decentralisation Committee (NDC). Dur-

ing the past decade, the World Bank, United Nations Devel-

opment Programme (UNDP), Deutsche Gesellschaft für

Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), Japan International

Cooperation Agency (JICA), and other foreign and interna-

tional cooperation agencies have paid attention to Thailand’s

efforts toward decentralization and empowerment of local

governments. Personally, I was dispatched by JICA, on short-

term in 2000, as a expert attached to the Department of Local

Administration (DOLA), Ministry of Interior, in order to help

map out a comprehensive plan to empower local govern-

ments in Thailand.

The origin of full-powered local governments in Thailand

could be traced back to the 1930s, after the Constitutional

Revolution took place in 1932 (Thesaban, or municipality).

Since then, issues of decentralization and empowerment of

local governments have been frequently picked up by sub-

sequent governments, military-led or democratically elect-

ed, but have never been implemented to full scale until

recently. I am interested to discover why this is happening at

this point in time, who supported and resisted the process,

and how the local political structure and the relationship

between the center and the locality will be transformed as a

result of decentralization and empowerment of local gov-

ernments.

Characteristics of My Research
Past studies on local autonomy have been judicially ori-

ented and tended to be static. They usually start their analy-

sis with a description of articles and clauses in laws, then

point out that local governments are lacking in real author-

ities or capabilities, and therefore conclude that the central

government should delegate more power to local authori-

ties. Recently another academic stream has emerged that

focuses on local politics and local societal groups, such as

local businessmen and ‘Chao Phaw’ or local gangsters.

These issues are quite interesting and challenging to the

stereotype of Thai local politics and society. But those

approaches do not seem to fully explain my above-men-

tioned questions. They shed light on the role of local politi-

cians and local reactions to decentralization, but they do

not explain the root causes of decentralization in central

government.

My Research Approach
Only just having started my research on decentralization

in Thailand there are still significant areas that I have not

touched upon. My approach is not only to follow up what

is going on in the Thai locality. Due attention should be

paid to the process of policy formation in central govern-

ment. As I have pointed out above, decentralization has in

recent years been promoted through the National Decen-

tralisation Committee (NDC). This is a standing commit-

tee that includes twelve intellectuals as committee mem-

bers. It seems to me that their roles are significant in

promoting decentralization. My question is how the NDC

has come to play such an important role. Another point that

I am interested in is the dynamic approach to the transfor-

mation of the local Thai political structure. As long as we

stick to the judicial approach we can not understand how

stakeholders in Thai locality have changed. This approach

needs a longer perspective. Interestingly enough, current

Prime Minister Taksin is trying to introduce the CEO (Chief

of Executive Officers) type Provincial Governor that intends

to give more administrative power. It would be quite inter-

esting to know how locality recognizes the decentralization

and the introduction of the CEO type of provincial gover-

nor. As part of my research I will take to investigate how

politicians think about those two streams in my field

research. <
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Since Fred Riggs’s memorial book on ‘Bureaucratic Policy’ was published in 1966, research
on modern Thai politics have broadened into new areas, exploring topics such as political
parties, the military, the communist insurgency, the government-business relationship, the
democracy movement, and so forth. Nonetheless, although it has often been pointed out
that Thai bureaucracy is over centralized, Thai bureaucracy has never become a major topic
for research. We still do not know how Thai bureaucracy recruits, trains, rotates, and evalu-
ates its central bureaucrats. In view of the Thai economic recovery after the 1997 Asian eco-
nomic crisis and the Taksin government’s new policies, such as village funds, the 30-bahts
health care programme, or the ‘one Tambon, one product’ movement, remarkably little atten-
tion has been paid to important and highly current issues concerning the Thai bureaucracy.1
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1 The ‘Tambon’ is the village as an administrative unit in

Thailand.
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The Democracy

Monument, located

at Ratchadamnoen

Avenue, was con-

structed in 1932 to

commemorate

Thailand’s first

constitution.

view of constitutions in Burma needs to

be employed to understand the failure of

two post-independence constitutions

and remedy the vexed issue of ethnic

representation. 

A lamentable absence that day was

the lack of ethnic perspectives. While

the organizers attempted to fill this

noticeable void, Australian experts in

the field are, at the moment, thin on the

ground. We hope to rectify this situa-

tion in our next Update and give this

issue the attention it deserves.

The conference was aimed at advanc-

ing an already keen interest in Burma

Studies at the Australian National Uni-

versity. The nine papers are currently

being edited into a book, Engaging

Burma/Myanmar, which will be pub-

lished this year by Crawford House and

associates. <
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