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Southeast Asian Studies Blossoming in
Estonia
Pavin Chachavalpongpun (CSEAS)

First, I was invited to participate in a
conference at the Southeast Asian
department at Tallinn University (TLU),
Estonia, in 2014. I was very impressed by
the department’s enthusiasm to promote
Southeast Asian studies. Then, from 2017
to 2019, I was invited back to Tallinn
University to teach a one-month course on
Southeast Asian comparative politics.
During these three consecutive years, I had
enthusiastically  supported  Southeast
Asian studies in Estonia. I am equally
delighted to have brought back new
knowledge and valuable experiences
gained during my many visits to Tallinn
and to share them with the members of
JSSEAS.

Southeast Asian studies at TLU are
chiefly research-focused, striving to
contribute both to wider theoretical
discussions on the relations between the
state, society and space and to
understanding contemporary socio-political
developments in  (mostly) mainland
Southeast Asia. The past and ongoing
research has focused on the developments
at the Southeast Asian borderlands with
China, specifically scrutinising
territorialities at Myanmar’s contested
borderlands involving armed struggle,
ethnic political demands, growing opium as
a commodity, and the Chinese investments
in various infrastructure, accelerated by its
Belt and Road Initiative. The most recent
research has theorised on how space is
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b/ordered at the Sino-Myanmar
borderlands, viewing infrastructure in
border regions as an emerging technology
of b/ordering that 1is increasingly
regulating and controlling spaces, and
facilitating flows. Research on mobilities
between northern Myanmar and Northeast
India 1s the most recently launched
Investigation, where the
Burma-Yunnan-Bengal corridor is treated
as a historically, socially and
environmentally interconnected
transregion with  uniquely bordered
contemporary connectivities. All research
is grounded in ethnography along and
across the China—Myanmar border, since
2000, conducted over numerous phases of
both long- and short-term investigations.
An ongoing endeavour in research
development involves establishing TLU as
hub in the field of border studies, by
introducing ideas from the borderlands of
Southeast Asia, and Asia more widely, to

challenge leading theories in the
interdisciplinary field of border
studies—thinking across the regional

divides in order to advance methodological
and theoretical approaches to borders and
bordering practices today. The focus on
interdisciplinary method well resonates
the on-going trend in Southeast Asian
studies elsewhere in Europe and in the
United States. It perfectly weaves areas
studies with crosscutting issues, as
exemplified in the current project on border
studies of Southeast Asia at Tallinn
University. The key contact person in the
Southeast Asian department at Tallinn
University s Dr Karin Dean
<dean@tlu.ee>.

The most recent projects at TLU,
funded by Estonian Research Council,
include "Strongmen in Southeast Asia:
Opium, Coercion and Local State
Formation" and "Road biographies:
Colonialism, insurgency and development
along the China-Myanmar borderlands."
Earlier projects include "Power, Networks
and Identities in Myanmar/Burma Under
the Impact of Globalisation" and
"Integration in Southeast Asia: Trajectories
of Inclusion, Dynamics and Exclusion"

20

where TLU was a partner in a larger
EU-funded consortium with 10 universities

in the EU and ASEAN.
TLU has EU-funded international
credit mobility programmes with

universities in Thailand and Myanmar,
involving teaching staff and student
exchange between the partner universities.
TLU is a member of Myanmar Europe
Research Network (MYERN).

Researchers in Southeast Asian studies
at TLU also act as experts on the region for
Estonian media and decision-makers in
foreign policy.

The location of Estonia, with its great
connection with countries in Scandinavia
and Eastern Europe, offers an opportunity
to disseminate the works of the JSSEAS
members more widely. Likewise, it will be
an opportunity to introduce to the
Japanese public of the up-and-coming
Southeast Asian programme at Tallinn
University.
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