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University of Passau: A Gateway to Southeast
Asian Studies in Germany

Pavin Chachavalpongpun (Kyoto University)

In July 2013, I was invited to participate in a
conference titled “Quo Vadis in Thailand?” at
the University of Passau in Germany. My
participation in this conference effectively
paved to way for a greater collaboration
between University of Passau and the Center
for Southeast Asian Studies at Kyoto
University. They signed a MOU a few months
later. Since, they have co-organised several
conferences and workshops to promote
Southeast Asian Studies. With the recent
appointment of Professor Dr Wolfram
Schaffar as the Chair of Development Politics
at University of Passau, more collaboration
has been further strengthened, at a time
when University of Passau is tasking itself to
serve as a gateway to Southeast Asian
Studies in Germany.
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Despite the geographically marginal
location of Passau—a small town on the
German Austrian border, Southeast Asian
Studies at the University of Passau can count
as one important institution of its kind. The
University in its present shape was founded
in the 1980s, but rests on a tradition of 400
years of academic tradition of a Jesuit college.
Universities in Germany are under the
jurisdiction of the federal states. And the Free
State of Bavaria is known for its centralised

state-planning of area studies since the 1980s.

Chinese studies were concentrated at the
University of Wiirzburg, Japanese studies in
Munich, while Spain, Portuguese and Latin
American studies (ISLA) in Augsburg.

Southeast Asian area studies were
established at Passau University in 1986.
Different from the chairs of Thai studies or
Vietnamese studies at the University of
Hamburg, or the departments of modern
Asian studies, including Myanmar,
Cambodian and Laotian studies at Humboldt
University in Berlin, the Chairs of Insular
and Mainland Southeast Asia in Passau were
the first of their kind following an area
studies concept and with Southeast Asian
area studies (Siidostasienkunde) in their
names.

In the beginning, the disciplinary
orientation of the chairs had a focus on
language and culture. They not only offered a
master programme in Southeast Asian
Studies but were also a part of a very
successful and internationally acclaimed
programme called International Cultural and
Business Studies. Criticised as a child of the
Cold War and for its orientalist tradition, area
studies came under pressure with the ascent
of globalisation. In 2009, contrary to this
global trend, the German government,
started funding inter-university and trans-
disciplinary research projects to support and
further develop the concept of area studies.
This created the space for conceptual
innovation, such as the notion of New Area
Studies at the Humboldt University in Berlin.
This trend also triggered a re-
conceptualisation of Southeast Asian studies
at Passau University. The two chairs were
transformed towards a more disciplinary
orientation in social science: 1) the Chair of
Comparative Development and Cultural
Studies with a focus on Insular Southeast
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Asia, currently held by Professor Martina
Padmanabhan, and 2) the Chair of
development politics, currently held by
Professor Wolfram Schaffar, with a focus on
Mainland Southeast Asia.

A notable feature of Southeast Asian
studies at the University of Passau
throughout different periods of time is the
extensive language programme. Courses from
beginner to advanced levels, taught by native
speakers, in Southeast Asian languages such
as Indonesian, Thai, Vietnamese and Chinese
are offered on a regular basis.

The main concentration of research and
teaching of Southeast Asian Studies at
Passau University lies on processes of post-
colonial transformation in Insular and
Mainland Southeast Asia, including South-
West China. Fields of study include
development policy, economic and political
transformation, gender, religion and culture,
political and social conflicts. Drawing on post-
colonial and intersectional theories, concepts
of cultural and social anthropology and
materialist (Frankfurt School) critical theory,
the chairs also reflect on the role in which
universities are playing in a world of
intertwined multiple crises, such as rising
authoritarianism, climate change, new
diseases and war. In teaching and research, a
leading concept 1is reflexivity: social and
political conflicts in Southeast Asia are not
seen as distant phenomena, but as reflections
and articulations of global crises, which are
linked to Europe, and which can also be
observed here. Professor Schaffar reminded
me not to forget that the King of Thailand,
Vajiralongkorn, has been residing just around
the corner.

Anyone interested in connecting with the
Chair of Development Politics at Passau
University is able to write an email to
Professor Schaffar at wolfram.schaffar@uni-
passau.de. His mailing address is: University
of Passau, Dr. Hans-Kapfinger-Str. 14D,
94032 Passau, Germany. More details can be
found at https://www.phil.uni-

passau.de/lehrstuehle/entwicklungspolitik/.
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