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Eastern Indian Ocean circulations: people, politics, 
cultures, representations, trade – and tensions 
	  

A workshop at UTS on Friday, May 24, 10.15am to 6pm 
Room 201, Level 14, Building 10 (235 Jones Street) 
 
This workshop focuses on circulations and communication around the eastern 
Indian Ocean from the mid 20th century to the present. Much of the ‘Indian 
Ocean’ literature actually concentrates on the western areas – Africa and 
Western Peninsula India – rather than considering the Ocean’s eastern shores 
which cover many different countries. Yet in those eastern areas, it is usually 
regions which are studied - in isolation from each other: South Asia or 
Southeast Asia or Melanesia – while Australia is not considered at all, or 
lumped into the Pacific arena. 
	  
In this workshop we are instead asking participants to consider the connections 
between the various places around the eastern rim of the Indian Ocean – 
whether those connections be through the movement of people, of ideas 
including the representations of peoples or genders or histories, of trade goods, 
of living environments and of politics – but also through conflicts and tensions. 
In all cases, the connections have flowed in many directions which changed 
over time. Participants will be discussing the links - backwards and forwards - 
between India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Burma, Malaysia, Singapore and the 
Straits, Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, Timor L’este, Australia and Papua New 
Guinea. 	  
	  
	  
Convenors: Professor Heather Goodall, Indian Ocean and South Asia 

Research Network 
 

Associate Professor Devleena Ghosh, Indian Ocean and 
South Asia Research Network 
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IMPORTANT INFORMATION FOR ATTENDEES 
	  

Symposium Location 
The symposium will be held in Room 201, Level 14, of UTS Building 10  
University of Technology, Sydney. 
 

	  
	  

 
 

Audiovisual 
Please contact Jemima Mowbray (jemima.mowbray@uts.edu.au ) to discuss 
any technical assistance or special requirements. Presenters who are using 
audiovisual materials are encouraged to pre-load and check their presentations 
on the equipment provided prior to their time of presentation. We suggest that 
you utilise morning tea, afternoon tea and lunch times to load your materials 
onto the computer provided.  
 
In the symposium venue the following audiovisual equipment will be available to 
presenters:  

• A PC laptop that has the capability to load Powerpoint and Word 
documents, browse the internet, play DVDs or CDs;  

• A data projector and screen. 
 

Tea breaks and lunch 
Catered morning and afternoon teas and lunch will be provided. These will be 
served in the adjoining room 203, Level 14 of UTS Building 10. Please advise 
Jemima Mowbray (jemima.mowbray@uts.edu.au) of any special dietary 
requirements.  
 
 
 

UTS	  Building	  10,	  
Level	  14,	  Rm	  201	  
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PROGRAM 
 
 

10.15am Welcome and Introductions, Devleena Ghosh  
 
 
10.30am Panel 1: Cultural Crossings 
 

• Adrian Vickers & Julia Martinez,The ‘Pearl Frontier’ 
• Devleena Ghosh, Burma-Bengal crossings: Representations of the other 

in pre-Independence British India 
 
 
11.45am Panel 2: Migrant Identities 
 

• Thienny Lee, Dress and Visual Identity of the Straits Chinese Nyonya, 
mid 19th – mid 20th Century 

• Robbie Peters, Beauty as ugliness: the subversive female body of the 
Southeast Asian city 

 
 
1.00pm LUNCH 
 
 
2.00pm Panel 3: Connections and Confrontations 
 

• Vannessa Hearman, Asian-African connections in the 1950s and 1960s 
• Sahul Hamid Mohamed Maiddin, ‘We were brothers’: A quest for the 

origins of Malaysia-Indonesia Confrontation, 1963 - 1966 
 
 
3.30pm AFTERNOON TEA 
 
 
4.00pm Panel 4: Conflict, Citizenship and Independence 
 

• Frank Palmos, Rescued from Oblivion: The first days of the Indonesian 
Republic 

• Heather Goodall, Comrades and conflicts: the many voices of Indians in 
Indonesia, 1945 – 1950 

 
 
5.30pm Roundtable and closing remarks, Heather Goodall 
 
 
6.00pm SYMPOSIUM DINNER 
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TITLES AND ABSTRACTS 
 
Devleena Ghosh, UTS 
Email: devleena.ghosh@uts.edu.au 
 
Burma-Bengal crossings: Representations of the other in pre-
Indepence British India 
 
Burma has held a significant place for people in colonial India, as a frontier, a 
place of opportunity and one of escape. This paper will analyse some texts 
dealing with Indians in Burma to analyse the politics of these representations 
and connections, specifically between Burma and Bengal in the early part of 
the 20th century.  
 
 
Heather Goodall, UTS 
Email: heather.goodall@uts.edu.au 
 
Comrades and conflicts: the many voices of Indians in Indonesia, 
1945 – 1950. 
 
There were many Indians in Indonesia through the 1940s. While diasporic 
groups are often seen as homogenous, we gain a far better insight into their 
varied roles in relation to the revolutionary republicans if we recognize their 
diversity and see the conflicts between them – and indeed their conflicts with 
Indonesians. The focus will be on Surabaya, but will consider it during this 
period in the Indian Ocean context, rather than within the national or colonial 
borders. This paper will sketch out the varied interests and alignments of the 
Indian merchants, traders, soldiers, diplomats and journalists who were living 
in Surabaya through the nationalist revolution in Indonesia at the same time 
as they were acutely aware of the nationalist revolution in India as well as the 
very different challenges to colonialism which had emerged in Burma and 
Malaya as well as in the broader Asian setting. 
 
 
Dr Vannessa Hearman, Department of Indonesian Studies, USyd 
Email: vannessa.hearman@sydney.edu.au 
 
Asian-African connections in the 1950s and 60s 
  
From independence in 1949, Indonesians actively participated in international 
organisations and conferences to win recognition for their new republic and to 
highlight the continuing colonial and imperialist oppression of many countries. 
Indonesia’s holding of the 1955 Asia-Africa Conference in Bandung continues 
to be remembered as a significant moment in international relations during the 
Cold War.  This paper analyses the connectedness of Indonesians with Africa 
and South Asia at a people-to-people level in the critical decades of the 1950s 
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and 60s through an examination of Indonesians’ involvement in Afro-Asian 
solidarity organisations. 
 
 
Thienny Lee, Doctoral Candidate, USyd 
Email: thiennylee@gmail.com 
 
Dress and Visual identity of the Straits Chinese Nyonya, mid 19th to 
mid 20th Century 
 
This paper introduces the Straits Chinese in the former British Straits 
Settlements (1826 to 1946) comprising three territories of Penang, Melaka 
and Singapore; on their identities and their visual approaches to identities. 
The ‘Straits Chinese’ were the early Chinese settlers who were mostly born in 
the historical British Straits Settlements and were not part of the massive, 
relatively new Chinese migrants who came in from the mid 19th century 
onwards. The Straits Chinese were both culturally and linguistically distinctive 
than the more recent Chinese migrants. The Straits Chinese women or 
Nyonya wore dressing adapted from Malay dressing appeared to be their 
unique visual identities. It distinguished them from the relatively ‘new’ migrant 
Chinese women who did not normally dress in this style. The Straits Chinese 
men or Baba however, adhere to the Chinese costume initially and western 
attires in the later part of the colonial time. The fact that the Nyonya had a 
very different visual approach to identities through their dressing choices, 
suggests the possible intention of the women used dress as an outlet of 
expression; which could be translated into a vocal voice for their desire of 
acculturation into local custom that was absent in their men. This paper aims 
to reconstruct the voices of these women through their visual representation 
which was neglected by the current literatures. As the Straits Chinese Nyonya 
visual identities were most obvious during the time of the Straits Settlements, 
my research period thus goes back in time to the colonial period. 
 
 
Sahul Hamid Mohamed Maiddin, USyd. 
Email: sahulupsi@gmail.com 
 
‘We were brothers’: A quest for the origins of Malaysia-Indonesia 
Confrontation, 1963 - 1966 
 
This article examines the cause and origins of Malaysia-Indonesia 
Confrontation in the verge of formation of Malaysia in 1963. It commences 
briefly with the relationships of these nations before and after the Anglo-Dutch 
Treaty 1824 which officially demarcated the boundaries and separated them 
into two different nation-states after their independence. This encompasses 
some accounts on the idea of “Melayu Raya”, “Indonesia Raya” and 
“Nusantara” as perceived by Sukarno in Indonesia, and some radical 
nationalists in Malaya (before Malaysia). In the later part, it discusses 
Indonesia’s denunciation on the formation of “Malaysia” in 1963, which was 
asserted as a part of Indonesia’s land historically. The article concludes that 
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the relationship between these two predominantly Muslims country are quaint 
because they largely share common history, cultures and language, yet 
quarrelling, respectively to demonstrate a state of being “holier than thou”. 
This presentation is based mainly on sources from newspapers, journals and 
books. 
 
 
Frank Palmos, University of Western Australia 
Email: palmosf@yahoo.com.au 
 
Rescued from Oblivion: The first days of the Indonesian Republic 
 
In the tense weeks following the ambitious 17 August 1945 Proclamation of 
Independence by Indonesian leaders, Sukarno and Dr Hatta, the new 
Republic’s chances of survival were fast slipping away. The name Indonesia 
faced Extinction. 
The world outside knew the archipelago islands as the Netherland East 
Indies, a very rich and successful Dutch colonial possession and Western 
bulwark that had been overrun in 1942 and occupied by the Japanese until 
1945.  
 
The British, in charge of the region's post war restoration, knew little of 
Sukarno and the independence movement, and refused to recognize the new 
Republic. 
When they arrived in Batavia (Jakarta) in October 1945, the British declared 
they were there to prepare for the return of the Dutch Colonial Administrators 
who had waited out the war in Australia, to disarm 73,000 surrendered 
Japanese troops, and make safe more than 100,000 maltreated prisoners of 
war and civilian internees. 
 
The British used force to quell Indonesian independence demands. 
Harnessing defeated Japanese troops to boost their own forces, the British 
put down Indonesian freedom uprisings, taking control of all key cities except 
the historic port city of Surabaya. Attempting to finalise their control, the 
British on 10 November launched a massive land, sea and air assault against 
Surabayan freedom fighters who had taken control of the city. By seizing 
Japanese weapons in a series of spectacular mass ambushes, they had 
established Surabaya as the infant Republic's first and only fully free, 
independently held territory.  
 
In holding off the British assault until December 1945, Surabayan fighters 
inspired Indonesians all over the archipelago to travel and join in the city's 
defence. Their courage in adversity and consequential suffering won wide 
international sympathy that ultimately led to a negotiated independence from 
colonial status 1950, after a period of guerrilla warfare. Surabaya 1945 set a 
new course in Asian history, a victory-in-defeat that had ramifications for 
emerging Third World peoples of Asia, Africa and the Middle East.   
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Robbie Peters, Dept of Anthropology, USyd 
Email: robbie.peters@sydney.edu.au 
 
Beauty as ugliness: the subversive female body of the Southeast 
Asian city 
 
Resurgent Confucianism in Vietnam and fundamentalist Islam in Indonesia 
are reportedly creating more patriarchal urban societies in these two 
countries. How do we reconcile such patriarchy with the demographic and 
economic realities of an urbanisation process in Southeast Asia that is 
dominated by a modern service sector and the in-migration of the many young 
women it employs? Dressed to attract custom, these women have feminised 
the patriarchal city, but have not done so on their own terms. Despite its 
apparent powerlessness, however, the subservient beauty that these young 
women bear is a window into the dark underbelly of the cities they occupy. 
Like the body of the sales woman, there lies behind the beautified facade of 
Vietnamese and Indonesian cities the cramped dormitories and share rooms 
of its poor migrant working women, who struggle to make ends-meet or enjoy 
the entitlements of formal urban residents. Using ethnographic fieldwork 
conducted in Saigon, Jakarta and Surabaya, I argue that the made-up bodies 
of these young women highlight a narrative about the pain of beauty and 
service that unsettles the city, serving not as one of its many facades but as 
the public face of its underside. 
 
 
Adrian Vickers, USyd and Julia Martinez, University of Wollongong 
Email: adrian.vickers@sydney.edu.au; Juliam@uow.edu.au 
 
The ‘Pearl Frontier’ 
 
Our research is based on the idea of a 'pearl frontier', a common zone of 
exploitation that linked northern Australia (Torres Strait, Darwin and Broome) 
with eastern Indonesia, from Seram to Kupang and as far as Flores, centred 
mainly on the islands of Aru. The industry depended on links further afield, 
from the Sulu Zone to Mergui in Burma and Sri Lanka. We will make a short 
presentation on the scope of this 'frontier', focussing on the Australians who 
lived and worked in Indonesia between 1870 and 1942. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


