Interrogating The “Masses” in Southeast Asian Political Thought
EuroSEAS 2026 Panel Proposal


Conveners
Iqra Anugrah (Trapezio MSCA Seal of Excellence Research Fellow, Department of Foreign Languages, Literatures, and Modern Cultures, University of Turin)
iqra.anugrah@unito.it 
Windu Jusuf (PhD Candidate, Leiden Institute for Area Studies/LIAS, Leiden University)
w.w.jusuf@hum.leidenuniv.nl
Explanation of the Chosen Format
A single session conference panel with four presenters (so far two designated presenters and two open slots) and a discussant. We believe the traditional panel format fits better with our proposed topic and current needs: to test our ongoing works and ideas and promote a joint publication plan. This format also ensures that the session gives platform for mid-career and early-career scholars. 
Panel Description
Southeast Asian politics names and frames the people in many ways: rakyat, sambayan, prachachon, ummah, and massa, among others. These terms do not simply describe a modern phenomenon known as “the crowd.” They allocate rights, duties, and force. While scholars have extensively treated parties, movements, networks, and political/state ideologies in the literature, less attention has been given to how rival traditions across political camps define who “the people” are, what they may do, and how institutions channel or block their actions.

At the same time, influential discussions of “the masses” and “the crowd” in political and social theory have been shaped by various European and (pan)-Asian traditions such as debates from late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century crowd psychology (Gustave Le Bon), questions of Asian variants of modernization in the face of Western colonialism, interwar anxieties about “mass man” and mass democracy (Ortega y Gasset), and multiple strands of revolutionary, mass-mobilizing political thoughts (from Marxism to religious populism). These works circulated in imperial and colonial milieus and in some educated circles in the colonies, informing how colonial administrators and segments of anti-colonial intellectuals alike conceptualized crowds, disorder, and mass politics. 

This panel takes the asymmetry as a starting point. We examine how rival traditions in Southeast Asia – from reactionary, moderate, to radical ones – imagine the people, respond to them, and regulate their actions – whether through mobilization, containment, incorporation, cooptation, or even repression. Possible angles from which to investigate Southeast Asian conceptualization of the masses include representation, participation, policing and demobilization, containment and concessions, collective action, and rights. How is “the people” made legible by states, economic entities, elites, intellectuals and counter-publics? When are "people" treated as citizens who can vote, demand, protest, produce, believe, or bear arms and become angry mobs? How do class, property, religion, and security policy affect how populations are sorted into voices and silences? What follows from institutions and political strategies?

We invite contributions based on theorization, interpretive/creative (mis)readings, close textual readings, archives, or fieldwork, whether single cases or comparisons and embrace interdisciplinary approaches, connecting political theory with intellectual history, cultural studies, and studies on politics and social movements, among others. We welcome proposals from all parts of Southeast Asia. The panel will include a discussant and will serve as a platform for a journal special issue, to which the discussant will contribute a short response essay.

Format
Single session (1 X 90 minutes)
Discussant
Carmina Yu Untalan (FCT Junior Researcher, Institute of Contemporary History, NOVA University Lisbon)
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