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By Thomas  de  Bru i jn

H indi writing has a special niche in Indian culture today,
developing as a record of intellectual life in postmod-

ern India. Among the younger generation of Hindi writers,
Shree has established herself with a considerable production:
a dissertation on Premcand (Between two Worlds, 1989), three
novels, two volumes of short stories (Anugunj ‘Echo’, 1991,
and Vairagya ‘Asceticism’, 1999), stage plays, and essays. In
April 2003, Shree was invited by IIAS to contribute to a one-
day seminar on ‘Identity’. In this article, Shree answers ques-
tions on her literary work and her other publications with
wit, humour, and sincerity.

Intimacy, directness, a detailed perception of personal emo-
tions, in a changing and uncertain contemporary social con-
text characterize all of Geetanjali Shree’s writing. Her novel
Tirohit (2001) focuses on lives and loves conducted on the
roof that becomes a metaphor for an area of transgressions
where a story of forbidden friendships and loves unwinds.
(In traditional Indian neighbourhoods several houses are
under one common roof spanning a vast area.) The novel
reaches deep into the characters’ inner thoughts and emo-
tions in a manner that is rare in Hindi fiction.

A similar emotional insight, present in the many descrip-
tions of scenes from everyday life in Mai and Tirohit, tran-
spires in a paper Shree presented in October 2003 at the
‘Food and Emotion’ workshop held at SOAS, London. She
describes various perceptions of the presence and absence

of food in her own environment and the emotional experi-
ences it invoked:

‘A train journey. I was going to the toilet when I saw a
young dishevelled bearded young beggar sloppily eating with
his hand from a dibba, the kind people use in the slums to
carry water to the community toilets. A foul stench ran
through my nostrils into my whole body (no exaggeration to
create an effect here) and as my eyes followed the source of
the stench I noticed a nauseating assortment of food in the
dibba. The beggar took no notice of me, and kept eating with
a detached concentration that I’ve wanted to have but never
achieved in my life as a writer/thinker.’

In many of Shree’s works, the narratives lines are more or
less fragmented. In the novel Hamara Shahar us Baras (‘Our
City That Year’, 1998), this technique serves to capture the
effects of political violence and polarization between com-
munities in a university town on a group of middle-class intel-
lectuals. The novel echoes the threatening atmosphere after
the demolition of a mosque in Ayodhya and reports the dis-
ruption of life and thoughts by the riots. When asked if this
‘collage’ style conveys the impression the events make on the
‘narrator’, rather than a moral judgement, Shree remarks: 

GS: ‘Yes, its not moral judgement the novel seeks but a
more dispassionate picture of the ways the situation is
impacting – no, not the narrator – but the educated middle
class characters. The ‘narrator’ is pretty much deadpan and

Geetanjali Shree is part of a new generation of Hindi writers that explores new directions by bringing postmodern eclecticism to
themes and forms established by Hindi authors of the post-Independence generation. Although Shree has travelled widely and
spent many writing hours outside of India, the main part of her work is firmly located in the subcontinent. Her novel Mai
(‘Mother’, 1993) gained widespread appraisal, also because of the English translation by Nita Kumar. It is a very vivid and intimate
portrait of an Indian middle-class family, composed of memories and emotional insights into the struggles and relationships of a
mother with the children, and men and women in her family.
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Erratum
The editors apologize for their mis-

take in ‘Whither North Korea’, IIAS
Newsletter 32, p.4. The last footnote

should have referred to the then

forthcoming and meanwhile released

publication: Cumings, Bruce, North
Korea Another Country, New

York/London: The New Press (2004),

pp.240, ISBN 1-56584-873-x.

The IIAS endeavours to adopt a dynamic and versatile approach in its research

programmes. Research fellows at post-PhD level are temporarily employed by or

affiliated to the Institute, either within the framework of a collaborative research

programme, or on an individual basis. In its aim to achieve and continue to build

on a broad, high-quality level of knowledge of Asia, the Institute organizes sem-

inars, workshops, and conferences, and publishes a newsletter with a circulation

of over 21,500 copies. Additionally, the IIAS has established a database for Asian

Studies, which contains information on researchers and research-related insti-

tutes worldwide. 

The IIAS acts as an international mediator bringing various parties together

and works as a clearing-house for knowledge and information. This entails activ-

ities such as providing information services, constructing international networks,

and setting up international cooperative projects and research programmes. In

this way, the IIAS functions as a window on Europe for non-European scholars

and contributes to the cultural rapprochement between Asia and Europe. 

The IIAS administers the daily secretariat of the European Alliance for Asian

Studies (Asia Alliance: www.asia-alliance.org) as well as the Secretariat General

of the International Convention of Asia Scholars (ICAS: www.icassecretariat.org).

Regular updates on the Asia Alliance and ICAS activities can be found in the IIAS

Newsletter. <

www.iias.nl

The International Institute for Asian Studies (IIAS) is a postdoctoral

research centre based in Leiden and Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Its main

objective is to encourage the study of Asia and to promote national and

international cooperation in this field. The institute focuses on the human-

ities and social sciences and, where relevant, at the interface between these

disciplines and sciences like medicine, economy, politics, technology, law,

and environmental studies. 

Subscriptions
The IIAS Newsletter is published

three times a year by the IIAS and is

available free of charge. If you wish

to subscribe to the newsletter, please

return a completed subscription form

to the IIAS secretariat. Subscription

forms can be obtained from either

the secretariat or the website.

iias.subscribe@let.leidenuniv.nl

www.iias.nl/iiasn/subscribe.html

ShanghART
The editors are grateful to Shangh-

ART in Shanghai and affiliated artists

for allowing reproduction of various

photographs in this issue.

Visit www.shanghart.com
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By I r ina  Morozova 

In 1993, G. Aliyev, a former member
of the Central Committee of the

Communist Party of the Soviet Union,
became the president of the Republic
of Azerbaijan. After consolidating the
branches of power, Aliyev installed his
clan to administer the country. Just
before his death in 2003, his son Ilham
Aliyev was elected president. Azerbai-
jani leaders and policy makers sought
a uniting national idea that would
strengthen the position of the Aliyev
clan throughout the country. They com-
missioned the nation’s intellectuals and
educators to develop themes address-
ing ‘the united Azerbaijani nation’ and
‘the territorial integrity of the Azerbai-
jani lands’. Those who remained
employed in public education after the
dramatic budget cuts had little choice
but to comply. By the beginning of the
1990s, fundamental research was hard-
ly distinguishable from populist agita-
tion, leaving the Azerbaijani public
without tools to distinguish fact from
fiction.

The Nagorno-Karabakh
conflict 

Azerbaijani nationalism, which
never seemed radical during the time
of the USSR, broke out with renewed
force after independence. The lost war
against Armenia in Nagorno-Karabakh
(1988-1994) provoked ethnic hatred
and a desire for revenge. Defeat in
Nagorno-Karabakh sharpened the
defensive feelings of the small Azer-
baijani nation, suppressed and divided
in former times by its great neighbours
Russia and Iran. 

Suffering from low morale, the Azer-
baijani people demanded new, com-
forting, and encouraging national con-
cepts. Not only historians considered
it their duty to write on the glories of
the Azerbaijani nation. Intellectuals,
publicists, scientists, and journalists
from all sorts of backgrounds came
together to furnish proof that Nagorno-
Karabakh had belonged to the Azer-
baijani people from time immemorial.
The idea of ‘the great Azerbaijan state’
possessing territory in contemporary

Iran, Armenia, and Georgia gained
great currency. 

The most popular theme within
numerous branches of academia
became the national liberation move-
ment in Azerbaijan at the beginning of
the twentieth century. Researchers went
back in time to rediscover the Azerbai-
jani-Armenian conflict at the beginning
of the twentieth century, re-interpret-
ing the recorded thoughts and actions
of Azerbaijani leaders to draw parallels
to the present. The entire history of
Azerbaijan came to be viewed as a long
struggle for independence and recog-
nition. 

For the last thirteen years, history
classes in the schools and universities
of Azerbaijan have been taught from
this avowedly nationalistic perspective.
Consequently, the younger generation
has grown up determined to regain the
occupied lands of Nagorno-Karabakh.1

So long as the key positions at the lead-
ing universities are occupied or con-
trolled by Aliyev’s clan, and intellectu-
als and educators are pressured to
participate in the nation-building
project, trustworthy research in the
social and human sciences has little
chance to appear.2

Between pan-Turkism and
westernization 

In the early 1990s Azerbaijani
nationalism came under the influence
of pan-Turkic ideology. Appealing to the
Turkic origins of the Azerbaijani peo-
ple, private Turkish charitable organi-
zations set up a network of education-
al centres promoting Turkey’s interests
in Central Eurasia. They successfully
recruited Azerbaijani youth to schools
based on the Turkish academic system,
winning converts to pan-Turkic ideolo-
gy. These attempts faced few obstacles
from the government, which considers
Turkey a close and reliable ally.
Attempts to consolidate Azerbaijan’s
Turkic identity did not, however, receive
the unanimous support of the country’s
political and intellectual elite; many pre-
ferred a more distinct national identity
for Azerbaijan. By the end of the 1990s,
pan-Turkism had lost much of its pop-
ularity, although Turkish-sponsored

turers at these institutes were often
state university professors who, due to
budget cuts in public education, agreed
to part-time positions in the private sec-
tor. By the end of the 1990s Azerbaijani
policy makers were making greater
efforts to preserve the positive aspects
of the Soviet educational system such
as free access to education and result-
ing high literacy rates, and the high
level of secondary education.3

A new brand on the market
Periodically, presidential teams come

out with new ideas. The concept of
‘Azerbaijanism’ was invented by G.
Aliyev, and was partly based on an Azer-
baijani interpretation of Americanism.4

According to its main idea, there is no
special Azeri identity in Azerbaijan that
should be developed into the national
paradigm. The Azeri, accounting for
70-80 per cent of the population,
should observe the constitution and
laws on equal terms with the other
nationalities of contemporary Azerbai-
jan.5 However positive the desire to
maintain the legal structure and pre-
vent the country from falling apart

schools and universities were allowed
to continue their activities.

Alongside the pro-Turkish institutes,
there exist a number of pro-Western
private universities that claim to be
bringing Western education to Azer-
baijan. The orientation of these uni-
versities corresponds to the official state
ideology pertaining to democracy, civil
society, and human rights. At the begin-
ning of the 1990s, many Azerbaijanis
assumed that abandoning Soviet com-
munist ideology and its accompanying
system of education would immediate-
ly lead them to the same level of demo-
cratic development as in the West.This,
however, did not happen. Innovations
introduced in the Western-orientated
institutes remained superficial: despite
the new administration, examination
system, and Western-style diplomas
and degrees, no essential changes were
made to the content of education. Lec-

Notes >

1 During my field research in Baku in May 2003, I interviewed 100 Azerbaijani students, postgradu-

ate students, and postdocs, aged 18 to 30. No less than 95 of them stated that they considered a

military campaign to be the most probable solution to the Karabakh problem. 

2 Practically every one of the 21 Azerbaijani doctors and professors I interviewed in Baku was unim-

pressed by contemporary Azerbaijani theoreticians in the social and human sciences. 

3 Interview with Prof. Ramiz T. Humbatov of the Azerbaijan State Oil Academy, Baku, May 2003. 

4 The central idea of Americanism can be described as the fulfilment of civil and military duties to

the state and the president, respect for the US flag and anthem, and loyalty to American values

such as freedom of speech, civil society, and free enterprise. 

5 Interview with Prof. Parvin Gulam Darabadi, Department of International Relations of Baku State

University, Baku, May 2003. 
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Brains for Hire 
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Contemporary Azerbaijan

along ethnic lines may seem , the main
goal of this ‘Azerbaijanism’ is to
strengthen presidential power across
the territory of the Republic. 

Pro-Turkish, pro-Western and pro-
Soviet/Russian ideological streams in
the education system have been toler-
ated by the former and current presi-
dents of Azerbaijan – so long as they
serve Aliyev’s cult. Public and private
schools do not succeed without the
President’s portrait in the director’s
cabinet. <
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ized audience that regards Jhumpa Lahiri and Rushdie to be
just as Indian as Premcand, Nirmal Varma, or Krishna Baldev
Vaid. Nevertheless, even in its postmodern guise Hindi writ-
ing seems to hold on to the specific esthetical framework that
it has developed.

ThdB: How do you see your work against this background;
do you feel still bound or influenced by this tradition or did
you venture out into new directions, leaving the literary past
behind?

GS: ‘I can only give a subjective answer: I do not feel con-
strained because of the connection with the so-called tradi-
tion of writing modern Indian fiction. First and foremost
because I am a “true” writer/artist and freedom is what I live
by! Or at least I have the illusion that I strive and reach for it.
Secondly, modern Hindi literature really came up in a big
way concomitant to the national movement and that gave it
an origin of assertion and protest. It made it a great site for
reaching out for freedom! Breaking against traditions! Cre-
ating new ones. Nothing was so sacrosanct that it must not
be questioned. On the contrary. Sure, there was all that drive
for writing to reform society but that’s not the rigid
unchangeable guideline for all writers. I would even venture
to say that some of our greatest contemporaries don’t fall into
any such simple slot.’

ThdB: Not only did you choose Hindi instead of English,
haven’t you also taken a different stylistic path than the ‘main-
stream’ Anglo-Indian authors have chosen?

GS: ‘I don’t see such a difference between my styles of writ-
ing and themes from Anglo-Indian writers. Our themes may
be located in modern India or NRI [Non-Resident Indians]
West, we are basically a generation of “modern and postmod-
ern”, eclectic, sensibility and that’s our vantage point, whatev-
er our geographical location or script. This is a generation ques-
tioning the whole notion of “purism”, given its sinister political
message in current India and the world, and celebrates and
lives hybridity. I fear using the word.’ (See box below ThdB.) 

‘Within this larger reality alone operate the differences
there might be between different language writers. Person-
ally, I do think a point should be made about the “sameness”
of English and Hindi and other writing from India because
the difference lies in the politics and power available to Eng-
lish over and above other languages, not in the worth and
themes and styles and experimentations in either.’

ThdB: Does language, Hindi or English, matter in terms
of the distance between you and your writing?

GS: ‘For me and for many others it is a retrieval and rein-
vention in both because our colonial experience has given
skewed connections to both languages. So I really feel this
distance from both English and Hindi. Yet I do suspect the
exploration is more fascinating in Hindi because of the “eas-
ier” terms available to succeed in English (a point that is not
to be over-stressed). I am not suggesting I will succeed more
easily in English but I can succeed with much less, given, for
instance, world and language politics, and hype regarding
images of the East. The challenge is that much less therefore.
This is a point I consider very important.’

ThdB: The many changes in Indian society that transpire
in your work have the effect of seriously limiting the open-
ness and hybridity of the cultural discourse. What do you
think is the future of the artist-cum-intellectual in India? 

GS: ‘I’ll only repeat what I said about the breed of hybrid
eclectic writers I belong to. That’s massively related to the
changes in my immediate and larger world society. I do not

cannot differentiate on relevant, volatile, as opposed to bland,
unimportant bits and ‘narrates’ both in the same voice cre-
ating the collage which is the novel, which the readers may
pull out significant meanings from.’

‘Our City, That Year’ displays Shree’s concerns about the
impact of recent political developments in India on artistic
freedom and intellectual life in general. The rise of Hindu
nationalism threatens the secularist tolerance that gave post-
Independence Indian cultural and intellectual life the oppor-
tunity to flourish. In an essay called ‘Writing in Troubled
Times: reflections of an Indian writer’ Shree writes about these
developments:

‘The emergence of an ethos which is gradually gaining
power enough to direct and control events like never before.
Recent developments in India bear this out. Gujarat, the text
book controversy, the Simla Institute episode, the painting
of Saraswati by Hussain, the stalling of Bhupen Khakkar’s
exhibition for its explicit homosexuality, and just a few days
ago an injunction that Indian girls may not wear the low-cut,
waist revealing, hipster jeans in fashion today. An ethos more
threatening because it is fast installing itself at the centre.
Among the biggest casualty in this growing rigidity and nar-
rowness are social relations. State-sponsored wedges are driv-
en between religious communities, as, for instance between
the Hindus and the Muslims and now the Christians too.’

In these ‘troubled times’ new Hindi writers have a special
position in Indian culture. On the one hand they connect
with a prestigious tradition in Indian writing. The rise of
Hindi was an important medium in the struggle for freedom
from colonial rule. Also, in the period after Independence, it
reflected developments in modern Indian culture. Hindi writ-
ers of today write for a small but well-educated and global-

c o n t i n u e d  f r o m  p a g e  1  >

[ a d v e r t i s e m e n t ]

About the hybrid
By Geetanjali Shree 

It’s a concept which means a lot to my kind and indeed it is the space we work in,

the space in fact which is most vibrant and full of experimentation, retrievals, and

innovation. I fear using the term only when I think of the academic definitions of it.

Because then I worry that it is linked to a Western-derived notion of identity as a bound-

ed entity as opposed to a more free-flowing, multi-cultural, pluralistic entity that our

society still knows and which I am talking about. I am not trying to blame the West; I

am only saying that concomitant to the emergence of modern nation formations, a

certain notion of the self emerged which, whether as ‘pure’ or ‘hybrid’’, whatever it

chose over the other, relied on the notion of a ‘closed’ identity. Perhaps it has also to

do with the Enlightenment and its stress on the rational and the scientific. The ‘East-

ern’ in me believes as much in the irrational, intuitive, ritualistic, ‘constructed’, rich-

ly make-believe world with all its open-endedness as does the artist/writer in me which

does not fancy one bit a well-defined, neatly out-lined being! So niggle about defini-

tions we can but hybridity and eclecticism both belong to and make very much my

world. With the political imperative in today’s ‘fundamentalist’ world, East and West,

adding to their worth. <

Who knows today too, people meet in

secret? Maybe there are still women, who

pack off the kids to school and husband

to office, and climb up from their house

to the roof and down from there into

another house and to its deserted back

door and out, to get a rickshaw? Just so.

In secret. Not from the front gate but at

the back, pressing down the boundary

wire and jumping over. 

Jump over! An act full of thrill. Jump

over and the body pulsates apart, and the

heart apart. You can jump over walls, the

bush, roof, thresholds, borders, the

moon! The moment you jump, hee hee,

tinkles of laughter escape from behind

the veil, not to be repressed, terrified but

spouting away. 

That laughter Bitwa you will never

laugh. To laugh that laugh Bitwa you will

have to be a girl. A girl who is always

naked. So so so naked that to cover her

you have to dress her with layers and lay-

ers and more layers, and cover then all

those layers with the veil. It’s when that

naked girl laughs that this lovely laughter

bursts out!

From: Geetanjali Shree, Tirohit. New Delhi:

Rajkamal Prakashan (2001), p.90-91. (Trans-

lation by Geetanjali Shree)

< Translation 
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know what to say about my future or any artist-intellectuals’
future in this world. It’s a mixed bag: there are enough
instances of dwindling support for them in fields such as
social sciences and literature, but there are also the new
spaces created by the drive for respect and equality of differ-
ent ‘cultures’ making for coverage in the media, the awards,
the study of other languages and literatures.’

ThdB: Although it would do you no justice to call you a
‘feminist writer’, the women in your work are key figures,
and you expose much of the inner life of Indian women
through them. How do you construct the women in your
work?

GS: ‘Because I am a woman I have an inbuilt empathy
for women. Naturally they creep into my work. But the chal-
lenge for me lies also in “imagining” other creatures sym-
pathetically and I’ll always try to do that. Provided that it
doesn’t change as I work along, my next novel is plot-cen-
tred around two men.’ <

Dr Thomas de Bruijn is a specialist in early and modern Hindi and

Urdu literature. He was the Guest Editor for the special theme issue

on South Asian Literature in IIAS Newsletter 21, and was an

affiliated fellow with the IIAS.

th.debruijn@bb.leidenuniv.nl

This is the place. Our city. 

The city the three of them scrambled

out in, in a panic, to nab the guilt and the

guilty, the injured and the dead, all and

all. To see clearly and so show clearly.

Sharad, Shruti, Hanif, who had decided

they would write. For it was not a time to

keep quiet. For it was a time to show it all

out. For the wind that was blowing was

no breeze but a typhoon. Which, who can

tell, may uproot us all? Its raining. Shru-

ti gets off the train and stands on the plat-

form. 

It is raining. Shruti steps from the train

and stands on the platform. A restless-

ness vibrates under her as the train

screeches past. People running helter

skelter, drenched, competing to get trans-

port. The town’s cows, dogs, and goats

showering raindrops, seeking shelter on

the platform. The water flowing down on

to the rails. Its grey, bleak. 

That year similar rivulets flowed on the

roads once, but, that was not rain but

water from overhead tanks which entire

neighbourhoods had released for fear it

was poisoned. 

Sharad hurries up on seeing her. She

stands, alone, expectant. They are now

face to face. Their faces entangled in their

words and forming tight bonded silences.

They walk out with careful steps. 

The three thought that everything was

out there, which was terrifying and unset-

tling us so. It was their fears that got into

me. They tried to write and abandoned it

midway. Sick at the hollowness of their

words, words which are repeated ad nau-

seum and will bring about nothing by

being written; because they just go

around uselessly. They ended up being

meaningless like official slogans. That’s

when I felt something has to be done.

Somehow something has to be written.

With or without comprehension. And if

they won’t, one a professional writer and

two professional intellectuals, then I, a

mere copier, will. 

There was nothing such in that time

which could be stated in neat. That is why

I could write, who neither cared nor could

be neat and clear. If copying is writing

then I was writing. All I could do. Shad-

ow them and pick up whatever bits and

pieces I could. Wherever I spot any. 

I spot again that house. That gate, that

letterbox. Its flapped open and incessant

rain makes it quiver. Shruti stops at the

gate. Her slippers and ankles too are

soaked. Sharad pushes the gate open.

The front yard full of weeds. 

That’s where the Madhumalti creeper

used to be and seeing under its pink and

white flowers the white teeth on pink den-

tures, puke had filled my throat and my

pen had flown out of my hand. Later I

asked myself why I didn’t think of Mad-

humalti flowers on seeing the dentures?

Why instead, whenever I saw Madhumalti

flowers I always saw again those dentures

and felt pukey. Nor, on seeing them, did

I remember that wide merry laugh which

shone up the entire face. They, the den-

tures, fallen on dust, torn away from the

laughter, became some mere revolting

shape, nothing to do with the person or

personality they belonged to. Daddu

always said, cage an identity within

sharply marked outlines and it’ll no

longer be a person but some mere life-

less cut-out. That a person was the radi-

ance flowing out of a body and spreading

and lighting up the open, suffusing in its

glow everything. Try closing the glow in a

sharp defined shape that you can then

see it clear then the light will just switch

off and a lifeless cut-out remain. A can-

kerous piece of flesh. 

But pieces are all I could pick up. The

time was wrong, even had I the skills, to

fill in blanks and find linkages. No leisure.

Just, quick quick panic panic, copy copy.

Even if a bit of here gets copied there, an

irrelevance reported, a bit from there

leaking here, never mind. When life itself

was a ‘collage’, in which, like after a

bomb explosion, bits fly all around and

get stuck in absurd new unions, where

was the respite from broken, incomplete

pieces? Now ever heard of cauliflower

bumper crop in a field of corpses? Then

hear it now. There was in our city that

year. And ever heard that such shining

white tight fresh cauliflowers find no tak-

ers? That too in our city, in that year. Just

such things, no head or tail and not up to

me to join together like a jigsaw and

make recognizable. Just pieces, the worth

of which I could gauge not, nor wanted

to. That was not my concern, only copy-

ing was. From the start, me, a copier.

From the start? I don’t know. For no one

knew where the start was. But from where

their panic got into me so that I flung out

a hand and pulled up some paper and

opened my pen in this air so smoky and

dusty and resolved if not you then me I’ll

write that is copy whatever is said or

shows that is what falls on my ears and

in my eyes and if not with understanding

even without just write. For it had to be

written – about our town that year. Some-

one had to be witness. And who knows

even the garbled speech of the idiot has

sense in it. And who knows there shall be

years other than that one? Like maybe

this, in which Shruti is standing and

Sharad makes to pull her indoors.

From: Geetanjali Shree, Hamara shahar us

baras. New Delhi: Rajkamal Prakashan

(1998), p.7-8. Translation by Geetanjali

Shree.

< Translation 
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China’s first email, according to legend, was sent by professor QIAN Tianbai and was
entitled ‘Crossing the Great Wall to join the world’. Since that first email was sent on 20
September 1987, China has been using the internet to join the world in remarkable ways,
making the Great Wall not just crossable, but rather meaningless. 

Introduction >
China

By Randolph K luver

The growth of China’s internet has
been astounding. With the number

of internet users doubling every 18
months or so, China’s ‘virtual’ presence
on the development of the worldwide
phenomenon is making itself felt. This
can be seen in the proliferation of Chi-
nese-language websites on servers
worldwide and in the rising number of
non-Chinese owned sites, including
those of the American National Foot-
ball League and the National Basketball
Association, that now cater to Chinese
surfers with Chinese-language sites.
Furthermore and much to the conster-
nation of internet freedom activists,
computer hardware and software com-
panies have begun to design their prod-
ucts with the recommendations of the
Chinese government in mind (Walton,
2001). The Chinese delegation, more-
over, was successful in marginalizing
the concerns of non-governmental
organizations at the UN-sponsored
World Summit on the Information
Society in 2003. 

In many ways, the Chinese govern-
ment’s new influence on the develop-
ment of the internet is surprising, per-
haps the very opposite of what most
politicians, journalists, and academics
assumed would happen, namely that
the internet would change China. From
the inception of the online era, dra-
matic proclamations left little doubt
that the internet would fundamentally
and irrevocably transform Chinese soci-
ety, economics, and politics. It has now
become clear that the impact of the
internet on China, the rest of Asia, and
the world, is much more nuanced than
the early advocates thought. 

Technological indeterminism
The worldwide growth of the inter-

net has spawned speculation about
what it will come to mean for individu-
als, corporations, organizations, and
governments. A priori assumptions
about the technological characteristics
of the internet – such as it being decen-
tralized, networked, and user driven –
are the base for much of this specula-
tion, which assumes a kind of techno-
logical determinism: the conviction that
certain social and political implications

were inherent to the technology. Yet,
contrary to the expectations of techno-
logical determinism, users around the
world are interacting with, refining, and
even changing the technology to suit
their own purposes. 

In China, Japan, South Korea, Singa-
pore, and other Asian nations that have
plunged headlong into the information
age, we observe a reciprocal relationship
behind the transformation of the inter-
net and society. The internet creates new
opportunities for social and individual
change; but it can just as quickly become
another instrument of control. Appro-
priated by governments, corporations,
and perhaps most importantly, by
teenagers, the internet today fulfils func-
tions undreamed of a few years ago. 

Given its role in transforming econo-
my and society, the internet – which in
so many ways has come to define mod-
ern life – demands to be studied. Along-
side scientific and technological
research on the internet, a new aca-
demic discipline has developed in the
social sciences and humanities, bridg-
ing the fields of law, literature, politics,
communication and media, sociology
and psychology, business, and others.
The internet has spawned academic con-
ferences, journals, book series and fac-
ulty appointments, and has added new
dimensions to traditional disciplines.

This collection of articles examines
just one aspect of the role of the inter-
net in China: its role in forming politi-
cal communities and political dis-
course. It has, of course, been the hope
of countless editorials and news stories
that by introducing the internet into
China, the government was presenting
the means for its own eventual slide
into oblivion. By supplying Chinese
with the possibility to gain access to

information, uncensored by their gov-
ernment, and the opportunity to pub-
lish information, to interact on signifi-
cant issues, and to mobilize more
effectively, the Chinese government
was introducing the proverbial camel’s
nose under the tent that would eventu-
ally lead to the wholesale collapse of the
Chinese state. A number of recent stud-
ies (and the essay by YANG Guobin in
this issue) provide evidence that the
Chinese population is indeed gaining
a new element of empowerment in its
relations with the government. 

Rather than starting from the prem-
ises of technological determinism, or
abstract speculation about how the
technology will alter China, each of
these authors begin by analysing reali-
ties on the ground. Most importantly,
how do Chinese users use the internet?
Only through understanding how the
internet is actually being used, adapt-
ed, and integrated into the lives of its
users can we begin to anticipate the
changes that might occur.

Sources on the Chinese
internet

There are two primary sources of
information on the internet in China.
The China Internet Network Informa-
tion Center’s (CNNIC) semi-annual
Survey Reports on the Internet in China
are the most comprehensive, including
among others, the number of online
users, computer hosts, and domain
names. While CNNIC data is the most
commonly cited, private researchers
often question its reliability. There are
endless ways to define ‘internet user’,
for example, and differing definitions
and sampling methodologies yield dif-
ferent results. In January 2004 the
CNNIC released its thirteenth semi-
annual survey. Its findings were in line
with expectations: in six months, the
number of users had grown by approx-
imately 12 million while the number of
China-hosted websites had increased by
25 per cent, to 60 million. 

A second source of data on Chinese
internet use is the work of GUO Liang
of the Chinese Academy of Social Sci-
ences. Guo, conducting research on
internet use in China under the aus-
pices of the World Internet Project,
released a nuanced and in-depth report

funded by the Markle Foundation in
2003 (CASS Internet Report 2003).
Unlike the CNNIC study, the CASS
study is based on interviews with Chi-
nese net users in twelve cities, and pro-
vides a richer account of how people
actually use the internet, as well as their
expectations of it. The report does not
attempt to tally the total number of
users in the country, but aims instead
at a more in-depth understanding of
internet users across China. 

Guo’s surveys reveal that most inter-
net users, as well as non-users, believe
the internet is providing greater access
to political information and opportuni-
ties for expression. They also believe
that the competitive market place for
internet service providers has provided
real benefits to consumers, including
better access. 

World opinion and journalistic cov-
erage of the internet in China feeds
upon the stereotype of the government
limiting access to the net, through both
censorship and the erecting of techno-
logical barriers. There is little doubt that
the government is concerned with the
internet’s potential to create instability.
Lokman TSUI’s essay in this volume
provides a clear picture of the controls
the government has implemented in its
attempts to limit potential political trou-
ble. At the same time, Guo’s and the
CNNIC surveys, reveal that the Chinese
government sees the internet as an
indispensable tool for economic growth
and modernization, and is actively
encouraging internet development on
a number of fronts. 

Political mobilization or
marginalization? 

The essays in this collection are
organized around a point/counterpoint
format. Yang Guobin takes the lead,
demonstrating that the internet has
done something quite remarkable in
Chinese politics, in that it introduces
an element of play, so that politics is no
longer ‘in command’ but rather part
and parcel of everyday discourse on the
web. Yang’s essay demonstrates that the
internet has become part of the public
sphere, both in allowing ordinary citi-
zens to participate in political discus-
sion, and in helping to redefine the
nature of Chinese society, especially in
citizens’ relations to the state. 

The subsequent essays are all written
in response and while agreeing with
Yang’s central contention, qualify the
potential of the net to be all that many
hoped it would be. Lokman Tsui’s essay
focuses on the issue of state control,
demonstrating that the Chinese gov-
ernment has developed a sophisticated
approach that effectively precludes the
ability of the internet to provide a space
for active mobilization in opposition to

the Communist Party of China.
Ian Weber and LU Jia examine the

commoditization of the internet in
China, where corporations that control
most of the content have no commercial
incentive to provide platforms to criti-
cize government policies. Weber and Lu
argue that the Chinese government has,
in significant ways, handed control of
the internet to these corporations, and
that international media conglomerates
play a significant role in defining what
the Chinese internet is becoming. 

Finally, Jens Damm examines the
internet’s role within the larger social
changes transforming China, where
choice and liberty in a consumerist,
postmodern society have contributed to
social fragmentation rather than the
enhanced public sphere envisioned by
the internet’s early enthusiasts. Damm
also refocuses our attention on the
internet’s technological characteristics
and finds that, in contrast to early
expectations of decentralized technolo-
gy leading to a decentralized nation, the
‘code’ of the internet is being rewritten
in China in ways to maintain social and
political stability, and economic growth.

It has become abundantly clear: the
internet will impact on Chinese socie-
ty and China will transform the inter-
net. The Great Wall has become mean-
ingless as a barrier to prevent foreign
intrusion: the political, economic, and
social forces that these essays bring to
light may well shape the future of both
China and the internet. <
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By Guobin  YANG

The most likely places to find political action in the virtu-
al sphere are bulletin boards and community forums,

although weblogging is gaining ground. Today, close to one
fifth of Chinese netizens make use of bulletin boards and com-
munity forums (CNNIC 2004). Bulletin Board Systems
(BBS) may be run by individuals, small voluntary groups,
commercial entities, or government agencies. A few years
ago, many were simple, unsophisticated home pages. Now
many BBS are portal sites complete with news, online mag-
azines, newsletters, bulletin boards, virtual communities,
and other network services. 

A critical mass of users is essential for the web to thrive.
China now has such a critical mass – about 80 million inter-
net users as of December 2003 (CNNIC 2004). According
to the CNNIC report, 32.2 per cent of respondents access the
web primarily to ‘get entertained.’ The only goal that sur-
passes this one is to ‘get information’ (46.2 per cent).

Bulletin boards and community forums are fun places.
There is a great deal of socializing as well as exchanging of
information. To attract attention (internet users relish pub-
lic notice as much as anyone else), netizens compete to post
humorous, clever, and sensational messages. All the vicissi-
tudes of life are on offer, from romantic tales and political
jokes to intellectual debate, gossip, rumour, and photographs
of street scenes. As in ‘real’ life, the virtual sphere never fails
to surprise. 

A specific kind of surprise that constantly pops up is protest
and some wonder at its frequency in China’s highly moni-
tored and controlled networks. One crucial feature of the vir-
tual sphere might explain the frequency of online protest: at
any given time, thousands of people are online, perhaps for
political purposes, but most likely for fun. These netizens (or
wangmin in Chinese) can slip into action as occasions arise,
over a campus murder cover-up, a school house fire, a dead-
ly accident at a coal mine, a corrupt official newly exposed.
The more outrageous the incident, the more likely it is to
arouse the virtual crowd, always lurking and always alert.
Once aroused, the networked crowd can rapidly fill the web
with queries, information exchanges, debate, protest, and
organized activity, at times even achieving the power of pub-
lic opinion. Large-scale social movements such as the one in
1989 excepted, there has rarely been such a constant stream
of public talk in China as is found in the virtual realm.  Let
me mention only three of the more politicized cases.

Politics in the virtual sphere
The first is the SUN Zhigang case. A college graduate, Sun

died of a police beating on 20 March 2003 while in custody
in Guangzhou. Lacking a temporary resident permit, Sun
had been taken into custody three days earlier. News of his
death, however, did not become public until 25 April, in a
local newspaper. An outraged public quickly filled the web
with debate and protest. As often happens, the protest went
beyond Sun Zhigang’s death. Discussion ranged from curb-
ing police brutality to calls for press freedom and legal
reform. One widely circulated essay posted to www.wtyzy.com
made a frontal attack on China’s political system, as is clear
from its title ‘The Death of Sun Zhigang and the Evils of the
System’. Several legal scholars wrote to the National People’s
Congress to demand a review of the two-decades old ‘Mea-
sures for Internment and Deportation of Urban Vagrants and
Beggars’, the legal basis for taking Sun into custody. In an
unprecedented turn of events, the State Council invalidated
the ‘measures’ in June 2003. The example shows that a per-
sonal story can gain a wide audience on the net, become a
political topic, and ultimately lead to an observable political
outcome.

The second case concerns the February 2003 death of a
young teacher named HUANG Jing, found dead in her school
dorm in Xiangtan, Hunan province. Despite evidence to the
contrary, public authorities initially ruled out murder. To push

for further police investigation, Huang’s mother published
descriptions of her death on the internet. Two months later,
a young man who had met Huang in a chat room set up a vir-
tual memorial for her on www.netor.com. The virtual memo-
rial gripped the public. Within five months, there were more
than 210,000 visits to the memorial. An online petition was
launched to request the Ministry of Public Security to inves-
tigate the case. A feminist scholar published an essay on a
bulletin board arguing that Huang’s death was a typical case
of date rape. Since ‘date rape’ is a new topic in China, the essay
was an instant hit. Under public pressure, further police inves-
tigations and medical examinations were performed. While
the case remains unresolved, online debates and petitions
transformed it into an issue much greater than the initial cat-
alyst. Again, a personal horror story gripped a wide audience,
leading to the formation of a virtual community that pres-
sured a government body into action.

The final example demonstrates that beyond providing
space for debate, exposure, and protest, the virtual public
sphere can support communities and citizen activism. Since
the late 1990s, numerous environmental websites and green
forums have appeared; many of these have evolved into infor-
mal web-based environmental organizations. With members
across China, these groups
use the web to communicate,
publicizing environmental
issues and organizing offline
activities. One such group is
Han Hai Sha (lit. ‘Ocean of
Sand’), which focuses on
desertification issues. Its
website www.desert.org.cn
was launched in June 2002
complete with an electronic
newsletter, a bulletin board,
archives of documents on desertification issues, and current
events. During the SARS crisis, its volunteers did a most
remarkable thing. On 5 May 2003, they produced a special-
issue electronic newsletter on SARS. Over the next month,
they published 25 special issues on SARS, with essays by vol-
unteers and other sources providing information, analyzing
its causes, and offering strategies and solutions. An essay
published in the tenth special issue, published on 18 May,
was entitled ‘The Shortcomings of the System in the Shad-
ow of SARS’. The outbreak, the essay argued, exposed the
shortcomings of China’s political system; it proposed insti-
tutional changes to increase government transparency, pub-
lic trust, and better information delivery to the public. In con-
trast to the two earlier examples, where a story of personal
loss gained a wide net audience and broadened into criticisms
of the state, this web action was initiated by a community site
that was organized around a specific issue to start with. How
did a community site come to voice such open criticism?
Might criticism and debate spread to more mainstream ven-
ues?

The virtual public sphere is both segmented and linked, a
reflection of the basic contradiction of our times. Bulletin
boards, for example, are segmented into issues and topics
and may evolve into semi-closed communities with informal
hierarchies and barriers to newcomers. The result is the cre-
ation of multiple and partial virtual publics, a far cry from
the Habermasian vision of the undivided and open public
sphere. At the same time, however, these segmented spaces
are often linked. A message posted to Qiangguo Luntan
(Strong Nation Forum), run by People’s Daily, may be cross-
posted to forums in www.cnd.org, a portal site run in North
America with its own Chinese-language bulletin boards, and
vice versa. As readers of bulletin board postings know, some
messages are so widely circulated that they take on a life of
their own. There are even specialized Chinese-language web-
sites (such as www.zwlt.com, www.kdnet.net) that publish
daily selections of popular postings collected from BBSs
worldwide.

Qiangguo Luntan was set up hastily as a modest bulletin
board in May 1999; it has since evolved into a part of an
empire known as People’s Net, the expanded web presence
of the People’s Daily. While Qiangguo Luntan is frequently
sanitized of politically sensitive discussion, its daily postings
often number in the thousands. Political debate is the staple
of this forum, and it seems that its banzhu (host) finds it hard
to keep up with deleting unwelcome postings. The existence
of Qianguo Luntan attests to a paradox of the internet. Unless
a government wants to deny its citizens the web, it has to tol-
erate complaints and protest alongside more benign com-
munication. 

Surviving in multiple fields of force
Will the virtual Chinese public sphere flourish or vanish?

Modern societies consist of multiple social fields, some more
powerful, independent, and institutionalized than others,
but all related as if in a magnetic field of force (Bourdieu and
Wacquant 1992). One way to understand the virtual Chinese
public sphere – its current status as well as future fate – is to

position it where it belongs, in
relation to other fields of force,
including those of politics and
the economy. According to
Habermas, states and markets
together created, and then ‘col-
onized’, the European public
sphere. The public sphere was
originally created to meet real
social and cultural needs; over
time, political and cultural hege-
mony undermined its political

dimension, transforming the culture-debating public into a
culture-consuming one. 

In China, as elsewhere, state and corporate behaviour influ-
ence the dynamics of the virtual public sphere.  The state exerts
political control; corporations manipulate the architecture of
the technology, by, for example, installing filters on comput-
er networks. Against these odds, hope remains for those
publics intent on having their own virtual space. One reason
for hope lies in the complexity of the relations between the
state, business, and the virtual public sphere, characterized by
shared interests as well as conflicts. Perhaps the primary com-
mon interest lies in the development of the internet as a tech-
nological field, whatever its end purpose. Without technolog-
ical development, China cannot realize its century-long dream
of joining the global society as a strong player. 

The web inhabits a world with dynamic fields other than
states and business corporations. Academia is turning to the
web for educational purposes; journalists are experimenting
with online journalism; aspiring authors have found new
channels for publishing their works. These social groups,
and many others, are now linked to their counterparts around
the world and these ties have spawned their own internal
dynamics. As has often happened in the history of modern
societies, weaker parties tend to enter coalitions to resist or
negotiate with dominant political and economic actors. In
the final analysis, then, the condition and fate of the Chinese
virtual public sphere depends as much on its internal dynam-
ics of private pleasures and public concerns as on the chang-
ing political, social, and technological environment. <
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Mingling Politics with Play
The Virtual Chinese Public Sphere

The internet is a virtual public sphere, but not the kind envisioned by Habermas. He considered the coffee
shop and the English pub of eighteenth-century Europe as its exemplars, where equals meet to reason on
issues of common concern, and ultimately, produce public opinion. It seems doubtful, though, that people
patronized coffee shops mainly to reason with their peers. While politics may command serious attention,
coffee shops, pubs and today, the internet, are venues for socializing, joking, bantering, having a good time.
The fun part lures people back, while politics gets its fair share of attention along the way. In other words, one
reason why the internet seems to be producing some very interesting politics in China is that it is a fun place
to go. If it is a public sphere, it is one that mingles politics with play. 
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By Lokman TSUI

A t the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS)
in Geneva last December, participants expressed ‘a com-

mon desire and commitment to build a people-centred, inclu-
sive, and development-oriented Information Society, where
everyone can create, access, utilize, and share information
and knowledge, enabling individuals, communities and peo-
ples to achieve their full potential in promoting their sus-
tainable development and improving their quality of life’.
According to this declaration, freedom of speech, informa-
tion and communication are the means to a better quality of
life. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP), however, has fol-
lowed its strict line in curbing these freedoms. Many believed
a new situation would arise with the growth of commercial
media, but as Chin-Chuan Lee (2003, p.12) argues: ‘under
no circumstances will the Party-State relinquish its editorial
authority.’ The internet, with its open and decentralized struc-
ture, poses new challenges to the Party-State’s editorial
authority yet again.

Over its decade-long relationship with the internet, China
has made various attempts to gain political control over the
medium. The first few attempts to regulate the internet
focused on the development of a nationwide intranet. Con-
trol of the web was to be based on inclusion rather than
exclusion, on regulating what people could see, instead of
what they could not see. Thus the national intranet offered
only those parts of the internet deemed desirable, a strate-
gy opposite to offering the whole internet minus its cen-
sored sites. These intranets, however, never caught the pub-
lic’s interest, failed to draw a profit and died quietly. The
government shifted its focus towards a policy of control
based on exclusion.

The infrastructure of the Chinese internet consists of sev-
eral key providers that carry the mass of traffic inside the
country. Traffic to sites hosted outside China must pass
through an international gateway maintained by China Tele-
com. This international gateway makes it possible to screen
content and filter out websites based on a blacklist. Websites
that are blocked include those of the Voice of America and
Amnesty International, amongst many others. (Zittrain and
Edelman, 2003)

As websites are relatively cost-effective ways for anybody
to publish, China has taken steps to prevent them from
becoming threats to stability. Hosting services based out-
side China that allow users to create personal homepages,
such as Geocities, are typically blocked, as it would be
impossible to hold an individual author responsible for the
content. The latest development is weblogs, sometimes
abbreviated to blogs: personal websites on a particular sub-
ject frequently updated with new information. On account
of their low barriers for self-expression, the number of
weblogs exploded; the government soon decided to block
the most popular service that hosts them, Blogspot.
Weblogs, from a technical perspective are not much of an
innovation, but as this foremost social phenomenon con-
tinues to develop, it will be interesting to see how the reg-
ulation of these weblogs will take shape. 

There are, however, more ways to censor a website than
to just block it. A case in point is the Google search engine;
it was first blocked in August 2002. Shortly thereafter,
instead of being blocked, internet surfers attempting to
access Google were redirected to Chinese search engines
such as Openfind, Globepage or www.chinaren.com. After
an uproar by Chinese netizens and the international media,
Google is available again, though searches now produce
modified results.

A more effective way for the government to control the flow
of information is to offer content, in Chinese. The govern-
ment closes demand with one hand and guarantees supply
with the other, attacking the problem from both sides. This
tactic has been deployed to counter the success of Google in
China. It developed www.chinasearch.com to become the

country’s main search engine. Sina, one of the major portals
in China, has already adopted Chinasearch, whose search
results filter out links considered subversive or pornograph-
ic. Only approved news items can be published on news web-
sites; the main online content providers thus avoid political
news, syndicating these from official news publications such
as Xinhua. They focus on relatively safe content instead, such
as entertainment and sports news. 

Among the non-web services offered by the internet,
Usenet is practically banned in China, and illustrates the
effectiveness of control based on inclusion. The alternative,
the Bulletin Board Systems (BBS) are a very popular seg-
ment of the internet in China. These BBS services are reg-
ulated by moderators who screen incoming messages,
removing those deemed offensive or off-topic. Software fil-
ters aid the moderators and automatically search for mes-
sages with sensitive keywords. In extreme cases, brute force
is employed and the BBS can be shut down for years, as
happened to the highly popular Wei Ming BBS of Peking
University in 1996. The closure of such a high profile BBS
served as a warning to others, leading to self-regulation
among other BBS. Self-regulation is also prevalent among
companies: over three hundred signed a voluntary pledge
of adherence to the regulations. Likewise, the detention of
cyber dissidents has intimidated individual users into exer-
cising self-censorship. (Tsui 2003: 70-71). This discussion
reminds us that China’s attempts to control the flow of
information are extensive and ongoing. 

While most websites are accessible despite the blacklist,
internet use rarely crosses Chinese borders. According to the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences survey report (2003,
p.32), Chinese users access websites located in China almost
80 per cent of the time. This does not include Chinese lan-
guage websites from Hong Kong, Taiwan or Singapore,
which together make up another 13 per cent. Western web-
sites are thus accessed, at most, only 7 per cent of the time.
This is a sobering figure in contrast to the sky-high expecta-
tions of many Western analysts. The flow of information is
restricted not only by top down controls but also by bottom
up factors, such as language barriers, disinterest in alterna-
tive media and diverse levels of self-regulation. (Mulvenon
& Chase 2002: 49)

Food for thought
The attempts of the Party-State to control the internet have

been, thus far, reasonably successful. How much of its suc-
cess, however, is due to bottom-up social factors rather than
to top-down political control? Three issues come to mind.
First, instead of focusing on attempts to control websites that
barely appear on the radar of the average Chinese netizen,
we might focus on the things that really interest the average
user. What makes people spend 80 per cent of their time on
Chinese websites? Second, instead of focusing on access to

‘Internet Essayist Arrested’, ‘China Blocks Blog Again’, ‘Crackdown deepens on the Internet’: the headlines
that most often reach us in the Western media concern censorship, detention of cyber dissidents and the
blocking of websites. Many Western observers nonetheless remain optimistic on political freedoms following
on the tails of social change. New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof (2003, p.19) wrote enthusiastically on
his recent trip to Manchuria: ‘I can’t help feeling that when people get multiple choices in ordering a cup of
coffee, it’s only a matter of time before they demand choices in national politics.’ Unfortunately the degree of
choice in coffee has not spilled over to choice in politics and information. Information in the Peoples’ Republic
of China still comes in one flavour only, that of the Party-State.

Research >
China

The Taste of Information

State Attempts to Control the Internet
information, how does the Party-State regulate freedom of
and access to communication on the internet? The real
impact of the internet might not lie in access to information,
but in access to expressive communication, as represented
by the BBS. Despite all attempts to control it, the internet is
still freer than any other media. The issue then is whether,
in the end, freedom of speech, information and communi-
cation will allow the Chinese to fulfill their potential and
improve their quality of life. After all, freedom of speech,
information and communication are not the end, but mere-
ly the means to a better quality of life. <
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List of Definitions
BBS or bulletin board system (dianzi gonggaoban): a kind

of database where users can log in and leave messages for

others. These messages are often grouped according to

topic. The BBS has become one of the most popular fea-

tures of the Chinese internet and thousand of groups are

offered by the big portals. The variety of topics character-

izes the social changes which have taken place within the

last decade in China.

Chat room (liaotianshi): a virtual space where users may

communicate in real-time. As a result of the fragmentation

of the interest groups, the possible anonymity of chat

rooms and the lack of incentives for longer commitment,

the discussions in many chat rooms tend to be superficial. 

Netizen (wangmin): this term, which has been attributed

to Howard Rheingold, refers to the ‘citizen of the internet’.

It is important to realize that in a narrow sense ‘netizens’

do not include users who come to the net for profane rea-

sons such as making profits or who regard the internet as

merely a service provided by others. An important feature

of the netizen is his/her active engagement in creating a

public sphere on the Net. 

Weblogs (sometimes shortened to ‘blog’): a website of

personal or non-commercial origin that uses a dated log

format and that is frequently updated with new informa-

tion about a particular subject or range of subjects. The

information can be written by the site owner, gleaned from

other websites or other sources, or contributed by users.

A weblog may consist of the recorded ideas of an individ-

ual (a sort of diary) or be a complex collaboration open to

anyone. Most of the latter are moderated discussions. The

rapid increase of the number of weblogs in China, spurred

its government to block the most popular host for these

weblogs. <
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By Ian  Weber  &  LU J ia

W ithin the first six months the Pledge had been signed
by over 300 internet news information service com-

panies, including Renmin, Xinhua, Sina, Sohu, and NetEase.
The Pledge’s aims seem fairly benign as it seeks to aggres-
sively promote internet use, prevent cyber crimes, foster
healthy industry competition, and avoid intellectual proper-
ty violations. Such an approach projects an image to the world
of a more conscientious government embracing WTO
reforms and promoting the commercial use of the internet.
Other clauses in the Pledge, however, are not so innocent,
given the government’s extreme sensitivity to criticism and
political challenges. Those companies signing the Pledge
must refrain from ‘posting or disseminating pernicious infor-
mation that may jeopardize state security and disrupt social
stability’. The prohibition also covers information considered
illegal such as the spreading of ‘superstition and obscenity’
(China sites pledge, 2002). For example, any reference to the
outlawed religious movement, Falungong, constitutes a
breach of the Pledge. Signatories must also remove materi-
al deemed offensive and monitor content of foreign-based
websites and block those containing unspecified harmful
information or face expulsion from the group. These ‘fami-
ly rules’ firmly place the responsibility on internet service
providers for content posted on hosted websites. As such, the
strategy is designed to give the internet room to develop com-
mercially while placing corporations on notice not to push
the envelope politically (China sites pledge, 2002). 

This situation of ‘controlled commodification’ illustrates
the fundamental contradiction of China’s economic open-
ness: the body that exerts the greatest influence over com-
mercial media, in a market economy, is the state (Wong,
2001). However, allowing such self-regulation essentially
means handing over control of the internet to large, multi-
national media corporations so long as they pledge their alle-
giance and operate within the hazy confines of the rule of
law. 

Going online 
Certainly the Hollywood adage that ‘build it and they will

come’ holds true in China’s internet development. As report-
ed elsewhere in this Newsletter, recent internet research fig-
ures indicate there are now almost 80 million netizens online,
an increase of 11.5 million compared to the first half of 2003
(CNNIC, 2003). China’s internet population is second in the
world to that of the United States. In addition, the report indi-
cates that 30.9 million computers were connected to the
internet (+20.1 per cent), with almost 60 million websites
(+25.7 per cent) (Chinese Internet surfers, 2004).

Who are these internet consumers and what are they con-
suming? Official government research by CNNIC indicates
that the internet user demographic is changing with tech-
nology adoption penetrating a younger audience. Whereas
91 per cent of all netizens in 1998 were aged 18-30 years, this
percentage has since dropped to 51.3 per cent. The largest
growth area is in netizens younger than 18 years, which has
increased to 18.8 per cent. The survey indicates that most
people use the internet to obtain information, including
news, e-books, and daily life information. Leisure ranks sec-
ond among users, before study, getting to know friends,
research or sending and receiving emails. Shopping online
or doing e-business only accounted for a meagre 0.4 per cent
of internet usage (Chinese Internet surfers, 2004).

A visit to a local internet cafe (wangba) in Beijing or Shang-
hai provides a better insight than do government statistics
into one of the main drivers of internet adoption in China:
entertainment. One of the first things a visitor notices, is that
each computer-filled room is dark and noisy, crowded with

China’s internet development, as the world’s fastest growing online population and quickly maturing
cyberspace, is built around two guiding principles: political control and economic progress. This situation
reflects a longstanding dilemma. While the government desperately wants to control the flow of news and
opinion, especially dissent, it also wants an open, modern, and efficient economy, including a state-of-the-art
telecommunications and information infrastructure (China sites pledge, 2002). As such, authorities have
implemented a range of strategies to guide China’s media modernization, diversification, and
commercialization. Although China’s moves towards overt control, such as selective censorship of the news
and increased monitoring of internet chat rooms, are well documented (editors note: see Tsui essay on the
previous page), less well known are the solutions that are less draconian, but more effective. One key example
of this is the promotion of self-regulation within the commercial sector using the 2002 ‘Public Pledge on Self-
discipline for China’s Internet Industry’ as a mechanism for standardization and self-censorship. 
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Handing over China’s Internet 
to the Corporations

lywood Pictures, ABC, and ESPN. The strategy is designed
to access the growing younger online audience in China by
meeting the ‘demand for trustworthy, quality entertainment
with educational values … that are fun and entertaining for
kids while simultaneously promoting valuable information
skills’ (Sohu.com brings magic, 2003).

Not all fun and games
Will the Chinese government be able to reconcile the stan-

dardization of the internet under the auspices of controlled
commodification with the promotion of national development
(guojia fazhan) and nation building (guojia jianshe)? Accord-
ing to Wong (2001), controlled commodification is best
understood within the political economy perspective, which
requires a deeper understanding of the evolving government-
media relationship within the material context of global cap-
italism. Given China’s balancing act between opening up
through the WTO agreement and its political sensitivities, the
process of thinking globally and acting locally is vital to under-
standing the country’s fundamental contradiction in relation
to its information management strategy. On the one hand,
the government uses the media to assist in nation building,
or the bringing together of peoples by adopting common val-
ues and practices under the banner of national identity, and
national development, in the form of socio-economic devel-
opment or Socialism with Chinese Characteristics. On the other,
the government actively supports the development of a com-
mercial media, which functions to sell audiences (consumers)
to advertisers. As such, media organizations like Disney Cor-
poration produce cultural commodities (content) – movies,
games and mobile phone content – that is calculated to ensure
maximum returns to capital. Simply put, these cultural com-
modities are for entertainment: to amuse, divert, and distract
the online masses from the alienation or marginalization
from the fast-paced change surrounding and enveloping their
daily lives (Wong, 2001). Such cultural commodities are
stamped with the ‘sameness’ for interchangeability across
media platforms, which increases profitability within a verti-
cally integrated business structure, and complies with the
aims of the Pledge. 

Within this platform of commodification, the four Cs –
control, consumerism, content, and corporatization – play
out in ways to benefit the government’s vision of national
and socio-economic development, which promotes con-
sumption of ‘approved’ commodities. But while the Pledge
establishes standardization of content, it does not adequate-
ly identify standards for content, despite claims by media cor-
porations to the contrary. At this stage of controlled com-
modification, with the internet becoming a cyber arcade of
entertainment instead of an important forum of free speech
and a source of information, little is known of the long-term
consequences to the value system of young Chinese in rela-
tion to national identity and the rise of civic society. <
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hundreds of young, male netizens celebrating their online
freedom by playing war games, such as Schroet Commando.
These games provide teenage users the space to navigate their
way through a virtual battlefield, hunting down and killing
enemy soldiers for around 3 yuan (30 Euro cents) an hour
during lunch breaks or after school. One well-known story
making the rounds is of a university student who spent all
his time and money on virtual games. When asked by his
parents to find a job, he replied that if there was a job where
he could play games, he would. 

Once considered the catalyst for democratic reform and a
platform for civic engagement, today the internet has become
the virtual playground of the young looking for entertain-
ment. And lurking online are global media companies offer-
ing to quench that desire with a range of online games and
value-added mobile phone services. In late September 2003,
global media company Disney Corporation announced it had
formed a partnership with Sohu.com, a leading Chinese com-
pany offering online media, communications, commerce,
and mobile value-added services. The joint venture reflects
recent moves by global media players to link with local
providers as a way of accessing China’s growing consumer
market. In doing so, Disney leverages Sohu.com’s China mar-
ket expertise and consumer reach with its experience as a
leading content provider across multiple business and tech-
nology lines, delivering online and wireless content and serv-
ices to the growing online masses. The site features mobile
phone content such as wallpapers, animated cards, logos and
picture messages; online games and activities based on their
brands Mickey Mouse, Winnie the Pooh, and the Lion King;
and movie content from Touchstone Pictures, Miramax, Hol-
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Chinese teenage

internet users make

the most of their

school lunch hour by

spending time play-

ing their favourite

online games at an

internet bar

(wangba) in 

Shanghai, China. 

Quake III Arena is an

internet ‘first person

shoot-it-up’ game.

Companies or private

individuals make the

game available

through the internet.

The former charge

for this service; the

latter provide it for

free. The popularity

of the game inspired

Chinese artist Feng

Mengbo to the work

‘SHOT0010 Q’,

75x100 cm, photo,

2003.
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Ten years ago, Howard Rheingold
(1993) described the internet as the

perfect tool for a young and free netizen
community. Focusing on the critical
user able to publish at will and at neg-
ligible cost, he saw cyberspace as a
home for ‘virtual communities’. In this
home, interested citizens could meet in
chat rooms and BBS-newsgroups to
form new and long-lasting relation-
ships, thus defying the physical borders
of the real world. The World Wide Web,
email-lists, and newsgroups were seen
as a space where, despite various con-
trol and censorship measures taken by
governments, vast amounts of back-
ground information were offered with
the aim of creating well-informed crit-
ical netizens. Lessig (1999:4) expressed
this vision as follows: ‘The space prom-
ised a kind of society that real space
could never allow – freedom without
anarchy, control without government,
consensus without power. … The claim
now was that government could not
regulate cyberspace, that cyberspace
was essentially and unavoidably free.’

This utopian vision does not account
for two significant issues: first, the
process which transformed the internet
into a profit-oriented business media,
and second, the massive expansion of
the internet worldwide, which made it
much less a ‘toy’ for the highly educat-
ed academic US West Coast elite, and
more an everyday media such as radio
and TV. This very process also led to the
trivialization and de-elitization, and
thus depoliticization, of the internet. 

Another important point concerns
the technical and administrative struc-
ture of the Net, which has been
described by Lessig (1999:6) as ‘code’.
The code of the internet is comparable
with the law in society: the internet, the
software, and the rules are created by
various groups such as state organs,
individuals, and companies. The code
represents the combination and inter-
action of the software, hardware, and
rules and etiquette of the internet. The
structure of the code derives, therefore,
from the power struggles between dif-
ferent groups. To quote Lessig (1999:6)
‘We can build, or architect, or code
cyberspace to protect values that we
believe are fundamental, or we can
build, or architect, or code cyberspace
to allow those values to disappear.[…]
Code is never found; it is only ever
made, and only ever made by us’. 

A more detailed analysis of some
basic features of the internet in China
reveals that the internet in China is not
an ideal tool for establishing political
discourses and political change, as cer-
tain structural features, such as the
code underlying the internet, can pre-
clude meaningful discourse. 

It is not so much the increasing polit-

basic infrastructure, but all other details
were then dealt with by the domestic
and international business communi-
ty. 

Western political scientists are still
very interested in the ways the internet
is used to spread subversive informa-
tion, but they seldom deal with the
question of whether Chinese users con-
sider this information to be trustwor-
thy, and little attention is given to the
fact that in a postmodern, consumer-
oriented society such as China, highly
sophisticated chat rooms and web
pages (multimedia) are in vogue (see,
for example, Chase/Mulvenon 2002).
The user’s attention is drawn to the lat-
est fashion, the latest vogue in brand
names, and the latest gossip. With the
onslaught of commercialization, the
web increasingly resembles a virtual
version of Tokyo’s Ginza district, and a
brief survey of the topics on offer with-
in the best-known Chinese chat rooms
provided by Sohu or Netease shows that
the user is attracted not by politics, but
by the personal interest groups which
have resulted from today’s fragmented
lifestyles.*

The internet may have an important
role as a catalyst for the spreading of
actual information, but in times of cri-
sis the general usage patterns may
change. For the time being, however,
the internet has only a limited influence
on emerging political discourses in
China and has much more importance
as a tool for lifestyle communications
with a very personalized use. In addi-
tion, there is an increased use of the
internet by the general population,
which is also leading to the depoliti-
cization of the Net, since even today the
political discourses in China are large-
ly restricted to intellectual circles. <
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ical control of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) and the state organs, as fre-
quently stated in Western publications,
but rather the specific global develop-
ment of the Net itself, and the larger
societal and political developments in
China that are shaping China’s inter-
net. Thus, the internet has become a
heterogeneous medium, with only a
small and fragmented political com-
munity, where the lack of a general
open public sphere hinders communi-
cation between different groups. The
underlying reasons for this are not only
the specific code of the internet, but
general developments in China, which
by various means discourage open con-
troversial political discourses, although
these discourses do exist today within
various intellectual circles. 

The user
First of all, it is unlikely that the vast

majority of Chinese internet users are
critical of the current regime: the aver-
age user is young, highly educated
(more than 75 per cent have a senior
high school degree or higher), belongs
to the new urban middle class, and is
without any doubt the beneficiary of the
economic and, to some degree, politi-
cal reforms which gained pace after
Deng Xiaoping’s historical southern
trip (nanxun) in 1992. Approximately
30 per cent of the population of the
booming big cities such as Beijing or
Shanghai is online, but the figure drops
to about 2 per cent for the population
of the poorer eastern provinces accord-
ing to the latest figures, published by
the China Internet Network Informa-
tion Center (CNNIC) in 2004. These
users have a highly pragmatic approach
towards the government and the CCP.
In their view political discourse aimed
at overthrowing the current regime
would probably lead to political insta-
bility (i.e. chaos or luan) and they there-

fore support the regime’s efforts to
establish the internet as part of a mod-
ern economy and society and to control
‘sensitive issues’. For these users, the
internet offers a variety of usage
options, obtaining information an
important one among these, as stated
in the CNNIC reports. Political discus-
sions are restricted to very specific top-
ics to avoid conflict with the broader
taboo topics as laid down by the Chi-
nese government, but these users have
on occasion played an essential role in
political and societal discussions involv-
ing, for example, cases of corruption,
and crimes such as murder and rape on
a university campus. 

Postmodern society
There is a second reason to believe

that the internet is unlikely to bring
about rapid political change: the current
use of the internet in China is congru-
ent with the broad societal, political,
and cultural transformations that have
shaped China in the last decade. The
Chinese middle class, which makes up
the most important group of internet
users, is part of a postmodern society,
with a strong interest in personalized
and individualized lifestyles. This
group is now much less politicized than
it was in the 1980s, when the reforms
had just taken off. The current Chinese
internet fits the picture of the apoliti-
cized society that WANG Jing (1996:2-
3) described: ‘It is much more difficult
[now] for mainland Chinese citizens to
conclude which historical course would
better empower the masses politically,
culturally and materially’.

Chinese citizens could not choose
between an elitist cultural agenda and
an economic one, which would include
‘the perpetuation of Chinese socialism
(no matter how ideologically corrupt it
turns out to be) as a challenge and alter-
native to Western liberalism.’ The sec-

ond way, which was not chosen by the
Chinese but forced on them from
above, was nevertheless gradually
accepted by the majority of the people
including many intellectuals, probably
because it resulted in their improved
economic status and increased person-
al freedom.

The picture, however, is not so dif-
ferent in the West, where Cass Sunstein
(2001) has referred to the isolation and
emergence of narrow interest groups
that preclude active social and political
engagement in a postmodern society.
He explored the risks posed by virtual
worlds in his book, Republic.com, coin-
ing the term ‘Daily Me’ to denote the
way in which technology could lead to
a self-centred and selfish existence.

As in the West, most Chinese BBSs
(and chat rooms) offered by the big por-
tals such as Sohu or Netease are divid-
ed into very detailed personal interest
groups. Formerly taboo topics such as
homosexuality can now be openly dis-
cussed in various forums and groups,
but in accordance with global trends,
no real communication takes place here
between different groups; on the con-
trary, users with similar views meet to
reaffirm their own opinions, preju-
dices, and positions (Sunstein 2001:51-
88). Most Chinese users access the BBS
and chat rooms offered by the big por-
tals such as Sohu or Netease. The
choice of interest groups is limited for
users, and there is, in particular, an
absence of politically oriented groups.
One well-known exception is Qiangguo
luntan (‘Strong Nation Forum’) offered
by Renminwang (‘Peoples’ Daily
Online’), where controversial political
discussions take place. Nevertheless,
the name, ‘Strong Nation Forum’, pro-
vides an obvious clue as to the topics of
discussion; not surprisingly, patriotic
and nationalistic statements abound
here, and where there is criticism of the
CCP or the government then this is
usually for being ‘too soft’ with regard
to US or Taiwan policies. 

The code of the Net
Thirdly, the above-mentioned ‘code’

determines the roles that the internet
can play: in China the internet is heav-
ily influenced by governmental agen-
cies and ministries (for example, the
Ministry of Information Industry) as
well as by national and international
companies (for example, the most
important web portals Sohu, Netease,
and Sina). The common objective of all
these organizations is to turn the inter-
net into a tool for specific applications,
such as technological modernization,
education, and commerce. The user in
such a model is regarded as a con-
sumer; not as a highly motivated, politi-
cized, and critical citizen. In China, the
internet was not developed within inde-
pendent academic circles, but by vari-
ous government agencies and, often
quarrelling, ministries. These min-
istries set incentives and provided the

Internet and the Fragmented 
Political Community 
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Taking an optimistic view of the ‘unlimited potential’ of the role of the internet with regard
to political changes, many political analysts, journalists, and politicians in the Western
hemisphere assume that the internet offers the perfect tool for an increasingly
sophisticated political discourse aimed at overthrowing the political system in authoritarian
states, and that this process can only be slowed down by political control and harsh
censorship (Chase/Mulvenon 2002:xi/xii). This view is, however, based on a very narrow
concept of the structure of the internet, which survives from an early period in which
internet use was restricted to an academic elite.

> Internet in China

* Ginza, Tokyo’s most famous shopping district, has become a synonym for a

highly commercialized culture.
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Articulations reflecting the Chinese social and political
discourse appear in all languages and, as the concept of

national borders is alien to the internet, from all over the
world, including China proper, Hong Kong and Macau, and
Taiwan. The Digital Archive for Chinese Studies (DACHS)
defines ‘Chinese internet’ in a very broad sense, to include
material from overseas Chinese communities, Chinese for-
eign students and from scholars, institutions, and mass
media covering the Chinese speaking region. It is the aim to
cover a broad range of resources on varied topics, such as the
reflection of the SARS epidemic on the internet, speeches
from high-ranked Chinese politicians, historical documents
from American or Russian archives, non-institutional web-
sites created in China or elsewhere, and clippings from Chi-
nese discussion boards.

A human approach
Strategies of selection are crucial for the success of the proj-

ect. After detecting outbursts of heated internet debates as
much as possible of it has to be captured . To this end we rely
on our ‘information network’, that is the judgement and
knowledge of frequent internet users from all academic
fields, various professions, and every nationality, who are
(actively or passively) part of the discourse concerned. This
human approach harbours many deficiencies, to be sure. Not
only does the selection, downloading, and metadata creation
process require a considerable amount of labour, identifying
relevant resources in this fashion also involves a significant
portion of chance, and in the end only a tiny fraction of the
available resources can be covered.

Having said that, this approach will enable us to respond
to current threads of discussion, to consciously select a broad
range of different opinions on various current affairs, and to
make full use of the background knowledge our informants
provide, due to the fact that we will integrate the latter as com-
mentary into the metadata for the resources. In addition to
gathering resources in this fashion, we also aim to consid-
erably extend our archive by integrating complete collections
donated or sold to the Institute by private individuals,
researchers, research groups, institutes, and other organi-
zations.

As there is quite some variation in our focal material, we
have developed three different approaches for getting hold
of relevant resources. First of all we try to single out certain
broad, long-term developments such as China’s relationship
with the WTO and the like. On these topics, we are actively
searching and collecting a wide range of relevant material,
making use of internet search engines, newsgroups, and
mailing lists.

A second important focus are historical events that cause
heated discussions on the internet, of which the debates con-
cerning the 11 September terrorist attack are an obvious
example. To capture as much of such outbreaks of public dis-
cussion as possible, we are setting up a list of relevant dis-
cussion boards, newspapers, and websites. These are checked
whenever an important event occurs, so as to compile a set
of snapshots, covering a time-span of a few weeks before and
after this event. Third, certain fragments of public discourse
may neither pertain to event related discussions nor to one
of our special collection topics yet be considered of some rel-
evance for current or later research. Essentially, the process
of collecting this miscellaneous material, is slightly random. 

A shared technical effort
In order to provide the best possible access to the materi-

al it is necessary to create metadata. This process ranks
among the most crucial and most time consuming parts of
our working routine. For one these metadata offer an impor-
tant means for access as they provide standardized informa-
tion on author, title, subject, and so forth. Moreover, in view

of the long-term preservation of digital resources metadata
are highly significant in that they can carry all sorts of infor-
mation on content as well as on technical and administrative
data necessary for proper identification and future handling.
At present, the library catalogue of the Institute of Chinese
Studies in Heidelberg has been re-designed so as to accom-
modate the necessary metadata, including categories for
rights management, history of origin, management history,
file types, identifiers, and others.

The DACHS has been developed largely according to the
Open Archival Information System (OAIS) framework, an
ISO standard for long-term preservation of digital data. In
the DACHS issues such as daily backup routines in three
places in southern Germany, failure-proof IT systems, and
virus checks based on hourly updated virus definitions are
cared for in the best way possible.

Obviously, a comparatively small institute such as ours can-
not satisfactorily cover the field on its own; hence prepara-
tions for international cooperation are now in progress. While
it is necessary to distribute the effort, it is essential that the
integrity of the whole is preserved. Together with the Insti-
tute of Chinese Studies at Leiden University, where current-
ly large digital collections on the SARS epidemic, contem-
porary poetry, and the homosexual scene in China are being
built up, DACHS is currently running the first testing phase
for transnational cooperation. In close cooperation with the
Leiden University Library possibilities of large digital
resource management systems are also explored and will
most probably be used for the whole project. <
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Simply put, the Digital Archive for Chinese Studies ‘[...] aims at identifying, archiving and making accessible
internet resources relevant for Chinese Studies, with special emphasis on social and political discourse as
reflected by articulations on the Chinese internet’ (mission statement). Simple as this statement reads, a lot of
questions arise from it: What does archiving and making accessible mean? What are resources relevant for
Chinese Studies? And where is social and political discourse reflected on the Chinese internet?
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DACHS

www.sino.uni-heidelberg.de/dachs

Institute of Chinese Studies, University of Heidelberg,

Germany

www.sino.uni-heidelberg.de

Sinological Institute, Leiden University, the Netherlands

www.tcc.leidenuniv.nl

Internet Archive 

www.archive.org

Open Archival Information System

http://ssdoo.gsfc.nasa.gov/nost/isoas/overview.html
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The name of this Chi-

nese website is

‘Don’t cry, my friend’

(pengyou bie ku). The

site hosts a nation-

wide ‘Dating & Per-

sonals’ service for

gay and lesbian Chi-

nese. Although the

site tries to operate

within the bound-

aries of national law,

it might very well be

closed down one day.

The DACHS project

can help to make

sure that its contents

will be still available

when that day

comes.
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The 1st Asian Space Conference
22-26 November 2004

Chiang Mai, Thailand

The 1st Asian Space conference
Organized back to back with the Asian Association on Remote

Sensing (AARS) 25th Annual Conference entitled the Asian

Conference on Remote Sensing (ACRS).

Organizers: The International Institute for Geo-Information

Science and Earth Observation (ITC, the Netherlands) and

the IIAS, in close cooperation with the ACRS organizers the

Asian Remote Sensing Conference  and the Geo-Informatics

and Space Technology Development Agency (GISTDA ,

Thailand).

Deadline for Abstract Submission: 30 June 2004

Abstracts (in English) are limited to 300 words on an A4

sided page and must include:

• Suggested topics

• Paper title

• Author Name(s)

• Proposed presenter(s)

• Affiliation(s)

• Mailing address

• Phone, fax, and email for all authors and presenters

For registration and information, 

please visit

www.iias.nl/iias/research/space 

http://acrs2004.gistda.or.th 

or contact:

iias@let.leidenuniv.nl 
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After Mongolia’s peaceful transition from a centrally
planned to a market oriented economy in the early

1990’s, ICT was the second development to bring Mongolia
out of its isolation. Information and computing technology
is on the rise in Mongolia because it is the fast track to the
outside world, socially as well as economically (206 out of
10,000 went online in 2002 against 126 in 2000).1 Through
ICT, or more precisely through access to the internet, the
availability of the Mongolian font and mobile telecommuni-
cations, a host of new opportunities for social and econom-
ic development has been created. 

Rural Mongolia online?
Dalanzadgad is a small provincial capital of five thousand

people in the vast, empty Gobi. The town provides services
to nomadic herders, and enjoys some seasonal tourism. A
survey in Dalanzadgad revealed that its residents use the
internet to communicate and to access information on local
news, health, markets, and the weather. The ability to write
and send emails in one’s own language to relatives and
friends in Ulaanbaatar has had an incredible impact on Mon-
golia’s rural communities. To be able to consult a doctor in
the capital via email saves time and money. To be able to
access information on market prices of cashmere gives rural
herders a better negotiating position vis-à-vis middlemen.
Rural schools accessing the internet through Very Small
Aperture Terminals (VSAT) can tap into new resources to
improve education, bringing to both students and the com-
munity a broader understanding of the world in which they
live.2

Even though the advantages are significant, local content
on the web remains limited and, especially in rural areas,
access is still slow and costly. Lack of capacity and skill hin-
ders the sustainability of rural initiatives.

ICT in the economy
Mongolia was quick to catch on to the significance of the

digital revolution. The country’s ICT industry was inaugu-
rated in 1996 with Ulaanbaatar’s first commercial internet
service provider (ISP). Driven by the private sector, ICT quick-
ly spread to rural towns; small ICT enterprises mushroomed.
Many technologically savvy youngsters began their careers
as programmers in restructuring state institutions and then
opened their own small businesses. Another group of entre-
preneurs started internet cafes. The disintegration of State
Owned Enterprises and the ensuing loss of jobs further
encouraged this development.

The private sector is the real driver behind ICT in Mongo-
lia. There are numerous companies in software development,

internet services, and hardware retail trying to find their niche
in the small national market. To survive they have to be cre-
ative and compete aggressively. This makes companies will-
ing to take large risks, and to venture into markets normally
considered unprofitable, such as thinly populated rural areas.
Thus more and more provincial centres today have mobile
telecom services and VSAT. With the merging of ICT and
telecommunications and the further lowering of telecom-
munications costs, the mobile phone and its services will
soon enter truly remote communities. 

Today the ICT industry is a potential engine for growth in
an isolated economy. The local market, however, is small and
more or less saturated. Many entrepreneurs therefore seek
export opportunities and a few companies have managed to
find partners in Japan and Korea. Wanting in English and
business experience but possessing great technical skill, cre-
ativity and versatility, Mongolian ICT companies are seeking
every possible opportunity to increase their market share and
profits.

ICT and governance
The government recognizes the opportunity ICT repre-

sents, and sees itself as the patron of its development. The
government’s capacity to promote ICT in the country is, how-
ever, limited. This is mainly due to the lack of human and
financial resources, and, perhaps, the remnants of Mongo-
lia’s political history. With a tendency to centralize rather than
decentralize, to regulate rather than facilitate, and with a mild
distrust of the private sector, the government is reluctant to
accept policy advice from stakeholders, particularly those in
the private sector. The government, however, recognizes the
value of ICT for Mongolia to overcome its isolation; with eco-
nomic growth in mind, it has not hampered access to ICT or
the internet. 

In the year 2000, the Mongolian parliament ratified Vision
2010, a policy statement developed together with the private
sector, civil society, academia, and the donor community.3 To
implement Vision 2010, a national ICT committee was estab-
lished, chaired by the prime minister and including repre-
sentatives from national and international NGOs, academia,
and the private sector. In January 2002 the government and
the World Bank jointly organized an international donor
meeting to mobilize resources for ICT. Recognizing its eco-
nomic potential, the government established a ‘National ICT
Park’, a technologically intelligent building providing hous-
ing and services to small IT companies. As Mongolia’s econ-
omy is small, even a modest (export) sector will have con-
siderable economic and social impact. Last but not least, the
government hopes that a viable IT sector will provide jobs for
young graduates.

In spite of Vision 2010, progress is slow. This is in part due

to the changing of the guard in 2000: Vision 2010 was devel-
oped by the previous government, and many of its civil ser-
vants departed with their expertise. Furthermore, stake-
holders played a large part in drafting the document, but have
been less involved in its implementation. So far Vision 2010
has led to the creation of a policy framework for the IT indus-
try, and changes in education to include ICT awareness train-
ing and professional IT courses. National priorities, howev-
er, are set within financial and human resource constraints;
much of what the government can do is determined by the
donor community, which does not see ICT as a priority. Last
but not least, the government has a tendency to focus on the
T in ICT and gives priority to infrastructure. There is a belief
that once the infrastructure is there, the rest will follow. As
a result, ICT tends to get lost among the issues that clamour
for attention. Nonetheless, ICT and the internet have broad-
ened the horizons of Mongolian society. <
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To appreciate the impact of information and computing technology (ICT) on Mongolia one must understand the extent of the
country’s remoteness. Landing at Buant Uhaa airport near Ulaanbaatar, one will have flown hundreds of miles over an empty
mountainous landscape and seemingly endless space. The lifelines to the outside world are the mobile phone and the internet
connection, other modes of transport being either slow or expensive. 

1 ITU Internet Indicators 2000 and 2002; www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/statistics

2 To implement practical ICT awareness courses, the Asian Development Bank,

South Korea, and other donors have provided many rural secondary schools

with computer labs, connected to the internet via VSAT (Very Small Aperture

Terminal). Some of these schools have opened their classrooms to citizens. By

paying a small fee rural Mongolians learnt how to use computers and access

the internet. After school hours, the computer lab becomes an internet cafe,

offering a place for the young to meet (and play computer games). 

3 Vision 2010 aims to advance social development and improve Mongolians’

quality of life by fostering the country’s intellectual potential. Its platform

includes: government involvement in the provision of ICT; the creation of a

business environment integrated into the world economy; increased intellec-

tual content and competitiveness for national products; the creation of a

favourable environment for Mongolian citizens to communicate freely among

themselves and with the world community regardless of location; and the

promotion of equal involvement and participation in social relationships.

Notes >

The views expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect

those of the United Nations.
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S ince the late 1990s, a number of
Islamic movement specialists have

begun to bridge the gap between the
study of Islamic activism and social sci-
ence theories of collective action (see
Wiktorowicz 2004b). The underlying
premise is that Islamic activism is not
sui generis. Rather than emphasizing
the specificity of Islam as a system of
meaning, identity, and basis for collec-
tive action, these scholars point to
movement commonalities rooted in
process: how contention is organized,
the way ideas are framed and propa-
gated, how grievances are collectivized,
and tactics and strategies formed in
response to exogenous shifts in oppor-
tunities and constraints. By focusing on
shared mechanisms of contention
rather than the uniqueness of Islam,
such an understanding avails itself of a
broader array of concepts, theories, and
empirical evidence. 

In this new approach, scholars
emphasize three sets of processes –
resource mobilization, decision-mak-
ing, and framing – operative in both
Islamic and non-Islamic activism. 

Although this theoretical develop-
ment is primarily rooted in empirical
studies of Islamic movements in the
Middle East, it addresses the same
generic research questions posed by
those who study Islamism in Asia. As
a result, while the following discussion
draws on theoretically informed stud-
ies of Islamic activism in the Middle
East, the approach itself holds lessons
for scholarship on Asian Islamism. 

Resource mobilization
Many studies of Islamic activism

emphasize the underlying grievances
that engender collective action, includ-
ing blocked social mobility, the lack of
political freedom, economic despair, a
sense of cultural vulnerability, and
humiliation. The central argument is
that, as Ted Gurr once famously put it,
‘misery breeds revolt’. 

The problem with such arguments is
that while misery is ubiquitous, mobi-
lization is not. Social movement theo-
rists have attacked grievance-based
explanations as incomplete: grievances
are not irrelevant, but there is a miss-
ing intermediary set of variables nec-
essary to translate grievances into actu-
alized mobilization. In particular,
movements need resources and mobi-
lizing structures to collectivize what
would otherwise remain individualized
grievances. Money, communications
technology, meeting places, social net-
works, and other resources are needed

to organize, direct, and mobilize con-
tention. Without organizational capac-
ity, individuals remain isolated from
one another and unable to effectively
launch collective endeavours. Differ-
ences in mobilization patterns are, in
part, explained by the degree of
resource availability and the types of
resources and mobilizing structures
utilized by particular groups. For Islam-
ic activism, these include mosques,
study circles, social networks, Islamic
non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), political parties, professional
and student associations, and unions.
All of these are utilized to recruit,
organize, and launch contention. 

Examples of resource mobilization
abound. In the early 1990s, the Islam-
ic Salvation Front (FIS) utilized a
national network of mosques and
community organizations in Algeria to
organize for elections. The electoral
success of the FIS in the face of regime
repression was, at least in part, due to
the party’s access to enduring religious
institutions. The Gama’a Islamiyya in
Egypt commanded similar resources in
the 1980s. In the city of Dairut alone,
the movement controlled about 150
mosques. Access to the mosques was
used to develop support, organize, and
create contact points with the public.
When the regime tried to repress the
movement, it met dramatic resistance
because ‘after a decade of organizing
social and political networks in Upper
Egypt, the Islamists had the capacity to
fight back’ (Hafez and Wiktorowicz
2004: 78). More moderate Islamic
groups in Egypt, Jordan, and Yemen
have utilized grassroots networks of
NGOs and political parties to mobilize
support. These institutions offer
sources of patronage, outreach pro-
grammes to potential constituents, and
forums for activism. 

Resource mobilization is a process
that transcends the specificity of ideol-
ogy. Though ideology can limit the
range of resource options by excluding
some as contrary to movement beliefs,
movement fortunes frequently ebb and
flow with resource availability and insti-
tutional access. A focus on resource
mobilization emphasizes how move-
ments mobilize, rather than the ulti-
mate goal of mobilization. 

Decision-making
Some earlier research on Islamic

activism assumed the pre-eminence of
belief in dictating behaviour. Although
this assumption was never a universal
norm, Orientalist influence often priv-
ileged the causal importance of ideas
and Islam as a belief system.

To a large extent, the new emphasis
on process challenges some earlier
ontological assertions about the Islam-
ic activist. Rather than viewing activists
as guided by dogmatic adherence to ide-

ology, a number of recent studies adopt
a loose rational actor model. From this
perspective, Islamic activists are driven
by tactical and strategic assessments of
costs and risks. Choices reflect con-
scious evaluation of whether decisions
help to achieve goals within a context of
opportunities and constraints. While
the approach tends to avoid the con-
ceptual language of rational choice the-
ory (preferences, utility maximization,
etc.), it shares the emphasis on strate-
gic decision-making.

This trend is most apparent in stud-
ies of violent groups. Perhaps as a reac-
tion to caricatures of the ‘irrational
zealot’, social scientists have highlight-
ed the strategic logic of radicals. Shaul
Mishal and Avraham Sela (2000), for
example, argue that Hamas strategi-
cally responds to changes in political
context. Prior to the al-Aqsa intifada in
2000, the growing popularity of the
Palestinian-Israeli peace process chal-
lenged the viability of Hamas. Strict
intransigence towards peace eroded
support from a population that sought
an end to the economic and social hard-
ships of occupation. In response,
Hamas tactically adjusted its doctrine
to accommodate the possibility of
peace, framing it as a temporary pause
in the jihad (this calculus, of course,
changed with the al-Aqsa intifada). A
rational actor model has also been used
to examine an array of other radical
groups, including the Armed Islamic
Group in Algeria and al-Qaeda.

This is not to completely marginalize
the role of Islamist ideology in decision-
making. The universe of potential
choices is circumscribed by the ‘imag-
inable options’ within particular world
views. But the rationality of Islamist
decision-making demonstrates that the
process of choice is shared by many
types of movements.

Framing
Although the new approach to Islam-

ic activism de-emphasizes ideology and
belief as causal variables, it does not
reject the role of ideas altogether.
Instead, the focus is on how ideas are
socially created, arranged, and dissemi-
nated. In other words, the emphasis is
on the process of constructing discourse,
and the resulting ideational packages. In
the parlance of social movement theory,
movements must ‘frame’ their argu-
ments to persuade audiences and elicit
support and participation.

Al-Qaeda, for example, is embroiled
in a bitter ‘frame dispute’ with the
Saudi ulama (religious scholars), where
each asserts a particular interpretation
and the right to sacred authority (Wik-
torowicz 2004a). Al-Qaeda emphasizes
the knowledge, character, and logic of
its scholars while attacking its detrac-
tors using the same criteria. Al-Qaeda
supporters are framed as honourable,
independent, and scientific in their
approach to interpreting Islam. Oppo-
nents, in contrast, are framed as
‘sheikhs of authority’ or ‘palace lackeys’
inextricably linked to corrupt Muslim
governments. The framing strategy is
designed to insert al-Qaeda as sole
mediator between the sacred texts and
religious practice.

In some instances, Islamists con-
struct frames that meld religious and
non-religious themes to reach broader
audiences. Appeals to nationalism, trib-
al symbolism, and even human rights
find themselves intertwined with reli-
gion in ideational packages. The eclec-
tic nature of such frames demonstrates
the strategic dimension of framing: con-
tent is frequently selected according to
its potential persuasive effect rather
than solely on the basis of ideology.

An approach to the study of Islamic
activism that draws from social science
theory erodes essentialist assumptions
about Islamic exceptionalism. Drawing
from a large empirical base of compara-
tive research, it offers analytic tools for
addressing key questions. And by
emphasizing the dynamics of activism
rather than the uniqueness of Islam as
an organizing belief system, the
approach opens possibilities for dialogue
with students of non-Islamic contention,
potentially bringing new insights. 

While the illustrations outlined above
are derived from work on movements
in the Middle East, they emphasize pos-
sible lines of inquiry for students of
Islamic activism in Asia as well. The
focus on resource mobilization, ration-
al decision-making, and strategic fram-
ing is offered only as a starting point.
The hope is that theoretically driven
research rooted in empirical studies of
Islamism in Asia, the Middle East, and
elsewhere will propel theory building
in bolder directions. <
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A New Approach to the 
Study of Islamic Activism
For decades, the study of Islamic activism has languished at the margins of social science
theory. Excepting a handful of scholars, (particularly those who focused on the Iranian
revolution), research on Islamic activism has not fully engaged the broader theoretical and
conceptual developments that have emerged from the scholarship on social movements,
revolutions, and contentious politics. This large body of comparative research on non-Islamic
forms of collective action provides myriad tools for analysis and theoretical leverage over
questions that interest students of Islamic activism, such as issues of recruitment, tactics and
strategies, mobilization patterns, and state-movement interactions.

‘while misery is ubiquitous,
mobilization is not’

‘Islamic activists are driven 
by tactical and strategic 

assessments of costs and risks’
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Designed to fill this lacuna in our
field, my current research is guid-

ed by the proposition that there were
four main agents behind the spread of
biomedicine in the Himalayan region:
medical missionaries, private travellers,
commercial representatives, and the
colonial state – the British Imperial Gov-
ernment of India. Records of mission-
aries, travellers, and the colonial state
are both abundant and revealing. Com-
mercial records are, however, less easy
to access, with pharmaceutical compa-
nies reluctant to open their archives to
potential critics. Therefore, I would be
pleased to hear from anyone with
knowledge of the activities of Indian and
other companies with commercial inter-
ests in the spread of biomedicine.

In the early years of the British pres-
ence in South Asia, European and
indigenous medical systems were not
necessarily incompatible. In the latter
part of the nineteenth century, howev-
er, European medicine underwent
something of a revolution: develop-
ments such as germ theory, the discov-
ery of anaesthetics and systematic vac-
cination led to a radical departure from
earlier understandings. This transfor-
mation was accompanied by an increas-
ing sense of superiority among practi-
tioners of biomedicine, with the
consequent loss of interest in indige-
nous systems and remedies for disease. 

The transmission of biomedicine to
the peoples of the Himalayas began in
the last decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Missionaries began to place
increasing emphasis on the use of med-
icine as a means to encourage conver-
sion; colonial travellers and officials, in

The Introduction of Biomedicine
into the Indo-Tibetan Himalayas

While a modest academic literature exists on the introduction of biomedicine (popularly known as ‘Western’
medicine) into the metropolitan centres of India and China in the late nineteenth and early to mid-twentieth
centuries, little or no attention has been paid to the same historical process in the Himalayan lands. 

their efforts to discover and map the
remotest corners of the region, intro-
duced, incidentally, knowledge of at
least the basic features of the Western
biomedical system. There were politi-
cal imperatives: the need to attract
indigenous supporters to the imperial
system. On top of this, belief in the
‘White Man’s Burden’ and his ‘Christ-
ian duty’ coalesced with the belief that
scientific principles were universally
applicable, and knowledge could – to
both political and moral benefit – be
transferred from the metropolis to the
farthest reaches of the empire, and
indeed the world. 

There was an almost total absence of
state public health structures in the
Himalayan region at the beginning of
the twentieth century. Indigenous med-
icine consisted of several strands of
belief and practice, with elite textual,
shamanic, ‘village-level’ and household
practitioners providing medical treat-
ment, generally within a religious the-
oretical framework. Medicine, howev-
er, lacked state and professional
organization and a system of verifica-
tion. While not without efficacy, partic-
ularly for conditions that included psy-
chological aspects, the Himalayan
world was largely defenceless against
epidemics, child mortality was high,
and certain serious conditions were vir-
tually endemic.

Biomedicine in its early twentieth-
century form offered a variety of treat-
ments that were to radically alter the
Himalayan medical landscape, not the
least of which were surgery (particularly
for cataracts) and vaccination against
smallpox. As was the case elsewhere,
the new medical system did not meet
with immediate acceptance. Nor did it,

while eventually becoming hegemonic
at state and local elite levels, entirely
displace indigenous systems of medical
practice. Elements of biomedicine were
adopted at various speeds: some were
adapted for use within local systems,
while others were resisted. The subject
demands, therefore, consideration of
the process of adoption and interaction
with indigenous systems and practices.

Within its general survey of the
process by which biomedicine came to
predominate in the Indo-Tibetan
Himalayas, this project focuses on five
particular regions: Tibet, Sikkim,
Bhutan, Darjeeling and district, and
Chamba district in the western
Himalayas. Each of these regions exist-
ed in a slightly different constitutional
relationship to the Government of
India, and by analysing them separate-
ly, the effects of the different relation-
ships with the Indian state on the devel-
opment of medical systems can be
discerned.

Imperial stepping stones
In Chamba district, for example, mis-

sionaries were the prime agents in
introducing biomedicine and in estab-
lishing its predominance. Christian
missionaries were forbidden to enter
Tibet, where the Imperial government’s
Indian Medical Service officers were the
primary agents in spreading biomed-
ical practices. In both cases, the project
succeeded by obtaining the consent and
support of indigenous elite classes. By
persuading elites of the benefits of bio-
medicine, the new system was made
available to all classes within indige-
nous society; indeed the lower classes
may well have benefited dispropor-
tionately. 

Particularly in the Tibetan Buddhist
world, the religious framework of
indigenous medical practice translated
into manifestations of cultural resist-
ance. Political resistance, of the type
noted in India, was largely absent due
to the lack of national consciousness
among Himalayan Buddhists, as was
resistance based on notions of purity
and pollution. The greatest resistance
seems to have been to modernity in
general, with biomedicine being an
aspect of that modernity. Resistance to
biomedicine was thus an active policy
based on a specific world view, and
while its use spread among indigenous
elites over time, in 1950 there were still
no indigenous practitioners of bio-
medicine in Tibet or Bhutan and only a
handful in Sikkim.

In the postcolonial era, Chamba and
Darjeeling districts, old stepping stones
for the imperial project of introducing
biomedicine into the Himalayas, came
under full control of the newly inde-
pendent Indian government; their
medical services became part of those
of the new state. Whereas Sikkim was
brought into the new system in the
1970s after the Indian take-over,
Bhutan, retaining its independence,
formulated a different model for devel-
oping its medical system. Bhutan grant-
ed concessions to indigenous medical
systems, for example clinics offering
local and biomedical treatments under
the same roof. 

Biomedicine in exile
Of particular interest is the history of

the interaction between Tibetan medi-
cine and biomedicine in the period
after 1959, when the Dalai Lama and
approximately 100,000 of his followers

went into exile in India. Biomedical
treatment was made available to the
exile community under the Indian
state, and by the 1970s biomedical facil-
ities were established within the
Tibetan exile community, initially
under private philanthropic initiatives
and subsequently under exile govern-
ment control. Tibetan medicine,
patronized and promoted by the exile
government, was made available along-
side biomedical treatment.

The preservation and promotion of
Tibetan medicine has been part of the
wider political project of preserving
Tibetan culture in exile. Exposed to the
wider world, however, the problematic
elements of the project can be dis-
cerned. One obvious difficulty, which
may, of course, be applied to all such
terms, is defining ‘Tibetan medicine’.
Historically, numerous medical prac-
tices existed within Tibet’s regions; as
these were not systemized under cen-
tral authority, they varied considerably
in form and practice. The form chosen
for preservation and promotion has
been Tibetan Buddhist culture’s elite
textually based system, and not, for
example, women’s’ knowledge of local
cures.

Alongside practical problems such as
guaranteeing the supply of traditional
herbs in Indian exile, difficulties
remain in the promotion of Tibetan
medicine as a scientific system. The
identity of Tibetan medicine is also
challenged by the extent of its interac-
tion with biomedicine; as it enjoys con-
siderable popularity among westerners,
Indians, and Chinese, its survival as a
separate system may well depend on
outside patronage. Among the exile
community, the resort to biomedicine
is common, while practitioners of
Tibetan medicine, incorporating
aspects of biomedical practice  (such as
the taking of blood pressure), place less
emphasis on both ‘traditional’ practices
(such as pulse-taking) and on religious
aspects that once provided a clear
framework to their medical initiatives. 

Many patients resort to both systems,
often simultaneously. Numerous factors
affect their choice, including ease of
access, cost, ideas of efficacy, and issues
of personal and ethnic identity. The
modern construction of Tibetan medi-
cine as a state authorized system is an
ongoing process, subject to negotiation,
and affected by global political and eco-
nomic factors; its final status remains
unknown. It is, however, important to
study both the history and the ongoing
issues of medical interaction, not only
in Asia’s capitals and centres, but
among all its peoples. By examining the
process through which biomedicine was
introduced into the Indo-Tibetan
Himalayas, we may shed light on both
colonial and postcolonial political struc-
tures and social processes. <
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Astrology is India’s richest and most
vital tradition: some 100,000 man-

uscripts covering various aspects of
Indian astral sciences (lit. jyotiQaPAstra)
exist worldwide. Since the end of the
nineteenth century, classical philolo-
gists and historians of Indian religion
and science, such as H. Kern, A. Weber,
and H.-G. Thibaut, have made efforts
to preserve and publish long-neglected
Sanskrit astrological texts, emphasiz-
ing their autonomous value. Arguably,
only science historians have ever both-
ered to look at astrological practice, yet
even they have limited their interest to
contemporary mathematics or astron-
omy, and clearly remain a long way
from putting astrology in its proper
social or intellectual context (Pingree
1997). The importance of medieval
astrological texts in understanding the
history of culture and ideas is more
fully appreciated today, mainly due to
David Pingree’s historical studies and
his immense project, Census of the Exact
Sciences in Sanskrit. 

Yet, many questions arise: how can
we explain astrology’s large-scale sur-
vival and even its persistent prolifera-
tion? What was its role in traditional
society and within ancient bodies of
knowledge? Why did and does astrolo-
gy appeal to educated Indians? This
paper briefly discusses these questions,
emphasizing some methodological and
hermeneutical considerations. 

For a long period the notion of ‘pseu-
do-sciences’ has hindered historical and
contextual investigation into phenom-
ena like astrology and other forms of
divination. According to Richard
Lemay, we cannot ‘understand
medieval attitudes toward astrology by

applying to this science our contempo-
rary paradigm (to use Kuhn’s conven-
ient term)’ as this ‘…seems to foreclose
in advance all avenues leading to the
medieval mind, to its structural frame-
work, and to the contents of its own dif-
ferent paradigm’(Lemay 1987:58). Only
a hermeneutical approach can lay bare
the key concepts that supported ancient
science. Such an approach can also
reveal the overall structure of ideas con-
structed with these concepts, the local
modes of cultural transmission of
knowledge, methods of social control,
and the nature of the cultural norms,
that shaped the traditional epistemic
field.  

In the traditional Indian context,
astrology formed an indispensable and
intimate part of traditional science and
cosmology. It appealed to educated
Indians precisely because it was a
rational system, or could be made to
look like one. With reference to Greek
civilization, G. Sarton once remarked
that Greek astrology was the fruit of
Greek rationalism, and received some
kind of justification from the notion
of cosmos, which is so arranged that
no part is independent of the other
parts and the whole. 

The same can be said about the
Indian cultural context. Acceptance of
astrology as a learned and scientific
study was a common attitude, if not
the norm, hence the greatest Indian
astronomers (Varahamihira, Brah-
magupta) were also astrologers. Both
origin and subject matter of astrology
were considered to be divine and
astrology fascinated many of the great-
est minds because it provided a total
vision of reality, uniting the macro-
cosm with the human microcosm. It
was due to the interest in prediction

and control as well as to the belief that
divination could be socially beneficial,
that divination developed as a body of
social and psychological knowledge.

Ancient applied science
In very ancient times, Indian rulers

acquired their legitimacy by claiming a
divine connection, for example descent
from the Sun, Moon, or Jupiter. Hence
the very first task for astrologers in the
past was to establish such divine sanc-
tion for the rulers. The YAjñavalkya
smOti (1:307) holds that the rise and fall
of kings depends on the influence of
planets, therefore a king should rely on
his astrologers. Most of the royal char-
ters issued by ancient and medieval
Indian rulers bear dates with astro-
nomical details, which were no doubt
supplied by the court astrologer. It is
not by chance that this tradition was
also actively cultivated by the patronage
of the powerful Maharajas. 

One may wonder why astrology was,
and still is, so widely used. Perhaps
because it provides a tangible, visible
template for predicting one’s fate. Tra-
ditionally it is thought that a person’s
karma has caused him to be born at a
time when the horoscope would lead to
his fortunate or unfortunate condition.
Hindus believe that heavenly bodies –
the planets (graha), constellations (rAPi),
and asterisms (nakQatra) – have a divine
influence on the earth and on individ-
ual people. These planetary effects are
commonly considered as the fruits of
karma. 

In the words of Judy F. Pugh, ‘These
celestial forces begin to influence the
person from the time of conception and
birth. Hindu astrology offers schema-
tizations of the influence of planets on
the developing embryo and stresses the
importance of birth time as the key
point through which karma is made vis-
ible and hence future actions and cir-
cumstances are made known’ (Pugh
1986:135). In that sense, astrology as an
applied science reflects popular under-
standing of the manifestations of fate
in the experiences of everyday life, and
justifies itself as inspiring a healthy reli-
gious and social attitude. Karma teach-
ings serve as a means of legitimizing
the application of astrology in religious
and social practices. 

Like most ancient Indian disciplines,
astrology is traditionally believed to con-
sist of eternally valid knowledge with
eternally fixed contents and unchang-
ing rules. Astrologers were always refer-
ring to ancient divine revelation of astro-
logical knowledge, and they indulged in
a free improvisation on certain themes.
Like the other Indian PAstras (tradition-
al disciplines), astrology was preserved
within families of practitioners, and
members of each such family would
remain faithful over many generations
to a particular group of texts and would
generally not be interested in educating
outsiders or in making innovations in
their traditional learning. 

Different knowledge
structures

Generally speaking, rather than tak-
ing astrology’s irrationality as given, it
is more fruitful to consider how
grounds for belief in prediction and div-
ination in the ancient world differed
from our own and the way in which
their different ordering of knowledge
might be related to a different social,
cultural, and even political context. As
T.S. Barton has rightly pointed out,
‘Ancient astrology offers a contrasting
case to our organization of knowledge,
illustrating the artificial, historically
specific nature of boundaries between
knowledge and pseudo-knowledge,
intellectual discipline and technical
craft, science, and mysticism’ (Barton
1994:30). It seems that if and where
historical astrology is human-centred,
this will not pertain to astronomical or
mathematical science, but rather to psy-
chology and social science. Nonethe-
less, it must be stressed that much in
India that currently goes under the
name of Indian astrological scholarship
in fact merely serves as a vehicle for the
propagation of nationalist ideas on the
one hand or of escapist and utopian
notions on the other. The revival of so
called ‘traditional Indian medicine’ is a
case in point. 

As Gyan Prakash has shown, in late-
nineteenth-century British India, the
Hindu intelligentsia began to canonize
a body of contemporary scientific
knowledge, in particular ancient Indi-
an texts and traditions (Prakash
1999:88). The definition of classical
texts as scientific was crucial in this
process because this gave justification
to their status as the embodiment of
eternal and universal laws. The West-
ern-educated intelligentsia felt impelled
to reinterpret classical astrological texts
and by casting the texts in the language
of the Western scientific discourse, they
construed a body of indigenous scien-
tific traditions consistent with Western
science. As a result, we often find that
current astrological concepts are uncrit-
ically projected into earlier times, in
accordance with the notion that no
actual evolution can have taken place.
It is for this reason that the claim of
astrological practice to be ‘scientific’ is

still very strong in its contemporary
Indian context.

In my opinion, unless one examines
the basic Indian astrological treatises
in their fullest social and intellectual
contexts, as far as practically possible,
it is impossible to give a reasonable and
accurate answer to the question what
traditional Indians think of astrology.
The vast-scale text-critical and
hermeneutical examinations of those
treatises that I propose, are significant
for the study of ancient Indian culture
and also for understanding contempo-
rary religious practices and beliefs. <
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The Power of the Stars
Astrology and Divination in the Traditional Indian Society 

Love of astrology and divination is not a trait peculiar to Indian culture. What distinguishes
India is the large-scale survival of such practices. Sanskrit astrological texts bear testimony
to the profound and illustrious culture of Indian divination traditions in ancient times.
Regarded as an obscure subject in the general field of ancient science, astrology is,
incorrectly, relegated to the margins, while it should, instead, be considered in relation to
other ancient ‘scientific’ disciplines.
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As difficult a question as this may
be, the first elements of an answer

can be found by combining a spatial
analysis of sexual discrimination in
South India, at different levels, with the
results from a field study. Whereas the
spatial analysis denotes significant vari-
ations in behaviour, particularly in
Tamil Nadu, the field study enables us
to obtain greater precision regarding
both infanticide and sex-selective abor-
tion of girls in that state. The skewed
female-male ratio, as reflected in the
demographic statistics of the popula-
tion, is a silent witness to these prac-
tices. Sex ratios (the number of women
per 1,000 men) are not merely telling
of the violent ways in which unwanted
daughters are disposed of, they can also
give us a quantified idea of the status of
women in a society. The sex ratios of a
population as a whole are the complex
product of sex ratio at birth, different
mortality according to sex, and migra-
tion. The child sex ratio (CSR, the same
female-male ratio but for children of 0-
6 years) is a much more valuable indi-
cator of the situation of girls as it is not
susceptible to migratory mechanisms. 

Since 1901, the sex ratio of the Indi-
an population as a whole has been
steadily diminishing (that is to say, the
number of women per 1,000 men
declined) and so has the child sex ratio.
These developments have been far more
pronounced in certain regions, such as
in the north of the country. This declin-
ing sex ratio exposes specific discrimi-
natory socio-cultural practices, which
are firmly rooted in the Indian patriar-
chal context. These ratios were statisti-
cally recorded, but were often difficult
to feature during the first censuses,
especially because the lower numbers
of females then was only explained by
miscounting of girls: girls were some-
times not registered because they were
not considered as a part of family.

Select-a-sex
The discriminatory socio-cultural

practices of infanticide and foeticide
(sex-selective abortion) of girls, both of
which lead to a reduced female-male
ratio to this day, have known a substan-
tially different historical development.
Infanticide as an ancient discriminato-
ry practice in North India, not only con-
tinues to be practised there, but has
recently even spread to the South.
Female foeticide has a much shorter his-
tory but has been on a steady rise for the
last thirty years.

There are several techniques that
make female foeticide possible, name-
ly sexing embryos and – more recently,
pre-implantation genetic diagnosis –
amniocentesis, and ultrasound scan-
ning. This last method, which remains
the most affordable, is constantly being
improved: it is now possible to identify
the sex of an embryo at between 13 and

14 weeks of pregnancy by means of a
trans-vaginal scan. Ever since India
adopted new medical technologies to
determine the sex of the unborn child,
nothing has really taken place to arrest
the rapid progression of female foeti-
cide. The only legal action lies in a law
named ‘The Prenatal Diagnostic Tech-
niques Regulation and Prevention of
Misuse Act’ that was adopted in 1994
and amended in 2003, but this law is
not implemented. The difficulty in con-
trolling these techniques lies in the fact
that their propagation has mainly
occurred within private infrastructures.
As these are often not registered by the
state, it is very difficult to establish reg-
ulations for them. 

Negligence towards girls is even
more widespread than the extreme
forms of gender discriminative behav-
iour, such as infanticide and sex-selec-
tive abortion mentioned above. Negli-
gence in terms of care and/or
alimentation expresses how parents are
sex-selective in investing in their chil-
dren. Their behaviour corresponds to
the specific value that these parents
attach to the gender of their child. Gen-
der seems to be defined extremely early
in comparison with the West: the sex of
the child to be born is a crucial issue for
the future of the family. The sex of a
child can become a crucial dimension
of demographic choices, especially in a
patriarchal society, in a context where
dowry is the norm, where social pres-
sures force parents to pay for many cer-
emonies during the course of their
daughter’s life (puberty, pregnancy,
marriage, grandchildren’s birth, festi-
vals and so forth), and where women
often suffer a difficult destiny.

Man-made
If we now consider the local variation

in the child sex ratio, as presented in a
digitized map of South India, it
becomes evident that sexual discrimi-
nation varies greatly within the region
(see explanation with map). Two large

regions in Tamil Nadu, near Madurai
and Salem-Dharmapuri respectively,
characterized by an abnormally low
proportion of girls, have been identified
as showing the most pronounced sex-
ual discrimination. The number of girls
per 1,000 boys was already exception-
ally low at 858 in 1991. This figure
dropped even further to 826 in 2001,
giving the area the lowest CSR of South
India. Without doubt the absolute peak
of discrimination against young girls in
South India is reached in Salem district.
If we examine local child sex ratios in
1991 in some places of the district, sex
ratios registered even below 660. Seen
at the micro level, in numerous villages
in Salem with more than 2,000 inhab-
itants, there were twice as many boys
as there were girls. With the exception
of Salem district, all Indian districts
with CSR < 900 were located in the
North of India in 1991. Ten years later,
however, Salem had been joined by
other Tamil districts, indicating that
sexual discrimination in this state is
increasing.

A close correspondence exists
between districts with unbalanced child
sex ratios, and districts where infanti-
cide is recorded. This practice is one of
the major causes of excessive and
unnatural female mortality. In 1999,
infanticide was behind 16 per cent of
female infant mortality in Tamil Nadu
and behind an astonishing 64 per cent
of this rate in Salem (DANIDA Tamil
Nadu Area Health Care Project, Phase
III, 1999).

Today, compared with other Indian
states, Tamil Nadu has a low fertility
rate. The decline of the state’s fertility
rate was as recent as it was rapid. With
its fertility rate of 2.1 in 1999, Tamil
Nadu ranked second lowest after Ker-
ala. Although lagging behind Kerala in
some respects, Tamil Nadu is quite
advanced in other social aspects as is
indicated by its high literacy rate among
girls, the high sex ratio of the popula-
tion as a whole, the high level of partic-

ipation of women in work, and the low
infant mortality rate. In view of these
results, it is difficult to understand why
discrimination in this state is so pre-
dominant. 

The two areas outlined on the map
have some particularities which can par-
tially explain this phenomenon. If we
look at the Salem-Dharmapuri area, we
notice that these two districts are dry
areas. Irrigation is scarce, but agricul-
ture is thriving; and industry, urbaniza-
tion, and literacy were very late to devel-
op. Dharmapuri is infamous as being
the most backward district of Tamil
Nadu, especially in respect of health
care, which is very poorly provided for
(in terms of maternal and infant mor-
tality). In order to understand the emer-
gence of practices of sexual discrimina-
tion, we will now look more thoroughly
at their socio-cultural roots.

Of rich and poor
In 2000, a micro-local study in a vil-

lage consisting of five hamlets was con-
ducted in Salem district, in an attempt
to understand the context of sexual dis-
crimination through the experience of
the women, the traditions, and the rites
and kinship systems of the local castes.
The village belongs to the historical
region of Kongu Nadu, which is a very
dry agricultural area irrigated by wells,
where textile industry and lorry trans-
port activities are also found. It was
chosen for its location in a very sensi-
tive zone in terms of the figures pre-
sented above. Some 40 to 50 years ago,
outside the tribal hilly places of Nilgiris
(Todas), infanticide in Tamil Nadu was
most probably almost unknown. My
fieldwork in the Salem area supports
the idea of a top-down diffusion model
of infanticide: a specific upper caste of
agricultural landed people may have
pioneered infanticide, later transmit-
ting this practice to other lower groups.
The reason this caste took on family
planning as early as it did was simply
to avoid the division of land. Such top-
down diffusion could also be observed
in North India, where landed castes dis-
criminated against girls before lower
castes adopted the same practice. In the
mid-1960s, the agricultural revolution
brought about changes in the rules of
land ownership. In effect, the landed
classes grew wealthier and were thus in
the position to buy new land and, also,
to diversify into other activities, such as
the transport sector. 

One hypothesis would be that these
developments taking place all over
India facilitated the appearance of the
dowry in South India, in imitation of
customs in North India, and that infan-
ticide was a later consequence. The dis-
appearance of the bride price and the
marked increase of the dowry thus
directly correspond to rapid wealth
acquisition among certain small farm-
ers and the pressure exerted on women
in the marriage market. Intermarriages
gave way to marriages outside the fam-
ily, based on economic choices, and the
size of the dowry increased very rapid-
ly. Due to the increased pressure of the
dowry and also to decreasing female
participation and pay in agriculture as
a result of the India Agricultural Revo-
lution, the position of women is deteri-
orating. It seems that infanticide made
its appearance subsequent to these
upheavals. In short, the accumulation
of property can be seen to harm the sta-
tus of women. The fact that excessive
female mortality appears more fre-
quently among the wealthy classes,
lends support to this socio-economic
explanation.

Private clinics
Excessive female mortality is also

closely linked to the medical, penal, and
political evolution in Tamil Nadu,
namely the development of private
abortion clinics in the Salem area in the
1990s, which completely escaped appli-
cation of the law. In effect, sex-selective
abortion is available throughout the
state today, owing to the multiplication
of private clinics and ultrasound scan
equipment. The reproductive practices
of women have been subject to the
strong impact of the transfer of tech-
nology, which they encounter when fre-
quenting hospitals, dispensaries, and
clinics for family planning, monitoring
of pregnancies, and childbirth itself. As
a result, there is a marked transition
from infanticide to sex-selective abor-
tion, as the number of deliveries and
patients in private clinics is rapidly
increasing. Nonetheless, organizations
working in the field have found that
infanticide is far from disappearing. 

The above examination of the social
and spatial contours of the phenome-
non shows that the complex dynamics
of sexual discrimination have their
roots in the specificity of a regional cul-
tural area, in the structural economic
changes which mark rural India, and in
the mechanisms of the diffusion of
social change. Only an analysis inte-
grating demography, economics, space,
and anthropology can give a coherent
impression of the increasing hold of
sexual discrimination, which is taking
ever graver forms in contemporary
Tamil Nadu. <
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spaces), University Bordeaux III, France.

Her area of specialization is the geography

of population and geography of gender in

India. Vella is involved in the Project South

India Fertility Project (SIFP), of the IRD

(Research Institute for the Development,

Paris) and the French Institute of Pondicher-

ry, India, which analyses socio-spatial trans-

formations in South India. 

stephanie.vella@free.fr

Sexual Discrimination in South India
In India’s patriarchal society boys are favoured and girls are seen as a burden to their
families. The nation’s gender discrimination has many different guises, the most extreme of
which is infanticide of girls and sex-selective abortion of female foetuses, even if the main
manifestation of discrimination is negligence towards girls (in terms of care and
alimentation). Notwithstanding its long history in India, infanticide is not merely an ancient
practice that has survived into the present day. It is becoming more widespread. Sex-
selective abortion, or foeticide, has a much shorter history, simply because prior to modern
medical techniques, available for the last quarter of century, it was not possible to identify
the sex of a foetus. Why is it then that gender discrimination, even in its most extreme
forms, proliferates in certain regions of South India?

Research >
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Map of Child Sex Ratio in 1991 in South India

The map represents the child sex ratio (CSR) for all villages in South

India. In view of the very large number of village units (69,700), an aggre-

gation has been carried out. Then a spatial interpolation and a contour-

ing of the homogeneous statistical regions has taken place. 

On the whole the CSR is between 900 and 1,000, but considerable geo-

graphical variations are evident when reading this map. Firstly, few

regions have a CSR > 1,000, except in Kerala which has two pockets

advantageous for girls, and in Andhra Pradesh, notably in the tribal

regions on the borders to Orissa and Madhya Pradesh. In Andhra

Pradesh as in Karnataka, a few micro-regions have a disadvantageous

CSR for girls. As the map shows, local variations of the CSR are very high,

particularly for districts in Tamil Nadu.
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[ a d v e r t i s e m e n t ]

By Cl i f f  Goddard

When we try to state the meaning
of a word, there is a very real

danger of getting ‘tangled up’ in other
words. Most dictionaries fall into this
trap because they do not observe a
seemingly obvious principle: to explain
the meaning of a word, one has to use
other words that are simpler and easi-
er to understand. Otherwise the defini-
tions become circular, obscure, and
inaccurate. We can see this in the
Oxford Dictionary, when it defines sad
as ‘sorrowful, mournful, showing or
causing sorrow’, then sorrow as ‘men-
tal distress caused by the loss of good
or occurrence of evil’, and distress
‘severe pressure of pain, sorrow, etc.
anguish’. 

Resorting to complex technical
descriptors does not alleviate the prob-
lem, because in the end these too have
to be understood in terms of ordinary
language meanings. When we step
across a language barrier another prob-
lem comes up, which is the potentially
distorting effect of using words from
one language/culture (typically Eng-
lish) to analyse the meanings of anoth-
er language/culture. 

Finding the atoms
According to Anna Wierzbicka and

colleagues, the way out of these diffi-
culties is to identify the simplest mean-
ings expressed in languages, and then
to use these to decode more complex
meanings. Since simpler meanings are
more likely to be shared across cultures,
we may be able to reduce ethnocen-
trism in the process. For 30 years,
Wierzbicka has been pursuing the ulti-
mate vocabulary of simple indefinable
concepts: semantic primes.

To get a sense of what semantic
primes are like, compare say and ask.
How could one paraphrase say in a con-
text like ‘Mary said something to me’?
An expression like verbally express
would be no good since the terms ver-
bally and express are more complex and
difficult to understand than say itself.
We might consider something like
‘Mary did something because she want-
ed me to know something’, but this
could fit many other actions apart from
saying. Because it appears to resist par-
aphrase in simpler terms, say is a good
candidate for the status of semantic
prime. 

It is a different story with ask, as in
‘Mary asked me where Max was’. We
can immediately make a start at a par-
aphrase: ‘Mary said something to me
because she wanted to know some-
thing, and because of this she wanted
me to say something’. Though this
rough paraphrase is not perfect, it is
clear that the meaning of ask can be
broken down into simpler terms,
including say, want, and know.

I do not want to give the impression
that identifying semantic primes is a
simple matter. It is not. For every pro-
posed prime – and there are about 60
of them – there is a long and sometimes
complicated history of argumentation

and investigation. Well-established
primes include nominal meanings like
I and you, someone, and something, eval-
uative and descriptive meanings like
good and bad, big and small, verbal
meanings like do and happen, know,
think, want and say, spatial and tempo-
ral meanings like here and now, before
and after, above and below, and logical
concepts like because, if and not.

Lexical universals
Research indicates that semantic

primes exist as words or word-like ele-
ments (including affixes) in all lan-
guages. As one can see from the map,
the languages that have been studied
from this point of view come from
many parts of the world, from many
different cultural zones, and from
many different language families.

Some tricky technical issues can arise
in identifying primes across languages.
There is no requirement that the expo-
nent of a prime be simple in form. For
example, in English the prime a long
time is expressed by a fixed phrase
(most languages have a single word for
it). More importantly, there is the prob-
lem of polysemy: the phenomenon
whereby a single word can have sever-
al related meanings. Like other com-
mon words, exponents of semantic
primes are often polysemous, and they
can be polysemous in different ways in
different languages. For example, in
Yankunytjatjara the exponent of say is
wangkanyi, which can also be used (in
a different meaning) about birds
singing and about the wind blowing.
Careful language-internal analysis is
necessary before claims about seman-
tic primes can be established. 

Semantic primes are not isolated
concepts. They combine according to
certain grammatical patterns that
appear to be universal, in the sense that
they ‘work’ in all the world’s languages.
This opens up the way for a new mean-
ing-based theory of universal grammar
(Goddard and Wierzbicka 2002),
though it is not possible to delve more
deeply into it here.

Using semantic primes to
crack the code

If only 60 concepts are simple and
universal, then all other word meanings
are complex and, potentially, language-
specific. This includes ordinary words
that seem basic from a monolingual
perspective, like the English go, hit,
drink, break, hot, tree, and rock. All these
words lack exact equivalents in some
other languages. Even more interesting
are words for emotions, relationships,
values, speech-acts, daily activities, and
so on: concepts which people use to
think about and make sense of their
lives. For example, emotion terms that
are often regarded (by English speak-
ers) as basic, such as angry, sad, and
happy, vary in meaning across lan-
guages. 

One of the main theoretical and prac-
tical challenges for linguistic semantics
is to explicate such subtle but important
differences in the conceptual structures

of the world’s languages. I will give a
highly abbreviated example (cf. God-
dard 2001) of the technique of explica-
tion of semantic primes, using one of
the cultural key words of the Malay
(Bahasa Melayu) language: sabar.

Sabar: a Malay cultural
value

Sabar (verbal form besabar, abstract
noun kesabaran) clearly means some-
thing both broader and more important
than its conventional translation
patient. Certainly one can sabar menung-
gu ‘patiently wait ’, but the injunction
to sabar can also be addressed to some-
one who is annoyed, agitated, grieving
or distressed and in these contexts the
English patient does not fit at all, e.g.
Janganlah marah! Sabar! ‘Don’t be mad!
Calm down!’; Sabar, jangan menangis
kuat sangat ‘Be calm, don’t cry so loud’.
Kesabaran is an important Islamic
virtue (sabar itself is an Arabic loan
word). On the Islamic view, misfor-
tunes and suffering should be seen as
tests from God; if we can sustain our
kesabaran, this will show we are beri-
man ‘faithful’. This helps explain why
characteristic Malay advice in difficult
situations is to bersabar ‘endure it, fore-
bear’. The old Malay tradition (adat)

The Atoms of Meaning
Most linguists do not regard semantics (the systematic study of meaning) as a central part of their discipline. This is both strange
and sad, because meaning is the link between language and communication, between language and culture, and between
language and cognition. Lately, however, meaning-based approaches have been making a comeback within the broad movements
known as cognitive linguistics and functional linguistics. This article concentrates on the leading meaning-based theory of
language, the natural semantic metalanguage or NSM theory originated by Anna Wierzbicka.
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also strongly favours staying calm in
troubling situations, since it is only by
staying calm that one can follow the tra-
ditional counsel to exercise caution in
all matters, resist impulsive behaviour,
and preserve harmonious social rela-
tions.

In my view, the meaning of sabar can
be spelled out in semantic primes as
follows: 

X was sabar [at that time] =
at that time X felt something bad
because of this X could have thought:

I don’t want this
I want to do something now

X did not think like this
because X didn’t want to think 
anything like this
it is good if a person can be like this

The wording of the component ‘felt
something bad’ is intentionally vague,
so as to be compatible with anything
from mild irritation to great suffering.
The key idea is that a sabar person could
have formed an immediate impulsive
intention: ‘I don’t want this, I want to
do something now’, but did not,
because he or she ‘did not want to think
anything like this’. Being sabar is hav-
ing a certain mental discipline. The

final component adds a strong moral
endorsement: ‘it is good if a person can
be like this’. 

Using the same technique of expli-
cation, the meaning of English patient
can be unpacked and compared point
by point with that of sabar. Both con-
cepts, furthermore, can be culturally
contextualized by a new approach to
cultural description that employs
semantic primes as a notation, name-
ly, the theory of cultural scripts.

Just as a small number of chemical
elements can generate an enormous
number of complex substances, it
seems that the enormous diversity of
meanings encoded in the words and
grammar of the world’s languages are
the product of a small number of
semantic elements combined in mani-
fold ways. Just as the discovery of the
chemical elements and of their combi-
natorial properties opened new vistas
for chemistry, the comprehensive
description of the atoms of meaning
can be expected to open new vistas for
the study of language, thought, and cul-
ture. <
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Come

Come 

as darkness comes to darkness

as water meets water

as light dissolves in light.

Come,

put me on,

as the tree wears its bark,

as the pathway wears

its green grass.

Take me

as darkness takes the roots

as water takes the moon

as eternity takes time.

(Translated by the poet)

Birds will Arrive

Birds will arrive on the wing

carrying our childhood

like sun light.

Birds will arrive

from the pitch-dark jungles

of some ancient century

gathering up these straws

of strange times

cast over us like shadows,

will weave their nests.

Birds will bring

dreams left behind

ancestral tales

verses

half-forgotten

leave them all

on our veranda

and fly off.

Poet of Word and Presence
An Interview with Ashok Vajpeyi

Ashok Vajpeyi, a well-known Hindi poet, literary critic, and founder of several cultural institutions, has become
a regular guest at the Department of Indian Studies, Jagiellonian University, Cracow. The visits, initially limited
to giving regular academic lectures, eventually inspired Ashok Vajpeyi and myself to work together on
translations from Polish poetry into Hindi and from Hindi poetry into Polish. This rather adventurous idea
created, within the university surroundings, a unique opportunity to combine theory and practice of literature
or, in other words, to bring together two different aspects of human creativity: the artistic and the academic.
During his most recent visit I interviewed Ashok Vajpeyi on his views about the place and role of poetry in
contemporary India. Notwithstanding that we focused on the individual work of a Hindi poet within the
context of Indian culture, the interview also reveals the universal aspects of experiences of men, of human
thought, sensitivity, sensuality, and spirituality.

By Renata  Czeka l ska

How would you describe the
importance of poetic work in

your country? Is poetry in India as vast-
ly read as it is written?

AV: India is a multilingual country –
one of the largest in the world. Poetry
is written and spoken in most lan-
guages. But while it is quite vastly read
and appreciated in Bengali, Malayalam,
Oriya, Urdu, and Kannada, my own
language Hindi, in spite of having a
poetry comparable to the best being
written anywhere in the world, does not
have a substantial reading public for
significant poetry. Fortunately, this cir-
cumstance has not made Hindi poetry
hermetic and exclusive: it remains
open, wide-ranging, and undeniably
varied. From a prayer...to an abuse...to
a scream, Hindi poetry speaks in many
enriching and humanly intense, for-
mally innovative, and refreshing voices.
Northern India has been the main site
of cultural invasions, political battles
and turmoil, and devastating expedi-
tions: a very unstable site historically. Its
instability aside, the fact that, in the
twentieth century, most creative writing
started being written in Khaogbolg, thus
superseding other dialects which have
millions of daily speakers and users,
seems to have caused a ceaseless
uprooting. The somewhat late forma-
tion of a reading middle class seems to
have contributed as well. Most other
Indian languages have had a more sta-
ble and less ravaged milieu. The largest
number of illiterates in India comes
from the ‘Hindi belt’, which is also, eco-
nomically, the most backward and,
numerically, the largest.

RC: You are sometimes called a clas-
sical poet. Can you suggest why?

AV: I can only point out some obvi-
ous reasons. Firstly, unlike perhaps any
other contemporary in Hindi, I’ve tried
to reinvent the use of classical images
in poetry, reworking them in new con-
texts, which is a way of reviving racial
memory. Secondly, I’ve sometimes
tried to supersede time and reach out
to the timeless. Thirdly, and more
specifically, I’ve attempted to revivify
the great Indian tradition of erotica in
poetry. At other times, I’ve brought for-
gotten classical words, images, and con-
cepts back into contemporary poetry. At
a time when most poetry tends to doubt
and question, I’ve dared to write poet-
ry which also celebrates life and living,
love and longing. 

RC: After publishing ThocG-sG jagah,
you were labelled a ‘love poet’. Did you
mind such a label? Apart from love,
what other themes would you consider
to be most important in your poetry?

AV: I do not mind. Love is a very
inclusive, all-encompassing theme.
While the main body of Hindi poetry
engaged itself with social reality, I chose
the marginalized areas of love, eroti-
cism, and the geography of the inner
and personal. But I’ve also written a lot
about death and absence, arts and
artists, home, family and neigh-
bourhood, social reality, and nature. If
ThocG-sG jagah is a ‘Book of Love’, Jo
nahin hai is a ‘Book of Death’, UjAlA ek
mandir banAtA hai a ‘Book of Arts’, and
Purakhom kG parchG mein dhTp, a ‘Book
of Home’. Soon to follow would be a
‘Book of the World’. For me reality in
all aspects, times, and resonances exists
simultaneously. I am perhaps also a
poet of wonder and mystery, and cer-
tainly a poet of ‘word and presence’. 

RC: In your poems you refer to your

mother as a deeply religious person, so
most probably you have received a
proper Hindu upbringing. Would you
say that Hinduism has influenced your
poetry in any sense?

AV: Yes, I remain very much the son
of a very religious but unhappy moth-
er. I did receive, largely from her and
my grandparents, an initiation into lib-
eral, complex, and pluralistic Hin-
duism. It was a proper Hindu upbring-
ing, but not rigid or exclusivist. We
were also exposed to liberalism, and the
human openness of Islam, Christiani-
ty, and Jainism. I am a non-believing
Hindu: it is possible to be so since Hin-
duism does not insist on belief. I lost
belief early in life, writing a poem on
the loss of gods when I was only eight-
een. I have never thought of myself as
a Hindu poet but I suppose I am. 

In many ways, it ought to be remem-
bered, Hinduism is more a way of life,
a way of looking at and coping with real-
ity, rather than merely a religion. Also,
the Indian tradition, rich and complex
as it is, has been shaped not only by
Hinduism but also by Buddhism, Islam
and so forth. A normal Indian heritage,
therefore, is not exclusively Hindu.
However, political forces and indeed
mass movements have unfortunately
emerged in the last two decades or so,
which aggressively assert a Hinduism
that is highly exclusivist, intolerant, and
frozen in a medieval mindset. Imitat-
ing the Nazis in various ways, this type
of Hinduism suppresses the innate plu-
ralism of Hinduism and endows it with
an aggressiveness that it inherently
lacks: a religion ready to avenge
assaults, real or imagined, made on it
centuries ago.

It is because of this association that
no self-respecting writer in India would
call her- or himself a Hindu writer. All

great spiritual traditions have an innate
universalism in their insights and wis-
dom. Dante, Milton, Eliot are both
Christian and universal poets at the
same time. So am I – a Hindu and a
universalist, if you like.

I’ve used many concepts of Hin-
duism in my poetry, such as rebirth,
no beginning – no end, and life-after-
death. This is not so much to affirm
them as to use them to explore the
reality and life of our time, our inner-
most anxieties and aspirations, and
create resonances. Hinduism is not
homocentric: it believes in the unity of
all beings; it posits a nature without
evil; there is no original sin but play
and ‘lila’; it has many gods; it locates
the sacred and the divine in the earth-
ly and worldly.1 Many of these ideas, I
guess, have been of recourse in my
poetry. All my life, through poetry, I’ve
longed for spirituality without God, for
rehabilitation in a secular world, for a
notion of the sacred. I’ve been fasci-
nated by notions of infinity and eter-
nity, some of which come from the
Hindu traditions. Its irrepressible plu-
ralism and spirit of accommodation
also inspire me in many ways. But as
a poet and public man I’ve struggled
for a long time against the restrictive,
vulgar and, in essence and spirit, non-
Hindu Hindutva, which has become
remarkably dominant in politics in
India today.

RC: How would you describe the
influence of current politics on Hindi
literature?

AV: Politics is a great force in our
time and has influenced Hindi poetry
deeply in many ways, some of them
positive. It has brought, for instance, a
sense of the real social issues and con-
cerns, and a clash of values to the realm
of poetry. It has emphasized the social
role and responsibility of both the poet
and poetry. It has created a sense of
togetherness, of participation, of being
part of a larger whole, and it has cer-
tainly expanded the geography of
human sympathy and solidarity in
poetry. Negatively, however, politics has
usurped the place of religion and spir-
ituality, relegated issues of personal and
inner reality to the margins, and creat-
ed a false sense of power, social impor-
tance, and impact. It has encouraged,
unfortunately, a poetics of statement,
of exclusion, and tried to drown reso-
nances and intimations of heritage. Sig-
nificantly, political influence of any con-
sequence is largely Marxist and leftist.
The rightist politics in India has hard-
ly provoked any significant creativity,
given its innate aridity.

RC: Do you think that in present
times poetry should become engaged
in political issues and, if so, does such
an engagement, in your opinion, bring
any practical results?
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< Translation < Translation 

Birds will arrive

Who knows from where

will go off

who knows, where?

Perched on branches

in the midst of green leaves

Neem berries

plumping fruit

birds will chorus

the songs of our childhood

of our living

and our dying

Birds are unending

they arrive out of infinity

go off into infinity

(Translated by Arhene Zide & Teji Grover)
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Professor Dirk Kolff has left his mark most emphatically on the social
history of medieval and early modern South Asia. In due respect of his
interest in the genesis of pre-modern social and ethnical groups, the
speakers at the ‘Social Dynamics in Mughal India’ seminar re-examined
and discussed the changing role and status of four social categories:
Sufis, warriors, merchants, and peasants. All speakers agreed that one of
Kolff ’s most significant contributions to the field of South Asian Studies
has been his insistence on the open, fluid, and highly conscriptive nature
of such categories, which today appear rather closed, rigid, and ascriptive.

Dirk Kolff became Emeritus Professor of Leiden University on 1 March 2003.

The above seminar to celebrate Kolff’s contribution to the field of South Asian

Studies received financial supported from the IIAS and CNWS (Research

School of Asian, African and Amerindian Studies). During the seminar, Kolff

was presented with a Festschrift containing essays by Jan Heesterman, Hans

van Santen, Simon Digby, Lloyd Rudolph and Susanne Hoeber Rudolph, Diet-

mar Rothermund, and many other friends, former colleagues, and students. At

the end of 2004 the papers of the seminar, together with a contribution by

Muzaffar Alam and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, will be published in a special

theme issue in the Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient. 
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Dirk Kolff in the Kern

Institute’s library

Does a Falling Leaf know

Does a falling leaf know it’s going to die?

In simplistic times, does a difficult word know

that entering an abstruse poem will be its end?

Wandering in the ruins of a raga,

does a note recognise its own fading away?

What doesn’t exist has many names

fading, absence, end, closure,

mortality, death

But everyone remembers its existence

no one

experiences it’s not-being.

Not-being is not possible at all in language or poetry

Placing your foot outside of time

is stepping out of language.

(Translated by Arhene Zide & Teji Grover)

Report >
South Asia

8 October 2003, 
Leiden, 
the Netherlands

AV: Even if it brings forth no practi-
cal results, poetry in our time cannot
escape engaging in politics. But since
both the Left and the Right in the twen-
tieth century have often deserted their
own values and visions in practice, and
have betrayed mankind in some deep
and damaging sense, it is now impera-
tive that poetry roots itself in the poli-
tics of elsewhere. It should adhere to
the values of freedom, equality, justice,
and liberty, so as to intelligently and
courageously avoid riding the band-
wagon. Politics seems to have left no
social space where it could be interro-
gated. Poetry should become such a
space: open, vulnerable, self-critical,
morally tough, intellectually rigorous,
emotionally strong, and deep-rooted.
Poetry’s politics, if such a thing exists,
consist today in rehabilitating the
notions of the social and the individual
in public space, from where the pres-
ent-day politics of globalization seem to
have banished them. <
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Hindi literature and lectures at the Depart-

ment of Indian Studies, Institute of Orien-
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three sub-categories of armed men, consisting of seasonal
peasant soldiers, armed retainers serving the local gentry,
and full-time professional soldiers. According to Richards,
these local and regional men were much more reliable
sources of imperial soldiery than the broadly undifferentiat-
ed military labour market that operated across the Indo-
Gangetic plain. Compared to other areas such as Tokugawa
Japan or early modern England and France, the constant con-
frontations of the Mughal state with sharp-edged rural resist-
ance, rooted in a common martial ethos widely shared by
both peasant-cultivators and rural aristocrats, suggests that
the militarized society of North India under the Mughals was
an outlier in world historical terms and, consequently, that
state building and administrative consolidation in early mod-
ern India faced unusually difficult obstacles. It was only in
the nineteenth century that the British colonial regime suc-
ceeded where the Mughals had ultimately failed. In conclu-
sion, Richards suggested that we reconsider Kolff’s obser-
vations, and assemble and analyse the hundreds of discrete
accounts of endless minor wars occurring between 1757 and
1857, which still lie buried in district gazetteers, regimental
histories, and military dispatches and have yet to be exam-
ined. Only through such research will we be able to correct
the current impression that British conquest was somehow
benign and bloodless.

Reprising the seminar’s theme by taking a fresh look at
India’s maritime merchants as a social category, Om Prakash
of the Delhi School of Economics proposed three sub-cate-
gories in ‘his’ social group: the maritime merchant engaged
in coastal and high-seas trade, the broker and the interme-
diary merchant providing goods to and buying goods from
the maritime merchant, and the money merchant. There was
a certain amount of overlap, particularly between the first two
categories. The intermediary and the money merchants were
almost exclusively Hindu, with the Bania merchants domi-
nating the latter two groups. It was not so much the greed of
state officials but the value system of the Banias itself that pre-
scribed a relatively frugal lifestyle, when compared to the more
opulent behaviour of influential Muslim merchants and
shipowners like Mulla Abdul Ghafur at Surat. Although Mus-
lims were more visible as high-seas maritime merchants,
there were significant regional variations; commercial involve-
ment of state officials and army commanders also varied
regionally. For example, the composition of the maritime trad-
ing community on the Coromandel coast, which included a
fair number of so-called portfolio capitalists involved in coastal
and high-seas trade, was very different from that in Gujarat,
which lacked the substantive role of ‘official’ merchants in
maritime trade, not counting the involvement of members of
royalty in running a pilgrim service to the Red Sea. 

Seventeenth-century Bengal was different yet again; its
trade with Southeast Asia was entirely dominated by prima-
rily Muslim state officials. This goes to show that, in all these

regional cases, indigenous explanations for the eighteenth-
century decline of Indian commercial participation may be
as important as the, in this respect, often overrated influence
of the European Companies. Even in the context of growing
European dominance, Indian merchants continued to show
a great deal of adaptability and resilience. 

It needs to be said that Kolff’s work, in particular his Naukar,
Rajput and Sepoy, goes well beyond the Mughal and early
modern fields. To demonstrate this point, Walter Hauser of
the University of Virginia compared Kolff’s Purabi armed
peasants with his own study of twentieth-century militant
peasant activism in the very same region, nowadays called
western Bihar. In his concluding remarks, Dirk Kolff expand-
ed on Hauser’s observation by highlighting the continuity
from the medieval into the modern. As will be shown in his
forthcoming monograph, Kolff may have retired but his ongo-
ing fascination with the wonder that is India will continue. <

- Gommans, Jos and Om Prakash (eds), Circumambulations in South

Asian History: Essays in Honour of Dirk H.A. Kolff, Leiden: Brill

(2003), pp.370, ISBN 90 04 13155 8 
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By Jos  Gommans

Several historians of South Asia who have been influenced
by Kolff’s scholarship were invited by convenor Jos Gom-

mans. Simon Digby, a leading figure in Indo-Islamic stud-
ies, praised the remarkable continuity of medieval Indian
studies at Leiden, a field becoming exceedingly rare in pres-
ent-day academics. Digby proposed using Sufi hagiographi-
cal works and eastern Hindi premakhyans to demonstrate and
illustrate the fourteenth-century provincialization of the Delhi
Sultanate. Sufis were highly instrumental in bolstering the
Muslim diaspora radiating from Delhi, eastward into Awadh
and southward into the Deccan, not only in their religious
capacity but also as peasants, landholders, craftsmen, and
soldiers. Linguistic evidence of the southern branch of this
diaspora is provided by the spread of ‘proto-Urdu’ or ‘coarse
Hindustani’ dialects, which closely reflected the form of
speech then current in Delhi. By contrast, the eastern
provinces developed a distinct dialect of ‘eastern Hindi’,
which appears to have been purged of Persian and Arabic
loan-words.

Digby’s lecture clearly underlined the importance of study-
ing and re-evaluating the much-neglected hagiographical and
literary Sufi sources of the fourteenth and fifteenth century,
not only to gain a better understanding of the mentality and
world view of Sufi authors but, also, of the making and
unmaking of the medieval sultanates of South Asia.

John Richards of Duke University, sought to refine Kolff’s
famous concept of the military labour market by suggesting

The Wonder that is India
A Farewell Seminar for Dirk Kolff 

< Translation 

1 Lila is a Hindu concept of a ‘divine game’ (in which God creates freely and for no reason, as a form

of play) understood as the origin of this world.
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This article examines the correlation,
over time, of socio-economic and

political status on the one hand and eth-
nicity on the other, and analyses the
impact of historical trends in Mauritian
society on the (fading) importance of
language and religion in defining eth-
nicity. I do this by focusing on the
changing definitions of ethnic bound-
aries, the social demarcations that mark
the differences between ethnicities.
These boundaries, flexible and chang-
ing over time, illustrate what is most
important in distinguishing ethnic
communities from one another. 

Mauritius was uninhabited until
1598 when the Dutch settled on the
island, which became a hub between
their colonies in southern Africa and
the Indonesian archipelago. The Dutch
brought in the first slaves to labour on
sugarcane plantations. The develop-
ment of the island, however, took off
with the French, who replaced the
Dutch after the latter abandoned the
island in 1710. The French built up the
sugarcane industry, importing for their
plantations large numbers of slaves,
mainly from Madagascar and other
parts of Africa. The heritage of the
French period still has a strong pres-
ence in Mauritian society: the descen-
dants of the French colonizers are the
current Franco-Mauritians, a small but
economically powerful group. The

descendants of the slaves are found in
today’s Creole community; the French-
lexicon Kreol, the language most used
in everyday life, evolved during the peri-
od of French rule.

In 1810, the British captured Mauri-
tius from the French, and stayed until
1968 when the island gained its inde-
pendence. The British were content to
administer the island; as the well-
organized French planters elite was
seen as an asset, no attempt was made
to replace them, an important reason
why the influence of French culture still
prevails. Many of the Britons who set-
tled on Mauritius eventually assimilat-
ed into the Franco-Mauritian commu-
nity. 

The British period was nevertheless
an important chapter in Mauritian his-
tory. After 1835, when slavery was for-
mally abolished, large numbers of
indentured labourers were brought in
from British India. The descendants of
these Indian labourers are divided into
a large Hindu community and a small-
er Muslim community, and make up
the majority of the current Mauritian
population. 

Although official ethnic classification
was abandoned in 1982, large parts of
the Mauritian population still define
themselves and each other by their eth-
nic background. The classifications
most used in every day life are based on
categories from the last ethnic census
of 1972, which divided the population
into Hindus (52 per cent), Creoles (25
per cent), Muslims (16 per cent), Sino-
Mauritians, whose ancestors came as
free men from China during the British
period (3 per cent), and Franco-Mauri-
tians (2 per cent).1

Fault lines
At the beginning of the twentieth

century, Mauritius was a colonial soci-
ety, strongly class based, and reliant on
its sugarcane plantation industry.

Although all sectors employed people
of different ethnicities, the division of
labour generally followed ethnicity.
Occupation and class therefore
strengthened ethnic boundaries. Fran-
co-Mauritians, owning all the large
plantations and sugarcane refining fac-
tories, were at the top of the socio-eco-
nomic pyramid. The Creoles, having
left their work in the sugarcane fields
after the abolition of slavery, mainly
worked as civil servants and artisans,
either in sugarcane refining factories
or elsewhere. Sino-Mauritians worked
in the retail sector and owned most of
the small shops on the island, whereas
Hindus and Muslims were over-repre-
sented in the agricultural sector, work-
ing as labourers. 

Over and above class and occupation,
religion, place of origin, and language
reinforced the confines of ethnicity. The
Creoles, Franco-Mauritians and part of
the Sino-Mauritian community were
Christian, mainly Catholics. Franco-
Mauritians spoke French, Creoles and
significant parts of other communities
spoke Kreol, and parts of the mainly
rural Hindu community spoke Bho-
jpuri, a variant of Hindi. 

The 1930s witnessed significant
changes in Mauritian society, causing
ethnic boundaries to correlate more
with political boundaries. Politics
became an activity not only for the ben-
efit of the elite, but also for the Maurit-
ian majority, consisting mainly of poor
Hindus, Creoles, and Muslims. Politi-
cians’ interest in the poor at first disre-
garded their ethnic background, but
this changed quickly. The increased
attention for the plight of the masses
engendered a new kind of politics that
emphasized and exaggerated ethnic
sentiment. Hindu politicians, for one,
hoped to gain power by mobilizing the

Changing Definitions of Ethnic 
Boundaries on Mauritius

A mosque, a Tamil temple, China Town, and window shopping en français: it does not
require a trip around the world to encounter such variety, but a five-minute walk through
the centre of Port Louis, the capital of Mauritius. The bustling centre of the capital reflects
the ethnic diversity of the small Indian Ocean Island, located 800 kilometres east of
Madagascar. Almost four hundred years of European colonization has given the island its
ethnically diverse population of 1.2 million, a population that its successive rulers have
classified by birthplace, race, economic position, and most recently, ethnicity.

1 The figures are approximates and thus do not add up to 100 per cent, while

the classifications are simplifications of reality. Most ethnicities have sub-

classifications, known to its members but not always to the members of

other ethnicities. They are therefore not used in this article. 

2 English is the hardly used official language of Mauritius. French is the lan-

guage of the media and is often used in formal situations. 
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Hindu community; they emphasized
the economically inferior status of plan-
tation labourers, but ignored similari-
ties between Hindu and Creole work-
ers. The emancipation of the majority
and increased interaction between dif-
ferent communities in national politics
induced that ethnic differences were
stressed more. 

In the years preceding 1968, tension
between the communities grew over the
issue of independence, ultimately lead-
ing to violent clashes. Mainly Hindus
supported the political party favouring
independence; large parts of the Fran-
co-Mauritian, Creole, and Muslim com-
munities, fearing Hindu domination in
an independent Mauritius, did not.
While the battle was won in favour of
independence and violent confronta-
tions between ethnic communities were
temporarily, the new rulers inherited a
society divided along ethnic lines. 

Diversification
Thirty-five years of independence

have removed the sharp edges from
ethnic boundaries defined as political
boundaries. Although Hindus domi-
nate politics and the public sector, the
government has been making efforts to
better reflect the composition of the
population in public sector employ-
ment. The 1960s’ exaggeration of eth-
nic sentiment is a thing of the past,
though certain political parties, usual-
ly the marginal ones, occasionally play
the ethnic card to gain support. A clear
and hopeful sign that contemporary
politics play less on ethnic sentiments
can be seen in the person of the current
Franco-Mauritian Prime Minister, Paul
Bérenger. The fact that he is the first
non-Hindu prime minister since inde-
pendence signifies a break with the
past. The decreasing importance of eth-

nic differences within politics indicates
a preference for fruitful interaction.

Mauritius’ changing economy repre-
sents another break with the past.
Interaction between ethnic communi-
ties has evolved as Mauritius’ low-
income, agriculturally based economy
developed into a middle-income, diver-
sified one. In contrast to the sugarcane
industry and its historically rooted over-
lap of occupation and ethnicity,
tourism, textiles, and offshore banking
employ multi-ethnic work forces. Due
to increased interaction between dif-
ferent communities at work, the aware-
ness of each others’ ethnic habits has
gradually risen. 

Even though there are still a consid-
erable number of mono-ethnic work
forces, occupation is less important in
defining ethnic boundaries than it was
in the 1930s. Undeniably, class still cor-
relates with ethnicity: Franco-Mauri-
tians and Sino-Mauritians are still over-
represented in the private sector, while
poverty is most striking in the Creole,
Muslim, and Hindu communities.
Nonetheless, educational levels have
risen, and all ethnic communities today
are themselves socio-economically
stratified. 

Less clearly linked to historical
change, but of great importance to the
interaction between ethnicities, is the
Kreol language. Kreol was already in
frequent use in the 1930s, but nowa-
days almost all Mauritians, apart from
the Franco-Mauritians who stick to
French, use Kreol in everyday life. Kreol
is used to overcome ethnic differences
and unite Mauritians; hence the prime
minister will always address the nation
in Kreol.2

The evolving definition of ethnic
boundaries shows that the correlation
between ethnicity and socio-economic
and political status has decreased, due
to the diversification of the economy
and the independence of Mauritius.
Nowadays, differences between ethnic
communities are primarily emphasized
by religion and origin, aspects that
belong to the core of ethnic identity and
have a more private character than
occupation and political colour. By the
same token that ethnic boundaries
become more fluid, the importance of
a shared language (Kreol) to enhance
communication once more illustrates
the increased interaction between
communities. <
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A Hindu temple in

Mauritius’ north

A Tamil temple in Port Louis.

A Tamil during the

fire walking, which is

part of the Tamil

New Year’s celebra-

tions (1 January

2001) and is attend-

ed by many

Mauritians from out-

side the Tamil

community. 
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This article examines the situation
of the people known as Creoles, pri-

marily the descendents of African and
Malagasy slaves who currently live in
Mauritius. It focuses specifically on a
local sociocultural phenomenon brand-
ed le malaise Créole (the Creole predica-
ment) and discusses its impact on the
Creole population. Mauritians associ-
ate the phenomenon with the lowest
social and economic expressions of a
particular segment of the Creole popu-
lation, known as the ti-Kreol. The pover-
ty and marginalization of the ti-Kreol
partly results from racial stereotyping
by the wealthier classes, Creoles and

experience creolization: the acquisition
of locally forged, social and political
characteristics that ease interethnic
communication and provide a measure
of social flexibility and meaning. How-
ever, there are no indigenes in Mauri-
tius and the dominant ethos hails a plu-
ral rather than Creole society. Thus, as
a means to demonstrate their intrinsic
cultures, ethnic groups are encouraged
to proclaim and maintain their roots.
In such a context, creolization and Cre-
ole-ness is perceived and often treated
as an aberration. At the same time, it is
possible to argue that the maintenance
of plurality and difference is also a
product of local need, a means of
achieving a sense of place and belong-

Organisation Fraternel, called on the
government on behalf of the descen-
dants of slaves, to obtain political and
financial compensation for the imposi-
tion of slavery on their ancestors and for
their experiences of racial discrimina-
tion over the past 160 years. Those who
are intend to foster Mauritian nation-
hood argue that Creoles are the ‘true’
Mauritians, harking back to the eigh-
teenth-century understanding of Cre-
oles as ‘locally’ born. The political nature
of the term Creole suggests several
things. First, that the category is still in
the process of ethnogenesis and that
existing interpretations of Creole-ness
and Creole identity are being reviewed;
second, that Mauritians are moving
away from strictly cultural definitions of
group identity; and third, that the Cre-
ole category is culturally open. 

Findings and interpretations
Ethnography revealed that in each of

the five geographically distinct sites of
my research (Centre-de-Flacq, Karina,
Roche Bois, Chamarel, and Le Morne
village) those ethnic groups able to lay
claim to distinct cultural origins and a
‘singular’ homeland and, thus, groups
with a potent fiction of homogeneity,
are socially valued the most. Groups
that possess ‘mobile’ cultural resources
such as caste, race, or religion use these
to refer to particular geographical and
spiritual homelands in life rituals, to
strengthen and maintain the commu-
nity, its cultural integrity, and the polit-
ical constitution of the group. The dom-
inant cultural paradigm does not allow
for the accommodation of ‘creole’ iden-
tity. Until very recently Creole identity
has not been publicly articulated (in the
form of pilgrimages, and ethnic and
religious symbols). As a result, Mauri-
tians in general argue that Creoles ‘suf-
fer’ a lack of identity, which finds
expression in the phenomenon of le
malaise Créole.

However, le malaise Créole is a com-
plex phenomenon that is differently
expressed in each location. This view
challenges the dominant, primordial
view that the phenomenon is the result
of the lazy, spendthrift nature of Cre-
oles, who have not been resourceful
enough to make use of the opportuni-
ties that they have been granted since
independence in 1968. My findings
also challenge the pro-Creole and
minority view that le malaise Créole
would be the experience of victimiza-
tion through racial and cultural domi-
nation. By and large, le malaise Créole
can be seen as a condition of hybridity
in a society that has devalued such
hybridity. Its manifestation is sympto-
matic of the experience of cultural and
social oppression. To appear more
homogeneous and to deal with the
painful memories of the past, the Cre-
oles have adopted diverse strategies.
Many Creoles have accepted orthodox
Christianity, adopted European stan-
dards of fashion, and accumulated
material goods to symbolize their aspi-
rations to middle-class status. Under
the conviction that light skin is socially
advantageous, many Creoles chose

Before its independence in 1968, the island of Mauritius in the South West Indian Ocean region experienced three centuries of
subsequent colonization by the Dutch, French, and English. During this period, it developed into a plural society where people of
diverse origins and faiths coexisted. Nowadays it is inhabited by a mixture of Christians, Hindus, and Muslims of Indian, African,
Chinese, and European descent. 

Le Malaise Créole
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partners with a light skin as they aspire
to have children with a fair complexion.
In other words, some have attempted
to ‘escape’ the past. However, it is
presently apparent that some Creoles
are beginning to re-engage with the
past and are rekindling positive mem-
ories of endurance and survival. 

The Creole population is far from
homogenous and consists of groups
such as the Rodriguais (from Rodrigues
Island), the Ilois (from the Chagos
archipelago) and the Kreol Morisyen
(from Mauritius). There are various
ways in which the Creoles deal with
their past and its impact on their iden-
tity. Both the Ilois and Rodriguais main-
tain and appeal to traditions and culture
that they perceive to be uniquely theirs.
By positively valuing their ‘roots’, they
give a meaning to their background,
while affirming their homogeneity. The
Ilois for example established their place
in the discourse on origins and memo-
ry making in Mauritius by the strong
reference to their forced displacement
from the Chagos archipelago and the
loss of their ancestral graves. 

Class differences determine the
extent to which appeals to traditions
and roots are successful. For the pover-
ty-stricken residents of the River Camp
(a settlement on the edge of Roche
Bois), their lack of material resources
and social power limits their ability to
travel home and to therefore acquire
cultural goods necessary for the
demonstration of culture. However, it
is not only the display of tangible cul-
tural goods that assists in authentica-
tion of culture and identity. The Kreol
Morisyen in Karina, like the Kreol
Morisyen in Chamarel and Le Morne
utilize the stories from the past (in
other words intangible culture) to
achieve a sense of shared history and
identity. These stories confer a meas-
ure of solidarity among the residents
and encourage outsiders to perceive
them as belonging to a homogeneous
group. However, as Mauritian society
becomes more heterogeneous, efforts
to indicate homogeneity via shared his-
tory are being challenged in all three

sites. In these communities, many are
now involved in achieving personal eco-
nomic gain and therefore identify
themselves more with class than with
ethnicity or history.

Not until Mauritians take account of
the reality of hybridization will phe-
nomena such as le malaise Créole begin
to dissipate. In Mauritian society, how-
ever, such attempts are few and far
between. Both the state and cultural
organizations explicitly emphasize the
plurality of society and the need to pre-
serve ethnic identity. These policies
stress the individuality of ethnic groups,
rather than pointing out the shared tra-
ditions and practices. By emphasizing
ethnic group identity, interethnic com-
munication and networks also tend to
be ignored, thus neglecting how vital
interethnicity is to survival and devel-
opment. Moreover, with regard to Cre-
oles, little attempt has been made by the
state to consider and recognize their cul-
tural and social contributions to the
making of Mauritian society. Similar to
African diaspora communities else-
where, groups such as the Creoles can
make a positive contribution to society’s
diversity and creativity. Not only do they
create vibrant, new traditions and cus-
toms by drawing on their local circum-
stances, their contribution to diversity
also lies in challenging fundamentalist
and exclusivist tendencies, of the pres-
ent-day civilizing mission type. The
recognition and consideration of the
effects of le malaise Créole on Creoles in
Mauritius is necessary for the achieve-
ment of meaningful equality and social
justice in the country. <
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Legions de Marie:

Children’s group at a

religious service for

the Assumption of

the Virgin Mary.

Retaining tradition,

Ravanne players at 

a Creole cultural 

festival.

non-Creoles alike. In many postcolonial
states today, dominant paradigms on
culture and identity emphasize the
boundaries of identity, thereby ignor-
ing that social change and globalization
make these boundaries between
human groups rather fluid. Such views
on culture and identity facilitate specific
claims to cultural preservation and
empowerment, while dismissing or
delimiting the rights and cultural
resources of all hybrids in society. By
and large, le malaise Créole can be seen
as a condition of hybridity in a society
that has devalued such hybridity. The
manifestation of le malaise Créole is
symptomatic of the experience of cul-
tural and social oppression.

The descendents of the Afro-Mala-
gasy in particular acquired diverse
social and cultural characteristics,
resulting from their experiences of slav-
ery, which had culturally fragmenting
and in many instances annihilating
impacts. In part, this allowed them to

ing in a complex and changing society. 
The local population currently

acknowledges the Creoles as descen-
dants of African and Malagasy slaves.
However, social and linguistic defini-
tions indicate that the Creole category
consists of a wider variety of people of
mixed heritage. From a historical per-
spective, an eighteenth-century Creole
was someone born on the island of
Mauritius; in the early part of the twen-
tieth century, a Creole was someone of
mixed racial and/or cultural descent.
Today, Creoles are largely defined as the
Negroid population on the island and
the term denotes a political category
rather than a specifically ethnic one,
which means that it is a category open
to varying definitions. Some Mauritians
(including Creoles) emphasize the
hybridity of Creoles. Others associate
Creoles with slavery and African roots,
stressing the need for political and eco-
nomic compensation. In 2002 for
example, a pro-Creole organization,
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The Nasyapastra occupies a unique position in Sanskrit literature as the earliest extant source on drama, dance,
and music. Alongside its value as a historical document, this encyclopaedic work has left its mark on the
subsequent development of the performing arts in South Asia. It thus contains clues that shed light on
hitherto unexplained aspects of the performing arts, past and present.

By Nar inder  Mohkamsing

Traditionally ascribed to the legendary
sage Bharata and dating from

around the beginning of the common
era, the Nasyapastra covers almost all
aspects of dramaturgy, including such
subsidiary themes as the origin of
drama, stagecraft, ritual preliminaries,
and poetics. Several editions and trans-
lations are available, though hardly any
meet the standards of modern scholar-
ship. Given its intrinsic value, and the
necessity of reliable editions, it is imper-
ative that new efforts be made to publish
a truly critical, fully indexed, and newly
translated edition. With the proper
approach and determination, this should
be possible, for its individual chapters as
well as for the work as a whole. 

Ever since the (re)discovery of the
Nasyapastra in 1865, attention has
focused on its theatrical and literary
chapters; those on music and musical
instruments have drawn little attention.
To make matters worse, the entire sec-
tion on music (chapters 28-33) is the
most difficult part of the work, within
which the tAla chapter is generally con-
sidered the most impenetrable. Focus-
ing on the latter chapter, which treats
tAla or rhythmic organization, my study
addresses one of the most challenging
issues of contemporary music, viz. the
origin of the notion of cyclicity, or the
cyclic progression of time (Mohkams-
ing 2003).

Musicological relevance
Because of its antiquity and obscuri-

ty, the Nasyapastra is usually considered
of no or little value to understanding

contemporary performing arts. This
applies particularly to music, which has
passed though numerous phases of
remarkable change and development,
especially in the last three to four hun-
dred years. Despite the hiatus of two
millennia, some remarkable parallels
can be drawn between ancient and
modern musicological notions of time
and action. Notable in this regard is the
similarity between the notion of cyclic-
ity so clearly observed in contemporary
Indian music, and the rudiments of a
comparable mode of progression in
early musical compositions such as the
AsArita-songs (‘extended’songs).1 As will
be seen below, the cyclic procedures
present in these AsAritas are described
in the Nasyapastra.

The presence and origin of the idea
of cyclicity of time, both in ancient and
in modern Indian music, has yet to be
satisfactorily explained. Usually, how-
ever, the origin of this idea is traced
back to the doctrine of cosmic cycles,
which measures the periodic creation
and destruction of the universe in units
such as yuga (age), kalpa (aeon), and
manvantara (fourteen aeons). Accord-
ing to the cosmology of the Epics and
Puralas, these processes continually
repeat themselves in fixed patterns
(Bäumer 1992:40 f.) Since this doctrine
appears to have developed in post-Vedic
periods, but before the Nasyapastra, it
may safely be assumed to have influ-
enced the music theory of the latter. 

The basic idea of repetition is pres-
ent in the Nasyapastra, in such notions
as nivOtti, upavartana, and parivartana.
Most of these terms, however, refer
specifically to repetitions of parts of a

pattern, involving variation of tempo
through acceleration or deceleration
and do not explain the phenomenon of
cyclicity from a musical and rhythmi-
cal point of view. 

Passing on the rhythm
Evidence proving the presence of

cyclicity in ancient Indian music is con-
cealed in the nature of a beat called san-
nipAta in ancient rhythmic theory. The
study of its role and position in the
AsArita-songs has unearthed hidden
clues that ultimately reveal the cyclic
procedures in ancient music. The San-
nipAta is the strongest beat in tAla
cheironomy. It usually occurs at the
beginning of a basic tAla-pattern, but
when the pattern is expanded, the san-
nipAta moves to its end. This seems to
imply a transposition of accent, but
closer analysis reveals that it is only a
matter of perception and sensation: the
beginning and end of successive pat-
terns coincide on the punctuation of
sannipAta.

The ‘short’ AsArita-song is described
as a composition of seventeen beats,
where the last (or seventeenth) beat has
to be a sannipAta. In reality, the song
has only sixteen beats and under ‘ordi-
nary’ circumstances the sixteenth beat
carries the accentuated sannipAta. Here
the enigmatic description of the AsAri-
ta as having seventeen beats is particu-
larly meaningful. The last sannipAta
appears to be ‘extra-structural’ as it falls
outside the actual structure, coinciding
with the first beat of the following
rhythmic pattern. The song thus has a
sixteen + one beat structure. Once the
song progresses, its beats assume a one

+ fifteen + one structure, where the last
beat always coincides with the first beat
of the following cycle. The total num-
ber of beats in a pattern thus remains
constant (sixteen), whereas the ‘seven-
teenth’ beat occupies an axial or transi-
tory position; it assumes the dual func-
tion of concluding and opening two
successive cycles.

As a strong concluding beat, the san-
nipAta carries the main accent and is
responsible for creating the sensation
of cadence and cyclicity. By shifting the
point of conclusion from the sixteenth
to the seventeenth beat (the first of the
following pattern), the cadence or
rhythm is extended to the following
cycle. The interlocking of the initial and
final beats of successive patterns cre-
ates the typical flow or continuity of a
cyclic procedure.

The function of the sannipAta proves
that the ancient compositions described
in the Nasyapastra were performed in a
cyclic manner. Notably, the character-
istic nature of the sannipAta resembles
that of sam in modern Hindustani
music.2

One may conclude, at least from a
musicological point of view, that the
Nasyapastra is the first source to explain
rhythmic cyclicity in Indian music.
Even though this is not done explicitly,
the description of certain songs shows
that the author was familiar with the
idea of cyclic procedures. It therefore
seems plausible that elements of the
older cosmic notion of cyclicity found
their way into the Nasyapastra, and thus
also into the subsequent tradition of the
performing arts in South Asia. <

References

- Bäumer, B., ‘Empirical Appreciation of

Time’, in: Prasad, H. S. (ed.), Time in Indi-

an Philosophy: A Collection of Essays. Delhi:

Sri Satguru Publications (1992), pp.36-46.

- Mohkamsing, N., A Study of Rhythmic

Organisation in Ancient Indian Music: The

TAla System as described in Bharata’s

NASyaPAstra, Leiden University (2003),

PhD dissertation. 

- Rocher, Ludo, ‘The Textual Tradition of the

Bharatgyanasyapastra: A Philological

Assessment’, WZKS, Vol. XXV (1981),

pp.107-130.

Dr Narinder Mohkamsing is associated to

the Rotterdam Conservatory, where he

teaches the history of Indian culture and

music. His current interests involve Sanskrit

musicology, the history of Indian culture,

and philosophy. 

N.Mohkamsing@worldonline.nl 

1 The name AsArita, or ‘extended’ (song) itself indicates

that with the employment of new techniques such as

cyclic repetition, the given melodies were ‘extended’ or

‘expanded’ as desired.

2 Sam is the first and most important beat in a rhythmic

cycle and figures as the pivotal beat in creating the

sensation of cyclicity by exploiting (i.e. by easing and

building) the tension between beginning and finality,

expectation and fulfilment.
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Hinduism, Values and Management 
Global corporations and governments appreciate the importance of an ethical public appearance. Thus values
and ethics for business and government have become important components of management training. The
movement for management values originated in the United States, it quickly spread to Europe, and India can
hardly be said to lag behind. Indian initiatives in this field receive financial support from enterprises such as
the Tata Group, the ONGC (Natural Oil and Gas), and the BPCL (Bharat Petroleum).

By Victor  A .  van Bi j l e r t

The upsurge of interest in management values can be
traced back to political demands for a smaller state,

Social scientists have observed that the old welfare state is
giving way to the night-watchman state where social securi-
ty, health insurance, and public utilities are privatized. Thus
economic life is slipping away from parliamentary control
and regulation. This freedom has some economic advan-
tages, but it does not preclude irresponsibility and downright
fraud. 

The slipping away of public control mechanisms seems to
encourage managerial misbehaviour. Promoters of business
ethics in the United States and Europe have understood that
the growing private sector requires clear formulations of eth-
ically acceptable corporate behaviour. Thus ‘values in business’,
‘values-based management’, ‘ethical entrepreneurship’, and
so forth, have entered the market of management teaching.

Hindu values and business 
Concern for ethical corporate behaviour was first expressed

in India in the early 1980s. The then Indian Prime Minister,
Indira Gandhi, informally urged Swami Yuktananda, a monk
and follower of the Shri Ramakrishna movement, to promote
Indian values for the moral improvement of Indian man-
agement. Indian values, it was claimed, derived from the
inclusivist (Hindu) Vedanta philosophy. Vedantic Hinduism
(like Christianity in the Western world) in the 1980s came to
be regarded as a cultural resource for Indian managers. It
was thought that values awareness would prevent corruption.
Less corruption in the end meant less financial loss.

The target groups for values training were managers of pri-
vate and public sector enterprises, high-ranking state civil
servants, and executives of the Indian Administrative Ser-
vice. Promoting values in Indian government, however,
inevitably has political implications.

In the 1990s, the Hindu conservative Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) came to power at the national level. This boosted
efforts to promote Hindu values in management. Professors
working at institutes of management in Calcutta, Lucknow,
and Ahmedabad began to lecture on Indian (read Hindu)
ethics for management and developed special training cours-
es for Indian managers. While the number of courses is
steadily increasing, the serious scholarly literature on the
subject remains small.

One scholar with an international reputation has held
undisputed sway over the field since the 1990s: S.K.
Chakraborty (Management Centre for Human Values, Cal-
cutta). Author of about twenty books, Chakraborty practical-
ly initiated the Hindu values movement in management lit-
erature. Other notable contributors to this literature  are the
genuinely concerned author R.C. Sekhar (T.A. Pai Manage-
ment Institute, Manipal) and Arindam Choudhury, the
author of a recent best-seller.

Serious authors like S.K. Chakraborty address financial
and political corruption, entrepreneurial irresponsibility, ‘cre-
ative’ accounting, and fraudulent practices in the stock mar-
kets and commercial banking. These real problems require

criticism and analysis from an ethical perspective. The val-
ues that inspire this criticism are based on modern Hindu
thinkers such as Swami Vivekananda, Aurobindo Ghose,
Rabindranath Tagore, and Mahatma Gandhi. These figures
had a great impact on modern India, not least due to their
involvement in early Hindu nationalism and the freedom
struggle. Their actions provide instances of exemplary val-
ues and ethical behaviour and prove that ‘typical Indian cor-
ruption’ is neither typical nor Indian. 

The promotion of religion as the fundamental source of
ethical behaviour is based on two sociological observations:
(a) the great world religions of Christianity, Islam, Hinduism,
and Buddhism have large followings, and are more univer-
sal in aim and intent than political or social ideologies; (b)
unlike ideologies, world religions address (or claim to
address) issues of ultimate human concern such as life,
death, good, evil, and the hereafter. Thus, Hinduism (the reli-
gion of about 85 per cent of Indians) provides fundamental
Indian values. One may question the need to turn to world
religions to seek ultimate values. But so long as religions pro-
vide values to millions around the world, academics have rea-
son to study their impact on values discourse. Indian intel-
lectuals who regard themselves as secular and (often) leftist
balk at the use of religious texts as sources for values, espe-
cially the use of Hindu texts as sources for ethics in business
and politics. Their apprehension is not groundless.

Hindutva and management
The influence of Hindu communalism on Indian public

life grew during the BJP’s rise to power. Today Hindu com-
munalism is euphemistically rebaptized ‘Hindu national-
ism’.Even some Western scholars have adopted this term.
The protagonists of this ‘nationalism’ often call it Hindutva,
which translates as ‘Hinduness’ or ‘Hindudom’. It regards
only Hindus as true Indians; Islam and Christianity are for-
eign to what it calls the ‘Indian ethos’. Therefore Hindu
‘nationalists’ demand a Hindu rashtra, a purely ‘Hindu India’
and brand all those who criticize or oppose this programme
– communists, socialists, members of the Congress party,
liberals, secular intellectuals and anybody who has inde-
pendence of mind – ‘pseudo-secular’ or ‘un-Indian’. They
criticize previous Congress governments for pandering to
‘minorities’ to gain or keep votes. As Hindu communalists
promote themselves as the sole interpreters and inheritors
of Hinduism, it is unavoidable to be drawn into sharp polit-
ical confrontations when dealing with contemporary Hindu
ethics.

What is at stake? The main issue for Indian/Hindu values
in management is how one defines the concept of manage-
rial leadership, in other words, how an executive should give
direction to an organization. Broadly speaking, there are two
positions among writers on Hindu values and management:
some prefer a hierarchical approach to leadership, others a
more egalitarian one. This dividing line has socio-political
implications. The advocates of hierarchy in management pre-
fer authoritarianism in politics; the egalitarians on the whole
support democracy. 

The most famous and influential representative of the first
approach is S.K. Chakraborty. In his courses on values for
managers he presents a leadership model that builds upon
hierarchy, strict obedience to a boss or leader, rituals, and
punishment for those who disobey this leader. In some of

his courses and articles Chakraborty has argued for abolish-
ing the present secular constitution and parliamentary
democracy, and replacing them with a Hindu constitution
and rule by a few wise gentlemen. 

R.C. Sekhar, in contrast, stresses the coaching model of
management and a ‘flat’, i.e. non-hierarchical, form of organ-
ization. Non-hierarchical managerial behaviour is also advo-
cated by Peter Pruzan of the Copenhagen Business School
in his many lectures in India. Pruzan’s source of inspiration
is Shri Sathya Sai Baba. Arindam Choudhury in his best-sell-
ing book Count Your Chickens Before They Hatch wants Indi-
an managers to act with self-confidence and a sense of ini-
tiative. One of Choudhury’s Hindu role models is Swami
Vivekananda. However, the vocal supporters of egalitarian-
ism and democracy are outnumbered by those who tacitly
support hierarchy and authoritarianism.

Challenges for the future
The scholarly debate in India on values in management is

not isolated from the wider socio-political context. Announce-
ments for courses on Indian values in institutes of manage-
ment invariably mention government executives along with
private sector managers as participants. The Management
Centre for Human Values, Calcutta (founded by S.K.
Chakraborty) has taught courses on Indian values for top
executives of the Indian Administrative Service where values
in management are treated as a derivative of Indian / Hindu
social values. S.K. Chakraborty argues that a manager is ‘man’
first and manager second. The debate raises issues with seri-
ous implications for the future of India. 

According to some Western observers, India (following
China) will emerge as an economic superpower. Abdul
Kalam, President of India, has outlined a dream to ‘ignite’
the minds of youth through widespread education with the
aim to build a technologically advanced nation. In order to
realize this dream, government institutions and businesses
must work in a socially and economically progressive envi-
ronment. This requires universal basic education fostering
independence of mind, rationality, problem solving, and ini-
tiative. In short, a democratic egalitarian temperament is
essential to growth in every respect. 

It is estimated that over 90 per cent of India’s work force
is barely educated and works in the informal sector. The great-
est challenge for the future will be the full mobilization of
this work force on a socially just and economically responsi-
ble basis. Serious debate on values is indispensable. Indian
executives in government and business must reflect on the
ultimate ideals that ought to guide the future of India: will
the country be transformed into a more democratic and eco-
nomically equitable society that enables all of its citizens –
irrespective of gender, status or religious background – to
fully develop their talents and creativity? Rational and dem-
ocratically minded authors on Hindu values can contribute
to the dissemination and public internalization of these
ideals. The literature on Hindu ethics and values requires
input from a more varied range of authors, and should seri-
ously reflect on issues such as democracy and the civil rights
embodied in the Indian constitution, for these form the basis
for a better future. <
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Local Protectionism 
The Bottleneck of China’s Economic Development

More and more foreign companies have been entering China since the country became a formal
member of the WTO in December 2001. Local protectionism, however, exists in many places
and on different levels. Sabotaging both the efforts to establish and consolidate market order
and the fight against fake and shoddy products, local protectionism is becoming the main
cause for the weakening international competitiveness of Chinese enterprises. 

By HOU Yu

Regional protectionism has long
been blamed for economic ineffi-

ciencies and investment disincentives
in China. Although the term generally
refers to the differential way in which
local governments treat local and non-
local products and enterprises, the prac-
tice differs from place to place. In some
cases, local governments allow small,
polluting firms to churn out resource-
depleting, copycat, or low quality goods.
In other instances, local governments
issue laws and regulations that dis-
criminate against non-local products
and enterprises. This generally results
in the proliferation of low-technology
factories, especially those producing
household appliances such as TVs,
refrigerators, and recorders. As the
provinces all have similar industrial
structures, their protected industries do
not complement each other. The result,
rather, is wasted resources, competition
between regions and, on a global level,
uncompetitiveness.

Local governments everywhere have
incentives to protect local industries.
They rely on these industries for tax rev-
enue and also care about maintaining
local employment, which is important
for social stability and, in democratic
states, for electoral success. Local gov-
ernments thus often find it prudent to
erect trade barriers to protect local
industries from inter-regional compe-
tition. The problem is similar to pro-
tectionism in international trade; it
should, however, be easier to ensure
smooth inter-regional trade as nation-
al governments retain authority over
their local counterparts. In the United
States, for example, the constitution
prohibits interstate tariffs. This has
greatly facilitated the inter-regional
trade of goods and services and has led
to regional specialization in industrial
production.

Policy discrepancies
In the period of China’s economic

transition, an unfortunate combination
of economic policies on central and
local level is the primary cause of local
protectionism. Prior to 1978, China had
a highly centralized fiscal system. All
tax revenue first went to the central gov-
ernment. Its planning commission had
the authority to determine the expen-
ditures of local governments and allo-
cated revenue from the central pool
accordingly. This system removed tax
revenue and expenditure from the
hands of local government, and pro-
vided few incentives for local protection
or local production.

Since the 1980s, China has imple-
mented numerous fiscal reforms. The
‘tax contract’ system (shuizheng baogan
zhi) and ‘tax assignment’ system (fen-
shui zhi) gave local governments more
autonomy in fiscal matters. At the same
time, greater local autonomy in the pro-
vision of scientific and technological
infrastructure has enabled local gov-

ernments to invest in their own proj-
ects, determine the allocation of
resources and engage in foreign trade.
The increase in the number of rural
township enterprises has strengthened
the power of local governments. Before
1979 the central government’s tax rev-
enue accounted for 70 per cent of the
total, with the remaining 30 per cent
going to local governments. Since the
reforms, this ratio has reversed. 

In the early 1980s, the policy of ‘let
some people and some regions prosper
before others’ created another kind of
regional protectionism. Due to its
implementation, a growing wealth gap
has sprung up between the regions.
China’s southeastern coastal areas,
such as Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang,
Shandong, and Guangdong, have
become fairly well off due to rapid eco-
nomic growth while the provinces of
China’s midwest, such as Henan,
Gansu, Ningxia, Qinghai, and Guizhou,
remain poor.

The benefits of maintaining local
employment are obvious and universal;
as mentioned earlier, local govern-
ments are concerned with employment
in their respective regions of gover-
nance. It is widely acknowledged that
there exists an enormous amount of
surplus labour within Chinese state-
owned enterprises of all types. To
ensure social stability, both local and
central governments are compelled to
maintain employment of these work-
ers. Most state-owned enterprises are
administered by local governments and
remain important political constituents
for local government officials.

Local governments thus do their
utmost to develop local economies, in
order to increase their financial revenue
and benefit local people. The result is
regional protectionism that prioritizes
local-benefit-oriented economic devel-
opment. The regions compete with
each other in pursuing their interests,
thereby consolidating the larger struc-

ture in which the interests of local
bureaucracies and local businessmen
coincide.

Local protectionism and
WTO rules

‘In a country without a united mar-
ket’, stated an executive working for a
foreign-invested automobile company
in Shanghai, ‘the biggest headache is to
sell our products from one city to anoth-
er’. The company’s cars sell well in the
south, but are barred from entry in
some northern markets. Envious of the
company’s substantial investments in
the south, and fearing the threat its
entry would pose to local automobile
makers, officials refused to grant
license plates to cars the company tries
to sell in the north. 

As regional protectionism results in
more tax revenue being retained at the
local level, the central government has
experienced shortfalls. Furthermore,
regional protectionism has led to the
fragmentation of larger markets and
the atomisation of local markets, which
goes against the WTO rules. 

In order to lure foreign investment,

China has offered preferential meas-
ures for regions and types of investors;
concessions have been offered in enter-
prise income tax and import tariffs. The
principle of international treatment,
however, dictates that FIEs (Foreign
Investment Enterprises) should neither
be discriminated against nor treated
favourably. To honour its commitments
to the WTO, China must adopt unified
policies for the whole nation and must
not favour one region or enterprise over
another.

Regional protectionism – by protect-
ing the backward, inflating trade costs,
blocking the equitable allocation of
resources, and hindering the formation
of large-scale economies – is becoming
the main cause for the weakening inter-
national competitiveness of Chinese
enterprises. The Chinese government
is increasingly aware of these problems,
as two final examples show.

At the 2002 China Mayor Forum, the
mayor of Fuzhou announced a bold pol-
icy to help foreign companies sell their
goods in the city, regardless of where
they locate their headquarters.
Chongqing, the largest industrial city in
the West, decided early in 2002 to abol-
ish its time-honoured policy of levying
additional fees on the sales of cars made
in other provinces. Although this deci-
sion will result in Chongqing losing tens
of millions of yuan, it would, according

to Chongqing’s vice mayor, force local
automakers to learn how to compete. ‘It
is a live-or-die question. The mission is
not easy, but we have no choice.’1 <
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Countering Purism
The Revitalization of Moluccan Languages

In minority indigenous communities where languages are endangered, people are adopting
more dominant or prestigious languages, introduced through colonization, trade, and
evangelization, as a national language, or as a language of wider communication. Among the
remaining speakers of the endangered language, levels of fluency vary considerably. As
knowledge and use diminish among younger speakers, linguists commonly observe
widespread grammatical restructuring and the emergence of new varieties. These processes
may lead to a ‘language shift cycle’.

By Margaret  F lorey

The language shift cycle begins with
extensive variation flourishing in

the endangered language. Variation is
evident in the lexicon, with greater use
of loanwords from the encroaching lan-
guage. More significant is the gram-
matical restructuring which common-
ly accompanies language shift.
Speakers of various ages and levels of
fluency reanalyse the grammatical fea-
tures of the indigenous language in dif-
ferent ways, resulting in different gram-
mars of the language existing
side-by-side in one community. Such
lexical and grammatical variation com-
monly triggers reactions among older
people who wish to maintain a ‘pure’ or
more conservative form of the lan-
guage. These puristic attitudes may
result in older fluent speakers restrict-
ing their use of the language with non-
fluent speakers. Decreased transmis-
sion and lack of access to a fluent
speaker model lead to imperfect learn-
ing among younger speakers, which
then gives rise to greater variation. And
so begins a cycle in which the drive for
purism is itself implicated in language
obsolescence.

The challenge for linguists wishing
to respond to the voiced desires of com-
munities to maintain or renew endan-
gered languages, lies with developing
tools to intervene in the language shift
cycle. For a start, this means counter-
ing puristic attitudes by working with
community members to increase lin-
guistic tolerance and compromise. Ulti-
mately, the goal is to support language
revitalization by rebuilding an envi-
ronment where varieties of the lan-

guage are again spoken across genera-
tions. An innovative training pro-
gramme being developed among
speakers of Moluccan languages and
their descendents, both in the eastern
Indonesian homeland and in the Dutch
diaspora, hopes to meet this challenge.

A high level of linguistic diversity
characterizes the 14 Central Moluccan
Islands in eastern Indonesia: no less
than 42 Austronesian languages are
spoken in the region. The greatest
diversity is found on Seram Island with
21 extant languages and Ambon Island
with six. Language endangerment in
the Central Moluccan Islands is attrib-
utable to a cluster of factors: a long his-
tory of contact with non-indigenous
peoples, colonization, intensive trade,
and conversion to non-indigenous reli-
gions. These factors have all con-
tributed to the widespread use of the
contact language Ambonese Malay. It
is furthermore well documented that
languages in Christian villages in
Maluku are becoming obsolescent
more rapidly than languages spoken in
villages that have converted to Islam. In
the postcolonial era, the national lan-
guage, Indonesian, has impacted on
the linguistic ecology through its status
as the language of education, media,
and government. Against this back-
ground, a recent analysis of linguistic
vitality among Austronesian languages
(Florey forthcoming) shows that
Maluku has the highest level of lan-
guage endangerment in Indonesia. Six
languages are known to have become
extinct in recent times, and seven of the
19 seriously endangered languages
have fewer than 50 speakers.

Although endangered languages are

spoken by very few people in Maluku,
speakers remain among Moluccan res-
idents in the Netherlands. In 1950,
when many Moluccans were unwilling
to join the newly formed Republic of
Indonesia against which they had
fought, some 12,500 soldiers and their
families accepted an opportunity to
demobilize in the Netherlands. The vast
majority of them continue to live in
exile, and among the 50,000 Dutch
Moluccans there may be speakers of as
many as ten Central Moluccan lan-
guages (Florey and Van Engelenhoven
2001).

It is within this framework of high
linguistic diversity, serious endanger-
ment, and poor documentation that a
project is being undertaken to docu-
ment four previously undescribed Cen-
tral Moluccan languages. Research
team members Florey, Ewing, Lita-
mahuputty, and Musgrave are working
in both the Indonesian homeland and
in the Dutch diaspora with speakers of
languages indigenous to Amahai and
Soahuku villages (Seram Island), Aboru
(Haruku Island), Tulehu (Ambon
Island), and Allang (Ambon Island).

Models for working with communi-
ty members are being developed, for
example, in the network of Aboriginal
Language Centres in Australia, and in
the Master-Apprentice scheme estab-
lished by Hinton for indigenous Cali-
fornian languages (Hinton and Hale
2001). These models aim to empower
communities through training pro-
grammes that facilitate community
ownership of language activities.

In the Netherlands, the past decade
has witnessed a revival of interest in
ethnolinguistic identity and bahasa

tanah (indigenous languages) among
second- and third-generation Dutch
Moluccans. Aspirations for language
use range from incorporating a few
words into speech as markers of iden-
tity to writing songs, poetry, and litera-
ture in bahasa tanah, and in some
cases, to becoming speakers of ances-
tral languages. Elderly first generation
Dutch Moluccans, encouraged by this
interest, wish to share their residual
knowledge of bahasa tanah. However,
community members have been uncer-
tain about how to teach and learn the
languages, and have seen their efforts
frustrated by a lack of materials.

The research team responded to com-
munity aspirations for language aware-
ness and renewal activities by offering
a series of bahasa tanah workshops in
three language groups: Koako (Ama-
hai/Soahuku), Haruku, and Allang. The
training philosophy aims to demystify
linguistics and linguistic fieldwork and
empower individuals and communities
to undertake language documentation,
which they can use for either revitaliza-
tion or maintenance of the language at
the grassroots level. Furthermore, it
aims to counter the perceived need for
the involvement of professionals in all
language activities and to confront the
issue of language variation and change
in order to counter puristic attitudes and
intervene in the language shift cycle.

Three workshops were held at the
Moluks Historisch Museum, Utrecht,
in September 2003. The goal of level 1
Getting to know bahasa tanah and level
2 Developing community programs for
bahasa tanah was to teach participants
how they can work with language teach-
ers to learn more about their ancestral
languages, and to develop language
programmes in their communities.
Widespread linguistic variation will be
encountered in communities undergo-
ing rapid language shift, and trainee
linguists and community language
workers will need tools to work with it.
Thus at level 3 Learning about language
change, the workshop focused on cross-
linguistic comparison and, through a
process of discovery, awareness devel-
oped of the extent of variation in speech
communities. Through 50 years of liv-
ing in the Dutch diaspora, many Moluc-
can speakers and their descendents
have maintained strong links to their
villages of origin. Activities commonly
take place within kumpulan: ‘gathering’
groups organized around village-level
communities. At the same time, the
belief has persisted that Moluccan lan-
guages, be it with some lexical differ-
ences, are essentially the same, and that
differences between Moluccan groups
primarily lie in the socio-political realm.

Among the participants who took part
in all three workshops, we observed the
socio-political boundaries between eth-
nolinguistic groups begin to break
down. At level 3, as students discussed
and planned future language activities,
they began to see the larger cross-lin-
guistic group as a broader base for lan-
guage maintenance activities. 

Confronting language variation and
change appears to have challenged a
long-standing belief system and aided
in establishing a more informed and
secure sociolinguistic identity based on
an understanding that ancestral lan-
guages are related yet different. A prom-
ising start towards an approach that fos-
ters a higher level of linguistic tolerance
has already been made. These are
important developments from the per-
spectives both of language revitalization
and of capacity building in endangered
language communities. In fieldwork
practice, particularly in the documenta-
tion of endangered languages, greater
tolerance and compromise may be
attained if linguists play a greater role
in educating and training communities
about language variation so as to create
awareness about the issues, and about
change and variation as the norm in
every speech community. <
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Students in the Bahasa Koako group in workshop level 2 practising a song they have written in their language. Seated: Sergio Risamasu (back to

camera) and Marcus Tamaela (facing camera); standing left to right: Mr L. Manusama, Frida Pasanea, Heidi Holle, Djak Tamaela, and Atef Sitanala
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Daan Saija (left) and

Robert Akihary
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workshop level 1 
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Malaysia and Islamic Modernity 

8-10 July 2003 
Essen, Germany

Due to its growing economic prosperity since the 1970s, Malaysia is often appreciated as a well-functioning
model for economic development. As part of an ambitious encompassing modernization project, Islam, or
more precisely a certain kind of Islamic vision has been firmly connected to a vision of the formation of a
modern Asian society. It was by setting into operation Islam as a cultural force in service of the economy that
Malaysia countered the potential disruption that results from rapid national change and paved the way for its
sustained economic growth. This affinity between religion and creating modern society in Malaysia was
discussed during the workshop ‘Asian Modernity and Islam: The Case of Malaysia’.

Throughout the Mahathir period, culture, i.e. ‘Islam’ was
seen as instrumental to economic and political needs and to
plans for national development. According to Farouk, the
instrumentalization of Islam in his various campaigns was
restrained from within by the democratic constitution of the
country on the one hand and by Islamic networks ‘looking
Middle East’ on the other. Outside the nation, Mahathir’s
efforts to strengthen political relations with oil-rich Muslim
countries facilitated the formation of Islamic networks. As
an undesired consequence, these networks ultimately
achieved their own cultural and political logic and restrained
Mahathir’s instrumentalization of Islam. Furthermore, his
strategic cooperation with global capitalist players contributed
to contradict his Islamic values campaign and thus limited
Mahathir’s authority of intervention. Islam, since the begin-
ning of Mahathirism, became an operating attitude of the
Malay majority in a state that is otherwise characterized by
cultural and ethnical plurality (with the Chinese population
forming a significant and economically successful minori-
ty). It became the cultural top-to-bottom force attracting peo-
ple’s minds to personal as well as societal change and to hard
work. In short, Mahathirism developed a Malaysian Islam
offering an alternative vision of Islam and modernity that
hardly goes beyond pragmatically oriented state-politics. 

This is not to say that the sociological and intellectual
trends in Malaysian discourse from the 1960s to the 1980s
suffered from an intellectual and academic drought in
Malaysia as is commonly suggested, says Georg Stauth
(Essen), as prove academic figures like S. Hussein Alatas and
S. Naguib al-Attas as well as younger politicians and intel-
lectuals like Anwar Ibrahim and Chandra Muzaffar. Their
intellectual influence on Mahathirism and its success is
exemplified by key concepts in Malaysian discourse: the ‘Max
Weber-Thesis on Southeast Asia’, ‘Progressive Islam’, and of
the ‘Lazy Native’ colonial idea critically developed by S.
Husain Alatas. However, with respect to the increasing
importance of religious thought since the 1970s the impact
of the works of S. Naguib al-Attas was most important. In
particular al-Attas’ approach to ‘Islamization’ of knowledge,
antagonistic to the idea of Progressive Islam, had a great
impact on religious and intellectual debate in Southeast Asia.
Corresponding to Western discourse of the ‘hermeneutics of
authenticity’ and ‘soft’ and ‘green’ science, al-Attas’ percep-
tions of Malay Sufism and alternative forms of construction
of knowledge were considered a serious attempt to construct
a ‘de-westernized’ world of Southeast Asian scholarship. He
also had a decisive impact on the Islamic campus and ‘think-
tank’ culture particularly in the times of the close personal
and political alliance between Mahathir and Anwar Ibrahim
in the 1990s. 

Mahathir’s functional instrumentalization of these ideas
had an important impact on the role of Islam as a construc-
tive force, argued Stauth. By re-creating these ideas as ele-
ments of social engineering, thus deepening the tensions
between religious thought and everyday life, Mahathir deter-
mined the conditions for connecting Islam with bureaucratic
rationalization and capitalist attitudes.

Focusing on Islam as the central issue of reconstructing
Malaysian society comes with the main difficulty that it would
include only one segment of the pluricultural Malaysian soci-
ety and exclude or neglect the cultural attitudes of other eth-
nic and religious minorities.* Farish Noor (Berlin) stressed
that while Islam may have been used in service of the econ-
omy, the impact of Mahathir’s cultural policies on minority
groups, which included forcefully imposing Islamic regula-
tions, was no less real. In recent years, the dominating party-
union UMNO (United Malays National Organisation)
increasingly losing ground to the PAS (Parti Islam se
Malaysia), which is second-in-line. Noor’s comparative analy-
sis of the development of these two most important parties
brought to light their interrelations as well as the reasons for
UMNO’s shrinking credibility and concurrently, the rising
popularity of the ulama-led PAS, as evidenced in recent elec-
tions. According to Noor, the success of the PAS led opposi-
tion is an unintended effect of governmental politics and its
controlled creation of Islamic knowledge. While one can
hardly speak of a loss of state control, the success of PAS and
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* Apart from Farish Noor, several others at the workshop: Claudia Derichs (Duis-

burg), Helmut Lukas (Wien), Alexander Horstmann (Münster), and Bernhard

Trautner (Bremen/Bonn) also emphasized the exclusivist ‘nature’ of the

Mahathirist political system and its manipulations of political discourse.

Note >

A follow-up on the above conference will take place in

Essen on 21-23 July 2004. Entitled ‘Islamic institutions,

communities, personalities: reinterpreting pluralism, secu-

larity, and modernity’, the conference will highlight compar-

ative issues of Islam in different regional environments. 

Further information:

Sigrid Nökel, Alexander Horstmann or Georg Stauth

noekel@kwinrw.de alexander.horstmann@bitel.net

stauth@kwinrw.de www.kwi-nrw.de

Agenda >

its more open attitude towards non-Islamic minorities
represents the emergence of an autonomous Islamic dis-
course, challenging the official line. Most important, the con-
tradiction between the state-based forms of micro-manage-
ment of Islam on the one hand, and the normative Islam
(which concerns how individuals perceive the world and how
they position themselves in it in moral terms) could evolve
into a new turn of total Islam (i.e. the reformulation of law
and politics from below): a discursive condition which would
escape full control by the state.

Although germs of political opposition can be found
among Islamists, Malaysia today is commonly believed to be
remarkably stable. From the angle of the relationship between
Islam, state, and, culture we can identify a productive, though
tenuous, interplay between different layers of Islamic intel-
lectualism. One may ask, if this can be sustained in the future
beyond any hegemonic intervention by the state and Islam-
ic intellectualism could flourish similarly in a civil society
independent from state authoritarianism. Looking from a
different angle, one could ask whether Malaysia represents
a new model of ‘Asian Islam’. Paradoxically, while through-
out Mahathir’s period Islam was tentatively instrumental-
ized for economic and social development campaigns (epit-
omized in slogans like ‘Look East’ and ‘Act Japanese’), this
model is also a condition, now, of all tendencies of Islam
reflecting it as a force of its own. <

Dr Georg Stauth teaches sociology at the University of Bielefeld, is

the director of research at the ‘Sonderforschungsbereich‘ 295 ‘Cul-

tural and Linguistic Contact and Social Change’ at the University

of Mainz, and head of the above mentioned study group. He is edit-

ing the Yearbook of the Sociology of Islam (Vol. 5 is in print: ‘On

Archeology of Sainthood and Local Spirituality in Islam’).

stauth@kwinrw.de

GStauth@t-online.de

Dr Sigrid Nökel is a fellow at the KWI in Essen and a member of the

above mentioned study group. Her dissertation ‘Die Töchter der Gas-

tarbeiter und der Islam. Zur Soziologie alltagsweltlicher Anerken-

nungspolitiken. Eine Fallstudie’ (transcript, Bielefeld 2002), was a

sociological study of the everyday politics of recognition and con-

tained case studies concerning the daughters of migratory workers

and Islam. Her research interests include social theory; Muslims in

Europe and European Islam.

noekel@kwinrw.de

By S igr id  Nöke l  &  Georg  Stauth

Former Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir has been one
of the key players defining the relationship between

modernity and Islam. In the public opening lecture of the
workshop, Omar Farouk Bajunid (Hiroshima) addressed the
characteristics of Mahathirism, relating the former prime
minister’s biography to the political ideology that shaped
postcolonial Malaysia. In the early 1970s, Mahathir began
criticizing the cultural dependency and colonial residue of
the ‘Look West’ perspective. His ‘Look East’ campaign was
designed to bestow recognition to the Malays and to Islam.
Although he had to rely on ‘Malayness’ in shaping Malay
nationalism, Mahathir stressed the need for competitiveness
within global capitalism. However, he always gave way to
political protection of Malay communities and Malay tradi-
tions in the economic sphere and in cultural discourse. Final-
ly, he was a ruthless self-made man, which in a way contra-
dicted his call for the upholding of Islamic values. 

Impressed by the Japanese model, which combined rapid
economic growth with the preservation of tradition and com-
munal values, Mahathir attempted to mould a coherent social
ideology and a rather strict religious-political programme
through a new discourse on Islam and Islamic modernity.
As Mahathir’s perception of an Islamic state depended on a
utopian view of the Japanese path towards capitalism, his
campaigns to ‘act Islamic’ really meant to ‘act Japanese’.
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Cautious Optimism

26-27 September
2003
Canberra, Australia

‘Th ings  a ren ’ t  as  bad  as  they  cou ld  have  been .
Indones ia  i s  go ing  fo rward ,  perhaps  on ly  a  b i t
too  s lowly. ’  Th is  appra isa l  by  the  Aust ra l ian
economist  Ha l  Hi l l  apt l y  summed up  two days
of  heated  d iscuss ion  about  the  Indones ian
economy dur ing  the  twenty - f i r s t  ‘ Indones ia
Update ’ .  Ye t  there  was  a lso  a la rm,  expressed  by
Indones ian  and  fore ign  exper ts  a l i ke ,  w i th
respect  to  increas ing  cor rupt ion  and  lack  o f
genuine  re form in  Indones ia  today.

By J .  Thomas  L indblad

The conference theme, ‘Business in
the Reformasi Era’, immediately

directed attention to the pressing ques-
tion of how a businessman should
respond to the present reshaping of pol-
itics and economics in Indonesia. Most
contributions addressed the climate for
investment and economic recovery
from a bird’s-eye view, whereas only a
few papers reflected a view at a micro
level of business or from inside the
individual enterprise. Special attention
was given to legal reform, privatization
and, of course, corruption. General con-
sensus evolved about the existence of a
circle of causation in Indonesia, which
could either remain vicious or become
virtuous. In the positive outcome sce-
nario, less corruption in the legal sys-
tem will enable the dispersal of debt-
ridden assets now held by the
Indonesian state, and in turn this will
restore business confidence and thus
trigger new investment.

The alarm signal was sounded early
on when keynote speaker Andrew Mac-
Intyre stated that, ‘there is one thing
worse than organized corruption and
that is disorganized corruption.’ The
rules of the game change as politics and

economics are reshaped, in particular
as a consequence of the far-reaching
decentralization that has taken place in
Indonesia in the last couple of years.
MacIntyre’s tune later returned in pre-
sentations of two in-depth studies of
corruption. Merly Khouw had found no
statistical relationship between more
bribery and higher efficiency. Interest-
ingly, 75 per cent of responding busi-
nessmen claimed to be against giving
bribes, whereas only 15 per cent said
they would refuse them. In their sys-
tematic analysis of bankruptcies since
1998, Marie-Christine Schröder and
Keven Sidharta found that corruption
has already crept into the implementa-
tion of the new legislation on bank-
ruptcy. Their finding needs to be linked
with the difficulties that the IBRA
(Indonesian Bank Restructuring
Agency) reported in selling off assets
seized from debt-ridden private com-
panies. This is mainly due to the fact
that it is difficult to have the original
owners declared bankrupt. According
to Felix Salim, the current book value
of IBRA-held assets corresponds to a
mere quarter of their original stated
value when the crisis struck in 1997.
Their current undervaluation clearly
implies an enormous burden on the

public budget in Indonesia in terms of
debt servicing. In addition it offers
ample opportunities for original own-
ers to buy back their assets through
straw men at fire sale prices.

The link between institutional
reform and macroeconomic prospects
was stressed by co-convenor Chatib
Basri in his general survey of the econ-
omy. Basri expected a continuation of
the current rate of economic growth,
about 3.5 per cent per year, but foresaw
that much still had to be accomplished
in the vein of institutional reform
before a full recovery could be staged.
In his opinion, a reformulation of
industrial policy should now be given
highest priority. This was not taken up
in the subsequent discussion, however,
which focused on the repercussions
that the IMF’s departure from Indone-
sia as of 1 January 2004 would have on
the Indonesian economy. 

Total private investment is slowly
increasing in Indonesia but foreign
direct investment has already been in
decline for several years. This is clearly
a reason for alarm and the climate for
foreign investment was a recurrent
theme throughout the conference. In
her general survey of the political situa-
tion, human rights activist Sidney Jones,
for instance, highlighted sources of
uncertainty about the near future in
Indonesia today, ranging from clashes
between military and police in Aceh and
Papua to the ambivalence among many
Indonesian Muslims about the world-
wide campaign against terrorism. How-
ever, as several speakers emphasized,
the foreign investment climate depends
above all on attitudes and policies adopt-
ed by the Indonesian government.

Things will remain uncertain as long as
there is no clear consensus within the
political elite about the desirability of
foreign investment and the presence of
expatriates. Even optimistic observers
conceded that Indonesia is likely to
remain a high-risk environment for for-
eign companies. The most urgent pri-
ority at this point is a return of the Chi-
nese Indonesian capital that left the
country when the crisis struck in 1997.
In addition, it should be mentioned that
foreign business, in particular, seems to
have been totally unprepared for the
militant trade unionism that has
emerged in Indonesia since 1998.

There is traditionally a strong bias in
favour of broad developments when
reviewing the current situation and
future outlook in the Indonesian econ-
omy. In this respect the Indonesia
Update of 2003 offered a welcome
opportunity to consider recent trends
from a micro point of view as well. Two
concrete examples may help us appre-
ciate the benefits of this different stand-
point. In her careful analysis of top con-
glomerates in Indonesia, the Japanese
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The ‘Indonesia Update’ is organized annually by the Indonesia Project of the

Research School of Asian and Pacific Studies at the Australian National Univer-

sity in Canberra. The first ‘Update’ took place in 1982. The twenty-first one, in

2003, had as its theme ‘Business in the Reformasi Era: New Challenges, Old

Problems’ and drew an unprecedented large crowd. It was jointly convened by

the economic historian Pierre van der Eng (ANU) and the economist Chatib

Basri (University of Indonesia, Jakarta). A publication of the proceedings is

expected in early 2004. Next year’s ‘Update’ will be on natural resources and

the physical environment in Indonesia. Information on the activities of the

Indonesia Project may be found on: 

http://rspas.anu.edu.au/economics/ip
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The above workshop was sponsored by the IIAS in con-

junction with the Institute for Gender and Women’s

Studies at the American University in Cairo (AUC), and

was convened by Mona Abaza (AUC) and Nico Kaptein

(Leiden University). 
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24-26 October 2003
Cairo, Egypt

In recent years there has been a growing interest in the study of diasporas, overseas
communities, and transnational networks among scholars working in a number of fields.
Connections and relationships between the Middle East and Southeast Asia have existed for
many centuries. Studying the historical and contemporary relationships between these two
important areas of the Muslim world calls for contributions from a wide variety of perspectives,
ranging from the historical and anthropological to the political and philosophical.
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By Michae l  Feener

Transregional Islamic networks and
issues related to them were dis-

cussed at the IIAS workshop ‘Religious
Networks between the Middle East and
Southeast Asia’, precisely with such
multidisciplinarity in mind. The topics
addressed included the migration and
diaspora of Arabs from Hadhramawt
and translation studies, as well as Ara-
bic and Malay publishing in both the
Middle East and Southeast Asia. 

A number of presentations con-
tributed insights gained from a strong
focus on textual sources for the modern
history of religious networks between
the two regions. Ahmed Ibrahim Abu
Shouk discussed some of the complex
dynamics among different groups of
Arabs in the Dutch East Indies as elab-
orated in an Arabic manuscript from
Java, while Jajat Burhanuddin’s presen-
tation outlined some of the major devel-
opments of Indonesian publishing that

were influenced by increased travel and
communications between Egypt and
Indonesia during the early twentieth
century. Textual approaches also char-
acterized the papers presented by Nico
Kaptein on fatwa literature and Michael
Feener on Hadith studies, both of which
explored issues relating to evolving
understandings of religious authority
among Muslims in the Middle East and
Southeast Asia, connected by rapidly
changing and expanding networks in
the modern period. The relation of such
intellectual exchanges to the institu-
tional history of organizations like the
Muhammadiyyah and the Nahdlatul
Ulama were also discussed by Hassan
Hanafi in his presentation. Throughout
the workshop, textual and historical
studies of this type were complement-
ed by others that dealt with contempo-
rary aspects of transregional Muslim
religious networks. Based on rich ethno-
graphic and life-history research, Mona
Abaza explored new styles of religious

authority being cultivated in the bur-
geoning Muslim culture of upper-class
Indonesians of Hadhrami descent. Haji
Maaruf Saleh focused on the contem-
porary Muslim communities of Singa-
pore, which have long been an impor-
tant node in the networks connecting
Southeast Asia and the Middle East. In
recent years, globalization of Muslim
women’s networks in cyberspace has
extended the networks to far beyond
these two regions alone. Discussing this
expansion of Muslim women’s net-
works into cyberspace, Hoda Rouhana
significantly broadened the frame of dis-
cussion. Most remarkably, this work-
shop went beyond simply discussing
Islamic networks, contributing itself to
the construction of expanded global net-
works of scholars from various disci-
plines studying the complex and con-
tinually changing relationships between
Southeast Asia and the Middle East. <

Dr R. Michael Feener is an assistant pro-

fessor in the Department of Religious Stud-

ies and the Southeast Asian Studies Pro-

gram at the University of California,

Riverside. His research focuses on the intel-

lectual and cultural history of Islam in

Southeast Asia and the Middle East. 

michael.feener@ucr.edu

An Indonesian stu-

dent studying in

Saudi Arabia, visiting

the tomb of Shayk

Ahmad al-Badawi, in

Tanta, Egypt in 2002.

economist Yuri Sato noted a dramatic
decline in corporate ownership and a
concomitant increase in management
by either the government or foreign
firms. However, this development had
no clear-cut repercussions for manage-
ment performance. In another study, on
furniture manufacturing in Jepara (Cen-
tral Java), Henry Sandee and Peter van
Diermen contended that the role of for-
eign buyers is crucial for the perform-
ance of small- and medium-size firms;
a type of business which, they argued,
possesses considerable potential. Such
evidence from the grass-roots level of
small-scale furniture makers in the
Javanese countryside substantiated cau-
tious optimism, albeit beset by under-
standable concerns. <

Dr J. Thomas Lindblad teaches economic

history at Leiden University and is an IIAS

fellow presently working on the transition of

the Indonesian economy between the 1930s

and 1960s. He is also Insular Southeast Asia

editor for the IIAS Newsletter.

j.t.lindblad@let.leidenuniv.nl

Religious Networks Between the 
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For the Love of Tin 
The VOC in Ligor 

The Southern Thai province of Nakhon Si Thammarat is heir to one of the oldest port city-
states of Southeast Asia. In the early days, Dutch and other European traders knew the
province by the name ‘Ligor’. For more than a century, from around 1640 until 1756, the
Dutch East India Company (VOC) ran a small office in the flourishing entrepôt, the
collecting station for the region’s tin.

By Supaporn  Ar iyasa j s i sku l

I t is commonly believed that Nakhon
Si Thammarat was already annexed

to the kingdom of Ayutthaya (or Siam)
to the north when the Dutch East
India Company arrived to trade in the
region in the early seventeenth centu-
ry. Yet, control from the capital was
weak. Classified as one of eight tribu-
tary kingdoms ruled by its own princes
(Mueng Phaya-Mahanakhon), Nakhon
Si Thammarat was granted authority
to police the Malay Peninsula on
behalf of Ayutthaya. The Dutch
records show that at the time of the
VOC’s entrance, Ligor still enjoyed
considerable autonomy in governance,
trade, and foreign relations.

During the first three decades of the
seventeenth century, the VOC had
direct contact with the ruler of Ligor,
annually purchasing 600-700 bahar
of black pepper (approximately
250,000 pounds; 1 bahar = 375
pounds). In the best of years, the pur-
chase could be up to 1,000-1,200
bahar (375,000-450,000 pounds). In
1612 the Company concluded a con-
tract with the so-called in the Dutch
records ‘king of Ligor’, who granted it
exclusive rights to construct housing
and to trade anywhere in the region,
exempt from tolls and taxes. The Com-
pany was additionally allowed to build
a stone warehouse in Sangora
(Songkhla) to store Chinese goods
intercepted at sea. 

The honeymoon period between
Ligor and the VOC ended in the 1630s.
Behind this was a temporary but sharp
decline in the European demand for
pepper and the outbreak of war
between King Prasatthong of Siam and
his vassal states on the Peninsula,
which refused to recognize his legiti-
macy on the Siamese throne. Accord-
ing to the Dutch records, the Company
sided with Siam, cautiously providing
military aid to King Prasatthong. Ligor
and the other Thai-Malay vassal states
were eventually subdued and severely
punished. The Dutch records also
describe how Ligor was completely
destroyed. The pepper plantation was
demolished and the ‘king’ and his wife,
trapped in their ammunition-laden

palace, died when the palace was blown
up.* 

The political situation changed with
the dismemberment of Nakhon Si
Thammarat. The provinces of ‘Borde-
long’ (Phattalung), Sangora (Songkhla)
and Tsjaija (Chaiya) were henceforth
ruled by governors and other high-
ranking officers sent directly from the
capital. The victory of Ayutthaya over
Ligor in 1632 was thus a historical turn-
ing point, leading to a more complicat-
ed triangular relationship between
Siam, Ligor, and the VOC. It also
opened new trading opportunities for
the Company.

Tin in Ligor was known to be very
pure and of high quality. Tin produc-
tion is estimated to have been 700-
1,000 bahar (248,000-354,000 pounds)
per annum in the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury. The Company expected to secure
at least 400 bahar of tin per year. 

This target, however, could not be
realized without the tra or seal of
approval to trade tin in Ligor, and with-
out Ayutthaya’s support. The Dutch
Company managed to obtain exclusive
rights in 1660 by concluding a contract
with King Narai of Ayutthaya. These
exclusive rights allowed it to secure quo-
tas for export and purchase tin in Ligor
at less than ‘market’ prices. These pref-
erential trading rights were, however,
not absolute. VOC officers in Ayutthaya
and Ligor had to battle continuously,
both locally and in the capital, to secure
their tin supply and export quotas. As a
whole, the period running from 1670 to
1700 was the VOC’s most successful
one. In peak years, tin export from Ligor
reached 1,400 bahar and the Company
then realized profits of up to 100 per
cent.

The tin affair became more compli-
cated and less favourable to the Com-
pany in the eighteenth century. Of all
the competitors, the Chinese through
their networks were the best organized,
and wrested control of the tin trade
everywhere, and particularly on the
black market. The Dutch Company in
the meantime received permission to
arrest tin smugglers in Ligor and to con-
fiscate contraband. Its new role as the
Ligor ‘tin police’ restored its tin exports
between 1726 and 1735.

The trade policy launched by Ayut-
thaya in the reign of King Boromkot
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Tin-winners in Ron

Phibun district,

Nakhon Si Tham-

marat,

Thailand 2001

Southeast Asian ‘Living Theatre’

10-14 November
2003
Bangkok, Thailand

By Matthew I saac  Cohen

The new and the old, the foreign and
the local, the urban and the rural:

all of these apparent dichotomies have
long existed in dynamic relation in
Southeast Asian theatre. Today’s living
theatre is traditional and contemporary,
a restoration of the past and alive to the
present, locally rooted and globally
aware. In the course of two days of aca-
demic presentations on theatre and
dance flowing into three days of practi-
cal workshops on contemporary dance,
Burmese marionette puppetry, theatre
games, Balinese traditional dance,
object animation, tableaux, and Thai
traditional dance-theatre and rod pup-
petry, the SPAFA seminar-workshop on

Southeast Asian Performing Arts vivid-
ly brought these complexities to life. 

Tradition-based
contemporary performance

Nicanor G. Tiongson, in his presen-
tation, described a recent revival of sar-
swela. A musical theatre popular in the
Philippines at the turn of the century,
traditional sarswela was a cheery cul-
tural defence of class privilege, pro-
duced by the middle class for a pre-
dominately lower-class audience. The
award-winning entry in the 1998 Cen-
tennial Literary Prize sarswela compe-
tition, Mario O’Hara’s Palasyo ni
Valentin (The Palace of Valentin), is a
subversion of the ideology and form of
traditional sarswela. Palasyo is a memo-

International arts promoters and not a few scholars are heavily invested in the dichotomy between the
traditional and the contemporary. Books, exhibits, and performances on ‘sacred/classical/indigenous’ art and
‘innovative/cutting-edge/postmodern’ art are marketed to consumers around the world each year. Such labels,
however, poorly fit much recent Southeast Asian theatre, which muddles received categories. 
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ry play set in a decrepit theatre in the
city of Intramuros. Brutality, murder,
suicide, deception, and revolution are
explored through the ghostly recollec-
tion of pre-independence sarswela the-
atre. Palasyo rejects a linear plot, stereo-
typically ‘good’ and ‘bad’ characters,
and pat moral messages in order to
explore class conflict and the vicissi-
tudes of history and character. No easy
pleasure or reassurance is to be had.
Palasyo uses songs, sarswela acting, and
even excerpts of sarswela plays. But is
Palasyo sarswela?

In her presentation on Thai comic per-
formance, Wankwan Polachan described
the Talok Café, and then led participants
to this well-known feature of Bangkok
nightlife. The Talok Café is a comedy and

Balinese topeng 

performed by I

Wayan Dibia

was a blow to the Company; its exclu-
sive rights to trade tin in Ligor, which it
had enjoyed for almost a century, were
lifted in 1734. As a result, it could obtain
only very limited amounts of tin each
year. After long negotiations, and due
to the improvement in the relationship
with the Royal Court in Ayutthaya, the
exclusive rights were restored in the
contract of 1754. It was, however, too
late for the VOC to regain its position
in Ligor. Ayutthaya lost control over the
tin trade there. With no further
prospects in sight, the Governor Gen-
eral and the Council in Batavia decided
to close the office in Ligor for good,
reporting the decision to the Board of
Directors in the Republic on 31 Decem-
ber 1756. <

Supaporn Ariyasajsiskul, MA is a TANAP

research fellow, and an affiliated fellow at

IIAS/CNWS-IGEER, presently researching

Late Ayuttaya foreign trade policy.

supaporn@noknok.nl
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The above article is a summary of

the paper on ‘The Siamese throne,

the Company and the so-called tin-

monopoly at Ligor; the limits of

negotiating power and preferential

trading rights’ presented at the

second TANAP (Towards A New

Age of Partnership) workshop ‘Asia

in the Age of Partnership’,

Bangkok, Thailand, 24-26 October

2002. The full article will soon be

published in Itinerario, the journal

of the Institute for the History of

European Expansion (IGEER).
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* The status of the rulers of Ligor

seems to have been quite

ambivalent. Ayuthaya saw Ligor

as a vasal state, but the Dutch

records seem to suggest greater

autonomy. Until 1632, the VOC

records always refer to the ruler

of Ligor as ‘king’.
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music club, as well as an eating estab-
lishment, frequented primarily by
migrants from rural Thailand. Comedy
troupes presenting comic skits and
sketches with an emphasis on physical
humour and bawdy word play alternate
with attractive male and female singers
performing Thai pop music. The atmos-
phere is chic and urban, but the slapstick
humour and conventions of audience-
performer interaction are traditional and
rural. Guests socialize with the singers,
and present garlands of money as tokens
of appreciation. Some of the comedy
troupe leaders are long time Bangkok
residents and have become nationally
recognized stars through their Talok
Café performances, television appear-
ances, and VCDs but their humour
remains rooted in rural ways. The come-
dians, however, are now faced with a
dilemma. They are running out of jokes
and losing touch with recent rural devel-
opments. Some performers are educat-
ing themselves on rural migrants’ urban
concerns to better relate to their audi-
ences. The Café now stands at a cross-
roads. Will it transform into an urban
venue? Or will it disappear?

The internationally famous Singa-
porean theatre maker Ong Keng Sen
presented an overview of his intercul-
tural productions and Flying Circus
workshops. Ong’s work shows that
Southeast Asian practitioners best
known for their groundbreaking work
are often vitally concerned with the tra-
ditional arts of their countries of origin,
and of other countries in the region.
One of his recent projects on Cambo-
dian court dance and drama resulted in
the reconstruction of core repertory
items, as well as a powerful piece of
reminiscence theatre performed by and
devised together with former court
dancers: The Continuum: Beyond the
Killing Fields (2001). The Flying Circus
Project was conceived in the same spir-
it. The ‘antithesis of the museum’, Fly-
ing Circus brings together traditional
and non-traditional artists into a space
for exchange and exploration, leading
to moments both silly and sublime.
Ong Keng Sen has been criticized by
scholars for his ‘Made in Singapore’
cultural imperialism and entrepre-
neurship – criticism he has cannily
incorporated into his work. Should Ong
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Ken Sen be seen within a history of Sin-
gaporean Chinese cultural brokers and
impresarios, or does his work demand
appreciation according to non-local
standards?

Zulkifli Bin Mohamad presented a
possible solution to some classificato-
ry problems in his discussion of the
political economy of Malaysian per-
formance. A new mode of practice is
emerging in Southeast Asia, which
Zulkifli calls ‘tradition-based contem-
porary dance and theatre’. Artists from
both traditional and modern back-
grounds are reinterpreting time-hon-
oured disciplines as the basis for new
performances, accessible to non-tra-
ditional audiences in national and
international venues. Tradition is not
merely appropriated by these practi-
tioners, but is transformed in the
process. Traditional and new audi-
ences equally appreciate many of these
artists. Some are as adept in perform-
ing folksy comic turns as in discours-
ing on critical theory. Tradition-based
contemporary performance is a par-
ticularly critical cultural intervention
in Malaysia, where government and
religious authorities have colluded to
end old patterns of sponsorship for
wayang kulit, social dance, and ritual
drama. 

Border crossings
A number of papers and presenta-

tions explored the historical and con-
temporary dimensions of Southeast
Asia as a lively crossroads where global
artistic practices inter-articulate in excit-
ing and often surprising ways. South-
east Asia’s shadow puppet theatres have
long ignored what Ghulam-Sarwar
Yousof called ‘the often artificial bound-
aries between nations’, with performers
and puppets travelling overseas for eco-
nomic, religious, and political ends. As
I discussed in my own paper, popular
theatre in the Indonesian archipelago
has seen the active participation of
artists from India, China, Malaysia, Sin-
gapore, the Philippines, and many other
countries for hundreds of years. Singa-
pore’s Chinese Opera Institute, under
Chua Soo Pong’s direction, not only
teaches and performs staples of the
Teeochew operatic repertoire; it has also
reinterpreted ‘The Golden Deer’ episode

of the Ramayana as bilingual Chinese
opera. As Pawit Mahasarinand demon-
strated, twentieth-century European and
American spoken drama in Thai trans-
lation has provided a mode for explor-
ing subjects customarily considered
taboo in Thai society.

Many issues brought up at the semi-
nar-workshop demand further explo-
ration, including the reinvention of tra-
dition, the politics and aesthetics of
Southeast Asian intercultural theatre,
copyright and other legal issues
involved in the consumption of artistic
property across national borders. Vir-
tual and real routes connect the theatres
of insular and mainland Southeast
Asia. Some are new, others old. The
theatre of Southeast Asia will continue
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demonstrated by

Zulkifli Bin

Mohamad

to live as long as it flows across borders,
representing the past and imagining
the future. <

Dr Matthew Isaac Cohen is a lecturer in

theatre studies at the University of Glasgow,

where he teaches anthropology of theatre,

performance studies, puppet theory, and

Indonesian theatre. He was an IIAS fellow

in the research programme ‘Performing Arts

of Asia: Tradition and Innovation’ in 1998-

2000. He is currently completing a book on

the Komedie Stamboel and has written

extensively on wayang kulit and other forms

of Indonesian theatre. He is also a practic-

ing dhalang and convenes the Glasgow per-

formance ensemble Gamelan Naga Mas

(www.nagamas.co.uk).

M.Cohen@tfts.arts.gla.ac.uk

Students and profes-

sional actor-dancers

in a Khon workshop

The seminar and workshop on Southeast Asian Performing Arts, organized by the Regional Centre

for Archaeology and Fine Arts (SPAFA) and Bangkok University, brought together Southeast Asian

academics and practitioners of drama, dance, and puppetry, and Thai theatre professionals, young

and old, to discuss, act out, and evaluate issues engaging theatre in Southeast Asia today. Publica-

tion of the proceedings of the seminar in both English and Thai is anticipated. 
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Statue of Koqla (Krishna) as Govardhana-Krishna, supporting Mount

Govardhana, a famous hill near Mathura, Uttar Pradesh, India. According

to myth, Krishna lifted this mount with one arm and supported it for

seven days to provide the cowherds (stick-carrying lower figures) and

their animals with shelter from a rain-storm that God Indra sent. Relief

from Mathura, sixth century AD.

Myth and the Disciplines 
How is it possible that we are able to understand text
originating from all sorts of ‘foreign’ cultures? How
can we construct and accept a general definition of
myth and mythology that can be applied in analysing
specific local contexts and narrative systems? And
are myth and modernity incompatible? These were
the central questions posed at the lively one-day
conference ‘Myth: Theory and the Disciplines’. 

Report >
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This article will mostly delve into the theoretical and inter-
disciplinary approaches of myth as discussed in the first

section of the conference. First, however, I will touch upon the
second part dealing with in-depth area studies. In their area
studies Cosimo Zene and Elizabeth Gunner reconstructed
marginality and power tension as expressed in the mythical
narrative of the Indian low-caste Dalit and in the mythical fig-
ure of the Zulu goddess Nomkaubulwana respectively. In turn,
YE Shuxian presented a fascinating reconstruction of the old
Chinese goddess worship, based not only on the meaning, but
also on the outer shape of Chinese characters. The varied
nature of these area studies is the living proof of the complex
if not treacherous relationship between theory and empirical
data. Be it as it may that comparative research gives us inter-
esting insights into what people all over the world share, there
are several possible dangers in constructing general theories
on the basis of large corpuses of texts. Details of the individ-
ual myths may disappear; or too much attention may be paid
to similarities as a result of which differences may be over-
looked; it is also possible that focusing on the overall struc-
tures of myths causes a neglect of philological aspects. 

The eternal problem of definitions reappeared at various
moments during the conference and in the final debate
chaired by Reimar Schefold, Mark Geller, and Boudewijn
Walraven. A crucial question is, whether it is possible to
use general concepts thought up in one culture and apply
them to local contexts of other cultures. The concept of
myth itself is a Western construction based on Western –
especially Classical Greek – mythology. It would be wrong
to take for granted that this and other concepts are univer-
sal. Sometimes Western scholars would call a certain story
‘myth’, whereas the society in which the story is told uses
another name or does not have an equivalent for the West-
ern word ‘myth’ at all. If this is so, then what is the sense
of using general concepts such as ‘myth’ and ‘mythology’?
To what extend can we do without definitions? Should we
reconsider the existing definitions, taking into account the
terms and practises found in non-Western societies? Such
questions show the importance of an ongoing dialogue
between theoretical work, intercultural approaches, and in-
depth area studies. 

Killing myths
But even if myth can be applied outside of the West, there

also exists an ongoing tension between myth on the one
hand and science in general on the other. Is it possible at
all to have a science of myth? One aspect of myth, usually
taken for granted in Western approaches, is that the socie-
ty in which a myth is told, ascribes some kind of truth to
the text, but that the analyst considered this to be untrue.
This means that by acknowledging that a certain narrative
is a myth, it ceases to be a myth, because it is no longer con-
sidered to be true. In the end, this even entails the question
whether mythology as a concept actually exists outside
hegemonic North Atlantic science. As a countermeasure
against the rupture between the study of myth on the one
hand and the narration of myth on the other, ‘fusion’ has
been suggested (Wim van Binsbergen). By becoming part
of the living environment in which a myth is told, the
researcher will no longer be an outsider who reads the text
literally and kills the myth in the process. Instead, as an
insider, he will come to see myth as, for example, narrative
playing an important role in the construction of identity in
the society concerned. On the other hand, one could argue
that being an outsider is not necessarily negative and has
even certain advantages (Bakhtin 1986:7). 

The modern myth
Myth is in a difficult relationship not merely to science but

in fact to modernity as a whole. Myth and modernity might
even be seen to be mutually exclusive. This hypothesis was
raised during the conference. During the nineteenth centu-
ry, most studies discarded myths as ‘primitive’ ways to
explain the physical world, vowing that modern science
ought replace them. The twentieth century by contrast, wit-
nessed many attempts to reconcile myth and modern sci-
ence by detaching mythology from the physical world. Today,
it is suggested that myths can be reintroduced into the world
of physical phenomena by interpreting them on the level of
playful interaction (Robert Segal). Play is something in-
between truth and falsehood. Play is make-believe. In a play-
ful performance, people know perfectly well what is real and
what is not, what can happen in reality and what cannot, but

in the world of play, they temporarily suspend this reality
and replace it by another. The same attitude towards reality
and its suspension in play is adopted when people create,
listen to, or read myths. 

Today, myths are revived, reinterpreted, and used in politi-
cal debates about leadership or in campaigns against AIDS,
for example in South Africa. The Western world also has its
modern myths, as in the cult of celebrities that can take on
mythical proportions. Worshipped by their fans, celebrities
become larger-than-life icons. As saviours of the world, they
are the heroes of modern Western myths. Paradoxically, moder-
nity or more specifically, the largely unquestioned believe in
the possibility of objectivity, rationalism and scientific
‘analysability’ of the world around us, is itself a modern myth. 

The twenty-first century may be an age of seemingly unlim-
ited scientific progress and technological possibilities, but
myths are still very much alive, influencing our way of per-
ceiving ourselves and others as well as our own and each oth-
ers myths. Hence the importance of looking into our own
hidden mythologies. Indeed, myths will always be among us,
yet while we will always live with myths, we are not always
equally aware of their impact. <
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Uende (the sky) used to be near the earth. Whenever the people were

hungry, they cut a piece from the sky and ate it. But one day, a blind man

lit a torch hoping he could see the sky then. The torch burnt Uende who

fled away. Since then, the sky is far removed from the people. 

(Myth from Mossi, Upper-Volta).
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By Wi l l iam G.  C larence -Smith

The authors stress the political back-
ground to economic phenomena,

and present as their guiding theme the
emergence and consolidation of an
Indonesian ‘national economy’.
Howard Dick insists that the aim is not
to supply a ‘meta-narrative’, but a ‘con-
sistent perspective’. This is somewhat
disingenuous, as the story of the birth
and development of the Indonesian
state almost inevitably becomes a struc-
turing principle. To be sure, authors
stress the late centralization of the state,
but this makes early parts of the text
read even more like Hamlet without the
prince. Practical problems result, as the
Malayan peninsula and northern Bor-
neo, arbitrarily hacked away by colonial
partition, remain indissolubly linked to
the Indonesian economy. In particular,
the role of Singapore as the real eco-
nomic capital of the region surfaces
again and again through the book. 

Vincent Houben covers both the pre-
1800 period and nineteenth-century
Java, but could easily have omitted the
former. The fifteenth-century Melaka
state was hardly ‘free trading’ as sultans

forced all entrepôt commerce in the
Straits to go through their capital. Nor
did Spanish galleons head for Japan.
Houben uncritically swallows Anthony
Reid’s dubious notion of a seventeenth-
century crisis, though he does question
Reid’s inflated urban figures in an
appendix. Houben is on more familiar
ground when treating nineteenth-cen-
tury Java, though a kongsi was much
more than a Chinese tax farming syn-
dicate, the road and bridge system was
actually quite impressive, and Western
plantations were hardly models of effi-
ciency.

Thomas Lindblad tackles the ‘Outer
Islands’ in the nineteenth century, and
the whole colony up to the Great
Depression. The first of these topics is
not his speciality. Unaware of the
Hadhrami Arab dominance of inter-
island square-rig shipping, he fails to
cite the late Frank Broeze’s pioneering
article, and all too readily swallows
Campo’s rose-colored views on the role
of the KPM (Koninklijke Pakketvaart
Maatschappij) steamer monopoly. He
skates over the forced cultivation of cof-
fee in West Sumatra and North Sulawe-
si, incorrectly alleging that individual

Indonesians did not gain from it. While
Lindblad is on firmer ground in the lat-
ter chapter, he, like Houben, overstates
the efficacy of the ‘modern’ sector.

Howard Dick notes that GDP per
head at constant prices peaked in 1929
and 1941, and attained similar levels
again only in the mid-1970s.  To be
sure, the twin disasters of the Japanese
invasion and ill-judged Dutch attempts
at re-conquest were partly responsible,
but Dick’s attempts to salvage progres-
sive features from the period 1950-57
carry little conviction. Even before 1957,
Indonesia missed out on a period of
extraordinary growth in the world
economy, probably witnessing a decline
in the share of manufacturing in GDP.
Sukarno’s closure of the country indeed
led to ‘wasted years’.

In contrast, the thirty years’ climb in
real GDP per head from 1967 to 1997
was impressive. It goes a long way to
explain why Indonesians put up with
Suharto’s dictatorship for so long, and
why some remain nostalgic for those
heady decades. THEE Kian-Wie, how-
ever, rightly stresses the growing pro-
tectionism and corruption that followed
the retirement of the first generation of
economic technocrats. This prepared
the way for the 1997 collapse, which
was much more than a merely con-
junctural crisis. Writing in 2001, Thee
fears for the potential impact of the new
regime’s decentralization, though so far
it has turned out better than many
expected.

Certain themes are treated too light-

ly in the book, partly reflecting weak-
nesses in the existing literature. There
is almost nothing on breeding and sell-
ing livestock, even though buffaloes,
cattle, and horses ploughed and tram-
pled fields, pulled carts, carried packs,
drew coaches, and powered new urban
transport systems. ‘Foreign Orientals’
are all too often reduced to ‘Chinese’,
with none of Peter Post’s subtle dis-
tinctions between different South Chi-
nese diasporas. There is likewise too lit-
tle coverage of the involvement of
Japanese, Hadhrami and Syrian Arabs,
Indians of all types, and Armenians.

Given that Indonesia contains the
largest number of Muslims in the world,
the most unfortunate absence is that of
Islam. Symptomatic of this bias is
Howard Dick’s failure to even mention
the Darul Islam guerrillas after 1948.
Alternative Islamic approaches to poli-
tics and economics, such as banking and
state structures, do not figure, and there
is no sense of how Islam may have pro-
moted or retarded economic develop-
ment. For Ahmad Hasan of Persis, him-
self brought up in Singapore by a Tamil
Muslim father, the emerging Indone-
sian nation of the 1920s was quite sim-
ply haram, a position echoed in recent
fundamentalist calls for an Islamic
Caliphate of Nusantara. 

The decision to leave controversial
points to appendices at the end of chap-
ters seems unwarranted and becomes
irritating when appendix 3A is myste-
riously omitted. Another shortcoming
is that, for a good textbook, the maps

are too small and few. Nevertheless, this
book fills a definite gap in the literature,
and will undoubtedly be of great utility
to students and teachers alike. <

- Dick, Howard, Vincent J. H. Houben, J.

Thomas Lindblad, and Thee Kian-Wie, The
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ISBN 90-6718-192-7

Professor William G. Clarence-Smith is

professor of the Economic History of Asia

and Africa at the School of Oriental and

African Studies. His current research con-

cerns the history of livestock and Islamic

attitudes towards slavery in Southeast Asia.

wc2@soas.ac.uk

The Emergence of a National Economy
Written for non-economists, this textbook on the
economic history of Indonesia fills a considerable gap
in the literature. Collectively authored by a group of
distinguished historians, its sections on currency,
industry, labour costs, and maritime transport are
much more stimulating than one might expect from
an ordinary textbook. Students will undoubtedly
welcome its publication.
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By Andrew Symon

Chin Peng co-authored his story with Singapore-based
writers and publishers Ian Ward, who was formerly the

Southeast Asia correspondent for the London newspaper, the
Daily Telegraph, and Ward’s wife Norma Miraflor. One of the
last of the region’s old revolutionary leaders, Chin Peng still
lives in southern Thailand, now aged 79. 

Back in the 1940s and 1950s, Chin Peng, secretary of the
Communist Party of Malaya, and his followers, mostly eth-
nic Chinese, were painted as bloodthirsty communist ter-
rorists, alien revolutionaries directed by the Soviet Union and
China who were unrepresentative of the local communities.

In the early 1950s, at the height of what was called the ‘Emer-
gency’, which ran from 1948-1960, there were a hundred
thousand soldiers and police hunting several thousand com-
munist fighters in the Malayan jungles and a reward of
Malaysian dollars 250,000 for Chin Peng’s capture. The Lon-
don Daily Mail described Chin Peng in 1955 as a man ‘noto-
rious for his ruthlessness and calculated ferocity’ (quoted
from: Chin Peng 2003:368). He had spread ‘death, destruc-
tion, and misery in a vain attempt to gain political power by
force of arms’. Yet Chin Peng, or Ong Boon Hua, argues that
the British stereotyped them in this way to justify the British
presence in Malaya. Ultimately though, their threat, he
argues, finally forced the British to grant independence to
Malaya in 1957, as the price for Malay and moderate local Chi-
nese support against the communists, and against guaran-
tees that British strategic and commercial interests would
continue to be protected. ‘The declassified documents of the
Emergency years prove how the British manipulated lan-
guage and information lest the rest of the world got to believe
the Communist Party of Malaysia was a legitimate national-
ist group seeking the end of colonialism’ (p.515). 

In 1954, the commissioner general of the United Kingdom
in Southeast Asia, Malcolm McDonald, advised the foreign
office in London that ‘no one can be allowed to depict the
Malayan war as a spontaneous nationalist uprising.’ (p.357)
Rather, Britain should ‘affirm that the Malayan insurgents
are primarily an alien force acting under alien instructions.’
In fact, Chin Peng says there was no assistance or orders from
Beijing or Moscow at the height of the fighting in the 1940s
and 1950s. However, after 1961, there was Chinese policy
direction and financial support for the remnants of the guer-
rilla groups, whose numbers and vigour were briefly renewed
with the success of the communists in Indo-China in the
early and mid-1970s. A thousand or so continued to fight
sporadically from southern Thailand until a peace accord was
finally reached in 1989, brokered by the Malaysian and Thai
prime ministers, Mahathir Mohammad and Chavalit
Youngchaiydh.

A sense of emergency
Chin Peng says in his memoirs that his concern was always

for Malaya. He was attracted to communism through the
writings of Mao Zedong in response to what he saw as
exploitative, often heavy-handed British rule. To illustrate
this, he points to the fact that workers, originally brought
from the subcontinent to work on rubber plantations, were
deported back to India in the 1930s when the Depression
made their labour no longer profitable for planters. Com-
munist Party members also faced banishment from Malaya.
For Malayan Chinese sent to China before Mao came to
power in 1949, this meant, Chin Peng says, death or prison
by the Kuomintang nationalist government. By the early
1960s, there were 20,000 banished Malayan Chinese com-
munists and their families in China.

His recollection of an arrogant and racist colonial regime
clashes with the common picture, at least in the West, of the
British in Malaya as essentially decent and generally benefi-
cial, if somewhat eccentric rulers, inclined to play sport out
in the noonday sun.

Foreshadowing his later resistance to British colonialism,
as a teenager Chin Peng decided to fight against the Japan-
ese from the jungles along with other communists, in
alliance with the British. As a result, one British officer char-
acterized him as courageous, reliable, and likeable. In 1946,
Lord Louis Mountbatten awarded him campaign medals in
recognition of his contribution and in 1947 he would have
been awarded an Order of the British Empire if it were not
for the fact that the Malayan Communist Party decided to
pursue armed revolution. 

During this armed revolution, claims Chin Peng, neither
the party central committee nor the politburo ever adopted a
programme that targeted civilians. Surly, there were unau-
thorized excesses committed by communist guerrillas, but
not to the extent reported by the authorities. However, he
does argue the British planters were legitimate targets, with

their histories of exploiting workers and hiring thugs to break
up strikes on their plantations. ‘In post-war Malaya they were
armed; they surrounded themselves with paid thugs; they
drove in armoured cars.’ 

The British themselves, he writes, were guilty of using ‘ter-
ror’ tactics to retain their hold on Malaya. ‘To contain the
Emergency, the British burned villages, cut rations, and shot
civilians’ so as to break lines of support to the guerrilla camps
in the jungle (p.511). A peace could have been achieved as
early as 1955, he says, if the British and then leaders of
Malaya, Tunku Abdul Rahman and Singapore’s David Mar-
shall, had not demanded that the communist fighters capit-
ulate and surrender but, rather, had allowed them to hand
over or destroy their weapons in an agreed way and then
resume normal life with normal political freedoms: which
was broadly the outcome of the 1989 accords. However, in
the 1950s, there was a dominant fear that this would result
in the re-emergence of a radical and destabilizing leftist
organization, given that the guerrillas were still young or just
about middle-aged men and women. A decade and a half later
Chin Peng was still portrayed as a threat. Writing in The War
of the Running Dogs, published in 1971, Noel Barber said,
‘Chin Peng still lurks north of the border, taking refuge not
only in neutrality but in the thought that if Mao Zedong had
to wait thirty years in the “Chinese Jungle” before achieving
victory, he can do the same…’

Today, Chin Peng wants to spend the last years of his life
in Malaysia; a request that has so far been refused by the
Malaysian government. He is now a stateless alien granted
residency by the Thai government. The strong sales of the
book in Malaysia and Singapore – 17,000 in the two months
after its launch in September – and direct feedback to Ward
shows there still remains a great deal of respect and admi-
ration for Chin Peng and his convictions, despite the way he
and his followers had been portrayed in earlier days. Chin
Peng now describes himself as a socialist who eschews vio-
lence. Times have changed. But, he says, in his youth, he had
‘to be a liberation fighter...If you had lived in a Malayan rural
population centre…and observed how dismissive the British
colonials were of our lot in the 1930s, you would find it eas-
ier to understand how the attraction of a Communist Party
of Malaysia could take hold’ (p.510). Which suggests that care-
ful study of the reasons for the today’s attraction of extrem-
ist Islam in the region – and how this might be reduced – is
as vital as police measures to prevent terrorist acts. <

- Peng, Chin, My Side of History (as told to Ian Ward and Norma

Miralfor), Singapore: Media Masters (2003), pp.527, incl. photo-

graphs, ISBN 981-04-8693-6 
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In Pursuit of Chin Peng
Author Ian Ward’s quest for Chin Peng’s story began more than three decades ago.

It first led not to the general secretary of the Communist Party of Malaya, but to the

writer’s capture at gunpoint by guerrillas in north-west Malaysia. In 1972, the Singa-

pore-based Southeast Asia correspondent for the London Daily Telegraph, Ward had

set out driving in the Sungai Siput area north of the town of Ipoh hoping to be able to

find a way to Chin Peng, who was assumed to be somewhere in the jungle across the

border in Thailand, while he was in fact in Beijing. A small band of guerrillas pulled

Ward over, took him to a cemetery, took his money and car, and left him there bound

with wire. 

It was another 30 years before the pursuit met with success. Ward and his wife

Norma Miraflor managed to meet Chin Peng as a result of help from the late profes-

sor Michael Leifer of the London School of Economics. Through Leifer, they were able

to contact a relative of Chin Peng living outside of the region, who was able to arrange

a meeting with him in southern Thailand in late 2000. After several more visits, trust

was established. Then followed more than 30 meetings in southern Thailand, during

which his story was tape-recorded, and earlier transcriptions corrected. Ward and

Miraflor also made visits to archives in the United Kingdom and Australia, where offi-

cial papers of the time were copied and collected to provide documented support for

Chin Peng’s history along with those from his own archives. 

Ward, a one-time war correspondent, covering stories from Vietnam to Bangladesh,

says that while he has always been deeply suspicious of official lines and propagan-

da, the project opened his mind to the communist position half a century ago. ‘I now

believe that if I had been a working class Chinese in the 1930s, I would certainly have

been at least sympathetic to the Communist Party of Malaya. I can understand what

motivated them. The world doesn’t yet appreciate how appalling colonialism could

be.’ Ward says that, today, the communists should be more correctly seen as nation-

alists rather than simply Chinese extremists as painted by the British. According to

Ward, Chin Peng was a communist ideologue in those days: ‘But he was not person-

ally a brutal man. He could be a tough leader, but not a cruel leader, not vicious.’ 

The reception of the book by British and Australian military veterans is mixed. Some

are calling on the book to be boycotted, saying that no money should go to Chin Peng

through the book’s sales. Ward says all funds entitled to Chin Peng are going at his

request to a foundation for care of some 200 aged and disabled former guerrillas now

living in four villages in southern Thailand. Other veterans have welcomed the book

as shedding new light on the events of the times.  <

Recalling Malaya’s Communist Menace: 

Fact and Fiction on Chin Peng
Whether today’s spectre of Islamic terrorism in Southeast Asia should be compared with fears of communist
menace in the region from the end of World War II until the 1970s could lead to endless debate. The times
and politics would seem very different, and the world views of Islamic extremists and ‘godless’ communists
are at different ends of the spectrum. Yet if there is one lesson for today’s assessment of Islamic militancy,
it would be the danger of stereotypes and simplistic explanations, judging by My Side of History, the
memoirs of Chin Peng, leader of communist guerrillas who fought British and Commonwealth forces in
Malaya in the late 1940s and 1950s. 
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Chin Peng being

received by China's

Mao Zedong in

March 1965.
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By Koen De Ceuster

This biography is the first book-
length study in a Western language

of this icon of Korean resistance to
Japanese encroachment. Contrary to
what one might expect, Michael Finch
does not concentrate on Min’s suicide,
but rather on his political career in the
run-up to his suicide. He justifies this
choice by referring to the existing dis-
tortion in standard political histories of
pre-annexation Korea in favour of rad-
ical reform factions. Considered to run
against the tide of the times, conserva-
tive forces in Korea’s political landscape
have consistently been underrepre-
sented in scholarly research. 

The standard reading of Korea’s pre-
annexation political history roughly dis-
cerns three contesting political forces.
Most research interest has gone to the
progressive reformists, who during the
1880s and 1890s unsuccessfully sought
dominance in Korean politics. Diamet-
rically opposed to these progressive
forces were the neo-Confucian diehard
conservatives living mostly in (self-)
imposed domestic exile. The political
middle ground (and power) was held by
the embedded courtier clique, which

was allegedly completely preoccupied
with holding on to power. This clique
consisted of the ‘Min cronies’, who
were mainly relatives of the queen.
Indeed, Min Ynng-hwan was himself a
nephew of Queen Mynngsnng. 

By focusing on Min Ynng-hwan,
Michael Finch demonstrates how an
overly rigid application of this standard
interpretation fails to do justice to the
political stance of individual actors who
were not hampered by any, apparently
impermeable, political boundaries. Min
Ynng-hwan admittedly shared the
reformers’ sense of crisis. When con-
fronted with the West, he realized the
dire straits Korea was in, and he
became a promoter of domestic
change. However, not unlike his con-
temporary Yi Wan-yong, portrayed in
traditional Korean historiography as the
arch-traitor, his upbringing and social
background made him stop short of
radical institutional changes. Reform
was his trade, not revolution. His moti-
vation, above all, was a deeply ingrained
loyalty to the monarch.1

Though commendable for putting
the spotlight on this forgotten politician
and diplomat, and interesting for
Finch’s depiction of how Min’s reform

ideas changed following his exposure
to Russia, the United States, and
Europe in the course of his diplomatic
missions, this monograph suffers from
a number of weaknesses. Admittedly,
the subject himself, Min Ynng-hwan,
does not make things easy on any biog-
rapher. Min did not leave many docu-
ments behind. He never kept a diary
from which one could have glimpsed his
personal musings on the political
peripeties of his day. As it is, this bio-
graphy is a thorough analysis of the Min
Ch’ungjNnggong yugo (‘The posthumous
works of Prince Min’), a compilation
edited and published by the National
History Compilation Committee in
1971. Organized in five sections, this
compilation records Min Ynng-hwan’s
memorials addressed to the throne
between 1877 and 1905, a long political
essay written around the time of the
Tonghak rebellion (1894), two dull and
dry ‘diaries’ of his diplomatic missions
to the coronation of Tsar Nicholas II
(1896) and to the Diamond Jubilee Cel-
ebrations of Queen Victoria in London
(June 1897), and a compilation of vari-
ous writings about Min in the aftermath
of his suicide.2 The two diaries consist
of hardly more than agenda entries, list-

ing who he had met, but utterly silent on
the content on the discussions, let alone
on his own thoughts.

Given the scarcity of materials relat-
ed to Min Ynng-hwan, Michael Finch
has succeeded in painting a credible
picture of this unfortunate diplomat.
Regrettably, the packaging is not very
appealing: Finch has produced a dis-
sertation rather than a book. He goes
out of his way to show he knows the
tricks of the trade of a professional his-
torian, debating the dating and author-
ship of documents, and corroborating
details with collateral evidence. All
attention is so focused on the 1971 com-
pilation of documents that we see Min
Ynng-hwan clearly – albeit in a not very
lively fashion – but the historical back-
ground remains rather vague.

Only documents authored by Min
himself attract the author’s research
zeal. Once Min stops writing, Finch’s
interest peters out. When he turns to
the posthumous accounts in the com-
pilation, he is disinterested in showing
who wrote these documents, and offers
only a sketchy analysis of the texts. So,
do not expect a climax at the end. Min’s
suicide is treated as just another

episode of his life, seemingly unrelat-
ed, certainly unexplained. In fact, after
reading this biography, you are none
the wiser as to why someone like Min
Ynng-hwan eventually took his own life
in protest at the signing of the protec-
torate treaty. Despite having an emi-
nently political motivation, Min’s sui-
cide is not treated as an integral part of
this political biography.

Regardless of this unfortunate finale,
this book does serve an important pur-
pose in reminding us that we have been
too gullible in imposing our own polit-
ical preference for radical reform when
analysing pre-colonial Korean history.
Michael Finch has made a relevant con-
tribution to getting the historical bal-
ance more even. 

- Finch, Michael, Min Ynng-hwan. A Politi-

cal Biography, Honolulu: University of

Hawai’i Press (2003), pp. xii + 256, ISBN

0-8248-2520-9
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Min YNng-hwan: A Political Biography
Famous during his lifetime, Min Ynng-hwan (1861-1905) is most remembered in Korean
historiography for his death. A former diplomat, Min found it difficult to stomach the forced
handover of Korea’s foreign relations to Japan in 1905. Along with many other courtiers, he
tried in vain to put pressure on Emperor Kojong to take action against this unlawful
protectorate treaty, forced upon the Korean government by the Japanese envoy Itn
Hirobumi. Realizing the inappropriateness of sending memorials to the throne, Min opted
for more forceful action, and committed suicide in protest of the treaty. 
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1 On Yi Wan-yong, see Koen De Ceuster’s book review of Yun, Tnk-han, Yi Wan-

yong PyNngjNn. Aeguk kwa maegukNi tu Nlgul (‘A bibliography of Yi Wan-yong:

The two faces of patriotism and treachery’) Seoul: Chungsim (1999), in: The

Review of Korean Studies, 5:2 (December 2002), pp.334-340. 

2 The Tonghak rebellion was a formidable peasant uprising that threatened to

unseat the central government in Seoul. To quell the uprising, the Korean

court called in Chinese troops, which provoked a Japanese intervention,

resulting in a Japanese-inspired palace coup, and setting off the Sino-Japan-

ese war (1894-95). The exact dating of Min’s document is relevant in so far

as it explains Min’s changing attitudes towards the major regional powers.

Min Ynng-hwan in official Chosnn court attire. The photograph was taken in St. Petersburg during

Min’s mission to Russia in 1896. 
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By Clare  Anderson

Coolitude: An Anthology of the Indian Labour Diaspora aims
to conceptualize the nineteenth-century dissemination

of Indian labour in new and productive ways. Coolitude is a
politically and intellectually ambitious book, and those with
no knowledge of postcolonial theory will find it a challeng-
ing read, especially as there is no index to aid navigation of
its complex ideas. Paralleling the ideas of ‘Negritude’ and
Créolité pioneered by African and Caribbean intellectuals in
the 1950s and 1960s, this book deploys the concept of ‘cooli-
tude’ to describe and encapsulate the distinctive character-
istics of the streams of indentured Indian migrants that
shaped modern nations such as Mauritius, Trinidad, Guyana,
Fiji, and influenced others like Guadeloupe, Martinique, East
and South Africa. In doing so, it emphasizes their shared
history.

Marina Carter is perhaps the best-known historian of
indentured immigrants in Mauritius, and has long wrestled
with the epistemological problems of subaltern invisibility.
Khal Torabully, descendant of a Lascar community (of Indi-
an Ocean seafarers), is an acclaimed poet and film-maker
based in France. The result of their collaboration is a collec-
tion of many previously unpublished texts, poems, and
sketches that explore Indian plantation experiences and
deconstruct traditional depictions of indentured migrants
across the British Empire. 

Given its authorship, it is perhaps no surprise that Cooli-
tude is a fundamentally postmodern work. It combines
empirical research with artistic immersion into what Carter
and Torabully describe as ‘the world of the vanished coolie’.
The authors deconstruct representations of indentured
labourers, seeking to move beyond both contemporary
notions and historical reappraisals of their socio-econom-
ic ‘otherness’. Historical imaginings of the experiences of
indentured labourers are thus central to their efforts to rede-
fine and re-appropriate the ways in which indentured immi-

From Négritude to Coolitude
Define me pray:
What is a coolie?
One caught by his neck
And thrown over deck?
I am Lascar, Malabar,
Madras tamarind from the bazaar
Telegu to tell all to you...

Hill Coolies landing

at the Mauritius

Review >
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Speaking Peace
Women’s Voices from Kashmir

Kashmir has followed a model of ‘development’ that has bred a generation of children who
ask for AK 47 guns as birthday gifts. This is but the logical fall-out of the military presence
and a level of violence that has already claimed some 70,000 lives, left 4,000 missing and a
million displaced, and bequeathed a ‘widow population’ of more than 15,000. Speaking
Peace: Women’s Voices from Kashmir is a collection of essays depicting the world and the
lives of the women of Kashmir, torn apart by politics, militancy, and war-like violence. 

Review >
South Asia

pretations of a system that other historians have uncritically
presented as ‘a new system of slavery’. 

A new departure, particularly for Carter, is the exploration
of ‘indenture heritage’: the experiences of the descendants
of migrants and their feelings of social stigma. It is a pity that
this is not examined more in-depth; the authors could have
used the twentieth-century literary texts that they draw on
elsewhere, as well as the recent work of anthropologists and
others. Nevertheless, the interdisciplinary musings of Cooli-
tude will appeal to historians and literary theorists of the Indi-
an diaspora, as well as those interested in slavery and other
systems of unfree labour. <

- Carter, Marina and Khal Torabully, Coolitude: An Anthology of the

Indian Labour Diaspora, London: Anthem South Asian Studies

(2002), pp.243, ISBN 1-84331-006-6
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grants coped with life on the plantation and produced
meaningful forms of self and collective identity. Towards
these ends, the authors explore the distortions and silences
of the archives and early colonial literature, and assess the
work of contemporary writers like V.S. Naipaul and Salman
Rushdie.

In this imaginative redefinition of the experiences of inden-
tured labourers, the voyage across the sea (kala pani, or ‘black
water’) is given special significance. It is described as a deci-
sive experience that left an indelible stamp on the ‘landscape’
of coolitude, a place for the destruction and creation of iden-
tities. Moreover, the authors argue, this sea voyage encapsu-
lates the essence of all migratory journeys, and the struggles,
disappointments, and hopes of the coolie are those of uni-
versal human experience. In their evaluation of life on the
plantation, Carter and Torabully go on to untangle the ways
in which indentured migrants were ‘thrice victimized’: by
nineteenth-century contemporaries who described them as
pariahs among free men, by early literary accounts which
rendered them exotic, and by historians who recast them as
little more than slaves. By contrast, the authors explore ways
in which Indians attempted to resist conditions on the plan-
tation. These themes will be familiar to those who know the
authors’ earlier work, particularly Carter’s nuanced reinter-

By Bi swamoy Pat i

Lack of proper health care, educa-
tion, irrigation, and industry; the

legacy of Partition, human rights viola-
tions, displacement, and resurgent con-
flict, these are among the daunting
problems that plague the state of
Jammu and Kashmir, to which Urvashi
Butalia draws attention in her intro-
duction. The essays of this book illus-
trate the way violence has disrupted the
lives of common people and affected
women, irrespective of their religious
identities.

Pamela Bhagat’s essay focuses on
women’s health issues in the Kargil dis-
trict. For women who face under-nour-
ishment at home and have to depend
on women’s healthcare systems (in the
Kargil district hospital, without women
doctors until 1984), the dividing line
between life and death can be razor

thin. As stated by a female doctor, preg-
nancies are the most serious health
problem faced by women. The lack of
basic knowledge on natal/post-natal
care and family planning methods
leads to multiple pregnancies, misery,
and even death for a large number of
rural women. Sahba Husain’s chapter
complements Bhagat’s essay by focus-
ing on the way personal traumas have
impacted upon women. Interviewing
doctors and patients at two government
psychiatric hospitals in Srinagar, she
chronicles cases of depression, sleep
and anxiety disorders, and heart-relat-
ed problems. Despite the increase in
the number of patients from 1,700 in
1971 to 32,000 in 1999, the number of
psychiatrists in the hospital (five) has
remained the same. 

Neerja Mattoo’s chapter discusses the
women’s college (Government College)
set up in 1950. She examines the shift-

ing profile of the institution where she
studied and, later on, taught. The built-
in structure of discrimination ensured
that before 1950 even very talented
women were barred from higher edu-
cation. Mattoo recounts the sheer
vibrancy of the institution and how reli-
gion was absent from college life until
1990. After 1990, grenades, bombs,
and religious extremism/fundamen-
talism frightened away many female
students.

An extract from Krishna Mehta’s This
happened in Kashmir recounts the bru-
talities that visited Kashmir during the
1947 Partition. Shakti Bhan Khanna
and Kshama Kaul continue on this
theme, focusing on the ‘second parti-
tion’ of Kashmir that led Non-Muslims,
such as Kashmiri Pandits, to leave the
Valley. Woven around the authors’ per-
sonal experiences, these chapters focus
on forced displacement and the scars it

can leave on women. Their essays also
illustrate how little people learn from
the past. Sonia Jabbar’s chapter outlines
the massacre of Sikhs at Chittisingh-
pora, and the brutalities that so often
accompany the stigmatization of
‘otherness’. 

The chapter by Uma Chakravarty
raises vital issues related to human
rights violations and the way these
have devastated families and trauma-
tized those women who have survived.
These brutalities raise questions about
the identity of women, aspirations of
a people and the hopeless rot that can
set into any region where civil society
breaks down and military solutions
and crisis management techniques are
resorted to.

A report reproduced from the Indian
Express written by Muzamil Jaleel
recounts how the Bharatiya Janata Party
grabbed hold of the home of Krishna
Kotru, a Kashmiri Pandit, and convert-
ed it into its party headquarters after
she was forced to flee Srinagar. For two
years she petitioned government offi-
cials, including the Union Minister L.K.
Advani, but to no avail. The local party
leader, the Minister of Civil Aviation,

even told Krishna that were the
Bharatiya Janata Party to remove its
signboard from her house, it would
appear as if the party had vanished
from Kashmir. Such vignettes not only
illustrate little-known aspects of the
displacement of Kashmiri Pandits, but
also reveal the real face of political par-
ties that claim to represent ‘Indian
nationalism’ in Kashmir. Taken togeth-
er, the chapters of this socially engaged
book comprise a laudable effort to give
space to the voices of women, voices
that are normally difficult to ‘hear’ and
that are now further ‘veiled’ by the near
war-like situation. <

- Butalia, Urvashi (ed.), Speaking Peace:

Women’s Voices from Kashmir, London:

Zed Books (2003), pp. 314, ISBN 1-84277-

209-0
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By Vincent  Houben

The book’s unit of analysis encompasses a narrowed
‘Malay world’: South Thailand, Peninsular Malaysia,

Sumatra, Singapore, and Sarawak, home to numerous trib-
al groups ranging from established peasants to seafaring
nomads. The volume addresses recent theoretical issues –
internal differentiation, cultural contestation and negotia-

tion, alternative forms of modernity beyond assimilation –
and discusses them in their particular political contexts, be
it the premodern kerajaan or the present-day nation state.
The book consists of a 70-page theoretical introduction on
tribality in the Alam Melayu, and 18 case studies, derived
from contributions by experts from Asia, the United States,
and Europe to a conference held in Singapore in 1997. 

The state-of-the-art theoretical introduction by Geoffrey
Benjamin is among the best available. In a meticulously sys-
temic manner, it discusses the many implications of tribali-
ty, Malay-ness, and their inter-connections. ‘Tribal’ here is
intended as a non-discriminatory label to characterize a par-
ticular way of life and social organization. The term should
not be seen as an ethnic category but as a culturally mediat-
ed social strategy within the broader state-led ‘civilizing
process’. An example from Juli Edo’s contribution shows how
this state influence manifested itself when the Semai, upon
the Malay rulers’ request, adopted a more settled lifestyle at
the beginning of the twentieth century. 

But tribality is more than a social strategy. ‘Tribes’ have
become sub-nuclear societies in themselves, with lifestyles
distinct from the majority of peasants. The Malay world is
thus argued to be a singular place, where (re)tribalization

Tribal Communities in 
the Malay World
In all area studies, studies of communities that ill fit dominant organizational forms, such as national states or world regions,
have increased in importance. Research on minority groups in Southeast Asia has also blossomed in the past decade, producing
a new field of cross-border, ethno-historical studies. Very few books, however, have tried to explain the development of tribal
communities from a multidisciplinary, intra-regional comparative perspective. This volume, edited by Geoffrey Benjamin and
Cynthia Chou, is therefore highly recommended.

Review >
Southeast Asia

develops within a shared cultural and linguistic matrix. In
this manner the Malay world has moved from a structuralist
ethnological to a ‘sociological’ field of study, representing a
‘Malayic societal pattern’ (p.39). This social pattern has dis-
tinctive features, such as the combination of swidden farm-
ing, intensified gathering together with a sexual division of
labour, and a large degree of complementarity between trib-
al communities and adjacent non-tribal peoples. 

Apart from drawing readers’ attention to commonalities
and differences within the Malay tribal world, the many case
studies resist easy summarization. It is clear that tribal peo-
ple everywhere face pressure from the effects of globaliza-
tion. It is also clear that such pressures have long been in
existence. Ethnic and cultural complexity marks the locali-
ties where tribal people live and this has generated layered
webs of names, symbols, and meanings. Oral histories con-
tribute to the forging of collective yet separate identities.
Complex identities are, in turn, subjected to the prejudice of
state representatives and the conviction that tribal people
need to be ‘modernized’. 

The minorities described in the chapters of this book all
have unique features and live in particular environments,
both of which are subject to change. Although many detailed
insights are offered, the question remains what makes these
tribal groups part of the Malay world other than being in prox-
imity, or being complementary, to it. <

- Benjamin, Geoffrey and Cynthia Chou (eds), Tribal Communities

in the Malay World. Historical, Cultural and Social Perspectives, Sin-

gapore/Leiden: ISEAS and IIAS (2002), pp. x + 489, ISBN 981-230-

167-4

Professor Vincent Houben is professor of Southeast Asian History
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include the representation of Melayu and its political realization

since 1900, and the history of Vietnam as reflected in the archives

of the former German Democratic Republic (GDR). He is also work-

ing on the Southeast Asia volume for the new Fischer World Histo-
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A group of Semalai women at Tasik Bera (Pahang, Malaysia).

Boats of Semelai at

Tasik Bera
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By Lokman TSUI

Looking back now, it is almost incon-
ceivable how many transformations

the Chinese media have undergone in
the past ten years. The rise of cable and
satellite television, the advent of the
internet, and continuing marketization
of the media are just a few of the mon-
umental changes in the media land-
scape. Chinese Media, Global Contexts
provides us with an excellent insight
into the current situation, namely how
the media affect China on different lev-
els. The book covers a broad spectrum
of articles, ranging from Greater
China’s pop culture to the media’s reac-
tion to landmark events such as entry
to the WTO and the 2008 Olympics in
Beijing. Two questions dominate the
book. Firstly, how do current develop-
ments, of which globalization is the

most crucial one, shape the media in
China? Secondly, how do the media, as
interpreters of truth, deal with these
changes and relay them to the public? 

China’s increasing participation in the
globalization process leads to a higher
level of nationalism. Playing out this
nationalism has a double-edged charac-
ter for the Party-State. After the demise
of communism as the state ideology,
state-sponsored nationalism has
become the most convenient way of glu-
ing modern-day China’s ‘conflicting
regimes of truth’ together (p.2). At the
same time, the outbursts of nationalist
outrage displayed during international
crises, such as the 1999 bombing of the
Chinese embassy in Belgrade or the EP-
3 spy plane incident of 2001, had to be
restrained in order not to cause an inter-
national political embarrassment. The
huge impact these events had is shown

by Rosen (pp.109-110), who argues that
‘the attack on the Belgrade Embassy is
likely to remain the key image of Amer-
ican foreign policy intentions for young
Chinese’. The explosive character of
nationalism, as Lee shows us (p.2), is
founded on xenophobia (anti-Ameri-
canism) on the one hand and narcissism
on the other. This narcissism is born of
a feeling of indignity about China’s cur-
rent position in the wings of the global
stage, where it is waiting to be accepted
and to claim its rightful place. The
media play a crucial role in this process.
They continue to selectively construct an
image and portray landmark events,
such as the entry to the WTO and the
2008 Olympics, as glorious national
achievements, while at the same time
downplaying or even ignoring possible
negative social side effects. In this sense,
the media function as a mirror which

By Eve lyne  Mico l l i e r  

Appetites: Food and Sex in Post-Socialist China blurs the
boundaries between many sources: popular fiction, tel-

evision broadcasts, movies, popular health manuals, sex sur-
vey reports, classical erotic novels, advertisements, and obser-
vations of medical practices and daily life in urban China. All
can be used, the author claims, as ethnographic text (p.5). For
China specialists and medical anthropologists, Farquhar’s
cultural studies approach is theoretically and methodologi-
cally very interesting.

Farquhar’s ‘creative’ methodology utilizes tools from var-
ious disciplines: postmodern rhetorical and narrative tools
from literary criticism and critical anthropology, alongside
more conventional fieldwork ethnography making use of Chi-
nese textual materials. Her extensive field studies in China
have already resulted in, among other works, a reference book
on medical knowledge in the context of Chinese culture
(1994); her ethnographic experience and anthropological
knowledge of medicine now appear as ‘red threads’ inform-
ing her textual analysis. 

Appetites is divided into two parts. Part one includes three
chapters on food: ‘Medicinal Meals’, ‘A Feast for the Mind’,
which is an analysis of Lu’s novel The Gourmet, and ‘Excess
and Deficiency’, Mo Yan’s contribution on food and history.
Part two is composed of three chapters discussing sex: ‘Writ-
ing the Self: The Romance of the Personal’, ‘Sexual Science:
The Representation of Behaviour’, and ‘Ars Erotica’. These
chapters include discussions of Zhang’s famous novel Love
Must Not Be Forgotten and Zhou’s film Ermo.1

According to Farquhar, the all-pervading nationalism of
the reform period insured continuity from Maoist state-pro-
moted culture to contemporary popular culture: ‘One of the
principal arguments of this book is that everyday life in
reform China is still inhabited by the nation’s Maoist past’
(p.10). Economic reforms do not necessarily imply changes
in the manner the state instrumentalizes science and the
authority of experts. Farquhar uses the example of a research
survey on sexual behaviour and sex education pedagogy
(chapter 5) to highlight that, as in the past, and within the
broader context a ‘civilizing project of national moderniza-
tion and bourgeois normalization’ (p.219), the authority of
science is used to legitimize a state project.

Appetites: Food and Sex in Post-Socialist China 
Starting in the 1980s, socio-economic changes in China induced an ideological shift from Maoist Puritanism to
market-oriented individualism. The originality of Appetites lies in Farquhar’s theoretical and epistemological
approach to her subject: the politics of food and sex, bodies and medicine, desire and pleasure in a
modernizing and globalizing China. Accessible to non-specialists, the book offers a rich overview of post-
Socialist Chinese popular culture as presented in various media. 

In a number of less convincing examples, Farquhar tends
to overestimate the impact of the ‘nationalistic trend’ and
‘national character’ within narratives of Chinese modernity.
What, for instance, do bedchamber arts texts such as
Rouputuan (Qing period) or the classical meanings of xing
(sex) found in the Huainanzi (second century BCE) tell us
about sexuality in China today (chapter 6)? Arguing that
research methods show strong biases, and that an ethnog-
raphy of sexuality is almost impossible to conduct, Farquhar
draws the attention of readers to the ‘official’ sex of the fore-
mentioned state ordered sociological survey, and its so-called
‘scientific’ methods embedded in naturalized and normal-
ized representations of sexuality.

Although the author sometimes focuses too much on the
discontinuities of ‘discourses and embodied practices’,
Appetites, with its innovative approach, addresses a large read-
ership and stands as a valuable work for specialists and non-
specialists alike. <

- Farquhar, Judith, Appetites: Food and Sex in Post-Socialist China,

Durham and London: Duke University Press (2002), pp. 341, ISBN

0-8223-2921-2 (paperback)
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Chinese Media, Global Contexts
Few books discuss such a fast-changing phenomenon as China’s media landscape in such
an observant and up-to-date a way as Chinese Media, Global Contexts does. Continuing the
line of Chin-Chuan Lee’s trilogy, it covers a wide range of topics on the development of
Chinese media in the light of globalization.1

Review >
China
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1 Film director ZHOU Xiaowen, novelist MO Yan, writer

ZHANG Jie, and novelist LU Wenfu are among Far-

quhar’s best-known ‘ethnographic partners’ (p.18).

Their works are available to Western readers in English

translation.

JI Wenyu, Learning Fashion, Making Beautiful, Oil on Canvas, 114x164 cm, 2003

Notes >

C
o

u
rt

es
y 

o
f 

th
e 

ar
ti

st
 a

n
d

 S
h

an
g

h
A

R
T,

 S
h

an
g

h
ai

>

[ a d v e r t i s e m e n t ]

The Sciences Po Asia Chair
Visiting Professorships

Since its foundation in 1872 the Institut d’Etudes Politiques de Paris
(Sciences Po) has established itself as one of the foremost universities in
the social sciences in Europe.  As part of its ongoing commitment to
advancing scholarship concerning the study of Asia, within the
international context, Sciences Po inaugurated a Visiting Professorship
programme in Asian Studies (la Chaire Asie) in 2003.

This Chair is designed for specialists on Asia within the disciplines of
political science, economics, international relations, sociology, political
anthropology or contemporary history.

Applicants must either be of non-French nationality, or French nationals
resident overseas. They can apply for a Visiting Professorship of between
two and six months by proposing a course designed for the doctoral
students within the Asia Programme of the Doctoral School. Teaching can
be in either English or in French and the total course load should not
exceed 20 hours. The salary range determined by the French Ministry of
Education is between C3,100 and C4,300 per month depending on status.
Assistance will be provided in obtaining accommodation. 

A Selection Committee will meet at the end of April 2004. Those
applicants selected can teach within the academic year, ie. from mid-
October 2004 up until May 2005.

The selection procedure involves the following steps.

1. 2nd April 2004, deadline for receiving applications to be sent to Prof.
Jean-Marie Bouissou and Prof. Christophe Jaffrelot (directors of the
Asia programme) CERI, 56, rue Jacob, 75006 Paris

Applications must include a complete curriculum vitae and a teaching
proposal.These application files should be sent par email to:
bouissou@ceri-sciences-po.org and jaffrelot@ceri-sciences-po.org

2. 30th April 2004. Meeting of the Selection committee whose decision
will be presented for the approval of the Academic Board.

The administration of the Sciences Po Asia Chair is in the hands of the
Asia-Europe Centre. Those applicants selected by the Academic Board
should contact its director, Dr David Camroux, Asia-Europe Centre/CERI,
56, rue Jacob 75006 Paris (david.camroux@sciences-po.fr)
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can be tweaked as much as is deemed
necessary, so as to construct an image of
China exactly as they see fit. Chang
(pp.132-136) shows us that this is not an
exclusive trait of Chinese media, as it
equally pertains to US media during the
coverage of presidential summits of
1997 and 1998.

The nature of the topic calls for a
multidisciplinary approach as indeed is
presented in the book. The articles are
founded on insightful research and set
within solid theoretical and conceptual
frameworks. The exceptional collection
of articles is written by a team of well-
respected authors. It is slightly unfor-
tunate, however, that in this collection
of authors, whom are either US or
Hong Kong based, no European schol-
ar has been included, which would have
further strengthened the balance of this
book. The second suggestion is that,
while the main scope of the book is the
impact of globalization on media in
China, it would have been interesting
to analyse the other, even less
researched, side of the two-way inter-

action of globalization: the impact
China is making on the world and its
media. For example, further to exam-
ining how the internet impacts on
China, might it not be interesting to
look into the ways in which the devel-
opment of the internet in China
impacts the internet worldwide? A first
sign of things to come can be seen in
the problems arising due to China’s
developing its own standards, which
clash with international ones.2

Despite these minor suggestions,
Chinese Media, Global Contexts further
cements the outstanding reputation of
the collection of books edited by Lee.
Chinese Media, Global Contexts is a cru-

cial work for anyone interested in the
development of contemporary media in
China. <

– Lee, Chin-Chuan (ed.), Chinese Media,

Global Contexts, London: RoutledgeCur-

zon (2003), pp. 275, ISBN 0-415-30334-6
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An Anthology of Mongolian Literature
In An Anthology of Mongolian Literature, C.R. Bawden presents a rich and diverse collection of Mongolian literary genres, from
translations of historic manuscript to modern poetry. Presenting a historical study of Mongolian literature, this anthology offers a
beautifully translated, valuable selection of Mongolian poetry and narratives.

Review >
Central Asia

By Matthea  van Staden

Bawden, Emeritus Professor of Mongolian at the Uni-
versity of London, was the first to chronicle Mongolian

history from the early Manchu period to modern times.
Although first published in 1968, his Modern History of Mon-
golia is probably still the text most relied upon in Mongolian

Studies. In his present Anthology, Bawden, having since con-
tributed a massive oeuvre to the field, explores the definition
and boundaries of literature. The prayers and rituals,
shamanistic incantations, and ceremonial verse included in
the Anthology are presented as specific genres, divided into
myths, historical narratives, legends, epics, didactic litera-
ture, and the works of several authors known by name. The
comparison of these various genres, according to their spe-
cific use and purposes and its related rhyme structure and
content, is a valuable way of learning to appreciate the inten-
tion of the chosen piece. Likewise, Bawden successfully
demonstrates how each text can tell us about the time in
which it was created, and in which ways it is bestowed with
evidence of contemporary historical circumstances. This can
be gleaned from use of rhyme, structure, the choice of words
and images, and historical backdrop. The book also empha-
sizes the strong connection of modern Mongolian literature
with much older genres. The extensive variation of genres is
put into context alongside a fixed chronology, which is dic-
tated by an estimate of when the original versions of the trans-
lated manuscripts first appeared and covers literature from
the early thirteenth century to the twentieth century. Each
story or excerpt of poetry poses its own questions and express-
es its own puzzlement and joy. 

My sons, you are birds of prey striking at a cliff

You are like black dogs biting your own placenta

You are like grey wolves plunging into rainy day

You are like camel-stallions biting the narrow-bones of

their own foals,

You are like dogs attacking the darkness

You are like tigers unable to seize anything

What have I made of my sons

(From ‘The Secret History’)

Manuscripts dating from some three centuries later have
a more magical style, introducing mythical figures and super-
natural interventions. They represent a new phase of histor-
ical writing and are, in the words of the historian Bawden,
more attributable to folklore than history:

The holy lord said: ‘Tell me about the transformations of

your Khagan. Tell me the truth of it.’ The boar said: ‘In

the morning he turns into a poisonous, crawling yellow

snake, and in that form he cannot be caught. At noon he

turns into a tiger with dark-brown stripes, and he cannot

be caught. In the evening and at night he turns into a

beautiful yellow boy and plays with the queen. In that

form he can be caught.’

(From ‘The Precious Summary’) 

Finally, the anthology contains examples of Indian and
Buddhist influences on Mongolian literature, and nineteenth-
century Mongol attempts to imitate the Chinese classical nov-
els of the Qing dynasty. In these novels the Mongol language
is lifted to another level of sophistication and is far-removed
from the traditional epic style.

Qin Mo asked him: ‘What did you see of interest on your

journey?’ Pu yu said: ‘There was one strange spectacle I

observed, which was quite unusual as far as we are con-

cerned.’ Realizing that he was being serious they asked

him: ‘What was the strange spectacle? We want to hear

about it.’ Pu Yu said: ‘That strange spectacle was some-

thing out of the ordinary run of things. People used to

say: “A gentleman on the roof-beam”. This has become:

“Scholars in the gap”. Shi Qing did not understand what

he meant and kept asking him about it. Pu Yu told how

they encountered the robbers at the village of Jiu Lian

Shan, which made their hair stand on end.

(From: Injanashi, 1837-1892)

Facts and myths
Despite the breadth of the anthology, Bawden generally

refrains from extensively commenting on the texts or their
translations and does not overanalyse any particular meaning
conveyed by them. He restricts himself to providing a histor-
ical context, introducing specific genres in the introduction,
in the short interludes between each translation and, occa-
sionally, in a note attached to the translation itself. All in all,
the collection has an unpretentious, open presentation, to be
explored at will, without the distractions that endless com-
mentary sometimes causes. The drawback is that while the
stories and verses are expected to speak for themselves, at
times they do not. Thus the literature presented is not always
intelligible. To fully grasp the meaning and purpose of what
we read is, despite the beauty of the words, sometimes a haz-
ardous undertaking, which calls for some guidance.

The lack of such guidance is all the more surprising in view
of the fact that Bawden gives the impression to have com-
piled this anthology for a general audience. While providing
some general introduction to contemporary Mongolian daily
life, he refrains from answering more demanding questions.
How, for example, are we to value the mythical, magical, and
even spiritual thinking displayed in the literature? Reading
the texts with a modern mindset, used to dividing the mate-
rial world from the immaterial (or supernatural), and accus-
tomed to the symbolism of Western psychology, our inter-
pretations and imaginative reactions may be misleading.
Apart from probing some historical, characteristic cultural
influences, Bawden does not compare the modes of think-
ing represented by the literature, a comparison which is nec-
essary for the reader to be able to judge the literature on its
own merits and in the context of its original intentions. The
author is apparently more concerned with judging the liter-
ature in a historical perspective. He generally separates real-
ity (that is, historical facts) from the imagination, and only
questions what the texts tell us about the Mongols’ view of
themselves and their past. In itself, Bawden’s fascination cer-
tainly inspires intriguing questions and captures the read-
er’s interest in what he or she has just read. However, it also
leaves the reader with a bundle of facts and a bundle of myths
and magic, without understanding the magic of the litera-
ture as a whole or the relationship between facts and myths.
His methods of categorization reflects, above all, the Euro-
pean tendency to separate religion from science, the materi-
al from the immaterial world. 

Bearing in mind these restrictions, and the fact that many
answers to questions concerning mythical, magical, and spir-
itual experiences remain unanswered, the anthology can be
appreciated as more than simply literature, rather as a source
for further cultural and historical analyses. This book ought
to be kept safe for continuous delight and renewed explo-
ration. <

- Bawden C.R, An Anthology of Mongolian Literature, London and

New York: Kegan Paul (2003), pp.816, ISBN 0-7103-0654-7
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1 The book under review forms a series with Voices of China: The Interplay of Politics and Journalism,

New York: Guilford Press (1990); China’s Media, Media’s China, Boulder (CO): Westview Press

(1994); and Power, Money, and Media: Communication Patterns and Bureaucratic Control in Cultural

China, Evanston (IL): Northwestern University Press (2000), all edited by Chin-Chuan Lee.

2 Lohr, Steve, ‘China Poses Trade Worry as it gains in Technology’, New York Times, 13 January 2004.

www.nytimes.com/2004/01/13/technology/13china.html
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t�e Cedar tree�
�

The cedar tree with its nuts

Enhances sun and moon

Good behaviour, and honest mind

Enhances one’s own self.

That young, lovely creature

Enhances my own heart

The tree with all its leaves

Enhances sun and moon

If one studies when young, 

It enhances one’s own self.

That young, happy creature

Enhances my own heart

Within my hopeful body

From ‘Traditional Verse’
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> Asian Art & Cultures

[ a d v e r t i s e m e n t ]

What are we to make of a traditionally shaped Chinese porcelain vase, of no obvious practical function, with a
skilfully painted polychrome scene of a rosy-cheeked young soldier of the People’s Liberation Army threading a
needle for a peasant granny? Or a finely modelled biscuit porcelain statuette of an avuncular Lenin handing
over power to an upstanding young Stalin? Devotees of revolutionary kitsch should not miss a small exhibition
at the Royal Scottish Museum in Edinburgh of arts and crafts from China, dating from the early years of
Liberation post–1949 to the death of Mao and the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976, and containing some
remarkable, indeed unique, pieces.

Asian Art >
China

By A l i son  Hardie

The title of the exhibition, ‘Mao: Art for the Masses’, is par-
tially misleading as to its content. This is really two exhi-

bitions in one. The first being that of genuinely ‘mass’ visu-
al culture – the propaganda posters and Mao badges which
were produced in their millions, and slightly less mass-pro-
duced objects, such as a mould-cast porcelain lampstand in
the form of a scene from the ballet The Red Detachment of

Women. The second exhibition is that of one-off or limited-
edition pieces in which the finest traditional craftsmanship
has been used to portray ostensibly revolutionary subject mat-
ter. There are some true laugh-aloud moments, when one
spots the portrait of model soldier LEI Feng engraved on a
beautifully shaped solid turquoise snuffbottle – what was the
point of that? – or the frieze of communist hammers and
sickles replacing the usual lotuses on the lip of a porcelain
vase. This vase, dated 1968, is a fascinating piece, bearing a
large underglaze blue portrait head of the Chairman in a
nimbus of rays. According to the catalogue, it is the only
known image of Mao in underglaze blue; the technique is
subject to a high risk of kiln failure, and a failed representa-
tion of the Chairman would have drawn down the wrath of
the Party on the craftsmen responsible. Many a brow must
have been mopped, and not just from the heat of the kiln,
when the successfully fired vase was revealed.

Pieces such as this, or the exquisitely detailed ivory carv-
ings of bumper harvests and happy minority peoples, were
certainly never produced for the masses – nor was the spec-
tacularly colourful and detailed lacquer plaque, inlaid with
mother of pearl, depicting the opening of the Yangtze River
Bridge at Nanjing in 1969. This is estimated to have required
6,000 man-hours to produce; it was intended as an official
gift from General XU Shiyou to Commander-in-Chief LIN
Biao, but by the time those 6,000 man-hours were up, Lin
Biao had crossed his last bridge. The embarrassing gift was
never claimed by the donor, and remained with the No. 1 State
Lacquer Factory in Yangzhou until it was purchased in 1997
by the collector Peter Wain. The entire exhibition in fact
comes from the collection of Peter and Susan Wain, and Peter
Wain also wrote the catalogue essay. The catalogue, in the
form of a ‘little red book’, illustrates all the three-dimensional
pieces in the exhibition, though only a couple of the propa-
ganda posters. 

Overall the interpretation is disappointing, particularly so
in the case of the posters, whose contents and iconography
are not explained beyond a literal translation of their titles or
slogans. The exhibition captions, and the catalogue itself, are
vague on the purpose of most of the items, except to note that

such objects were often produced as diplomatic gifts – this
was probably the intended future of the Lenin and Stalin stat-
uette – or for sale to the overseas Chinese market. Given the
almost heroic lack of functionality displayed by many of the
pieces, this vagueness is understandable, but in the absence
of information on what the objects were actually for, more
information on where and how they were acquired by the col-
lectors would have been very interesting. 

For the non-specialist audience at whom this exhibition is
evidently aimed, more detailed analysis of how the revolu-
tionary subject matter relates to traditional iconography
might have been helpful. One of the striking lessons of the
exhibition is just how conservative ‘revolutionary’ art can be.
In many cases there has been a change of surface decoration
without any change in fundamental form – as with the Lei
Feng snuffbottle, or the Mao portrait vase. At least the ‘Red

Detachment of Women’ lampstand, whatever its aesthetic
shortcomings, is not a form which could equally well have
been produced in the mid-Qing dynasty. 

It would also have been useful to have had more back-
ground information on how decisions were made in the offi-
cial workshops about the form, subject matter, and design of
decorative objects, though there is some attempt in the intro-
duction to put handicraft production into its social context.
Did the craftsmen simply carry out instructions, or did they
have an input into the design? Was their role within the work-
shops different from what it had been before 1949, or was it
much the same? How did it change after the start of the Cul-
tural Revolution? One of the subtexts of the exhibition seems
to be the role played by individual craftsmen in the preser-
vation of traditional techniques and skills through some of
the most destructive years of the People’s Republic. The
efforts made to preserve China’s heritage are explicitly illus-
trated here by a porcelain commemorative plaque dated 1924,
finely painted with a traditional landscape scene; wherever
it was in 1966 at the start of the Cultural Revolution, its cus-
todian at the time had the brainwave of turning it round and
inscribing revolutionary slogans – Sweep away the Four Olds!
– on the reverse, thus saving it from destruction. It is good
to think that the creator of the Lei Feng turquoise snuffbot-
tle, or of the glass snuffbottle interior-painted with the Fool-
ish Old Man Moving the Mountains, may have had a similar
conscious intention to do their bit to keep alive the national
heritage of traditional crafts through the darkest days of offi-
cially sponsored vandalism. <

Dr Alison Hardie is a lecturer in Chinese at the University of New-

castle upon Tyne. She holds a doctorate in art history from the Uni-

versity of Sussex and writes on traditional and contemporary Chi-

nese visual arts, particularly the history of Chinese garden design. 

A.M.Hardie@newcastle.ac.uk

Mao's little red book, an internationally recognised symbol of the

Cultural Revolution. Five billion copies were distributed at home and

abroad, and it was translated into over fifty of the world's languages.

Many different versions were published. This 182-page book contains

Chairman Mao's 'new instructions' issued between December 1965 and

January 1968.
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Large porcelain vase with image of Chairman

Mao, dated 1968 (height 65.5cm). On this vase,

Mao's image is painted in under-glaze blue, a

high-risk process that often resulted in kiln fail-

ure. In decorating the vase this way the maker

took an even greater risk of being declared a

counter-revolutionary had Mao's image been

marred in any way.

Peasant Girl, Sculpture, porcelain, 1960.

Prior to the Cultural Revolution, New

China valued images of youth, health, and

materialism. The technical mastery of the

artist Zeng Shandong can be seen in the

girl's headscarf which is made from real

lace dipped in glaze. The lace has burned

away during firing to leave only the glaze

residue.
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> Asian Art & Cultures

By Namiko  Kunimoto

The written warning, the accompa-
nying context show, and extensive

textual information from the artist sug-
gested there was a need to account for
the sometimes harsh and provocative
photographs. A large amount of wall
space was devoted to an introductory
preface written by the artist. Rather than
articulate his motivation, Louie’s essay
seemed to justify and defend his art. As
if to excuse himself, or to emphasize
that he was not seeking gratification of
a sexual nature, the artist states in his
exhibit and in the catalogue Orientalia
that he is a family man. We are told by
the museum that the artist is of Chinese
descent, as though this equation makes
the issues of an American male photo-
graphing Asian women less relevant.
Louie claims in both the exhibition text
and the catalogue that his art is in keep-
ing with the tradition of depicting the
female nude. The question of why the
artist felt compelled to venerate this tra-
dition was not addressed. Louie chose
images from the museums collection
whose subject matter dealt with the
nude female body, including The
Desmoiselles D’Avignon by Picasso,

Manet’s Olympia, and a piece from
Willem de Kooning’s Woman series.
Postmodern, self-reflexive artists such
as Cindy Sherman, and more frighten-
ing forays into the psyche by Hans
Bellmer, were also on exhibit. Unfortu-
nately, a lack of creative and thematic
unity between the pieces superseded
their relevance as a whole. Consequent-
ly, this discordant compilation simply
showed that psychological, sexual, and
moral battles for power have been waged
across women’s bodies for a long time. 

Moreover, Louie’s photographs are
inconsistent with themes raised in the
context show. Paintings like Les Desmoi-
selles D’Avignon reveal the potential dis-
tortion in the viewer’s reality, exposing
the strong currents of emotion that
emerge in the sexual encounter. De
Kooning’s Woman paintings are simi-
larly evocative through the deformation
of figural form, and they seem to
express the surreal experience at play
between sublimation and gratification.
In these works, the distorted images of
woman reveal more about the subjec-
tivity of the artist than that of the female
subjects. While Picasso and De Koon-
ing use the visual form of the female
body to express an emotional state,

Louie, in contrast, writes that his aim
was to ‘get at the truth of [the sex work-
er’s] reality and experience.’1 Is there
one singular, true experience for sex
workers in Asia? How could thousands
of women of different ages, classes, and
cultures who live in different countries,
share such a ‘true reality’; and, even
imagining for a moment that they
could, how is it that the photographs of
one man could reveal it all to us? How

Sex Workers in Asia
Last autumn, a titillating and controversial show opened at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art: The Photographs of Reagan
Louie, billed as ‘an artist’s candid and complex study of the contemporary Asian sex industry’. The exhibit of large, bright, full-
colour, close-up shots of female sex workers staring vacantly, preening, and plying their trade was accompanied by a context show
of 50 paintings and photographs by other artists that had been selected by Louie from the museum’s permanent collection.
Posted at the entrance of Louie’s exhibit was a warning about the explicit sexual nature of the content. The warning set up an
expectation for a shocking and graphic display, and that expectation was fulfilled.

Asian Art >
General

does an image of a nude woman’s back-
side, bent over a male figure in a bath-
tub, even begin to raise the issues of
‘real’ identity and sexual politics that
Louie claims to invoke?

Photography, since its inception, has
attempted to capture and define the
meaning of reality. But meaning has
proved too slippery for film, and we find
that we cannot approach anything but
our own subjective responses through

the lens of the camera. Louie’s images
stir us: the overwhelming skin and
detail in the gallery space is erotic and
discomforting. The range of expres-
sions on the faces of the women, silent
and staring, sleek and sexy, scared and
pitiful, may move us, perhaps arouse
us. At their best, Louie’s photographs
stir uneasy feelings about sexuality and
power, and at other times, they simply
recreate the glare and pulse of any red-
light district. Revealing and even inti-
mate as the photographs seem, the
tempting urge to believe that we know
these women, that they might ‘step out
of expectations and present themselves
as people’ as Louie suggests, is an ide-
alized and problematic urge. It insists
on a dichotomy between prostitute and
person, and assumes that the lens of
the camera can provide the key to the
truth. Photographs of Reagan Louie: Sex
Work in Asia is not about the role of the
female body in an artistic ‘tradition’,
nor is it about the exploitation of sex
workers. In the end, it is about sex and
not much else. <

Namiko Kunimoto MA is a graduate stu-

dent in the department of Art History at the

University of California, Berkeley. She com-

pleted an MA at the University of British

Columbia, focusing on photography during

the Japanese-Canadian interment of the

Second World War, and will be working on

photography in Japan for her dissertation.

Namiko_kunimoto@hotmail.com

1 Louie, Reagan, Orientalia: Sex in

Asia, New York: Powerhouse

Books (2003), p.183.
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The Photographs of Reagan Louie: Sex Work in Asia

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 4 September 2003 – 7 December 2003

www.sfmoma.org
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> ASEMUS
The Chester Beatty Library

Asia in Ireland
Asian Art >
General

Growing up in New York, Chester Beatty began by collecting stamps and minerals. Over the course of his life,
and as he travelled the world, the collection expanded. He developed an interest in Arabic manuscripts and
collected outstanding biblical papyri of vital importance for the early history of Christianity. A journey to Asia
in 1917 added Japanese and Chinese painting to his interests. Beatty built up a magnificent collection,
including important Persian, Turkish, Armenian, and Western European items and high quality Burmese, Thai,
and Nepalese manuscripts. When, in 1949, he moved from London, where he had spent most of his life, to
Ireland, he brought his amazing collection along. Upon his death in 1968, the collection was bequeathed to a
trust for the benefit of the public. It is now funded by the Irish government and is one of the country’s national
cultural institutions.

By Michae l  Ryan

The context into which Beatty moved his collection is an
interesting one. Following a century or so of population

decline and economic stagnation, Ireland had become a net
exporter of people. The Irish diaspora (including some of
Beatty’s ancestors) had spread large communities of people
of Irish descent throughout the world, a trend which only
began to be reversed in the 1980s. While many individuals
living in Ireland may have had extensive experience of the
wider world, at home cultural preoccupations concerned the
identity of the newly independent state.* The principal cul-
tural issue revolved around the status of the indigenous Irish
language (Gaelic) and as a result, in museums, Irish collec-
tions were stressed at the expense of those from elsewhere.
For a long time, the Asian collections of Ireland’s National
Museum were only intermittently on exhibition, and some
of them were until recently entirely unavailable to the pub-
lic. In Irish universities, the study of Asian languages (other
than Sanskrit) only began in the 1980s, largely at first as a
module in business degree courses, while at about the same
time Japanese appeared on the curriculum of selected sec-
ondary schools (high school/gymnasium equivalents). 

Apart from the reaction of a discerning few, the reception
of Asian art was disappointing. Indeed, Beatty’s first exhibi-
tion in Dublin, of ukiyo-e, was dismissed in a national news-
paper as being of little interest. Fortunately some enlight-
ened people ensured that the appropriate legal conditions
were put into place for the Library’s continuance as a public
institution, despite the small numbers of visitors. In 1999
the Library, in close cooperation with the relevant govern-
ment departments, moved to an eighteenth-century build-
ing with a modern extension at Dublin Castle, which was
more welcoming to the public and better equipped to pre-
serve and present the collections. 

A changing society
At this time, Ireland was changing; the economy began to

grow rapidly and the demographic profile of the country, and
of the city of Dublin especially, began to change sharply. In
the early 1990s, there was a large influx of people from West-
ern Europe, followed shortly by many from Eastern Europe.
Then, in the last seven or eight years, African communities
began to establish themselves and small groups of Asian
émigrés began to expand. The most rapid growth has been
in the Chinese population; the city of Dublin now has about
50,000 Chinese residents, of whom approximately half are
students. The change in religious affiliation has also been
marked. Ireland was, and in some ways still is, an over-
whelmingly Roman Catholic country with a relatively small

representation of other Christian churches. A variety of faiths
now have a vibrant presence: the Muslim community in
Dublin (mostly from the Indian subcontinent and Southeast
Asia) is second only to Catholicism in observant member-
ship in the capital, and Buddhist, Hindu, Ba’hai, and other
belief systems are growing in support. The relevance of the
Chester Beatty collection suddenly became obvious. 

A changing institution
In the first year of operations at its new home visitor num-

bers increased tremendously, and they have risen each year
since. The Library assumes the role of a portal through which
the local population, especially Asian communities, can
access cultural experiences. The Library is seen as a valuable
contributor to intercultural understanding, which takes place
primarily in the traditional manner of exhibitions, publica-
tions, and lectures. However, the small Education Depart-
ment has found partnering of schools especially fruitful: a
three-year scheme to twin the Muslim National (primary

level) School with inner-city equivalents has been a success.
It has led to exhibitions curated by the children displaying
their artwork in response to the collections and a series of
storytelling sessions using the Silk Road as a linking theme,
and the teachers and staff of the Library have seen a steady
rise in confidence on the part of the children both in their
work and their interactions with one another. There have
been valuable children’s cultural festivals and Irish, Japan-
ese, and Chinese volunteer presenters have reached a wide
audience. Traditional schools’ visits now occupy a significant
part of total visitor numbers, and secondary-school students
in particular benefit from these. And there is a series of fam-
ily days where parents and children attend workshops at
which, for example, they learn about the tea ceremony, origa-
mi, calligraphy, Bedouin life, and so on.

The Library has been very active in promoting a widening
of the curricula for schools in art history; students must now
study at least one module of non-European art, religious edu-
cation, history, and geography, and a broad, less Ireland- or
Eurocentric view of the world is actively supported. We were
especially pleased to see that the Library itself was the sub-
ject of questions in the art history examination of the final
state examination. It is perhaps too early to measure accu-
rately what effect the new Chester Beatty Library is having
on contemporary Irish society, but on the whole it appears to
be a beneficial one.

Has it all been plain sailing? The answer is, of course, no.
Chester Beatty collected very little Judaica and the Library’s
exhibitions, which do not claim to be encyclopaedic, reflect
this. Nevertheless, we have been heavily criticized for this
imbalance and even in a couple of cases been accused of
extreme anti-Semitism. The charge is unfair, but we are
actively seeking partnerships so that we can increase the pres-
ence of the Jewish religion in our Sacred Traditions display.

Likewise, some members of the Muslim community have
objected to certain images (of Persian and Turkish origin)
being displayed, while other Muslim visitors have com-
mented favourably on the fairness and balance of our Islam-
ic displays. Clearly, the road to understanding and respect is
a winding one, and we have much to learn. <
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* A dominion of the British Commonwealth until 1921, Ireland was an inde-

pendent republic by 1949.
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gramme for schools,

sponsored by the
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Foundations, 2002
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Voices from Tundra and Taiga 

Vitality and Education
Report >
North East Asia

In the Evenki village of Bakaldyn, some 60 kilometres from Yakutsk, a dancing and healing ritual is taking
place. Holding twigs with dry leaves glowing at the edges, diseases and evil thoughts are exorcized and, thus
healed, the village can be entered. As the Evenki perform songs and dances surrounded by reindeer, the sun
slowly sets behind the trees and the temperature drops below minus thirty degrees Celsius. If we do not hasten
to record a cultural and linguistic description of such rituals, this unique expression of the Evenki identity and
experience of the world will be lost for humanity. Visiting this ritual was the beginning of a hopefully fruitful
cooperation with the fascinating peoples of the Asian North.

Language Vitality and Endangerment
In the tables below the total population of ethnic groups included in the programme ‘Voices from Tundra and Taiga’ on Sakhalin and in the Sakha

Republic are given, including numbers of members still speaking their mother tongue. The degree of endangerment, according to the UNESCO Red-

book of Endangered Languages, does not only depend on the number of actual speakers, although it is an important feature. For a detailed discussion

see Language Vitality and Endangerment by the UNESCO Ad Hoc Expert Group on Endangered Languages: Paris, March 2003. Note that most data pre-

sented here are from various sources, some of which go back to 1989 and 1993. Numbers have been rounded off.

Sakhalin

Ethnic group Total population Population on Sakhalin Speakers Speakers on Sakhalin Degree of endangerment

Nivkh 4,500 2,500 1,000 500 seriously endangered

Ulta 350 350 <35 <35 nearly extinct

Evenki 30,000 190 10,000 30 endangered

Nanai 12,000 170 5,800 40 seriously endangered

Sakha Republic

Ethnic group Total population Population in Sakha Speakers Speakers in Sakha Degree of endangerment

Yukagir (tundra) 700 700 <50 <50 nearly extinct

Yukagir (forest) 400 400 <50 <50 nearly extinct

Evenki 30,000 14,500 10,000 1,200 endangered

Even 17,000 8,500 7,000 2,800 endangered

By Cec i l ia  Odé

Native speakers of different ethnic
groups in the region are bilin-

gual: they all speak Russian. It is main-
ly elderly women who use or under-
stand their indigenous language,
sometimes rather poorly, by their own
admission. From Stalin to Gorbachov,
roughly speaking, languages other than
Russian were, if not forbidden, at least
not taught on the island of Sakhalin.
Children were taken to boarding
schools where Russian was the one and
only language. This explains why most
competent speakers of indigenous lan-
guages are of the older generation. It is,
therefore, remarkable that one of their
teachers, Nivkh language teacher Mrs
S.F. Bessonova, was recently awarded
the title ‘Teacher of Merit of the Russ-
ian Federation’, showing that, in con-
temporary Russia, indigenous lan-
guages have been rehabilitated and may

again be taught. Within this new envi-
ronment, there still is urgent need for
a project such as ‘Voices from Tundra

and Taiga’, which aims to build a sci-
entific digital phono- and video-library
of ethnolinguistic materials on

CD/DVD and on the internet (for exam-
ple, spoken texts, songs, folkloristic nar-
ratives) to be used for research, and also
to develop courseware for the safe-
guarding and revitalizing of the given
languages.

Sakhalin
The island of Sakhalin, with a length

of nearly 950 kilometres and a varying
width from 15 to 40 kilometres, is home
to a persistently decreasing population
of approximately 600,000 today, some
170,000 of whom live in the capital
Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk. Of the island’s
total population 83 per cent is Russian.
The indigenous population of Sakhalin
as well as some of its languages are
closely related to the indigenous people
and languages on the Japanese side of
the border. After a period of Japanese
rule from 1905 till 1945, Sakhalin,
together with the neighbouring Kuril
Islands, is now part of the Russian Fed-

eration. As for the languages spoken on
the island, Nivkh and Ulta are probably
the oldest and only aboriginal ones.
Nivkh is an isolated language, while the
other indigenous languages of the area,
including Ulta, belong to the Tungusic
languages (explanation follows below).
Ulta, being in a much worse situation
than Nivkh, is in dire need of linguistic
research and training programmes.
Until 1995, Ulta was an unwritten lan-
guage, and the only materials available
consist of a limited language descrip-
tion and some booklets with fairy tales,
games, and songs using the Cyrillic
alphabet. At present, an Ulta alphabet
is under construction and other steps
toward its preservation are also taken. 

In Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk (Sakhalin), at
the Sakhalin Regional Museum, the
week-long seminar ‘New approaches
for safeguarding the disappearing lan-
guages and cultures of the aboriginal
peoples of Sakhalin’ included a training
in the teaching of phonetics for native
teachers of the four endangered lan-
guages of Sakhalin: Nivkh, Ulta, Even-
ki, and Nanai. The group of participants
of the seminars organized on the island
was very heterogeneous with only some
of them having had a linguistic educa-
tion. All were highly motivated and had
come to the capital wishing to improve
their skills as a language teacher and,
some of them, keen to research their
own cultural heritage. Our main sub-
jects were orthography, orthoepy, and
prosody (stress, intonation, duration,
and rhythm), for which there is so far
hardly any courseware available. Dur-
ing lessons confusion arose, due to the
fact that Nikvh has three dialects. The
students addressed matters such as,
‘Which dialect do we teach our chil-
dren?’ These serious discussions were
interrupted by pleasant breaks in which
women came up with the origin of
names: such as iuiuk ‘eternal spleen’ for
females, and, to exorcize a new-born
boy, ochan ‘sick and evil’. 

This seminar was an important step

Evenki people dancing in the village of Bakal-

dyn near Yakutsk.

The island of Sakhalin and the Sakha Republic (Yakutia) in the north-eastern part of Siberia,

Russian Federation.

Linguist and folklorist Anna Myreeva (right)

during an Evenki healing ritual in Bakaldyn

near Yakutsk.
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towards the realization of one of the
aims of the project: the creation of a
research centre in Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk.
In this centre, teachers and scholars on
the island will be involved in education
and in describing the languages of local
ethnic groups. 

At Sakhalin State University, work-
shops were organized with the aim of
attracting young linguists to study local
languages. And, during a long inter-
view about the seminar on Sakhalin TV,
young viewers were invited to express
their opinion on the need to safeguard
the culture of northern peoples: for sci-
entific purposes (13 votes), for the peo-
ples themselves (12 votes), and for
mankind (123 votes). An encourage-
ment to continue the fight to safeguard
the area’s indigenous languages.

Sakha Republic
It takes five hours to travel from

Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk to Yakutsk, flying
north from autumn to winter over a
landscape with white rivers like deco-
rative ribbons gently draped on snowy
plains and mountains. In the Sakha
Republic, with a surface of, roughly
speaking, 3 million square kilometres,
and a population of over one million, of
which one third are Yakuts, large num-
bers of ethnic groups speak their moth-
er tongue. Languages focused on in this
project are the nearly extinct Yukagir
(an isolated language), Evenki, and
Even (Tungusic), which have fascinat-
ing prosodic phenomena. For example,
in Yukagir there is a gradual change
from speaking to singing in the art of
storytelling, where the intermediate
phase between speaking and singing is
particularly striking. 

In Yakutsk (Sakha Republic), at the
Arctic Institute and the Institute of
Northern Minorities Problems, Odé
held workshops for students and
researchers. After this workshop some
students showed interest in the project
and even seriously considered contin-
uing to study local languages after their

Master’s degree. In fact, this is exactly
what we are aiming at: local linguists
describing a local language, enhancing
its vitality and passing it on to future
generations. <

Dr Cecilia Odé is a research fellow at the

IIAS, Leiden University, and at the Institute

of Phonetic Sciences, University of Amster-

dam. Her specialization includes Russian,

Indonesian, and Papuan phonetics and eth-

nolinguistics.

c.ode@let.leidenuniv.nl

c.ode@uva.nl

www.iias.nl/iias/research/ode/index.html

The Sakhalin

Regional Museum,

formerly the

Karafuto-Cho Muse-

um, was built in 1937

in the Japanese

period.

Projects related to ‘Voices from Tundra and Taiga’

www.let.rug.nl/~degraaf

www.let.rug.nl/~markus

www.elpr.bun.kyoto-u.ac.jp

www.nwo.nl; www.mpi.nl/DOBES

www.fa.knaw.nl 

UNESCO Redbook on endangered languages in Northeast Asia

www.helsinki.fi/~tasalmin/nasia_report.html 

The Sakhalin Regional Museum 

www.museum.sakh.com 

The Institute of Northern Minority Problems in Yakutsk

www.sakha.ru/sakha/ync/ync_eng/narod.htm 

The Sakhalin Energy Investment Company 

www.sakhalinenergy.com/ 

Information >
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> IIAS news

The International Institute for Asian Studies (IIAS, Leiden/

Amsterdam, the Netherlands) is inviting applicants 

to submit PhD and postdoctoral research proposals for

participation in the Socio-genetic Marginalization in Asia
Programme (SMAP). 

The IIAS is presently in the process of forming a research

team for this programme, which concerns research

regarding the introduction of new genetic technologies in

Asia. Target positions include two PhD (with a maximum

term of four years) and two postdoctoral positions (with a

maximum term of three years). The selection of candidates

will take place on the basis of a research proposal (not to

exceed 2,000 words) and a resume. Fellowships will be

awarded from August 2004 onwards. Salaries conform to

the standards set by the Dutch National Science

Foundation (NWO) in agreement with the Organisation for

Dutch Universities.

Requirements PhD position: 

• having (nearly completed) a master’s degree

• have command of an Asian language

• be familiar with the scientific discussions relevant to

the proposed research 

Requirements postdoctoral position: 

• to have (nearly) completed their PhD

• have command of an Asian language

• fieldwork experience in the relevant region

• ability to work with research problems covering both

natural and social sciences

• be familiar with the scientific discussions relevant to

the proposed research.

Send your application (in English), consisting of a

curriculum vitae and 2,000 word research proposal, 

before 15 April 2004 to 

Mrs J. Stremmelaar

International Institute for Asian Studies

P.O. Box 9515  •  2300 RA Leiden  •  the Netherlands

The IIAS will continue recruitment until all suitable

candidates have been found.

Queries: Mrs J. Stremmelaar

T +31-71-527 2227

iias@let.leidenuniv.nl

www.iias.nl.

Vacancy: Documentalist for Islam in Indonesia
The 'Islam in Indonesia: The Dissemination of Religious Authority in the Twentieth and Early Twenty-First

Centuries' programme studies four important themes relevant to the dissemination of religious authority:

fatwa, tarekat, dakwah and education (for more information see: www.iias.nl/iias/research/dissemination).

This joint research programme, carried out by an international team of specialists in Islamic Studies, falls

within the framework of the agreement for scientific cooperation between Indonesia and the Netherlands.

For this project we are looking for a documentalist (0.5 fte) who will gather materials for a handlist of

religious personalities who play a role in the four themes mentioned. The documentalist will then enter

these materials in a database according to a fixed format.

Requirements • a relevant master’s degree

• command of both Indonesian and English

• knowledge of Indonesian Islam 

• experience in data processing

The documentalist will be posted at the International Institute for Asian Studies in Leiden, the

Netherlands, and will work under the supervision of the project coordinators. The part-time position is for

the period of one year starting no later than September 2004. A full-time position for half a year is

negotiable. Salaries conform to the Collective Labour (Employment) Agreement of Dutch Universities.

Send your application (in English), including a curriculum vitae and a letter of recommendation by regular

mail or fax before 15 April 2004, to

Mrs J. Stremmelaar

International Institute for Asian Studies

P.O. Box 9515  •  2300 RA Leiden  •  the Netherlands

F +31-71-527 4162

Inquiries: j.stremmelaar@let.leidenuniv.nl

[ a d v e r t i s e m e n t ]

[ a d v e r t i s e m e n t ]

Research Positions 
for SMAP

Programmes
Socio-Genetic Marginalization in Asia

The development and application of the new biomedical and

genetic technologies in Asian religious and secular cultures has

substantial socio-political implications. This NWO/ASSR/IIAS

research programme aims to gain insight into the ways in which

the use of and monopoly over genetic information shape and

influence population policies, environmental ethics, and bio-

medical and agricultural practices in various cultures and across

national boundaries. 

Coordinator: Dr Margaret Sleeboom

www.iias.nl/iias/research/genomics

The Syntax of the Languages of Southern China
This project aims to achieve a detailed description and in depth

analysis of a limited number of syntactic phenomena in six lan-

guages, both Sinitic and non-Sinitic, spoken in the area south

of the Yangtze River. On the theoretical side, it will compare

these descriptions and analysis systematically in order to con-

tribute to further developing the theory of language and human

language capacity, through a study of non-Western languages.

Coordinator: Dr Rint Sybesma

www.iias.nl/iias/research/syntax

Islam in Indonesia: The Dissemination of Religious Authority

in the Twentieth and Early Twenty-First Centuries
Forms and transformations of religious authority among the

Indonesian Muslim community are the focus of this research

programme. The term authority relates both to persons and

books as well as various other forms of written and non-written

references. Special attention is paid to the production, repro-

duction, and dissemination of religious authority in the fields

of four sub-programmes: ulama (religious scholars) and fatwas;

tarekat (mystical orders); dakwah (propagation of the faith); and

education. 

Coordinator: Dr Nico Kaptein

www.iias.nl/iias/research/dissemination

Indonesianisasi and Nationalization
During the period from the 1930s to the early 1960s, the Indone-

sian economy transformed from a ‘colonial’ economy, dominated

by the Dutch, to a ‘national’ one, in which indigenous business

assumed control. This NIOD project explores this transforma-

tion, studying the late-colonial situation as well as the Japanese

occupation, the Revolution and the Sukarno period. The shifts

in the command and management of the economy are closely

linked to both economic structure and the political alignment.

Two issues are given special attention: Indonesianisasi

(increased opportunities for indigenous Indonesians in the econ-

omy) and nationalization, in particular the expropriation of Dutch

corporate assets in Indonesia in 1957/58. 

Coordinator: Prof. J. Thomas Lindblad

www.iias.nl/iias/research/indonesianisasi

ABIA South and Southeast Asian Art and Archaeology Index 
The ABIA Index online database covers publications on prehis-

tory, archaeology, and art history, material culture, epigraphy,

paleography, numismatics, and sigillography of South and

Southeast Asia. The project receives financial support from the

Gonda Foundation and is coordinated by PGIAR, Colombo, with

further support from the Central Cultural Fund. The Leiden office

is based at the IIAS and offices have also been opened at the

IGNCA, New Delhi, and the Research Centre for Humanities

and Social Sciences, Universitas Indonesia, Jakarta. 

Coordinator: Dr Ellen Raven

www.abia.net

Changing Labour Relations in Asia (CLARA)
Labour relations in different parts of Asia are undergoing diverse

historical processes and experiences in terms of their national

economies, their links with international markets, and the

nature of state intervention. This programme aims to build a

comparative and historical understanding of these changes,

focusing on five strongly overlapping themes namely, the labour

process, labour mobility, labour consciousness, gendered

labour, and labour laws and labour movements. 

Coordinator: Dr Ratna Saptari

www.iias.nl/iias/research/clara

Transnational Society, Media, and Citizenship

This integrated multidisciplinary network programme studies

the complex nature of contemporary cultural identities and the

role which globalization of information and communication

technologies (ICTs) plays in the (re)construction of these iden-

tities. Although the programme is based in the Netherlands, the

projects are conducted at numerous fieldwork sites. 

Coordinator: Prof. Peter van der Veer

www.iias.nl/iias/research/transnational

New Initiatives
The Development of Space Technology in Asia

The space age has had dramatic effects on all nations and especially in Asia where

India, China and Japan have achieved considerable success in building up indigenous

space technology and applications, and have become what is known as space-faring

nations. Meanwhile, other Asian nations have readily adopted applications. Well-known

applications include satellite telecommunications, weather satellite services, and more

recently by environmental and earth resources satellites. New and innovative satellite

applications are being created each year with potential revolutionary effects. The IIAS

is launching a new research initiative and has initiated a series of international work-

shops on this topic. 

www.iias.nl/iias/research/space

Piracy and Robbery in the Asian Seas
Acts of piracy loom particularly large in Asian waters, with the bulk of all officially

reported incidents of maritime piracy occurring in Southeast Asia during the 1990s.

Southeast Asian waters are particularly risky, a factor that is of serious concern for

international shipping, as the sea-lanes between East Asia, the Middle East, and Europe

pass through Southeast Asia. The IIAS and the Centre for Maritime Research (MARE)

are currently identifying issues and concerns, and are delineating core elements of an

interdisciplinary research programme on piracy and robbery at sea in Asia.

www.iias.nl/research/piracy 

Care of the Aged: Gender, Institutional Provisions, and Social Security in India, the

Netherlands, and Sri Lanka
This IDPAD/IIAS research project, aims to research the implications of the process of

population ageing for the social security and health care of aged people. As the expe-

rience of ageing is highly gendered and could vary according to class, caste, and reli-

gion, this project seeks to capture the dimensions, characteristics, and trends related

to ageing among different social groups and economic categories and with an empha-

sis on the feminization aspect. This comparative study of India, Sri Lanka, and the

Netherlands draws on multiple experiences of development to contextualize ageing. 

www.iias.nl/iias/research/aged

IIAS Research Programmes 
& New Initiatives
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SOAS: A Brief History and Profile

By Col in  Bundy

Originally founded as the School of
Oriental Studies in the Universi-

ty of London, SOAS was intended to
train officials for overseas service in the
British Empire and to encourage the
scholarly study of Asian languages and
cultures. The School admitted its first
students in 1917 and by 1927 was offer-
ing degree courses in a score of ancient
and contemporary Asian languages as
well as in history (of India and the Near
and Middle East). In 1938 a department
of Africa was created (alongside the
other regional departments) and the
School’s title was expanded to the
School of Oriental and African Studies.
However, the academic standing and
development of the School was deci-
sively shaped by external events, espe-
cially by the war of 1939-45.

By 1941, Britain was at war with
Japan. Military and Intelligence depart-
ments placed a premium on the acqui-
sition of Japanese language skills, and
SOAS provided this service. As the
demands of war increased, there was a

heightened awareness of the national
need for deeper knowledge of the wider
world. In 1944, the government
appointed the Scarborough Commis-
sion ‘to examine the facilities offered by
universities […] for the study of Orien-
tal, Slavonic, East European and
African languages’. The Scarborough
Report (April 1946) identified the grow-
ing importance in international affairs
of Asia, Africa, and the Slavonic world,
and led to substantial funding for the
study of these regions. Subsequently,
SOAS embarked upon two decades of
academic expansion. Under the dynam-
ic leadership of Sir Cyril Phillips (Direc-
tor from 1957 to 1976) it added new aca-
demic disciplines: economic and
political studies, anthropology, law, and
geography. Phillips also created five
regional centres to promote and extend
interdisciplinary studies and research.
The School’s new standing was marked
by substantial grants from foundations
including Ford, Leverhulme, Nuffield,
Gulbenkian, Rockefeller, and Wenner
Gren. The SOAS Bulletin was firmly
established as a leading journal in Ori-

entialist scholarship and new journals
– the Journal of African History, Journal
of African Law, Journal of Development
Studies, and (jointly with other univer-
sities) Modern Asian Studies – marked
its impressive and varied areas of
expertise.

In the 1980s, SOAS was painfully
affected by the funding squeeze imposed
by the Thatcher Government on British
universities, and shed some 60 aca-
demic posts. Recovery came in the shape
of growing student numbers in the
1990s. In 1990 there were some 500
undergraduate and just over 400 post-
graduate (Masters and PhD) students: in
2000-01 the total number of students at
SOAS rose above 3,000 for the first time.
New academic departments created in
the 1990s included Art and Archaeolo-
gy, Development Studies, Music, and the
Study of Religions. The other major
development of the decade was that the
federal University of London entered a
very different relationship with its con-
stituent colleges. The colleges, including
SOAS, no longer received their funds via
the central university, but directly from

national funding bodies. SOAS became
a self-governing institution, responsible
for its own finances and institutional
planning. 

Today, SOAS has some 3,800 stu-
dents, almost half of whom are post-
graduates. The student body is also
strikingly international: some 16 per
cent of the undergraduates and 50 per
cent of postgraduates are drawn from
outside the UK and the European
Union. A recent development has been
the introduction of strongly recruiting
Masters programmes that are themat-
ic or comparative – such as Violence,
Conflict and Development or Migration
and Diaspora Studies. 

SOAS remains a research-intensive
institution, and last year attracted over
EUR 10 million in competitive research
funding. Specialist and deeply
informed knowledge about the world
beyond the rich ‘north’ has arguably
never been more important than it is
now, in a world shaped so profoundly
by global economic and political forces,
but still dangerously divided by cultur-
al, religious, and ideological differ-
ences. <

Professor Colin Bundy is the Director and

Principal of SOAS. He can be contacted via

his personal assistant, Lisa Cookson.

lc34@soas.ac.uk

The European Alliance for Asian 

Studies is a cooperative framework 

of European institutes specializing 

in Asian Studies. Its partners are:

NIAS
Director: Dr Jørgen Delman

Leifsgade 33 DK 2300 Copenhagen

Denmark

T +45-35-32 9500

F +45-35-32 9549

sec@nias.ku.dk

www.nias.ku.dk

IFA
Director: Dr Werner Draguhn

Rothenbaumchaussee 32, D-20148

Hamburg, Germany

T +49-40-428 8740

F +49-40-410 7945

ifahh@uni-hamburg.de

www.duei.de/ifa

EIAS
Director: Dr Willem van der Geest

35 Rue des Deux Eglises, 1000 

Brussels, Belgium

T +32-2-230 8122

F +32-2-230 5402

eias@eias.org

www.eias.org

AEC
Director: Dr David Camroux

Fondation Nationale des Sciences

Politiques

56 rue Jacob, 75006 Paris, France

T +33-1-58-71 7124

F +33-1-58-71 7125

asia-europe@sciences-po.fr 

www.sciences-po.fr

CEAO
Director: Prof. Taciana Fisac

Centro de Estudios de Asia Oriental

Autonomous University of Madrid

Edificio Rectorado

5a planta Campus de Cantoblanco

28049 Madrid, Spain

T +34-91-397 4695

F +34-91-397 5278

ceao@uam.es 

www.uam.es/ceao

SOAS
Director: Prof. Colin Bundy

School of Oriental and African 

Studies, University of London

Thornhaugh Street, Russel Square,

London, WC1H 0XG, 

United Kingdom

T +44-20-7637 2388

F +44-20-7436 3844

study@soas.ac.uk 

www.soas.ac.uk

IIAS
(secretariat Asia Alliance)

More information:

www.asia-alliance.org

Asia Alliance

SCIENCES PO

Alliance news>
General

European
Associations 
for Asian
Studies
Association for Korean Studies in

Europe, AKSE

Prof. Werner Sasse (president)

www.akse.uni-kiel.de

European Association of Chinese

Studies, EACS

Dr Alain Peyraube (president)

www.soas.ac.uk/eacs

European Association for 

Japanese Studies, EAJS

Dr Brian Powell (president)

www.eajs.org

European Society for Central Asia

Studies, ESCAS

Dr Gabriela Rasuly-Paleczek 

(president)

www.let.uu.nl/~escas/home.htm

European Association for South-

east Asian Studies, EUROSEAS

Prof. Anne Booth (president)

http://iias.leidenuniv.nl/insti-

tutes/kitlv/euroseas

European Association for South

Asian Studies, EASAS

Prof. Dieter Rothermund (president)

www.easas.org

‘What sort of place is SOAS? What other university is it like?’ I am often asked these
questions and the answer is quite simple. SOAS is unlike any other higher education
institution in Britain or indeed in Europe. Its teaching, research, and outreach programmes
are designed around the specialized study of Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. It is
equipped as no other British university to speak with academic authority about the
languages, cultures, societies, and polities of these regions. 

[ a d v e r t i s e m e n t ]

The ICAS Secretariat General has the pleasure to

announce that ICAS 4 in August 2005 will be held

in Shanghai and is organized by the Shanghai

Academy of Social Sciences, PR China; a leading

think-tank and distinguished institution for the

humanities and social sciences in East Asia.

For more details see www.icassecretariat.org

ICAS

ICAS Secretariat General
International Institute for Asian Studies
P.O. Box 9515  •  2300 RA Leiden  •  the Netherlands  •  EU
t +31-71-5272227  •  t +31-71-5274162  •  icas@let.leidenuniv.nl
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Social Science and AIDS in Southeast Asia

The Challenge of Antiretroviral Treatments

A Taiwanese AIDS

prevention pamphlet

in the early 1990s

gives out warnings to

discourage hetero-

sexual men from vis-

iting prostitutes or

porn-related places.

10-12 November
2004
Chiang Mai, Thailand

Of the 40 million persons living with HIV/AIDS at the end of 2003, UNAIDS estimates 7.4
million to be in Asia (UNAIDS, WHO, 2003). Last year, Asia witnessed one million new HIV
infections and 500,000 AIDS-related deaths. In contrast to Sub-Saharan Africa where HIV is
spread almost exclusively through heterosexual contact and mother-to-child transmission,
Southeast Asia counts among its major routes of infection homosexual contacts, needle
sharing among intravenous drug users, and unsafe medical procedures. Southeast Asia’s
silent epidemic is now spreading into the general heterosexual population of child-bearing
age: the increased likelihood for mother-to-child transmissions may well have major
consequences for child mortality. 

By Sophie  Le  Coeur  &  Maur ice  E i senbruch

When studying the dynamics of the HIV/AIDS epi-
demic, it is crucial to take into account the cultural,

social, economic, and political contexts of affected countries.
These contexts affect perceptions and representations of
HIV/AIDS, the process of negotiating stigma in local soci-
eties, and the effectiveness of NGO interventions and gov-
ernment policies. For example, the pattern of HIV trans-
mission from commercial sex workers to young males, who
then transmit the virus to their regular partners and in due
course to their children, is common to Thailand and Cam-
bodia. The mechanisms, behaviours, and cultural beliefs
underpinning this pattern of transmission may be different
among the countries, however, and need to be better under-
stood if prevention campaigns are to be maximally effective.

Anthropological, sociological, psychological, demograph-
ic, and economic studies on HIV in Vietnam, Thailand, Sin-
gapore, Taiwan, China, Cambodia, and South India were pre-
sented and debated at the international workshop ‘Social

Science and AIDS in Southeast Asia: Inventory of Research
Projects, Priorities and Prospects for the Future’.1 At the cen-
tre of deliberations were the complexity of interacting
processes placing individuals at risk, and the significance of
cultural, spatial, and economic contexts to the spread, pre-
vention, and treatment of HIV/AIDS.2

Three research projects, carried out by People Living with
HIV/AIDS in Vietnam and Thailand, were presented during
the workshop, addressing issues of culturally competent
counselling, informed consent, patient’s rights, ethics, and
confidentiality.3 The response of patients and communities
to this medical and human catastrophe has irrevocably altered
the fight against HIV/AIDS. Pressure has been put on pub-
lic and private research funding agencies, and on the phar-
maceutical industry to speed up the development of drugs,
decrease their costs and increase their availability. Given new
technologies such as the internet, for the first time in the his-
tory of medicine, patients are becoming as knowledgeable
about their disease as their physicians. In any case, patients
can no longer be considered mere research ‘subjects’; they
are actively involved in developing and implementing the
research projects. 

Antiretroviral treatments are now becoming available to
treat patients and to prevent mother-to-child transmissions.
It is of utmost importance to study how these new drugs are
received at the individual level, how medical staff are adapt-
ing their practices in the light of local cultural beliefs and
practices, and how society is changing its perceptions towards
the disease. During the session on the representation/per-
ception of HIV/AIDS, Mei-Ling Hsu from the National
Chengchi University in Taiwan emphasized the need for
redesigning public health campaigns in the light of anti-
retrovirals availability, and the role social science research
can play in shaping public health messages.

The impact of HIV/AIDS on society was studied from var-
ious perspectives.4 Two studies presented the socio-economic
impact of AIDS orphans on families, and adult deaths on eld-
erly parents (R.M. Safman, J. Knodel). Another study carried
out in Northern Thailand presented the potential demo-
graphic consequences of combined fertility decline, out-
migration and AIDS (H. Jones). With the spread of anti-
retroviral treatments, the impact of AIDS at the micro and
macro levels of society will need to be reconsidered, and, as
the disease switches from a fatal to a chronic one, it is likely
that gradually, AIDS patients will suffer less from stigmati-
zation as shown by papers about China and Singapore (E.
Micollier, O. Shir Nee). 

The prevention of mother-to-child transmission is a good
example of a feasible, highly effective intervention to reduce
the number of children infected with HIV. However, few suc-

Report >
Southeast Asia

cessful programmes have so far been implemented in Asia.
For programmes to be effective, traditional infant feeding
patterns and cultural beliefs and practices surrounding birth
need to be renegotiated (P. Hancart-Petitet, F. Pittolo, S.
Talawat). In the confrontation between the one-size-fits-all
biomedical knowledge advanced by Western programmes
and maternity practices rooted in traditional and symbolic
values, it is difficult for women to make informed choices (S.
Crochet). 

The challenges in confronting the HIV epidemic remain
enormous and social science has a key role to play. As Michel
Kazatchkine, Director of the French National Agency of AIDS
Research (ANRS), stated in his keynote address: ‘Prevention
and treatment mutually reinforce each other and should be
considered as part of an integrated approach to care. With
the decreasing cost of antiretrovirals, wider access to treat-
ment may become a reality’.

M. Eisenbruch presented the cultural construction of the
causes, prevention, and treatment of HIV/AIDS in Cambo-
dia, including mother-to-child transmission, based on field-
work with monks, traditional healers, and villagers. Repre-
sentations of treatment and compliance, perceptions of life
with and without antiretrovirals, the use of local resources
and ‘key opinion leaders’, and ethical issues such as confi-
dentiality will require better understanding if culturally com-
petent treatment is to become a reality (F. Bourdier).

The workshop was a great success and opportunity for
strengthening contacts among social scientists research-
ing AIDS in Southeast Asia. It enabled researchers to share
the methods and results of their projects, to identify train-
ing and capacity-building needs and research priorities.
Understanding the radical changes associated with the
introduction of antiretroviral treatments will now be the
main challenge for social scientists researching AIDS in
Southeast Asia. <

Dr Sophie Le Coeur is a Medical Doctor and epidemiologist work-

ing, since 1985, on AIDS among women and children. She is affili-

ated to the Institut National D’Etudes Démographiques and the

Perinatal HIV Prevention Trial, Chiang Mai, Thailand (PHPT).

sophie@phpt.org

Professor Maurice Eisenbruch has a background in medicine, psy-

chiatry, and medical anthropology. He is Foundation Professor of

Multicultural Health and Director of the Centre for Culture and

Health at the University of New South Wales, in Sydney, Australia.

His research interests are in traditional healing, Cambodian culture

and society, and cultural competence in health education and

research.

m.eisenbruch@unsw.edu.au
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A Taiwanese AIDS

prevention poster

from 2000 targeted

at heterosexual men.

Notes >

1 The workshop was organized by M.E. Blanc, M. de Loenzien and S. Le Coeur on behalf of the Site Asie

of the National Agency for AIDS Research in France.

2 These topics were discussed by: S. Ahmed, M.E. Blanc, D. Colby, M. de Loenzien, M. Eisenbruch,

B. Ferry, W. Im-Em, E. Lelièvre, Le Van Son, Nguyen Minh Thang, A.M. Moulin, L. Pardthaisong-

Chaipanich, Nguyen Thi Bich Van, Nguyen Tran Lam.

3 By: Nguyen Anh Thuan, L. Maher, V. Nopachai, Bui Quang Thuy, J. Permtunyagum, L. Messer-

smith.

4 These topics were discussed by: Y. Goudineau, P. Kunstadter, M. Muecke.

The above workshop was co-organized by Chiang Mai University in Thailand (Faculty of Social Sci-

ences, Department of Geography), the Institut National d’Etudes Démographiques, and the Institut

de Recherche pour le Développement in France. It was sponsored by the Asia-Europe

Foundation/European Alliance for Asian Studies, the National Agency for AIDS Research (ANRS), the

Ford Foundation, and the Institute for Demographic Studies (INED) in France. 

Information >



I I A S  N e w s l e t t e r  |  # 3 3  |  M a r c h  2 0 0 45 0

> NIOD news

‘In
do

ne
si

a 
ac

ro
ss

 O
rd

er
s:

T
he

 r
eo

rg
an

iz
at

io
n

 o
f 

In
d

on
es

ia
n

 s
oc

ie
ty

’ h
as

 b
ee

n
 d

ev
el

op
ed

 a
t 

th
e

re
qu

es
t o

f t
he

 D
ut

ch
 M

in
is

tr
y 

of
 H

ea
lth

, W
el

fa
re

 a
nd

 S
po

rt
. T

he
 re

se
ar

ch

is
 a

im
ed

 a
t p

ro
vi

di
ng

 n
ew

 in
si

gh
ts

 in
to

 th
e 

co
n

se
qu

en
ce

s 
of

 w
ar

, r
ev

o-

lu
ti

on
, a

n
d

 d
ec

ol
on

iz
at

io
n

 f
or

 t
he

 d
if

fe
re

n
t 

p
op

u
la

ti
on

 g
ro

u
p

s 
in

 t
he

In
do

n
es

ia
n

 a
rc

hi
pe

la
go

 fr
om

 th
e 

19
30

s 
to

 t
he

 1
96

0
s.

Th
e 

pr
og

ra
m

m
e 

co
ve

rs
 fo

ur
 r

es
ea

rc
h 

ar
ea

s 
th

at
 e

m
br

ac
e 

a 
w

id
e 

ra
ng

e

of
 s

oc
ia

l d
ev

el
op

m
en

ts
: t

he
 In

do
ne

si
an

is
as

i o
f t

he
 e

co
no

m
y 

an
d 

of
 th

e

w
or

ld
 o

f i
nd

us
tr

y 
an

d 
co

m
m

er
ce

; t
he

 fi
na

nc
ia

l s
et

tl
em

en
t a

nd
 th

e 
qu

es
-

ti
on

 o
f w

ar
 d

am
ag

e,
 r

eh
ab

ili
ta

ti
on

 a
nd

 r
ep

ay
m

en
t;

 th
e 

m
ec

ha
ni

sm
s 

of

an
d 

vi
ew

s 
on

 o
rd

er
 a

nd
 s

ec
ur

it
y;

 a
n

d 
th

e 
ch

an
ge

s 
in

 u
rb

an
 s

oc
ie

ty
. 

C
on

ta
ct

:

N
et

he
rl

an
ds

 In
st

it
ut

e 
fo

r 
W

ar
 D

oc
um

en
ta

ti
on

‘I
nd

on
es

ia
 a

cr
os

s 
O

rd
er

s:
 T

he
 r

eo
rg

an
iz

at
io

n 
of

 In
do

ne
si

an
 s

oc
ie

ty
’

El
s 

B
og

ae
rt

s 
M

A
, p

ro
gr

am
m

e 
co

or
di

na
to

r

M
ar

ije
 P

lo
m

p 
M

A
, a

ss
is

ta
nt

 c
oo

rd
in

at
or

H
er

en
gr

ac
ht

 3
80

, 1
0

16
 C

J A
m

st
er

da
m

, t
he

 N
et

he
rl

an
ds

T 
+

31
-2

0
-5

23
 3

80
0

, F
 +

31
-2

0
-5

23
 3

88
8,

 in
di

e-
in

do
ne

si
e@

n
io

d.
kn

aw
.n

l

Research >
Southeast Asia

By Freek  Co lombi jn

The main focus of this project, which deals with the
changes in a number of selected Indonesian towns and

cities during the period 1930-1960, is on housing. Shelter is
a basic need, a truism which has been underscored at two
UN Habitat Conferences. Adequate housing, or shelter, gives
people a degree of real, physical security, but just as impor-
tant is the feeling of being secure; the existential importance
of housing is expressed in the saying ‘home is where the
heart is’. In Indonesian, the word house (rumah) is associat-
ed with essential matters of life, such as in the expression
berumah tangga (‘to be married’). In practice, feelings of secu-
rity and insecurity manifest themselves in ethnic and social
residential segregation, gated communities, neighbourhood
patrols, and so forth. The main analytical tool in studying
housing is the ‘housing delivery system’ concept (Prins
1994), which deems housing not as a final state, but as a
social process. Housing is not merely construction it is also
the distribution of dwellings. Steps taken in a housing deliv-
ery system are: the initiation of the housing project; the pro-
vision of land; financing, planning and designing, authori-
zation, construction, access mediation, rights of occupancy,
and management. Different housing delivery systems usu-
ally exist side by side in one city, and any one system often
combines inputs provided by actors from the public, from
the commercial, and from the subsistence domain. 

It is safe to say that different groups generally compete to
control a city (or town) and that housing is one of the con-
tested issues in this struggle for dominance. Behind the ques-
tion of housing in the period here examined, looms a larger

Land as the Key to Urban Development
Housing in Indonesian Cities, 1930-1960

research question, namely which actor (or coalition of actors)
dominated any one city. Among the main actors were ethnic
or social groups (distinguished on the basis of the contem-
porary definitions), companies, and state departments. The
competition between these actors focused on the control of
urban space, access to utilities and facilities, and the claim
to symbolic ownership of the street. 

Urban land
The provision of land is one of the steps in a housing deliv-

ery system. Land is a key resource for almost every human
activity. Therefore, many groups compete for control of land,
in both rural and urban settings. A multitude of tactics can
be used to control a plot of land, examples of which are: reg-
istering land on a title deed, squatting, referring to custom-
ary (adat) rules, or employing gangs of vigilantes to guard
the land. These tactics can result in contradictory claims on
land, which in turn may lead to conflicts. State regulations
mediate between competing groups in order to prevent or
diminish violent conflicts over land. Adopting a Marxist view
of the state, one will expect the state to protect the interests
of the dominant group. If this expectation is correct, the
hypothesis should hold true that a change of regime will be
followed by a change in state regulations pertaining to (urban)
land ownership. Indonesia does not, it seems, bear this
hypothesis out. New agrarian laws may have followed the
British Interregnum (early nineteenth century), and
Sukarno’s dictatorship (dubbed ‘Guided Democracy’, 1959),
but the most consequential political change, the decoloniza-
tion (from Dutch to Japanese rule, and from Japanese rule to
independence) was not followed by a new agrarian law. The
question is why decolonization did not change the state agrar-
ian regulations.

Medan
Medan may serve as an example of the complexities of

urban landownership systems. Medan developed as the heart
of the plantation belt in northern Sumatra. The town provid-
ed services to the plantations, such as banking, medical care,
entertainment, and education. In late colonial times, people
held land under either one of four titles. A controleur’s grant
was land registered at the land registration office. (The con-
troleur was the local civil servant). People with a controleur’s
grant enjoyed full ownership of their plot of land, which con-
tinued after independence. The second type was the Deli
Maatschappij grant. The Deli Maatschappij was the most
potent tobacco company, which controlled large tracts of land
in the environs of Medan. The company also controlled land
in town. Part of this land was used for housing of its employ-
ees, but it seems that others also occupied this land. It is not
clear what happened to it after the company was nationalized
in the 1950s. The third type was the so-called sultan’s grant.
The sultan nominally claimed a considerable part of the town
as his ancestral domain. In practice, it seems, many people
could live on the sultan’s land, if they acknowledged his sov-
ereign rights. No substantial payment was required to obtain
a sultan’s grant. This kind of land tenure seems to have been
registered less meticulously than the controleur’s grant and
Deli Maatschappij grant, so that conflicts about a sultan’s grant
regularly emerged. Municipal regulations were not valid on
sultan’s land, unless the sultan explicitly issued the same reg-
ulation. The loss of royal power after independence may have

eroded the value of a sultan’s grant. The fourth type was land
controlled by the municipal government. This land consisted
of land for municipal buildings (market halls, schools, and so
forth). It also consisted of village land (kampung) that had been
incorporated by the city during the process of urban growth.
The municipality claimed this land, but it is a matter for
research whether the inhabitants knew about the state claims,
and if they did, whether they acknowledged, ignored, or con-
tested those municipal claims. It is likely that the local resi-
dents had their own ways for claiming land (actually consti-
tuting a fifth type of title).

The question of why decolonization did not change state
agrarian regulations is currently being explored by employ-
ing data on land used for housing in Indonesian towns. Atten-
tion will be paid to general state laws pertaining to land, cus-
tomary land rights in Padang, company land in Medan,
agricultural estates in the environs of Jakarta and Surabaya,
the land of aristocrats in Medan, Bandung, and Yogyakarta,
and squatters. Initial research into the case of Medan has
prompted the preliminary conclusion that land tenure in the
city was far more complex than is suggested by the transfer
from the old, colonial law to the new, agrarian law of 1960.
This is a partial answer to the question of why decolonization
was not immediately followed by agrarian change. The ques-
tion that this, prompts, in turn, is what the complexity of land
tenure meant for the smoothness of urban development. <
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Land is a key asset in urban development everywhere and Indonesia is no exception. Plots
of urban land have been highly contested during the New Order regime and again with the
current Reformasi. Real estate developers, in collusion with politicians, the military, and
civil servants, have bought land under market-conform price. At the same time squatters
have been evicted from their land by arson, as burning down a ward was a quicker and surer
way to clear a plot than going through a legal procedure. By no means, however, were
battles about urban land restricted to the New Order; they also occurred in Dutch colonial
times. A new historical research project into urban change in Indonesian cities highlights
the contested nature of land.

A kampung in

Batavia before and

after a renovation

project. The pair of

photographs served

a propagandistic pur-

pose of the colonial

government.
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The above research project is a constituent of the NIOD

(Netherlands Institute for War Documentation) pro-

gramme ‘Indonesia across Orders: The reorganization of

Indonesian society’. This programme tries to transcend

the conventional distinction between the colonial period

and independence. By shifting the focus from the con-

ventional, political histoire événementielle to long-term

social, economic, and cultural change, the rifts will

appear far less dramatic and, apart from change, conti-

nuity also becomes apparent. The key focus of the NIOD

programme is the impact of the changes of political

regime on social and economic conditions of the differ-

ent groups in the Indonesian archipelago. For this

research Freek Colombijn is attached to the KITLV (Royal

Netherlands Institute for Southeast Asian and Caribbean

Studies in Leiden) for two days a week. The research is to

result in a monograph ready for publication by August

2006, which will focus on the issue of housing. 
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> Institutional news

The Pitfalls of Independent
Historical Research
In the interesting article ‘Predicaments of Commissioned Research’, published in the November 2003 issue of the IIAS
Newsletter, professor Hans Blom expounds the practical problems surrounding commissioned research. Describing how the
Netherlands Institute for War Documentation (NIOD) dealt with these problems in two of its projects, Blom stresses the
importance of the independent nature of commissioned research. I was involved as adviser on the commissioning side in both
these projects and although I am in general agreement with Blom’s reasoning, I want to add some comments from the perspective
of a particular stakeholder, the Indisch Platform, which is based on my own experience with this type of research.

By Herman Bussemaker

The historical research that NIOD conducts is common-
ly organized on a contractual basis. The contract involves

two parties: the organization ‘ordering’ the research to be
undertaken, and the executing organization. A public organ-
ization in almost all cases, the party ordering a historical proj-
ect has, in most cases, hardly any historical expertise of its
own. Obviously, this gives the executing organization a strong
and unchecked position. Such a situation stands in sharp
contrast to private business. An oil company that wants to
build a refinery will use a contractor to do the design and the
building, but the design specifications are drawn up by the
oil company’s own specialists, who have the same scientific
academic background as the engineers employed by the con-
tractor. This normally ensures easy communication, a shared
vision of the expected results of the project, and the efficient
progress of the design, building, and final acceptance of the
refinery. In historical contractual research, this is seldom the
case. A stronger role for specific stakeholders in historical
research could bridge the unfortunate gap in knowledge
between the ordering and executing parties.

At this point, it may be wise to call back to memory why
NIOD had been founded in the first place. After the Second
World War, there was general agreement in Dutch society
that this traumatic period in the country’s history should be
adequately documented. The government ordered NIOD (at
that time still RIOD) to write such a history, and over a peri-
od of twenty years Dr L. de Jong completed a magnum opus
of thirteen volumes about the war. Having been granted
almost complete scientific freedom by successive Dutch gov-
ernments, De Jong took to using ‘co-readers’ for writing this
history. These co-readers, who were experts in the specific
fields covered by the research carried out by RIOD employ-
ees, made sure that adequate feedback was given to De Jong
and his staff.

This set-up seemingly worked until 1983, when one of the
co-readers, C.A. Heshusius, former colonel of the Royal
Netherlands Indian Army (Koninklijk Nederlands-Indische
Leger, KNIL), disagreed with the draft text of Volume 11a,
which was De Jong’s first part on the history of the war in the
Far East against the Japanese. When the co-reader could not
convince De Jong, he went public with his disagreement. This
public disclosure caused a lot of commotion in the Indies
community in the Netherlands, and led to a judicial process
against De Jong in order to have him rewrite his text. In
respect of scientific independence, the judge decided other-
wise, but the whole affair raised a negative image of the RIOD
among some people in the Indies community.

In 1996 a Dutch Committee was funded by a Parliamen-
tary decision and charged with the task of organizing the fes-
tivities around the commemoration of 400 years of relations
between Japan and the Netherlands in the year 2000. Con-
tracted to organize an exhibition at the Rijksmuseum in Ams-
terdam in 1999, which was to feature the history of these
relations and emphasize the Japanese occupation of the
Netherlands Indies, NIOD set up the exhibition ‘Dutch,
Japanese, Indonesians: The memory of the Japanese occu-
pation of the Dutch East Indies’. Possibly due to its negative

experiences in the 1980s, NIOD did not at first seek to involve
the Indies community in the Netherlands in the early set-up
phase of the project, despite the fact that it was of extraordi-
nary emotional importance for precisely this group. There-
fore it was not until early 1998 that the Indisch Platform was
contacted and asked to contribute to an Advisory Council for
this exhibition.1 As one of those advisers, I quickly discov-
ered that the concept of the exhibition had already been
agreed upon, and could not be changed. I was not alone in
advising that the position of the Dutch Eurasians during the
Japanese occupation should receive more emphasis. Notwith-
standing the fact that, in sheer numbers, there were two
times more Dutch Eurasians outside the internment camps
than Dutch inside them, they were more or less left out of
the exhibition. A shift in emphasis was not possible, alas, and
the ensuing exhibition encountered extremely mixed reac-
tions from the Indies community. In my opinion this dis-
satisfaction could have been avoided through the earlier
involvement of representatives of this community in the
Advisory Council. Somer’s publication that Blom mentions
in his article, deals with all aspects of what was in the end
still a groundbreaking exhibition.

In December 2000, the Dutch Ministry of Health, Welfare
and Sport (VWS) and the Indisch Platform reached an agree-
ment on a number of issues, among which was that of how
independent historical research was to be undertaken on the
subject of the loss of property and (lack of ) compensation
and rehabilitation suffered by the Indies community in the
Netherlands during the Japanese occupation and the Bersi-
ap period (1945-1946).The Government agreed to pay for the
study and, on account of NIOD’s independent status, the
Ministry soon selected the institute for the job, signing the
contract in December 2001. While the organizational set up
of the project was discussed with the Indisch Platform, the
subjects to be studied were carefully left out of any of the dis-
cussions, by the executives of both the Ministry and NIOD.
In other words, the lessons of the previous project about
involving the stakeholders as early as possible were lost some-

where in the decision chain. When NIOD revealed the con-
tents of its research project ‘Indonesia across Orders, 1930-
1960’ on 4 December 2002, the fact that no study would be
undertaken on losses and rehabilitation at the Bersiap peri-
od thus came as a shock to the Indies community in the
Netherlands. It turned out that even the Academic Steering
Committee of the project had been left out of the discussions
on the contents of the project, as their first meeting with the
project staff was to take place four months after the contents
had been revealed. I fully accept the independence which pro-
fessor Blom so fiercely wants to protect in a research project
like this one, but I cannot escape the impression that too
much insistence on independence can be harmful, because
of the loss of valuable comments and feedback. In an open
society like ours the quality of scientific research can only be
enhanced by as much debate as possible, with openness, the
will to listen, and respect for the opponent, and of course with
the final responsibility resting with the organization charged
with the commissioned historical research. 

Leaving out such an important part as the Bersiap period
from the study on loss and rehabilitation against the instruc-
tions of the Minister of VWS has resulted in an escalation of
the debate about what went wrong in the process to the level
of the highest political responsibility, i.e. the Cabinet.2 Quite
possibly because of the negative publicity among the Indies
community in the Netherlands, which resulted from the con-
flict about contents, the project ‘Indonesia across Orders’ has
not been warmly received by this community. It is a pity for
the Indies community that NIOD has thus missed the chance
to produce a clear and well-researched history about the very
important transitional period from 1930 to 1960. As all par-
ties involved are writing history at this moment, we have to
await the final results. In apprehension of those results, it
appears that however valuable independence in historical
research may be, overly stressing the independence in his-
torical research also comes with its pitfalls. <

Dr Herman Bussemaker is currently writing a book in Dutch about

the Bersiap period. After he retired in 1994, he finished his PhD the-

sis ‘Paradise in Peril: Western Colonial Power and Japanese expan-

sion in Southeast Asia, 1904-1941’ in 2001 at the University of Ams-

terdam. For six years he was president of the Society of Children from

the Japanese occupation and Bersiap (Kinderen uit de Japanse

Bezetting en Bersiap).

h.bussemaker@planet.nl

Notes >

1 The Indisch Platform is an association that represents the community in the

Netherlands with roots in the Netherlands Indies. 

2 Source: Letter, dated 12 December 2000, from Els Borst, Minister of VWS, to

the Cabinet and Parliament. In this letter the Minister records the agreements

that had been reached with the Indisch Platform one day earlier. Concerning

the ‘Breed Historisch Onderzoek’ it is stated that there will be ‘a Historical

Inquiry into, amongst other things, the damage and the (judicial) redress in

the period of the Japanese Occupation and during the Bersiap.’ It is my finding

that the Ministry’s civil servants have not executed the latter agreement. The

‘Breed Historisch Onderzoek’ that NIOD is undertaking does delve into these

topics during the Japanese Occupation, but not during the Bersiap.

Forum >
General

Response from NIOD
It was with great interest that I read Dr Herman Bussemaker’s reaction to my article on ‘The Pitfalls of Inde-

pendent Historical Research’. Although I interpreted his contribution as a confirmation of much of what I

wrote, there are a few things that might need emphasis.

Dr Bussemaker’s contention that NIOD’s research projects are executed unchecked is perhaps under-

standable but, alas, off the mark. As I tried to explain in my contribution to the IIAS Newsletter, much research

carried out under the aegis of NIOD is of a sensitive nature, in the sense that it touches upon the often

unhappy life stories of large numbers of men and women in Dutch society and beyond. For this reason,

NIOD operates with a complicated structure of advisory boards, not only to guarantee the scholarly stan-

dards of the research, but also to elicit ideas and feedback from experts and activists from non-academic

backgrounds. Thus, its present research concerning the issues of back-pay, war damage, and rehabilitation

is monitored by a special advisory committee, consisting of representatives of the Indisch Platform and aca-

demics, who meet regularly to discuss research progress and provide the researchers both with advice and

source materials.

One could argue, as Dr Bussemaker does, that NIOD follows its own course, regardless of the existence of

sounding boards from the communities involved. In truth, NIOD has closely paid heed to suggestions from

its discussion partners, and has amended its plans according to their feedback. This approach character-

ized both the 1999 exhibition ‘Dutch, Japanese, Indonesians: The memory of the Japanese occupation of

the Dutch East Indies’ in the Rijksmuseum and the current project ‘Indonesia across Orders’. As a result,

the period known as the Bersiap has, from the start, received ample attention in all the component studies

of the latter programme, including the research into war damage and rehabilitation. Those among our dis-

cussion partners who criticize the choices NIOD has made, underestimate the extent of their own influence

on these choices.

Nevertheless, it should be stressed that in the end only one party will be held responsible for the results of

the research, and that is NIOD. In fact, only if there is a decisive point where NIOD is responsible for mak-

ing choices and for selecting research problems, will NIOD be able to avoid allegations of bias.

On many occasions over the last decade, and prior to that, NIOD has cooperated with many members from

the Indies community in the Netherlands – who, it should be emphasized, are far from one-minded – and

often, to mutual contentment. Dr Bussemaker has been a valuable voice in our past projects and will hope-

fully continue to be so in the future. <

Professor J.C.H. Blom, Director NIOD

indie-indonesie@niod.knaw.nl
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EU-Vietnam Cooperation in Social
Sciences and the Humanities
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Notwithstanding a long history of economic, political, and cultural relations, the relationship between Vietnam and the European
Union was not officially established until September 1990. As a result, cooperation between Vietnam and the EU remained somewhat
limited and Vietnam was prevented from fully participating in various cooperative programmes between Asian nations and the EU. 

By NGUYEN Duy Quy

The cooperative relationship between Association of South
East Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the European Union

(EU) was established 31 years ago. In subsequent years, this
cooperation has greatly contributed to increasing mutual
understanding among peoples of the member countries of
both organizations, thus consolidating peace and stability
and fostering the economic development of ASEAN and the
EU alike.

Relying on the legal foundation of The Cooperative Agree-
ment, signed on 17 July 1995, the cooperative relations between
Vietnam and both the European Union and its individual
member states have developed in all fields, including cooper-
ation in social sciences and humanities. Upon joining ASEAN
less than two weeks later, Vietnam became involved in the exist-
ing cooperation process between ASEAN and EU in many
fields. Vietnam’s ASEAN membership also facilitated Vietnam
to join the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) afterwards. All the
same, it can be said that there is still, today, some lack of under-
standing between Vietnam and Europe. 

Hence, the National Center for Social Sciences and
Humanities (NCSSH) is seeking to promote Vietnamese
research on the EU and its member states. In line with this
the Center for European Studies (CES), under the NCSSH
umbrella, is the first and as yet only centre in Vietnam to carry
out fundamental research on the EU and on Europe at large.
Through its research the centre provides scientific founda-
tions for Vietnamese policy-making towards Europe and, in
particular, towards the EU, while striving to enhance the
understanding about Europe and the EU among Vietnamese
people. 

With assistance from the European Commission, the CES
is conducting a three-year programme (2002-2004) on Euro-
pean Studies, implemented in the two main cities of Hanoi
and Ho Chi Minh City. This programme aims to enhance
knowledge and awareness of the EU in Vietnam by promot-
ing European Studies in the country. A department for EU
Studies will be set up as part of the CES, consisting of a team
of Vietnamese researchers who are being trained to upgrade
teaching and research on the EU. The centre will also con-
tain a library and hold regular seminars, workshops, and

training courses. Activities include sending European spe-
cialists to Vietnam to lecture or to give intensive training
courses, and to invite Vietnamese scholars for research stays
in Europe. 

Vietnam and EU member states
While the cooperation in social sciences and the humani-

ties has just started and achieved very modest results, the
cooperation between Vietnam and specific EU member states
has a longer history and is now being accelerated. The Nation-
al Center for Social Sciences and Humanities has already
signed cooperation agreements with many Asian research
centres in various EU member states. Looking back on the
research cooperation in social sciences and humanities
between Vietnam, as well as the NCSSH, and European part-
ners, we may draw the following conclusions. Firstly, the
results of this cooperation will not only contribute to enhance
the mutual understanding between Vietnam and EU mem-
ber states, but also enhance the scientific quality of many
research topics, especially those related to development. Sec-
ondly, the academic cooperation in general and cooperation
in social sciences and humanities research in particular
between Vietnam and the EU is still not equal to the devel-
opment of general relations between the two sides. 

Prospects 
The above results are very modest, no doubt, but they are

no less a promising start for the research cooperation in the
coming years. Together with other countries in East Asia,
Vietnam has a long tradition in social sciences and human-
ities studies. Quite distinctly, social sciences and humanities
in Vietnam, are also expected to provide academic founda-
tions for determining the country’s development strategies
from decade to decade, especially during the renovation peri-
od. The Vietnam Government therefore attaches great impor-
tance to social sciences and humanities, and to creating the
necessary conditions for their development.

On the European side, EU scholars have set up many con-
siderable initiatives to advance cooperation in Asian Studies,
such as through the founding of the European Alliance for
Asian Studies, which has already attracted the participation
of seven leading Asian Studies research institutes in Europe.
The main question is how to best explore this potential. It is
to be hoped that not only the Research General Directory of
the European Council but also European social sciences and
humanities scholars in general will turn their attention to
this question. 

For its part, the National Center for Social Sciences and
Humanities will organize activities to further the coopera-
tion between our Center and partners in Europe in the com-
ing years. One of these will be to undertake a comprehensive
research proposal on ASEM, the results of which will be pub-
lished during the international conference, to be held just
before ASEM 5 in Vietnam in 2004. We warmly welcome
responses from European scholars to our initiative. <

Professor Acad NGUYEN Duy Quy is President of the National

Center for Social Sciences and Humanities in Vietnam.

thong@ir-ncss.ac.vn
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Information >

Some additional information on the National Center for

Social Sciences and Humanities (NCSSH) can be found

on the following web pages. Please note that these are

not the Center’s own:

www1.cts.ne.jp/~vncenter/viet-or/NCSSH.html

http://asemconnectvietnam.gov.vn/ministries/

social_sciences.htm
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> On the Agenda

S ince 2002 WOTRO invites researchers from developing countries to apply for a post-

doc project within the DC fellowship scheme. The DC Fellowship scheme aims to

support high-quality PhD and postdoc projects executed by talented researchers from

developing countries. The fellowship offers the candidate the opportunity to continue

earlier collaboration and strengthen his or her research experience. 

Since WOTRO wishes to encourage postdoctoral research, we kindly invite Dutch

senior researchers to submit a postdoc proposal for their former WOTRO funded

grantees. 

The candidate researcher is required to have successfully finished a WOTRO PhD

project and in the recent past was, or supervised, a PhD student from a developing

country with a so-called DC Fellowship from WOTRO. Eligible candidates should hold

a position in a local research institute in a developing country, guaranteed to be con-

tinued after the postdoc fellowship is completed. There are no restrictions with respect

to the topic of the research for postdoc DC Fellows. 

The deadline for preliminary proposals for the 2005 competition is 15 April 2004.

After evaluation and ranking by the Advisory Committee, 20 applicants (PhD and post-

doc) will be invited to submit a final, more elaborated application. <

Dr Renee van Kessel-Hagesteijn

Director WOTRO

wotro@nwo.nl 

S ince 11 September 2001 Islam has
moved from the margins of politi-

cal thought to the centre of daily dis-
course in America. However, especial-
ly in the United States, our national
dialogue unfortunately has been limit-
ed by a lack of knowledge and under-
standing about this religion. While
experts in the media and government
focus on the particulars of Islam in the
Middle East, much less investigation,
research or discussion has been direct-
ed toward Asian Muslims, a regional
grouping that outnumbers Muslims in
other parts of the world. And little or
nothing is mentioned about the role of
Islam in international commerce, and
specifically its impact on Asian busi-
ness.

The conference aims to bring togeth-
er a diverse group of academic and pro-
fessional experts, singly or in panel for-
mat, for presentations or discussion
groups that analyse, explain or interpret
Muslim Asia's current economic, social,
political, and cultural environment.
Most importantly, the conference hopes
to unveil ongoing research and activities
examining country-specific develop-
ments in Muslim Asian nations, busi-
ness practices, bilateral and multilater-
al trade issues as well as Islam-related
pan-regional topics that impact both
Asia and the rest of the world.

Day 1 of the conference will be devot-
ed to a historical profile of Muslim Asia,
particularly in relation to economic con-
cerns. Authors are encouraged to give
attention to differences and similarities
between Muslim practices in the Mid-
dle East and Asia. Submissions on the

following topics are welcome: (a) role
of trade in the development of Islamic
societies in Asia; (b) practice and ethics
of commerce in Islamic contexts; (c)
Muslim merchant communities in
non-Muslim Asian states; and (d)
women and the family economy in
Asia's Muslim societies. 

Days 2 and 3 will focus on the rela-
tionship between Islam and Asian busi-
ness/trade: (a) banking systems; (b)
management issues and human
resources practices; (c) role of entre-
preneurship and small businesses; (d)
marketing, advertising, and public rela-
tions within an Asian Muslim context;
(e) WTO, globalization, multilateral
agencies and their impact on Asian
Muslim countries; and (f) best practices
and strategies by multinational and
other non-Muslim corporations in the
Islamic communities of Asia. Presen-
tations on other relevant topics that fit
the general theme of the conference
will be considered. <

Dr Rochelle C. Almanzor-McArthur, Asso-

ciate Director Pacific Asian Management

Institute (PAMI), College of Business

Administration, University of Hawaii at

Manoa

rochelle@cba.hawaii.edu

Islam and Asia 
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First International Conference on Lao Studies (ICLS)

WOTRO Postdoc Project

Connecting Civil Society of
Asia and Europe
16-18 June 2004, Barcelona Spain

C ivil Society organizations can make a unique contribution to the political, socio-

economic, and cultural development in Asia and Europe. The efforts of civil socie-

ty actors, such as NGOs, trade unions, universities, research institutes, think-tanks,

foundations, and resource organizations are indispensable to the building of a com-

munity sense in the two regions. 

Recognizing the importance of bridging civil societies in Asia and Europe, the Asia-

Europe Foundation (ASEF, Singapore), Casa Asia (Barcelona, Spain), the Japan Cen-

ter for International Exchange (Tokyo, Japan), and the IIAS are co-organizing the two-

day conference ‘Connecting Civil Society of Asia and Europe’. The meeting will bring

representatives from various civil society groups in Asia and Europe together to dis-

cuss issues of mutual concern, such as governance, environment, academic cooper-

ation, interfaith dialogue, social issues, and international relations. It will provide a

platform for constructive dialogue on the future direction of civil society cooperation

between Asia and Europe, a few months before the fifth ASEM summit, to be held in

Hanoi, Vietnam. 

Participants will be invited to exchange ideas on possible solutions for an enhanced

relationship between Asia and Europe and to describe their vision of future links

between the regions. The Asia-Europe Foundation will convey the outcome of this con-

sultation to the ASEM governments. <

Bertrand Fort

ASEF, Director Intellectual Exchange

The two panels described below can
be seen to reflect the interdiscipli-

nary character of the 36 panels at the
fourth conference of the European
Association for South-East Asian Stud-
ies. Participation to all panels is open to
EUROSEAS members and non-mem-
bers alike. The deadline for receiving
paper abstracts (max. 200 words) is 1
April 2004. Those scholars interested
are referred to the conference website. 

Economic, Political, and Cultural Transformations 
of the Southeast Asian Uplands (Panel)

Scholars of Southeast Asia have long made a radical distinction between lowlands

and uplands in matters ecological, political-economic, and cultural. They have only

recently begun to question this separation on the basis of topographic features. 

This panel intends to bring together and stimulate scholarship on the economic,

political, and cultural processes constituting the Southeast Asian uplands. Its partic-

ipants will be encouraged to investigate not only the processes differentiating low-

lands from uplands, but also the processes linking these areas through tribute, trade,

markets, state-formation, conservation, and development processes. Moreover, in

order to debunk essentializing and generalizing notions of the uplands, participants

will seek to understand patterns and processes of variation within upland regions.

Participants are expected to combine locally grounded studies with attention to the

larger-scale forces bearing upon upland lives and environments. Concrete issues of

interest include the dynamics of market liberalization, migration, international con-

servation, the exercise of state power, human rights agendas, and the representation

of upland people in Southeast Asian media.

Those interested in participating may contact:

Tomas Sikor and Oscar Salemink

Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology, Free University Amsterdam

ojhm.salemink@fsw.vu.nl

oscarsalemink@hotmail.com

www.scw.vu.nl/medewerkers/casnws/salemink.html

The Development of the Indochinese 
Peninsula: Risks & Possibilities (Panel)

In the 1990s various countries and international organiza-

tions were involved in ambitious development plans in Indochi-

na. One of these projects is a development programme

launched in 1992 by the Asian Development Bank called ‘Greater

Mekong Sub-region’ (GMS). It has been very successful as well

as controversial.

The aim of this project is to create the integration of the new

ASEAN member economies (Burma, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam)

into ASEAN. However, concerned observers, mainly NGOs, as

well as citizen groups and rural communities across the penin-

sula, have urged the Asian Development Bank to stop this large

scale infrastructure project since it presents serious threats to

the environment, the resources, and the livelihoods of millions

of people in Mekong region. This panel proposes a cross-bor-

der and interdisciplinary examination of the GMS project to

objectively appreciate the plan’s merits and possibilities.

Those interested in participating in this panel may contact: 

Guy Faure

Institut d’Asie Orientale 

Ecole Normale Supérieure de Lettres et Sciences Humaines

guy.faure@ens-lsh.fr

20-22 May 2005, DeKalb (IL) USA

The Lao PDR today has a population of roughly five million
people and as many as 25 million people in the Lao dias-

pora; comprising an amazing complex of ethno-linguistic
groups. In recent years there has been an increased interest
in Laos and its peoples. There has been a flowering of schol-
arly publications on topics pertaining to Laos in the last sev-
eral decades and a growing interest cultivated by the interna-
tional media. The First Lao History Symposium, held in the
spring of 2002, heralded this growing interest in Lao Studies
among a new generation of scholars. This conference will
build on that momentum, beyond the study of history.

The First International Conference on Lao Studies (ICLS)
wishes to provide an international forum for scholars to pres-
ent and discuss various aspects of Lao Studies. The confer-
ence will feature papers on any topic concerning Lao Stud-
ies. Topics include all ethno linguistic groups of Laos, the
Isan Lao and other ethnic Lao groups in Thailand, cross-bor-
der ethnic groups in Thailand, Vietnam, China, Burma, and
Cambodia (e.g. Hmong,Tai Dam, Phuan, Kammu), and Over-
seas Lao. They are provisionally divided into the following
broad categories: (1) languages and linguistics; (2) folk wis-
dom and literature; (3) belief, ritual, and religions; (4) histo-
ry; (5) politics; (6) economics and environment; (7) ethno-
cultural contact and exchange; (8) architecture, arts, music,
and handicrafts; (9) archaeology; (10) science and medicine;
(11) information technology; (12) the media and popular cul-
ture; and others. The First ICLS will create special panels for
individuals, groups or organizations that have four or more
presenters. <

Professor Catherine Raymond, craymond@niu.edu

Professor John Hartmann, jhartman@niu.edu

Northern Illinois University, DeKalb

18-21 August 2004 
Manoa (HI) United States

1-4 September 2004, Paris, France

Information >

Deadline abstracts/summaries: 22 March 2004 

All required documents should be emailed to: rochelle@cba.hawaii.edu

Acceptances communicated by 15 April. 

Depending on the availability of funds, successful authors from the developing

Asian countries may receive conference fee discounts.

Sponsored by University of Hawaii, East-West Center, Muslim Association of Hawaii

Information >

For information about EUROSEAS, please contact:

Dr Manon Osseweijer

EUROSEAS Secretariat

osseweijer@kitlv.nl

www.kitlv.nl/euroseas.html#conference

Information >

Dominik Zotti 

dominik@asef.org

www.asef.org

Information >

www.nwo.nl/subsidiewijzer.nsf/

pages/NWOP_5VEJSH_Eng

Information >

First International Conference on Lao Studies (ICLS)

cseas@niu.edu 

www.seasite.niu.edu/lao/events/Conference2005/FICLS.htm

Registration form: www.seasite.niu.edu/lao/events/

Conference2005/registration.htm
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