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International law?41

refers to a widespread image whose ontological status is unclear. We don’t really know what wildmen are, 
whether or not they exist, or in what sense they could exist. Are they purely imaginary categories (as cultural 
anthropologists, historians and other practitioners of the humanities have usually supposed) or do they have a 
substantial grounding in empirical, or zoological, reality? What is their relation to beings that anthropologists 
usually call spirits, which have typically been conceived as the very opposite of the empirical? This is the abridged 
introductory lecture to the IIAS masterclass ‘Images of the Wildman in Southeast Asia’.

Gregory  Forth

My interest in Southeast Asian wildmen was first sparked 
during doctoral field research some 30 years ago on 

Sumba, in eastern Indonesia, where I heard about a large hairy 
figure variously called makatoba, meu rumba or mili mongga. 
In particular, I was struck by the apparent similarity between 
this Sumbanese wildman and the sasquatch or Bigfoot, a crea-
ture I had heard much about during my previous residence in 
western Canada. Then, some years later, shortly after begin-
ning further field research in the Nage region of central Flores 
(also in eastern Indonesia), I came across another figure, a 
kind of hairy hominoid called ebu gogo, which was generally 
similar to the Sumbanese mili mongga but different in some 
respects and seemingly more realistic. (For one thing, the ebu 
gogo were described as extinct, having been exterminated by 
Nage ancestors some 200 years previously. For another, Nage 
were able to describe the physical and behavioural features 
of the reputedly extinct creatures, and to do so consistently 
and in some detail.) From subsequent reading, I discovered 
that creatures similar to the wildmen of Flores and Sumba 
had been reported from several parts of Indonesia and main-

land Southeast Asia, and I started to think about producing 
a book-length comparative study. When I began I was not at 
all sure what form the book might eventually take. But I was 
interested primarily in the wildman as a cultural image and 
how, or how far, this sort of image could be understood sym-
bolically, as an expression of social, ideological, or historical 
factors. By the same token, I did not think it would be neces-
sary to pay too much attention to possible empirical bases of 
the images. 

But then something happened that diverted my largely cul-
tural anthropological interests in the topic and drew them in 
a rather different direction. Not long after I started writing 
about Southeast Asian wildman figures, using the Florenese 
ebu gogo as my point of departure, the news broke of the dis-
covery on Flores of Homo floresiensis. This, as we all learned in 
October 2004, was a new species of the genus Homo, possibly 
a descendant through endemic dwarfing of Homo erectus. The 
skeleton was a fairly elderly female who stood just over a metre 
high and who had a brain no larger than a chimpanzee’s. 
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Asia studies in 
the 21st century

Europe is not achieving its Lisbon goals of becoming the world’s leading knowl-
edge economy. Member states are making insufficient use of the internal 

market, while problems continue to plague Europe’s knowledge and innovation 
policy. Investment in R&D and education remain inadequate, while there is no 
real mechanism – nor the political will – to implement the Lisbon goals at national 
levels. To envision the future of funding for Asia studies in 21st century Europe, we 
must examine how the EU plans to implement its €70 billion Seventh Framework 
Programme of the European Community for Research 2007-2013. 

Lisbon envisioned spending 3% of GDP on R&D. Currently 1.90% of the EU’s GDP 
is devoted to R&D, compared to 2.59% in the US and 3.12% in Japan. Closely related 
to the goal of spending 3% of GDP on R&D was the idea of a European Research 
Area (ERA), which grew out of the realisation that European research was suffering 
from three weaknesses: insufficient funding; lack of an environment to stimulate 
research and exploit results; and the fragmented nature of activities and dispersal 
of resources. With the realisation of the ERA, European research would become as 
familiar a concept as the single market or the single currency today. But we have to 
conclude that the ERA has so far not materialised, and that knowledge and innova-
tion policies remain the domain of the national states. Will the Seventh Framework 
Programme give the ERA new impetus?

EU officials believe it will. They pin their hopes on the European Research Coun-
cil and its governing body, the Scientific Council, which has outlined two fund-
ing streams: one to establish and support excellence among young independent 
researchers, the other to support research projects on the frontiers of knowledge. 
Noting the need for cross-fertilisation at the interface of scientific fields, the Scien-
tific Council intends to support inter-disciplinary research.

While this is not a bad development per se, I fear that only a sliver of the total 
budget will be made available to the humanities and social sciences. The Seventh 
Framework Programme commands €70 billion, 7% of the total EU budget, or about 
€10 billion a year, to be divided between four categories: ‘Co-operation’, ‘Ideas’, 
‘People’ and ‘Capacities’. I dwell only on ‘Co-operation’ as it is the most likely to 
harbour funding possibilities. Only one of its nine subcategories appears relevant 
to the study of Asia: ‘Socio-Economic Sciences and the Humanities’, allotted €800 
million out of Co-operation’s €45 billion, a little more than €100 million a year. 
Worse, only one of its seven envisioned items – ‘Europe in the world’ – can be con-
sidered a target for applications, as it aims to understand changing interactions and 
inter-dependencies between world regions and their implications. It then specifies: 
especially for Europe.

The future of EU funding for Asia studies thus looks bleak. Most of the money goes 
to megalomaniac projects in the hard sciences and technology. Worse, its Europe-
centered research programme remains mired in parochialism and defensiveness, 
reinforcing views of us (Europe) against the US, Europe against Asia. Nor can I 
discern in the latest plan how the problem of translating European initiatives to 
national contexts will be addressed. Add to this the incapacity of most research 
institutes and researchers to work together to reach a critical mass to influence 
science policy in Brussels, and a gloomy picture arises. I even fear that funding for 
Asia studies will decrease – an absurdity given the rising importance of Asia in the 
world. Maybe Asia will fund Asia studies in Europe. One thing is certain: the future 
of Asia studies lies in Asia itself. But we should not forget that the study of Asia is 
part and parcel of Europe’s cultural heritage. 

Can the profile of Asia studies be improved in other ways? One avenue is to intro-
duce what is going on in academia to larger audiences through lectures, public dis-
cussions, newsletters, TV and radio programmes, cultural events and exhibitions, 
and through meetings that gather all stakeholders in the field such as the confer-
ences of regional studies associations, the Association for Asian Studies (AAS) and 
the International Convention of Asia Scholars (ICAS).

Although I will remain secretary general of ICAS, I will no longer be director of 
IIAS as of 1 September 2006. I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to eve-
ryone I have worked with since IIAS’ foundation in 1993. In particular I would like 
to thank the board members, members of the academic committee, and my staff 
– past and present – for their dedication and inspiration. I wish my successor Max 
Sparreboom all the best. <

Wim Stokhof

Director, IIAS
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IIAS values dynamism and versatility in its research programmes. Post-doctoral research fellows are tem-

porarily employed by or affiliated to IIAS, either within a collaborative research programme or individually. 

In its aim to disseminate broad, in-depth knowledge of Asia, the institute organizes seminars, workshops 

and conferences, and publishes the IIAS Newsletter with a circulation of 26,000.

IIAS runs a database for Asian Studies with information on researchers and research-related institutes 

worldwide. As an international mediator and a clearing-house for knowledge and information, IIAS is 

active in creating international networks and launching international cooperative projects and research 

programmes. In this way, the institute functions as a window on Europe for non-European scholars and 

contributes to the cultural rapprochement between Asia and Europe.

IIAS also administers the secretariat of the European Alliance for Asian Studies (Asia Alliance: www.

asia-alliance.org) and the Secretariat General of the International Convention of Asia Scholars (ICAS: 

www.icassecretariat.org). Updates on the activities of the Asia Alliance and ICAS are published in 

this newsletter. <

The International Institute for Asian Studies is a postdoctoral 

research centre based in Leiden and Amsterdam, the Netherlands. 

Our main objective is to encourage the interdisciplinary and com-

parative study of Asia and to promote national and international 

cooperation in the field. The institute focuses on the humanities and 

social sciences and their interaction with other sciences.

www.iias.nl
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> Comment

They are so fresh in mind, they have the most radical things in their tradi-
tion, the most amazing faience and perforated jades and scholar’s rocks. 
Everyone is encouraged to do their most stupid and extravagant designs 
there. They don’t have as much of a barrier between good taste and bad 
taste, between the minimal and expressive. The Beijing stadium tells me 
that nothing will shock them.

– Jacques Herzog, architect Beijing stadium

Herzog’s cryptic statement (quoted in Arthur Lubow, ‘The China 
Syndrome’, New York Times, 21 May 2006) is telling on many counts. 
First, it contains a strong us (the implicit West) versus them (the Chi-
nese) logic – as if the two were clearly separate entities. Second, the 
invocation of tradition rings a banal yet pervasive bell: when it comes 
to China, references to tradition simply creep in. Third, precisely by 
positioning China as the cultural other, Herzog allows possibilities for 
Chinese designers to subvert design practices established and hierar-
chized in the West. All three – cultural essentialism, the celebration of 
tradition and possibilities for alternative design practice – need to be 
critically examined when discussing design prefaced by national/cul-
tural labels such as ‘Chinese’ and ‘Dutch’.

If we are to define ‘Chinese design’, let me venture a typology:
1. Antique China: objects such as Ming vases, suanzhi furniture and 

qipao dress;
2. Communist China: paraphernalia from the Cultural Revolution, 

including the Red Book, Mao icons and the Mao suit;
3. Industrial China: late-modern urban landscapes of Shanghai’s 

Pudong area, shiny shopping malls and Lenovo laptops; and
4. No-design China: the arguable assertion that contemporary China 

is a design wasteland.
 
The typology however fails to address the fundamental question: how 
can we talk or write about ‘Chinese design’ at all? Talking or writing 
about China treads on paths ridden with clichés and pitfalls – cli-
chés about China’s ‘long history’ and ‘rich culture’. Causality is often 
assumed, as if more years of history – imagined or not – add layers of 
culture. The underlying assumption, that culture is something one can 
measure, weigh and accumulate, remains just that – an assumption. 
The epithets ‘Chinese’, ‘Dutch’, etc, should be confined by quotation 
marks, to liberate them into the contradictory array of practices, experi-
ences and pasts – which is, after all, what we normally call creativity. 

It may therefore be better to start from scratch, and to interrogate the 
epithet ‘Chinese design’ and its counterpart, ‘Dutch design’. This ques-
tioning is necessary to sensitise ourselves to the inherent contradic-
tions, unwarranted assumptions and nationalism inscribed in notions 
of ‘Chinese’ or ‘Dutch’ culture, and to actualize their true potential. The 
starting position should be one of sincere doubt: what is ‘Chinese’ or 
‘Dutch’ design, what justifies the use of ‘Chinese’ and ‘Dutch’? Some 
preliminary observations:

1. One possible answer is the marketing logic of distinction. As much 
as ‘Italian’, ‘German’ or ‘Japanese’ design provide marketing advan-
tages for certain products, perceived or constructed Chineseness 
and Dutchness may work wonders. The question then becomes not 
what is Chineseness or Dutchness, but: what kind of Chineseness 
or Dutchness sells where? 

2. A global economy may demand Chineseness from China, since 
that is what sells today. Yet, in the long run, the logic of exoticiza-
tion will only demand newer kinds of exoticness. If Dutch design 
has succeeded in escaping a global insistence on exotic Dutchness, 
how will China do so? When and how can we move beyond the 
cultural epithets and imagine a Chinese-Dutch fusion into cosmo-
politan design practice?

3. China today refers to dazzling speed and scale of economic and 
cultural change, both seemingly absent in the Netherlands. How 
does this affect design practice? 

4. Given the speed and scale of change in China, the question of sus-
tainability is urgent. How to foster design practices sensitive to the 
environmental implications of consumption and production?

5. Different political, bureaucratic and juridical systems produce their 
own hindrances and opportunities. Insecurity reigns in China, 
where approval often depends on guanxi with the right people. 
How to navigate such territory, and aren’t differences with the 
‘West’ overrated here? 

6. The speed and scale of change in China blur distinctions between 
good and bad, real and fake, as well as other distinctions of taste. 
Take its vibrant counterfeiting culture, which cheerfully reproduces 
and builds on existing designs. The tyranny of the new, the per-
petual desire – if not obligation – to produce something original, 
something radically different, to dominate a global design world, 
may be replaced by an alternative logic of revamping, a celebration 
of the fake, practices of refreshing rather than renewing. What can 
be gained from this alternative logic of cultural production? 

These questions foreground the classic inquiry of inter-cultural dia-
logue: what, then, can we learn and unlearn from each other? <

Jeroen de Kloet 

International Institute for Asian Studies 

Department of Media Studies, University of Amsterdam

b.j.dekloet@uva.nl

* Position paper on meeting of Dutch and Chinese designers in Amsterdam,  

12 June 2006, organised by the Premsela Foundation. www.premsela.org

 Exhibition in Rotterdam: China Contemporary, Architecture, Art and Visual 

Culture. See arts agenda p.�6 and www.chinacontemporary.nl

Asia studies in 
the 21st century

Chinese design – designing Chineseness*
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> International law?

Suzana Dudic

Guest  editor

2006 marks the 60th anniver-
sary of what, in its time, was declared 
‘the biggest trial in recorded history’. 
The International Military Tribunal 
for the Far East – which tried Japanese 
military and civilian leaders for war 
crimes, crimes against humanity, and 
‘crimes against peace’ – surpassed the 
Nuremberg trial in duration (two and 
a half years), in the number of accused 
(28), in the number of presiding judges 
(11), and in the length of its judgment 
(over 1,200 pages). But compared to 
Nuremberg, which is widely seen as a 
watershed moment in international law, 
Tokyo remains obscure. 

Some of the criticism leveled against the 
Tokyo trial (and possibly a partial expla-
nation for its diminished representation 
thereafter) focused on legal lacunae. 
Defendants were charged with ‘crimes 
against peace’, which included ‘waging 
a declared or undeclared war of aggres-
sion’, but ‘aggression’ was left unde-
fined. There were no technical rules of 
evidence, creating inconsistencies in the 
court’s ad hoc decision-making. Cultur-
al issues also arose, including the famil-
iarity of the Japanese lawyers with the 
English language and the Anglo-Saxon 
legal system, and the accuracy of trans-
lations. Others were impressed by the 
irony of justices representing the US, 
UK, France and the Netherlands finding 
the defendants guilty of a conspiracy to 
dominate ‘East Asia, the Western and 
South Western Pacific Ocean and the 
Indian Ocean, and certain of the islands 
in these Oceans.’ 

Ultimately, three of the 11 judges disa-
greed with the majority judgment and 
issued separate dissenting opinions. 
The most famous – and controversial 

– was that of the Indian judge, Rad-
habinod Pal, who contested the very 
legitimacy of the trial, which he saw as 
another example of unequal relations 
between the West and Asia: ‘When the 
conduct of the nations is taken into 
account… perhaps it will be found that 
only a lost cause is a crime…’

•
Many critics contend that international 
law is not only Eurocentric, but ‘colo-
nial’ and ‘discriminatory’. Students 
read in textbooks that international 
law emerged with the 1648 Treaties 
of Westphalia as a set of rules govern-
ing relations among ‘modern’ states 
in Europe following the Thirty Years’ 
War. In contrast, the study of non-west-
ern legal orders – including those of 
ancient India and China, which devel-
oped systems of mediation, arbitration 
and customary law – remains largely 
the preserve of anthropologists, histori-
ans and archaeologists. Little is written 
about traditions and customs of interna-
tional law from parts of the world that 
were ‘effectively eclipsed, either de jure 
by way of colonisation or just de facto, 
by western dominance,’1 or about how 
they eventually ‘joined’ the internation-
al legal system. 

The 1689 Treaty of Nerchinsk, which 
established the boundaries between 
China and Russia, is an early example 
of a treaty based on ‘sovereign equal-
ity’ that included a non-European state 
as one of the parties. Many subsequent 
treaties, however, were anything but 
equal: the 1842 Treaty of Nanjing and 
the 1895 Sino-Japanese Treaty of Shi-
monoseki, to take but two examples, 
were imposed by force and remain tes-
tament to the use and abuse of interna-
tional law to consolidate the interests 
of dominant powers. Today, similar 

charges are leveled at treaties admin-
istered by the World Trade Organiza-
tion, such as the TRIPS agreement 
on intellectual property rights, which 
critics argue legitimises the transfer of 
wealth from developing to developed 
countries. Others contend that the 
West uses human rights to impose its 
own model of intra-state relations that 
ignores historical and cultural differ-
ences. 

R-J Dupuy, at a 1983 colloquium in 
The Hague commemorating the 400th 
anniversary of Hugo Grotius’ birth, 
when Chinese writings on interna-
tional law were becoming more widely 
known, posed the question: ‘Will the 
emergence on the international scene 
of cultural systems other than the west-
ern which prevailed so far… endanger 
the future of international law, or, on 
the contrary, add new currents to it, 
thus making it richer?’2 The question 
remains. If international law follows 
international politics, how can inter-
national law be made truly ‘interna-
tional’? How is it international, and 
how international is it? 

•
If politics is the catalyst for change in 
law, the horse driving the cart in the 21st 
century has moved far beyond 17th cen-
tury Europe. The scope of international 
law now covers the ‘internal matters’ of 
states, the actions of individuals and cor-
porations as well as inter-state relations. 
NGOs work at the grass-roots level for 
social justice, lobby governments and 
international organisations, and call 
public officials to accountability. One 
hundred states have ratified the Rome 
Statute establishing the International 
Criminal Court, thereby accepting its 
jurisdiction over war crimes, crimes 
against humanity and genocide. Notably 

absent from the list of ratifying states, 
however, are the US and Russia, as well 
as most Asian countries with the excep-
tions of the Republic of Korea, Cambo-
dia, Timore-Leste, Mongolia, Tajikistan, 
Afghanistan and several South Pacific 
island states.

Beyond establishing legal responsibility 
and preventing impunity, judicial proc-
esses are also seen as key to establishing 
historical truth, enabling post-conflict 
reconciliation, acknowledging the suf-
fering of victims of crimes and offering 
them a measure of redress – even dec-
ades after the crimes were committed. 
Following Nuremberg and Tokyo, as 
well as the UN-administered criminal 
tribunals for Rwanda and the former 
Yugoslavia, several so-called ‘hybrid tri-
bunals’ have been created in an effort to 
bring the mechanism of justice closer 
to affected populations in countries that 
lack institutional capacity to cope with 
mass crimes. Ethel Higonnet argues 
that ‘by integrating local norms, hybrid 
courts can bring culturally adapted 
justice to the people that international 
courts purport to serve but cannot 
reach.’3

Such a tribunal is being established in 
Cambodia, which will soon begin the 
trial of Khmer Rouge leaders for Pol 
Pot-era atrocities. Another is the Seri-
ous Crimes Unit in East Timor, which 
recently concluded efforts to try perpe-
trators of the violence that followed the 
1999 referendum on independence. 
The latter had both international and 
national judges, and drew on interna-
tional law as well as laws of the UN body 
administering the country. Under-fund-
ing and the failure of Indonesia to extra-
dite senior military officials have, how-
ever, hampered the SCU’s work, again 
underlining the importance of politi-
cal will to enforce judicial processes. 
Recalling the words of ICJ Judge Hig-
gins above, how the ‘legitimate needs 
and aspirations of the international 
community’ will be exercised in such 
cases within the existing structures of 
national and international legal systems 
remains unclear. <

Suzana Dudic works in the prosecutor’s 

office at the International Criminal Court in 

The Hague. This introduction is written in 

her individual capacity.

suzanadu@tiscali.cz 

The Court lives in the real world.  

We must continue to provide that core 

predictability that distinguishes law 

from politics, but we have to do so in a 

way that is responsive to the legitimate 

needs and aspirations of the international 

community. 

- Rosalyn Higgins, International Court of Justice, 2006
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> International law?

Justice and not retribution marked the end 

of the second world war. With four former 

prime ministers on trial, the judgement at 

Tokyo was unequivocal: impunity had no 

place in the modern world.

From Tokyo
to The Hague

Liu Daqun

2006 marks the 60th anniversary of the 
Tokyo war crimes trials. On 3 May 1946, 
the International Military Tribunal for 
the Far East (IMTFE) opened its case 
against 28 Class A Japanese defendants. 
General Douglas MacArthur, Supreme 
Commander for the Allied Powers in 
Japan, described the trials as ‘epochal’ 
– the proceedings were designed to do 
nothing less than ‘formulate and codify 
standards of international morality.’1

The IMTFE’s jurisdiction covered three 
classes of crimes – conventional war 
crimes, crimes against humanity, and 
crimes against peace. Only persons 
charged with offences which includ-
ed crimes against peace were actu-
ally brought before the tribunal.2 The 
accused included four former prime 
ministers, 11 former ministers, two 
former ambassadors and eight high-
ranking military officials. The most 
famous among the accused was Tojo 
Hideki, acting prime minister during 
the attack on Pearl Harbor. 

Justice and politics
The decision not to try emperor Hiro-
hito is now generally considered to be 
one of political expediency. Fear of chaos 
and the threat of communism almost 
certainly determined US policy on this 
point, and it is perhaps with some jus-
tification that the other prevailing criti-
cism of the Tokyo trials remains Ameri-
can domination of the whole process. 
The facts bear this out: the charter was 
drafted exclusively by Americans and 
General MacArthur appointed the judg-
es, while the chief prosecutor, Joseph B. 
Keenan, was widely regarded as a politi-
cal nomination. The distinctly American 
tone of the proceedings has led critics to 
denounce the trials as a vehicle for Amer-
ican revenge for Pearl Harbor. Another, 
no less popular interpretation holds that 
the whole judicial process was a means 
of assuaging American guilt over the use 
of atomic bombs. Criticisms of ‘victor’s 
justice’ have echoed along various pro-
verbial corridors ever since. Prominent 
among the critics was the judge from 
India, Justice Pal, who decided from the 
outset to acquit all of the accused of all 
charges. 

Justice Pal’s objections to the IMTFE 
proceedings were ostensibly legal. He 
concurred with the defense’s conten-
tion that the tribunal had no right to 
try the defendants for crimes against 
peace and crimes against humanity 
since these legal categories did not exist 
prior to 1945. This was, he contended, 
a violation of the legal principle nullum 
crimen sine lege, nulla poena sine lege.3 
The majority judges maintained that 
pre-existing treaties – most notably the 
1928 Pact of Paris, to which Japan was 

a signatory – outlawed war as an instru-
ment of public policy. 

Legacy for international law
The above controversy notwithstand-
ing, the Tokyo trials left their imprint 
on subsequent legal thought. Even 
detractors from the majority judgement 
such as Judge Röling conceded that the 
jurisprudence that emerged from the 
tribunal contributed positively to the 
development of international criminal 
law. No defendant after 1945 could cred-
ibly answer charges of crimes against 
humanity with the protestation that 
it violated the principle of nullum cri-
men sine lege. The Tokyo trials, together 
with those at Nuremberg, ensured that 
crimes against humanity and crimes 
against peace became embedded in 
international customary law.

The Tokyo tribunal further set a juris-
prudential precedent in its definition 
of command responsibility, which it 
developed as a concept and a crime. 
While judges in Nuremberg were 
preoccupied with prosecuting com-
manders who had actively promoted 
and encouraged the perpetration of 
atrocities, the justices in Tokyo went 
further and established individual 
criminal liability for permitting – as 
distinct from ordering –  atrocities. As 
a direct result of the Tokyo judgement, 
the principle of ‘command responsibil-
ity’ is now enshrined in the statutes of 
the International Criminal Tribunal 
for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY), the 
International Criminal Tribunal for 
Rwanda (ICTR), the Special Court for 
Sierra Leone as well as that of the Inter-
national Criminal Court. 

The scope of the ‘command respon-
sibility’ doctrine has recently been 
examined by the ICTY in the Celebici 
judgement. Both the Trial and Appeal 
Chambers took the Tokyo judgements 
into consideration in reaching their 
conclusions. The question confront-
ing the court in Celebici was whether 
command responsibility could only be 
applied to de jure military commanders 
or whether the duty could be extended 
to encompass de facto civilian or politi-
cal leaders. In its deliberations, the 
Celebici Trial Chamber recognized that: 
‘the International Military Tribunal for 
the Far East… relied on this principle 
[of command responsibility] in making 
findings of guilt against a number of 
civilian political leaders charged with 
having deliberately and recklessly dis-
regarded their legal duty to take ade-
quate steps to secure the observance 
of the laws and customs of war and to 
prevent their breach.’

A mixed legacy?
While the legacy of the IMTFE is reflect-
ed in both statute and international 

jurisprudence, its impact on politics and 
public memory has been more ambigu-
ous. The crimes that led to the Tokyo 
trials are in danger of being forgotten. 
Approximately 20 million civilians lost 
their lives to Japanese aggression – more 
than all military and civilian casualties 
on all sides in the first world war. While 
the Tokyo prosecution served the histori-
cal purpose of collecting hard documen-
tary evidence of systematic atrocities, the 
records themselves are incomplete. The 
trials overlooked the 200,000 ‘comfort 
women’ who were raped and often mur-
dered by the imperial army. The activi-
ties of biological warfare Unit 731 were 
also never entered into evidence. Argu-
ably the worst of Japanese crimes were 
kept from the tribunal, and 60 years on 
the question remains whether justice 
was done in Tokyo.

Significantly, a growing Japanese public 
– including many of its top officials – see 
Japan as the victim, and not villain, of 
the postwar trials. This may partially be 
explained by the crimes committed by 
the wartime victors (above all the atomic 
bombs) and their continued impunity. 
It may also be attributed to failure to try 
the emperor – the wartime head of state 
and commander in chief of the armed 
forces – and to systematically purge the 
bureaucracy. Shigemitsu Mamoru, the 
foreign minister (1943-45) convicted of 
waging an aggressive war and sentenced 
to seven years in prison, was paroled 
in 1950 and went on to serve again as 

foreign minister in the Hatoyama cabi-
net. Japanese generals executed by the 
IMTFE came to be seen, by some, as 
patriotic heroes who had fought to liber-
ate Asia from western imperialists.

Those who criticize the equity of pro-
ceedings fail to note that at Tokyo, the 
defendants received relatively fair tri-
als compared to those at Nuremberg. 
There was no right of appeal to a higher 
court, but General MacArthur had the 
power to review and reduce sentences. 
Unlike the defendants at Nuremberg, 
all of the accused at Tokyo had access 
to both American and Japanese lawyers. 
The process was not perfect but the pro-
ceedings marked a credible attempt by 
the international community to try and 
develop a nascent system of interna-
tional justice.
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From Tokyo to The Hague
The legacy of the IMTFE has often 
been described as ‘mixed’. This view, 
however, fails to fully appreciate the 
historical and legal significance of the 
tribunal. The Tokyo trials broke the 
vicious cycle of reprisal and recrimina-
tion perpetuated by protracted wars in 
Asia; the verdict against the defeated 
enemy was delivered through the due 
process of law. Justice and not retri-
bution marked the end of the second 
world war: for the first time in Asia’s 
history, the perpetrators of internation-
al crimes were put in the dock and held 
to account. With four former prime 
ministers on trial, the judgement at 
Tokyo was unequivocal: impunity had 
no place in the modern world.

The lasting impact of the Tokyo tribunal 
lies in its contribution to international 
jurisprudence. The ICTY, the ICTR and 
the International Criminal Court have 
all inherited the legal principles set out 
in Tokyo and learnt lessons from the 
court’s shortcomings. The IMTFE con-
tributed to the development of new legal 
norms and standards of responsibility 
which advanced international criminal 
law, developing the notion of individual 
responsibility, command responsibility, 
crimes against humanity and crimes 
against peace, which have since formed 
the bedrock of international criminal 
law and the cornerstone of the jurisdic-
tion of the newly-established Interna-
tional Criminal Court. 

On the eve of the 60th anniversary 
of the Tokyo trials the symbolic sig-
nificance of the tribunal should not 
be underestimated. The very existence 
of such a court to try such crimes by 
a panel of international judges has its 
own moral legacy and has been a bea-
con to those seeking protection under 
the rule of law in an effective system of 
international justice. <

Liu Daqun is a judge in the Appeals Cham-

ber of the International Criminal Tribunal for 

former Yugoslavia.
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I lar ia  Bott ig l iero

Breakthrough decisions
A 26 January 2006 High Court ruling 
in South Korea held, for the first time, 
that Dow Chemical and Monsanto had 
manufactured chemical agents con-
taining dioxin that exceeded legally 
permitted levels, and had caused long-
term damage to the health of persons 
exposed to them. In their defense, the 
two American companies argued that 
the US government should be respon-
sible for any damages, on the grounds 
that it – and not they – decided how, 
when and where to use the chemical 
defoliants. The court, however, rejected 
the defendants’ arguments and ordered 
Dow Chemical and Monsanto to pay 
US$85 million in medical compensa-
tion. The money will be distributed 
between 6,800 South Korean former 
troops exposed to the agent between 
1965 and 1973, who were among the 
320,000 troops South Korea sent to 
Vietnam – the largest foreign contin-
gent to fight alongside the US in the 
conflict. The beneficiaries are to receive 
compensation ranging from US$6,180 
- $47,400. Dow Chemical and Monsan-
to announced their intention to appeal 
the decision.

The decision was a major success for 
victims of Agent Orange. Prior to this 
judgment, some 20,000 South Korean 
veterans had filed a series of unsuc-
cessful lawsuits before South Korean 
courts against manufacturing compa-
nies including Monsanto, Dow Chemi-
cal and Hercules Incorporated, while 
a US federal court had dismissed the 
legal action of Vietnamese plaintiffs in 
March 2005. But while Asian victims of 
Agent Orange were not successful until 
2006, American Vietnam War Veterans 
had already reached a US$180 million 
out-of-court settlement with manufac-
turers, including Monsanto and Dow 
Chemical, in 1984.

Yes, according to two landmark decisions of 2006. In January, the 

High Court of South Korea ordered Dow Chemical and Monsanto, 

US producers of Agent Orange used during the Vietnam War, to 

compensate South Korean troops affected by the agents. In June, a 

French court ordered both the French government and the state railway 

company SNCF to compensate two families of Jews deported during 

the Nazi occupation. Will these rulings have any effect on similar 

cases pending elsewhere? How might they affect law governing the 

responsibility of non-state actors for crimes under international law? 

The June 2006 ruling by a French 
court found both the French govern-
ment and the state railway company 
Société Nationale Chemins de Fer 
(SNCF) to have been accomplices in 
crimes against humanity for their role 
during the Nazi occupation. Relatives 
of the two plaintiffs had been taken by 
SNCF trains to a transit camp in Dran-
cy, near Paris. From this transit camp, 
known as the ‘antechamber of death’, 
an estimated 70,000 French Jews were 
transported to death camps in Germa-
ny. The court found that the govern-
ment’s allowing of state railways to 
transport the Jews to the transit camp 
was an ‘act of negligence of the state’s 
responsibilities’ as the government 
must have known that death camps 
were the final destination. For its part, 
SNCF was found liable as a corpora-
tion for never having raised objections 
to transporting these individuals. The 
court ordered the French government 
and SNCF to pay €62,000 to the two 
families of the deported Jews.
 
As in the Agent Orange case in South 
Korea, survivors and families of victims 
had long fought for redress from SNCF 

in French civil courts. Prior to the June 
2006 ruling, courts had consistently 
rejected victims’ claims on grounds 
which echoed the defence’s argument: 
SNCF had been commandeered by Nazi 
forces and the railway company had had 
to co-operate under duress. For this it 
could not be held responsible. The June 
2006 judgment, however, recognized the 
legal liability of both the French govern-
ment and SNCF based on the plaintiffs’ 
argument that involvement in the depor-
tation process went far beyond what the 
Nazis requested. Victims’ relatives point-
ed out, for instance, that SNCF contin-
ued billing the French government for 
the transfers even after France was liber-
ated by the Allies. SNCF announced its 
plans to appeal the decision.

These events highlight how the full 
realisation of victims’ right to redress, 
even when it involves the liability of 
non-state actors, depends on political 
will to fully recognise past violations 
and to move forward in redressing 
wrongs. The 2006 judgment in France 
followed government efforts to official-
ly recognise its responsibility for acts 
committed during the Nazi occupation, 
including President Chirac’s acknowl-

edgment in 1996 of the French govern-
ment’s responsibility for crimes against 
humanity committed during the Vichy 
regime. 

Hope for the future?
These two key decisions on the liability 
of non-state actors for serious human 
rights violations raise a number of 
important questions. First, will these 
decisions have any positive effect on 
similar cases currently pending before 
domestic courts, for example, those of 
the comfort women of Southeast Asia 
or the victims of Germ Warfare Unit 
731? Second, how will these decisions 
affect law governing the responsibility 
of non-state actors for crimes under 
international law more generally? 
Third, should the companies not abide 
by the judgments, will victims ever be 
able to get hold of the compensation 
money?

As for the first question, a number of 
high-profile cases involving instances 
of war crimes allegedly perpetrated 
by Japanese troops during the second 
world war have long been pending 
before Japanese domestic courts. In 
these cases, large numbers of victims, 

mostly of Chinese nationality, but also, 
as in the case of the comfort women, of 
various East Asian nationalities, filed 
class action suits against the Japanese 
government for sexual slavery, tor-
ture, human experiments and viola-
tions of the laws and customs of war 
more generally. So far, the Japanese 
government has refused to admit any 
legal responsibility for the suffering of 
victims, consistently arguing that all 
compensation claims were settled by 
the 1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty. 
Given the Japanese government’s posi-
tion on this issue, can victims reason-
ably hope Japanese courts will follow 
the example set by the courts in the 
recent Korean and French decisions? 
The first element one needs to con-
sider is that, unlike the Korean case 
and to some extent, the French case 
discussed above, in most of the cases 
pending against Japan, victims have 
been seeking remedies for damages 
attributable to the state, rather than to 
non-state actors. This means that the 
South Korean and French judgments 
are likely to be only partially relevant 
to those cases involving state respon-
sibility. The South Korean and French 
cases, however, at least seem to reflect 
greater international recognition of vic-
tims’ rights in judicial fora, including 
the right to receive adequate compen-
sation. Therefore, should the govern-
ment of Japan, or other governments 
implicated in serious human rights 
violations elsewhere, decide to une-
quivocally acknowledge responsibility 
(perhaps even issuing official apologies 
to victims), courts might follow up with 
some form of judicial recognition such 
as compensation awards, even where 
this could involve re-opening the issue 
of state liability for violations. 

Looking at the question from a different 
angle, victims’ lawsuits brought against 

Can corporations be held legally responsible for

serious human
rights 

violations?
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> International law?

Tina Dolgopol

Those working on the issue of sexual 
slavery committed by the Japanese 

military during the second world war 
have long been stunned by the failure of 
the international community to bring to 
trial those responsible for creating and 
implementing the ‘comfort women’ sys-
tem. International norms – both treaty 
and customary law1 – concerning war 
crimes, crimes against humanity, slav-
ery and the trafficking in women and 
children were applicable, and could 
have been used to charge relevant mili-
tary and government officials. For many 
of the women it has been a source of 
enduring pain and frustration that no 
criminal sanctions were ever imposed 
for the violations of their rights. 

As it became increasingly obvious that 
the government of Japan would nei-
ther accept responsibility to fully and 
frankly disclose the involvement of 
military and government officials, nor 
apologise and offer reparations to the 
women, members of civil society decid-
ed to find a mechanism that would 
offer the women ‘justice’. The groups 
working with the women were aware 
that more-than-strictly-legal justice was 
necessary. Although not articulated in 
these terms, implicit in their work is 
the recognition that justice is multi-
faceted – including the restoration of 
dignity and public acknowledgement 
of the harm inflicted. 

Organising from the 
grassroots
The Women’s International War 
Crimes Tribunal for the Trial of Japa-
nese Military Sexual Slavery (hereafter 
the Tokyo Women’s Tribunal), held 
in Tokyo 8-10 December 2000, was 
the result of the combined hard work 
of NGOs, surviving ‘comfort women’ 
and committed individuals. Its main 
organizers – the Korean Council for 
Women Drafted into Military Sexual 
Slavery, the Asian Centre for Women’s 
Human Rights (ASCENT), and the 
Violence Against Women in War Net-
work (VAWW-NET Japan) – contacted 
individuals and groups throughout the 
Asia-Pacific region to ensure the wid-
est possible representation. Teams of 
researchers from China, Indonesia, 
Japan, North Korea, South Korea, Tai-
wan and the Philippines worked tire-
lessly over a two-year period to gather 

the evidence to be placed before the 
tribunal. 

The need for an overarching legal 
framework was recognised early on. 
Two chief prosecutors, neither of 
them from a victimized country, were 
appointed. Four judges, individuals 
recognised internationally for their 
integrity and commitment to human 
rights and who had the requisite legal 
expertise, were selected to hear the 
evidence. During the preparations for 
the tribunal, the country teams and 
the chief prosecutors decided to rely 
on law that was in force in 1946. This 
was done to emphasise that the crimes 
could have been tried during the pro-
ceedings of the International Military 
Tribunal for the Far East.2

More than 75 survivors were present at 
the proceedings. Although some took 
to the witness stand to give evidence, 
many of the personal testimonies 
were recorded on video so the women 
would not have to recount the hor-
rific details of their experiences before 
an audience of some 1,500 people. 
The women whose testimonies were 
videotaped were present at the tribu-
nal; they swore an oath affirming the 
truth of their statements. The tribunal 
also took evidence from a number of 
expert witnesses on the organisation 
of the Japanese military; documents 
concerning the comfort system found 
in government archives; the structure 
of the wartime government including 
powers exercised by the emperor; the 
incidence and effect of trauma on vic-
tims of mass rape; and the applicable 
rules of international law applying 
at the close of the second world war. 
The national prosecution teams and 
the two chief prosecutors introduced 
several hundred pages of documen-
tary evidence; two former Japanese 
soldiers agreed to tell of their involve-
ment in, and experiences of, the ‘com-
fort women system’.

Learning from the judgement 
The Tokyo Women’s Tribunal made a 
significant contribution to the develop-
ment of international law. It resulted in 
the compilation of a vast body of histori-
cal material and culminated in a judge-
ment of over 200 pages that offers an 
excellent analysis of the development of 
international humanitarian law over the 
past 50 years.

In addition to setting out in vivid detail 
the devastating effects that confine-
ment within the ‘comfort system’ had 
on women throughout the Asia-Pacific 
region, the judgement contains an over-
view of the development of the concept 
of crimes against humanity and the 
pre-Nuremberg and Tokyo precedents 
for considering rape as such a crime. It 
also analyses the handling of sex crimes 
by both the Nuremberg and Tokyo Tri-
bunals. Furthermore, the judgement 
adopts and develops the concept of sex-
ual slavery in accordance with the ideas 
emerging from the International Crimi-
nal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia 
(ICTY), in order to demonstrate that the 
definition given to the term ‘slavery’ 
within the Elements of Crimes annex in 
the statute of the International Criminal 
Court (ICC) is overly narrow. 

What can international civil society do to further justice for victims and survivors of 

war crimes and crimes against humanity in cases where perpetrators will never be 

brought to trial? Is it time to look beyond official state and international organs? 

Initiatives from civil society can return dignity to survivors, empower ordinary people, 

educate the public and create lasting records where official justice has been denied.

Civil society and the search for justice: 

the Tokyo women’s
tribunal

Essentially, the ICC’s Elements of Crimes 
focuses on the use of the person in a 
commercial exchange whereas the 
ICTY’s judgement in Kunarac focuses 
on the status or condition of the person 
being enslaved. This distinction is cru-
cial to victims. For them, the essence 
of being enslaved is the loss of control 
over their bodies. Slavery is an affront 
to human dignity precisely because 
it denies a person one of the essential 
elements of personhood: autonomy. To 
focus on the gain of the perpetrator is to 
overlook the very nature of the crime. It 
is to be hoped that the prosecutors and 
judges of the International Criminal 
Court will exercise due discretion when 
applying this particular article, and will 
look to general principles of interna-
tional law when considering acts that 
fall within sexual slavery.

The Tokyo Women’s Tribunal judge-
ment may also prove useful for those 
wishing to influence the work of the 
Victim’s Trust Fund set up under the 
Rome Statute. The latter draws from 
monies the International Criminal 
Court has ordered offenders to pay 
as well as voluntary donations; pay-
ments can be made directly to victims 
or to recognised organisations such 
as those administering humanitar-
ian aid. In the past, reparations were 
based on the assumption that those 
affected by crimes – survivors and 
the families of victims – had suffered 
a specific harm rather than one with 
ongoing, long-term consequences. The 
Tokyo Women’s Tribunal judgement 
has highlighted the necessity of con-
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Simone Eys ink 

Relations between Europe and East 
Asia have been institutionalised 

since 1996 in the Asia-Europe Meeting 
(ASEM), a forum for dialogue between 
heads of state established by the then 15 
member states of the European Union, 
the seven member states of the Asso-
ciation of South East Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), China, Japan and the Repub-
lic of Korea. ASEM is informal, without 
official institutions or a secretariat; its 
main aim is to build trust among its 
members and to create a framework for 
future co-operation. 

The first ASEM summit in 1996 
addressed general aspirations, trade 
and investment; it was considered a suc-
cess as it avoided controversial issues. 
The second summit in 1998 was more 
problematic – ASEAN had expanded 
the previous year and now included 
Vietnam, Cambodia and Myanmar; 
human rights violations by Myanmar’s 
military government became a particu-
lar source of friction between the Euro-
pean and Asian sides. EU member 
states, consistent with their policy of 
an arms embargo and economic sanc-
tions against Myanmar, were unwilling 
to accept it as a participant. In contrast, 
most Asian states considered Myan-
mar’s political instability and human 
rights record an internal matter that 
should not interfere with its partici-

Human rights are a source of friction between Southeast Asian and European governments. Southeast Asian 

politicians generally emphasise principles of sovereignty and non-interference in internal matters, while 

their European counterparts tend to champion democracy, human rights and good governance beyond their 

borders. The differences in approach, however, do not seem as daunting today as they once did.

Human rights
between Europe and Southeast Asia

pation in multi-lateral meetings or its 
membership of ASEAN: silent diplo-
macy and ‘constructive engagement’ 
were the way forward. This difference 
in approach almost derailed the ASEM 
project: meetings between senior offi-
cials and ministers were cancelled, and 
the summit only went ahead at the last 
moment due to Thai mediation. 

Only seven of the ten ASEAN countries 
attended the second, third and fourth 
summits in 1998, 2000 and 2002. 
Myanmar’s participation became an 
issue again before the fifth ASEM sum-
mit in 2004 as the ten new states of the 
enlarged European Union were auto-
matically accepted. A compromise was 
reached where Myanmar could attend, 
but not at the presidential level. This 
solution, considered far from ideal by 
many, is again causing trouble in the 
run up to the sixth summit in Helsinki 
this November. 

EU, ASEAN and  
the ‘Asian way’ 
The controversy over Myanmar’s partic-
ipation within ASEM points to deeper 
differences in opinion regarding state 
sovereignty, regional co-operation 
and the realization of national society 
between – generally speaking – ASEM’s 
European and Asian member states. 
The historical context is crucial. The 
European states, after a 20th century 
of unprecedented carnage and human 

rights abuses, have transferred some 
of their law-making powers to a supra-
national organization that legislates on 
human rights standards. ASEAN, in 
contrast, was set up in 1967 by states 
varying enormously in politics, econo-
my and culture. What they shared was 
their recently won post-colonial status 
and the priority of nation-building. 
ASEAN, far from being an ambitious 
project for regional co-operation, was 
a cautious attempt to maintain friendly 
relations between states. The association 
was based on the non-binding Bangkok 
Declaration, where the principle of non-
interference in internal matters, or state 
sovereignty, was considered the corner-
stone for co-operation.

Southeast Asian states’ greater empha-
sis on national sovereignty is reflected 
in their approach to conceptualising 
and implementing human rights. 
The focus has been on protection by 
the states themselves, according to 
their own ‘cultural’ norms. Critics of 
this approach have accused certain 
Southeast Asian leaders of misusing 
the argument of cultural differences 
and sovereignty to hide rights-vio-
lating behaviour. Former Malaysian 
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, 
a prominent advocate of ‘Asian val-
ues’, proclaimed that human rights 
privileged ‘western values’ – most 
notably individual freedom – and was 
not suitable for Asia where commu-
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companies can pressure governments to 
take more concrete steps to compensate 
victims, for example, through the estab-
lishment of state-sponsored trust funds. 
Germany established a joint US-Ger-
man trust fund in 2000 to compensate 
victims of slave labour during the Nazi 
regime, under the pressure of some 55 
class actions brought against German 
firms in US courts. In this instance, half 
of the US$4.8 billion fund for the com-
pensation of some 900,000 victims 
was financed by some 3,000 German 
companies.

Whether these recent judicial devel-
opments will advance the law on non-
state liability for international crimes 
needs to be addressed in relation to the 
evolution of victims’ rights both inter-
nationally and domestically. Attempts 
to determine the international liabil-
ity of non-state actors for international 
crimes are not new. Courts have often 
established that a non-state actor, such 
as an individual, or even a company or 
a corporation, can be held responsible 

for serious human rights violations. In 
March 2000, a South Korean plaintiff 
received ¥4.1 million in compensation 
from a Japanese steel company, NKK, 
for slave labour during the second world 
war. 

Individuals in the United States over 
the past decade have begun to sue com-
panies for human rights violations with 
various degrees of success invoking the 
Alien Tort Claims Act (ATCA). In 1996, 
Burmese villagers filed a lawsuit in US 
courts against the oil company UNO-
CAL for acts of torture, rape, forced 
labour, and forced relocation commit-
ted in Myanmar in connection with the 
construction of an oil pipeline. Initially, 
a federal district court in California 
rejected UNOCAL’s motions to dis-
miss the case, ruling that the company 
could be held liable under the ATCA. A 
further judgment by the district court 
ultimately dismissed the case on the 
grounds that the government, rather 
than corporation agents, had commit-
ted the alleged violations. Irrespective of 

the final outcome, all of these attempts 
at establishing corporate and individual 
liability for serious human rights viola-
tions form part of a growing practice 
establishing that first, non-state actors 
can be sued successfully, and second, 
that they can be held liable and ordered 
to pay compensation to the victims.

A question of enforcement
As evidenced in a number of cases, there 
seems to be a growing recognition of 
victims’ rights, both on the part of politi-
cal players and the courts. Ironically, the 
real difficulties for victims often arise 
when they succeed in getting an award 
for compensation. The enforcement of 
compensation judgments against non-
state actors, especially foreign individu-
als or companies, has always been a weak 
link in victims’ access to justice. There 
have been countless cases where victims 
were awarded huge exemplary compen-
sation awards, but could never retrieve 
the actual money from the tortfeasor’s 
assets. This weakness has been especially 
evident in the history of serious human 

rights violations litigated in US courts 
under the ATCA. In the famous 1984 
Filártiga v. Peña-Irala case, the courts 
awarded damages of more than US$10 
million, but the complainants to date 
have not been successful in enforcing the 
judgment in Paraguay because the assets, 
apparently, are located abroad. Similarly, 
in the Marcos Litigation – another high-
profile case before US courts – Filipino 
victims of human rights abuses during 
the Marcos regime filed a class action 
against the Marcos estate. In 1995, the 
court awarded damages for around US$2 
billion, but more than ten years later the 
money remains in the hands of the Phil-
ippine government. Victims are currently 
trying to enforce the judgment in the 
Philippine courts.

The next step towards the effective reali-
sation of victims’ basic right to redress 
is the prompt enforcement of reparation 
orders. In the Korean case against the 
manufacturers of Agent Orange, neither 
Monsanto nor Dow Chemical seem to 
own registered property in Korea. Ulti-

mately, whether victims actually receive 
the compensation they won in the courts 
will likely depend upon the responsibili-
ty of Dow Chemical, Monsanto or SNCF 
to honour their legal obligations. If cor-
porations fail to pay compensation as 
the courts have ordered, the likelihood 
that victims actually get their money will 
depend upon the degree of inter-state 
co-operation in ensuring the judgments 
are enforced. <
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No
tes

nity, order and harmony were more 
important. Individual rights should 
thus be sacrificed to serve wider com-
munity interests and national eco-
nomic development. Such statements, 
and the fact that until two years ago 
only five out of ten ASEAN member 
states had ratified both Covenants on 
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR), led observers to doubt the 
seriousness of Southeast Asian gov-
ernments’ commitment to human 
rights in any form.

While the argument of ‘Asian values’ 
has been misused by political leaders 
to serve political interests, it remains 
plausible that Asian governments 
have different priorities from west-
ern ones – on individual versus com-
munity rights, and civil versus social 
rights. This is born out by the ratifica-
tion pattern of human rights treaties 
by European and Asian states. The 
former favour agreements that apply 
to individuals based on the Universal 
Declaration on Human Rights and 
both Covenants; many Asian states, 
on the other hand, show a priority for 
first protecting vulnerable groups such 
as women and children. All ASEAN 
member states, with the exception of 
Brunei Darussalam, are party to the 
UN Convention for Women (CEDAW) 
and the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (CRC).

Recent developments
Southeast Asia over the past five-six 
years has witnessed a deepening tran-
sition towards democratic practices 
and respect for citizens’ rights. Leaders 
today are less inclined to invoke cul-
tural relativism when discussing issues 
around human rights and their imple-
mentation. In the wake of the 1997-
98 financial crisis, Malaysia, Thailand 
and Indonesia (re-)established national 
human rights commissions. In 2005 
and 2006, Indonesia ratified both Cov-
enants on Civil and Political Rights and 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
while Thailand signed the two Protocols 
of the Rights of the Child.1

Civil society in Southeast Asia is active 
in promoting human rights. The Asian 
Commission on Human Rights, which 
drafted the ‘Asian Human Rights Char-
ter – a Peoples’ Charter’ in the 1990s, 
is one important initiative. Forum-
Asia, a network of Asian human rights 
organisations that promotes, protects, 
educates and monitors all categories of 
human rights, is another. Also of note is 
the Asia-Europe Peoples’ Forum, which 
takes place within the ASEM context. 
This platform for over 400 Asian and 
European NGOs is campaigning for 
inclusion in the ASEM Dialogue, where 
it wants to see discussion of democra-
tisation. The existence of these groups 
points to a cautious but discernible 
trend towards more open discussion of 

state affairs by NGOs, academics and 
business communities. 

The greater institutionalisation of 
regional co-operation will likely further 
the protection of human rights in South-
east Asia. An ‘Eminent Persons Group’ 
is currently drafting recommendations 
for a legally binding ASEAN Charter. 
The Charter – which will endorse demo-
cratic institutions, human rights, trans-
parency and good governance2 – has yet 
to be finalised, but it could be a signifi-
cant step towards the regional human 
rights treaty that ASEAN member states 
have been working on for some time.3 
An analogy is the inter-American sys-
tem of human rights protection, where 
the Charter of the Organisation of 
American States became the basis for 
the American Convention on Human 
Rights of 1969.

Future challenges
Human rights remain controversial in 
relations between Europe and Southeast 
Asia; fundamental differences of opin-
ion remain on implementing ‘universal’ 
human rights within specific national 
contexts. How to deal with human 
rights violating states such as Myan-
mar remains a challenge for Southeast 
Asian governments. Should Myanmar’s 
military government remain included 
in the system of regional co-operation, 
or should it be more openly criticised? 
Although ASEAN states still officially 

maintain that the situation in Myanmar 
is an internal matter, under the surface 
there is growing impatience and more 
direct criticism; some argue that Myan-
mar has become a threat to regional 
stability. 

The road ahead will be gradual and 
delicate. European partners need to 
acknowledge recent developments in 
Southeast Asia, and to encourage them 
rather than trying to speed things up 
through criticism and pressure. Europe 
needs to realize that its particular prac-
tice of democracy cannot be trans-
planted root and branch to Southeast 
Asia. The European states are now 
more homogenous in political stability 
and economic development than their 
Southeast Asian counterparts; the large 

and politically empowered middle class 
in Europe did not emerge overnight.

Improvement in the protection of 
human rights in Southeast Asia will 
result from dynamics within the region 
itself, which will lead to a more sus-
tainable and effective result than when 
lectured to by foreign (former colonial) 
powers. Respecting the Southeast Asian 
states and their way of dealing with 
issues is the right thing to do – without 
trying to control everything, the way we 
are used to. <

Simone Eysink

Clingendael Netherlands Institute for Inter-

national Relations 

seysink@clingendael.nl

sidering survivors’ long-term needs, 
and may encourage the ICC Victim’s 
Trust Fund to think carefully and crea-
tively about the types of services that 
need to be supported and nurtured. It 
also may persuade the Fund to assist 
research partnerships between NGOs 
and academics focusing on the efficacy 
of particular services and the manner 
in which the long-term needs of survi-
vors can be addressed.

A broader justice
The efforts of international civil society 
in organising and bringing the Tokyo 
Women’s Tribunal to fruition chal-
lenges the adequacy of the international 
community’s response to the needs and 
rights of victims and survivors follow-
ing mass atrocities. The tribunal poses 
a heretofore unasked but important 
question: what should the international 
community do to acknowledge the suf-
fering of victims and survivors of war 
crimes and crimes against humanity in 
cases where the perpetrators will never 
be brought to trial? The inevitable limi-

tation of resources will mean that not 
all crimes within the jurisdiction of the 
International Criminal Court will in fact 
be brought to trial. Many countries lack 
the resources to conduct either trials or 
truth commissions. 

The evidence placed before the tri-
bunal demonstrated that the years of 
silence that surrounded the issue of 
the ‘comfort system’ left the women 
affected by that system wondering 
about their value as human beings. 
They had to live with the physical and 
psychological damage, while know-
ing that no one had ever been held 
accountable for what had happened to 
them. Whatever dignity has now been 
restored cannot take away from the 
years of shame, fear and regret that 
they have had to endure alone.

We cannot assume that the ‘comfort 
women’ will be the last group of survi-
vors to feel this way. This leads to two 
fundamental questions. What obligation 
does the international community have 

to those without access to mechanisms 
that will provide them with ‘justice’? 
And, if we continue to do nothing, are 
we complicit in the continuing harm 
that will be experienced by the survi-
vors? Perhaps it is time to look beyond 
official state and international organs for 
means of achieving justice, particularly 
in the documentation of events and the 
acknowledgement of victims and survi-
vors. It may be that the significance of 
the Tokyo Women’s Tribunal will be the 
message it sends to others that some-
thing can be done by ordinary people to 
encourage the healing of victims and to 
create lasting historical records of pre-
viously overlooked history. Having the 
entire set of documents placed before 
the tribunal digitized will allow scholars 
and other interested individuals to study, 
not only the comfort women system, but 
the birth and work of an international 
movement to further women’s rights.

‘Justice means constant revision of 
justice, expectation of a better justice.’3 
Through the efforts of civil society, 

surviving comfort women have been 
accorded a form of justice. They have 
been empowered by their participa-
tion in the tribunal, and this in turn 
has enabled them to regain a sense of 
their dignity and worth. Civil society has 
ensured that the experiences of victims 
and survivors will not be forgotten; our 
understanding of the experiences of 

women during armed conflict has been 
enriched by their courage in coming 
forward to tell their stories. <
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More remarkable still, the remains of nine other individuals 
indicated that Homo floresiensis had been living on Flores until 
just 12,000-13,000 years ago. Although we do not have certain 
evidence for the presence of Homo sapiens on Flores at that 
time – which in geological terms is virtually the present – we 
do know that by 13,000 BP, modern humans had long been 
living in Indonesia. Thus, there is a strong possibility – some 
would say a virtual certainty – that Homo floresiensis and the 
ancestors of modern Florenese actually met one another. This 
leads directly to another astonishing feature of the palaean-
thropological story. Some members of the research team that 
made the discovery, as well as other scientific commentators, 
suggested that Homo floresiensis might have survived on Flores 
until much more recently, and that direct descendants of the 
little hominids might even survive to the present. What is 
more, the suggestion was made that Homo floresiensis might 
be one and the same as the creature called ebu gogo, the wild-
man of Nage, whom I had described in several pages of a book 
on Nage cosmology published in 1998.

What this amounted to, then, was a claim that wildman cat-
egories like ebu gogo might reflect local human experience 
of a non-sapiens hominid encountered some thousands, or 
perhaps just hundreds, of years ago. By the same token, the 
claim was made that the type of skeleton of Homo floresiensis 
might represent our first physical evidence of a real, living 
wildman. Such suggestions should of course be treated with 
caution. Nevertheless, I do not believe that they can simply be 
dismissed as outlandish. Rather, they should be considered 
dispassionately as well as critically, and, moreover, with a view 
to reassessing the anthropological orthodoxy which immedi-
ately classifies categories like the wildman as no more than 
socially and cultural constructed fantasies. To do so, however, 
requires a thorough investigation of wildman images not just 
in eastern Indonesia but elsewhere in Southeast Asia and 
indeed the world over.

The wildman as a cognitive universal
As I employ the term, ‘wildman’ refers to creatures more 
humanlike than any known ape. They are usually bipedal, 
sometimes attributed with a rudimentary technology and even 
a language. Expressed another way, if great apes are apes, then 
wildmen are rather more like ‘ape-men’. In as much as apes 
are conceived as (non-human) animals, the wildman repre-
sentation concerns creatures intermediate between animals 
and humans. This raises the complex issue of the distinction 
between humans and animals and how the contrast is con-
ceived cross-culturally. The category of the wildman, wher-
ever it occurs, presupposes a distinction between humans 
and non-humans which the creature in question appears to 
confuse.

Throughout the world, images of the wildman depict a being 
covered in hair. Particularly in Southeast Asia – but to a sur-
prising degree elsewhere as well – wildmen are also described 
as small, or smaller than local humans. (Even the Himalayan 
yeti, often misleadingly called the ‘abominable snowman’, is 
sometimes conceived as a creature just over a metre in height). 
Both of these attributes – hairiness and small size – are signif-
icant. While some wildmen are reputedly larger than human 
beings, the attribution of extensive body hair serves to dis-
tinguish the wildman from a host of smooth-skinned beings 
– sprites, elves, dwarfs, leprechauns – which are similarly 
diminutive but otherwise quite different in physical appear-
ance and reputed powers and abilities from hairy hominoids 
like the Florenese ebu gogo. 

Features commonly attributed to the wildman point to a 
universal figure, and indeed variants of the image seem 
to pop up almost everywhere. In Indonesia, they occur 
not just in Flores and Sumba, but in southern and north-
ern Sumatra, in Borneo, Sulawesi, and Sumbawa. On the 
Southeast Asian mainland, similar hairy hominoids are 
reputedly encountered in Thailand, Vietnam, Laos and the 
Malay Peninsula. Further afield, the Chinese have their 
wildman (usually named yeren), reported in several moun-
tainous regions of that vast country, while the Himalayas is 
of course home to the yeti. Less well known are comparable 
figures from Central Asia and Sri Lanka. (Described in a 
series of publications appearing in the 19th and early 20th 
century, the Sri Lankan creatures are known as nittaewo 
and bear an interesting resemblance to the Florenese ebu 
gogo insofar as they, also, were reputedly rendered extinct 
by human neighbours just a few hundred years ago, and 
in much the same way.) Outside of Asia, wildman images 
occur in several parts of Africa, Oceania, Australia and the 
New World. Finally, one should not forget the European 

Also casting doubt on the zoological reality of wildman figures 
is what might be called the ‘weakest link’ argument. This is 
the idea that if one instance of a reputed phenomenon can 
be shown to lack empirical foundation, then chances are that 
other instances, and possibly all of them, are similarly with-
out substance. But as remarkable as the similarities between 
images of wildmen encountered in different parts of the world 
may be, there is nevertheless another side to this apparently 
universal coin. For a closer look at the images reveals that they 
are in fact rather diverse. Recently, I have been reviewing a 
series of physical and behavioural features attributed to nearly 
two dozen wildman categories from around the world. The 
results so far suggest that all they have in common is a gener-
ally humanlike (or higher primate) form, more or less erect 
posture, bipedalism, and a more or less hairy body. Diversity 
is revealed in size and general degree of human-like appear-
ance. While some local hominoids are decidedly larger than 
humans, many others – like the Florenese ebu gogo and the 
Sumatran ‘short man’ or orang pendek – are smaller than local 
Homo sapiens. In addition, whereas some wildmen appear 
decidedly human – for example, they may be attributed with 
some form of speech or the use of fire – others seem far more 
like some sort of ape. 

Another kind of diversity concerns the biogeographical plau-
sibility of wildman images. Simply stated, while some of the 
creatures appear extremely unlikely (even impossible) in eco-
logical and evolutionary terms, from the same perspectives 
others are not quite so improbable. An example of the highly 
unlikely variety is the North American sasquatch, particularly 
in view of the evident absence of primates in the New World 
(other than South and Central American monkeys). In con-
trast, an ‘ape-man’ in Sumatra, the home of siamangs, gib-
bons, and orang-utans, is rather more credible, especially in 
relation to the possibility that the local category – and here 
I refer to the aforementioned orang pendek – might in fact 
reflect a hitherto unconfirmed or undiscovered species or vari-
ety of ape (as suggested by such primatologists as Herman 
Rijksen and David Chivers). Even if one accepts that some, 
perhaps the majority, of wildman representations are empiri-
cally unfounded, this does not mean that all of them are. And 
if biogeographical plausibility differs from case to case, then 
the possibilities of explanation must vary as well. 
 
This brings us back to the wildman’s apparent universality. 
Even if an image – in this case a hairy manlike creature – sug-
gests a natural proclivity of human thought, and is evidently 
quite fantastic in some of the contexts in which it occurs, this 
does not preclude certain instances from coinciding with 
something empirical. To cite the most obvious example: Euro-
pean folk possessed representations of hominoidal creatures 
corresponding to great apes well before the proponents of 
an emerging European science ‘discovered’ orang-utans and 
chimpanzees in the 17th century. It could be argued that ‘pre-
scientific’ European images of wildmen are, ultimately and 
indirectly, derived from some ancient but unsustained experi-
ence of non-human primates. This is certainly an interesting 
possibility, but it would be difficult to prove. The point is sim-
ply that representations with different epistemological roots 
(such as ape-like creatures posited in northern North America 
on the one hand, and in Borneo and West Africa on the other) 
can resemble one another closely. By the same token, it is 
arguable that western scholars would still be sceptical about 
the existence of orang-utans, for example, had Europeans not 
documented the apes’ existence just three centuries ago.

Another demonstration of how the widespread image of the 
wildman does not preclude subsequent concordance with 
empirical creatures is found in striking similarities between 
wildmen and palaeoanthropological models of ancient homi-
nids. According to Stoczkowski, the resemblance reflects an 
implicit yet continuing influence of the European figure on 
modern anthropological science. In this regard, however, 
Stoczkowski refers more to behavioural and cultural (includ-
ing technological) aspects of palaeoanthropological theoriz-
ing. He does not, so far as I can tell, deny that fossil remains 
of pre-sapiens hominids indicate physical resemblance to rep-
resentations of the European wildman in regard, for exam-
ple, to morphologically primitive cranial features or a robust 
frame. The hairy bodies regularly attributed to Homo erectus, 
neanderthalensis and all the rest are another matter, since we 
simply do not know when or how, or for that matter why, 
members of the genus Homo became largely smooth-bodied. 
Thus the hairiness of reconstructions of Homo erectus, for 
example, really could reflect older European representations 
of wildmen. On the other hand, in view of the hairiness of all 
non-human primates, it is a fair inference that some of our 

wildman, a figure of late mediaeval literature and iconog-
raphy, who as the art historian Richard Bernheimer dem-
onstrated some fifty years ago, is rooted in an earlier and 
ultimately pre-Christian folk image.

Since the image is found in so many places, periods and cul-
tures, it is difficult to see how the wildman could be explained 
as a function of particular cosmologies, social systems or 
historical experiences. One is therefore inclined to view the 
figure as something ‘non-cultural’, or ‘pan-cultural’, a cogni-
tive universal or archetype of the human imagination. This, 
of course, poses problems for those who would reduce the 
wildman to a cultural or ideological artefact. Yet it is equally 
problematic for the thesis that wildmen might reflect some-
thing empirical or substantially zoological. In other words, if 
human imagination is inclined to conjure up wildmen any-
where, then it might seem unnecessary to consider the pos-
sibility of real creatures existing in the wild.

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

Gibson, Walter M.1856, The 

Prison of Weltevreden; and 

a Glance at the East Indian 

Archipelago. London : Samp-

son Low, Son, and Co. New 

York : Riker



I I A S  N e w s l e t t e r  |  # 4 1  |  S u m m e r  2 0 0 6 1 1

> Research

ancestors were hairier than we are. The resemblance between 
reconstructions of non-sapiens members of the genus Homo 
– including, of course, Homo floresiensis – and the wildman 
therefore remains a puzzle. And, since I have largely been 
referring to the European wildman, I should mention that 
non-European exemplars, including such putative Southeast 
Asian hominoids as the Nage ebu gogo, sound even more like 
palaeoanthropological reconstructions than does the Euro-
pean variety. 

Cultural and sociological approaches
If some features of wildman images seem quite plausible, 
especially insofar as they coincide with features of attested 
species, the same images nevertheless incorporate other fea-
tures, both physical and behavioural, which appear much less 
credible, indeed quite fantastic. One example is the inverted 
feet attributed by local Sumatrans to the orang pendek. Anoth-
er is pendulous breasts so long that they can be tossed over 
the shoulder, a feature ascribed to the Flores ebu gogo, the mili 
mongga of Sumba and also, interestingly enough, to the wild-
man of Europe. By the same token, some fantastic attributes 
of wildmen, in Southeast Asia and elsewhere, are further 
ascribed to spirits (as are the two just cited as examples).

In social or cultural anthropology, the time-honoured approach 
has been to explain seemingly fantastic images as symbolic 
expressions or reflections of cultural values, social relation-
ships and the like. (An older variant of this paradigm is func-
tionalism, whereby such images are interpreted as serving to 
promote or maintain important values and relationships.) In 
some respects this approach, or more modern symbolist ver-
sions thereof, is perfectly reasonable. Certainly, one should 
expect to find some connection between a community’s social 
institutions and practices and ideational themes which find 
regular expression in its culture. Moreover, one should expect 
attitudes attaching to particular images to reflect a com-
munties dominant values. Ultimately, however, this social 
anthropological approach to the wildman is as problematic as 
the view that such figures reflect real creatures or culturally 
preserved memories of such creatures.

An example of the wildman image apparently serving a par-
ticular social purpose is found in the widespread figure of 
the bogey (or bogeyman). In several diverse cultural settings 
– including the islands of Flores and Sumba in eastern Indo-
nesia, possibly China, and Europe during the late middle ages 
– images of wildmen have been invoked as ways of threaten-
ing and hence controlling disobedient children. Yet wildman 
representations are not employed in this way everywhere they 
occur. For example, the Sumatran orang pendek is not used as a 
bogey; nor are all categories of wildmen found on the island of 
Flores. What is more, even where wildmen are bogeymen, they 
are usually only one of several frightening figures which can 
be so deployed. The Nage of Flores thus threaten children not 
only with their local wildmen, ebu gogo (and do so even though 
they otherwise represent these creatures as long extinct). Nage 
parents also invoke the threat of witches, stealers of human 
heads, malevolent spirits, and nowadays even ‘tourists’. As 
this shows, virtually any kind of human, or part human, figure 
can be used for this disciplinary purpose. Moreover, tourists, 
at least, are empirical beings, as were Dutch colonialists, who 
according to Nage and other Indonesians were once the ulti-
mate perpetrators in the theft of local human heads. 

While lending an air of fantasy to the figure of the wildman, 
therefore, its possible use as a bogeyman hardly determines 
its ontological status. The more general methodological point 
is that attributing fantastic features to a category does not 
preclude its empirical existence. After all, in Southeast Asia 
and elsewhere, local people credit many animals – including 
non-human primates, large reptiles and tigers – with powers 
and characteristics which certainly have no zoological sup-
port. Such creatures might, for example, be thought capable 
of assuming human form or harming humans by mystical 
means, and yet no one would therefore argue that these ani-
mals should be understood as entirely or primarily imaginary 
beings. 

Another essentially sociological approach would be to inter-
pret wildman images as a form of ethnic slander, a deroga-
tory representation of ethnic others considered less cultured 
and somehow more ‘primitive’ than the own group. In fact, 
this should be among the first possibilities an anthropologist 
investigates in studying particular wildman categories. For 
the interpretation to be valid, however, the slandered group 
should at least be identifiable. Furthermore, in regard to 
physical features, the distortion should presumably extend 

of ape far more humanlike than anything so far known to sci-
ence. It is this ‘betwixt and between’ quality that has rendered 
the wildman, if not actually taboo subject in academic anthro-
pology, then a topic of at best peripheral interest.

By the same token, wildman figures have received rather more 
attention from historians and other students of the humani-
ties. A few anthropologists have indeed dealt with them, yet 
in virtually every case, they have treated the figures as spir-
itual beings. An example is found in Steedly’s work on the 
Karo of northern Sumatra, where she discusses a category of 
beings that Karo call umang. Occasionally, Steedly refers to the 
umang as ‘wildmen’, but for the most part she describes them 
as ‘supernatural’ beings and focuses on the role they suppos-
edly play as familiars of spirit mediums. In fact, especially in 
regard to their physical description, recorded by several colo-
nial ethnographers, these northern Sumatran figures appear 
very similar to the orang pendek – the creature that some pri-
matologists and journalists are still looking for in southern 
Sumatra. Moreover, older ethnographers described how Karo 
regard umang not as ‘spirits’ but as ‘humans’. Acknowledging 
one of her predecessors (the German ethnographer Hagen), 
Steedly herself appears to agree with this feature of local Karo 
classification, remarking how ‘the characterization of the 
umang as a special kind of human (or rather, quasi-human) 
being is still current among Karo today’ (1993: 259). But this 
does not dissuade her from treating the umang as essentially 
imaginary, spiritual beings.

Radically distinguishing wildmen from spirits appears to be a 
feature not only of Karo classification but also of local knowl-
edge in other Southeast Asian societies. The distinction cer-
tainly applies among societies of Flores Island, where named 
spirit categories (such as the Nage nitu) expressly exclude 
locally posited hominoids. People on Sumba also deny that 
their wildmen (the mili mongga) are a kind of spiritual being, 
pointing out several ways in which the two categories are sig-
nificantly different. I would suggest, then, that if we are to 
get anywhere in understanding wildman images, in Southeast 
Asia or elsewhere, we need to respect distinctions recognized 
by local people themselves. In other words, we can do no better 
than follow the old anthropological prescription of beginning 
with what Malinowski long ago called ‘the native’s point-of-
view’. This indeed will be the starting point of what I describe 
as an ethnozoological approach, concerned with situating the 
wildman in the broader context of local knowledge systems 
partly through a study of classifications. This approach does 
not promise a definitive answer to the question of whether or 
not wildmen ‘really exist’, but it may demonstrate two crucial 
ideas. The first is that, in order to deal comparatively with 
figures like the wildman, we need to develop analytical catego-
ries besides ‘spiritual being’ – or at any rate a larger class of 
‘non-empirical beings’ that takes into proper account distinc-
tions fundamental to local epistemologies. The second is that 
the category of the wildman, despite its relative neglect, really 
is an important topic for anthropology, and perhaps especially 
for the anthropology of Southeast Asia. <
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no further than attributing hairy bodies and ape-like features 
to the target group. For once one starts crediting them with 
tails or horns, for example, one is dealing with a rather differ-
ent representation. To take this point no further, I would just 
mention that in my investigations of the Nage category ebu 
gogo, I have found little evidence for these putative hairy homi-
noids reflecting, for example, an aboriginal or phenotypically 
distinct population once inhabiting the Nage region. I still do 
not rule this out as an explanation. In fact, in western Flores 
(the region in which Homo floresiensis was discovered), earlier 
populations identified by name are mentioned in the myths 
of currently dominant groups, where they are described as 
coarse, hairy and as having initially lacked fire and other tech-
nology. But no such aboriginal groups, named or unnamed, 
are identified in Nage mythology.

Similar criticisms can be made of a basically functionalist 
approach that construes the wildman as a model of uncul-
tured, disorderly humanity, and as an allegorical device affirm-
ing the value of social order. In the Nage case, I am thinking of 
the narrative portrayal of ebu gogo as possible child abductors, 
but more definitely as cultureless crop raiders who eventually 
met their end as a direct result of their thieving habits. Again, 
there are many ways for a community to make this moral 
point. Also, the lesson does not require a villain with the spe-
cific physical form of ebu gogo. The view of the wildman as an 
imaginary construct serving to promote certain social ends, 
while somewhat credible, therefore leaves several questions 
unanswered.

Wildmen, spiritual beings and an 
ethnozoological approach
Thus far my objective has been to demonstrate the epistemo-
logical ambiguity of the category I label ‘wildman’. On the one 
hand, wildmen, being described by Southeast Asian commu-
nities largely in naturalistic terms, appear to anthropologists 
rather more credible as empirical possibilities than, say, the 
spirits and witches whose study has long been a mainstay of 
anthropology. Their greater plausibility draws not only on the 
fact that wildmen are typically not able to disappear, change 
shape or turn into animals, as spirits are able to do, but also 
on their resemblance to the reconstructions of another branch 
of anthropology, the hominids of palaeoanthropology. On the 
other hand, wildmen appear to anthropologists as not quite 
credible enough, particularly if construed as zoologically 
‘undiscovered’ non-sapiens hominids or even as some sort 

Stone figure of a wildman (makatoba) forming part of a tombstone in the eastern Sumbanese village of 

Parai Yawangu. The creature depicted is known by several other names, including ‘mili mongga’ and 

‘meu rumba’. According to the author’s estimate it is about 100 years old.

Photo taken by author, June 2006
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Lena Scheen

M ian Mian and Wei Hui are prom-
inent among writers of the ‘Post-

70’ generation: those born after 1970, 
who witnessed socialism’s metamor-
phosis into a market economy and soci-
ety’s embrace of commercialisation and 
consumerism. As Mian Mian remarked: 
‘When I was young there was absolutely 
nothing to do in Shanghai, there were 
no pubs or discos. On my seventeenth 
birthday I went to Shenzhen where I 
lived a rough life. After five years I came 
back to Shanghai and the city had totally 
changed, that’s when I started to write’.1 
While Shenzhen became a Special Eco-
nomic Zone in 1980, Shanghai obtained 
that coveted status only in 1990. Over 
the next decade the city witnessed an 
explosion of destruction and renewal, 
becoming a landscape of dusty trenches, 
rising cranes and skyscraper skeletons. 
Ian Buruma has described Shanghai’s 
makeover as the greatest urban transfor-
mation since Haussmann rebuilt Paris 
in the 19th century; the city’s inhabit-
ants have had to confront a drastically 
changing society as well as the physical 
disappearance of familiar surroundings 
at a pace and scale unmatched in any 
other Chinese city. 

Shanghai is Pudong

… the Orient Pearl TV Tower, Asia’s 
tallest. Its long, long steel column pierces 
the sky, proof of the city’s phallus wor-
ship.  … all these signs of material pros-
perity are aphrodisiacs the city uses to 

intoxicate itself. They have nothing to 
do with us, the people who live among 
them. A car accident or a disease can 
kill us, but the city’s prosperous, invin-
cible silhouette is like a planet, in per-
petual motion, eternal. 

The passage is from Wei Hui’s novel 
Shanghai Baby, translated by Bruce 
Humes, a story about the young writer 
Coco (after Coco Chanel), who falls in 
love with the impotent painter Tian 
Tian and the German businessman 
Mark. Not coincidentally, the above 
scene takes place on the Bund, sym-
bol of Shanghai for over a century. On 
this road along the western bank of the 
Huangpu River, western colonial settlers 
built trading houses, consulates, banks 
and hotels – beautifully preserved Art 
Deco and neoclassical buildings. Just 
like Coco and her lover, people from 
all over China flock to the Bund every-
day to stroll along the river and gaze at 
the other side: the Pudong area with its 
futuristic skyline, all flickering neon-lit 
glass and steel skyscrapers. The area was 
still mainly farmland until 1990, when 
it was officially designated to become 
the financial hub of new Superpower 
China. Remarkably, most buildings 
behind the ultramodern façade are still 
empty, making the area more of a giant 
mission statement than an actual busi-
ness centre. The visual spectacle seems 
to function as an image reinforcing the 
city government’s slogan ‘Shanghai is 
the future’ – a slogan Mian Mian ironi-
cally refers to in her novel Panda: ‘Eve-
ryone says that Shanghai is the future. 
What will the future be like? The answer 
to that question is like this big X at the 
floor indicator of the elevator, the X that 
quickly flashes from 1 to 54’.

The protagonist in this passage is stand-
ing in the elevator of the Jin Mao (Gold 
Luxuriance) Tower in Pudong, the tallest 
building in China, its East-meets-West 
design signifying Shanghai’s emergence 
as a modern global city. For Mian Mian 
and Wei Hui’s characters, Pudong’s 
skyscrapers represent the ‘prosperity’ of 
modernising Shanghai and at the same 
time the ‘emptiness’ of its prosperity. Or 
in Mian Mian’s words: ‘Shanghai today 

is only about business, business, busi-
ness, it’s without culture…Shanghai is 
fake, Shanghai is empty, Shanghai is 
Pudong, you know’. 

Freedom or loss of control? 
Mian Mian and Wei Hui’s novels 
reveal ambivalence towards contempo-
rary Shanghai. The protagonists lead 
decadent lives of travelling, eating in 
expensive restaurants and shopping for 
designer clothing. They glorify newly-
attained wealth, freedom and endless 
lifestyle choices, but criticise their 
artificiality, emptiness and destructive 
potential. Their characters continuous-
ly renegotiate their identity in a rapidly 
changing environment. As Mian Mian 
writes in ‘I love Shanghai’:

This is my hometown. For over a decade 
I have watched it evolve. And I have been 
changed by it. To me, each shift has been 
a soft touch, a little murmur. The city’s 
progress has also brought with it some 
things that make me sad. Everything has 
happened so quickly, the Shanghainese 
are lost, dizzy and confused – especially 
the young people. 

Unable to cope with drastic change and 
sudden freedom, the characters escape 
into an underworld of sex, drugs and 
hard rock. Mian Mian’s characters in 
particular show a predilection for vio-
lence, addiction and suicide; the main 
character in her collection of stories, 
La La La, remarks: ‘Did we lose control 
of ourselves because we were seeking 
freedom, or was our freedom itself just 
a kind of loss of control?’ Because of 
their sexually provocative stories, Mian 
Mian and Wei Hui are also labelled 
Body Writers, described by Chinese 
critics such as Zha Xiduo, Chen 
Dongfeng and Zhang Helong as ‘writ-
ing with their body and thinking with 
their skin’. Perpetual urban change has 
triggered a retreat into private spaces, 
bathrooms and bedrooms; the body is 
one of the only constants one can fall 
back on. 

While Mian Mian and Wei Hui’s fic-
tion reflects urban experience, it also 
feeds back into such experience. Many 

Mian Mian pouring beer on Wei Hui’s head in a Shanghai bar; Wei Hui baring her breasts at a press conference; mutual threats on the 
internet – self-labelled Beauty Writers Mian Mian and Wei Hui fear no accusations in their public catfight over alleged plagiarism in 
turn-of-the-century Shanghai. The rivalry began after publication of their semi-autobiographical ‘shock novels’ portraying hedonists 
searching for love and self in Shenzhen and Shanghai. Plagiarism or not, Wei Hui’s Shanghai Baby and Mian Mian’s Candy are 
products of their time.

Se
x 

in
 t

h
e 

ci
ty

of their stories are set in the Shanghai 
night, with characters taking taxis from 
nightclub to nightclub. The streets and 
clubs are actual places in Shanghai; 
some have become popular among 
readers. Although the novels blur the 
line between the ‘real’ and imagined 
Shanghai, they make use of ‘a mytholo-
gising “spatial rhetoric”  that elides 
great chunks of the city and exaggerates 
others, transforming Shanghai into a 
sexualised archipelago of expatriate par-
ties and nightspots inhabited by vora-
cious white-collar women, artists, for-
eigners, and prostitutes’ (Farrer 2002: 
33). The explicit descriptions of sex, 
drugs, prostitution, AIDS and suicide 
prompted the government to ban La La 
La, Shanghai Baby and Candy. The ban 
increased their popularity in China and 
abroad, and granted them a certain cult 
status: Mian Mian gained fame within 
the urban counter-culture, while Wei 
Hui became a role model for Chinese 
youth across the country and even in 
Japan, where she is one of the most 
popular contemporary Chinese writ-
ers. According to a Chinese newspaper, 
a book-signing tour in Japan attracted 
long lines of young women and old 
men waiting for Wei Hui’s autograph 
‘with tears in their eyes’. Japanese youth 
also identify themselves with Wei Hui’s 
characters’ desire for social and sexual 
liberation. One Japanese girl was quot-
ed in the newspaper as saying: ‘After 
reading Wei Hui’s books I could finally 
understand the meaning of sex, now I 
know it’s something very complicated 
that can be beautiful as well as sad. I am 
not afraid of it anymore.’

I am like a Panda now
The Post-70s are clearly conscious of 
urban transformation, which contrasts 
with a new generation of writers, such 
as Han Han, Guo Jingming and Zhou 
Jianing labelled the ‘Post-80s’. This 
younger group of writers grew up dur-
ing the construction boom without hav-
ing consciously experienced the earlier 
situation. As a result, they write about 
urban transformation from the inside. 
In their work the mushrooming sky-
scrapers and commercialising society 
seem a ‘natural’ part of the setting; the 

characters behave like uncritical con-
sumers whose lives are determined by 
fleeting and coincidental events and 
thrills. After the initial shock, the lat-
est works of the Post-70s, too, display a 
softer tone and show a tendency toward 
adaptation. The protagonist in Wei Hui’s 
latest novel Marrying Buddha still seeks 
sexual pleasure but also devotes herself 
to traditional Chinese religion and phi-
losophy. Mian Mian’s latest novel Panda 
reflects, according to China Daily, ‘her 
new-found maturity after steering her 
life clear of drugs, booze and even sex’. 
The cover also includes an English 
title: Panda Sex. As Mian Mian bluntly 
explains: ‘A panda has only sex twice a 
year, I’m like a panda now.’ <

Note

1. Al l  quotations from Mian Mian are 

from my interviews with her in October 

and November 2005. Wei Hui and Mian 

Mian’s writings have attracted attention 

from Chinese critics as well as scholars 

of Chinese literature including Megan 

Ferry, Sabina Knight, Harry Kuoshu and 

Yue Tao. Wei Hui and Mian Mian’s visit to 

the Amsterdam China Festival in October 

2005 was sponsored by IIAS. 
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In China, freedom of assembly is restricted by meticulous 
regulations aimed at safeguarding ‘homeland security’, 

‘social stability’ and ‘spiritual civilisation’. Any assembly that 
might wield social or political influence must have govern-
ment approval. In their discussion with organisers at On/Off, 
police officers stated the problem was not the festival’s subject 
matter, but the organisers’ failure to apply for authorisation. 
The first part of this statement may sound surprisingly liberal, 
but should not be interpreted too optimistically. The organ-
isers had actually considered requesting authorisation but 
were advised not to do so by Aizhi (爱知, ‘Love Knowledge’), a 
largely foreign-funded, government-approved NGO dedicated 
to safe sex awareness and gay rights’ issues. In Aizhi’s opin-
ion – presumably substantiated by earlier experiences – an 
application for authorisation would most probably have been 
turned down.

The first Beijing Gay and Lesbian Culture Festival was sup-
posed to focus on a broad range of issues touched on in two 
more modest Beijing gay and lesbian film festivals, in Decem-
ber 2001 and April 2005, respectively, which had also met 
with official interference but were not called off altogether. It 
was almost certainly the larger scale of the first Beijing Gay 
and Lesbian Culture Festival that drew government attention. 
The festival programme had been announced well in advance 
by online newsgroups and a website; the publicized presence 
of eminent guests and speakers from China and abroad, as 
well as an impressive list of media, probably triggered police 
intervention.

Comrades-in-culture…
Nevertheless, during the three days the festival would have 
lasted, several ‘underground’ meetings took place. Strength-
ened by the degree of organisation within the gay community, 
expressions of support by both gay and straight would-have-
been festival visitors and increased media interest, organisers 
seemed confident that a similar festival with official consent 
could be possible in the near future. As early as the day after 
the police crackdown, Reuters and many newspapers, includ-
ing some in Hong Kong and Korea, reported it. Some main-
land-Chinese media reports considered possible reasons why 
police had intervened, while others reported that the festival 
actually did take place and hailed it as a significant step in the 
gay emancipation process. Notably, both types of reporting 
seemed to sympathise with Chinese gays, who interpreted 
such positive media attention (as opposed to disparagement 
or ignoring it altogether) as conducive to an open-minded atti-
tude towards homosexuality in Chinese society. And although 
the police consistently monitor the festival website – from 
which they learned about it in the first place – at this writ-
ing it is still online. This is all the more remarkable because 
it prominently features reports of the crackdown, including 
citations from foreign media.

One of the discussion topics originally scheduled for the 
 festival was ‘comrade culture’. The term comrade (同志, in 
Chinese, literally meaning ‘of the same intent’ and broadly 
used in communist discourse) is preferred over homosexual 
(同性恋) by Chinese gays and lesbians to signal conscious-
ness of themselves as an organised social group. Thus it has 
become a common form of address within the gay community 
and given rise to such terms as comrade literature, referring 
to works of fiction with gay themes, a genre that has flour-
ished in recent years through the internet. Occasionally, main-
stream media also adopt the term to refer to gays.

Comrade culture is not synonymous with a cultural subset 
to which all Chinese gays, defined as men who have sex with 
men and women who have sex with women, automatically 
belong. Comrade is a more complex social concept, partly 
based on sexual identity (ie, homosexuality or non-straight 
sexuality) but also attesting to the mechanism of identity 
politics as an auto-descriptive and group-empowering term. 
Although the comrade concept bears some similarity to the 
sense of ‘queer’, the terms are not interchangeable. In fact, 

there is a Chinese translation of ‘queer’ (酷儿) that is used 
in terms such as queer theory and queer nation, but it gener-
ally corresponds to international discourse in the field and is 
hardly ever employed to refer to the Chinese gay community. 
That said, drawing parallels between ‘queer’ and ‘comrade’ 
helps conceptualise the latter term.

…become Comrades-in-politics
Based on Foucault’s theoretical legacy, referring to links 
between (sexual) identity and discourse as the ‘discursive 
effects of available cultural categories’ (Jagose 1996:82), queer 
theory contests the essentialist perception of sexual identity 
as something innate or fixed and defines sexual identities 
(eg, gays and heterosexuals) as social constructs. Queer as an 
alternative, auto-descriptive term for non-heteronormative 
sexual or gender identities emphasizes this (post-) structural-
ist awareness, and has developed against a social background 
of sexual emancipation in the West in the 20th century. An 
unmistakable correlation between the western gay commu-
nity’s adoption of ‘queer’ and the Chinese gay community’s 
adoption of ‘comrade’ – as opposed to using the pathologizing 

term ‘homosexual’ – is that it reflects increasing self-aware-
ness within these communities.

Another Foucauldian concept that is central to Queer theoriza-
tion, and that might also apply to the Chinese situation, is the 
‘tactical polyvalence of discourse’ (Foucault 1990:100). The 
fact that people are socially labelled, although perhaps invol-
untarily at first, can have an empowering effect. In China, the 
socially oppressed gays of the 1980s became a more coher-
ent and self-conscious community in the 1990s through new 
networking possibilities offered by the internet. Adopting the 
term comrade demonstrates group empowerment and signals, 
in the light of identity politics, that the gay community con-
trols the naming of its identities.

The importance of self-identification in relation to sexual iden-
tity is also specifically emphasized by queer theorists. Comrade 
emerged out of the Chinese gay community itself, and was 
subsequently adopted as a conscious identity marker. Hence, 
with reference to gay festivals and similar events, it makes 
more sense to speak of comrade culture than of Chinese gay 
and lesbian culture; the former shows that we are dealing 
with expressions of a self-conscious social group rather than 
attempting to encompass the doings of all Chinese gays.

Cultural articulation
In what sense, then, do gay festivals articulate comrade cul-
ture? An obvious answer would be that the festivals them-
selves are manifestations or statements of – that is, by – com-
rade culture, referring to both the festivals’ origins and their 
subject matter. In this respect, it is especially interesting to 
note that, while both festival organisers and participants 
include people who identify themselves as comrades, both 
groups also include a fair number of people who don’t. How 
do the latter relate to comrade culture? On the one hand, they 
are referred to ex negativo as ‘non-comrades’ (非同志). On the 
other hand, they can arguably be seen to affirm the notion of 
a comrade culture by partaking in the festivals as visitors or 
being involved in their organisation; that is, non-comrades 
in their turn articulate a perception of gays as not just people 
with a non-standard sexual preference, but as a community 
with a shared identity that manifests itself in social and cul-
tural ways (comrade culture) within society at large. By par-
ticipating, non-comrades demonstrate a tolerance for coexist-
ence and might even find common ground between comrade 
culture and their own ‘heterosexual’ cultural perceptions in 
terms of lifestyle (eg, individual expression) or interests (eg, 
artistic taste).

If non-comrade participation in comrade culture demonstrates 
tolerance, what are we to make of the increased positive inter-
est of the mainstream media? It leaves us with an important 
but as yet unanswerable question: does media interest signal 
a growing readiness in Chinese society to acknowledge the 
notion of a comrade culture – even if it is not (yet) widely 
referred to as such? <
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Beijing, 16 December 200�, �pm. Two hours before Beijing’s first Gay and Lesbian Culture Festival, organisers are making final 
arrangements at On/Off, a well-known Beijing gay bar, when policemen barge in. Despite organisers’ fervent defence of the festival’s 
innocuous nature, the officers insist the event is illegal without prior official consent. After finding an expired fire extinguisher, 
the police force the owner to close his bar for a week. The first attempt to launch a major cultural event featuring the Chinese gay 
community is stymied.

Whose comrades? Gay festivals in China
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Adrian Vickers  and Leo Haks

Ida Bagus Nyoman Rai (who also used 
the last name Tengkeng or Klingking) 

was born into a poor brahmana, or Brah-
man, family between 1907 and 1920 in 
Sanur and began painting as a teenager. 
During the 1930s Sanur, like many Bal-
inese villages, produced a great number 
of artists; most were very young and 
new to art. Inspired by Bali’s aesthetic 
qualities, they created for new audienc-
es, including western newcomers who, 
using their economic and artistic influ-
ence, favoured images of a romanticized 
and timeless Bali like those produced 
by western artists. Dozens of highly 
original Balinese artists rejected this 
romanticisation and instead portrayed 
the modern reality in which they found 
themselves. Foremost amongst them 
were leading artists from the village of 
Sanur, including I.B. Rai who, at the 
time of his death, was among the last 
of the school’s first generation. Though 
second and third generations persisted, 
the school’s influence weakened after 
the second world war, making I.B. Rai 
an important link to the school’s birth 
and trademark style of strong lines 
against background depictions of local 
sites.

Leo Haks, a collector of Balinese paint-
ings of the pre-war or ‘modernist’ 
period,1 had long known about the col-
lection of Theo Meier (1908-1982), a 
Swiss artist who lived on Bali during 
the 1930s and 1940s. Meier had mar-
ried a Thai woman and moved to Chi-
ang Mai, where upon his death in 1982 
his wife honoured him by locking the 
door to his collection. She did not open 
it for 20 years, after she decided to back 
a dealer writing her husband’s biogra-
phy. The dealer bought all the paintings 
and, in 2003, Haks himself got his first 
look at an extraordinary record of works 
that depart from the standard images 
of Balinese painting. Amongst the 
collection are a number of works that 
provide new understanding of Balinese 
modes of depicting history, including 
the remarkable work of I.B. Rai depict-
ing the Japanese on Bali. Rai’s painting 
captures the viewer’s attention instantly 
because of its dramatic composition and 
subject matter.

Art imitating life?
Set on a northern stretch of Sanur beach 
known as Padang Galak (Wild Fields), 
the painting’s foreground depicts 
Japanese soldiers supervising labour-
ers sinking piles just offshore. In the 
background the beach is a battlefield 
that curves like a rainbow from the 
painting’s lower left-hand corner to its 
upper right-hand corner, where it meets 
a line of volcanoes known to mark the 
centre of Bali. As soldiers standing on 
the beach shoot their rifles, six planes 
fly overhead; a seventh has crashed into 
the sea near a sunken ship and three 
swimmers. Finally, passing by two small 
sailboats, two ships approach from the 
painting’s upper right-hand corner. The 
soldiers on shore appear to be firing at 

the swimmers and approaching ships. 
The painting begs the question: What 
battle is this?

Leo Haks tried to find out. Historian 
Geoffrey Robinson suggested that the 
painting could depict the Allied land-
ing on Bali of 2 March 1946, although 
he conceded that ‘the landing occurred 
without a single shot fired by either side. 
Nor, to our knowledge, did the Allies 
employ air support during the land-
ing’.2 Frank Morgan, an occasional Bali 
resident, told Haks that his step-father 
had served in the Yogyakarta-based 
Seventh Bomber Group until January 
1942 and had bombed Japanese troop 
transports unloading ‘on the beach just 
at the north end of the Sanur reef’.3 
Morgan’s information was promising, 
especially since Bali-based Researcher 
Fred B. Eiseman’s data on Bali’s Allied 
air defence confirmed it.4 But was it 
definitive?

Haks continued to dig. He met Wayan 
Gedar (b. 1924), a Sanur hero of the 
Revolution and one of the Pemuda 
who had resisted the Dutch. Gedar 
remembers the Japanese order-
ing the building of a bridge, which 
he and other locals used, across the 
river mouth north of Sanur, and an 
American air attack on Sanur at the 
beginning of the Japanese occupation, 
although he could not specify a year. 
During a morning battle that lasted 
from four to ten o’clock, he witnessed 
the downing of an American plane; 
two injured crewmen helped ashore 

nese vessel (the Sasago Maru) was false. 
The battle’s net effect was a weakening 
of Allied forces prior to the larger Battle 
of the Java Sea. 

Painting history
Rai’s painting certainly reflects some 
elements of the above historical 
accounts and likely does depict the Bat-
tle of Bali. But it also includes events 
that did not necessarily happen dur-
ing that battle, such as what is most 
likely the 5 February air raid in which 
an Allied plane was shot down, and 
Japan’s building of local infrastructure 
– the sinking of piles – using forced 
labour. Thus neither I.B. Rai’s nor sim-
ilar Balinese paintings that treat histor-
ical events is a ‘photographic’ record. 
Rai’s painting captures at least three 
separate moments in order to repre-
sent what the Japanese arrival in Bali 
meant to the artist; strictly speaking, it 
presents a parochial, and not Balinese, 
history. It does not record actual events 
but how the Balinese perceived those 
events and main actors: the Japanese 
as authoritarian, the Allies as distant 
and indistinguishable, the Balinese 
as the slaves or supporters of either. 
The painting demonstrates how rep-
resentational works can enrich the 
construction of historical accounts by 
providing unique points of view that 
can both inform and be informed by 
other sources. <
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The Balinese painter Ida Bagus Nyoman Rai died in 2000, leaving behind one of the few depictions of the Japanese occupation of 
Bali, an enigmatic work that has only now come to public attention. A ‘history painting’ that tells us much about Balinese art and its 
development during the modernist period, it also shows how art that appears to represent history ambiguously can actually enhance 
our understanding of it.

Ida Bagus Nyoman Rai: painter of history

Ida Bagus Nyoman Rai, ‘The Battle of Bali’, 1942. Washed pen and ink on paper, 49 x �� cm. courtesy of Leo Haks

by Balinese ‘disappeared’ soon after 
and were believed to have been res-
cued by the Americans.5

Gedar’s memories match several 
accounts of Allied engagements during 
the ‘The Battle of Bali’ (also known as 
‘The Battle of Badung Strait’): the initial 
attempt to defend Bali from Japanese 
air attacks on 5 February, in which one 
Allied plane was shot down and another 
crash landed; the downing of Japanese 
bombers over Java and Bali on 18 Feb-
ruary; attacks on Japanese ships on 19-
20 February that cost two Allied planes 
over Bali and Java; and later raids that 
destroyed up to ten Japanese planes at 
the cost of a number (sources vary as 
to the total) of Allied casualties.6 How-
ever, none of these accounts, including 
Gedar’s, specifically mentions the paint-
ing’s depiction of a sunken ship. Could 
the sinking also have taken place during 
‘The Battle of Bali’?

What do other sources say?
We know the Japanese landed on Bali 
on 18 February 1942, with only four 
Japanese destroyers and two trans-
port ships nearby. According to one 
source, the U.S. countered with ‘thir-
teen B-17 high altitude bombers and 
seven A-24 dive bombers, without any 
escort of fighter planes’.7 The source 
mentions neither downed planes nor 
sunken ships. Regarding other Allied 
air forces, a more contemporary 
source states only that ‘the Dutch 
Air Force lost many planes in attacks 
and efforts to reconnoitre’.8 The 

Allies also responded by sea: a first 
wave consisted of two light cruisers, 
two destroyers, and two ‘fourstack-
ers’ that departed Surabaya late on 
18 February to engage the Japanese 
at night; while darkness afforded the 
advantage of surprise, the Americans 
did not calculate that it also put the 
moon behind them, which illuminat-
ed their position to the Japanese.

Nevertheless, Allied forces claimed suc-
cess,9 though accounts differ. According 
to a Dutch naval source, only one ship 
was sunk and it was Dutch: the destroy-
er Piet Hein, whose crew members the 
Japanese fired on as they tried to swim 
to safety. This could have inspired the 
painting’s scene of Japanese soldiers 
shooting at swimmers, even though the 
ship had sunk at night and thus ship 
and swimmers might not have been vis-
ible unless illuminated by moonlight. 
The same source states that islanders 
helped ship survivors who reached 
shore escape to Surabaya.

A second wave of the Allied naval 
response, comprised of four American 
ships, followed the next day but only 
damaged Japanese ships before with-
drawing when the Dutch light cruiser 
Tromp and the U.S. destroyer Stewart 
were damaged. Dutch and U.S. sources 
claimed subsequent Allied bomber raids 
sunk perhaps 20 Japanese ships off 
Bali,10 but later accounts revealed this 
was an exaggeration. Only one Japanese 
ship, the Michishio, sustained damaged, 
while a U.S. claim to have sunk a Japa-
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Australia and Indonesia have a long history of cultural 
engagement, the earliest recorded contact going back 

400 years when Bugis Makassan traders sailed to the 
shores of East Arnhem Land in northern Australia to trade 
sea cucumbers with the local Yolgnu people. Modern-day 
cultural encounters traverse a much broader landscape; 
traces of those early connections, however, continue to 
resonate and it is these historical links that form the basis 
of the Northern Territory-Eastern Indonesia Partnership 
programme.

Asialink at the University of Melbourne in Australia and the 
Kelola Foundation in Indonesia are extending their existing 
Australia-Indonesia Arts Management Program to encom-
pass a pilot cultural partnership programme between the 
Northern Territory and eastern Indonesia.1 It aims to support 
the development of community cultural centres in eastern 
Indonesia currently working towards the revitalisation of the 
traditional arts through a programme of exchanges between 
indigenous arts centres and other cultural institutions in the 
Northern Territory. 

The programme recognises the achievements of the indige-
nous arts sector in the Northern Territory, its commercial and 
critical success in the national and international art scenes 
and its capacity to rejuvenate the cultural traditions of once-
devastated communities. Blossoming from humble begin-
nings in the 1980s, the market for indigenous artwork in the 
territory is now estimated to be worth A$100 million a year. 
This income allows communities to stay together, ensuring 
the transmission of traditional knowledge and ways of life and 
a sense of pride in the traditions. 

Art centres, located within indigenous communities across 
Australia, are the main centres for the production of indig-
enous artwork and training in the performing arts in remote 
areas, and fulfil a variety of functions depending on the needs 
of the community within which they operate. The Buku-Lar-
rnggay Mulka Art Centre and Museum in East Arnhem Land 
is an example of a highly successful model, owing in large 
part to the emphasis placed on cultural maintenance by the 
local community. The Centre is not only a venue for the dis-
play and sale of artworks (sales are also made via the Centre’s 
website), it also has a museum and printing studio and will 
soon establish a knowledge centre to document and present 
the written, pictorial and oral histories of the local commu-
nity. The local Yirrkala people have a strong sense of the role 
the Centre plays in maintaining and revitalising local tradi-
tions, and invest much of their time and energy supporting 
its programmes. 

The ability of indigenous Australian communities to maintain 
cultural integrity while catering to the demands of the market 
has in the main eluded their eastern Indonesian counterparts, 
and it is the challenge of this programme to find economi-
cally and culturally sustainable ways for these communities 
to strike a similar balance.

The Indonesian context
The traditional arts of eastern Indonesia, an area encom-
passing the islands of Sumba, Flores, Rote, Alor and West 
Timor, are rich and varied, reflecting the region’s great cul-
tural diversity. It is predominantly the textile and perform-
ing arts traditions of eastern Indonesia that inform and 
complement the region’s broader cultural systems, and in 
this sense are traditionally the most integral to the daily 
life of these communities. However, in the years follow-
ing independence in 1945, Indonesia has seen a significant 
shift in its cultural landscape; traditional arts in particular 
have struggled to maintain their relevance in the face of 
dramatic change. The impact of tourism, globalism and 
modernisation, the forced abandonment of traditional sys-
tems of organisation, dramatic transmigration policies, and 
an increase in accessible education have had a devastating 
– and in many cases irreversible – effect on traditional arts 
practice.

Traditional knowledge of dance, music and textile production 
is less and less concerned with nourishing the cultural life of 
villages and more focused on satisfying the demands of the 
market. This has resulted in the production of low-quality syn-
thetic textiles and, in the case of the performing arts, perform-
ances that are repetitious rather than challenging and inter-
esting to the audience, to the performers, or to the art form 
itself. The situation is exacerbated by the fact that younger 
generations can now afford schooling and are not involved in 
village life to the same extent as previous generations. There 
are therefore fewer opportunities to transmit knowledge and 
inject new life into these art forms. 

How then is re-dedication to traditional values encouraged 
in a less than supportive environment? One place to start is 
to identify existing structures that could support this kind 
of activity. It is from this position that the Northern Terri-
tory-Eastern Indonesia Partnership proceeds, focusing on 
the sanggar (studio, collective), the main centres for train-
ing and producing traditional art for visiting tourists and 
local and international markets. There is immense poten-
tial for these centres to develop into community cultural 
centres that nurture both the cultural and economic life of 
the community through the production of high-quality per-
formances and textiles for discerning consumers. Sanggars 
might also be developed as venues for the presentation of 
works produced, thereby facilitating more active community 
involvement and generating pride and value in local living 
traditions and culture. 

As modernisation and globalisation extend into eastern Indonesia, traditional culture’s decline in rural communities is undermining 
the vibrancy and dynamism of their arts. A partnership between two organisations in Australia and Indonesia is supporting a re-
dedication of these communities to the traditions and values of the past through a program that facilitates a re-imagining of their 
place in the future.

Engaging cultures across the Timor Sea

Tafaen Pah Foundation: a case in point
Assuming a mentorship role in the program is Yovita Meta, 
founder and manager of the non-profit Tafaen Pah Foundation 
in Kefamenanu, West Timor. The Foundation is a weaving co-
operative and gallery that supports the work of 25 self-manag-
ing groups of female weavers from surrounding villages. Prior 
to the establishment of the Foundation, local weavers had 
almost completely abandoned traditional methods of produc-
ing textiles, opting for more affordable machine-made cotton 
and more vibrant but environmentally destructive chemical 
dyes. Traditional motifs and weaving styles were traded for 
those that were easier to make and in demand, producing a 
glut of textiles that were neither culturally significant nor of 
high artistic or technical quality.

Workshops and training programmes are now conducted at 
the Foundation to share traditional knowledge of textile pro-
duction, including instruction on ikat,2 supplementary weft 
and tapestry weaving, natural dyeing and hand-spinning cot-
ton with the aim of producing the highest quality textiles for 
local and international markets. The cultural significance of 
the motifs and the associated music and dance traditions that 
complement them are also shared, ensuring their transmis-
sion to younger generations and cementing their place in the 
futures of these communities. The Foundation’s success has 
encouraged men from local villages to participate in offshoot 
activities, for example, using profits from sales to cultivate 
the cotton and indigo necessary for producing the textiles and 
establishing house-building co-operatives. The Foundation is 
an inspiring example of how the re-articulation of traditional 
culture in a contemporary context can empower communi-
ties, both economically and culturally.

Theory into practice
The Foundation and the indigenous art centre models will 
serve as the starting point for the development of eastern 
Indonesian sanggars involved in the pilot programme. Key 
arts practitioners and community leaders working towards 
the revitalisation of the traditional arts will be identified to 
engage in cultural exchange internships with local sanggars, 
indigenous Australian art centres and other key Australian 
cultural institutions. The Museum and Art Gallery of the 
Northern Territory (MAGNT), which houses an extensive col-
lection of material culture from across eastern Indonesia, will 
play a key role in supporting this programme. These organisa-
tions will facilitate an understanding of the immense poten-
tial community cultural centres have to maintain, interpret 
and nurture local cultures and identities. The programme’s 
format is intended to provide participants with an understand-
ing of the strategies these organisations employ, the possibili-
ties for applying these models in their own communities, and 
the opportunity to build networks and skills to support this 
development.

Through experimentation and cultural exchange, the North-
ern Territory-Eastern Indonesia Partnership programme seeks 
to facilitate a revitalising role for sanggar by developing their 
potential as a community resource. Stimulating informed 
‘cultural tourism’ and establishing new and more discerning 
markets will provide the necessary economic support to foster 
pride and continued investment in the cultural heritage of 
these communities. <

Notes

1.  The program is supported by the Ford Foundation in Jakarta, an 

organisation concerned with the transmission of traditional arts to 

new generations of Indonesian performers and practitioners.

2.  A fabric in which the yarns have been tie-dyed before weaving. From 

the Indonesian mengikat, ‘to tie’ or ‘to bind’.

Georgia Sedgwick is Project Officer at Asialink at the University of 

Melbourne, Australia. Asialink Arts promotes Australian engagement 

with the arts in Asia. 

g.sedgwick@asialink.unimelb.edu.au

www.asialink.unimelb.edu.au/arts/projects/indointernships.html

A member of the Tafaen Pah Foundation producing ikat textiles. 

courtesy Joanna Barrkman
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Media attention on Bhutan rarely 
transcends its image as Shangri-

la, and it only gets worse when it comes 
to the Bhutanese Nepali: reliable data is 
simply not available. The government’s 
role in the mass exodus remains shroud-
ed in secrecy; it claims that despite its 
pleas to Bhutanese Nepalis to stay in 
the country, many left after signing a 
‘voluntary emigration form’ to reside 
in UNHCR-managed camps in Nepal. 
Signing the form meant the person 
was leaving willingly, and had received 
compensation for property left behind. 
The government filmed and photo-
graphed people signing these forms, as 
evidence that the mass exit of a single 
ethnic group was not ‘ethnic cleansing’ 
but rather ‘voluntary emigration’. Vol-
untary or not, the question remains: 
Why have so many Bhutanese Nepalis 
left their country to reside in refugee 
camps? Finding an answer requires a 
look at the beginning of Nepali migra-
tion to Bhutan and the government’s 
efforts to alternately segregate them 
and to integrate or assimilate them into 
mainstream Bhutanese culture.

Shrouded in clouds 
Bhutan, known as ‘Druk Yul’ (the Land 
of the Dragon), is a small Himalayan 
kingdom bordered to the north by the 
Tibetan Autonomous Region and to the 
east, west and south by India. Moun-
tains dominate, but there is a narrow 
strip of lowland in the south, where 
much of the dense subtropical forest has 
been cleared to create farmland. As with 
all information from Bhutan, it is hard 

to come up with reliable population fig-
ures. The last national census in 1969 
counted just over 1m people and was 
subsequently revised down to 930,617 
(Rose 1977: 41). Government docu-
ments continued to assume the popu-
lation numbered over 1m, but in 1990 
King Jigme Sigme Singye Wangchuck 
declared that it was only 600,000. The 
first National Human Development 
Report, published in 2000, estimated 
the 1998 population to be 636,499.

Although its origin and heritage is Bud-
dhist, Bhutan is a multi-ethnic country. 
Information on the population’s ethnic 
division is also unreliable. Recent esti-
mates for the Ngalongs in the West, 
whose origin can be traced back to Tibet, 
vary from 10% to 28%; for the Sharchops 
(Easterners), from 30% to 40%; and for 
the Bhutanese Nepalis (Lhotshampa, 
‘Southerner’), from 25% to 52% (Hutt, 
2003: 7). Both the Ngalongs and Shar-
chops practise Tibetan-style Mahayan 
Buddhism and speak Tibeto-Burman 
languages and are collectively known as 
Drukpas. Dzongkha, originally spoken 
by the Ngalongs, has been the national 
language since 1961. The Bhutanese 
Nepalis are predominantly Hindu; most 
have their own language, but Nepali has 
been their lingua franca.

Into the mainstream
The Nepali arrival in Bhutan remains 
controversial. According to the refu-
gees, the Nepali presence dates back to 
the 17th century (Dhakal and Strawn, 
1994: 115), whereas the Bhutanese gov-
ernment claims Nepalis were allowed 
into Bhutan only in 1900 (Hutt, 2003: 

25). It is likely that the first major migra-
tion from Nepal began after the Anglo-
Nepalese war of 1814-1816 (Regmi 
1999). A century later British officers 
observed the Nepali presence in south-
ern Bhutan: Bell mentioned in 1904 
that the Nepalis might have migrated 
there many years earlier, and Captain 
Morris in 1933 believed that Nepali set-
tlements had been there already for 60 
or 70 years (Hutt, 2003: 41, 58). 

Despite the large number of Bhutanese 
Nepalis living in southern Bhutan, gov-
ernment policy in the mid-20th century 
was ambivalent. It isolated the Bhuta-
nese Nepali by restricting their settle-
ment to southern Bhutan (Rose, 1977: 
47). Although this restriction was lifted 
in 1974 by the 43rd National Assembly 
(Thinley 1994: 55), geographical isola-
tion (the south is separated from mid-
mountain Bhutan by a 25-mile-wide 
forest belt) discouraged most Bhuta-
nese Nepalis from moving farther north 
(Rose, 1977: 42). Both geographical 
circumstances and government policy 
helped maintain customs and practic-
es, but also alienated immigrants from 
mainstream Bhutanese culture.

After its initial policy of isolation, the 
government took measures to integrate 
Bhutanese Nepalis into mainstream 
Bhutanese culture. The first land 
reform programme was implemented 
in 1952 and allowed tenant farmers, 
most of whom were Bhutanese Nepalis, 
to acquire up to 25-30 acres (ibid: 128). 
In 1958, the government ruled that 
citizenship could be obtained at birth 
if the father was a Bhutanese national, 
and that land-owning foreigners could 
obtain citizenship after having lived 
in Bhutan for ten years. Nepali culture 
and dress were officially recognised, 
the Nepali language was taught in 
schools and inter-ethnic marriage was 
encouraged. In 1980 the government 
introduced the national integration pro-
gramme. Little information is available 
on what this programme entailed and 
it faded away without official explana-
tion in the wake of a 1985 revision of the 
Citizenship Act. According to this act, 
citizenship could be obtained at birth 
only if both parents were Bhutanese, 
while a child of one Bhutanese parent 
could obtain citizenship only by prov-
ing 15 years of in-country residence. By 

Since 1990 Bhutanese of Nepali descent have been forced to leave Bhutan and live as refugees in their ancestral land. Currently, more 
than 100,000 live in seven UNHCR-assisted refugee camps in the border districts of Jhapa and Morang in eastern Nepal. The Bhutanese 
government sees them as ‘Nepali’ and wants them to stay in Nepal, while the Nepalis call them ‘Bhutanese’ and want them to return. In 
the midst of this identity crisis, the refugees call themselves ‘Bhutanese’ – many possess Bhutanese citizenship cards, and want to return. 
Despite several rounds of talks between Nepal and Bhutan, the refugees remain stateless and their identity remains as obscure as ever. 

Bhutanese Nepalis or Nepali Bhutanese?

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

1988, all Bhutanese deemed citizens 
had received their citizenship cards. 

The coming crisis
Immediately after the citizenship cards 
were distributed, the government con-
ducted a census confined to the south, 
which divided southern Bhutanese 
into seven categories: genuine Bhuta-
nese citizens (F1); returned migrants, 
meaning people who had left Bhutan 
and then returned (F2); drop-outs, 
meaning people unavailable during 
the census-taking (F3); non-national 
women married to Bhutanese men 
(F4); non-national men married to 
Bhutanese women (F5); legally adopt-
ed children (F6); and migrants and 
illegal settlers (F7) (AI 1992: 5-6). The 
year of enactment of Bhutan’s first 
nationality law, 1958, was taken as the 
cut-off year to be recorded in the cen-
sus as a genuine Bhutanese. The citi-
zenship cards issued by1988 were no 
longer accepted in the south as proof 
of being Bhutanese. Genuine citizen, 
or F1 status required the submission 
of a 1958 tax receipt in either one’s 
own or an ancestor’s name, and con-
vincing the census team that both of 
one’s parents were Bhutanese. If one 
could not show a 1958 tax receipt but 
could show receipts from both before 
and after the cut-off year, one was cat-
egorised F2 on the assumption that 
the person had left Bhutan during the 
interim. If the place of birth differed 
from a person’s place of residence, a 
Certificate of Origin was required in 
addition to the 1958 tax receipt. In the 
end, the census reported that 100,000 
illegal immigrants had flocked into 
southern Bhutan to take advantage of 
the country’s economic prosperity.

This census was followed by the intro-
duction of Driglam Namzah, an ancient 
dress and language code of the Druk-
pa community, to promote a distinct 
Bhutanese national identity. This code 
stated that all Bhutanese citizens should 
wear national dress at all times. If found 
without national dress, a person would 
be penalised. Nepali language was dis-
continued from the school curriculum.
Two years later, in 1990, the govern-
ment once again organised another 
south-only census. Those categorised 
as genuine Bhutanese citizens (F1) in 
the previous census were now put in 

categories with fewer rights based on 
their Certificate of Origin; sometimes 
even members of the same family were 
placed in separate categories. As the 
census progressed, tensions mounted. 
Bhutanese Nepalis demonstrated en 
masse to protest their treatment. The 
government responded by introducing 
the ‘No Objection Certificate’. Essential 
for an individual to conduct business 
and enrol his children in school, the 
certificate was issued only to individuals 
who, according to police records, had 
not taken part in the demonstration. 
Police raids and intimidation increased 
throughout the south and by late 1990 
Bhutanese Nepalis were being expelled 
or forced to flee to India. The Indian 
government provided them not with 
food and shelter but with transportation 
to Kakarbhitta, on the eastern border, 
where it told them to leave India and 
enter Nepal.

India’s transportation to Nepal of the 
first wave of expelled Bhutanese Nepa-
lis only encouraged the Bhutanese gov-
ernment to label those still residing in 
Bhutan as ‘illegal Nepali immigrants’. 
In reality, they were Bhutanese and had 
been for generations, but government 
pressure and Indian collusion forced 
them into the country of their ancestors, 
a country they themselves had never 
known. Meanwhile, in 1997 Bhutan 
passed the New Citizenship Act, intro-
ducing still stricter requirements for 
obtaining citizenship. But even today, 
after having lived in the camps for over 
14 years, refugees still consider them-
selves Bhutanese citizens. 

As Bhutanese Nepalis fled Bhutan in 
the tens of thousands, international 
development organisations providing 
aid to Bhutan and the international 
media remained silent on the state per-
secution of a single ethnic group. The 
right to citizenship is one of the basic 
principles of democracy; the interna-
tional community, otherwise actively 
engaged in promoting democracy in 
Asia, cannot ignore the plight of refu-
gees abandoned in one of the world’s 
poorest nations. <

Satya Shrestha-Schipper

International Institute for Asian Studies

satya.shrestha@planet.nl
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Michael  Vickery 

I t seems Mr Hun Sen, alleging defa-
mation of himself and his govern-

ment, ordered the arrest of an independ-
ent radio station operator, threatened 
to sue a cousin of the king for defama-
tion, suggested abolishing the monar-
chy, and demanded from Thailand the 
extradition of two persons who had fled 
there to avoid arrest.1 Now all have been 
released or the charges against them 
dropped, while main opposition leader 
Sam Rainsy has apologised for related 
comments and returned to parliament 
in Phnom Penh. What was this all 
about? Not just human rights abuses, 
as slipshod journalists would have it. 
Above all, it was about fierce opposi-
tion by the persons concerned to a new 
treaty signed by Cambodia and Vietnam 
pursuant to the demarcation of their 
common border. They went so far as to 
accuse Mr Hun Sen and his government 
of giving away territory to Vietnam – a 
sensitive accusation in Cambodia with 
the potential to lead to violence. 

The disputed border
The border itself has always been con-
troversial. It was drawn in different 
areas at various times before Cambo-
dian independence in 1953-54 by the 
French who, holding authority over 
both countries, considered the border 
a mere administrative division within 
French Indochina. With independence 
it became an international boundary, 
but some areas were ill-defined and 
never physically demarcated on the 
ground. The most controversial region 
is south of Saigon, now called Kam-
puchea Krom (‘lower Cambodia’) by 
Cambodians, including an area with 
an important ethnic Khmer population 
which some Cambodians consider was 
unjustly included within Vietnam and 
should be returned. Even those who do 
not take such an extreme view claim 
that the post-1979 government, led by 
former Cambodian communists with 
close ties to Vietnam, illegitimately 
drafted treaties that gave Vietnam even 
more territory.

As much of the border was unmarked, 
it was often violated during the wartime 
conditions of the 1960s and 1970s. In 
1967 the Democratic Republic of Viet-
nam (DRV) in the north and its south-
ern ally, the National Liberation Front, 
accepted Cambodian Chief of State 
Prince Sihanouk’s request that foreign 
powers recognise Cambodia’s existing 
borders. They declared their recogni-
tion of ‘Cambodian territorial integrity 
within its existing borders’ and of ‘the 
existing frontiers between South Viet-
nam and Cambodia’.2 The U.S.-backed 
Republic of Vietnam in Saigon, how-
ever, did not promise such recognition. 
The problem, which no one mentioned 
then, was that long stretches of the land 
border were nothing more than lines 
drawn on maps. In part of Kampuchea 
Krom, the ethnically and historically 
controversial region south of Saigon, 
the original French surveys had been 

inaccurate, meaning that maps did not 
always correspond to distances on the 
ground.3

As long as the war continued, that is, 
until 1975, nothing could be done, even 
with the best intentions. From 1970 
to 1975 the Khmer Republic govern-
ment under General Lon Nol took the 
extreme position that Kampuchea Krom 
belonged to Cambodia, which put itself 
in opposition to both the DRV and the 
Republic in Saigon. But even after the 
war, from 1975 to 1979, Democratic 
Kampuchea (‘Khmer Rouge’) contin-
ued hostile relations with Vietnam with 
respect to the border. Only after good 
relations were established between 
Cambodia and Vietnam with the over-
throw of the Khmer Rouge in early 1979 
was it possible to seriously reconsider 
the border problem.

Peace process…
To this effect a series of treaties was 
signed: (1) in 1979 a Treaty of Peace, 
Friendship and Co-operation providing 
for negotiations to ‘delineate’ (or, using 
the French, ‘délimiter’) the border ‘on 
the basis of present border lines’; (2) 
in 1983 a ‘Treaty concerning principles 
for resolving border problems’ aimed 
to accept the border established at inde-
pendence; (3) in 1985 a full new border 
treaty listed co-ordinates, with three 

decimal places in each direction, for 205 
points. Comparison of the co-ordinates 
with available maps indicates that very 
few, and very minor changes to the old 
border were effected. Of course, those 
co-ordinates and the scales of the maps 
used (1:100,000 and 1:50,000) are only 
illustrative. Even the larger scale is hardly 
sufficient for measuring co-ordinates of 
three decimal places, and the border lines 
on the maps themselves may, accord-
ing to scale, be several kilometres wide. 
Demarcation on the ground is still neces-
sary, and would require good will and a 
spirit of compromise from both sides.

In 1985 demarcation was still not pos-
sible because of the ongoing armed 
hostilities between the Phnom Penh 
government and their US-China-Thai-
Western Europe-supported enemies: a 
tripartite coalition formed in 1982 and 
dominated by the surviving ‘Khmer 
Rouge’. Only after the October 1991 
Paris Agreement was signed by the four 
Cambodian parties and 18 other coun-
tries did it become possible to again 
consider border questions. But article 
2 of the Paris Agreement contained a 
provision causing further discord: ‘abo-
lition of all treaties incompatible with 
sovereignty, independence, integrity, 
territorial inviolability, neutrality, and 
national union’. In the interpretation 
of the enemies of the Cambodian Peo-
ples Party (CPP) government in Phnom 
Penh, this provision should have meant 

abolition of all treaties negotiated with 
Vietnam after 1979, though propo-
nents of this view have failed to show 
how those treaties violated Cambodia’s 
sovereignty.

The house-broken western press has 
consistently taken a position against the 
CPP and its treaties with Vietnam. One 
of its most respected, Nayan Chanda, 
showed his bias by uncritically accept-
ing a U.S. State Department conclu-
sion that ‘[a]fter comparing the [1985] 
delimitation with 1964 maps...with the 
exception of 1 km2 in one area that went 
to Cambodia, the agreement awarded 
“all the disputed areas, some 55 km2, to 
Vietnam”’. Given the scale of the maps 
and imprecision of the lines drawn, 55 
km2 is insignificant and perhaps only a 
draftsman’s error. Moreover, it is known 
that maps of the 1960s had arbitrary 
and provocative borders drawn on Siha-
nouk’s orders.4

The problem of demarcation on the 
ground remains. There is room for hon-
est disagreement about precisely where 
the ‘existing’ border, recognised in 1967 
and followed closely in the 1985 treaty, 
should be traced, as the post-1985 joint 
demarcation commission discovered. 
Sometimes the agreed mapline cuts 
through a village, or an individual field, 
or even a temple, or the border is des-

ignated according to a cart track, which 
deviate from one year to the next as a 
result of rain and the whims of local 
traffic. Some villagers may even have 
thought they lived in a different coun-
try than the one the map indicated. The 
recently signed supplementary treaty 
shows near successful completion of the 
task. Of seven remaining contentious 
points, some of which reflected real dif-
ferences in the maps of the 1950s and 
1960s, six, according to a Cambodian 
official involved, were settled by the end 
of 2005.

… or regime change?
Why the fierce opposition to this impor-
tant step in resolving the long festering 
wound in Cambodian-Vietnamese rela-
tions? And why the equally fierce reac-

Beginning in October 200� a new campaign against Cambodia was launched in the international press. It alleged, as does much news 
from that country, heavy-handed repression and human rights violations by Prime Minister Hun Sen, citing, among other sources, 
Brad Adams – a prominent figure in the international NGO Human Rights Watch, which like all such self-defined organisations is 
assumed by the public to be defending the true and the good.

Political turmoil in Cambodia

tion of Mr Hun Sen, which, predictably, 
has triggered counter-attacks from the 
human rights crowd? The problem 
goes back to the international ‘peace 
process’ of the 1980s, the goal of which 
was not democracy but rather the dis-
placement of the post-1979 Cambodian 
government on the grounds that it had 
been set up by and was closely allied to 
Vietnam – no matter that it was a vast 
improvement over its predecessor. The 
UN-supervised 1993 election did not 
succeed in this goal of ‘regime change’, 
but saddled Cambodia with a ‘Bourbon 
restoration’ which has made good gov-
ernance difficult.5

Significant moments in the peace proc-
ess involved organisations and persons 
still prominent in the latest anti-Phnom 
Penh furore. In 1990 Australian Foreign 
Minister Gareth Evans, now director of 
the International Crisis Group, devised 
a ‘peace plan’ which would have forced 
the Khmer Rouge back into the Cam-
bodian government. In the same year 
Ms Sidney Jones, then of Asia Watch, 
now of the International Crisis Group, 
proposed the U.S. ‘Nicaragua Model’ 
(condemned on one count by the World 
Court) for Cambodia. Brad Adams of 
Human Rights Watch has meanwhile 
used his positions in human rights 
organisations to launch unwarranted 
attacks on the Cambodian government, 
to the extent of misleading the U.S. Sen-
ate in 1997 about the 1993 election and 
the formation of the new government.6 
Whatever they really think about the 
treaties, they are happy to follow the 
Cambodian opposition in using them 
as tools against Mr Hun Sen.

Within the Cambodian political milieu, 
leading opposition politician Sam Rain-
sy, until his recent apology, chimed in 
continuously about Mr Hun Sen’s failure 
to preserve Cambodia’s integrity. Rainsy 
is supported by the American pseudo-
NGO, the International Republican Insti-
tute (IRI), a U.S. government-financed 
political lobby. In the Central American 
wars of the 1980s, the IRI supported 
the contras, including the Arena Party 
of El Salvador behind most of the death 
squads, and in 1993 the IRI brought a 
vice-president of that party to Cambodia 
to teach ‘democracy’ to Cambodian vot-
ers. IRI hatred of Mr Hun Sen and his 
government derives from Cambodia’s 
post-1979 friendship with Vietnam, 

which American reactionaries cannot 
forgive for its victory over the U.S.

Another inflammatory critic, Sean 
Pengse, director of the private Paris-
based ‘Cambodia’s Border Committee’, 
and whose radio interview concerning 
the border was the reason for the arrest of 
the station’s operator, has falsified on his 
website the Khmer text of the 1979 treaty 
to read that the borders with Vietnam are 
to be ‘dissolved’, implicitly to integrate 
Cambodia into Vietnam, rather than 
‘delimited’ or ‘delineated’ on the basis of 
the old border; this inflammatory text has 
already been propagated in a Khmer-lan-
guage book in Cambodia. Probably, these 
critics of the new supplementary treaty 
care little about the text itself, unless they 
are concerned that if it does not prove to 
be a sell-out of Cambodian territory, it will 
remove a pretext for undermining Mr 
Hun Sen. They have rarely offered any 
specific details on territory they believe 
has been given to Vietnam.

Mom Sonando, the radio operator 
arrested for interviewing Sean Pengse, 
was responsible two years ago for 
inflammatory and inaccurate broadcasts 
that incited a crowd to set fire to the 
Thai embassy. Mr Hun Sen is obviously 
concerned about a repeat of that violence 
against the Vietnamese, which would 
be even more incendiary politically. The 
threat against the king’s cousin, and 
others, was also because they charged 
that the new treaty gave away territory to 
Vietnam. Thus, in this case, Mr Hun Sen 
can credibly argue that he is protecting 
national security and the domestic peace 
required to receive the international 
aid and foreign investment on which 
Cambodia depends. <

Michael Vickery is an independent scholar. 

He was an IIAS fellow in 2005, and one of 

the speakers at the IIAS/ASiA ‘Nationalism 

in Mainland Southeast Asia’ workshop held 

in Amsterdam, 17 October 2005. 

vickery_michael@hotmail.com

the UN-supervised 1993 election saddled Cambodia 
with a Bourbon restoration
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Furthermore, the focus of most research has been on 
one category of image – commercial tourist photogra-

phy (figure 1) – thereby ignoring photographs produced for 
consumption within Japan. Much of this earlier work relent-
lessly pursued biographies of so-called master photographers, 
defined as such by the connoisseurship of collectors and deal-
ers and the scholarship of academics and curators. One way 
to expand the discussion is to focus on images produced by 
photographers for the domestic (in other words, non-tourist) 
market, and to start to ‘think with’ these images to explore not 
only their historical and cultural contexts, but the role of the 
photographs themselves. Early Japanese photography of the 
previously uninhabited Ogasawara Islands, some 1,000km 
south of Tokyo in the Pacific, provides an interesting possibil-
ity for such exploration.

Formerly known as the Bonin Islands, the Ogasawara Islands 
are home to the descendants of a 19th century settlement 
of Americans, Europeans, Polynesians and Japanese. The 
original settlement party, organised under the auspices of the 
British consul in Hawaii, set sail from Honolulu in 1830 and 
formed the first permanent colony. It remained more or less 
independent until Japan’s colonial expedition to Ogasawara 
in 1875. After having satisfied several western governments 
that the rights of their citizens would be protected under its 
rule, Japan sent representatives of four ministries along with 
13 settlers to Ogasawara aboard the warship Meiji Maru. By 
1882 all non-Japanese Islanders were naturalized as Japanese 
citizens. 

The islands’ photographic representation was integral to the 
expedition and exemplifies Japan’s use of photography as a 
bureaucratic and political tool in colonial expansion.1 Early 
government projects, such as photo-documenting the colo-
nisation of Hokkaido in 1871 and conducting a photographic 
survey of ancient religious sites and cultural treasures in west-

ern Japan in 1872, were intended to record and preserve, but 
what most influenced such projects was the growing belief 
that photography could record reality in unmediated terms. 
The government further understood that the unlimited repro-
ducibility of photographs made it possible to disseminate 
them as never before, providing an unprecedented opportu-
nity to influence public knowledge.

Matsuzaki Shinji (1850-?), a commercially successful Tokyo 
photographer, was retained for the Ogasawara Expedition, 
the first time the government paid a photographer to work 
in such a capacity. He had served the previous year as the 
self-appointed, unpaid photographer of Japan’s failed 1874 
attempt to take over Taiwan (then Formosa). Matsuzaki was 
contracted to produce 1,000 photographs and received per-
mission to sell an unlimited number to the general public. 
Relatively few of his Ogasawara images survive: the Tokyo 
National Museum, the National Archives, a private collection, 
and the Ogasawara Village Department of Education hold a 
total of 67 photographs.

Based on subject matter, Matsuzaki’s Ogasawara photographs 
can be divided into three categories: ‘landscape’, ‘Japanese’ 
and ‘First Settler’. Landscapes show only the ‘natural’ envi-
ronment of the islands and attempt to exclude all evidence of 
human presence; Japanese photographs feature members of 
the Japanese expedition party or Japanese material culture; 
First Settler photographs capture the non-Japanese people 
who first settled the islands, their descendants or their mate-
rial culture. These categories are not perfect – many images 
might fall somewhere in between – but they are a useful start-
ing point in analysing the photographs as they provide a basis 
for understanding what the producers of the images deemed 
worth photographing. 

Calling cards
I am going to limit my discussion here to the 11 images held 
by the Ogasawara Village Department of Education; they form 

a discrete group in both subject matter and format and are 
an excellent example of early Japanese use of photography. 
These images of First Settler subjects in carte de visite format 
(figure 2) are not duplicated in other collections, and no nega-
tives appear to have survived; analysing them first requires an 
understanding of their photographic genre.

Patented in 1854 by the Parisian photographer André Disdéri, 
the carte de visite gained worldwide popularity in the last half 
of the 19th century. These ‘calling card’ photographs were 
albumin prints measuring 6cm x 10cm, pasted on cardboard 
and sold at inexpensive prices, which made mass production 
(and big profits) possible. Beginning in the 1860s, particu-
larly in Europe and America, cartes de visite became a kind 
of social currency among members of the bourgeoisie (Poole 
1997:109). Exchanged between friends and acquaintances, 
they were collectible and often arranged and captioned in 
albums. Images of famous people – royals, actors, politicians, 
war heroes – sold particularly well.  

The subjects of cartes de visite, however, were not exclusively 
the middle and upper classes of Europe and America. Human 
curiosities became a favourite subject; photographers travelled 
the colonised world to capture ‘native’ types, and at home 
sought photographs of urban and working class ‘others’. In 
contrast to the bourgeois carte de visite, in which individuals 
self-consciously presented themselves to the camera and par-
ticipated in creating and circulating their photographs, ‘type’ 
photographs often used models and created an ‘aesthetics of 
the same’, wherein images of often (but not always) anony-
mous subjects were arranged in albums under headings such 
as ‘natives’, ‘peasants’ and other ‘exotics’ (Poole 1997:116,119). 
‘Types’ were generally photographed in the controlled condi-
tions of a studio. The bulky carte de visite camera, capable of 
taking multiple exposures on a single negative plate either 
through a system of multiple lenses that could be used sepa-
rately or through a mechanism that rotated the plate, made the 
process efficient and cost-effective.2 The photographer usually 
posed the subject against a plain backdrop in an attempt to 
neutralise context.

Interpreting historical photographs requires situating them 
within the specific places they occupy within given genres. 
Though often difficult (as here), photographs must also be 
examined within the realm of consumption – where their 
meaning is created. We can then probe the possible lives of 
the images, their original contexts and possible meanings.

The names of the subjects are not written on the Ogasawara 
cartes (the captions here are my own). Photographed alone 
or in groups of couples, children or families (figure 3), sub-
jects are not posed against a neutral backdrop that strips away 
context, as is commonly seen in both studio and field carte de 
visite photographs of ‘types’. Some subjects are posed in front 
of a thatched dwelling. Others feature couples photographed 
in an open space with no readily identifiable cultural markers 
other than clothing (figure 4). Although they are identified by 
name in one of the larger photographs held in the national 
collections, the subjects in the photograph of the Bravo family 
(figure 5) are as anonymous as in the other cartes.

Although these photographs could easily be categorised as 
‘repressive’ or ‘colonial’, nothing on the forensic level inher-
ently exoticises or dehumanises their subjects. Without know-
ing the circumstances of production or the ways in which 
they were consumed, one might interpret many of these as 

Early Japanese photography – like so many other elements of Japanese modernity – has often been considered a mere by-product 
of interaction between western technical know-how and traditional Japanese aesthetics. Academic approaches to understanding the 
photography of Meiji Japan (1�6�-1912) have likewise been hampered by what could be called an isolated aesthetics, where images 
are divorced from their social context even as they are mined for ‘evidence’ in what they purportedly tell us about Japanese history or 
customs.
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Fig.1 - Kusakabe Kimbei, 641 Wisteria at Kameido, ca 1�60-1900 

Hand-tinted Albumin Print, 21.� x 2�cm 

Collection of Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution

Views such as this beautifully coloured image of wisteria in bloom over a 

pond on the grounds of a Tokyo temple, with people standing on a grace-

fully arching bridge in the background, were mass produced and collected 

by tourists from all over the western world.  
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equivalent to the bourgeois photographs taken in fashionable 
studios. Men, and almost all of the women, are dressed in 
European clothes; except for the rustic outdoor location, one 
could imagine that these photographs were produced for pay-
ing customers rather than a colonial government. However, 
whether the prints were sold commercially, archived by the 
government, or both, the subjects were clearly not the paying 
clients of the government-hired photographer.  

Thinking about photographs
What can we say about the consumption of the photographs? 
Although produced under the same circumstances as the pho-
tographs held in the national collections, these cartes de visite 
followed a disappearing trajectory. By this I do not mean the 
actual 11 cartes in the village’s collection, for their biographies 
are relatively well understood. The photographs themselves 
were in the private collection of Obana Sakusuke, the first 
colonial governor of Ogasawara and the official responsible 
for retaining Matsuzaki’s services for the expedition. Obana 
was personally interested in photography and deeply involved 
in the colonisation of the Ogasawara Islands (Morita 2002). 
His papers (including photographs) were eventually archived 
by the Tokyo Metropolitan government, which in turn depos-
ited them with Ogasawara’s Department of Education. It is 
unclear, however, whether additional prints of the cartes were 
originally archived with the other expedition photographs 
that now form the national collections, or whether they were 
indeed never included with the other photographs.

Because Matsuzaki’s subjects were not bourgeois customers 
paying for studio portraits, it is tempting to assume that the 
colonial photographer produced images of an exotic other for 
government and possibly Japanese public consumption; that 
individuals could order a set of the photographs and arrange 
them in their own albums; and that the photographs might 
have been collected together with others of ‘internal exotics’, 
such as Ainu or Okinawans, with collectors adding their own 
caption to explain the ‘Ogasawara type’. But no such album 
has ever been found, and no concrete evidence exists of com-
mercial consumption of the cartes de visite, as opposed to the 
other photographs, which were advertised for sale at the time 
of production and subsequently found in a commercially 
obtained collection. 

All this makes one wonder if the government considered the 
cartes unworthy of archiving, perhaps because their smaller 
image size lacked the clarity of the larger-sized photographs, 

rendering them inferior for viewing purposes. This is unlike-
ly, however, since the government commissioned the photo-
graphs at great expense and would have expected Matsuzaki 
to produce a suitable product. Instead, their absence in the 
national collections might reflect the government’s fear that 
the Japanese claim to the islands could be challenged if the 
existence of citizens from western nations in Ogasawara 
became widely known. 

I propose rather that the original collector, Obana Sakusuke, 
used the cartes in his management of the colony. Even if the 
national government did not value them, Obana could have 
had Matsuzaki produce the cartes for use in his capacity as 
Ogasawara governor, not for any commercial interest but to 
study the First Settlers. Obana and other colonial bureaucrats 
might have used them in their detailed written records of 
each resident, which included names, ages, births, deaths and 
property. The cartes de visite read like a photographic inventory 
of the islands’ inhabitants, with each subject or group of sub-
jects posed stiffly either in front of what is presumably his or 
her dwelling or in a wild, open space. Although the subjects’ 
names were not recorded on the cartes themselves (other pho-
tographs included the name of the male household head), in 
conjunction with written records they would likely have been 
useful to the colonial administration. 

‘Thinking with’ the photographs in this way – thinking, that 
is, beyond the content and subject matter of the images in 
order to consider issues of form and function – expands the 
discussion about early Japanese photography. It allows one 
to consider larger social contexts as well as the role of the 
photographs themselves, and addresses what is often missing 
from scholarship on early Japanese photography: the agency 
of Japanese actors and the importance of Japanese institutions 
in shaping early photographic practice in Japan. <

Notes

1. Photography had been part of European colonial projects since 

almost immediately after its invention in 1839 (Ryan 1997:28). In 

the United States, the government enlisted photographers to docu-

ment and justify its westward expansion (Phillips 1996).

2. It is unlikely that Matsuzaki carried the cumbersome carte de visite 

camera in addition to his standard camera in the field. Judging by 

the images, which show less clarity than the larger albumen prints, 

he probably exposed the negatives in his standard camera, made 

standard albumen contact prints and copied these with a carte de 

visite camera when he returned to his studio in Tokyo.
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Bal i  Sahota

In all but mainstream and military 
forms of modern historiography, the 

world wars of the 20th century often 
simply mark the end of one period or, 
like the capital letter of a sentence, 
establish the syntax for the following 
one. Political pressures of an era come 
to a head; the pieces, afterwards, fall in 
newly determined patterns. In Forgot-
ten Armies, a masterful reconstruction 
of the collapse of British Asia during 
the war years, Christopher Bayly and 
Tim Harper reveal at once the mun-
dane and sublime qualities of all-out 
modern warfare.

Considering issues such as mass casu-
alties, genocide and the dropping of the 
atomic bomb, the representational con-
straints of the historical discipline are 
made apparent. More modernist gen-
res arguably have greater flexibility for 
dealing with events of this intensity.1 In 
any case, only an Olympian calm of dis-
tanced irony could convert the terrifying 
spectacle and chaos of modern warfare 
into something historically explicable. 
How, then, can the exceptional condi-
tions of world war, the totality of the 
event and its violence be referenced 
in a representational mode that must 
reduce everything to normality in order 
to narrate it? In rethinking the oblivion 
of the second world war’s eastern front, 
Forgotten Armies answers this question 
using archival fragments in most tell-
ing ways. 

The sublimity of the event surfaces 
unexpectedly in Forgotten Armies. It is 
the uncanny moment or the absurd 

juxtaposition captured, for example, by 
descriptions of ‘ever-present gorgeous 
butterflies’ that would settle ‘on people 
near to death’ in ‘the green hell of mud, 
human excrement and chaos’ of the 
Hukawng valley in 1942; (pp.183, 185) 
or of the ‘glorious ochre sunsets’ pro-
duced by the smoke of fires set by arson-
ists in Rangoon after the Japanese inva-
sion (p.62). Sublimity surfaces as well 
in brutal ironies. In the year after the 
great artificial famine of Bengal in 1943, 
agricultural production broke previous 
records, but because of the famine, 
not enough labouring hands were still 
alive to harvest it. Juxtapositions evoke 
the vast disturbance of war. The explo-
sion of the atomic bomb in Hiroshima 
produces in the words of Matsushige 
Yoshito ‘a brilliant flash of immaculate 
white’ (p.456). Destiny as black humour 
and aesthetic recompense for human 
horror: in Forgotten Armies these are 
the themes that bring into scope the 
unrepresentable enormity of the sec-
ond world war. It is as if all the evil and 
terror come of nothing other than the 
stupidity of human designs for power 
and domination, as if the world is one 
vast board game upon which human 
folly and the struggle against fate is 
the source of delight for ancient gods. 
Forgotten Armies’s return to narrative 
history in the grand tradition seems to 
return the reader to a chronotope of the 
ancient world itself.

Each of the chapters of Forgotten Armies 
chronicles a year of the war, revealing 
the precipitous breakdown of British 
rule. All kinds of contingencies and 
circumstances slowly bring into focus a 
new order and geographical imaginary. 

It was perhaps inevitable that Japanese 
imperial ambitions, known benignly as 
the ‘Greater East Asian Co-prosperity 
Sphere’, would target the great crescent 
stretching from Bengal to Sumatra. 
As the powers of the late imperial age 
were well aware, the region was rich in 
resources, the seat of weakly protected 
cosmopolitan metropolises such as 
Singapore, and the base of moderniz-
ing urban and peasant labour forces. 
At the moment when Japanese impe-
rialists were strategizing, the idea of 
national liberation and politics based on 
ascriptive affinities had already spread 
with severe consequences. Between 
the struggles of Japanese and western 
imperial powers emerge the forgotten 
armies. Their fleeting appearance and 
the telling of their histories serve the 
purpose of the book: to get beyond the 
micro-specialisations of contemporary 
historiography and to rethink the frag-
mented nature of public memory sur-
rounding the great events of the second 
world war, ‘to reassemble and reunite 
the different, often unfamiliar but con-
nected narratives of these epic events 
and to put the stories of the great men 
and the great battles of the period into 
the context of the histories of ordinary 
Asian men and women’ (p.xxxii). 

The forgotten ones
The diversity of the forgotten armies 
reveals the inter-twined nature of the 
great crescent: its kaleidoscopic soci-
eties are not only tied to one another, 
but also to broad national and imperial 
formations around the world. The men 
of the Indian diaspora, who joined the 
Indian National Army to escape Japa-
nese labour camps, appear here, as do 

the members of the Singapore Over-
seas Chinese Volunteer Army under 
the leadership of the business tycoon 
Tan Kah Lee. Likewise, different tribal 
groups such as the Nagas of Assam, 
essential to Allied victory, make their 
appearance, as do the Orang Asli who 
helped to establish the ephemeral com-
munist hegemony in Malay.

Yet, Bayly and Harper capture with 
their heuristic category some rath-
er unexpected units of oblivion’s 
armies, including the huge ‘silent 
armies’ of officially commissioned 
Japanese ‘comfort women’. These sex 
slaves were dispatched with colonis-
ing missions at the ratio of one for 
every 40 soldiers, along with over 32.1 
million condoms. We also have the 
abandoned lepers of Sungei Buloh 
who established ‘a centre of support 
for guerrilla resistance to the Japa-
nese’ (p.125). Most surprising, the 
70,000 or so Japanese soldiers who 
withered away in the valleys around 
Assam after the legendary battles of 
Imphal and Kohima are mentioned 
briefly as one of the forgotten armies. 
They, too, despite being the invaders, 
are among the forgotten figures bur-
ied in the soil of the great crescent, 
abandoned as the lost subjects of an 
increasingly improbable empire. One 
gets a sense in instances such as these 
of how much Forgotten Armies departs 
from more conventional national-
ist or ethnically motivated accounts 
of the region’s history. The complex 
detritus embedded in the very land 
surely make problematic the claims 
of the region’s nationalist – or fascist 
– ideologies concerning the purities of 

blood and soil. Such claims continue 
to hold sway in the official histories of 
the region.   

The mosaic that accordingly emerges 
of the war years through the device of 
the ‘forgotten armies’ is one that is 
radically de-centring. It produces the 
right juxtapositions for making the age 
come across as quintessentially mod-
ern and global. This is accomplished 
primarily by the sources Bayly and 
Harper bring to their disposal. Glean-
ings from the numerous archives of 
several nation-states, the major news-
papers of the region, photographs and 
the personal accounts of all kinds of 
people make for a strikingly authentic 
account. Building almost exclusively 
on primary sources, the account gives 
a sense of the age as it was considered 
by its contemporaries. These were the 
days when the Malayan Planning Unit 
was concocting elaborate war strate-
gies ‘in almost complete ignorance 
of the situation on the ground’, when 
Lord Mountbatten was dreaming up 
fantastic invasion schemes called 
‘Dracula’ or ‘Zipper’ and officials such 
as the exiled Governor General Regi-
nald Dorman-Smith were engaged in 
debates where the basic premise was 
that ‘the British Empire in Asia would 
be rebuilt as surely as day followed 
night’ (pp.420, 241). The manner in 
which local figures were strategically 
engaging with the blindness of British 
ideology was essential. The shadowy 
figure ‘Lai Teck’, the best-known alias 
of the man who climbed the ranks 
to become secretary general of the 
Malayan Communist Party and erst-
while spy for the British, only makes 

sense ‘in the context of the fluidity of 
the social world he inhabited, a world 
where most people were strangers’ 
(p.55). Such characters abound in the 
scenarios of Forgotten Armies, where 
the minor and ghostly presence of the 
commoner reveals itself to be just as 
significant as that of a British official, 
where reversals of power are quite 
regular. The book’s excellent organisa-
tion, including several maps, a list of 
key characters and an extensive index, 
help the reader sort through any dif-
ficulties in keeping track of them.

The book’s unusual picture of the mod-
ern experience can be considered the 
result of its shifting the narrative of the 
second world war from the western to 
the eastern front and from the sphere 
of officialdom to the translocal worlds of 
the forgotten armies. Combinations of 
the most discrepant phenomena seem to 
have characterized the era, and in bring-
ing them to light Bayly and Harper verge 
on the fantastic in their depictions. The 
non-western world of the mid-20th cen-
tury is one of bizarre bricolage. We see 
animal-based armies alongside state-of-
the-art war machines and we witness 
how the ‘most advanced scientific tech-
niques of killing were deployed along-
side almost medieval patterns of bravery 
and brutality’ (p.393). The notion of a 
‘triumph of the will’ was strong among 
many fighting forces and Emperor Hiro-
hito ‘still believed that the Allies could 
be denied victory if his samurai were 
brave enough’ (p.393). The most tech-
nologically advanced instruments of 
destruction were employed by the likes 
of kamikaze bombers who espoused 
quasi-ancient ideologies of sacrifice. The 

techniques for expressing domination 
also seem to be of a strangely pre-mod-
ern sort. The Japanese probably incited 
the most hatred and spurred anti-impe-
rial struggle with their notorious habit 
of face-slapping. The newly re-colonized 
subjects of Burma and Malay found this 
to be the most intolerable aspect of their 
subjection.

The fruit of long and arduous archival 
labour, Forgotten Armies is an achieve-
ment that helps one rethink broad sub-
jects such as modernity and modern 
warfare. It is also a great example of the 
theory of nationalism and regionalism 
that Bayly has previously published. 
According to him, geo-political forma-
tions in modern times are born through 
the crucible of war. The vast transforma-
tion that was the second world war can 
be seen to have produced the region we 
understand today as Southeast Asia. 
The very term ‘Southeast Asia’ was 
coined only after ‘the whole area from 
the borders of Bengal and Assam almost 
as far as the Australian Sea was united 
by the Allies for the first and only time 
in a single, interconnected administra-
tion’ (p.xxxii). The seeds of a new order 
were being planted amidst the mayhem. 
Thus the vast cosmopolitan perspective 
that they bring to their narrative reveals 
‘the terrifying spectacle of change which 
destroys everything and creates it anew, 
and destroys again’, which was central 
to Friedrich von Schiller’s notion of the 
historical sublime.2

Destruction can thus be productive. The 
exceptional circumstances of modern 
warfare can potentially help bring into 
focus the seething struggles, unsettled 

disputes and unresolved contests over 
power that endure quietly under nor-
mal conditions. The aftermath of explo-
sions across a vast terrain leave the pos-
sibility for realignments of geo-political 
boundaries, the invention of nations 
and the formation of new regional blocs. 
Underneath the scorched remains, the 
ramshackle re-adjustment to normal-
ity and the refurbishing of historical 
trajectory lie the memories of vastly 
discrepant, yet interconnected, experi-
ences. Such remains can be unearthed 
to reveal profound moments pregnant 
with possibility. Bayly and Harper are 
like archaeologists digging into the his-
torical record to bring scraps back from 
oblivion and reassemble them in ways 
that may shed light on and enhance the 
meaning of our present. One issue that 
certainly comes to light is the potential 
discrepancy between the way the past is 
officially commemorated and the differ-
ent ways it can be recollected in regions 
as diversely populated – in the past and 
in the present – in what we today call 
‘Southeast Asia’. <

Notes

1. White, Hayden. 1987. The Content of the 

Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical 

Representation. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press.

2. As quoted in ‘The Politics of Historical 

Interpretation: Discipline and De-Subli-

mation’. Ibid., p.69. 
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Bal i  Sahota

In all but mainstream and military 
forms of modern historiography, the 

world wars of the 20th century often 
simply mark the end of one period or, 
like the capital letter of a sentence, 
establish the syntax for the following 
one. Political pressures of an era come 
to a head; the pieces, afterwards, fall in 
newly determined patterns. In Forgot-
ten Armies, a masterful reconstruction 
of the collapse of British Asia during 
the war years, Christopher Bayly and 
Tim Harper reveal at once the mun-
dane and sublime qualities of all-out 
modern warfare.

Considering issues such as mass casu-
alties, genocide and the dropping of the 
atomic bomb, the representational con-
straints of the historical discipline are 
made apparent. More modernist gen-
res arguably have greater flexibility for 
dealing with events of this intensity.1 In 
any case, only an Olympian calm of dis-
tanced irony could convert the terrifying 
spectacle and chaos of modern warfare 
into something historically explicable. 
How, then, can the exceptional condi-
tions of world war, the totality of the 
event and its violence be referenced 
in a representational mode that must 
reduce everything to normality in order 
to narrate it? In rethinking the oblivion 
of the second world war’s eastern front, 
Forgotten Armies answers this question 
using archival fragments in most tell-
ing ways. 

The sublimity of the event surfaces 
unexpectedly in Forgotten Armies. It is 
the uncanny moment or the absurd 

juxtaposition captured, for example, by 
descriptions of ‘ever-present gorgeous 
butterflies’ that would settle ‘on people 
near to death’ in ‘the green hell of mud, 
human excrement and chaos’ of the 
Hukawng valley in 1942; (pp.183, 185) 
or of the ‘glorious ochre sunsets’ pro-
duced by the smoke of fires set by arson-
ists in Rangoon after the Japanese inva-
sion (p.62). Sublimity surfaces as well 
in brutal ironies. In the year after the 
great artificial famine of Bengal in 1943, 
agricultural production broke previous 
records, but because of the famine, 
not enough labouring hands were still 
alive to harvest it. Juxtapositions evoke 
the vast disturbance of war. The explo-
sion of the atomic bomb in Hiroshima 
produces in the words of Matsushige 
Yoshito ‘a brilliant flash of immaculate 
white’ (p.456). Destiny as black humour 
and aesthetic recompense for human 
horror: in Forgotten Armies these are 
the themes that bring into scope the 
unrepresentable enormity of the sec-
ond world war. It is as if all the evil and 
terror come of nothing other than the 
stupidity of human designs for power 
and domination, as if the world is one 
vast board game upon which human 
folly and the struggle against fate is 
the source of delight for ancient gods. 
Forgotten Armies’s return to narrative 
history in the grand tradition seems to 
return the reader to a chronotope of the 
ancient world itself.

Each of the chapters of Forgotten Armies 
chronicles a year of the war, revealing 
the precipitous breakdown of British 
rule. All kinds of contingencies and 
circumstances slowly bring into focus a 
new order and geographical imaginary. 

It was perhaps inevitable that Japanese 
imperial ambitions, known benignly as 
the ‘Greater East Asian Co-prosperity 
Sphere’, would target the great crescent 
stretching from Bengal to Sumatra. 
As the powers of the late imperial age 
were well aware, the region was rich in 
resources, the seat of weakly protected 
cosmopolitan metropolises such as 
Singapore, and the base of moderniz-
ing urban and peasant labour forces. 
At the moment when Japanese impe-
rialists were strategizing, the idea of 
national liberation and politics based on 
ascriptive affinities had already spread 
with severe consequences. Between 
the struggles of Japanese and western 
imperial powers emerge the forgotten 
armies. Their fleeting appearance and 
the telling of their histories serve the 
purpose of the book: to get beyond the 
micro-specialisations of contemporary 
historiography and to rethink the frag-
mented nature of public memory sur-
rounding the great events of the second 
world war, ‘to reassemble and reunite 
the different, often unfamiliar but con-
nected narratives of these epic events 
and to put the stories of the great men 
and the great battles of the period into 
the context of the histories of ordinary 
Asian men and women’ (p.xxxii). 

The forgotten ones
The diversity of the forgotten armies 
reveals the inter-twined nature of the 
great crescent: its kaleidoscopic soci-
eties are not only tied to one another, 
but also to broad national and imperial 
formations around the world. The men 
of the Indian diaspora, who joined the 
Indian National Army to escape Japa-
nese labour camps, appear here, as do 

the members of the Singapore Over-
seas Chinese Volunteer Army under 
the leadership of the business tycoon 
Tan Kah Lee. Likewise, different tribal 
groups such as the Nagas of Assam, 
essential to Allied victory, make their 
appearance, as do the Orang Asli who 
helped to establish the ephemeral com-
munist hegemony in Malay.

Yet, Bayly and Harper capture with 
their heuristic category some rath-
er unexpected units of oblivion’s 
armies, including the huge ‘silent 
armies’ of officially commissioned 
Japanese ‘comfort women’. These sex 
slaves were dispatched with colonis-
ing missions at the ratio of one for 
every 40 soldiers, along with over 32.1 
million condoms. We also have the 
abandoned lepers of Sungei Buloh 
who established ‘a centre of support 
for guerrilla resistance to the Japa-
nese’ (p.125). Most surprising, the 
70,000 or so Japanese soldiers who 
withered away in the valleys around 
Assam after the legendary battles of 
Imphal and Kohima are mentioned 
briefly as one of the forgotten armies. 
They, too, despite being the invaders, 
are among the forgotten figures bur-
ied in the soil of the great crescent, 
abandoned as the lost subjects of an 
increasingly improbable empire. One 
gets a sense in instances such as these 
of how much Forgotten Armies departs 
from more conventional national-
ist or ethnically motivated accounts 
of the region’s history. The complex 
detritus embedded in the very land 
surely make problematic the claims 
of the region’s nationalist – or fascist 
– ideologies concerning the purities of 

blood and soil. Such claims continue 
to hold sway in the official histories of 
the region.   

The mosaic that accordingly emerges 
of the war years through the device of 
the ‘forgotten armies’ is one that is 
radically de-centring. It produces the 
right juxtapositions for making the age 
come across as quintessentially mod-
ern and global. This is accomplished 
primarily by the sources Bayly and 
Harper bring to their disposal. Glean-
ings from the numerous archives of 
several nation-states, the major news-
papers of the region, photographs and 
the personal accounts of all kinds of 
people make for a strikingly authentic 
account. Building almost exclusively 
on primary sources, the account gives 
a sense of the age as it was considered 
by its contemporaries. These were the 
days when the Malayan Planning Unit 
was concocting elaborate war strate-
gies ‘in almost complete ignorance 
of the situation on the ground’, when 
Lord Mountbatten was dreaming up 
fantastic invasion schemes called 
‘Dracula’ or ‘Zipper’ and officials such 
as the exiled Governor General Regi-
nald Dorman-Smith were engaged in 
debates where the basic premise was 
that ‘the British Empire in Asia would 
be rebuilt as surely as day followed 
night’ (pp.420, 241). The manner in 
which local figures were strategically 
engaging with the blindness of British 
ideology was essential. The shadowy 
figure ‘Lai Teck’, the best-known alias 
of the man who climbed the ranks 
to become secretary general of the 
Malayan Communist Party and erst-
while spy for the British, only makes 

sense ‘in the context of the fluidity of 
the social world he inhabited, a world 
where most people were strangers’ 
(p.55). Such characters abound in the 
scenarios of Forgotten Armies, where 
the minor and ghostly presence of the 
commoner reveals itself to be just as 
significant as that of a British official, 
where reversals of power are quite 
regular. The book’s excellent organisa-
tion, including several maps, a list of 
key characters and an extensive index, 
help the reader sort through any dif-
ficulties in keeping track of them.

The book’s unusual picture of the mod-
ern experience can be considered the 
result of its shifting the narrative of the 
second world war from the western to 
the eastern front and from the sphere 
of officialdom to the translocal worlds of 
the forgotten armies. Combinations of 
the most discrepant phenomena seem to 
have characterized the era, and in bring-
ing them to light Bayly and Harper verge 
on the fantastic in their depictions. The 
non-western world of the mid-20th cen-
tury is one of bizarre bricolage. We see 
animal-based armies alongside state-of-
the-art war machines and we witness 
how the ‘most advanced scientific tech-
niques of killing were deployed along-
side almost medieval patterns of bravery 
and brutality’ (p.393). The notion of a 
‘triumph of the will’ was strong among 
many fighting forces and Emperor Hiro-
hito ‘still believed that the Allies could 
be denied victory if his samurai were 
brave enough’ (p.393). The most tech-
nologically advanced instruments of 
destruction were employed by the likes 
of kamikaze bombers who espoused 
quasi-ancient ideologies of sacrifice. The 

techniques for expressing domination 
also seem to be of a strangely pre-mod-
ern sort. The Japanese probably incited 
the most hatred and spurred anti-impe-
rial struggle with their notorious habit 
of face-slapping. The newly re-colonized 
subjects of Burma and Malay found this 
to be the most intolerable aspect of their 
subjection.

The fruit of long and arduous archival 
labour, Forgotten Armies is an achieve-
ment that helps one rethink broad sub-
jects such as modernity and modern 
warfare. It is also a great example of the 
theory of nationalism and regionalism 
that Bayly has previously published. 
According to him, geo-political forma-
tions in modern times are born through 
the crucible of war. The vast transforma-
tion that was the second world war can 
be seen to have produced the region we 
understand today as Southeast Asia. 
The very term ‘Southeast Asia’ was 
coined only after ‘the whole area from 
the borders of Bengal and Assam almost 
as far as the Australian Sea was united 
by the Allies for the first and only time 
in a single, interconnected administra-
tion’ (p.xxxii). The seeds of a new order 
were being planted amidst the mayhem. 
Thus the vast cosmopolitan perspective 
that they bring to their narrative reveals 
‘the terrifying spectacle of change which 
destroys everything and creates it anew, 
and destroys again’, which was central 
to Friedrich von Schiller’s notion of the 
historical sublime.2

Destruction can thus be productive. The 
exceptional circumstances of modern 
warfare can potentially help bring into 
focus the seething struggles, unsettled 

disputes and unresolved contests over 
power that endure quietly under nor-
mal conditions. The aftermath of explo-
sions across a vast terrain leave the pos-
sibility for realignments of geo-political 
boundaries, the invention of nations 
and the formation of new regional blocs. 
Underneath the scorched remains, the 
ramshackle re-adjustment to normal-
ity and the refurbishing of historical 
trajectory lie the memories of vastly 
discrepant, yet interconnected, experi-
ences. Such remains can be unearthed 
to reveal profound moments pregnant 
with possibility. Bayly and Harper are 
like archaeologists digging into the his-
torical record to bring scraps back from 
oblivion and reassemble them in ways 
that may shed light on and enhance the 
meaning of our present. One issue that 
certainly comes to light is the potential 
discrepancy between the way the past is 
officially commemorated and the differ-
ent ways it can be recollected in regions 
as diversely populated – in the past and 
in the present – in what we today call 
‘Southeast Asia’. <

Notes

1. White, Hayden. 1987. The Content of the 
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To the 
professional 

assassin
It is possible to throw down

A mountain, to erase a river

From its source; how many times

Have I whispered; real talent

Is needed for murder;

It is not easy at all

To commit a neat murder

The dead can jump out of graves

On rare mornings

Some light is needed;

As human sight is not powerul

Like the eys of a cat.

from Sarker Amin, What my name is! 

Translated by Razia Khan and M. Harunir Rashid 

Dhaka: DROUPODI, 2002
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The last decade has seen an outpouring of work on state 
borders and a dramatic increase in the number of research 

centres, summer schools and conferences devoted to their 
study. Borders offer an exciting and intellectually productive 
meeting place for political scientists, sociologists, historians, 
geographers and anthropologists, among others, from which 
to view nations, national identities and the state. ‘Borders’ 
have increasingly entered wider social theory as a metaphor 
for social relations in a globalised world where boundaries of 
all kinds – of culture, class, gender and sexuality as well as 
those of state sovereignty – are being challenged and trans-
formed, are breaking down or being reaffirmed. What is strik-
ing about this emerging body of work is how much of it is 
focused on the borderlands of Europe and Mexico-USA, with 
only a scattering of texts informed by comparative materials 
from borders elsewhere. South Asia, it seems, has been espe-
cially neglected.

The Bengal Borderland is thus to be welcomed for its fasci-
nating and insightful account of a border region long over-
looked as a site for empirical study. The Indian subcontinent’s 
partition in 1947 ended a long period of colonial rule, but as 
this book makes clear, it initiated a lengthy period of bound-
ary-making between the states that came into being at mid-
night on that August night, a process that nearly 60 years 
later leaves issues to be resolved. That so much of the Ben-
gal border remained undetermined for so long is just one of 
the many surprises in van Schendel’s book, which unseats a 
number of longstanding assumptions about the region: that 
the boundary separated Hindu from Muslim, that it bordered 
Muslim majority areas, and that it bisected Bengal. The story 
is both more complex and interesting than such assumptions 
suggest, as van Schendel elaborates in his account of Rad-

cliffe’s Boundary Commission and the difficulties of fixing 
a boundary dominated by rivers (over 1,000 kms of the bor-
derline runs through water) and where much of the territory 
was unsurveyed. The result, as he puts it, was ‘a wacky zigzag’ 
patchwork (p.54) that cross-cut historic ties of kinship, com-
merce and communication. People had to learn how to live 
with an international border where previously there had been 
none; at first some were not even sure on which side they 
were. It was as if geography and social networks conspired 
against state efforts to impose its territorial imprint.

The book explores the outcome of this tension between the 
realities of daily life along the border and state attempts to 
bound space as a mark of sovereignty, and the chapters vari-
ously consider issues of security, resistance, migration, trade 
and violence. Like many borders, the Bengal borderland is a 
zone characterised by varying degrees of state accommodation 
and subversion, and it too has its cast of smugglers, bandits, 
corrupt border guards and separatist militants with ties to 
rival states. Many contradictions and anomalies arose: how 
to curb smuggling while facilitating economic exchange, the 
blurring of legal and illegal trade, the overnight conversion of 
commuters into international migrants. In one case, a man 
crossed the international boundary every time he moved from 
one room in his home to another (p.214). Throughout the 
book, van Schendel reveals the inability of the state to contain 
its population and economy, how border fencing, checkpoints 
and deportations were often more effective as elaborate aes-
thetic displays that symbolically enacted the inviolability of 
the state than as effective means of protecting it. In many 
instances, he argues, local notions of territorial continuity 
conflicted with state concepts of territorial discontinuity as 
borderlanders doggedly flouted attempts to limit their con-
ceptual and material horizons in an effort simply to get on 
with their lives.

This book thus does much more than fill a gap in our knowl-
edge about the region, for it invites us to rethink the partition 
of British India from a borderland perspective and to re-exam-
ine a territorial and statist epistemology that is ill-equipped 
to understand global restructuring. It seems that states have 
been slow to think globally and transnationally, or at least 
slower than the many borderlanders who have ‘jumped scale’ 
and have transcended the sovereign and territorial constraints 
of the state in pursuit of better lives, commercial gain, politi-
cal advantage, and self-determination. Social scientists too 
must go beyond the classic focus on nation and state, and 
must reconceptualise social space in a way that does not just 
advocate a post-territorial geography of networks and flows, 
but which grapples with how space has been reimagined and 
re-scaled. Borders, van Schendel contends, are the perfect sites 
for such study, for it is here that various imaginings of scale 
(such as the national, global, and state) meet and converge.

The combination of scrupulous archival research and sensi-
tive ethnographically-informed interviews makes The Bengal 
Borderland a gripping human tale of what boundary forma-
tion meant (and means) for those whose daily lives were (and 
are) most directly affected. Drawing extensively on the bor-
derlanders’ own voices and experiences, and with many pho-
tographs, it paints a wonderfully rich and evocative portrait of 
more than half a century of Bengal border life. To those US 
and European borders so long considered paradigmatic in the 
field, the author has added a border study of enormous sig-
nificance and one which border scholars everywhere should 
sit up and take note of. <
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Marcus von Essen

Writing a history of Southeast Asia 
is a daunting task – the heteroge-

neity of the region is at odds with broad 
historical generalization. The authors 
of this book, eight scholars from the 
United States and Australia, hedge their 
bets from the outset. Theirs is not an 
attempt to provide a single narrative of 
the region’s history. Instead, their book 
offers the reader a historical menu com-
prised of five courses, ranging from the 
early 18th to the last half of the 20th 
century. It is organised around general 
chapters that provide synoptic analyses 
on historical transformations across the 
region and chronologically structured 
country-specific chapters. A reader may 
opt to read the book from beginning to 
end, but he could as well limit his atten-
tion to the thematic chapters or the his-
tory of one country. 

The result is a book that does less well 
in telling a coherent story, but one that 

provides a valuable study for exploring 
the region’s history. In this, it is par-
ticularly useful in alerting its audience 
– students of the region and the gener-
ally interested reader – to the fallacies 
of focusing excessively on a distinctive 
set of long- or short-term variables in 
explaining historical processes and out-
comes. The authors leave no doubt that 
analytical categories such as colonial-
ism, capitalism, nationalism, indus-
trialization, religion and demography 
play crucial roles in defining social 
actors’ interests and actions or, as 
historical forces, serve to explain why 
political, economic or social change 
occurs at a particular moment in time. 
Yet, by exposing how history is always 
driven by a confluence of factors –big 
and small, some predictable, some 
unexpected – they also demonstrate the 
limits of any attempt to put history into 
a single interpretative framework.

This book is a precious case of analyti-
cal modesty. Since our understanding 

free elections do not mean change in 
political power structures or the end 
of oligarchic rule, and that moving up 
the global value chain does not reduce 
the threat of imminent ecological col-
lapse or labour exploitation. Immense 
challenges remain, from setting the 
terms of political authority to the dis-
tribution of economic resources, from 
sustainable development to the social 
transformations of economic moderni-
zation and finding the balance between 
traditional values and social liberalism. 
Southeast Asian societies are still defin-
ing their social contracts; coping with 
adaptation and change remains a frag-
ile process. Previously at the receiving 
end of political and economic prescrip-
tions and faith-based proselytism, the 
region today is becoming a laboratory 
of the modern world in its own right: 
Southeast Asian societies are at the 
forefront of the search for solutions to 
an array of pressing issues, from inte-
grating the national and global econo-
mies to reconciling individual rights, 
nationalism and cultural diversity, and 
defining relations between politics and 
religion in society. 

Here the book ends. Concerned fore-
most with the emergence of ‘modern’ 
Southeast Asia, the authors seem to run 
out of steam once the first decades of 
independence are left behind and a new 
phase of global economic inter-depend-
ence sets in. Bypassing the evolution of 
Southeast Asian states’ external rela-
tions, they miss an opportunity to add 
a regional perspective to their history. 
Only one page is reserved to account 
for what the authors themselves call the 
‘ASEAN Success Story’. No indication is 
given why ASEAN has become the most 
successful regional organization in the 
non-western world. The future may 
hold the irony that, like their former 
colonial powers, regional integration 
will enable Southeast Asian nations to 
establish themselves as agents in the 
coming global order, and will allow the 
defining of their relations with the com-
ing world powers on their own terms. 
As one observes the return to the region 
of what the authors call the ‘Chinese 
world system’ – coinciding with the 
decline of the manufacturing base of 
those western industrial economies that 
replaced it one and a half centuries ago 
– we may be witnessing the emergence 
of yet another ‘new’ history of South-
east Asia. Here, however, we enter the 
domain of current affairs and specula-
tion – nothing to be expected from a 
history book. <
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of history inevitably shapes our think-
ing of the present and the future, this 
is not a minor contribution. What is 
revealing is how often western observ-
ers, social scientists, Asian strongmen 
and critical theorists – all of them, more 
often than not, apologists for their own 
cause – had it wrong. The authors do 
not discriminate: from eurocentric 
colonial critics to the ‘Asian fatalists’ of 
the early independence period and the 
mid-90s’ ‘Asian values’ debate, from  
the social pessimists who see nothing 
in ‘modernization’ but ‘oppressive-his-
tory-repeating’ to the ideologues of eco-
nomic orthodoxy, The Emergence of Mod-
ern Southeast Asia offers discomforting 
food for thought. 

Unfortunately, the authors missed to 
serve the dessert in an otherwise well-
balanced exercise in chronological his-
tory-telling and historical sociology. 
Leaving behind the search for compre-
hensive paradigms is no impediment 
to pointing out common features that 

manifest themselves in cross-country 
comparisons. Rather than leaving it up 
to the reader to identify them through-
out the book, the authors would have 
done well to do so in a more detailed 
fashion in a summarizing chapter.

One such feature might be the blend of 
two distinct but inter-related economic 
systems in the region’s economic his-
tory – the emergence of a colonial 
export economy and the parallel devel-
opment of regional markets in finance, 
goods and people. An easily neglected 
factor of social transformation, sys-
tems of credit introduced by Chinese 
and Indian shop-keepers and money 
lenders permeated the Southeast Asian 
countryside and monetized the rural 
economy long before the imposition of 
western colonial capitalism. And while 
the late 19th century global economy 
dominated by the latter left no scope 
for the emergence of infant industries 
to replace the export of raw materials 
with processed goods, this blend was 
to return  in the post-colonial era in 
the form of Southeast Asia’s family-
type business organizations and ethnic 
Chinese capitalism. The new national 
economies’ answer to the challenges 
posed by global economic structures, 
this coalescence became the founda-
tion of the region’s distinctive develop-
ment trajectory. As the authors explain, 
‘to compete with multinational capital-
ism, Southeast Asia at first had to find 
business realms that were protected, 
even while depending on foreign ties 
for technology and markets.’ By the last 
decade of the 20th century, production 
and finance had reversed roles and this 
‘Asian blend’ of capitalism was embed-
ded in the global financial system, with 
well-known consequences.  

Another feature is the distinctiveness 
of the colonial legacy. Colonial govern-
ments drew the maps of today’s South-
east Asia, but the economic, political and 
intellectual changes that followed colo-
nial state-building were as important to 
the region’s post-colonial development 
as the ‘gunboats and uniformed troops’. 
As the authors claim, ‘Western coloni-
alism left behind in Southeast Asia, 
when it departed, small but significant 
elites, which compared well in creativity 
with their African, Latin American and 
Middle Eastern counterparts – for rea-
sons that remain to be fully explored’. 
These elites later determined how the 
created institutions adopted, responded 
and interacted with the modern world, 
and how centralized state authority was 
exercised. 

As in any other region of the world, 
the history of Southeast Asia is a his-
tory of human excesses, foreign and 
domestic. It shows that growth does 
not foster social cohesion without poli-
cies designed to benefit the poor, that 
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Donald M. Seekins

H istorians have remarked that 
few Japanese – the exceptions 

being a handful of stubborn commu-
nists – opposed their military rulers’ 
empire building in China and South-
east Asia during the Fifteen Years’ War 
(1931-1945). In The Thought War, Barak 
Kushner offers an explanation based 
on the pervasiveness and effectiveness 
of Japan’s wartime propaganda, which 
was deeply rooted in the country’s social 
structure and values.

Japanese leaders were keenly aware 
that the war on the ground could not 
be won without winning the thought 
war (shisosen). Propaganda (senden) was 
its principal weapon, not only to forge 
wholehearted support for the war effort 
among the Japanese people, but also to 
gain the trust of peoples in the newly 
conquered territories of the ‘Greater 
East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’. The 
various organisations and individuals 
involved in the thought war created 
highly sophisticated and, at least on the 
home front, remarkably effective prod-
ucts.

Pre-war and wartime propaganda was 
closely tied to an older concept, the Con-

fucian concept of ‘moral suasion’. Nat-
urally, the Japanese police and military 
took a leading role, including the use of 
Allied POWs as weapons in the propa-
ganda war. But the Japanese advertising 
industry saw the war as an opportunity 
to promote its own social respectability. 
The Thought War also discusses Japa-
nese efforts to counteract the skilful 
use of propaganda by the Chinese com-
munists to undermine the morale of 
Japanese troops, and the ways in which 
wartime propaganda transformed itself 
into ‘defeat propaganda’, which urged 
the population to co-operate with the 
US occupation – although the goal of 
preserving the kokutai (national polity) 
did not change.

Some of Kushner’s most interesting 
discussions deal with the prominent 
role of comedy in wartime Japan. Teams 
of comedians (performers of traditional 
rakugo and manzai) went to the China 
front in warawashitai or ‘we want to 
make you laugh’ brigades to entertain 
the troops, and returned home to enthu-
siastic local audiences with glowing 
reports of military heroism, producing 
best-selling records of their most popu-
lar routines right up until 1945. This 
showed that for ordinary Japanese the 
war elicited a wide range of emotions: 

not only rage at the enemy (‘hate the 
enemy – do not pity him’), grief for 
the fallen and shame if a father, hus-
band or son were unfortunate enough 
to become a prisoner of war, but also 
laughter – and ceaseless light-hearted 
disparagement of the Chinese and 
Anglo-American enemy. Comedy was 
considered so important by the military 
that when comedienne Hanazono Aiko 
was killed by Chinese guerrillas while 
serving in a warawashitai brigade, she 
was given a state funeral attended by 
the wife of Premier Tojo Hideki and was 
enshrined in Tokyo’s Yasukuni Shrine 
(pp.106-107).

Kushner disputes the idea that the mili-
tarists as a group were solely responsi-
ble for Japan’s wars of aggression (the 
view of the Far East Tribunal) and a sec-
ond widely accepted view, that the 1931-
1945 period was a ‘dark valley’ in which 
the militarists terrorized and silenced 
Japan’s civil society. In fact, civil soci-
ety – as represented by entertainers, 
advertising executives, intellectuals 
and ordinary citizens, men and women 
– wholeheartedly joined hands with the 
government and military in producing 
and consuming high quality propagan-
da. He calls this ‘democratic fascism’: 
‘The media created an environment 

Kushner, Barak. 2006. The Thought War: Japanese Imperial Propaganda. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 24� pages,  
ISBN 10 0 �24� 2920 4 (hardcover)

Creating the mindset for total war

in which Japanese individuals felt they 
participated in something larger than 
themselves.… Japanese propaganda pro-
grams demanded active participants, 
not drone-like followers’ (p.26).

But to what extent was the Japanese case 
unique? For all its major participants, 
the second world war involved the total 
mobilisation of national populations. 
Weren’t German or American consum-
ers of wartime propaganda also ‘active 
participants’? The difference, Kushner 
argues, is that senden was created and 
diffused by members of civil society as 
well as the military and the government, 
and possessed an ‘everydayness’ that 
made it ‘a virtually unassailable part of 
the social consciousness that stabilized 
wartime Japanese society’ (p.3). Moreo-
ver, the people’s co-operation with verti-
cal authority, in the name of the kokutai 
and efficient social management, con-
tinued long after the war. The Thought 
War provides ample evidence that 
despite the post-1945 façade of ‘democ-
ratisation’, there is essential continuity 
in social structures and values between 
wartime and postwar Japan.

However, Kushner’s case for moderni-
sation being the central theme of senden 
rather than ‘emperor worship’ (pp.10-
11) seems to miss a vital point. As John 
Dower argues in War without Mercy, the 
irrational polarization of the ‘pure self’ 
to the ‘demonic other’ was a major – if 
not the major – theme in wartime propa-
ganda (Dower 1986: 203-261). The self-
representation of ‘Japan’ in the wartime 
era was complex and contradictory: a 
modern, hygienic, technically advanced 
nation, the natural leader of Asia, but 
also a place where irrational violence 
and death were glorified, where ‘purity’ 
was attained by washing away the stains 
of worldly existence with blood. Many 
Japanese find the comparison of the 
‘Special Attack Forces’ (known as Kami-
kaze in the west) with Islamist suicide 
bombers offensive, but the parallels 
between the two are striking, especially 
the equation of violent death with spir-
itual purity. 

A future edition of the book might 
expand its scope: the information war 
in China is covered in some detail, but 
not propaganda in the western colonies 
of Southeast Asia that were occupied 
(or ‘liberated’) by Japan in 1941-1942. 
Burma and Indonesia are intriguing 
examples of how the Japanese attempted 
to enlist local cultures and nationalisms 
in the war effort, with arguably greater 
success than in China. Moreover, The 
Thought War inexplicably passes over a 
pivotal wartime figure, Otaka Yoshiko, 
the colourful singer and film star who, 
as the ‘Chinese’ Ri Ko-ran (Li Xianglan), 
became a propaganda icon in Japanese-
occupied parts of China and Manchuria 
(‘Ri Koran’, 2003). 

One popular manzai (comedy duo) rou-
tine from 1943 involved a comparison of 
American and Japanese mothers. While 
the former worry about their sons and 
‘put nice white flags in their service 
bags so that if the enemy catches them 
… well, you know …’, Japanese mothers 
demonstrate their superiority by being 
happy that their sons have the oppor-
tunity to die gloriously in battle, ‘like 
falling cherry blossoms’ (p.111). Such 
a routine, apparently performed with-
out irony, entertained audiences star-
ing blindly into the maw of defeat and 
destruction. Black comedy, indeed. <
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the then contemporary, spoken Japanese language (of Tokyo) 
as the nationwide standard for instruction and communica-
tion. The ideology that Wetzel alludes to here is vague, yet 
very much alive – evident in popular ideas such as keigo is 
uniquely Japanese; keigo creates social identity; keigo is impor-
tant in communication (‘I want to be more confident and bet-
ter versed in keigo’); keigo is ‘in a state of disarray’ (the young 
generation cannot use is it properly, if at all).

These introductory remarks introduce an outline of some 
‘western’ analyses of keigo (Ch.1, ‘Keigo in Linguistics’), con-
trasted with examples of work within the kokugogaku (Japanese 
language philology) paradigm (Ch.3, ‘Keigo in Kokugogaku’). 
The author points out that it was Roy Andrew Miller (1967) 
who spread the notion in the West that Japanese women use 
more polite language than men, echoing the ideological Japa-
nese claim – based on the Confucian heritage – that there is a 
special ‘women’s language’ defined at least in part by women’s 
more frequent and elaborate use of keigo. Actually, there is no 
good empirical evidence for any linear relationship between 
the use of keigo and gender, or even age. Wetzel further argues 
that ‘in many circumstances, keigo has nothing whatsoever 
to do with politeness’ or ‘deference’ (p.16) but fulfils impor-
tant ancillary functions including, but not restricted to, such 
phenomena as the structuring of discourse and discourse 
modality. Wetzel concludes that ‘keigo ideology’ is just ‘more 
complex’ than often acknowledged in most works of ‘western’ 
linguistics, a view one cannot but support. 

This leads to a historical account of keigo studies in koku-
gogaku (Japanese language philology). It provides the 
nomenclature used in the classification of (morphologically 
codified) keigo according to teinei-go (polite forms), kenjo-go 
(humble forms), sonkei-go (honorific forms), bika-go (beau-
tifying forms), the all-embracing taigo-hyogen (expressions 
of consideration) and the hi-gengo-hyogen (non-linguistic 
expressions). The last comprise matters such as ‘neat cloth-
ing’, attitudes, manners and behaviour. The author success-
fully shows philological preoccupation with questions of 
terminology, the lack of distinguishing between language 
and the context of language use, and lack of rigour in many 
kokugo-grammar analyses.

‘Inventing Keigo: Standardization’ (Ch.3) details the ‘official’ 
interventions of various language councils since the begin-
ning of the 20th century, providing a lucid history of keigo 
prescriptivism: how, when, where and why the ‘received set’ 
was recommended. To understand this discussion it is impor-
tant to realise that ‘language politics and planning’ remains a 
living and influential activity in Japan (as it does elsewhere); 
Wetzel rightfully sees it as ‘a by-product of the formation of 
national identities’ (p.43) driven by the still prevalent opinion 

Manfred B.  Se l lner

Keigo is the Japanese word for ‘polite’ or ‘honorific lan-
guage’. The term is also used to cover the more general 

phenomenon of ‘linguistic etiquette’. Although aspects of 
keigo are present in every language, one can assign Japanese 
keigo a special place in the field of socio-linguistic enquiry, as 
it was its critical examination by Japanese and other linguists 
in the late 1990s, together with the response to the seminal 
publication of Brown and Levinson’s Politeness: Some Univer-
sals in Language Use (1987), that marked the wave of scholarly 
attention to ‘politeness’. 

The study of ‘polite and honorific language’ has subsequently 
become central to socio-linguistics, resulting in numerous 
publications examining the phenomenon within different 
frameworks of enquiry and in different languages. The inter-
est in ‘politeness’ has recently spawned its own journal, the 
Journal of Politeness Research, and its own society, the Linguis-
tic Politeness Research Group. ‘Politeness studies’ includes 
research on such variables as morphological and non-mor-
phological coding of politeness, social distance, power, author-
ity and degree of imposition of linguistic acts in different 
discourse contexts either in a single language or across lan-
guages. This domain of inquiry thus acts as a bridge and also 
constitutes a vital aspect in a related field of research known 
as ‘intercultural communication’.

Patricia Wetzel, author of Keigo in Modern Japan, deserves rec-
ognition for providing the linguistic community with a timely 
and in-depth study of politeness phenomena in Japanese. The 
book, which critically incorporates original Japanese resourc-
es, has two parts. The first gives an account of aspects of Japa-
nese keigo; the second provides original Japanese texts and 
English translations of the most important ‘official’ (National 
Language Council) guidelines on the proper use and func-
tions of keigo. 

What is keigo?
The first part begins with an introduction answering ‘What 
is keigo?’ Here Wetzel concludes rather generally that ‘By its 
nature keigo represents the Japanese linguistic response to 
the boundary between self and other, much as person does 
in Indo-European languages’ (p.6). The discussion here also 
highlights Wetzel’s rightful claim that although morphologi-
cally marked honorific language has long been a structural 
feature of the Japanese language, the term keigo itself – along 
with a certain ‘keigo-ideology’ – was invented only at the begin-
ning of the 20th century by Japanese grammarians in consul-
tation and co-ordination with the National Language Council. 
This makes keigo just as much a response to contact with 
‘western languages’ as it is the result of attempts to codify 

Wetzel, Patricia J. 2004. Keigo in Modern Japan. Polite Language from Meiji to the Present. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 
�04 pages, ISBN 0 �24� 2602 �

Polite language in modern Japan

[ 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 ]

that ‘linguistic stabilization is a precursor to modernization’ 
(pp.44-45). It is here that keigo-related information in the two 
appendices is most useful: by presenting the original Japanese 
text alongside excellent translations, it gives readers a first-
hand impression of the nature of ‘official advice and guiding’ 
on keigo. 

The trouble with our youth
‘Keigo as Common Sense’ (Ch.5) draws examples from vari-
ous settings to illustrate ‘what it means to be Japanese’ and 
how keigo is not just ‘linguistic forms and rules’ but a force 
that impinges on everyday life. The immediate period after 
the second world war is regarded as the ‘golden age’ of keigo, 
followed by a time of relative disinterest before the 1970s 
spawned ‘keigo-nostalgia’. The present ‘keigo-disarray’ results 
in limited active and ‘correct’ use of keigo among younger gen-
erations, leading to the publication of numerous ‘how-to-do-
keigo’ manuals and courses for ‘proper language use’. But the 
‘how-to-do-keigo’ manuals and courses, as Wetzel found out by 
attending one, did not emphasise linguistically-oriented keigo 
training but ‘proper [prescribed] general conduct’ in social 
situations. Thus the target is not linguistic content, but such 
matters as greeting rules or even non-verbal aspects of public 
speech or behaviour. 

Wetzel’s book is ground-breaking and this review cannot do 
justice to the wealth of information presented on any of the 
various aspects of Japanese keigo. To get at the details, the 
reader must inspect the volume for himself, as it provides 
a wealth of content and bibliographical information in Eng-
lish and Japanese that I have not found anywhere else. From 
there one can proceed to detailed and theoretically grounded 
research on almost any aspect of ‘polite language’ – in Japa-
nese or any other language. <
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Lucien van Valen

Books on Chinese visual culture 
generally examine one specific 

time period or archaeological excava-
tion, or they take the form of an exhibi-
tion catalogue. Body and Face in Chinese 
Visual Culture, however, approaches its 
subject thematically. Its analysis of per-
ceptions of body and face – examined 
in 12 different ways by as many special-
ists in the field of visual culture – spans 
Chinese history from the 5th century 
CE to the present. Case studies based 
on archaeological, visual and textual evi-
dence inter-woven with anecdotal sto-
ries lure the reader from one era to the 
next. The variation in era and approach 
make for an informative volume con-
taining remarkable insights into the 
reality of flesh and bone in Chinese cul-
tural history.

The editors emphasise the importance 
of ‘...not simply adopting Western pre-
conceptions and discourse in analysing 
Chinese representations of body and 
face’. While the ‘body and face’ in west-
ern visual history is seen as developing 
towards the representation of individu-
ality, this book shows that Chinese per-
ception disconnects body and face from 
a person’s individual features, instead 
representing the symbolic function of 
the person.

Origins of a visual culture
The quest for the significance of body 
and face begins in part one, ‘The Reli-
gious Body’, and its opening chapter, 
‘On Tomb Figurines, The Beginning of a 
Visual Tradition’, by Wu Hung. Archae-
ological evidence from the early period 
of Chinese civilisation allows Wu to give 
an overview of sculptures depicting or 
representing the human body, covering 
the six centuries between the Zhou peri-
od and the Han period with its dynas-
tic tombs of nobles. In the 6th century 
BCE, Confucius cited tomb figurines as 
a recent development and denounced 
their lifelike form that implied human 
sacrifice. Wu, however, argues using 
recent archaeological evidence that the 
figurines were substitutes: their ‘emer-
gence… is associated with a decline in 
human sacrifices’ (p.15).

Wu argues that changes in religious and 
cultural life are reflected in the various 
figurine materials and sizes. He assigns 
material symbolism a role in the fabri-
cation of the sculptures when he argues 
that ‘the use of these materials was not 
based on individual choice but deter-
mined by cultural conventions’ (p.29). 
He links the Chu region in the south 
with wood and the northern region 
with pottery, but I can’t help but wonder 
whether the choice of material depend-
ed more on the natural environment 
and availability of these materials. 

Wu’s case study of the First Emperor 
takes us among the great variety of arte-
facts found around the tumulus of Qin 
Shihuang. The world famous terra cotta 
soldiers are described in detail, includ-
ing individual faces and hairstyles 
(pp.45-47). But Wu leaves the reader 

with the image of thousands of soldiers 
standing in line as grey terra cotta figu-
rines (p.40), when in fact these larger 
than life-sized sculptures of ancient 
warriors were originally painted in life-
like colour, which would have rendered 
a totally different appearance. Wu also 
leaves the figurines’ religious nature 
open to question.

Religion
Religion plays a more prominent role in 
the following two chapters: Katherine R. 
Tsiang addresses visual aspects of Bud-
dhist texts, and Eugene Y. Wang focuses 
on the Famen Relics of Tang court life. 
These images are undoubtedly religious 
in nature and show the depiction of 
the Buddha as gradually shifting from 
representing his ‘True Body’ to a Bud-
dha represented in scenes from his 
life depicted on statues in the late 6th 
century CE. Wang argues, ‘By identify-
ing with the True Body of the Buddha, 
who is in fact bodiless, mortal beings 
can imagine a similar state of being for 
themselves’ (p.81). This must have been 
a very appealing concept to Tang rulers 
in their search for immortality.

The book’s second part, ‘Body Imagery 
and Self-representation’, is concerned 
with a more human aspect of the body 
and face. Kathleen M. Ryor presents 
the case of Xu Wei (1521-93), a painter 
specialising in the depiction of flowers 
and plants, whose physical and spiritual 
discomforts taint his renditions of his 
subjects’ beauty. Ryor cites Xu’s poems 
as evidence of his illness and argues 
that the painter’s mind and heart are 
directly connected to the movements of 
the hand that express his state of being 
directly on paper.

Qianshen Bai confronts us with ‘Illness, 
Disability, and Deformity in Seventeenth 
Century Chinese Art’, and blames the 

centres her argument around the differ-
ence between western and Chinese prin-
ciples of image likeness. 

The performing arts
In the fourth and final part, ‘Performing 
the Body and Face’, ‘The Piping of Man’ 
by Susan E. Nelson shows examples of 
people depicted in a painting as if they 
are listening to the wind. According to 
the Daoist text Zhuangzi, the flow of ‘qi’, 
the cosmic breath, can be recognised 
in its powerful manifestation through 
sound. The lonely figure of a man with 
protruding lips whistling to the sky is in 
fact practising communication with the 
spiritual world. 

In the final chapter Zhang Zhen dis-
cusses ‘Song at Midnight’, a horror film 
released in Shanghai in 1937, which 
tells a story of love and loss partly based 
on The Phantom of the Opera (1925). 
While the Chinese perception of sound 
described in ‘The Piping of Man’ depicts 
man in balance with nature, Zhang 
describes the opposite: haunting sound 
effects create a sphere of horror and vio-
lence. In early Chinese film, body and 
sound are physically separated, because 
the female actor’s voice is in fact the syn-
chronised voice of a male opera singer 
playing a female part. Zhang convinc-
ingly argues the influence of German 
expressionist cinema, while in his view 
‘…the visual style and the acoustic com-
position of “Song at Midnight”…are far 
from a simple mimicry of Hollywood’ 
(p.359).

In China, earthly representation is often 
connected to the supernatural, but in 
this book we see the physical traces of 
past generations in a down-to-earth 
way. The book’s contrast between Chi-
nese perception and western perception 
guides the reader and presents a refresh-
ing, coherent perspective of Chinese 
visual culture. The volume surpasses 
what the individual papers can achieve 
on their own, and the chapters I have 
not mentioned are full of interesting 
arguments on the theme of body and 
face. As a whole, the book makes good 
reading for anyone interested in Asian 
visual culture. It will also serve ‘western’ 
art history as an example of the current 
development towards a more global his-
tory of art. <
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Replica of the painted soldiers are shown at : 
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Ming-Qing transition for the sense of 
loss and helplessness in the reports by 
poets and calligraphers of their physi-
cal ailments. Physical problems have 
played a role in artists’ work before, but 
in the 17th century they were exploited 
as metaphors for moral and emotional 
issues. By the end of the Ming period 
explicit claim of physical deformities in 
calligraphy can be interpreted as aliena-
tion from the foreign Manchu power. 
From that point onwards, this concept 
of illness as metaphor is a recurring 
theme in Chinese visual culture.

Individual face versus 
representation
In part three, ‘Body-Face Interactions 
in Portraiture’, Jan Stuart considers 
portraiture in ‘The Face in Life and 
Death, Mimesis and Chinese Ancestor 
Portraits’. Taking us back to the Ming 
and Qing period, Stuart outlines what 
distinguishes Chinese portraits from 
the western standard for portraiture. 
The western painter is concerned with 
the exact likeness of a person at a given 
moment in time. ‘Unlike other cat-
egories of Chinese portraiture’, Stuart 
writes, ‘ancestor likeness did not seek 
to convey a person’s inner spirit; rath-
er they aimed only at transcribing the 
heaven endowed physiognomy of the 
sitter’s face’ (p.201). It is not the specif-
ics of a person, but the position of the 
person that defines the image.
The importance of the painted ancestor 

is limited by custom: ‘When rolled up, 
the portrait was no more “alive” than 
a landscape painting, but ritual per-
formances before a likeness attracted 
the spirit and empowered the painting 
to receive offerings and in turn recip-
rocate by blessing the family’ (p.205). 
Stuart concludes that these ancestor 
portraits are created as ritual objects 
and disproves the notion that they all 
look alike.

Roberta Wu reveals the illuminating 
story of a Chinese photographer able to 
produce portraits of his customers with-
out using a camera. He possessed a large 
set of negatives from which he carefully 
selected the most fitting likeness. Print-
ing the one he thought was most appro-
priate for the occasion, he presented the 
photograph to the customer as a true 
image. Here again, the individual fea-
tures of the person seem less important 
than the purpose of the image, and Wu 

Archer with a green face, tomb of Qin Shihuang, 

Qinling mausoleum, Qin Dynasty  

221- 206 BCE, painted terra-cotta,  

1�2 x 60 x 40 cm.  

(c) Museum of the Terracotta Warriors and Horses of  

Qin Shihuangdi

Three male figurines, tomb of Emperor Jingdi, Yangling mausoleum, Han Dynasty 206 BCE – 220 CE, 

terra-cotta , 62 x 10 x 10 cm. (c) The Shaanxi Archaeological Institute
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Paleo-environments 
and environmental
change in Asia
IIAS-EFEO masterclass
18-20 September 2006
L’EFEO, Paris, France

Convenor:

Franciscus Verellen (EFEO)

Led by: 

Dan Penny (School of Geosciences, University of Sydney, Australia)

Southeast Asia, particularly its core equatorial region, is one of three regions 

on earth (the others being Amazonia and equatorial Africa) where massive 

exchanges of energy drive global climatic circulation. Examining its long-

term environmental history is necessary to understand climatic patterns and 

dynamics – within the region, and on the global scale.

 

This masterclass intends to present an overview of previous and current 

research on past environmental change in Asia, and to foreshadow future 

research trajectories. It will focus on interaction between people and the 

 natural environment, and ways in which paleo-environmental research can 

compliment archaeological studies.

Also presenting:

Geoff Hope (Dept. of Archaeology and Natural History, 

 Australian National University)

Sander van der Kaars (Monash University, Australia) 

Christophe Pottier (Directeur de Mission/Researcher, L’EFEO,  

Siem Reap, Cambodia)

Deadline for registration:

15 July 2006

Information:

International Institute for Asian Studies 

Manon Osseweijer

PO Box 9515

2300 RA Leiden

The Netherlands

T +31 (0)71 527 2227

F +31 (0)71 527 4162

m.osseweijer@let.leidenuniv.nl

Registration at www.iias.nl

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

A n n o u n c e m e n t

Programmes

Care of the aged: gender, institutional provisions and
social security in India, the Netherlands and Sri Lanka
This IDPAD/IIAS comparative research project addresses the 
implications of population aging for the social security and 
health care of elderly people. As the experience of ageing is 
gendered and can vary according to class, caste, and religion, 
the project addresses different social and economic groups, 
with an emphasis on women. 
Coordinator: Carla Risseeuw

risseeuw@fsw.leidenuniv.nl

Catalogue of Sanskrit manuscripts 

In 1929, two crates of 17th and 18th century Sanskrit manu-
scripts arrived at the Kern Institute, University of Leiden. This 
Gonda/IIAS project is preparing a scientific catalogue of the 
roughly 500 South Indian Sanskrit manuscripts written on 
palm leafs in ancient Indian scripts such as Grantha, Telugu, 
Malayalam, Nagari and Nandinagari. 
Coordinator: Saraju Rath 

s.rath@let.leidenuniv.nl

Energy programme Central Asia
This programme on the geopolitics of energy focuses on Chinese, 
Indian, Japanese and South Korean strategies to secure oil and 
natural gas from the Caspian region (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 
Turkmenistan, Iran, and Russia) and the Persian Gulf. The pro-
gramme is institutionally supported by IIAS and the Clingendael 
International Energy Programme (CIEP), Den Haag. 
Coordinator: Mehdi Parvizi Amineh

m.p.amineh@uva.nl

Indonesianisasi and nationalization
From the 1930s to the early 1960s, the Indonesian economy 
transformed from a ‘colonial’ economy, dominated by the 
Dutch, to a ‘national’ economy in which indigenous business 
assumed control. This NIOD project explores this transfor-
mation, studying the late-colonial era as well as the Japanese 
occupation, the Revolution and the Sukarno period. Two 
issues are given special attention: Indonesianisasi and nation-
alization, in particular the expropriation of Dutch corporate 
assets in Indonesia in 1957-58. 
Coordinator: J. Thomas Lindblad

j.t.lindblad@let.leidenuniv.nl

Illegal but licit: transnational flows and permissive 
polities in Asia
This research programme analyses forms of globalisation-
from-below, transnational practices considered acceptable 
(licit) by participants but which are often illegal in a formal 
sense. It explores limitations of ‘seeing like a state’, and 
instead privileges the perspectives of participants in these 
illegal but licit transnational flows.
Coordinator: Willem van Schendel 

h.w.vanschendel@uva.nl

Socio-genetic marginalization in Asia
The development and application of new biomedical and 
genetic technologies have important socio-political implica-
tions. 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 poli-
cies, environmental ethics and biomedical and agricultural 
practices in various Asian religious and secular cultures and 
across national boundaries. 
Coordinator: Margaret Sleeboom-Faulkner

m.sleeboom@wanadoo.nl

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. The project will systematically compare 
these descriptions and analyses to contribute to the develop-
ment of the theory of language and human language capacity.
Coordinator: Rint Sybesma

r.p.e.sybesma@let.leidenuniv.nl

Trans-Himalayan database development: 
China and the subcontinent (Phase I)
The project’s main goal is to combine the database of cog-
nate words in Tibeto-Burman languages, maintained by the 

Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology (Chinese Academy 
of Social Sciences) with language data of the George van 
Driem Himalayan Languages Project (Leiden University) to 
create a joint, online database of Tibeto-Burman languages 
with a mirror-site in Leiden. The project’s second objective 
is to continue documentation of endangered Tibeto-Burman 
languages in China in cooperation with the Institute of Eth-
nology and Anthropology. 
Coordinator: Katia Chirkova

k.chirkova@let.leidenuniv.nl

Networks

ABIA South and Southeast Asian art and archaeology 
index 
The Annual Bibliography of Indian Archaeology is an anno-
tated bibliographic database for publications covering South 
and Southeast Asian art and archaeology. The project was 
launched by IIAS in 1997 and is currently coordinated by the 
Postgraduate Institute of Archaeology of the University of Kel-
aniya, Colombo, Sri Lanka. The database is freely accessible 
at www.abia.net. Extracts from the database are also available 
as bibliographies, published in a series by Brill. The project 
receives scientific support from UNESCO. 
Coordinator: Ellen Raven

e.m.raven@let.leidenuniv.nl

www.abia.net 

Islam in Indonesia: the dissemination of religious 
authority in the 20th and early 21st centuries
Forms and transformations of religious authority among the 
Indonesian Muslim community are the focus of this research 
programme. The term authority relates to persons and books 
as well as various other forms of written and non-written ref-
erences. Special attention is paid to the production, reproduc-
tion 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: Nico Kaptein

n.j.g.kaptein@let.leidenuniv.nl

Initiatives

Earth monitoring and the social sciences
The space age has dramatically impacted all nations. In Asia, 
the ‘space-faring nations’ of India, China and Japan have 
successfully developed space technologies and applications. 
Other Asian nations have readily adopted these applications, 
including satellites for telecommunications, for gathering 
data on the weather, and environmental and earth resources. 
IIAS has initiated a series of workshops on the topic. 
Coordinator: David Soo

d.n.soo@let.leidenuniv.nl

Cross-border marriages in East and Southeast Asia 

The past decade has seen a rapid increase in the intra-Asia 
flow of brides, particularly between Southeast and East Asia. 
While in Europe intermediated marriages continue to be seen 
as a form of the commodification of women, recent schol-
arship in intra-Asia cross-border marriages challenges this 
dominant view. 
Coordinator: Melody Lu

m.lu @let.leidenuniv.nl

Piracy and robbery on the Asian seas
Acts of piracy loom large in Asian waters, with the bulk of all 
officially reported incidents of maritime piracy occurring in 
Southeast Asia during the 1990s. This is of serious concern 
to international shipping, as the sea-lanes between East Asia, 
the Middle East, and Europe pass through Southeast Asia. 
IIAS and the Centre for Maritime Research at the University 
of Amsterdam are currently identifying issues and concerns, 
and are delineating core elements of an interdisciplinary 
research programme on piracy and robbery at sea in Asia.
Coordinators: Wim Stokhof and John Kleinen

kleinen@uva.nl

IIAS research programmes, networks & initiatives

For more information on IIAS research: www.iias.nl
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Cynthia Chou and Patr ick  Jory 

International conflict in the post-Sep-
tember 11 world seemed to confirm 

this forecast and fuelled western anxi-
eties of the Muslim world, giving cur-
rency to theories rooting conflict in 
the polarisation of Muslims and the 
West. The workshop ‘Voices of Islam 
in Europe and Southeast Asia’ aimed 
to dispute unitary characterisations of 
Islam’s civilisational identity; to address 
Islam beyond the Middle Eastern 
domain; and to hear the myriad voices 
of Islam to deepen our understanding 
of the Muslim world’s diversity. 

Particularly outside the Islamic world, 
September 11th 2001 sparked unprec-
edented interest in Muslims, Islam and 
Islamic studies. In Europe it intensified 
the attention to Islam resulting from an 
increasingly large Muslim population. 
Dutch film-maker Theo van Gogh’s 
murder, after the summer 2004 air-
ing of his film Submission on Dutch 
television, spawned debates on Islam 
and accommodating Muslim immi-
grants. Meanwhile, in Southeast Asia, 
an Islamic revivalist movement dating 
back to the 1970s, and separatist move-
ments whose ideologies are expressed in 
Islamic terms, extolled Islam’s contem-
porary importance. In Indonesia, the 
country with the world’s largest Muslim 
population, Islam in politics and society 
has effloresced three decades after the 
downfall of General Suharto and his 
New Order regime. 
 
Fittingly, the workshop was held in 
southern Thailand, where a violent 
insurgency in the ethnic Malay major-
ity border provinces has claimed over a 
thousand lives over the last two years, 
heightening tensions between the Mus-
lim population and the Thai state. Some 
observers believe the conflict’s intensi-
fication stems from the infiltration of 
foreign Islamists and their extremist 
discourses. It was a fitting milieu in 
which to address the urgency of Islamic 
studies.

Education and citizenship
What resonated throughout the work-
shop was how Islam and being Muslim 
have dominated public debates over 
education, citizenship, community and 
political orientation. The workshop 
opened with presentations on the con-
ceptualisation, definition and interpre-
tation of what constitutes Islamic stud-
ies and education. In Southeast Asia, 
governments and media have traced 
Muslim extremist ideology to Islamic 
educational institutions and pressured 

them to demonstrate their ‘moderate’ 
Islamic credentials and relevance to 
national development goals, especially 
how they provide their students with 
employable skills.

Islamic education in Europe is no less 
controversial. It must cater to Muslim 
migrants seeking to retain their Islamic 
identity in a ‘foreign’ environment, 
home to a generally non-Muslim pub-
lic seeking to understand Islam in an 
era when religions – even ‘civilisations’ 
– are intensely politicized. The need to 
dispel the unitary characterisation of 
Islam in Islamic studies in Europe is 
crucial, and while many Islamic stud-
ies and education programmes exist in 
Denmark, Germany and the Nether-
lands, these tend to focus on the Middle 
East and pay little attention to Muslims 
in Europe or Southeast Asia.

Workshop presentations by scholars 
of Islamic studies and education in 
Southeast Asia dismissed the view 
of the region as a potential hotbed of 
Islamist terrorism or battleground for 
a ‘war of ideas’. Such criticism is far too 
general, researchers argued, because it 
overlooks Islamic education’s varying 
role, content and standards from coun-
try to country. Muslim-minority areas 
of Cambodia, the southern Philippines 
and southern Thailand have a relatively 
disadvantaged state of Islamic educa-
tion, particularly in madrasahs, com-
pared to their counterparts in the Mus-
lim majority countries of Indonesia, 
Malaysia and Brunei. The latter possess 
greater material resources and a richer 
variety of approaches to studying Islam, 
and have integrated the social sciences 
with Islamic studies to a much greater 
degree. 

Islamic education has played a signifi-
cant role in preserving ethnic identity, 
such as the Malay identity in southern 
Thailand. However, the far too gener-
alized perception that extremist views 
are circulated via Islamic studies and 
education has pressured Southeast 
Asian Islamic institutions to reform 
their ‘traditional’ Islamic education. 
This reduces their ability to preserve 
ethnic identities, as the decoupling 
of Islamic education from traditional 
culture sometimes leads to scriptu-
alist interpretations lacking cultural 
contextualisation, and may also con-
tribute to the so-called ‘Arabisation’ 
of Southeast Asian Islam, particularly 
in southern Thailand and Malaysia. 
Workshop speakers emphasised the 
need to develop a ‘Southeast Asian 
Islam’ while reforming traditional 

education. But what form of Southeast 
Asian Islam? Workshop participants 
from southern Thailand and Malaysia 
saw the ‘Islamisation of knowledge’ as 
a desirable project, while others argued 
that ‘all knowledge is already Islamic’. 
New theories are required that account 
for the particularities of Muslim ‘social 
and cultural realities’.

Transnational Islam?
To show the Muslim world’s complexity, 
some presentations hinged on ‘Transna-
tional Islam and Muslims’. Until about 
two decades ago, the transnational 
character of Islam and migrant Muslim 
populations received minimal atten-
tion. Today, European governments, 
politicians and media debate policies of 
accommodation, or more likely restric-
tion, of migrant Muslims whose voices 
go unheard because of language barri-
ers or the lack of participatory public 
forums.

Workshop researchers identified gaps 
in studies on transnational Islam and 
Muslims. Questions raised included: 
‘How does movement through migra-
tion, exile and tourism ramify argu-
ments concerning socio-cultural life and 
identity?’ ‘What are the challenges faced 
by migrant Muslims in Denmark, Ger-
many or the Netherlands with respect 
to the interpretation of Islam in a new 
social cultural milieu?’ ‘What hurdles 
do they encounter with respect to the 
perceptions of Muslims in a non-Mus-
lim society?’ ‘What are the challenges of 
religious pluralism versus the idea of a 
Muslim society?’ 

Does the transnational movement of 
Muslims transform them into a single 
globalised community? The answer is 
an emphatic no. Rejecting a totalising 
view of transnationalism, workshop 
participants were drawn to the imagin-
ings of the individual in the large-scale 
cross-border flow of people, images and 
cultural forces. For economic or political 
reasons, transnational Muslims might 
live in one nation-state yet engage in 
more than one national agenda. The 
everyday lives of transnational Muslims 
reflect great diversity. They adopt life-

The ‘central and most dangerous dimension of the emerging global politics’ revolves around 
‘civilizational identities’, warned political scientist and former US State Department adviser 
Samuel Huntington in his seminal article in Foreign Affairs. ‘The fault lines between civilisations 
are replacing the political and ideological boundaries of the Cold War as the flashpoints for 
crisis and bloodshed.’1

Voices of Islam in Europe 
and Southeast Asia

The European Alliance for Asian Stud-

ies is a cooperative framework of Euro-

pean institutes specializing in Asian 

Studies. Its partners are:

NIAS - Nordic 
Institute of Asian Studies
Director: Dr Jørgen Delman

Leifsgade 33 DK 2300 Copenhagen S, 

Denmark

T +45-35-32 9500

F +45-35-32 9549

sec@nias.ku.dk

www.nias.ku.dk

IFA
Institute of Asian Studies

Director: Dr Günter Schücher

GIGA German Institute of Global 

and Area Studies

Rothenbaumchaussee 32, 

20148 Hamburg, Germany

T +49-40-428 8740

F +49-40-410 7945

ifa@giga-hamburg.de

www.giga-hamburg.de

EIAS
European Institute for Asian Studies

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

CERI - Sciences Po
Fondation Nationale des Sciences 

Politiques

Director: Prof. Christophe Jaffrelot

56 rue Jacob, 75006 Paris, France

T +33-1-58717000

F +33-1-58717090

info@ceri-sciences-po.org 

www.ceri-sciencespo.com

CEAO
Centro de Estudios de Asia Oriental  

Director: Prof. Taciana Fisac

Centro de Estudios de Asia Oriental

Universidad Autonoma de Madrid

Campus de Cantoblanco

28049 Madrid, Spain

T +34-91-397 4695

F +34-91-397 5278

ceao@uam.es 

www.uam.es/otroscentros/

asiaoriental/especifica/

SOAS
School of Oriental and African Studies 

Director: Prof. Colin Bundy

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

SSAAPS
The Swedish School of Advanced 

Asia Pacific Studies

Director: Prof. Thommy Svensson

The STINT Foundation, Skeppargatan 

8, 114 52 Stockholm, Sweden

T +46-70-6355160

F +46-8-6619210

thommy.svensson@telia.com

www.ssaaps.stint.se

IIAS
(secretariat Asia Alliance)

www.asia-alliance.org

Asia Alliance

ASEF-All iance Workshop, Nakhon Si Thammarat, Thailand, 20-22 January 2006

styles and express religious affiliations 
in all sorts of ways. 

While they cannot be accurately per-
ceived as a single world-wide communi-
ty, transnational Muslims are inevitably 
bound together within the wider public 
landscape. In Europe, transnational 
Muslims are not perceived as apolitical 
cultural images. Negotiating cultural 
meanings, Muslims and non-Muslims 
alike vex over questions like, ‘What 
does it mean to be Muslim in Europe?’ 
or ‘How much does one have to accom-
modate Muslim symbols in the public 
arena?’ Transnational movement some-
times offers Muslims new resources 
to construct new identities; it can also 
increase tensions between different 
social orders. Transnational Islam and 
Muslims offer theoretical and empirical 
insight to the emerging multiple moder-
nities of Islam and being Muslim.   

The mutually beneficial interaction 
between Islamic Studies in Europe and 
Southeast Asia, and indeed between 
workshop Muslims and non-Mus-
lims, refutes the popular argument 
of a ‘clash of civilisations’ between 
‘Europe/the West and Islam’. Such 
interaction demands greater recogni-
tion. One week after the workshop, the 
cartoon controversy erupted in Den-
mark, spread to Asia and mushroomed 
into a transnational issue, demonstrat-
ing that the ‘Voices of Islam in Europe 
and Southeast Asia’ must be heard 
here and now.   <

Note

1. Huntington, Samuel P. 1993. ‘The Clash of 

Civilizations?’ Foreign Affairs 72, p.29.

Cynthia Chou

Department of Cross-cultural and Regional 

Studies

University of Copenhagen

Denmark

cynchou@hum.ku.dk

Patrick Jory

Regional Studies Program

School of Liberal Arts, Walailak University

Thailand

jpatrick@wu.ac.th

This workshop was co-organised by the Department of Cross-cultural and Regional Studies, 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark, and the Regional Studies Program, School of Liberal 

Arts, Walailak University, Thailand. It was made possible by a generous award from the Asia-

Europe Foundation and the European Alliance of Asian Studies, with additional assistance 

from the Rockefeller Foundation (Southeast Asia Regional Program), the Royal Netherlands 

Embassy (Bangkok), the Japan Foundation (Bangkok), Walailak University and the University 

of Copenhagen. The workshop brought together 30 specialists from 15 countries in Europe 

and Southeast Asia before an audience of 200. 
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Asia needs to be studied, not in isolation, but as part of the wider world, focusing on themes that 
are contemporary, innovative and interdisciplinary, but also of perennial human interest: society 

and technology, migration, media, development, governance, environment, the history of the arts and 
ideas. The topics selected by the Asia-Europe Workshop Series are not restricted to the humanities and 
social sciences, nor limited to study by academics. Many straddle the line between pure and applied 
research. As knowledge is inclusive – and is furthered in unpredictable ways – we recognize the role 
of practitioners and policymakers in furthering debate. 

The Asia-Europe Workshop Series, sponsored by the Asia-Europe Foundation and the European Alli-
ance for Asian Studies, received 47 proposals for its 2006/2007 round. The selection committee met in 
Singapore on 12 April 2006 to select six workshops for realization. The committee consisted of Jean-Luc 
Domenach (Tsinghua University), Chung-si Ahn (Seoul National University), Jean-François Sabouret 
(Centre National de Recherche Scientifique), Victor Savage (National University of Singapore), Hanns 
Maull (University of Trier), Shamsul A.B. (University Kebangsaan Malaysia), Thommy Svensson (Swed-
ish School of Advanced Asia Pacific Studies), Bertrand Fort (ASEF) and Wim Stokhof (Asia Alliance/
IIAS). The selected workshops will be  listed in a later issue of IIAS Newsletter.

Asia-Europe Workshop Series Update 2006/2007 

The International Convention of Asia Scholars has established itself as one 
of the largest biennial gatherings for Asia scholars to meet and discuss new 
developments in their fields. Previous conventions were held in Leiden (199�), 
Berlin (2001), Singapore (200�) and Shanghai (200�), drawing an average of 
1,200 participants from over �0 countries. 

ICAS � will be hosted by the Institute of Occidental Studies (IKON) and the 
Institute of Malay World and Civilization (ATMA), Universiti Kebangsaan 
Malaysia, and will be held in the Kuala Lumpur Conference Centre opposite 
the landmark Petronas Towers. We expect over 1,�00 Asian Studies specialists 
to converge on Kuala Lumpur for ICAS 5: Sharing a Future in Asia. The 
organizing committee is pleased to invite proposals for panels and topics. 
ICAS � will also serve as the occasion to award the ICAS Book Prizes. 

ICAS Book Prizes
ICAS Book Prizes, established in 2004, 

were awarded last year to Elizabeth C. 

Economy (social sciences), Christopher 

Reed (humanities) and Samuel Kwok-

Fu Wong (best PhD). We now invite all 

Asian Studies books published in 2005 

and 2006 to compete for the 2007 priz-

es. Three prizes will be awarded: 1. best 

study in the humanities; 2. best study in 

the social sciences; 3. best PhD in Asian 

Studies. Prize money consists of euro 

2,500 for categories 1 and 2. The best 

PhD thesis will be published. Publishers 

and PhD students are welcome to enter 

their books by sending six copies to the 

ICAS Secretariat in Leiden, the Nether-

lands, before 31 December 2006.

ICAS Book Series 
The ICAS Book Series is a new feature 

of ICAS. The first volumes will be pub-

lished in 2006. The series welcomes 

edited volumes and monographs which 

are the outcome of panels at ICAS. For 

more information please contact the 

ICAS Secretariat.

www.icassecretariat.org

International Convention 
of Asia Scholars �
Call for Panels
and Papers
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
2-5 August 2007

www.icas�kl.com

Submission of abstracts for panels and papers
Institutions, researchers and PhD students are invited to submit abstracts for:
• Institutional panels
• Organized panels
• Individual papers

Abstracts and presentations should be in English. Submission of abstracts for 
panels and papers can be made through ICAS 5 registration forms available 
online.

Deadlines
Deadline individual submissions: 15 November 2006
Notice of acceptance: 15 December 2006 
Deadline organized and institutional panels: 15 December 2006
Notice of acceptance: 15 January 2007 

Financial support
Financial support for travel and lodging will be made available to PhD-students 
and young academics. For details see the website. 

Exhibition space
There will be an exhibition of Asian Studies books. Please contact us.

Information and 
registration ICAS �
ICAS 5 Host

c/o IKON-ATMA

Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia

43600 UKM BANGI, MALAYSIA

info@icas�kl.com

www.icas�kl.com

General Information 
on ICAS & ICAS Books
ICAS Secretariat

c/o IIAS

P.O. Box 9515, 2300 RA Leiden

The Netherlands

icas@let.leidenuniv.nl

www.icasecretariat.org

ICAS depends on voluntary 

 contributions. Find out more  

about supporting ICAS at 

www.icassecretariat.org.

Jiang Lidong
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Asia Europe People’s 
Forum 6 

Helsinki, Finland 

�-6 September 2006  

How does the privatisation of public 

services, the connection between nuclear 

energy and nuclear weapons, and the 

marginalization of majorities affect your 

life – and the life of your Asian and Euro-

pean friends?

The AEPF is a forum for non-state and 

non-corporate NGOs and civil society 

groups aiming to bring the voice of the 

civil society to the official Asia Europe 

Summit, ASEM, and to create alterna-

tives to its neo-liberal agenda. The AEPF 

was created in 1996 and has held forums 

every second year parallel to the ASEM 

summit. AEPF forums engage civil socie-

ties in both Asia and Europe to discuss 

common issues with an Asia-Europe 

dimension. 

 

www.aepf.net

Queer Asian Sites

International Conference of 

Asian Queer Studies

22-2� February 200� 

Sydney, Australia

Call for Papers

Abstract deadline: �1 August 2006

The conference will investigate the impor-

tance of intra-regional networks and inter-

actions amongst queer cultures and com-

munities in Asia, Australia, New Zealand 

and the Pacific. English-language research 

has tended to understand the emergence 

of new LGBTQ identities in the region in 

terms of a ‘West and the Rest’ model of 

globalisation based on a one-way process 

in which ‘the West’ exerts influence upon 

‘the Rest’. In contrast, the Queer Asian 

Sites conference will focus on the impor-

tance of intra-regional flows of people, 

knowledge, representation and capital in 

the histories and contemporary forms of 

queer cultures and communities in the 

region. The questions we hope the con-

ference will explore include: 

• What is the legacy of the prewar Japa-

nese occupation on Taipei and Seoul’s 

same-sex and transgender cultures? 

• How has the Confucian culture of the 

economically and politically important 

immigrant Chinese communities in 

countries such as Thailand, the Phil-

ippines, and Malaysia impacted upon 

forms of sexual knowledge, representa-

tion, and queer lifestyles? 

• What impact does gay and lesbian tour-

ism, both from the West and within 

Asia and the Pacific, have upon identi-

ties and practices? 

• How are Asian and Pacific diasporic 

identities negotiated in Western queer 

cultural centres such as Sydney, Mel-

bourne, and Auckland? 

• How important is the expansion and 

cross-border transfer of queer capital 

– the pink dollar, the purple baht, the 

lavender yuan, the rainbow rupee – to 

the public legitimation of LGBTQ com-

munities in Asia, Australia, New Zea-

land, and the Pacific? 

Please send abstracts of no more than 

250 words to: apq@anu.edu.au 

Information on registration and accom-

modation will be posted on the AsiaPAci-

fiQueer website:

http://apq.anu.edu.au/

Farsi/English periodical 
online 

Pages began in February 2004 by publish-

ing a bilingual Farsi/English periodical 

pursuing exchange between Iranian and 

international authors and artists with 

critical views on art, culture, urbanism 

and social issues. Following its second 

issue, Pages began to develop collabora-

tive projects with practitioners in different 

cultural fields. Its activities transcended 

the magazine format into other layouts 

– installation, video essays, workshops 

and presentations.

 Pages is interested in cultural productions 

that communicate the specific socio-

political conditions and circumstances 

in which they are produced. Being a bilin-

gual magazine forces Pages into constant 

rethinking of its position. It searches for 

ways to surpass predefined and geograph-

ically bound discourses of subjectivity and 

locality, and tries to point to those intri-

cacies and dissonances within local cur-

rents that give way to alternative chains of 

meanings, relations and coincidences.

We are happy to announce the launch of 

our new website at where you can read 

previous issues and navigate through all 

of Pages’ activities. We specifically invite 

you to join our bilingual Forum discus-

sions, and contribute to the Daily Pages, 

an online platform of Pages magazine. 

Pages

P.O. Box 23354

3001 KJ Rotterdam, the Netherlands

Fax:+31(0)102132181 

info@pagesmagazine.net

www.pagesmagazine.net

Radcliffe fellowships for 
artists, humanists and 
social scientists 

Deadline: 2 October 2006

Radclif fe Institute fel lowships are 

designed to support scholars, scientists, 

artists, and writers who wish to pursue 

work in academic and professional fields 

and in the creative arts. The Radcliffe 

Institute sustains a continuing commit-

ment to the study of women, gender, and 

society, though applicants’ projects need 

not focus on gender. We seek to build a 

community of fellows that is diverse in 

every way and encourage people from all 

over the world to apply.

www.radcliffe.edu/fellowships/apply

Study in Japan

‘Study in Japan: Comprehensive Guide’ is 

a website operated by the Japanese Min-

istry of Foreign Affairs to provide informa-

tion on studying in Japan. It contains use-

ful information for prospective, current 

and former students, and is available in 

Japanese, English, Chinese and Korean.

www.studyjapan.go.jp 

Civil society and local 
governance in Japan

New research project

OECD countries are facing increasing 

unemployment, falling tax revenues, rap-

idly aging populations and insecurity over 

social security systems. Almost all are 

redefining relationships between central 

and local government, citizens and state. 

In Japan since the mid-90s, and especially 

since the decentralization reform package 

of 2000, we observe the following mutu-

ally reinforcing changes: (1) Power shift 

away from the centre, leading to greater 

co-operation between administrations, 

citizens, and corporations, especially in 

environmental politics, social welfare and 

urban development; (2) Improved condi-

tions for citizen participation through 

new legislation, such as the NGO law; (3) 

Increased citizen participation, in NGOs, 

local referendums, and citizen networks.

Our project – ‘Civil Society in Japan: 

Partnership as a New Item of Japan’s 

Local Politics’ – will analyse interaction 

between local administrations, NGOs, 

local politicians and other local actors, 

their competences, and conflict between 

them. Our case studies on environmental 

politics, social welfare, and urban devel-

opment will determine whether the new 

interaction between citizens and political 

and administrative systems is leading to 

improved problem-solving at the local 

level and to greater democracy through 

citizen participation. 

The project is based at the department of 

Japanese Studies at Martin-Luther Univer-

sity of Halle-Wittenberg, and is financed by 

the German Research Foundation (DFG). 

Participants include Gesine Foljanty-Jost, 

Carmen Schmidt and Karoline Haufe.

Contact:

Carmen Schmidt 

Deputy Director, Japan Research Center

CESchmidt01@aol.com

Indian Association for Asian 
& Pacific Studies 

Third Biennial International Conference

1�-1� October 2006 

Gwalior, India

Call for papers/ abstracts/ submissions 

Deadline: �0 July 2006 

The Indian Association for Asian & Pacific 

Studies promotes research, conference/ 

seminar/ lecture programs and the under-

standing of cultures, societies, politics 

and economics in different Asian & Pacif-

ic regions. The Association is a forum for 

scholars engaged in inter-regional and 

inter-societal comparative social science. 

The Third Biennial International Confer-

ence will be a meeting point for scholars 

working on Asian & Pacific studies from 

South Asia, Southeast Asia and China. 

The conference aims to develop a new 

network between Asia fellows and Indian 

scholars. 

Contact:

Lipi Ghosh, University of Calcutta 

1, Reformatory Street, Kolkata 700027 

+ 91-33-24544739 

iaaps.iaaps@gmail.com 

International Symposium 
on Asia-Pacific Studies 

1�-1� November 2006 

Havana City, Cuba 

Call for papers

Deadline: �1 October 2006

The Center for Studies on Asia and Ocean-

ia (CEAO) invites you to the International 

Symposium on Asia Pacific Studies. Our 

first convocation will address contempo-

rary economic developments and politi-

cal and security trends in the Asia-Pacific 

region. 

For further information please contact: 

Ana Delia Soltura 

Center for Studies on Asia and Oceania

20 Street and 7ma. avenue. 

Miramar, Playa 

Havana City. Cuba P. C. 11 300 

Phone 206 6131 / 202 8392-94 ext 102 

Fax (537) 202 60 38 

anadelia@ceao.co.cu 

isael@ceao.co.cu

Asian American Urbanism 
and Interracial Encounters

200� Association for Asian American 

Studies Conference 

4 -� April 200� 

New York City

 

Call for papers

Deadline: �1 October 2006 

[ 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 ]
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> Announcements

wanted
asia studies:

preferably alive

IIAS Newsletter welcomes unsolicited contributions from 
readers around the world. Please address your copy or 
queries to its editors, Takeo David Hymans and Natasja 
Kershof, at iiasnews@let.leidenuniv.nl

Our guideline for contributors, upcoming deadlines, 
information for advertisers, and current and previous 
issues can be accessed at www.iias.nl

This meeting explores cosmopolitanism 

in Asian American life, and the multiple 

and shifting identities, attachments, 

and worldviews of Asian Americans and 

those with whom they interact. As the 

world’s financial center and the hub 

of the nation’s publishing and fashion 

industries and artistic scene, New York 

has drawn both exceptional individu-

als of Asian ancestry, including writers, 

scholars, painters, musicians and danc-

ers, and masses of workers. The port of 

New York serves as a continuing place of 

welcome for Asian entrants and a point 

of transnational contact, transit and 

supply. 

We seek panels, papers, workshops, 

roundtables and teaching sessions that 

explore the presence of Asian Americans 

in New York City and other urban environ-

ments – downtown, boroughs and sub-

urbs alike – and their experience within 

the various places and institutions that 

characterize city life: theaters, prisons, 

offices, museums, factories, streets, mass 

transit, schools and universities, restau-

rants, and tourist sites. We especially 

encourage papers that explore the corre-

lations and interactions between the expe-

riences of Asian Americans and those of 

other groups and communities that make 

up the urban landscape, notably African 

Americans (including Caribbean Blacks); 

Latinos; Jews; Arab/Muslim Americans; 

Irish, Slavic, and Italian Americans; Gays/

Lesbians; and evangelical Christians. 

In addition to paper proposals, we invite 

panel proposals as well as workshops, 

roundtables, and teaching sessions that 

explore ways of historicizing, contextual-

izing, and critiquing the impact of urban 

life and interactions on the Asian Ameri-

can experience. 

Stephanie Hsu

ssh13@cornell.edu

www.aaastudies.org/call.tpl

Chinese Radio Amsterdam

Monday to Friday, 9 pm to 10 pm 

FM 99.4 or cable FM 104.6 

Amsterdam area: Monday and Tuesday in 

Mandarin, Wednesday to Friday in Can-

tonese 

Postbus 15809 1001 NH Amsterdam

020-6208866 (call during the program) 

chineseradioamsterdam@msn.com 

Oral masterpieces online 

New Masterpieces of the Oral and Intan-

gible Heritage of Humanity:

www.unesco.org/culture/intangible 

heritage/��eur_uk.htm

Siksacakr: Journal of the 
Center for Khmer Studies 

Siksacakr welcomes articles related to 

Khmer and Southeast Asian Studies. Arti-

cles must be either in Khmer, English or 

French. Accepted articles are published in 

their original language and translated into 

Khmer. A new on-line version for shorter 

articles comes out every six months. 

Contact: 

Michel Rethy Antelme, Editor-in-Chief 

siksacakr@khmerstudies.org 

Chinese Cultures Abroad 
Directory 

The Chinese Cultures Abroad Direc-

tory wishes to receive URLs and, if you 

wish, your evaluation of websites in any 

language by or about Overseas Chinese 

(however defined). The Directory is 

part of the China WWW Virtual Library 

and the Asian Studies WWW Virtual 

Library. Vincent K. Pollard is the editor. 

pollard@hawaii.edu

www2.hawaii.edu/~pollard /

participation.html

ASSISTANT PROFESSORSHIP IN SOUTH ASIAN RELIGIONS AND CULTURES

The South Asian Studies Programme in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the National University of Singapore is 

seeking to appoint a tenure-track Assistant Professor.

The Programme wishes to appoint a scholar with a strong theoretical grounding in South Asian Religions and Cultures. The 

appointee will be expected to teach and develop multi-disciplinary undergraduate modules in these areas, supervise graduate 

research and build up the research profile of the Programme. For this position an ability to handle primary source materials in a 

classical or modern South Asian language is essential. Extensive experience in the field, or archival work is desirable. Teaching 

and curriculum development experience would be an advantage.

Applicants must submit (1) a full vita; (2) a statement detailing their research agendas and professional experience; and (3) 

contributions he/ she can make towards this appointment. (4) In addition, applicants must arrange for three academic referees 

to write recommendations on their behalf. The deadline for all these submissions is 31 July 2006, and all materials should be 

sent to

Chair, South Asian Studies Programme Search Committee

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, National University of Singapore

3 Arts Link, Singapore 117569

Tel: (65) 6516 4528, Fax: (65) 67770616, Email: sasbox2@nus.edu.sg

Suitable candidates will be invited to make campus visits in September/October 2006, with a view to the appointment starting, 

if possible, in January 2007.

Please visit the South Asian Studies Programme website at http://www.fas.nus.edu.sg/sas and the Faculty website at http://

www.fas.nus.edu.sg/

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

NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE

SOUTH ASIAN STUDIES PROGRAMME

IIAS Network 
www.iias.nl/portal is an open platform for visitors to place information on events, grants 
and funding, job opportunities, and websites. You can subscribe to the Network at the 
address above and stay up to date through regular RSS feeds. Event information posted 
on IIAS Network will be considered for publication in this newsletter’s International Con-
ference Agenda.

ASiA, a joint endeavour of the University of Amsterdam and the International Institute 

for Asian Studies, promotes the study of Asia through research and outreach in the 

Amsterdam region. We aim to increase Amsterdam’s contact with researchers in and 

from Asia, as well as introduce contemporary Asian expressions, developments and 

experiences to the wider public. All individuals and institutions, academic and non-

academic, interested in co-operating with ASiA are invited to contact project manager 

Sikko Visscher at s.visscher@fmg.uva.nl

 

ASiA facilitates research within the theme ‘Making a Living in a Transnational World: 

Asian Perspectives on Globalisation’, based on two research projects at the University 

of Amsterdam. ‘Asia and Europe Compared’, headed by Mario Rutten, comparatively 

addresses social inequality, views and behaviour of the middle classes, labour relations 

and informalization in Europe and Asia, and aims to provide a fairer assessment of 

Asia’s role in the world today. ‘Illegal but Licit: Transnational Flows and Permissive Poli-

ties in Asia’ (IBL), headed by Willem van Schendel and Li Minghuan, consists of four 

projects analysing current migration in their legal and social contexts. For more informa-

tion on IBL please see http://www.nwo.nl/nwohome.nsf/pages/NWOP_6FCJXB_Eng. 

Van Schendel is the guest editor of a forthcoming special issue of the IIAS Newsletter 

on this topic. For upcoming events, see:

 

www.iias.nl/asia
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[ a d v e r t i s e m e n t ]

The IIAS main office in Leiden is hosted by Leiden University, which 

has a long tradition in Asian Studies. Its departments of languages 

and cultures of China, Korea, Japan, South and Central Asia, and 

Southeast Asia and Oceania all have extensive collections.

Leiden hosts the Research School CNWS (School of Asian, African 

and Amerindian Studies), the Institute for the Study of Islam in the 

Modern World (ISIM), the Royal Netherlands Institute of Southeast 

Asian and Caribbean Studies (KITLV), the Faculty of Creative and Per-

forming Arts, the Faculty of Theology (with an emphasis on the theol-

ogy of Islam), the Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences with its 

departments of Cultural Anthropology, Development Sociology and 

Political Science, the Institute of Environmental Sciences (CML), the 

Van Vollenhoven Institute for Law, Governance and Development, and 

the Leiden University Medical Center (LUMC). Asia-related museums 

in Leiden include the National Museum of Ethnology and the Siebold-

huis Museum. Leiden University is language oriented and focused on 

classical as well as contemporary studies. 

In The Hague (15 minutes by train from Leiden) one can find the 

Leiden University Campus The Hague (specialized in Law and Gov-

ernance Studies), the National Library of the Netherlands (KB), the 

Netherlands National Archives, the International Institute for Social 

Studies (ISS) and the Netherlands Institute of International Relations, 

 Clingendael.

The IIAS branch office in Amsterdam is hosted by the University of 

Amsterdam (UvA). The university counts departments of Cultural 

Anthropology, Sociology, Political Science, Communication Science, 

Media Studies and has an Academic Medical Center (AMC). Amster-

dam has two universities. The Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VUA) 

includes departments of Political Science, Social Cultural Sciences, 

Social and Cultural Anthropology, and the VU University Medical Cent-

er. Both UvA and VU have extensive department libraries in addition 

to their main libraries.

 

Asia-related institutes in Amsterdam include the Amsterdam School 

for Social Research (ASSR), Asian Studies in Amsterdam (ASiA), the 

International Institute for Social History (IISG), the Netherlands Insti-

tute for War Documentation (NIOD), The Amsterdam School for Cul-

tural Analysis (ASCA) and the Royal Tropical Institute (KIT). As the 

(cultural) capital of the Netherlands, Amsterdam hosts many muse-

ums, such as the Rijksmuseum and the Tropenmuseum of Anthro-

plogy, and musical venues which feature Asia-related exhibitions and 

performances. The departments in Amsterdam have a more interdisci-

plinary and comparative social science approach. Leiden and Amster-

dam are 30 minutes apart by train.

For more information and an application form see the IIAS website: 

www.iias.nl

For specific information, please contact: 

iiasfellowships@let.leidenuniv.nl

IIAS invites postdoctoral researchers to apply for 

 fellowships in Leiden or Amsterdam. IIAS fellows are 

offered office facilities, while the institute will medi-

ate in gaining access to libraries, archives and other 

institutions in the Netherlands. Fellows are expected 

to be productive in writing, possibly give a lecture or 

organise a workshop, remain in contact with Euro-

pean researchers, and make due reference to IIAS in 

(future) publications, (partly) made possible through 

research done during your stay. 

Leiden or     Amsterdam?Fellowships at 
the International 
Institute for 
Asian Studies
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