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ABSTRACT

The Chinese, especially overseas Chinese and particularly the Malaysian Chinese, are well known for being hardworking and for their economic success. A certain degree of stereotyping is present here, of course, but Chinese success stories are certainly inspirational. This article demonstrates that Chinese folk narratives may have contributed to moulding the hardworking and entrepreneurial characteristics of the Chinese. Folklore, particularly folk narrative, plays a number of functions in non-literate societies, such as entertainment, validation of culture and the transmission of values. One of the major functions of folklore in non-literate societies is value transmission. In a modern society, folklore can perform the same function, although the transmission may be in the form of a book or a digital animation. To attempt to “scientifically” show that the Malaysian Chinese are likely to be influenced by these materials, this study analyses folk narratives that are commonly available in Chinese children’s textbooks used in Chinese primary schools. The tales transmit values such as diligence, determination (especially in learning), loyalty, creativity, courage and to some extent, shrewdness, which are important to economic success.
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The Chinese, especially overseas Chinese, are well known for being hardworking and entrepreneurial (Voon 2012: 101). In 1894, Arthur Smith painted a picture of hardworking Chinese in all walks of life in China in his book Chinese Characteristics: “They practically never stay idle but work all day long” (Smith 1894: 27–34). A certain degree of stereotyping is present here, of course, but Malaysian Chinese1 success stories, such as: Wee Kheng Chiang, the founder of United Overseas Bank in Singapore; Lim Goh Tong, the founder of Genting Group;2 Aw Boon Haw, the founder of Red Tiger Balm and Sin Chew Daily; and Lee Yan Nian, the founder of Lee Rubber Co., are certainly inspirational (Lam 2012; Voon 2012; 莫顺宗 2010; 陈星 南 2010). These are but a few well-known examples of successful entrepreneurs. There is no doubt that the Malaysian Chinese are a successful minority community in all walks of life (Voon 2012: 101–118). Their success is often attributed to the values that this article wishes to explore.

Many studies about Malaysian Chinese entrepreneurship and economic success are inspired by Weber’s attack on Confucians’ lack of capitalist spirit. These studies aim to either prove Weber right or wrong (e.g., Wu Ming Chu 1995). In this short article, the author first notes that folklore may play an important part in shaping the work values of the Malaysian Chinese and in making them a successful community in general. Sartor (2011) hinted that Chinese literature and folklore may be sources for understanding why the Chinese work so hard. Confucianism may be the most influential Chinese ideology, but the Chinese are exposed to more than Confucian ideas. Taoism, Buddhism and Communism, for example, have greatly influenced Chinese culture, and all of these elements are reflected in Chinese folklore. Folklore integrates, neutralises and harmonises different elements into one system. At times, the elements can be logically contradictory, but people live with them quite comfortably. The best evidence of this is Chinese folk religions, which are influenced by all of the major Chinese religions and ideologies, such as Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and even Islam and Christianity.

In this article, the author analyses some Chinese folk narratives that are commonly found in the Chinese language textbooks used in Chinese primary schools and stories from some children’s books to illustrate a point. For many years, more than 90 percent of Chinese children have been enrolled in the Chinese primary school system; thus, it can be inferred that the Malaysian Chinese have frequent contact with these stories. Chinese children are familiar with these stories and are subject to their influence from a young age. It is reasonable to argue that the Chinese value system is influenced by these stories.

DEFINITIONS AND GENRES

Since the British scholar William Thomas coined the term “folklore” to replace “popular antiquities” and “popular literature” in 1846, the term has been defined in many ways (Dundes 1965: 4–6). Literally, the term consists of two parts: “folk” and “lore.” Some of the definitions emphasise the “folk,” whereas others focus on the “lore.”


One of the most influential definitions of folklore accepted by many folklorists today is Dundes’ definition, which emphasises the lore. According to Dundes (1965: 3):


Folklore includes myths, legends, folktales, jokes, proverbs, riddles, chants, charms, blessings, curses, oaths, insults, retorts, taunts, teases, toasts, tongue-twisters, and greeting and leave-taking formulas (e.g., See you later, alligator). It also includes folk costume, folk dance, folk drama (and mime), folk art, folk beliefs (or superstition), folk medicine, folk instrumental music (e.g., fiddle tunes), folksongs (e.g., lullabies, ballads), folk speech (e.g., slang), folk similes (e.g., blind as a bat), folk metaphors (e.g., to paint the town red), and names (e.g., nicknames and place names)…3



This list is long, yet it is not exhaustive. The most important criterion in defining folklore is that it is transmitted orally (1965: 1).

However, not everything that is transmitted orally is folklore, and not all folklore is transmitted orally (1965: 25). There are some genres of folklore, such as autograph-book verse, book marginalia, epitaphs and traditional letters, which are transmitted in written rather than oral form. Some folklore, such as folk dance, games and gestures, may arguably be transmitted through observation rather than orally (1965: 1–2). Thomson (1946: 5) notes that, “It is impossible to make a complete separation of the written and oral traditions.” This separation is difficult for two reasons. First, some tales may be collected and written. Second, written stories may be passed on through word of mouth and become oral stories. Another important feature of folklore is the existence of multiple versions. It can be difficult to determine which the original version is because the author or creator is unknown.

In China, folklore as a subject of study or an academic discipline is a relatively recent enterprise that can be traced to the folksong movement (歌谣运动) in 1918 and the subsequent interest in myths in the 1930s (林分份 2007). This latter case was largely a reaction to Western influence during the May Fourth Movement.4

However, after the May Fourth Movement, the definition of folk slowly changed (吕微 2007). Due to the communist influence in Mainland China, the concept of folk was used to refer to the working class or the workers. However, this use is regarded as unsatisfactory by some scholars, especially after the policy of openness in 1979, and Zhong Jing Wen (钟敬文) adopted Dundes’ definition in 1983. Currently, Dundes’ definition of folk is generally accepted by Chinese scholars. Folk simply refers to a group of people who share at least one common factor (Dundes 1965: 2). In this sense, the Malaysian Chinese are folk. It is also now generally agreed that folk literature5 includes shen hua (神话; myths), chuan shuo (传说; legends), min jian gu shi (民间故事; folktales), xiao hua (笑话; jokes), ge yao (歌谣; folksongs and rhymes), yan yu (谚语; proverbs), xie hou yu (歇后语; a type of humorous saying), xu shu shi or shi (叙述诗/史诗; epics) and xi qu (戏曲; folk dramas and music) (鹿忆鹿 1998: 3).

One important point is that folklore changes in the process of transmission. Thus, the existence of slightly different versions of a story is a unique feature of folklore.

VALUE TRANSMISSION

Folklore, particularly folk narrative, plays a number of functions in non-literate societies, such as entertainment, validation of culture and the transmission of values. However, the functions of folklore may depend on the social context (Bascom 1965). One of the major functions of folklore in non-literate societies is the transmission of values. However, it should be recognised that the relationship between these functions and any one particular item of folklore varies according to social context and that these functions may be interrelated. According to Dundes (1965: 279):


Different types of folklore can share similar, if not identical, functions… The function is the same; the form is different. It is equally important to realise that any one item of folklore may have several different functions… The form is the same; the function is different. One cannot always tell from form alone what the associated contextual function is. Functional data must, therefore, be recorded when the item is collected. An item once removed from its social context and published in this way deprives the scientific folklorist of an opportunity to understand why the particular item was used in a particular situation to meet a particular need.



In an oral culture, folklore is an important pedagogic material for teaching the young people the community’s traditions and transmitting important values to them (Penjore 2005: 53). The folk narratives in Chinese language textbooks certainly function to preserve the Chinese values that are important to the Malaysian Chinese. It is interesting that oral folk narratives, especially folktales, often contain layers of meanings. These layers allow the listener to explore the reasoning more deeply and make learning interesting (Tingoy et al. 2006). Russell (2002: 2) notes that although folk stories do not lecture, when someone hears or reads a folk story, he or she realises the moral message. Thus, folk stories make very good material for moral education. While reading, listening and at times, even watching animations or other performances that tell these stories, children are not only entertained but also acquire the values embedded in the stories.

CHINESE STORIES AND VALUE TRANSMISSION

In the following sections, some Chinese folk stories will be analysed to show how they transmit the desired work values. It is hoped that this analysis will convince readers that Chinese folklore is a good explanation for the mind-boggling success of the Chinese.

The stories are mostly taken from Chinese language textbooks used in the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s and beyond that were published mainly by the Malaya Press Sdn Bhd, although a few were published by Pelangi Press and Sasbadi Press. A few stories are taken from other children’s storybooks when it is necessary to illustrate a point. The author will not tediously cite the source of each story because these stories are so commonly known to any Chinese speaker; further, these stories are taken from almost 50 books. For the benefit of those who would like to read them in their “original form,”6 these stories can easily be found in Chinese language textbooks and storybooks such as Leong (2006).

We can summarise the work values that contribute to the Malaysian Chinese success as the following: diligence, reliability (in human relations), cleverness (willingness to learn, be creative and compete effectively) and courage (Voon 2012).

DILIGENCE AND DETERMINATION

There are many Chinese folk narratives that encourage people to be diligent. Let us consider the following example of a Chinese folktale in full. Subsequent tales will not be presented in full for reasons of space constraints.


Long ago, there was a lazy rice farmer. One day, after he had worked for a little while in the hot sun, he went to take a break underneath a shady tree not far from his rice paddies. While he was leaning against the tree trunk, closing his eyes to rest, suddenly he was disturbed by a loud thump! A rabbit had crashed into the tree on which he was resting. A wild animal had been chasing the rabbit, and the rabbit died from the impact with the tree. The farmer was thrilled at his unexpected fortune.

He picked up the rabbit and took it home, even though there was work for him in the rice paddies. He cleaned the rabbit and cooked the meat for supper. Then he took the rabbit skin to the market and sold it for a good price. The farmer was very happy. He thought to himself, “Hmm, if I can find a rabbit every day, I will not only have delicious rabbit meat to eat, I will also have more money than I can make working as a farmer in the hot sun!”

The next day, the lazy farmer didn’t work in his rice paddies. He sat under the same tree and waited for another rabbit to come. But no rabbit came crashing into the tree.

From then on, he waited under the tree every day. He completely ignored his farmwork. Eventually, his paddies grew full of weeds. When his friends finally talked him into going back to work, he was still full of hope, saying, “If I can get a rabbit every day, it is much more comfortable than working in the hot sun.”

In the end, he had nothing—neither a rabbit nor a grain of rice from his rice paddies.7



Russell (2002: 2) notes that, “Although this story doesn’t lecture, when someone hears it or reads it, he or she will realise that one must work in order to reap the harvest.” In another story, three lazy sons were told by their father from his sick bed that there was gold buried in their family paddy field. Instantly, the sons went digging in the field. To their disappointment, they found no gold. Because they had loosened the land, their father told them to sow some seeds. Months later, the paddy had grown, and the field had become golden. At this point the sons realised what gold their father was talking about. Chinese children are constantly reminded to make themselves useful in folk narratives. For example, the story Why Slaughter the Pig?8 sarcastically explains why useful animals such as the dog, the cock, the horse and the cow are spared from the New Year feast, but the good-for-nothing pig, which only sleeps and eats, is not. Therefore, one who is not useful is only meant to be eaten.

Determination and diligence can make impossible things possible. The fable of the two monks—one poor and one rich—who want to go to the South Sea to fulfil their prayers is a good warning to those who only plan but do not take action. In the story, the rich monk plans extensively and makes preparations for his long trip. However, the poor monk embarks on the journey with only a water jug and a rice bowl and completes the trip. This story of the poor monk is similar to the story of many successful Chinese entrepreneurs, such as Wee Kheng Chiang (Lam 2012).

When considering determination, there is no more famous story among the Chinese than the Chinese fable about the “foolish” old man who tried to remove a mountain from in front of his house. His neighbours ridiculed him and told him that it was impossible for an old man like him to remove the tall mountain. He replied by saying, “When we make up our mind on something, it is not impossible. If I cannot finish the work, my sons will continue, if they fail to complete the work, my grandsons will take over. One day the mountain will be removed.” This tale was first recorded three thousand years ago in the Pre-Qin period text Lie Zi9 (列子). The Taoist philosopher uses this story to show that one can overcome any problem or difficulty through sheer determination and perseverance. Does this not sound similar to many familiar stories about Chinese family enterprises that were developed over many generations?

A Chinese myth also tells of ten suns in the sky. People suffer because of the extreme heat. A brave, giant archer shoots nine of them, and people live happily after that. This myth stresses the possibility of overcoming natural difficulties through human effort (段宝林 2005: 21). There are many tales such as this in Chinese folklore.

DETERMINATION AND LEARNING

In addition to working hard, Smith (1894: 27–34) says that Chinese children study hard. Again, the overseas Chinese are well known for their concern and support for their own and the community’s children.

In particular, the Chinese believe that practice makes perfect. As long as someone continues doing something, he will be good at it one day. There are stories that expound this idea. For example, an archer was very proud of his archery skill. An old man challenged him, saying that it was nothing special because with enough practice, anyone could be good at anything. Then the old man demonstrated that he could pour oil through the hole in a coin without touching the coin at all. Everyone, including the archer, was amazed. The old man told the archer that it was nothing special because practice had made him perfect. In another tale, the Taoist philosopher Lie Zi again used a fable to present his idea about learning, but he did it indirectly by referring to the way an archer learns archery. Concentration and persistence are the keys to acquiring skills and many other things in life.

There are also many role models in the history of China, and their experiences have been adapted into what the Chinese call historical tales. In one tale, Confucius travelled thousands of miles to ask Lao Zi to be his teacher. Lao Zi was overwhelmed because, at this time, Confucius was already a well-known teacher himself. Confucius explained that there could be no end to learning, and he believed that he could still improve under Lao Zi’s guidance. In fact, Confucius was well known for saying that when he walked with two other persons, one must be capable of teaching him something (三人行比有我师). In a historical tale, Le Yang Zi (乐羊子), another Chinese philosopher, was motivated by his wise wife to study hard. Once, Le Yang Zi found a piece of gold on the ground; he happily brought it back to give to his wife. However, his wife told him that a noble man would not keep what did not belong to him. Le Yang Zi had to put the gold back where he had found it. Later, Le Yang Zi left home to learn from a teacher in another town. He missed his wife, so he went home to see her. His wife was weaving cloth at the time. When she saw Le Yang Zi, she picked up the scissors and told Le Yang Zi that learning was just like weaving; if she cut the cloth, then all her effort would be wasted. Le Yang Zi was enlightened by his wife’s words. He went back to study for seven more years without going home at all and finally became a great scholar. Yang Zi (扬朱) is another learned person. He once lost a goat and sent his servants to look for it. They came back to report that they could not find the goat because there were too many junctions. This saddened Yang Zi. His friend was curious because it was only a goat that was lost. Yang Zi explained that he was not saddened about the loss of his goat, but he was thinking about the learning process. There were too many pathways in learning that he could take, so he could be lost in the process and lose track of his learning effort. Therefore, one must concentrate in learning and not be easily distracted.

Other role models include Li Bai, the famous Tang Dynasty Chinese poet who was inspired by an old lady who tried to grind an iron rod into a needle; Yue Fie10 (岳飞), who could not afford paper and ink and instead practiced writing on sand; and Wang Xian Zhi11 (王献之), the son of the well-known calligrapher Wang Xi Zhi (王羲之), who used an entire vat of ink to practice calligraphy until he became as good as his father. These tales are often used to encourage students to persevere in learning, even in extreme conditions.12

In addition to hard work, a good learning environment is emphasised in Chinese folklore. Mencius or Meng Zi (孟子) was a clever boy, and he observed and learned what his neighbour did. He and his mother first lived near a slaughterhouse and then by a graveyard. Meng Zi imitated what his neighbours did, and his mother felt that this was not good. They moved three times until they finally settled next to a school. From that time onwards, Meng Zi loved reading.

INTELLIGENCE AND CREATIVITY

The tales described here show that the Chinese are hardworking, but they do not demonstrate the type of cleverness and resourcefulness that is so necessary in business. However, the bold and creative Chinese entrepreneurs certainly show these characteristics (Voon 2012).

There are common Chinese folk stories that encourage Chinese children to be bold and creative. Let us consider the following tales that praise intelligence and ridicule foolishness. These tales paint a different picture of the Chinese.

In a folktale, a fool was ridiculed for counting his cows while sitting on the back of one of them. He found that one of his cows was missing; however, when he got down from the cow and counted again, the count was correct. Another tale ridicules a fool who was cutting down a branch while sitting on it and ended up falling from the tree. In two other tales, the characters were intelligent in solving mathematical problems. Cao Chong13 (曹冲) was a clever boy; once, someone gave his father (a king) an elephant, and his father wished to know its weight, but there was no scale large enough to weigh it. Cao Chong solved the problem by first putting the elephant in a boat and marking the water level. Then, he put stones in the boat to the same water level. The total weight of the stones was the weight of the elephant. In another mathematical tale, a rich father left seventeen horses to his three sons to be divided among them in the ratio of half to the eldest son, one-third to the second son and one-ninth to the youngest son. However, they were unable to divide the horses because half would be eight and a half horses. As they tried to divide the horses, an old man rode past on his horse. They decided to seek his help. The old man suggested that they temporarily include his horse. Therefore, half would be nine horses, one-third would be six horses, one-ninth would be two horses, and the remaining horse would be returned to the old man.14 In another tale, an old man used his observations to describe the appearance of a lost camel. All of these tales teach children to make appropriate observations and use their intellect to solve tricky problems.

The Chinese also have stories of quick, intelligent responses to crises, which are also needed in business. For example, Wen Yan Bo (文彦博) was playing ball with his friends. The ball went into a hole under a tree, and his friends could not get the ball out. The clever Wen Yen Bo quickly poured water into the hole, and the ball floated out.15 Two other fables show that for thousands of years, the Chinese understood logic. In the first fable, a spear and shield seller claimed that his spears could pierce any shield and that his shields could block any weapon. He was asked to explain which of his weapons would prevail if one were to use his spear on his own shield. In the second fable, a man dropped his sword into the river. He quickly made a mark on the boat. When he was asked to explain his action, he said that he would look for his sword when the boat reached shallower water. 16 Therefore, we can ponder examples of quick, intelligent responses as well as foolish responses.

Quick responses may not always be the way to solve problems; rather, patience may be needed. In a tale told by Meng Zi,17 a farmer tried to help some seedlings grow faster by pulling them up. The next day, all of the seedlings were dead.18 The moral of the story is that one must be patient with nature, and a helping hand may backfire.

In a Chinese folktale, it was believed that if a young girl was not sent into the river to marry the river god every year, the river god would not be pleased, and there would be a great flood. This was actually a conspiracy among three elders of the town and a witch to cheat the town folk into offering them money along with the young girl every year. A new District Officer came to the town. He was asked by some town folk to solve this problem. That year, when they had selected the girl to offer to the river god, the District Officer stopped the ritual halfway and claimed that the girl was not pretty enough to please the river god. The witch told him that if they stopped, they would miss the deadline. The District Officer said that if that was the case, he needed to send her to the river god to inform him that they were trying to get a prettier girl for him. He threw the witch into the river. After a while, the District Officer pretended to be angry with the witch for being so late in replying with the river god’s wish and wanted to send the three elders to look for her. The three elders immediately knelt down and admitted that the whole thing was a fraud.19

Another variant of a trial tale20 was the trial of a stone. A poor boy who sold you tiao21 lost his money. He went to the court for justice. The judge ordered the large stone near his stall to be brought to the court for hearing. The people were curious, and the court became crowded. The judge told the crowd that whoever wanted to hear this trial would have to pay two small coins. Many people did, and one person’s money was found to be oily. The judge ordered the person arrested and stated that he was the thief because the boy was selling oily you tiao.22 There are many versions of the stone trial tale throughout China. In some tales, the culprit is not found, but the monies donated by the crowd are given to the victim as compensation (祁连休 2007: 1172–1175).

A final example that shows the shrewdness of the Chinese is based on the Chinese zodiac. Of the twelve zodiac animals, the rat is ranked first. Why is a small and weak animal ranked first? There are a few versions of the story of how the rat obtained its ranking. In one version, the rat told the god that he was the biggest among the animals selected. Of course, the god did not believe him. Rat asked the god to go to the people for judgement, and his request was granted. When the people saw the ox that the god wanted to rank first, there was no reaction. Then, the rat jumped onto the head of the ox, and the people all shouted, “Look, the rat is so huge!” 23 So the god ranked the rat first and the ox second. In another version, there was a race. When the animals reached the last stage of the race, they had to cross a river. The rat was not a good swimmer, but the ox was. The rat persuaded the ox to carry it because it was so small, and the ox agreed. Once they were almost at the bank, the rat jumped forward and won the race. Similarly, there are many stories of small Chinese firms that have ended up winning the business race by riding on the backs of other stronger firms or by deceiving others.

RELIABILITY

The Chinese are shrewd, but they are also known to be reliable and loyal to friends and partners. These qualities are of utmost importance, especially in business partnerships and in the Chinese network, Quanxi (relationships or connections). Further, comity and courtesy have always been regarded as important virtues in Chinese culture, which is reflected in many of the historical tales. Being courteous and practicing comity is a sign of being educated.

In a classical idiom/historical tale set during the Warring States period in China, there was a great general in the state of Zhao (赵国) who had won many battles. At that time, there was an official who was successful in a few diplomatic visits to a powerful neighbouring state of Qin (秦). Due to his diplomatic success, he was promoted to a position higher than the general’s position. The general was very unhappy with this because he felt that he had fought his battles with his life. Knowing this, the official tried to avoid the general and was very polite to him. The official’s friends were curious about why he was so afraid of a general who was ranked lower than him. He answered that he was not afraid of the general, but if he fought with the general, the strong Qin would take the opportunity to attack Zhao. When the general heard what the official said, he felt so ashamed of himself that he carried a thorny stick on his back and visited the official’s home to ask for forgiveness. This story and the associated proverb, asking for forgiveness by carrying a thorny stick on one’s back (负荆请罪), have been transmitted among the Chinese for thousands of years as the best model of humility, comity, tolerance and putting the country or community above personal interest.

In traditional Chinese culture, loyalty demands that one even sacrifice one’s own life. In a historical tale, Xun Ju Bo (荀巨伯) went to see a friend who was sick in a faraway city. Coincidently, during his visit, the city was attacked by a group of robbers. His friend told him to leave quickly, fearing that Xun Ju Bo might be killed by the robbers. However, Xun Ju Bo refused to leave his sick friend alone. The robbers were surprised to find Xun Ju Bo and asked him why he did not run away. Xun Ju Bo told them that he did not want to leave his sick friend alone. The robbers were so touched by what Xun Ju Bo did that they left the city unharmed.

Kong Yong Left the Bigger Pears to His Brothers is another famous classic Chinese historical tale. Kong Yong picked the smallest pear because he thought the bigger pears should be left to his brothers, who were older and physically bigger, even though he had the opportunity to pick before them. This tale is often used to teach children to not take advantage of a situation if they are allowed to go first.

Many Chinese tales stress the importance of staying united because unity means strength and division leads to weakness. For example, an old farmer taught his seven quarrelsome sons this principle by telling them to break chopsticks.24 At first they were asked to break the chopsticks one by one, which they did quite easily. Then, they were told to put seven chopsticks together and break them; now, they were unable to do so. In another tale, a blacksmith’s tools25 argued among themselves as to which was the most important tool. As they quarrelled, a piece of iron reminded them that if they did not work together, they would not be able to turn any iron into a useful artefact.

Persecution among brothers is also the theme of a historical tale in which the talented Cao Zhi (曹植) was asked by his jealous brother Cao Pi (曹丕), the king, to make a poem about brothers in seven steps. If he failed, he would be punished. Cao Zhi succeeded in doing so:


煮豆燃豆箕,    豆在釜中泣

本是同根生,    相煎何太急



Zhu Dou Ran Dou Ji, Dou Zai Fu Zhong Qi Ben Shi Tong Gen Sheng, Xiang Jian He Tai Ji. In liberal translation:

Cook beans by burning beanstalk, the beans weep in the cauldron. Both come from the same root, why so rush in persecution.

From then on, Cao Zhi’s brother stopped persecuting him. This poem and the associated story have been used by generations of Chinese to promote brotherly love. In fact, stories about the consequences of conflict between brothers are common in China (丁乃通 2008: 15, 22). These values are important to the success of family businesses.

In the story of The Tiger and the Squirrel,26 the tiger “kindly” set free a squirrel that had offended him. As a result of this act, the squirrel was later able to save the tiger’s life when it was trapped by a hunter. The squirrel released him from the trap by biting the rope and breaking the net. These tales tell us that bigger and stronger persons may need smaller and weaker persons on some occasions; hence, they should be kind to the small and the weak, and to the smaller and weaker party. It is important to be courteous and reciprocate. Consequently, large Chinese corporations are not known to try to monopolise; they often help smaller firms and give them breathing space. As a result, the Chinese business world is often a network of large and small businesses.


CONCLUSION

The folk narratives analysed in this paper are but a few selected examples of tales that transmit the type of values, such as diligence, reliability and cleverness, that are important to entrepreneurship and to success in the Chinese business world. Further studies are required to prove the premise of this paper. More research could be designed, for example, to examine the extent of the influence of Chinese folklore on Chinese businessmen. Clearly, there are sufficient grounds to proceed in this direction.
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NOTES
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1.       The Malaysian Chinese include Singaporeans before Singapore left Malaysia.

2.       http://www.genting.com/.

3.       The list continues.

4.       The May Fourth Movement was an anti-imperialist, cultural and political movement in early modern China that began on 4 May 1919.

5.       Chinese scholars prefer to call folk narrative “folk literature” and other types of folklore min su (民俗; folklore).

6.       In the understanding of folkloristic studies, there is never an original form as folklore changes in the process of transmission.

7.       Tale-type D 1280 (all D tale types refer to Ding Nai Tong’s Type Index; see bibliography), AT 1645B and motif J702. This is categorised as a story about fools by Ting Nai Tong. This story was recorded by Han Fei Zi, a famous ancient Chinese philosopher. For the benefit of non-folklorists, a folktale index is a common tool used by folklorists to classify tales for analysis and comparison. The tale types are included here mainly for folklorists’ interest.

8.       Tale type D 2205*.

9.       The book is named after the author, Lie Zi.

10.     Yue Fie was a well-known general in the Song Dynasty. He is well known for both is knowledge of the art of war and his poetry.

11.     Wang Xi Zhi was a well-known calligrapher of the Jin Dynasty.

12.     Motif W41§ (new motif).

13.     Brother of Cao Pi (曹丕) and Cao Zhi (曹植). He was also a son of Cao (曹操), the King of Wei state (魏国) during the Three Kingdoms period.

14.     Tale type D 1030.

15.     Tale type AT 232D and new motif H964.1§.

16.     Tale type D 1278.

17.     Next to Confucius, Meng Zi is considered to be the second greatest Confucian.

18.     Tale type D 1241B.

19.     Variant of tale type D 926.

20.     Type D926.

21.     A type of Chinese pastry that needs to be deep fried. Type D 926D*.

22.     This evidence is circumstantial and would not be admissible in a modern court of law.

23.     Tale type D 111C*.

24.     Tale type D 910F. There are variants of this tale that involve breaking arrows.

25.     Tale type D 293. There are variants of this tale that involve quarrelsome body organs.

26.     Variant of tale type D 75. In the Aesop fable version, the animals are Lion and Rat.
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ABSTRACT

Social capital makes it easier to access resources and to create well-being in older people through a sense of connectedness. This study aims to explore the dimensions of social capital that are most prevalent and to identify the relationships that exist between demographic characteristics and social capital among elderly Iranian people. In this cross-sectional study, over a six-month period, data were gathered from 320 elderly people aged 60 years old or older. The participants answered a questionnaire containing two sections, which included items that measured variables relevant to demographic status and social capital (consisting of 32 questions in eight dimensions). The data were analysed using SPSS software, version 19. The findings showed that the participants consisted of 193 men and 127 women with a mean age of 67.03 ± 5.51 years old. The question with the uppermost mean of social capital was “How many people did you talk to yesterday?” (M = 2.96). The highest degree of response of social capital reported by the participants was for pro-activity in a social context (70.9 percent), followed by feelings of trust (67.8 percent). Only 10.9 percent provided responses regarding participation in community components. There were strong correlations between almost all of the demographic variables and social capital dimensions, particularly education and income. Age was rather consistently negatively correlated with social capital measures; education, in contrast, was a strong contributor to social capital. The results showed that social capital dimensions were predicted by most of the demographic variables (P < 0.05). They also showed that, like other kinds of capital (physical and human capital), there was an uneven distribution of social capital among older adults in terms of sociodemographic characteristics. However, it was difficult to separate the causal processes involved; therefore, more studies of the causal effects of sociodemographic characteristics on social capital accumulation are recommended.
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INTRODUCTION

Social capital has become a popular topic over the past decade, and the literature connecting it with health has grown quickly (Veenstra 2000). It has been differentiated (Putnam 2000) from earlier versions of economic capital (money), physical capital (factories, etc.) and human capital (skills, education, etc.). Generally, social capital refers to the social relationships between people that enable productive outcomes (Szreter 2000). It can be seen as the glue that holds together social collectives, such as networks of personal relationships, communities or even whole nations (Ellison et al. 2006). According to Pierre Bourdieu (1986), social capital is the sum of resources, actual or virtual, that builds up within an individual or group by virtue of creating a strong network (Bourdieu 1986). It facilitates the accessing of resources and the creation of well-being through a sense of connectedness. This sense is particularly important in older people, and it is now being recognised as a critical problem, along with the increase in life expectancy and the growing number of older people (Terrion and Lagace 2008; Nyqvist et al. 2013).

Social capital is predominantly significant in the elderly population, who often experience a decrease in personal interactions as they age (Hodgkin 2012). Human contact for older adults is very important (Fratiglioni et al. 2000; Mulvaney-Day et al. 2007). The social engagement and participation of older adults in society are seen as indicators of successful ageing (Rowe and Kahn 1997). With the changing nature of society in recent years, many older people, compared to other age groups, are at risk of social isolation and of having limited contact with others (Mellor et al. 2008). A range of circumstances can place older people at an increased risk of social exclusion (Victor et al. 2000). They might lose important parts of their social environments during retirement or lose a partner, relatives and friends through illness, death or change in geographic location, and their health might deteriorate (disease and disability) (Mellor et al. 2008; Victor et al. 2000). Interaction with others, which is the main concept of social capital, presents important advantages for people as they age (Karlsdotter et al. 2011). Research has shown that people with extensive social connections linking them to people with diverse resources tend to be better employed and housed, and happier (Imandoust 2011). Furthermore, a range of beneficial outcomes in terms of health and social benefits have been linked to older adults’ networks, such as having greater independence and receiving more effective long-term care (Keating et al. 2005). Conversely, people who are less emotional and have less social support due to social isolation are more likely to become depressed (Prince et al. 1997), to receive less emotional and instrumental support (Chou and Chi 2000), to suffer from cognitive decline (Bassuk et al. 1999) and to report worse quality of life and well-being than elderly people with more social contacts (Chou and Chi 2000). Therefore, paying attention to the social interaction and social capital of elderly adults seems important. In Iran, as in many other countries, there is growing interest in the role that social capital might play in determining social, economic and health outcomes (Shoja et al. 2013). Accordingly, a greater understanding of social capital in the context of population ageing has been identified as a priority for research.

Social capital has its source in the works of early economic and sociological thinkers, such as Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman and Robert Putnam (Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 1988; Putnam 1995). However, many scholars have contributed to this concept; there is no common agreement over the definition of social capital, and its definition in each study depends on the discipline and level of investigation. Putnam defined social capital as follows: “Whereas physical capital refers to physical objects and human capital refers to the properties of individuals, social capital refers to connections among individuals—social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (Putnam 2000: 19).

Coleman subsequently refined the concept of social capital with links to physical and human capital, which helps to achieve certain aims that might not be possible to achieve in its absence. In this manner, social capital is creative like other forms of capital, for example, physical and human capital. Additionally, like these forms of capital, it is not completely interchangeable with others (Coleman 1988). While the definition of social capital differs to some extent from researcher to researcher, there is conformity that social capital is derived from relationships with other people in a social structure (Putnam 2000). Social capital as a multidimensional concept includes various parts of the social structure such as participation in community, feelings of trust and safety, neighbourhoods and family connections and tolerance of diversity (Onyx and Bullen 2000).


Research has emphasised that social capital is a predefining indicator of well-being (Coleman 1990); social capital theory is a powerful framework that can be used to understand how elderly people and the social networks of which they are parts interact with each other to define their well-being. Social capital theory suggests that there are some abilities and values rooted in social networks and relationships that create certain types of benefits, both instrumental and emotional, for people to use, which depend on whom one knows and how well one understands one’s social relationships (Bourdieu 1986; Portes 1998). These values are achieved through investments in social relationships, and they are translated into social and economic gains for individuals. However, unlike other forms of capital, no single individual can claim ownership of this value because it is only created through useful interactions across social networks (Coleman 1988). Putnam (1995) also proposed that the core idea of social capital theory develops around this value being inserted into social networks. This social connectedness produces a type of relationship that creates potential benefits in various forms for individuals who are connected, such as valuable information acquisition, financial gain, job creation, education diffusion or other forms of instrumental and emotional support. By including these qualities in our social networks, future benefit for at least some individuals, particularly elderly adults, will be generated (Sum et al. 2008).

The transformations that occur in the physical and cognitive abilities of older adults can cause them to come to depend more seriously on social capital at each of these levels (Cannuscio et al. 2003). A greater level of trust could provide older adults with greater emotional, economic and logistical resources (Pollacka and Knesebeck 2004). An advanced level of social participation might support physical and mental activity, and feelings of security and active engagement might result from more neighbourhood and family connections (Cannuscio et al. 2003; Glass and Balfour 2003). Different social and healthcare programmes planned for older individuals might originate from varying levels of social capital between different origins, which requires more consideration (Kawachi and Berkman 2000).

In the recent years, more research has focused on the relationships between social capital and social stratification or inequality (Putnam 2002; Li et al. 2008). Putnam noted that social capital could conceivably be even less equitably distributed than financial and human capital (Putnam 2002). This more sociological account of social capital rightly sees it as rooted in the social structure and related to the formation of group identities, similar to the arguments of Goldthorpe (1981) regarding the structure of class, in which interest lies in assessing the relationships between social position and forms of social interaction and cohesion (Hodgkin 2011).

On the other hand, social contributions might depend on factors such as gender, life stage, health status and socioeconomic status (Hodgkin 2011; Li et al. 2008). Socioeconomic factors have been widely acknowledged as important determinants of social outcomes (Tobias et al. 2009; Carroll et al. 2011). For example, there is evidence to suggest a correlation between social capital and education. The level of educational attainment in a society is linked to economic development. Participation in education is also a foundation for building the positive values that characterise social capital, such as reciprocity, trust, acceptance and cooperation (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2002). It is documented that social capital inequalities can arise from capital deficits, which refer to the relative shortage of social capital in one group compared to another (Lin 2002). For example, persons with lower education might have access to a lower quantity and quality of network resources than those with higher education (Moore et al. 2014).

Indeed, there has been evidence showing that, similar to other types of capital, there is an uneven distribution of social capital, not only between elderly adults and younger generation but also among the older population itself, in terms of, age, gender, marital status, income, education, ethnicity and region (Putnam 2000; Edwards and Foley 1998; Stoltz 2003). For example, regarding age differences, younger generations are more educated than older generations. Education can promote social capital accumulation directly, by helping individuals to develop the civic skills and cognitive capacities that facilitate participation in groups and associations (Centre for Educational Research and Innovation 2010). Effective education can assist in reducing problems, such as unemployment, poor health and crime (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2002). Therefore, paying greater attention to this diverse distribution seems crucial.

In Iran, the elderly are treated respectfully by family members and are mostly supported by them. Most of the needs of the majority of Iranian seniors are provided by their families or informal caregivers (Aghajanian and Thompson 2013). These caregivers primarily live with and care for family members, particularly spouses. Otherwise, it is predominantly the responsibility of children, particularly sons, to provide care and support (Mahmoud et al. 2008).

However, there is a disparity in this status according to gender, with women tending to give and receive greater support from sons. In Iran, elderly women are more inclined to maintain stronger mutual relationships with family members and neighbours. Neighbourhood connections are more prevalent in rural areas, which might originate from a greater feeling of trust. Older women have more neighbourhood, family and friendship connections, and they are out and about more than men.

Unfortunately, in the recent years, there have been some changes in the living arrangements of older adults. Societal factors, perhaps both cultural (such as a strong secular move towards individualism and self-actualisation in Iranian society) and economic, have provided some clues into these changes (Abbasi-Shavazi et al. 2012). It has been reported that almost 0.24 percent of seniors are institutionalised in facilities; thus, more than 99 percent of seniors receive care informally (Amini et al. 2013). However, the numbers have been increasing recently, and families are more willing to meet the needs of elderly people in these centres due to some changes in cultural and family structures (such as reduction in family size). Overall, older adults in Iran have little participation in the community as volunteers or as members of local associations, perhaps because Iranian culture is more traditional, and accessing these types of organisations and social clubs is more complicated for this group. In contrast, older adults in Iran visit religious institutions (such as mosques) frequently, particularly older women. Social capital is a new area of research among older Iranian adults. There have been some studies in this field; however, none of them have studied elderly adults as a population (Khosrojerdi et al. 2012; Khodadady and Zabihi 2011). Most studies conducted among elderly adults in Iran have been concerned with social support, and social capital has been almost ignored (Khalili et al. 2012; Salarvand and Abedi 2008; Pasha et al. 2007; Malek Afzali et al. 2007). However, there has been much research in this area in similar countries, such as Bangladesh, the Republic of Korea and China (Shen et al. 2013; Kim et al. 2007; Nilsson et al. 2006; Norstrand and Xu 2012).

Much research into social capital has been conducted in the U.S. and other western countries, which ignore the cultural context of its conceptualisation. Caution must be applied in comparisons in which the cultural context of social capital is ignored (Harper 2001). Therefore, in this study, a Persian version of a social capital measurement, with a high reliability and validity, was used (Sum et al. 2008; Bagheri Yazdi 2011). This study was designed to provide exploratory research and to establish basic knowledge and a foundation for future research in this emerging field in Iran. It aimed to investigate the distribution of social capital among older adults relative to demographic and socioeconomic differences in the city of Babol, Iran. Due to traditional and cultural contexts, the authors hypothesised that social capital would be high.


STUDY DESIGN

This cross-sectional study was approved by the ethics committee of Babol University of Medical Science, Iran. A quantitative approach was used. Data were collected over a six-month period from older adults aged 60 years old or older in a retirement centre in Babol, in the Mazandaran province of Iran, in 2013. Participation in the study was voluntary and free of charge. The respondents’ information was anonymous. The inclusion criteria were being 60 years old or older and willingness to participate in the study. Many methods for data collection were used, including short face-to-face interviews in Babol retirement centre (62 percent of participants), conversations over the participants’ home phones (29 percent) or posting the measurements by mail (9 percent). The in-person questionnaire was administered by two trained interviewers (one female and one male) in the Babol retirement centre. At the completion of the sampling, the participants were sent a self-administered questionnaire, which was mailed back in a pre-paid envelope. The participants were sent a reminder if the questionnaire was not received within four weeks. There was no stated time limit for answering the questions in the face-to-face interviews, but the participants completed the questionnaire in an average of ten minutes.

STUDY POPULATION

A total of 320 older adults aged 60 years or older participated in the study. The participants were recruited using the convenience sampling method from the members of the Babol retirement centre. Power analysis, using the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) web-based power calculator, indicated that a sample of 150 to 200 would have 80 percent power to detect individual correlations of approximately 0.2, with a two-tailed alpha set at 0.05 (Machin et al. 1997). The participants consisted of 193 men and 127 women with a mean age of 67.03 ± 5.51 years old.

MEASUREMENTS

The questionnaire included items that measured variables relevant to demographic status and social capital. The first part of this section consisted of ten questions intended to provide demographic data, including some specific questions about age, gender, marital status, type of accommodation, educational level, income, the place where the participants lived, with whom they lived, years of retirement and whether they were active parts of a social association or organisation.

The other part of the questionnaire was the social capital measurement, which was developed by Onyx and Bullen (2000) and consisted of 32 questions answered using a 4-point Likert-type response scale as follows: 1. No, not at all; 2. No, not much; 3. Yes, frequently; and 4. Yes, definitely (Onyx and Bullen 2000). The social capital scale included the following eight dimensions: Participation in Community; Feelings of Trust and Safety; Neighbourhood Connections; Tolerance of Diversity; Value of Life; Family Connections; Pro-activity in Social Contexts; and Work Connections. The Onyx and Bullen scale of social capital was primarily developed in Australia. It was used in Iran by Bagheri Yazdi in 2011 to investigate the relationships between social capital and risk-taking behaviours in undergraduate students. However, it was used for the first time in elderly adults by the authors in a doctoral thesis, to render this scale usable for older adults in the Iranian cultural context. That study was conducted among 192 elderly people older than 60 years old in the city of Sari in Mazandaran province. To translate the social capital measurements from English into Persian, the International Quality of Life Assessment (IQOLA) approach was used. A sample of 192 elderly people completed the Persian version of the questionnaire to determine its item discriminate validity and internal consistency. The criterion validity of the measurements was examined using a geriatric depression scale (5 items) and social health, and general health questionnaires. To examine test-retest reliability, a sample of 20 elderly people completed the questionnaire again two weeks after the first completion. The findings showed that, in 33 cases (86/85 percent), translation was easy. More than 86 percent of the items had good quality scores for the translation; comments from the translators were used to modify items and improve them further. The intercorrelations of the dimensions were more than 0/7. Cronbach’s coefficient alpha was calculated to be 0.96 for the overall scale (Eftekharian 2014).

Participation in Community defined participation in a local community (e.g., “Are you an active member of a local organisation or club?”). Feelings of Trust and Safety was defined by questions such as, “Do you agree that most people can be trusted?” Neighbourhood Connections referred to a more informed interaction within the local area (e.g., “Have you visited a neighbour in the past week?”). Family and Friends Connections, as well as Neighbourhood Connections, referred to informal interactions, defined by items such as, “In the past week, how many phone conversations have you had with your friends?” Tolerance of Diversity was identified by items such as, “Do you enjoy living among people of different lifestyles?” Value of Life was identified by items such as, “Do you feel valued by society?” Pro-activity in Social Context was also defined by questions such as, “If you have a dispute with your neighbours, are you willing to seek mediation?” Finally, the Work Connections questions included items such as, “Do you feel part of the local geographic community where you work?” This dimension was asked of people who were still in paid employment.

The degree of general social capital and dimensions of this scale were calculated based on the sum of the items. The reports showed 0.82 and 0.83 for the Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for the Onyx social capital scale (Onyx and Bullen 2000; Sum et al. 2008). The published reliability of the Persian version of this measurement in Iran was a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.96 (Eftekharian 2014). In this study, the reliability of the total scale was 0.95, and for the dimensions, it was between 0.7 and 0.93.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

The frequencies of the variables were calculated using SPSS software, version 19 for Windows (Chicago, IL, U.S.), and statistical significance was assessed using Spearman’s rank order correlation, ANOVA and the independent t-test. Hierarchical multiple regressions were applied to explore the predictors of social capital. Regression analysis has two different goals: to predict the dependent variable by using a set of independent variables; and to quantify the relationship of one or more independent variables to dependent variables (Kleinbaum et al. 1998). In this study, both goals were considered. P < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

The demographic results showed that the majority of respondents (92.6 percent) were married (Table 1). Educational achievement was distributed across levels, indicating that 5.7 percent were illiterate and 40.6 percent had received diplomas; 92.6 percent were married. Most of the participants reported levels of income in the moderate range (74.3 percent). Regarding residence, most of the respondents (83.9 percent) lived in the city. Most of the respondents (57.8 percent) lived with their spouses and children, and only three of them lived alone. The average number of years of retirement was 15.12 years. Only 15.2 percent of the respondents reported being an active part of a social association or organisation.


Table 1:    Distribution of demographic variables in the sample.



	Variable

	Percentage (%)




	Age



	60–64
	35.2




	65–69
	33.9




	70–74
	18.7




	75–79
	9.1




	Over 79
	3




	Gender



	Male
	60.3




	Female
	39.7




	Marital status



	Married/de facto
	92.6




	Never married
	3




	Widowed
	4.3




	Place



	City
	83.9




	Rural
	16.1




	Educational level



	Illiterate
	5.6




	Completed elementary school
	15.2




	Did not complete high school
	36.18




	Completed high school
	32.17




	Graduated college or university
	10.85




	Income



	Low
	77.4




	Moderate
	22.2




	High
	0.4




	Type of accommodation



	Own home
	90.9




	Rented home
	9.1




	With whom they live



	Alone
	1.3




	With spouse
	34.8




	With spouse and children
	57.8




	With children
	6.1




	Member of a social club



	Yes
	15.2




	No
	84.8





Note: The total is less than 100 percent due to missing data.

Table 2 demonstrates that the overall scoring for the 32 items in the eight dimensions of social capital ranged from 2.96 to 1.6 (scores ranged from 1 to 4, with higher scores indicating higher levels of the variable). As the table shows, nearly a third (10 of 32 items) of the respondents’ scores were less than two (primarily negative), half of them were related to their participation in the local community. The highest means were related to the following questions: “How many people did you talk to yesterday?” (M = 2.96); “Does your local community feel like home?” (M = 2.78); “Does your area have a reputation for being a safe place?” (M = 2.76); and “In the past week, how many phone conversations have you had with friends?” (M = 2.67).


Table 2:    Means and standard deviations of social capital components.



	
	Mean

	SD




	A. Participation in Community



	Do you help out a local group as a volunteer?
	2.45


	0.68





	Have you attended a local community event in the past six months?
	1.7


	0.71





	Are you an active part of a social association or organisation?
	1.77


	0.82





	Are you on an organising committee for any local group or organisation?
	1.84


	0.78





	In the past three years, have you ever joined local community action to address an emergency?
	2.01


	0.77





	In the past three years, have you ever participated in a local community project or working bee?
	1.89


	0.82





	Have you ever participated in a project to organise a new service in your area?
	1.6


	0.65





	B. Feelings of Trust and Safety



	Do you feel safe walking down your street after dark?
	1.93


	0.69





	Do you agree that most people can be trusted?
	1.93


	0.86





	If someone’s car breaks down outside your house, do you invite them into your home to use the phone?
	2.5


	0.84





	Does your area have a reputation for being a safe place?
	2.76


	2.09





	Does your local community feel like home?
	2.78


	0.67





	If a stranger, someone different, moves into your street, would they be accepted by the neighbours?
	2.35


	0.73





	C. Neighbourhood Connections



	Can you get help from friends when you need it?
	2.49


	0.77





	If you were caring for a child and needed to go out for a while, would you ask a neighbour for help?
	2.28


	0.82





	Have you visited a neighbour in the past week?
	2.08


	0.69





	When you go shopping in your local area, are you likely to run into friends and acquaintances?
	1.93


	0.69





	In the past six months, have you done a favour for a sick neighbour?
	2.14


	0.76





	D. Family Connections



	In the past week, how many phone conversations have you had with friends?
	2.67


	0.89





	How many people did you talk to yesterday?
	2.96


	2.02





	Over the weekend, do you have lunch/dinner with other people outside your household?
	2.04


	0.68





	E. Tolerance of Diversity



	Do you think that multiculturalism makes life in your area better?
	2.04


	0.66





	Do you enjoy living among people of different lifestyles?
	1.77


	0.65





	F. Value of Life



	Do you feel valued by society?
	2.17


	0.77





	If you were to die tomorrow, would you be satisfied with what your life has meant?
	1.87


	0.71





	G. Social Agency or Proactivity in Social Contexts



	Have you ever picked up other people’s rubbish in a public place?
	2.2


	0.76





	Do you go outside your local community to visit your family?
	2.54


	0.83





	If you need information to make a life decision, do you know where to find that information?
	2.46


	0.82





	If you disagreed with what everyone else has agreed on, would you feel free to speak out?
	2.37


	1.55





	If you have a dispute with your neighbours, are you willing to seek mediation?
	2.18


	0.84





	At work, do you take the initiative to do what needs to be done, even if no one asks you?
	2.2


	0.76





	H. Work Connections



	Do you feel a part of the local geographic community where you work?
	2.36


	0.73







[image: art]

Figure 1: Percentage answering Yes (scores 3–4) to eight dimensions of social capital.

Notes: PAR = Participation in Community; FEEL = Feelings of Trust; NEI = Neighbourhood Connections; FAM = Family Connections; TOLE= Tolerance of Diversity; VAL = Value of Life; PRO = Pro-activity in Social Context; and WOR = Work Connections.




The percentages of agreement with the Social Capital dimensions are shown in Figure 1. To create a graph, as illustrated in the figure, participants’ responses to social capital questions in each dimension were divided to two scores: No and Yes (answers ranging from 1 to 2 were considered No, and 3 to 4 considered Yes). The graph shows the percentage that responded Yes to these dimensions. The graph shows that the highest degree of social capital reported by the participants was for Pro-activity in a Social Context (70.9 percent), followed by Feelings of Trust (67.8 percent). Only 10.9 percent had appropriate components of Participation in Community.

Spearman’s rank correlation revealed a low level of Neighbourhood Connections (r = −0.194) and Tolerance of Diversity (r = −0.155) among older participants, indicating that participants in the older age bracket for the study tended to have fewer neighbourhood relationships when living among people of different lifestyles. Widowed and separated/divorced seniors had lower levels of Value of Life (r = −0.166). Seniors who lived in rural areas reported a higher level of Tolerance of Diversity (r = 0.144). Higher levels of education were associated with greater social capital in four dimensions, which were found to be significant for Participation in Community (r = 0.224), Neighbourhood Connections (r = 0.140), Value of Life (r = 0.222) and more Work Connections (r = 0.185). The results showed a strong positive link between seniors’ levels of income and Value of Life (r = 0.231). In terms of years being retired, the findings showed reverse relationships with Neighbourhood Connections (r = −0.171) and Tolerance of Diversity (r = −0.139). Participants who reported being an active part of a social association or organisation had greater Participation in Community (r = 0.238), more Neighbourhood Connections (r = 0.164) and Family and Friendship Connections (r = 0.314) and lower levels of Tolerance of Diversity (r = −0.133). These findings indicated that age and years of being retired showed the most negative relationships with social capital dimensions, meaning that social capital declined. In contrast, being educated presented the largest number (4) of significant positive correlations.

Multiple regression analysis of social capital dimensions and demographic variables is shown in Table 3. Being an active part of a social association or organisation was the only demographic variable that predicted Participation in Community; the variable explained 5 percent of the variance. A combination of three demographic variables predicted Feelings of Trust and Safety: a higher level of education, living in rural areas and being married. The variables explained 9.5 percent of the variance. The results showed that two demographic variables predicted Neighbourhood Connections: a higher level of education and being an active part of a social association or organisation; the variables accounted for 11 percent of the variance.


Table 3:    Spearman’s rank correlation between social capital dimensions and sociodemographic characteristics.



	Measure
	PAR

	NEI

	TOLE

	VAL

	FAM

	WOR




	Age
	0.008

	–0.194**

	–0.155

	–0.106

	–0.127

	–0.097




	Marital status
	–0.067

	–0.115

	–0.088

	–0.166*

	–0.115

	–0.119




	Place
	–0.021

	0.045

	0.144*

	–0.22

	–0.048

	–0.002




	Education
	–0.224**

	0.140*

	–0.063

	0.222**

	0.004

	0.185*




	Income
	–0.021

	0.077

	0.115

	0.231**

	0.071

	0.065




	YOR
	0.077

	–0.171**

	–0.139*

	0.029

	–0.103

	0.003




	Social club
	0.238**

	0.164*

	–0.133*

	–0.073

	0.314*

	–0.121





Notes:

-      PAR = Participation in Community; NEI = Neighbourhood Connections; TOLE = Tolerance of Diversity; VAL = Value of Life; FAM = Family Connections; WOR = Work Connections; and YOR = Years of retirement.

-      ** = Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

-      * = Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

The findings for family and friendship connections showed that this dimension of social capital was also associated with two variables, which accounted for 13.7 percent of the variance: house ownership and being an active part of a social association or organisation. The respondents who lived in their own homes tended to have more Neighbourhood Connections. Pro-activity in Social Context was predicted by a higher level of income (10.9 percent of the variance), and Tolerance of Diversity (accounting for 5.9 percent of the variance) was associated with marital status. Value of Life was significantly associated with a combination of four predictors: gender (being a woman), being married, and having a higher level of education and income. These four variables accounted for 19.9 percent of the variance. Marital status (being married) and education were associated with Work Connections, which accounted for 11 percent of the variance.


Table 4:    Multiple regression analysis of social capital dimensions and demographic variables.



	Criterion
	Significant predictor

	β- regression coefficient

	P




	PAR
	Social club
	0.201


	0.003





	
	
	
	[F = 2.35, df =12, R2 = 11.5%]





	FEEL
	Live
	0.136


	0.028





	
	Marital status
	–0.203


	0.012





	
	Education
	0.232


	0.002





	
	
	
	[F = 1.95, df = 12, R2 = 9.5%]





	NEI
	Education
	0.165


	0.024





	
	Social club
	0.172


	0.012





	
	
	
	[F = 1.93, df = 12, R2 = 11%]





	FAM
	Accommodation
	0.136


	0.05





	
	Social club
	0.286


	0.001





	
	
	
	[F = 2.86, df = 12, R2 = 13.7%]





	TOLE
	Marital status
	–0.171


	0.038





	
	Income
	0.187


	–





	
	
	
	[F = 1.13, df = 12, R2 = 5.9%]





	VAL
	Gender
	0.147


	0.024





	
	Marital status
	–0.151


	0.046





	
	Education
	0.237


	0.001





	
	Income
	0.358


	0.001





	
	
	
	[F = 4.48, df = 12, R2 = 19.9%]





	PRO
	Income
	0.185


	0.009





	
	
	
	[F = 2.21, df = 12, R2 = 10.9%]





	WOR
	Marital status
	–0.228


	0.004





	
	Education
	0.167


	0.023





	
	
	
	[F = 2.27, df = 1, R2 = 11%]






Notes: PAR = Participation in Community; FEEL = Feelings of Trust; NEI = Neighbourhood Connections; FAM = Family Connections; TOLE = Tolerance of Diversity; VAL = Value of Life; PRO = Pro-activity in Social Context; and WOR = Work Connections.


DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study aimed to examine the concept of social capital and its spread among elderly people. The findings showed overall that older adults participated little in the community as volunteers or parts of a local association; in contrast, pro-activity in a social context and feelings of trust were high. Low levels of participation in the community as volunteers or members of a local organisation in our study might have been due to Iranian culture, which is more traditional and thus, accessing these types of organisations and social clubs might be more complicated for this group. In contrast, older adults in Iran visit religious institutions frequently. This result was somewhat similar to the report of Kim and colleagues, which assessed volunteering among older people in the Republic of Korea. As they reported, approximately six percent of Koreans aged 65 years old and older participated in volunteer programs. Interestingly, participants who identified their religion as Buddhism or Catholicism were more likely to volunteer than those who had no religion (Kim et al. 2007). High levels of pro-activity in a social context and feelings of trust in the older community might also have been due to Iranian culture, which is grounded in religious (Aihara et al. 2009) beliefs that trusting and helping others, visiting family members and feeling free to speak out in disagreement with opinions are recommended by religious leaders. Gray, in a study performed in the U.K., reported a reduction in participation of those of advanced age in social clubs, except for religious organisations (Gray 2009). In other countries, the findings have differed: in a study conducted in Sweden, the researchers found that most of the older participants, despite the ageing process, attempted to remain active and connected to the community (Gunnarsson 2009).

The strong relationships found between social capital dimensions and sociodemographic factors showed the socioeconomic epidemiology of social capital. Widowed seniors, those who lived in urban areas and those with poorer educations felt low levels of safety in their local communities. People might have greater trust in those with whom they have had broader communication, and rural areas have this characteristic. Indeed, hope of continuous relationships in the future can facilitate the development of trust (Putnam and Lewis 2003; Coleman 1990). Alesina and La Ferrara reported that three main issues could contribute to promoting trust: personal traits, such as education and income; being a member of groups typically discriminated against, in particular women and marginal groups; and features of the community; for example, more racially diverse communities have lower levels of trust (Alesina et al. 2002).


Overall, the level of feelings of trust and safety in the older population of our study was high. Barr and Russell, in their study of older residents of a coastal resort in Australia, reported that 64 percent of older women did not feel safe walking down their streets after dark (Barr and Russell 2007); however, more than two thirds (66.7 percent) of our respondents reported a feeling of safety. Onyx and Bullen also reported that women had poorer feelings of safety in their local communities (Onyx and Bullen 2000). In our results, gender predicted value of life, indicating that life was more valued for women than for men, and women felt more valued by society and more satisfied with their lives. As reported in the Study Population section, all of our subjects were retired teachers and all of the women were educated, which might have affected these feelings. Aihara and colleagues reported greater cognitive social capital among men in a study. They concluded that contributions to local organisations and having healthy behaviours were linked to cognitive social capital, which is significant for successful ageing (Aihara et al. 2009).

Participants from rural areas reported more feelings of trust and neighbourhood connections, rather than participation in the community, which supported Onyx and Bullen’s findings. Heenan, in a study performed in a countryside area of Northern Ireland, reported that there was evidence of strong mutual relationships between older people and their neighbours (Heenan 2009). Hodgkin attempted to investigate the level of social capital in a large rural community. The results showed that age was a significant determinant of people’s activities. Older people, predominantly those who were retired, engaged in more community participation and social activities, such as volunteer groups, social clubs and church groups (Hodgkin 2012).

Higher levels of education and income were correlated with most of the social capital dimensions. This result was supported by some previous research (Veenstra 2000; Shen et al. 2013; Nilsson et al. 2006; O’Brien et al. 2004; Narayan and Pritchett 1999; Cramm et al. 2013). It has been reported that groups such as refugees, deprived people and those with less education might feel socially isolated as a result of having little or no social capital (Putnam and Lewis 2003). In a model developed by Stoltz (2003), it was also suggested that race and income affect civic engagement through two key elements of social capital: trust and group membership.

The findings of this study showed that, like other kinds of capital, there is an irregular distribution of social capital among older adults, in terms of gender, marital status, income, education and locality, which can indirectly affect civic engagement and social capital.

The limitations of this study were related to its sample. This study was performed in a small city of Iran, although it is the largest city in Mazandaran, which is a province with a rich culture and traditional context that could be considered a fairly representative sample of elderly adults of Iran. However, future research on this topic in a large metropolitan area is recommended. Despite this limitation, this study was the first to examine social capital among older adults in Iran.

NOTES
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ABSTRACT

This article focuses on the double liminality that exiled Tibetans face in Taiwan today. In the context of the international political system, refugees or stateless people cannot be placed into any existing order of nation-states. Refugees are in a state of liminality. With its national title “Republic of China” (ROC), Taiwan has been placed in an ambiguous position with its status as neither a nation-state nor a non-nation-state ever since the ROC was expelled from the United Nations. The ROC is in a state of liminality among states in the international order. In addition, Taiwan claims its sovereignty over Tibet, despite losing this sovereignty in 1949 to the communists. Taiwan’s ambiguity of identity pushes the government neither to treat Tibetan refugees in Taiwan as compatriots nor accept their status as refugees. Placed under double liminal status, exiled Tibetan refugees in Taiwan have been discriminated against and denied their entitled human rights. This paper provides two cases to reveal the very real difficulty of their situation in Taiwan. Both stories present the kind of dilemma the exiled Tibetans face in Taiwan due to this double liminality.
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INTRODUCTION

Refugees or displaced people have been treated as a “problem” because of their “abnormal” situation as involuntary international migrants. They are also subjected to arbitration and discriminatory treatment through government policy, even though they are entitled to fundamental human rights under international law. This paper will focus on the difficulties that exiled Tibetans face in Taiwan due to their refugee status. Taiwan, also known as the Republic of China (ROC), remains in an ambiguous nation-state after it was expelled from the United Nations (UN). Although under the constitution of the ROC, “Tibet is still part of China,” exiled Tibetans in Taiwan are neither treated as compatriots nor viewed as refugees; hence, they cannot be treated as according to international refugee law. Even when an exiled Tibetan marries a Taiwanese national, he or she is still denied the rights that most foreign spouses enjoy, such as access to healthcare and the ability to work legally or travel freely. In addition, the Tibetan spouse faces an even more stringent naturalisation process than other foreign spouses in Taiwan.

In the context of international politics, refugees or people without nationality cannot be placed into any existing order. They are in a state of liminality (Malkki 1994). The concept of liminality was first developed in the early 20th century by anthropologist Arnold van Gennep. Liminality (from the Latin word līmen, meaning “a threshold”) is the quality of ambiguity or disorientation that occurs in the middle stage of rite of passage during a person’s transition from one social status to another (van Gennep 1960). The characteristic of the liminal phase lies in its separation from daily life and owes to time and place of withdrawal from normal modes of social action (Turner 1969: 95). According to Turner’s definition, liminality refers to any “betwixt and between” situation or object. Therefore, the concept can be applicable to single individuals and to social groups or even to a country (Thomassen 2009: 16). Malkki applies this definition to the status of refugees who are in-between categories and as such, are perceived as a dangerous form or a matter out of place, a challenge to the system of nation-states to which they do not belong. Tibet was invaded and subsequently occupied by the Chinese Communist Party in 1959, but the 14th Dalai Lama escaped from Tibet seeking political asylum in India. Thousands of Tibetans followed the Dalai Lama into exile and became refugees or stateless people.

Similar to exiled Tibetans, Taiwan has been viewed as in a state of liminality in various perspectives. Through the spatial dimension, Stéphane Corcuff defined the liminality of Taiwan by its geopolitical position to China. As a geopolitical object, Taiwan is far enough to be different from China, but also close enough to understand China better than any other region. Historically, Taiwan is related to China neither marginally nor peripherally but liminally (Corcuff 2011: 217–229). According to the theory of institutionalism, Wang argues the liminality of Taiwan by its status in the system of nation-states. Taiwan does not enjoy membership in the UN or recognition as a nation-state in international society. Taiwan is not included in international data banks, which were mainly published by the organisations of the UN. Taiwan is neither a nation-state nor non-nation-state. Taiwan becomes a “troublemaker” by its ambiguous status in the system of nation-states (Wang 2001: 267–302).

Taiwan’s ambiguity is not only in the position of the international system of nation-states, but also in its own identity. Taiwan’s government still claims its sovereignty over mainland China, despite losing this sovereignty in 1949 to the communists. In this paper, the author will argue that the situation of exiled Tibetans in Taiwan is one of “double liminality.” The stateless people are not recognised by the international system of nation-states, and Taiwan’s ambiguous identity hinders the government in deciding to categorise exiled Tibetans as either citizens or foreigners. Under the constitution of the ROC, “Tibet is still part of China,” but exiled Tibetans in Taiwan are treated as neither compatriots nor refugees. This paper provides two cases to reveal the difficulty of their situations in Taiwan. Both stories present the kind of dilemma that exiled Tibetans face in Taiwan due to this double liminality.

THE EXILE OF THE TIBETANS

Traditionally, Tibet consists of the regions U-Tsang, Amdo (Qinghai) and Kham. What is commonly referred to as Tibet is located between China and India, whose official boundary had never been delineated before the modern nation-state was established. From ancient times until today, China has been working to exert control over Tibet. When the ROC was founded in 1911, the Kuomintang (KMT) government had explicitly claimed its sovereignty over Tibet. In 1949, the KMT was defeated by the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and fled to Taiwan. Subsequently, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) came to power in China and was even more determined to declare its sovereignty over Tibet. Even though the Tibet government asserted its actual independence from 1913 onward,1 both the ROC and then the PRC regard Tibet as “an inseparable part of China.” The PLA announced its mission to liberate Taiwan and Tibet. In March 1959, the “Lhasa Incident” occurred,2 when the 14th Dalai Lama disguised as a soldier left his palace and, together with 13,000 of his followers, escaped from Lhasa to seek political asylum in India. After arriving in India, the Dalai Lama began his life as an exiled Tibetan refugee. To this day, however, India does not consider or refer to the Dalai Lama as a refugee but simply as an “honoured guest” (Tibet Justice Center 2011: 23).


After the Dalai Lama’s flight into exile, thousands of Tibetans followed him into India to avoid persecution. The Indian government offered basic humanitarian aid to the massive influx of Tibetans, such as transit refugee camps, medical treatment and rations. The Tibetan refugees were also allowed to reside and work in India, mainly on road construction and other manual labour projects. In order to ensure the survival of Tibetan refugees and restore freedom in Tibet, the Dalai Lama re-established the Tibet Government-in-Exile (TGiE) with the Central Tibetan Administration (CTA) in McLeod Ganj, Dharamsala, the Indian state of Himachal Pradesh. With the task of rehabilitating exiled Tibetans in India, the Dalai Lama proposed to the Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru for a more permanent arrangement. With the help of Nehru, the first Tibetan settlement was established in Bylakuppe, Karnataka. Subsequently, a total of 52 settlements were founded, among which 35 were in India, ten in Nepal, and seven in Bhutan. Today these settlements contain nearly 110,000 Tibetan refugees.3

TIBETANS IN INDIA

According to Article 1 of the “Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees,” under the responsibility of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) of 1951, defined a refugee as “someone who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country.”4 Even though there has been a large number of Tibetan refugees in India for over four decades, India has not ratified this 1951 Convention and its 1967 Protocol. Nor has India enacted separate law to deal with “refugees.” Refugees are “foreigners.” In India, the decision as whether to treat a person or a group of persons as refugees or not is taken on the merits and circumstances of the cases coming before it.

Tibetan refugees in India neither qualify as refugees in any legal sense nor enjoy the official status of refugees under international law. India has adhered to the customary international legal principle of non-refoulement, which prohibits the return of a refugee to any place where his or her life or freedom would be in jeopardy. The Tibetan refugees exiled from 1959 through the 1970s were protected by the Indian government. Even though Indian law states that foreigners cannot own property or assets in India, the government leases land and housing for Tibetans to establish settlements. For Tibetans entering India as of the 1970s, as well as their offspring born in India, the Indian government grants Indian Residential Certificates (RC) so that they can be entitled to work and travel across the country. They also receive Identity Certificates (IC), which enables them to travel internationally to the few countries that will accept these documents in lieu of a passport, including the U.S., Switzerland and several other states in Europe (Tibet Justice Center 2011: 13). It is not stipulated in law that the Indian government is obligated to help Tibetan refugees but based on sentiments and humanitarian reasons.5

As the Tibetans arriving from 1959 to the 1970s recalled their wish to return to their motherland, the Indian government viewed Tibetan refugees as people asking for temporary protection and became even more obliged to provide shelter.6 Due to the fact that China has exerted stronger dominance over Tibet throughout the decades and hundreds of Tibetans every year scale the Himalayas to enter India, the Indian government has decided not to provide any form of help to Tibetans arriving after 1980, which means neither an RC nor an IC would be granted, nor land allocated anymore.7

As “foreigners” in India, Tibetans may not legally purchase real estate in India and cannot compete with jobs related to governmental services provided by the India government. Thus, the Tibetan community faces the serious problem of unemployment. According to the 2009 demographic survey of the CTA, nearly 20 percent of the total Tibetan population is unemployed or underemployed (Office of Planning Commission 2010: 53).

TIBETANS IN NEPAL

After 1959, roughly 20,000 to 30,000 Tibetans arrived in Nepal and became political refugees.8 Those who fled to India were in great numbers and could get immediate help from the Dalai Lama, and thus they were settled by the Indian government. As to those arriving in Nepal, however, they could barely receive resources or assistance of any sort owing to distance and poor communication services. They sold personal belongings, or went begging for survival, and lived in humble tents. It was not until April 1960 did they receive any help from the Red Cross and other non-profit organisations (Forbes 1989: 25). One year later, some foreign missionaries in Nepal organised voluntary groups to help these refugees escape destitution or fight illness.9 With the help of foreign humanitarian organisations, Tibetan refugees were relocated in Jawalakhel or Boudhanath (in Kathmandu), Pokhara (in the western Nepal) or Chialsa (in the regions of Solu-Khumbu).


Even now, many Tibetans still risk the danger of crossing over the Himalayas en route to Nepal to seek freedom. They can get help from the UNHCR on arriving safe and sound to apply for a certificate of departure from Nepal, along with an Indian Visa, passport and refugee certificate before setting off to Dharamsala in India for settlement. However, Tibetans that settle in Nepal have to endure the status of ambiguity. Like India, Nepal has no legal category for refugees. Nepal has not ratified treaties for the protection of refugees under any international law or has enacted domestic laws on refugees. Nepal considers anyone who is not a citizen to be a foreigner. In other words, like India, Nepal has never officially approved the refugee status of the Tibetans, even though these exiled Tibetans do receive help from international organisations. In reality, however, these Tibetans take advantage of their close links with the Sherpa people in race, religion and culture, as many Tibetans and the Sherpa tribe have mingled due to borderline trades. Thus Tibetans make use of the loopholes in governmental procedures or other questionable ways to gain Nepali citizenship. The Nepali government has for long come to know of such deeds and does not grant Tibetans ID cards like other common citizens (Frechette 2002: 125–130).

“FREE CHINA” AND TIBETANS IN TAIWAN

With the Dalai Lama and tens of thousands of Tibetans seeking asylum in India in 1959, the president of the ROC in Taiwan Chiang Kai-shek delivered a public statement, declaring the ROC’s support of the Tibetans’ stance of “anti-Communist and anti-violence”:


“We, the government of the Republic of China, have always paid respect to Tibet’s existing political and social system and ensured their religious belief and traditional way of life. Now I promise to all of you: when the Chinese Communist regime has been destroyed and Tibetans can express their will freely, our government will definitely help to make this vision come true on the grounds of national self-determination.”10



However, the ROC government has neither provided the Dalai Lama any assistance nor adjusted its existing policies toward Tibet. Instead, it regards the exiled Tibetans in India as “overseas Chinese from Tibet” and categorises them into overseas Chinese in India. According to the Overseas Chinese in India published by the Overseas Community Affairs Council, ROC, there were 34,800 Tibetans in the 1960s, being more than the number of 23,422 Han people in India (Overseas Chinese Gazette Compilation Committee 1962: 38–40).

Even if the ROC government did not have substantial sovereignty over Tibet, a government agency named as Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission (MTAC) still operates in Taiwan, with a mission statement as follows:


“It is to defend the aim of ROC constitution, ensure the equal status of various ethnic groups, promote the regional autonomy of Mongolia and Tibet, enhance the economic and educational reforms in Mongolia and Tibet, foster Mongolian and Tibetan cultures, and respect their religious beliefs and social customs, in the hope of achieving harmonious ethnic relationships and protecting the ROC’s sovereignty.”11



Taiwan has been placed in an ambiguous position with its status neither as a nation-state nor a non-nation-state ever since Taiwan was expelled from the UN. According to the constitution, the ROC still claims it is the legitimate government of China, though it is symbolic rather than substantial. Though the ROC and the TGiE are both against communism, the ROC does not recognise the legal sovereignty of Tibet and regards the TGiE as a “local government.” The statement on Tibetan independence made by the Dalai Lama’s exile government was considered to be against Chinese unity (Liu 1996: 100 129–130).

The routes of exiled Tibetans coming to Taiwan are mainly from Nepal and India. During the Cold War, the ROC government in Taiwan defined itself as “free China.” Taiwan presented itself as “a fort of anti-communism and anti-tyranny.” The Tibetans who came to Taiwan were either involved with the high-ups of the KMT or held opposing opinions to the Dalai Lama’s. They were political or religious elites and only dozens in number. Most of them have settled in Taiwan and their offspring have adapted quite well to Taiwan’s society by adopting language and living habits (Wu 1999: 23).

In the 1980s, Taiwan set up the “Tibetan Children’s Home” to receive Tibetan children aged six to 14 from India and Nepal to Taiwan through the “Mainland China Relief Association.” A total of 107 Tibetan children were brought to Taiwan as of 1992. Then the ROC government realised that it was an opportunity to show sovereignty over Tibet and also the best anti-communist propaganda by taking care of the children of exiled Tibetans.


The purpose of setting up the “Tibetan Children’s Home” was to educate these Tibetan children to develop identification with the ROC so that they could exert their influence of Taiwan in Tibetan communities after they finish their studies. The ultimate goal was to prepare for the cadres and personnel in governing the Tibet region in hopes that the ROC will return to mainland China in the future. After many years of receiving education in Taiwan, these Tibetan children got accustomed to life in Taiwan and were unwilling to return to their exiled communities. Eventually, they stayed and constituted the population of the “Tibetans in Taiwan,” shown in the statistics conducted by the MTAC.12

In addition to providing opportunity in education, the MTAC started to open up an occupational training program for the Tibetan youth in exile in 1983. This program provides three to six months of occupational training for Tibetans aged 16 to 35. The goal is to improve the economic situation of exiled Tibetans and create opportunities for entrepreneurship. The participants of training programs should return to their own settlements within one week when completing the training. From 1983 until 1991, there were 235 participants in total, with 103 persons from India and 132 from Nepal (Liu 1996: 186–191). According to Article 4 of “Items Governing the Occupational Training for Tibetan Youths Emigrated from India and Nepal,” these young people should “receive visitor visas before arriving in Taiwan and apply for residence certificates in accordance with regulations” (Hsu 2001: 134–135). The government paid all the travel and living expenses for the participants. The MTAC’s officials considered Tibetan refugees in South Asia as a valuable workforce during this time while Taiwan was in the fast track of growing economic development:


“Considering the severe labour shortage in Taiwan, many factory owners began to introduce foreign labourers. Since the government repeatedly stressed that Tibetans were our compatriots, we encouraged these Tibetan youths to take practical training in the program so that they could make money and our problem of labour shortage would be solved…” (Liu 1996: 192–194).



However, from 1990 to 1993, there were only 179 persons trained by the program, with 113 from India and 66 from Nepal. The training program had to come to a close as the government changed its regulations in the “Employment Services Act” in May 1993. According to this new Act, exiled Tibetans were excluded from the qualification of legal workers.


FROM EXILE-TIBETAN TO BEING STATELESS

It is clear that exiled Tibetans came to Taiwan mainly through the official channel under the administration of the MTAC. Although the ROC government claimed the exiled Tibetans were compatriots, it did not grant citizenship to them. It was the MTAC’s plan to bring exiled Tibetans from South Asia to Taiwan for the training program and then working in the factory for a year. The participants of training programs were to return to their own settlements within one week after they completed the program. In the 1990s, there were some Tibetans who escaped from the factory due to arduous working conditions. These run-away Tibetans held no documents and faced the predicament of overstay. They could neither return to their settlement in India or Nepal nor work legally in Taiwan; at times they even had to hide from the police. They were not able to seek medical treatment because they could not afford it. It was not until 1999, with the help of the Taiwan Association for Human Rights, that some Tibetans who have overstayed came to the MTAC to deliver their petition and ask the MTAC to keep its promise that was long overdue:


“From 1989 to 1992, the MTAC officials came to South India, North India, and Nepal to recruit Tibetan refugees to work in Taiwan. They explicitly said that ‘if you wish to come to Taiwan, we will arrange everything for you, including passports. In Taiwan, we will find a job for each of you and help you apply for ID cards with permanent residency.’ So we left our parents and family, with only a passport (that was given by the MTAC) and an immigration certificate in hand, and a dream for a better life in Taiwan.

At that time, only a few of us were told to take the training program here. Most of us were informed that we would have a good job and live a better life. The MTAC even promised to grant us ROC ID cards. However, our passports and immigration certificates were taken away by the MTAC. We were sent to factories to work in poor conditions. From then on, we became cheap labourers and lived an ambiguous life in Taiwan.

Although we did not have nationality in India or Nepal, we were refugees and at least were admitted as legal foreigners. In Taiwan, however, we still do not have nationality and even worse have become illegal. We cannot go back to our family in India or Nepal because we have no passports. Thus we are trapped and have to live the past decade in fear and with little protection. We can only do odd jobs; we cannot ask for medical help even when we need it; we are afraid of the police in the streets, as we cannot explain to people clearly our absurd situation. We cannot seriously develop a relationship because it is impossible to have a legal marriage under such circumstances.”13



In 2000, there were 113 Tibetans who receive Taiwan’s ID cards with the help of local human rights organisations and official legislators (Hsu 2001: 241–247). In December 2008, another group of Tibetans came forward to turn themselves into the police. This group was composed of runaway Tibetans who were not part of the petition group in 1999 due to poor dissemination of information and other reasons; a few of these overstayed Tibetans came to Taiwan with tourist visas and even fake IDs from Nepal. This group of Tibetans was not as fortunate as the group in 1999. There were some new regulations in applying for ROC citizenship, and this group of Tibetans was treated as foreigners in having to obtain the Alien Resident Certificate (ARC). In order to have ROC ID, they must provide evidence that substantiates the fact that he or she has stayed for 183 days in Taiwan per year for more than five consecutive years or more.

The Taiwan government regards Tibetans with Indian ICs as stateless, though exiled Tibetans do not agree with this. As Mr. Kunsang speaks out: “I have my country. Its name is Tibet. I am a Tibetan. I don’t know why I became a person without nationality in Taiwan!”14 To those Tibetans who fled to India or Nepal, Tibet is their country, only it is occupied by the Chinese Communist Party. Yet they still have an exiled government in Dharamsala, India. With ICs issued by the Indian government, Tibetans are able to travel internationally. The ROC government does not view the exiled Tibetans as compatriots as stated in the constitution, nor admit them as refugees as required by international practice. Taiwan’s Refugee Law is still on its way to formulation. It is unlikely this law will be passed in the near future.

Although this group of Tibetans having ARCs can apply for ROC ID cards just like other foreigners can do after five years, they are treated differently because of their “stateless” status. They are asked to turn themselves to the court and give up Indian or Nepalese ICs to get their residence certificates. Without Indian or Nepalese ICs, they cannot go back to their settlements in South Asia, and the waiting period is at least five years. Ironically, this group of Tibetans enter into another “liminal” status after they are granted residence certificates in Taiwan. There are more than 100 Tibetans now still in the waiting period, separated from their family in South Asia. The following is how I had learned of the story of Pema (alias):


I saw Pema for the first time in the seminar of “Stateless People in Taiwan” in 2012. She got her ARC in 2009. She asked questions about returning to South India to visit her mother who was very sick. Officials at the National Immigration Agency comforted her that “there should be no problem, as long as her Indian IC is still valid and she has stayed in Taiwan 183 days per year.” Apparently, this official who attended the seminar was not aware of Tibetan’s special status and regarded Pema as a foreigner. Of course, Pema could not go back to India since she had turned herself in to the court. Her Indian IC had been rescinded by the court already. The only way for her to go back India legally was to have a Taiwan passport to apply for an Indian visa. To do so, she needed to have the ROC ID which she did not have now.

Pema’s mother was very ill and missed her very much. Pema tried various ways to solve her problem. She even went to the National Immigration Agency to ask if there were any documents for her (just like the function of the Indian IC) to go abroad before she had gained a Taiwan passport. Officials at the National Immigration Agency told her: “It is up to the Indian government to decide whether to accept immigration or not, and we have neither stance nor right to demand. Not to mention we do not have formal diplomatic relations with India.” It was clear that Pema could not go home to see her mother due to her liminal status in Taiwan, and also Taiwan’s ambiguous national status but not recognised by many countries.

Even though Pema was soon to meet the minimal requirement of staying in Taiwan for at least five years, she still was not sure whether she could apply for the ID. According to the regulation of Taiwan’s Nationality Act, one who applies for nationalisation must provide documentation certifying that the applicant possesses sufficient property or professional skills that enable him/her to be self-reliant:

(1)     earn an average monthly income within the ROC over the past year that amounts to more than double the basic wage as promulgated by the Council of Labor Affairs, Executive Yuan;

(2)     own property, movable or immovable, worth more than NT$5 million; possess a specific professional/technical skill certificate or document of technical assessment issued by a competent authority of the government;

(3)     serve as a skilled employee in demand by high-tech industries in the ROC.

These standards are too high to meet for Pema who can only find a job in the factory as a labour force. It is easy to meet the basic wage as promulgated by the Council of Labor Affairs, being about US$635 per month in 2013, but not possible to double it, let along own gaining property worth over US$160,000. Therefore, Pema and other Tibetans obtaining ARCs are likely to stay as status quo in Taiwan for even longer if they do not own sufficient property to proceed to naturalisation.



TIBETAN SPOUSES WITHOUT RESIDENCY STATUS

To this day, the MTAC still operates to serve “Tibetan compatriots,” but the Taiwan government has started to adopt stringent measures on Tibetans with Indian ICs in case more Tibetans take advantage of this approach to gain Taiwan ID cards. For those exiled Tibetans coming to Taiwan with tourist visas, “no residence” is added to their document. As a matter of fact, exiled Tibetans with Indian ICs are viewed as “certain people that carry a higher risk of overstaying.”15 In the name of border control, Taiwan’s government does not even grant Tibetan spouses in Taiwan a permanent right of residency. The following is the story of Yung-ching and Tsering Chundup:


“In 2009, documentary worker Tsai Yung-ching married Tsering Chundup, a Tibetan living in India. They have a son. For the past two years, Chundup has applied for a Taiwan visa through his marital status, yet all he receives is ‘visitor visa’ on which ‘No residence’ is marked. This has prevented Chundup from applying for an ARC as a foreign spouse. Over the years, he has had to leave Taiwan before applying to immigration again every six months.

Without permanent residence, Chundup cannot find work or enjoy the benefits of health insurance. Yet without a job, he cannot support his family, and the financial burden falls on Yung-ching’s shoulders. When the husband leaves Taiwan, the wife has to take care of the child and can hardly go outside for a full-time job. Meanwhile, it takes Chundup one to two months to migrate from Taiwan to India, during which time the child misses his dad badly and a huge cost is accrued, including travel expenses, transportation, lodging, document application, verification, taking a blood test for HIV, visa application and so forth. It might cost nearly US$2,000 for a visa run.

Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs described this six-month period as leeway. In reality, Yung-ching has to gather this sum for her husband to return to India to renew his visa. If the sum cannot be collected in time, Chundup will have overstayed, which complicates his situation even further. A marriage that is united by love is gradually eroded through the mark of ‘no residence’…”16



Taiwan is a country where multinational couples enjoy protection of their rights. Yet the Tibetan spouse is exempt from this protection. According to Item 4, Article 6 of the expended “Regulations Governing Visiting, Residency, and Permanent Residency of Aliens” on 1 August 2008, by the Ministry of the Interior Affairs, “People without nationality who arrive with visitor visa cannot apply for residence.” In Chapter 13, Vol. 2 of the Manual of the Bureau of Consular Affairs, it reads, “In principle, those who apply for residence visa with Indian IC shall not be accepted.” If the Tibetan’s Indian IC is not renewed on time, it becomes an invalid document. Thus, the reason behind such strict regulations is to prevent from the problem of “invisible people” (without legal identity).

Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs sticks to the rules that require Tibetan spouses to leave the country every six months to return to India to apply for a dependent visa at the Taipei Economic and Cultural Office in India. Being denied residency status in Taiwan means that Tibetan spouses are forced to leave their families every six months and are denied the right to find work to support their families as well as the right to be covered by the National Health Insurance System.

Tibetan spouses try to petition and protest to the Taiwan government for their families to be kept together. On July 2012, the government set up guidelines for the review of applications filed by Tibetan spouses who hold Indian ICs in order to allow them to apply for residency under certain conditions. The conditions that holders of Indian ICs must meet to qualify for this type of visa are: being in a registered marriage of at least three years and having been in the country for more than 183 days in each of the three most recent years. Those who have biological children in Taiwan only need to meet a two-year condition.17

Yet the problem remains unsolved. According to the regulations of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a Tibetan spouse still needs to return to India to re-apply for a dependent visa. This regulation does not apply to other foreign spouses in Taiwan, who can be granted permanent residency on return to their countries. Therefore, the Tibetan spouse is discriminated against by the Taiwan government. In addition, the condition for a Tibetan spouse to apply for a resident visa is nothing more than lip service, as no families can meet such requirements. A Tibetan spouse has a visa of up to 180 days, after which he has to leave Taiwan. Meeting the requirement of 183 days means that they have to leave and re-enter Taiwan twice a year, which demands more than US$5,000 to cover the flights and other fees. Considering that a Tibetan spouse can hardly find work in Taiwan, it is nearly impossible for them to meet such expenses.

The Taiwanese-Tibetan families feel even more upset about the regulation regarding biological children. One Taiwanese wife complained to the author, “We dare not have children because the government poses so many restrictions on our marriage. The regulations regarding children seem to be very ironic to me, as there is another Taiwanese wife who is years older than me and who dared not to think about having children before. Now she has already passed the childbearing age and cannot have children anymore. This irreversible demand to the family has already occurred through such ridiculous laws.”18

Sparked by human rights concerns, Taiwan’s Control Yuan members have published an investigative report addressing the nation’s visa policies for Tibetan spouses.19 They find the policy of denying Tibetan spouses of Taiwanese citizens the right to apply for resident visas discriminatory and illegal.20 Married couples and activists have long appealed to various government departments and lawmakers to revise the policy that denies Tibetan spouses residency status, but the problem has yet to be truly resolved and very limited progress has been made.


CONCLUSION

The exiled Tibetans are political refugees as well as compatriots (in name) in Taiwan. Benefiting from the government’s policies, they had arrived in Taiwan to receive education and acquire occupational training. Before the 1980s, they were used as a model of propaganda in anti-communism. As Taiwan’s economy developed, the Tibetans were regarded as a cheap labour force. When they came to Taiwan for education or vocational training, the MTAC did not deal with problems concerning their legal status; naturally, Tibetans became illegal immigrants. Exiled Tibetans in Taiwan neither receive humanitarian treatment as refugees nor equal treatment as compatriots. Rather, they have had to petition to strive for residency rights. Even so, they were in many ways discriminated against due to their refugee status.

In fact, with Indian ICs, exiled Tibetans may immigrate and travel internationally. They can also apply for political asylum in accordance with international refugee laws in Europe and the U.S. and then become citizens of those countries (Hess 2009). Although under the constitution of the ROC government, “Tibet is still part of China,” Tibetans in Taiwan are not treated as compatriots. However, they are not viewed as exiles or refugees, either, and hence cannot be treated as according to international refugee law.

Ironically, Taiwan has remained in an ambiguous state after it was expelled from the UN, which in a sense resembles that of refugees to the system of nation-states to which they do not belong. This paper identifies the liminality of statehood and how this relates to the ROC government in Taiwan still claiming its sovereignty over Mainland China, including Tibet. The existence of the MTAC serves only as a symbolic sovereignty over the Mongolian and Tibetan areas. However, Taiwan, like exiled Tibetans, actually exists in reality and cannot be ignored, even if it cannot be categorised into current international order. Exiled Tibetans in Taiwan have been discriminated against due to their double liminality, being denied the rights to proper life and work. This paper provides two cases to reveal the difficulty of their situations in Taiwan. Both stories present what kind of dilemma the exiled Tibetans are facing in Taiwan due to their status as refugees and the ambiguous position of Taiwan in global political arena.
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1.       For the Tibetans, Tibet’s legal status in the international community should be regulated by the Shimla Accord (of 1914). During the years 1949–1950, Tibetans took full charge of its domestic affairs and enjoyed diplomatic independence to some extent. It gained international acceptance and visibility within these two years. For example, when the commercial delegation consisting of the Tibetan cabinet visited Britain and the U.S., they received their visas stamped in Tibetan passports, which was the equivalent of approval of Tibet as an independent country (Shakya 1999: 41).

2.       On 10 March 1959, tens of thousands of Tibetans gathered around Norbulingka, the Dalai Lama’s palace, to stop him from going to the Chinese PLA military camp to watch a performance. Afterwards, these protestors went on marching in the streets, demanding the PLA get out of Tibet and uphold Tibetan independence. It is thus referred to as the “1959 Lhasa Incident” (Li 2010).

3.       According to the demographic survey of the Central Tibet Administration in 2009, the population of Tibetans outside Tibet stood at 127,935. There were 94,203 Tibetans living in India, 13,514 in Nepal, 1,298 in Bhutan and 18,920 elsewhere (Office of Planning Commission 2010: 13).

4.       Accessed from http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c125.html on 5 June 2012.

5.       An address delivered by then-Prime Minister Nehru in Rajya Sabha (dated 4 May 1959): “… We should allow these refugees to earn their own living and give them freedom to do many things. Broadly speaking, of course we intend that we are not going to keep them as prisoners in camps… to some extent we are responsible when these people are coming in. We cannot let them loose on India… We have exercised our undoubted right to give asylum. I have said that Dalai Lama is perfectly a free agent to go where he likes in India or go back to Tibet” (Kharat 2003: 52).

6.       Tibetans who enter India pass through the Himalayas in Nepal as the middle point. After reaching Nepal, the UNHCR takes charge of arrangement and sends them to the refugee centre set up by the exile government in India.

7.       About 25,000 Tibetans that entered India from 1986 through 1996 did not receive any help.

8.       Presently the number of Tibetans in Nepal is estimated to be 13,514 (Office of Planning Commission 2010: 13).

9.       With the help of a priest, Father Marshall Moran, who lived in Nepal and engaged in relief work in 1961, the Nepal International Tibetan Refugee Relief Committee (NITRRC), which is also named “Father Moran’s Committee,” was founded (Forbes 1989: 25–27).

10.     This public notice was delivered on 26 March 1959, see page 222–223, vol. 33 of The Collection of President Chiang Kai-shek’s Thoughts and Speeches for full text (Electronic version can be found at http://www.chungcheng.org.tw/thought/default.htm).

11.     This information is from the official webpage of the MTAC at http://www.mtac.gov.tw/pages.php?lang=1&page=1 (accessed 4 August 2011). According to the Amendment to the Law governing Executive Yuan’s Organization, the MATC was expected to dissolve in 2012. The mission of the MATC was turned over to the Mainland Affairs Council, to which the Mongolian Affairs Department and the Tibetan Affairs Department are subordinated.

12.     According to data by the MTAC, currently a total of 485 Tibetans (120 households) live in Taiwan (among them, 435 persons have ID cards while 50 persons hold residence certificates) (http://www.mtac.gov.tw/pages/86/5.pdf; accessed 22 April 2011).

13.     Find the official website for the Taiwan Association for Human Rights at http://www.tahr.org.tw/site/case/passport.htm#a (accessed 25 May 2011).

14.     Mr. Kunsang’s public talk on the “Stateless People in Taiwan” seminar (3 June 2012).

15.     Official documentation delivered by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (No. 1006800616 on 29 July 2011) lists these countries as Afghanistan, Algeria, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Myanmar, Cambodia, Cuba, Ghana, Iran, Iraq, Nepal, Nigeria, Lao, Pakistan, Senegal, Somalia, Sari Lanka and Syria. Tibetans with Indian ICs is the only refugee among the list.

16.     “Taiwanese-Tibetan Families’ Human Rights Association Striving for Legalization of Couples without Nationality in Taiwan,” http://www.wretch.cc/blog/forresidence (accessed 20 March 2011).

17.     The Executive Yuan, the highest administrative organ in Taiwan, has stipulated the “Joint Review Guidelines of the Application of Residence by Tibetan Spouse with Indian IC Married with Taiwanese” to deal with the problem.

18.     Interviews with Taiwanese-Tibetan spouse on 20 October 2012.

19.     The Control Yuan is the highest watchdog body of the ROC (Taiwan), exercising the powers of impeachment, censure and audit. One of its major functions is to receive the people’s written complaints and prescribe procedures in this respect.

20.     The full text can be found at: http://www.cy.gov.tw/sp.asp?xdUrl=./di/edoc/eDocForm_Read.asp&ctNode=910&
AP_Code=eDoc&Func_Code=t01&case_id=101000370 (accessed 20 May 2013).
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ABSTRACT

Social networks are an important source for individual social actors to access critical resources (e.g., information and support) and can be variably associated with tolerance, social harmony and nation building, also under conditions of rapid urbanisation. The purpose of this paper is to provide much-needed factual and quantitative details regarding the social networks of urban Malaysians. The approach includes self-report questionnaire data obtained in the first half of 2014 from a representative sample of 808 respondents, aged 31 to 55, living in five major cities/towns across the Klang Valley, Malaysia. Findings show that urban Malaysians function within social networks that are racially, culturally and socio-economically heterogeneous, interacting with all major groups in Malaysian society, including neighbours. For the vast majority, however, the observed degree of network diversity is medium to low. The analysis also suggests that social network diversity is no indication of the closeness or importance accorded to the social relationships involved. A final finding is that social network diversity weakly correlates with respondents’ sex, race and religion but not with their age or employment status. Overall, this study seems to point to the existence, among urban Malaysians, of a dual social network system: a more closely knit homogeneous network based on family ties versus a looser and more heterogeneous network of non-family contacts. Among the non-family contacts, the observed diversity can be hypothesised to be a diversity of necessity rather than one by choice. Potential political and social implications will be discussed.

Keywords: Diversity, urban Malaysians, race studies, social network, urbanisation

INTRODUCTION

How diverse are the social networks of urban Malaysians? And what are the differences and similarities in terms of age, sex, race and religion? Questions like these have become increasingly relevant in light of both the on-going urbanisation of multiracial and multicultural Malaysia and widespread concerns—also globally—over the way in which digital culture impacts the fabric of civil society. The proliferation of social networking websites like Facebook and Twitter, for example, has sparked renewed interest in the concept of diversity (Scott 2012: 1). For the purpose of this article, however, only the effects of urbanisation will be discussed.

A recent study by Masron et al. (2012) documents in detail the rapid urban population growth in Peninsular Malaysia in tandem with concentration tendencies in the West Coast states, notably the Klang Valley (see also Guan 2014; Hasan and Prema 2013); on urbanisation in South-East Asia, more generally, see also Jones (2014). In 2010, for example, urbanisation in Malaysia reached 71 percent, up from 62 percent in 2000, with the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur registering 100 percent urbanisation and the state of Selangor 91.4 percent (Hassan et al. 2013: 24; National Census 2010). Guan (2014: 253) reports that the annual growth rate of Malaysia’s urban population averaged 2.3 percent between 2000 and 2010. This process is primarily due to further industrialisation and modernisation of the country—including a shift towards economic liberalisation since the mid-1990s—followed by improved infrastructure, natural population growth and internal migration, especially city-to-city (Hassan et al. 2013; Masron et al. 2012). Much of it is also due to deliberate government policy-making, initially promoting balanced regional development but, over the last 30 to 40 years, also aimed at raising the country’s global status (Guan 2014: 258–259).

Fast-paced urbanisation has long been associated with drastic changes in the socio-economic and political dynamics among individuals, families and whole communities (e.g., Ritzer 2005: 854), with some of these changes being seen as negative. In the Malaysian context, Samat et al. (2014), for example, found that urban expansion creates employment opportunities and improves people’s livelihood but may also go hand in hand with a loss of agricultural land. Studies conducted within the social sciences are more interested in whether, and if so, to what extent, urbanisation influences people’s social interaction, political participation and perceived sense of safety and security, and in Malaysia, more specifically, also the relationships among urbanisation, ethnic harmony and national unity.

It is significant in this respect that, drawing on existing indexes, Hassan et al. (2013: 27) developed a Quality of Life (QOL) index that distinguishes national unity as a new QOL domain alongside the more usual domains of social participation, health and public safety. National unity is defined as, among other things, a society’s “readiness and willingness to accept diversity,” with a range of indicators such as “perception of having good relationships with other people at workplace, school, neighbourhood and other institutions;” social participation, on the other hand, includes indicators such as involvement in community activities, registration as voter and volunteering (Hassan et al. 2013: 27, 29–30). The research explored to what extent respondents in rural areas differed from urban ones with regard to the perception of their quality of life. One of Hassan et al.’s (2013) findings is that urban respondents report slightly higher levels of satisfaction with national unity than rural ones (62 percent and 56 percent respectively) but lower satisfaction with social participation (70 percent and 71 percent respectively).

Observations like these can only be fully understood by focusing more narrowly on the types of relationships that Malaysians actually enter into, whether in the neighbourhood, at work, through voluntary organisations or chance encounters in public spaces. To that aim, it is critical to collect reliable data and to provide more descriptive adequacy about urban (or rural) Malaysians’ social ties with others, i.e., “the people we know” as well as the social networks themselves, their composition and degree of diversity. Secondly, it is equally important to identify recurrent patterns in these social networks relative to “who we are” (e.g., age, sex, race and religion). Statistics like these help discover the factors that may impact on the promotion of national unity or the maintenance and growth of social harmony (e.g., the role of residential integration) while they may also eventually inform urban planning or the development of other government policies.

Before proceeding, the current study is part of a larger-scale, on-going research project into the interactions between urban Malaysians’ online activities (e.g., blogging, Facebook and online shopping) and their civic engagement and participation in traditional forms of sociality (e.g., membership in neighbourhood associations, time spent in public parks and frequency of visiting places of worship). Although these and related topics have been extensively studied in other parts of the world, detailed studies of actual social networks among Malaysians—based on either personal (“ego-centric”) or complete (“socio-centric”) networks (Kadushin 2012: 17)—are relatively scarce, and the same applies to the availability of recent descriptive social network data. It is this empirical gap that the present paper, at least partially, seeks to address. There is, of course, a substantial and influential body of contemporary Malaysian scholarship—including a great amount of survey data—that pertains to social life (for example, ethnic diversity or the “new middle class”) in urban settings (e.g., Embong 2001a, 2007; Evers and Korff 2004; Holst 2012). Where relevant to the more specific research topic of “the people we know” within the context of social network theory, these and similar references will be discussed below.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The following four distinct but related research questions have guided the study. They are all descriptive questions (Creswell 2003: 113).


	What categories of social actors are the social networks of urban Malaysians composed of?

	What is the degree of diversity of urban Malaysians’ social networks?

	What is the degree of personal closeness within urban Malaysians’ social networks?

	To what extent are the above characteristics of social networks associated with differences in urban Malaysians’ age, sex, race, religion and employment status?


For all questions, the key concept “social networks of urban Malaysians” will be measured and analysed in terms of the closeness of neighbourhood ties and the occupation, race and religion of the social network linkages reported. More detail on the study variables will be provided in the Method section. Given the descriptive and exploratory nature of the current study, no distinction was drawn at this stage between dependent and independent variables and no hypotheses were formulated. Inferential statistics on the associations and causal or predictive relationships is still work in progress, and will be reported in the near future.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The study of micro-level social interaction and macro-level societal issues (e.g., national unity, democracy, public health, crime and poverty) in terms of social networks has a long history. Social network analysis, more particularly, dates back to the early 1970s (for a critical overview, see, among others, McGloin and Kirk 2010). Due to space limitations, this paper will not attempt a comprehensive overview of the field. For present purposes, it is sufficient to introduce the relevant key concepts “social network” and “social network diversity” and to review some of the existing Malaysian literature. More extensive discussions of social network theory and social network analysis can be found in, among others, Lin and Erickson (2008), Kadushin (2012) and Scott (2012). Note that many concise article-level introductions are available across such disciplines as criminology, family studies or medicine (e.g., Keim 2011; Kelly et al. 2014; McGloin and Kirk 2010).

Social Networks

The concept “social network” is usually defined as a set of social actors, whether individuals, groups or organisations, and the relationships (linkages or ties) among them (Brass 1992; see also Kelly et al. 2014); it is “the web of social relationships that surround an individual and the characteristics of those social ties” (Berkman 1985: 255).

Characteristics

Networks vary structurally in terms of size (the number of people or “units” included in the network), composition (socio-demographic aspects of the network units/partners such as age, ethnicity, education, occupation, social status, kin versus non-kin, etc.), density (“the proportion of realised relationships to the maximum number of possible relationships between the network partners”) and diversity or heterogeneity (Keim 2011: 22).


Additionally, individual network linkages can be described in terms of geographical dispersion/location (e.g., the neighbourhood, the workplace, shopping malls and other public or semi-public spheres), multiplexity (“the measurement of the existence of multiple ties between nodes” such as the fact that a family tie can also be a business tie) and tie strength (as weak or strong). Strength can be operationalised in terms of the contact frequency among the network members (e.g., number of visits or text messages). See also Kadushin (2012: Ch. 3).

Diversity

Keim (2011: 22) defines social network diversity/heterogeneity as “the measurement of differences for network-partners for nominal/metric data.” Put differently, it is “a collective measure of all ties in a given network” (Kelly et al. 2014: 3). Diversity thus contrasts with homogeneity, i.e., the extent to which the social network partners are similar (e.g., they all belong to the same lower-middle-income bracket). Distinct types of ties include kin and friendship; the ones examined in this study are occupational and neighbourhood (or residential) ties only. Note that social network diversity should not be confused with the notion of ethnic diversity or ethno-diversity as defined by, among others, Evers (2014: 38), i.e., “the degree of variety of ethnic groups living together on a common territory.” As such, measures of ethnic diversity do not provide information as to the nature and/or frequency of social contacts across ethnic groups (see also below).

Occupational Ties

Gathering data about the various occupations making up a person’s social network is a valid and reliable measure of diversity because occupations “vary in prestige” while at the same time, both higher and lower-prestige occupations offer equally unique opportunities (e.g., a lawyer versus a nurse). It follows that “[t]he more people someone knows in different occupations, particularly a range of occupations, the more likely he or she is to have access to a range of information and resources [tied to income, education, and authority]” (Hampton et al. 2011: 7). Occupational ties contrast with personal ties based on, for example, family members, friends or neighbours; these various ties may overlap with and reinforce occupational ties, a phenomenon referred to as multiplexity (see above). For ego-centric network research, diversity of occupational ties is measured by means of a so-called position generator, which is also an indicator of access to networked resources—for more information, see, among others, Kadushin (2012: 170–172). For present purposes, it is sufficient to understand that even casual or weak-tie acquaintanceships with people in another, especially higher-prestige occupational class affords functional benefits.

Neighbourhood Ties

Neighbourhood social ties can be simply defined as the ties that exist among people living in the same neighbourhood, i.e., the social network ties among its residents. However, since these ties may include, and often coincide with, kinship and friendship linkages, the notion is somewhat more problematic in its use and interpretation in social network analysis. Like many other constructs, neighbourhood-level social ties can be measured in a variety of ways such as degree of “neighbouring” (or how people living in close proximity interact with each other, i.e., their informal daily interactions), the number of friends and relatives who live in the same neighbourhood, the nature of these social ties as pro-social or antisocial, etc. See, for example, Cullen and Wilcox’s (2013: 338ff) discussion of neighbourhood ties in the context of crime and social control. To quote Hampton et al. (2011: 3), “familiarity with neighbors tends to be strongly and positively associated with network diversity.” Yet, neighbourhood networks provide less diversity than other voluntary associations due to, among other things, the self-selection involved in choosing where to live and the homogeneity that this self-selection creates (for more details, see, among others, Hampton et al. 2011: 3–4).

Note that the resources afforded by a diversity of social relationships are often theorised in terms of “social capital.” Following Coleman’s (1988) functionalist approach, the notion can be usefully defined as a “resource for [rational or purposive] action,” which is “embodied in relations among persons” and consists in three forms: “obligations and expectations, which depend on trustworthiness of the social environment, information-flow capability of the social structure, and norms accompanied by sanctions” (S118–S119). As borne out by numerous studies, someone’s social network diversity has a favourable effect on their social capital. Having social capital in its turn has been shown to benefit, among other things, an individual’s—sense of—well-being, his or her financial well-being, occupational and social upward mobility as well as adjustment to new environmental conditions (Kadushin 2012: 162–163). Physical health gains have likewise been amply documented (e.g., Cohen and Janicki-Deverts 2009; Kelly et al. 2014), also for developing countries in Asia (Kim 2013).


Determinants of Social Network Diversity

In general, research has shown that age, sex and race can all be meaningfully associated with participation in traditional social settings and network diversity (Lin and Erickson 2008). A comprehensive list of demographic factors can be found in, among others, Hampton et al. (2011: 8–9). It includes age, sex, race/ethnicity, marital status, education, employment status, type of housing, etc. These so-called “attribute data” differ from the “relational data” that pertain to the “contacts, ties and connections, and group attachments and meetings” among social agents (Scott 2012: 3).

Although race/ethnicity plays a prominent role in many social network studies and research agendas, religion has so far received comparatively less attention. Hampton et al. (2011), for example, does not include religion among the control variables in their U.S. survey; neither does Blokland and Van Eijk’s (2010) analysis of the social networks in a mixed inner-city neighbourhood in the Netherlands. Merino’s (2011) review of the literature on religion concludes that it may strengthen a community’s inward orientation to the point where it leads to increased spatial and social isolation from others, risking more negative racial attitudes and stronger in-group ties and preferences. In other words, and to refer back to the “quality of life” survey (Hassan et al. 2013) mentioned earlier, it may reduce, and thus negatively affect, national unity at the level of neighbourhoods. It is not this article’s intention to explore this issue further or offer more in-depth discussion. Rather, by incorporating religion as a variable, the present study only wishes to demonstrate awareness of its relevance, especially in the Malaysian context.

Social Network Diversity in Malaysia

Of all the main variables in play in the current study, it is especially urbanisation itself and urban neighbourhoods that have been extensively studied in Malaysia, especially in disciplines such as architecture (e.g., housing), urban planning and economics. In sociology, there is also a rich and varied literature on ethnic diversity in Malaysia and its relationship to processes of social class formation, identity construction and nation-building. This is understandable in view of the fact that “the Malaysian civil society is steeped in ethnic awareness and an ethnic slant in sociability” (Embong 2001a: 21). The research is often conducted against the backdrop of broader societal trends such as development, modernisation, urbanisation and globalisation.

As for urbanisation, Evers and Korff’s (2004: 11) volume on South-East Asia examines “the ideas, concepts, and struggles underlying the social construction of the city by the urban inhabitants themselves.” In their discussion of Malaysia, the main argument is that urban social creativity—i.e., the creativity involved in sharing the religious, social, commercial and political space in the city—can be related to the deeper, historical contrast between the rural, so-called kampung outlook of the Malays and the more metropolitan mode of living of the (migrant) Chinese (Evers and Korff 2004: 115). Research into the emergence of a relatively affluent Malay middle class has shown that these underlying ideological differences have changed considerably, at least, in urban and suburban areas. As Goh (2001) points out, however, there is a persistent divide between lower-income Malaysians and those who benefit from the accelerating pace of modernisation. The yearning for local traditions (e.g., among some Malays) sits uneasily with the new opportunities (e.g., education, ownership, entrepreneurship) created by governmental policies since the 1970s as well as Malaysia’s capitalist development and market forces (Embong 1998: 86; 2001b). Arguably, developments like these influence the composition of people’s social networks in urban settings, not only the frequency and nature of their social contacts, also across races and ethnic groups, but also their heterogeneity.

Despite the notion of Melayu Baru, the middle class is essentially multi-ethnic (Embong 2001a: 19), thus connecting Malaysians from all races, ethnicities and religions. This is not only socio-economically the case but also with respect to certain salient middle-class characteristics as identified by Embong (2001b: 87–90; 2007): upward intergenerational mobility, dependency on loans and credit, consumerism, concern with security and so on. What is important for the present study is the fact that the formation of a multi-ethnic Malaysian urban middle class helps create opportunities for increased social interaction—and social network diversity—around shared social practices (e.g., managerial occupations, life in the suburbs or shopping). The new middle class also displays internal status differentiation: “[i]ts members are status conscious, and practise social closure to enhance their status and remain different from other classes” (Embong 2001b: 90). The implication of such “social closure” would be increased social (often informal) interaction with other middle-class members who belong to different races or religions but also decreased social interaction with ethnically similar people that belong to other social groupings and/or occupational categories, e.g., factory workers or farmers (Embong 2001b: 89).

An important recent study on ethnic diversity is Evers (2014), who reports considerable variation across Peninsular Malaysia for the year 2010, with Selangor and the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur both belonging to the “high diversity” category, with index scores of 0.58 and 0.56 respectively. It was also found that since 1970, ethnic diversity has decreased with the exception of Penang (Evers 2014: 44). However, as was observed above, ethnic diversity is not the same as social network diversity, and the ethnic composition of social networks—also offline ones—can and do vary independently of the ethnic diversity that characterises a “common territory” (e.g., a neighbourhood, town, city, state or region). For example, the study by Blokland and Van Eijk (2010) concludes that living in an ethnically diverse neighbourhood does not correlate with higher social network diversity, even among “diversity-seekers,” i.e., people who would, for example, shop or eat out locally. Given that the current study took place in the Klang Valley, it is important to be reminded that the survey respondents live in ethnically highly diverse settings.

As far as social networks proper are concerned, research seems to focus on issues of political participation and/or is conducted in relation to social media, online communities and similarly mediated forms of interaction. There is a growing number of studies discussing these and related social issues for certain well-defined segments of Malaysia’s population, e.g., the young urban middle class (Hashim et al. 2012; Uimonen 2003) or the elderly (Momtaz et al. 2011; Selvaratnam and Tin 2007). Among white-collar office workers and professionals, the use of social media for political purposes is now well established, with 45 percent being actively engaged in online discussions and 53 percent posting political messages (Hashim et al. 2012). An analysis of online media use, political participation and voting intentions (Willnat et al. 2013: 557) found, moreover, that “online media use was positively associated with higher levels of political participation among Malaysian voters.” The use of social networking websites has also gained ground in higher education, with around 85 percent of students—i.e., the next generation of professionals and employees—who regularly interact with their peers, mostly, to socialise and to create informal learning opportunities (Hamat et al. 2012). At the other extreme, Minhat and Amin (2012) examined social support perceptions among Malaysia’s growing number of elderly. It was found that “[s]ocial activity was the only leisure activity shown to have significant correlation with […] perceived social support from family and friends,” thus providing indirect evidence for the importance of maintaining a social network.


However, these and other studies that were consulted do not measure the actual composition (or heterogeneity) of their respondents’ online social networks. To give an example, the extant literature does not provide answers to such questions as: How many Indians does a middle-class urban Malay businessman know? What is the nature of their relationship: colleague, shopkeeper, neighbour or in-law? And how strong is their relationship (e.g., a close friend, nodding acquaintance, etc.)? Hamat et al. (2012) do report that about 50 percent of university students also interact with their tutors or lecturers, which would thus increase the diversity of their respective social networks. However, the diversity of social ties like these may only apply to the online community itself—and not beyond. Reference can be made here to an interesting study by Jaafar (2014). She concludes from her detailed analysis of online communities such as MalaysiaMAYA.com or VirtualFriends.Net that there is indeed potential for multi-ethnic online communities to increase participants’ social capital and to contribute to social integration; however, transferring social capital gains from an online to an offline medium (e.g., a neighbourhood, the workplace) remains a challenge.

Finally, mention should be made of Holst’s (2012) study of the processes of ethnicisation and the construction of “ethnicised identities” in Malaysia. His empirical analysis is partly based on quantitative interviews with a sample of 1,000 Malay and Chinese university students. Holst (2012) is interested in describing students’ inter-ethnic friendship ties, both in their hometowns and at university, and students’ perceptions of which ethnic group is easier to make friends with. Findings are interpreted in light of the number of languages spoken and also correlated with, for example, socio-economic status (i.e., father’s income). Although he does not adopt a social network approach and limits his sample to university students rather than examining a wider range of working-age adults as in the current article (see the Data Source section below), Holst’s (2012) multi-disciplinary account is relevant in that it challenges the sedimented, often self-serving discourses about Malaysia as being rigidly and statically composed of three separate, homogenous groups (Malay, Chinese and Indian). Equally importantly, however, his work identifies and discusses opportunities for trans-ethnic cooperation—at least, among Malay and Chinese university students—despite the existence of constraints imposed by ethnicised education policies (e.g., bumiputera quotas).

To conclude, the studies reviewed above all gain special relevance in light of the multiracial, multi-religious and multicultural make-up of the country (National Census 2010) and the current government’s 1Malaysia programme aimed at “embracing diversity” through “emphasising assimilation to a new national identity that supersedes ethnic divisions” (Oxford Business Group Malaysia 2010: 19). Though a case can thus be made for more social network research, at the same time, caution has to be exercised: in a recent large-scale study of social networks in Japan, Ikeda and Richey (2012: 94) argue that theoretical constructs and empirical generalisations obtained in the United States, or more broadly the West (countries with higher scores on individualism), do not necessarily apply to Asia (with countries scoring higher on collectivism)—see also Merluzzi (2013: 883–884). It is crucially important then to first collect, describe and analyse reliable data and to try and provide systematic accounts of Malaysians’ social networks, whether online and offline.

METHOD

Data Source

Data collection consisted in a survey questionnaire adapted from Hampton et al. (2011), divided into respondents’ characteristics and three major sections on respectively their Internet use (types of activities and frequencies), social activities (e.g., participation in public-sphere activities or membership in organisations) and social network linkages. For present purposes, the answers to only nine questions out of the total of 25 will be considered, namely, those that relate to the respondents’ socio-demographics and the diversity of their social networks (see the section Variables below).

Being interested in Malaysians’ social network diversity against the backdrop of continued urbanisation, the population for this study was defined as the Klang Valley, the country’s most highly urbanised region. It includes the country’s capital city, Kuala Lumpur, with a population of about 1.6 million (National Census 2010). The total population of the Klang Valley is estimated at 7.5 million. In other words, the Kuala Lumpur area alone accounts for 21.3 percent of the total population with the remaining 78.6 percent living in the rest of the Klang Valley. Data were sourced from the five above survey sites from February to May 2014. To ensure representativeness in geographical scope, questionnaires were also administered in the cities of Petaling Jaya and Klang and the towns of Rawang and Kajang, resulting in the following distribution of cases (percentages in parentheses).


Table 1:    Sample by race and survey site.



	Survey site
	Race

	



	Malay

	Chinese

	Indian

	Other

	Total (%)




	Kuala Lumpur
	105

	62

	27

	8

	202 (25.0%)




	Petaling Jaya
	78

	57

	17

	5

	157 (19.4%)




	Klang
	78

	53

	16

	5

	152 (18.8%)




	Rawang
	78

	56

	15

	2

	151 (18.7%)




	Kajang
	74

	54

	18

	0

	146(18.1%)




	Total (%)
	413 (51.1%)

	282 (34.9%)

	93 (11.5%)

	20 (2.5%)

	808 (100%)





As Table 1 shows, the sample was further stratified by race (i.e., representing the ethnic composition within the Klang Valley as based on the National Census 2010).

Variables

Neighbourhood Ties

Given the exploratory nature of the current study, only one measure is distinguished: the number of neighbours who live close by that a person knows by name (see also Hampton et al. 2011: 8). Seeing that respondents have to choose from among “None,” “Only some,” “Most” and “All” along a 4-point scale, the concept thus gauges both a quantitatively and qualitatively salient aspect of neighbourhood ties.

Social Network Diversity

Following Hampton et al. (2011: 7), diversity was measured in terms of whether or not respondents were acquainted with people in 22 occupations ranging in prestige from hotel bellboy to Chief Executive Officer. In case of a “Yes” answer, respondents also reported the degree of social closeness (tahap keakraban hubungan). Note that two occupations had to be adjusted to make the list suitable for use in Malaysia: Congressman and middle-school teacher were replaced by respectively Member of Parliament (Ahli Parlimen) and secondary school teacher (guru sekolah menengah).

Additionally, a respondent’s social network position was determined in terms of acquaintanceship/friendship with people belonging to different races (three items) and religions (four items). The number of relevant survey items (occupation, race and religion) thus totals 29, with measurements conducted along the same 5-point scale: “No one,” “Yes: not close at all,” “Yes: less close but still important,” “Yes: close” and “Yes: very close.” Social network diversity will be further operationalised by means of an additive index based on the relevant items (see the next section).

As a final note, the present study did not consider size or contact frequency as variables; the main reason is that the number of social ties or the frequency of interaction does not necessarily create social network diversity. Certain types of close-knit families, for example, have internal networks that are large, dense and multiplex but lack heterogeneity.

Socio-Demographic Variables

Of the many socio-demographic factors associated with social network diversity, only sex, age, race, religion and employment status will be considered in the present paper. As for age, given the focus on the diversity of social networks among working-population adults, only people aged between 31 and 55 were included. The assumption was that people over 30 would have more work experience, would have changed employment more frequently, would be more likely to be married and with children, would be more integrated in a particular neighbourhood or community and would be more active participants in a variety of social activities. All of this would then produce richer and more interesting data in the form of stable and more varied and extended social networks than those typical of teenagers and young adults. Cross-tabulation of age and sex of all 808 survey respondents can be shown as follows.

Table 2 reveals roughly similar percentages for men and women but also that the sample is slightly biased towards people aged 31–40. Note that the above categorisation of age is more fine-grained than those usually found in the literature (e.g., the National Census 2010), where the focus might be on the working-age population as a whole (people aged 15–64) rather than on people at different stages in their life.


Table 2:    Sample by sex and age.



	Age group

	Sex

	



	Male

	Female

	Total (%)




	31–35

	167

	192

	359 (44.4%)




	36–40

	45

	66

	111 (13.7%)




	41–45

	35

	45

	80 (9.9%)




	46–50

	51

	39

	90 (11.1%)




	51–55

	93

	75

	168 (20.8%)




	Total (%)

	391 (48.4%)

	417 (51.6%)

	808 (100%)





For the breakdown of the dataset by race, see Table 1 above. In terms of religious affiliation, 422 of the respondents are Muslim (52.2 percent), 200 Buddhist (24.8 percent), 111 Christian (13.7 percent), 70 Hindu (8.7 percent) and 5 “Other” (0.6 percent). In passing, every single respondent who ticked the “Malay” box in the questionnaire form (n = 413) also gave, without exception, “Muslim” as their religion.

Finally, as in Hampton et al.’s (2011: 8) study, employment status was divided into “full-time employed,” “part-time employed” and “not employed for pay” (e.g., MA student or housewife [suri rumah]); instead of “other,” two further categories were distinguished: “self-employed: professional” (e.g., architect) and “self-employed: business owner” (e.g., shopkeeper). The survey sample displays the following percentages for these five categories: 194 full-time employed (24.0 percent), 154 part-time employed (19.1 percent), 200 not employed for pay (24.8 percent), 130 professional (16.1 percent) and 130 business owner (16.1 percent). Though these categories may give some broad indication of the likely range of jobs represented in the sample, the survey questionnaire as such did not ask the respondents in employment to state their occupation.

It should be noted that the employment status percentages are the result of quota sampling and do not reflect the current situation of Malaysia’s or the Klang Valley’s working-age population, e.g.: in 2011 the number of self-employed (bekerja sendiri) stood at 15.6 percent of the employed labour force (Analysis of Labour Force in Malaysia, 2010 and 2011; 2013: 11) compared with a much higher 32.2 percent in the 2014 dataset, indicating over-representation even after adjusting the denominator.


Analysis Procedure

All analyses were performed using SPSS Statistics 22.0. Frequency distributions were calculated for all variables (though only some will be shown in this paper). In addition, where values on ordinal (ranked) scales could be meaningfully reinterpreted as quantifiable ones, descriptives will be generated to facilitate comparative analysis. When comparing two (categorical) variables, cross-tabulations and contingency tables will be provided to show their joint frequency distribution. To assess the strength of association among relevant pairs of variables, use will be made of Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient.

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Frequencies

A first significant finding is that only a very small minority of urban Malaysians do not know any of the names of the people with whom they live in close proximity. As Table 3 shows, the central tendency is to know at least “Only some” of the names (sesetengah sahaja), definitely not “Most” or “All.”


Table 3:    Neighbourhood ties.



	
	Frequency

	%




	None

	44

	5.4




	Only some

	531

	65.7




	Most

	189

	23.4




	All

	44

	5.4




	Total (%)

	808

	100





To continue with race and religion, Tables 4 and 5 show the number of respondents that know people who belong to their own or another race or religion; the tables also show, in case the answer is “Yes,” how the respondents self-rate the closeness/importance of those ties.


Table 4:    Social ties by race, acquaintanceship and degree of closeness.



	Acquaintanceship
	Race




	Malay

	Chinese

	Indian




	No one
	45

	69

	82




	Yes: not close at all
	33

	98

	139




	Yes: less close
	68

	160

	151




	Yes: close
	108

	146

	126




	Yes: very close
	554

	335

	310




	Total
	808

	808

	808





 

Table 5:    Social ties by religion, acquaintanceship and degree of closeness.



	Acquaintanceship
	Religion




	Muslim

	Buddhist

	Hindu

	Christian




	No one
	48

	107

	111

	103




	Yes: not close at all
	33

	111

	141

	128




	Yes: less close
	67

	148

	163

	128




	Yes: close
	90

	126

	115

	109




	Yes: very close
	570

	316

	278

	340




	Total
	808

	808

	808

	808





It can be concluded from the data that the majority of urban Malaysians are “close” to “very close” with someone who differs in race or religious affiliation, whether or not these people live nearby.

Descriptives

This section presents the descriptive statistics for occupation, race and religion, and next, the social network diversity index (henceforth, SNDI) that can be computed from them. Table 6 displays the results in descending order, with the highest mean first.


Table 6:    Descriptive statistics (occupation, race and religion).



	Value
	Frequency

	M

	SD




	“No”

	“Yes”




	Muslim
	48

	760

	4.36

	1.165




	Malay
	45

	763

	4.35

	1.145




	Chinese
	69

	739

	3.72

	1.338




	Christian
	103

	705

	3.56

	1.474




	Indian
	82

	726

	3.55

	1.404




	Buddhist
	107

	701

	3.54

	1.450




	Hindu
	111

	697

	3.38

	1.449




	Secondary school teacher
	155

	653

	2.97

	1.320




	Security guard
	177

	631

	2.58

	1.237




	Policeman
	253

	555

	2.56

	1.364




	Full-time babysitter
	312

	496

	2.55

	1.507




	Nurse
	261

	547

	2.47

	1.333




	Taxi driver
	273

	535

	2.46

	1.366




	Hairdresser
	292

	516

	2.35

	1.333




	Receptionist
	275

	533

	2.34

	1.244




	Administrative assistant in a large company
	311

	497

	2.31

	1.277




	Personnel manager
	316

	492

	2.31

	1.307




	Lawyer
	348

	460

	2.24

	1.346




	Professor
	370

	438

	2.14

	1.303




	Chief Executive Officer of a large company
	385

	423

	2.10

	1.272




	Computer programmer
	382

	426

	2.10

	1.261




	Operator in a factory
	387

	421

	1.97

	1.163




	Bookkeeper
	434

	374

	1.95

	1.209




	Janitor
	383

	425

	1.94

	1.128




	Writer
	485

	323

	1.85

	1.248




	Production manager
	492

	316

	1.84

	1.230




	Member of Parliament
	516

	292

	1.76

	1.180




	Farmer
	533

	275

	1.71

	1.163




	Hotel bellboy
	601

	207

	1.46

	0.914





For all variables, N = 808 (no missing values), with 1 as the minimum score on the 5-point scale (“No one”) and 5 as the maximum (“Yes: very close”). The frequencies refer to the respondents (in absolute numbers) who either do not know (“No”) or do know (“Yes”) someone in a particular occupation or belonging to a particular race or religion.

It can be concluded from Table 6 that urban Malaysians’ social networks are diverse in the sense that 21 out of 29 items (or 72.4 percent) have means (or average values) higher than 2, meaning that most respondents are personally acquainted with at least one person in that category; for only 8 out of 29 items (or 27.6 percent) is the means lower than 2. This finding is even more significant in view of the very low standard deviations. As for the occupations least attested, practically no one in the dataset knows a hotel bellboy, farmer or Member of Parliament. As can be ascertained from the frequency column in Table 6, only 207 out of 808 respondents (or 25.6 percent) know, for example, a hotel bellboy (though not very well at all), compared with, for example, 653 (or 80.8 percent) who report a close or somewhat less close (but still important) social relationship with a secondary school teacher (the highest mean of all occupations).

The descriptives further corroborate the patterns observed in Tables 4 and 5 above: the social networks of Malaysia’s city/town dwellers include people from outside their own racial categories, especially Malays, followed by Chinese and Indians. The highest mean score for all religions is Islam, which precedes Christianity, Buddhism and Hinduism.

Unlike the values for the variables listed above, values for SNDI (as based on these 29 items) range from a minimum of 1 to a maximum of 4.66 (rather than 5), with M = 2.57 and SD = 0.622. The latter statistic indicates that the data points are all clustered around the mean, lending support to the conclusion that for the average survey respondent, diversity does not equate with importance or closeness. Urban Malaysians have access to a heterogeneous range of social contacts (“the people we know”), including “some” neighbours they know by name (see Table 3). However, the analysis shows that most of these contacts are neither particularly close nor very important. On the 5-point scale, 2.57 falls between “Yes: not close at all” and “Yes: less close but still important.”

SNDI values were next divided into three categories: low (1.00–2.33), medium (2.34–3.66) and high (3.67–5.00). This kind of regrouping and recoding facilitates comparison and provides a more general overview of the dataset, as can be seen from the following 3-by-4 contingency table.


Table 7:    Social network diversity by neighbourhood ties.



	
	SNDI

	Total (%)




	Low

	Medium

	High




	None
	25

	107

	111

	44 (5.4%)




	Only some
	179

	111

	141

	531 (65.7%)




	Most
	66

	148

	163

	189 (23.4%)




	All
	13

	126

	115

	44 (5.4%)




	Total
	283 (35.0%)

	482 (59.7%)

	43 (5.3%)

	808 (100%)





The table shows that for the vast majority of respondents (94.7 percent), the degree of network diversity is medium (59.7 percent) to low (35.0 percent).

To round off this section, the above SNDI findings regarding “the people we know” can also be meaningfully related to “who we are,” i.e., the survey respondents themselves. The question then becomes whether social network diversity in the Klang Valley varies according to a person’s sex, age, race, religion and/or employment status. The key descriptive statistics have been summarised in the following overview table.

The highest scores within and across these socio-demographic variables show that Indian/Hindu respondents have the most diverse social networks of all ethnic/religious groups, followed by the full-time employed and to a lesser extent, professionals and business owners; next, men score higher on social network diversity than women; finally, a more heterogeneous set of social ties is also typical of people in their early thirties as well as those in their late forties.

Further cross-tabulation (not shown here) reveals that women aged 36–45 report the lowest SNDI (2.34) but also that their social networks become more diverse again as they grow older; by contrast, among men, the diversity score seems to be age-insensitive, remaining steady at around 2.63 between the ages of 31 and 55. Interestingly, of all respondent subgroups, it is Indian/Hindu men in their early fifties who have the highest SDNI score (3.06). Discounting the scores for “Other,” the lowest SNDI score—i.e., the highest homogeneity—can be found among self-employed Christian women aged 46–50 (2.04), followed by Christian men of the same age (2.21) or aged 41–45 (2.20) who work part-time. On the status of employment, women working part-time aged 41–45 score the lowest (2.10) while men “not employed for pay” in their late thirties score the highest (2.91). Overall, however, high social network diversity seems to be mainly a characteristic of (1) full-time female employees (2.75), with peaks in the age brackets 31–35 and 46–50, and (2) self-employed men (2.66–2.67), especially those who own a business (2.70) and are Indian (2.96) or Malay (2.73). Note that as larger numbers of socio-demographic features are combined and the picture becomes more fine-grained, absolute frequencies per table cell decrease, rendering valid generalisations difficult.


Table 8:    Social network diversity by sex, age, race, religion and employment status.



	
	n

	M

	SD




	Male
	391

	2.63

	0.628




	Female
	417

	2.51

	0.610




	31–35
	359

	2.63

	0.590




	36–40
	111

	2.48

	0.687




	41–45
	80

	2.46

	0.585




	46–50
	90

	2.57

	0.703




	51–55
	168

	2.54

	0.607




	Malay
	413

	2.52

	0.643




	Chinese
	282

	2.54

	0.588




	Indian
	93

	2.91

	0.515




	Other
	20

	2.35

	0.612




	Muslim
	422

	2.53

	0.644




	Buddhist
	200

	2.56

	0.620




	Hindu
	70

	2.90

	0.569




	Christian
	111

	2.54

	0.510




	Other
	5

	2.21

	0.844




	Full-time employed
	194

	2.72

	0.717




	Part-time employed
	154

	2.39

	0.623




	Not employed for pay
	200

	2.44

	0.592




	Self-employed: professional
	130

	2.66

	0.508




	Self-employed: business owner
	130

	2.64

	0.533





Correlations

Two more statistics must be considered before moving on to the discussion. First, as for the key social network variables under investigation in this study, the results for network diversity reported above (Table 6) seem to reinforce those for neighbourhood ties (Table 3). More statistical validity can be obtained, however, by subjecting these two ordinal variables to the Spearman’s rank correlation measure of strength of association. It can be concluded that there is indeed a statistically significant—albeit weak—positive relationship between the number of neighbours that someone knows by name and the diversity of that person’s social network (Rs = 0.137, p < 0.01).

Secondly, correlational analysis for each of the socio-demographic variables relative to SNDI can be represented as follows.


Table 9:    Spearman’s rank correlation coefficients.



	Variable
	Rs




	Age
	0.065



	Sex
	0.131**



	Race
	0.174**



	Religion
	0.133**



	Employment status
	0.035




** p < 0.01

Only SNDI correlations with sex, race and religion are statistically significant, suggesting a positive contribution of these three variables to someone’s social network diversity as well as the likely significance of corresponding between-groups differences. In other words, and referring back to Table 8, the higher SNDI scores that were attested for men (2.63), Indians (2.91) and Hindus (2.90) may not be due to chance only. Though differences among the races and religions are relatively small (see Table 8), it is thus possible to speculate that Indian Hindus define a homogeneous subset within the sample; the implication would be that in terms of social network diversity, Malays, Chinese and “Other,” on the one hand, and Muslims, Buddhists, Christians and “Other,” on the other, have more in common with each other than with either Indians or Hindus. It should be noted, however, that the correlations are all weak, ranging from 0.131 to 0.174, i.e., well below the 0.300 cut-off value (Saunders et al. 2003: 363).

As a final point, here as elsewhere in the findings, race and religious affiliation tend to yield comparable social network diversity results. The main reason lies in the much-observed “inherent closeness of Malay ethnicity and religion” (Hassan 2001: 134), which is borne out by the strong positive and statistically significant correlation between both variables (Rs = 0.914, p < 0.01).


DISCUSSION

To summarise the findings for each of the four research questions identified at the beginning, the study has provided empirical and statistical evidence that generally: (1) the social networks of urban Malaysians are composed of all the major race/religion categories in Malaysia; (2) when including neighbours and occupations, the overall degree of diversity of these networks is medium to low; (3) the degree of personal closeness involved in the various social ties is also medium to low; and (4) correlations with respondents’ socio-demographics have been found to be statistically significant for sex and race/religion but not for age or status of employment.

Of course, the race/religion frequency distributions reflect to a large extent the ethnic composition of the 808 respondents; for example, the larger proportion of Malays explains the extreme values for “No one” and “Yes: very close” in the Malay and Muslim columns respectively, compared with the other categories. Given the inherent connection between both, this larger proportion also accounts for the striking similarities between both factors in the study, perhaps at the risk of glossing over certain more subtle or complex social network tendencies among non-Malay/Muslim and non-Malay/non-Muslim respondents. Further research—based on a larger sample of these respondents—is surely needed, also with respect to other observations or patterns to emerge from the dataset. For example, whether the higher values for “Yes: very close” are due to a higher number of presumably closer same-race/religion ties (as part of largely homogeneous social networks) has not yet been investigated.

Having said that, the survey data show that at least in urban areas in the Klang Valley, “the people we know” include the major races and religions that make up Malaysia’s population. Interestingly, this heterogeneity cannot be solely attributed to the Klang Valley’s new middle class represented in the sample. Employment status—along with occupation—is the basic criterion of social class (e.g., Embong 2001b: 85) but the lack of any statistically reliable correlation between employment status and social network diversity implies that social class as such has not been a major contributing factor. Significantly, also respondents who are “not employed for pay” report ethnically and culturally diverse social ties. Note that the network diversity findings differ from those obtained for neighbourhoods in London (Butler 2003) or Rotterdam (Blokland and Van Eijk 2010): in the towns and cities of Malaysia’s Klang Valley, the high degree of ethnic diversity—linked as it is to the high degree of urbanisation (Evers 2014: 44)—does translate into ethnically heterogeneous networks. This kind of network heterogeneity does not seem to extend, however, to neighbourhood or occupational ties, both of which are less strong. Moreover, respondents know “only some” nearby neighbours by name while the occupational diversity data reveal that the occupational ties realise only about 72 percent of all possibilities, with ties being neither particularly close nor important.

The conclusion seems warranted that the social networks of urban Malaysians are moderately diverse but also that they involve weaker, so-called arm’s-length ties, rather than the stronger, more embedded ties that are typical of tightly knit networks (Uzzi 1999). It can be derived from the data that these closer, more embedded ties apparently only hold for family members, i.e., the largely homogeneous nuclear and/or extended kinship groups characterised by shared race and religious affiliation. None of the neighbourhood or occupational ties score high in terms of either the personal closeness or importance attached to them; on the assumption that family ties are by definition close and important, it follows that the neighbourhood and occupational networks must be non-kin. In other words, both the observed network diversity and the arm’s-length nature of the ties are among non-family contacts only.

To the extent that urban Malaysians’ non-kin social networks can be characterised as displaying so-called “weak-tie network diversity” (Granovetter 1973), it may follow that on this dimension at least, city/town-level social integration is also weak. After all, as Kelly et al. (2014: 3) put it, “[t]ie strength is a measure of closeness operationalized as the level of intimacy or frequency of contact between the respondent and his or her network members. […] Similar to network size, measures of tie strength provide information about social integration.” The absence of strong ties has also been associated with a lack of trust. The predominantly Western literature on social network diversity has found that “communities with greater diversity tend to be those in which there is less interpersonal and inter-ethnic trust” (Kadushin 2012: 183).

On the other hand, the stronger collectivist values among Asians—also in Malaysia—might imply that tie strength is not necessarily so directly associated with either social integration or trust. Further investigation is required to test these associations empirically. Moreover, as Granovetter’s (1973) groundbreaking work has shown, weak-tie social networks can be very effective: weaker ties allow one to reach beyond one’s own (often much less diverse) network and build bridges with contacts, information and additional resources provided by networks that would otherwise have been out of bounds. Within the functionalist “social capital” perspective, the argument is then that such bridges can be effective in achieving certain objectives at the individual level (e.g., finding a job).


Regardless of the strength and effectiveness of urban Malaysians’ non-family network linkages (and the exact degree of social integration and trust associated with them), the current study seems to point to the existence of a dual network system rooted in a kin versus non-kin dichotomy: a more closely knit homogeneous network based on family ties versus a looser and more heterogeneous network of non-family contacts. Whether the family-based network is smaller or larger has not been examined. The main observation, however, is that interpersonal closeness and importance would then only be a feature of relationships within the former network.

If so, the findings of this paper would support Merluzzi’s (2013: 883–884) discussion of social capital in collectivist national cultures. As she points out, social network research cannot be dissociated from key cultural values: the relationships that people make (or not) have to be interpreted in light of the meanings and values placed on them within a particular culture. Collectivism—commonly associated with Asia—values “cooperation, consensus, [and] the importance of the group.” This core value privileges the creation of cohesive social networks consisting of a “close set of interconnected contacts.” The social networks typical of collectivism tend to be networks based on closure of the social structure (a person’s contacts are themselves interconnected) (Coleman 1988) rather than brokerage (a person’s connections with “disconnected others”) (Burt 1992).

What rapid urbanisation in the past two decades might have added to this tendency is the emergence—in Malaysia, that is—of a moderately diverse network of perhaps mainly functional ties aimed at achieving individual social and economic benefits within the city or town setting. As pointed out above, social capital is about access to resources for action, and thus, ultimately, about greater effectiveness. Hypothetically, the 31–55-year-old Malaysians in the survey can realise this greater effectiveness without having to bond too strongly with “strangers” belonging to different racial or religious categories. The observed social network diversity and the interdependence that it entails can perhaps be described, borrowing a phrase from Patton (2010: 89), as a “diversity of convenience,” or even a diversity of necessity rather than one by choice. Observations like these are in keeping with general characterisations of Malaysia as “a society of multi-ethnicities,” i.e., a society in which diverse cultures co-exist without necessarily blending into each other (Embong 2002). What social network studies add to this is a clearer appreciation of what this observed co-existence entails in terms of people’s sociability.


CONCLUSION

Interest in social networks, their composition and diversity, is rarely purely academic; research findings often have political relevance or come with social implications, motivating the development of programmes for change and transformation. The focus of the current study was exclusively on Malaysians in urbanised areas. Regarding the social consequences of urbanisation, and quoting early work by the Chicago School, the dominant perception has been that urbanisation produces “(1) impersonality and anonymity of everyday life, (2) loss of trust among people, and (3) various forms of social disorganisation” such as crime, drugs and gang violence (e.g., Ritzer 2005: 854). As for (1) and (2), both may lead to reduced social participation, less civic engagement and for some citizens, even partial withdrawal from public or semi-public life. Arguably, in racially and culturally diverse nations like Malaysia, these tendencies may also affect social harmony and the value of the democracy, both of which remain, to all intents and purposes, valuable public goods. Enhancing social cohesion is therefore often a priority in terms of governmental initiatives (for an overview of the urban planning policies related to social integration, see, e.g., Guan 2014). As was observed above, the current government seeks to promote ethnic harmony and national unity through the 1Malaysia programme.

This article has not addressed any of these larger-scale macro-societal issues directly nor attempted to relate the various quantitative findings more closely to the wider academic scholarship of Malaysian Studies (e.g., research into the new Malaysian middle class). It is hoped, however, that other researchers will find the data useful in their own work. The main objective was to present facts and figures, and to discover statistically significant patterns among urban Malaysians. Another shortcoming is that the social network analysis was limited to socio-centric data and that only the diversity or heterogeneity of social ties was considered. It would be both interesting and instructive to construct ego-centric networks for various categories of Malaysians although this would require a different methodology from the one adopted in this study.

All the same, the following observations can be made in conclusion. First of all, there is robust statistical evidence that (1) urban Malaysians entertain varied social relationships well beyond the family and (2) their non-family networks tend to be relatively heterogeneous and inclusive in terms of race and religion. In other words, positive effects can be expected in terms of social capital gains and the way in which social capital influences social and political participation, and eventually, the quality of the democracy (e.g., Ikeda and Richey 2012). However, seeing that men entertain more socially diverse networks than women, these positive effects may not accrue to women in equal measure, and the same caveat holds for particular race/religion subgroups. Secondly, research has found that “more heterogeneous social networks are important in exposing people to opposing viewpoints, the development of rationale for one’s own viewpoints, and the positive development of tolerance for those unlike one’s self” (Mutz 2002, quoted in Porter and Emerson 2013: 733–734). Further study is required to find out whether these effects also materialise when the social network diversity consists of mainly weaker ties (as observed in this study) and when the social network is online and/or international. Regarding the latter, the “wired lifestyles” of Malaysia’s urban middle class have led to greater (and more global) social network diversity and also exposure to alternative discourses, impacting national identity (re)construction and nation building (Uimonen 2003). The extent to which this has been at the expense of participation in traditional social settings will be examined in a separate study.
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Nicole Tarulevicz opens her book about food in Singapore with a key question: How does food become its own form of rule-making? She ends the book with the observation that rules are central to life in Singapore. Between these two points, she brings to bear a wide range of evidence concerning food in this unique city state where the relation between food and nation is especially strong. Singapore is a society in which rules and regulations matter, a truly prescriptive society that monitors cultural heritage, the family and the body.

Chapter One provides a brief history of Singapore within broader world history. The chapter works through a standard periodisation of Singaporean history, with attention to precolonial, colonial, Japanese occupation, to independence in 1965, and then reframes the history through food. For example, the British surrender to the Japanese in 1942 was followed by a period of food scarcity that no doubt shaped Singaporeans approach to food. Uninhabited until the 19th century, Singapore has no distinct precolonial history. Moving from trading post to crown colony, Singapore always remained a commercial space, never an agricultural space. The lack of food production shaped the food system throughout Singaporean history. The chapter also describes the exclusively white spaces of empire, including churches, post offices, hotels and civil service buildings.

Chapter Two explores Singapore’s colonial heritage and the multiracial nature of the state using the metaphor of rojak, a mixed vegetable salad where each ingredient keeps its shape and distinct taste, as in an ethnically plural society (with the culinary exclusion of migrant workers). The chapter argues that foods and meals become markers of power, cultural capital, class and ethnic or racial identity. The cosmopolitanism created by Singapore’s port status emphasises the city as stopover, as a place to shop. Attempts to bridge heritage and modernity are complicated by the nostalgic celebration of a past that never was. High tea at Raffles Hotel makes it difficult to remove the colonial narrative from the history of the modern globalised postcolonial nation. However, not all food memories are real as the discussion of culinary fake lore illustrates.


Chapter Three reads contemporary policy about the regulation of public space and food hygiene against the backdrop of colonial policy and anxieties, where community is formed at the shared table or favourite stall. Public space includes botanical gardens and orchid breeding programs as icons of luxury and colonial mastery. The colonial fear of the native body, including the threat of interracial liaisons, encouraged street grids with clearly defined sections for racial and occupational groups established by colonial authority. Since 87 percent of Singaporeans live in public housing, the state is better able to regulate personal hygiene, cleanliness and neatness as issues of morality. Clean, neat, punctual and well-mannered citizens do not litter, chew gum, cross-dress or urinate in elevators, on pain of fines and public humiliation. Part of the efforts to create order include regulations that destroyed and/or preserved street food hawking in Singapore by licensing vendors and bringing them in to food courts. These hawker centres are critically important in Singapore where more meals are eaten in public than in the home. Efforts to “hook the happy hawker” no doubt preserved the livelihood of many vendors, but they also reinforced the idea of street food as carrier of disease. These efforts to remake public eating space removed the street stalls, emblematic of disorder, from the foodscape of Singapore, in contrast to the less regulated foodscape in other Southeast Asian countries.

Chapter Four examines the marginalised domestic Singaporean kitchen. There has been little scholarly attention on kitchens in food studies. The reviewer tried to address this gap in Food Culture in Southeast Asia (2008), but also found very few resources. The absence of interest in kitchens is surprising considering how deeply Singaporeans in particular and Southeast Asians in general care about food, but not where food is prepared. Kitchens are marginal working spaces used by maids, not status symbols or recreational spaces. Cooking is not a valued leisure activity among citizens who have convenient access to hawker courts.

Chapter Five uses written documents such as advice manuals, government issued text books and magazines from the colonial and postcolonial period to examine how home economics developed as a site of national identity building, including gender and racial constructions. Tarulevicz shows how home economics textbooks and cookbooks evoke a colonial British kitchen very different from the dry indoor kitchens and wet outdoor kitchens of Singapore. These documents tell the reader how to do something—manage domestic staff, bake a cake, reuse leftovers, in short, how to make an ideal and safe home. The government handbook on food safety sponsored by Nestle, Singapore, is a reminder of the dominance of that food corporation in Singapore, as in other colonial cities.


The British framing in authentic Singaporean cookbooks is the subject of Chapter Six. The author reviews how cookbooks as cultural guides become markers of social status, carrying symbolic culinary value. But Britishness was impossible to fulfil in Singapore; considering the tropical heat and humidity, ovens were not a part of kitchens. Cookbook writers lacked knowledge of the colonial kitchen and local Malay foods. Both garlic and curries have very different values in Singapore and London, for example. The book makes no attempt to lock down the traditional, the original the authentic, in this centre of fusion and hybrid food; in Singapore, the borrowed is the authentic, she notes. Peranakan food, a fusion of Chinese and Malay dishes, is the classic example. In Singaporean eyes, it is better to eat out then marry out, a hint about marriage and sexuality that presages her concluding argument about food as a substitute for sex. Confinement cookbooks are an interesting example of ethnic distinctiveness. Foods cooked by a confinement specialist who helps the mother with the new baby reveal similarities and differences between Chinese, Malay and Indian confinement practices. For example, Chinese confinement diet aims to enhance immunity and help women regain strength. Malay mothers in confinement should not eat spicy food but soft foods especially soups. Indian confinement practices make use of specific foods as medicinal aids; toasted garlic to increase lactation, for example.

Chapter Seven uses visual sources, specifically food-related advertising, to explore how Singaporeans were encouraged to consume appropriate foods to develop the nation. Illustrations and texts reinforce the argument that foreign foods held an iconic significance in a port city where most food is imported. Shopping has become way of life in Singapore, for locals and visitors. Foreign brands enhance social status and provide reassurance for consumers. The author pays particular attention to suppliers of alcohol brands such as Gordon’s gin, and other products such as Nescafe coffee, Ryvita biscuits, Magnolia ice cream, Marmite and Lingham’s chilli sauce, exported for the exotic food market at Harrods in London. Advertising for brands and importers helps compensate for the absence of local products and the obvious foreignness of foods in Singapore. Imported foreign luxury foods do not substitute for local foods, but compete side by side in a non-segregated market.

Chapter Eight explores the use of social media, airlines, museums and culinary tourism as means to foster national identity, as Singapore offers itself to locals and tourists as a food destination. Long a shopping destination, Singapore has had many opportunities to display itself to outsiders. The markers of dress, food and colours are used to distinguish the four government-fixed racial categories—Chinese, Malay, Indian or Other—for local and tourist consumption. Medical and educational tourism are relatively new developments. Singapore, with its English-language public sphere markets itself to tourists as the “knowable” westernised, globalised Asia. For the visitor, the food is accessible, domesticated and safe. But locals as well as tourists must address the fear of fake and contaminated food from China while still celebrating Chinese food. The government has purchased a food zone in mainland China to provide extra food security for Singapore and bring Chinese food imports up to Singapore’s food safety standards.

Eating Her Curries and Kway is an excellent contribution to modern Asian culinary history. The writing is clear and vivid: bags of basmati rice coming through the baggage carousels at Singapore’s Changi airport, imperial fantasies of Singapore Slings and gin and tonics at the Raffles Hotel and spotted dicks. The reviewer share the author’s dislike of fish and seafood (mentioned on the opening page), and have spent countless conversations dealing with academic colleagues who ask how the reviewer can work in Southeast Asia and not like fish. Personal preferences are easily accepted in the region, and easily accommodated in the Southeast Asian meal format.

The book cries for broader comparisons within Southeast Asia, a region of the world where food and eating offer transformations of the Singaporean story. In the broader region, both systems of representation and structures of social relatedness are established through food sharing and non-sharing. Food is a site of meaning-making not only in Singapore, but throughout the region, where the meaning of individual food items such as rice have complex and interconnected histories. These shared Southeast Asian culinary patterns explain taste preferences that might well encourage Philippine nannies in Singapore to enjoy Malay dishes.

In Thailand where the reviewer carried out most of my ethnographic research, the script and tonal language and its status as the only Southeast Asian country never to be colonised, make it part of the “less knowable” Asia. Thai culinary tourism may be considered less tame, more exotic but somewhat more risky than culinary tourism in “knowable” Singapore. In Thailand, local and tourist foods are quite distinct; locals wouldn’t eat tourist food, but tourists do have easy access to safe, unaltered local street food. Chinese culinary traditions have shaped some signature Thai dishes, and assimilated Sino-Thai traditions sit alongside distinct regional Thai traditions. And, as in Singapore, all are constantly changing.

Food studies as a flourishing discipline in its own right has been dominated by historians and anthropologists. This book is a reminder of the power of inter-disciplinarity in food studies. The reviewer learned much from the historian writer but longed for an ethnographic component to complement the text-based arguments. The reviewer wanted more specifics on food imports, where Singapore’s food comes from, and what (and where) the different ethnic and racial groups eat. The reviewer does not think that the book’s argument that food is an acceptable form of excess, and substitutes for sex is an effective or sufficient explanation. The reviewer would need more ethnographic evidence around that argument. Perhaps that reflects my experience in Thailand where both food and sex flourish to excess, and unlike Singapore, have been notoriously difficult to regulate.

 

Penny Van Esterik

York University, Toronto
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IN YOUR OPINION, WHAT WOULD BE THE CURRENT TREND OF YOUR DISCIPLINE; SPECIFICALLY IN THE CONTEXT OF THE ASIA PACIFIC REGION?

Since Victor King’s breath-taking tour de force on interdisciplinary Southeast Asian area studies in this journal (King 2013), what else is there to add to his erudite exposition? As my core discipline is sociology, I will concentrate on this niche area as far as it deals with the Asia Pacific region, or as many of us would prefer, Southeast Asia.

Since the early 1900s anthropology and history were the leading social science disciplines, with economics, political science and sociology following with a few early works later on. Though few in numbers, several of these studies had an impact beyond the confines of Asia Pacific studies, reaching out into core areas of their respective disciplines. Furnivall’s studies of colonial administration in the Netherlands Indies and British Burma, Willem Wertheim’s and Boeke’s work on Southeast Asian colonial society created concepts that found their way into general sociology. Concepts like “dual or plural societies” and “Eastern societies” were picked up and become part of basic concepts in the sociological study of societies. This impact has waned and sociological studies on Southeast Asia and the Asia Pacific region have lost their international comparative appeal. These basic concepts that originated from early Southeast Asian sociology, have vanished from the international scene and hardly any of the many contemporary works on Southeast Asia and the Pacific are cited in works on social theory, or in sociological studies on Latin America, Africa, North America or Europe. But at least in contrast to anthropology, sociologists have been spared from accusations of “orientalism” or of being, at least in its origins a “colonial, imperialist” science. In contrast sociology, including the sociology of Southeast Asia, has been seen as rather critical of those in power.

IMPACT OF THE DISCIPLINE ON THE ASIA PACIFIC REGION; ‘WHAT’, ‘HOW’, ‘WHY’, ETC?

“Asia Pacific” is a very political concept, picked up by American political scientists and propagated by the U.S. State Department and Department of Defence to support American claims to the U.S. sphere of influence around the Pacific Ocean and its bordering Asian countries, first of all the Philippines as a former U.S. colony. The concept was further strengthened through the foundation of Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), the American-dominated forum for 21 Pacific Rim countries that seeks to promote free trade and economic cooperation throughout the Asia-Pacific region. Countries “in the U.S. Pacific Command area of responsibility” extend from Australia and Brunei to Vanuatu, Vietnam and the U.S. (Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies 2015).

The “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” (Dai-tō-a Kyōeiken), announced by the foreign minister Hachirō Arita on 29 June 1940 covered most of “Asia Pacific” and laid claim to this vast area by the Imperial Japanese government. Shortly thereafter, in 1947, the so called nine-dash-line was drawn around most of the South China Sea to signal China’s claim to a sphere of influence, short of a territorial claim to the waters south of China. The social and political construction of the concept of an Asia Pacific area has gained new relevance in the current conflicts on access to the South China Sea, which is defined by the U.S. Pacific Command as an extension of the American dominated Pacific Ocean rather than a Mediterranean sea south of China, or a ASEAN “Nusantara” (Evers 2014). The concept has also been adopted by several Australian, New Zealand, Canadian and Japanese universities, which have established Asia-Pacific Studies institutes and programmes, whereas most universities in the European Union and in ASEAN are using Southeast Asia to label their respective programmes. The political concept of “Asia Pacific” is of little relevance to empirical sociological and historical studies. As Nicholas Tarling has opined, “The concept of the Asia-Pacific region seems unlikely to spur on the writing of a history of the Asia-Pacific region” (Tarling 2012: 176).

On the other hand, Durkheimian sociology, “labeling theory” and “social constructionism” provide important sociological theories, which could be profitably used in the study of Southeast Asia, the “Asia Pacific” and their respective socio-political construction.

Political sociology, political geography and political science are still in the forefront of strengthening the concept of “Asia Pacific Studies” in contrast to the old established “Southeast Asian Studies.” This point of view is, of course, not directed against the good intentions of the International Journal of Asia Pacific Studies, though I admit I feel uneasy about the designation of the journal.

YOUR COMMENTS ON THE STATE OF RECENT (LAST 2-3 DECADES) SCHOLARSHIP OF THE DISCIPLINE?

The state of the sociology of Southeast Asia as of 2007 has been very well summarised by Victor King in an extremely useful text book (King 2008). Among many other aspects he shows that there are several issues that had remained unresolved so far. Sociologists were and are still debating the nature of Southeast Asian urbanism, whether ethnicity or class determines the social structures of Southeast Asian societies (Shamsul 1999), or whether modernisation or globalisation theory explains Southeast Asian development. He also points to the general lack of comparative studies on the region. The work by James Scott on peasant rebellions (Scott 1977), and my own earlier comparative studies on the bureaucratisation of Southeast Asia (Evers 1987) or on strategic group analysis (Evers 1980) have, indeed, remained the exception rather than the rule.

More specialised journal articles on Southeast Asian topics have increased rapidly, especially on the Philippines and on Indonesia. The highly respected Social Science Citation index lists 352 articles with “Indonesia” in the title for the period 2000 to 2004, 488 articles for 2005 to 2009 and 870 articles for 2010 to 2014 (accessed 16 March 2015), but only a fraction of these are classified under “sociology.” More and more papers are published in the field of economics and business, replacing the earlier forerunner Anthropology. An even more remarkable trend shows the increase of publications, originating from Southeast Asian universities and research institutes. Established centres, like the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) and the Asian Research Institute (ARI) in Singapore; Institut Kajian Malaysia dan Antarabangsa (IKMAS) and Institute of Ethnic Studies (KITA) of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM); the Chulalongkorn University Institute of Asian Studies; or the recently established Institute of Asian Studies at the Universiti Brunei Darussalam have produced at least some sociological studies, though most of them now seem to originate from the growing number of academic departments of sociology in the region. Many book publications in the social sciences are former PhD theses from European, Asian and American sociology departments or from locally organised conferences. Many of the latter are of poor quality with some outstanding exceptions: A volume originating from an annual conference of the Malaysian Social Science Association, edited by Wan Zawawi (2012), now teaching at the Universiti Brunei Darussalam, has assembled many internationally-known social scientists to provide a state of the art picture of the debate on social science and knowledge in a globalising world.

YOUR OPINION ON CURRENT SCHOLARS OF THE DISCIPLINE, VIZ. INDIGENOUS OF THE ASIA PACIFIC REGION OR FROM WITHOUT, INTERESTS, CHARACTERISTICS, ETC?

Outstanding Malaysian sociologists are among many others Shamsul A. B. (UKM), Chua Beng-Huat (National University of Singapore [NUS]), Reevany Bustami (Universiti Sains Malaysia [USM]) and Farid Alatas (NUS). Together with their students they have been active in establishing a social science with local roots. Vietnamese sociologists like Cuong Bu The (Academy of Social Science) have published mainly in Vietnamese (e.g., Evers and Cuong 2014) and therefore had less impact on neighbouring countries. In Vietnam, however, the Review of Sociology (T¹p chÝ X· héi häc) has been quite influential. Despite pressure on Southeast Asian academics to publish in Scopus-listed journals (most of them published in the U.S. and Europe), several journals published in the region have gained international recognition, like the International Journal of Asia Pacific Studies, edited by Malaysian historian Ooi Keat Gin and Kajian Malaysia, both listed in Scopus and published by USM Press in Penang; Akademika published in Malay by UKM; SOJOURN: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia published by ISEAS; the Asian Journal of Social Science, which evolved out of a student-run journal of the Department of Sociology, University of Singapore; Masyarakat Indonesia, published by Indonesian Institute of Sciences (LIPI), the Indonesian Research Agency and the widely distributed journal Prisma, published in Jakarta by the private social research institute Lembaga Penelitian, Pendidikan dan Penerangan Ekonomi dan Sosial (LP3ES); several social science journals published in English in the Philippines, among others the Philippine Sociological Review, published by Ateneo de Manila. These locally published journals are unfortunately often overlooked by local and international scholars despite the fact that many of them contain a host of valuable empirical studies and in-depth data. They are also discriminated against by local university authorities, who under the pressure of international rating agencies do not recognise articles published in local journals, let alone working paper series.

Several academic departments of sociology stand out as producers of high quality studies on Southeast Asian societies. One of them heading all indices is the Department of Sociology of NUS with several outstanding scholars, like Chua Beng Huat, Syed Farid Alatas and Vaneeta Sinha.

FUTURE OF THE DISCIPLINE IN RELATION TO THE ASIA PACIFIC REGION, VIZ. TRENDS, DIRECTION, VISION?

With growing mega-urbanisation and industrialisation, the field is open for both detailed policy oriented survey research as well as theory driven macro-sociological analysis. Though intensive field research, combining observation and survey data analysis are definitely necessary to support policy studies, an in-depth study of long-term social processes is obligatory to understand the extremely ethnically and culturally diverse societies in Southeast Asia. We should never forget that classical social theories of Karl Marx, Max Weber and Emile Durkheim were inspired by the transformation from feudal to industrial society in Europe, but they never had to confront the cultural diversity so typical of Southeast Asian societies. Social theories need to be developed to be usefully applicable to study social change in Southeast Asia. Some have tried to do so, like Hussein Alatas (Malaysia and Singapore), Chua Beng Huat (Singapore), Mely Tan (Jakarta), Shamsul A. B. (Malaysia), Thirayut Boonmi (Thailand) and many others of the first generation of Southeast Asian sociologists.


SOME ADVICE AND GUIDANCE FOR UP-AND-COMING SCHOLARS FOCUSING ON THE ASIA PACIFIC REGION?

I detect a tendency towards small scale survey research, often using hypotheses put forward by an American or European supervisor of a Southeast Asian PhD candidate. Needless to say that this will not lead to success, as I could witness as external examiner in various Southeast Asian universities. Local knowledge gathered through intensive free interviewing, using life histories as data and using local concepts for theory building or at least for developing hypotheses could yield innovative results.

If a solid theoretical framework is developed, it does do no harm to gather data from the resources of the internet. Big data mining needs good concepts, otherwise researchers will drown in data and will not be able to struggle to see the bright sun of intellectual enlightenment again!

ANY OTHER OPINIONS, VIEWPOINTS TO EXPRESS, SHARE, ETC?

That’s all I need to say. Thank you for your attention, if you have read that far.
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