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There are over a thousand European studies of the world famous explosion of Krakatau (or Krakatoa) in August 1883, mainly of a geological nature. The book under review presents a contemporary firsthand account by an Indonesian/Malay author of the effects of the event on the local inhabitants of South Sumatra and Northwestern Java. It is written in the verse form known as syair.

This review briefly describes the events of 1883, outlines the complex threads that have contributed to the making of this book, and provides a few comments on the contents of the syair and its translation.

THE EVENTS OF 1883

The island of Krakatau was situated1 in the Sunda Strait between the islands of Java and Sumatra, approximately 40 kilometers from both main islands. The island was 5.6 miles (9 km) long by 3.1 miles (5 km) wide and consisted of three cones: Perbuatan in the north, Danan and Rakata. Each contributed to the disaster.

After earlier rumblings from Perbuatan beginning in May 1883, a series of massive eruptions occurred in August. The first continued for many hours after 13:00 PM (local time) on the 26 August, sending a cloud of ash some 17 miles (27 km) into the air. A small tsunami reached the shores of Java and Sumatra between 18:00 and 19:00 hours.

On the following day, four enormous eruptions took place between 05:30 and 10:41 AM (local time). The first eruption sent a tsunami that headed directly towards Telok Betong, at Lampung Bay, Sumatra, and the thriving port town of Anyer, northwest Java.2 Further waves followed each eruption and were 30 metres high in places. The third eruption opened fissures in the walls of Rakata, allowing seawater to pour into the magna chamber and creating the final explosion that destroyed most of the island. According to Dutch records, at least 36,417 people died as a result of these events; 165 villages and towns near Krakatau were destroyed and a further 132 were seriously damaged.3 The actual figure may have been closer to 120,000 people. Approximately 1,000 persons were killed by a separate blast of hot ash directed at Ketimbang, in Lampung, the rest by waves or the after effects of the eruptions.

The third and largest explosion, at 10:02 AM, was heard over 2,000 miles away, as far away as Perth, Western Australia, and the island of Rodrigues, near Mauritius. Concussive airwaves from the explosions traveled around the world seven times. Global weather patterns were affected for the next five years (falling by as much as 1.2 degrees Celsius) and sunsets were rendered more vivid because of the large amounts of sulfuric acid in the air. It has been estimated that the force of the eruptions was nearly 10,000 times that of the atom bomb dropped on Hiroshima in 1945.

THE HISTORY OF SYAIR LAMPUNG KARAM

The blood red cover of the volume under review gives the title of the book as Krakatau: The Tale of Lampung Submerged, Syair Lampung Karam. The author is named as Muhammad Saleh. The book is “translated by John McGlynn.”

The title page is far more inclusive: “Krakatau/The Tale of Lampung Submerged/Syair Lampung Karam by Muhammad Saleh, translated from the Classical Malay by John McGlynn based on the romanised transliteration by Suryadi and an essay on the syair verse form by Ian Proudfoot and Virginia Hooker.”

Clearly this volume builds on the work of many people. The author, Encik Muhammad Saleh, personally witnessed these events and their consequences from Tanjung Karang and toured neighboring areas shortly thereafter (stanzas 4, 84, 103, 170, 232 and 374 of the 1888 edition). Within two months after the eruption, he wrote the initial syair in Bencoolen Street, Singapore, finishing it on Monday 14 Zulhijjah 1300 (15 October 1883) (stanzas 367–369). It is not known who he was, although it has tentatively been suggested that he may have been a religious leader from Bone, South Sulawesi, who was instrumental in building the Jamik Al-Anwar Mosque in Teluk Betung, Lampung, after 1839.4


Four lithographed editions of this text were published over the next four years, all somewhat different and with slightly different titles:

(i)      The first appeared within a year of composition: Syair Negeri Lampung yang Dinaiki oleh Air dan Hujan Abu, Singapore, 1301 AH (between November 1883 and October 1884), 42 pages. No publisher is mentioned. Copies of this edition are held in the National Library of the Republic of Indonesia, Jakarta, and The Russian State library, Moscow.

(ii)     A less complete reprint soon followed: Inilah Syair Lampung Dinaiki Air Laut, Singapore, 2 Safar 1302 (21 November 1884), 42 pages. Pages 23 and 24 of the first edition are missing. This edition too is held in the National Library of the Republic of Indonesia, Jakarta.

(iii)    The third edition was Syair Lampung dan Anyer dan Tanjung Karang Naik Air Laut Singapore, 27 Rabiulawal 1303 (3 January 1886), 49 pages. It is referred to in some advertisements as Syair Negeri Anyer Tenggelam, which may have been aimed at attracting Javanese purchasers of the pamphlet. The publisher of this edition was Haji Said. A copy is held in the Cambridge University Library.

(iv)    The fourth edition was Inilah Syair Lampung Karam Adanya, Singapore: 10 Safar 1306 (16 October 1888), 36 pages (two pages were accidently omitted by the printer). It was copied by Encik Ibrahim and published by Cap al-Hajj Muhammad Tayib. Copies are held in National Library, Jakarta, and the universities of Leiden, London and Malaya, according to Dr. Ian Proudfoot’s Early Malay Printed Books.5 A further copy was collected by the Methodist missionary Emil Lüring and is held in Frankfurt (Warnk 2004: 20).6

A symposium was held in Jakarta in August 1983 in commemoration of the centenary of these events. As part of the proceedings, a transliteration of the first edition (with reference also made to the second) was presented by Dr. Sri Wulan Rudjiati Mulyadi of the Lembaga Riset Kebudayaan Nasional, Jakarta: “An Eye-witness Account on the Eruption of the Mountain Krakatau in the Form of A Syair.” She describes the tone of the text as “lively” and “charming in its simplicity,” while noting that “the syair-form which expects the same rhyme at the end of each line in each couplet makes the poem seem rather clumsy here and there.”7

Following Dr. Mulyadi’s pioneering efforts, a copy of the 1888 edition was “discovered” in the Leiden University Library in late 2007 by Dr. Suryadi, an instructor in Indonesian at the University. He delivered a paper on the syair to the 24th ASEASUK Conference, John Moores University, Liverpool, 20–22 June 2008: “Syair Lampung Karam: Images of the 1883 Eruption of the Krakatau Mountain in a Classical Malay Literary Text.” A detailed report on the paper was also carried in the Jakarta newspaper Kompas on 12 September 2008. The report was written by Yurnaldi, who edited the subsequent publication of Suryadi’s detailed romanised transcription of the text in August 2009: Syair Lampung Karam. Sebuah Dokumen Pribumi tentang Dahsyatnya Letusan Krakatau 1883. A second edition quickly appeared in January 2010.8 Suryadi’s edition is a diplomatic transcription of the 1888 lithograph, based on the Leiden text and made use of Mulyadi’s transcription of the first and editions. Stanzas 218–237, the missing two pages, were completely taken from Mulyadi’s transcription.

A further summary of Dr. Suryadi’s 2008 paper was published in the IIAS Newsletter no. 61, Autumn 2012. The article included a few verses translated by Mr. John McGlynn, which he had begun in 2011 according to the “Translator’s Acknowledgments” of the final book, and publication of the bilingual volume was indicated in the article as forthcoming in 2013.9 The book finally appeared in October 2014, published by the NUS Press in Singapore in association with the Lontar Foundation in Jakarta.

Suryadi’s hope was that the book would reach an audience far wider than specialists in Indonesian and Malay manuscripts. The present volume both sharpens and simplifies his earlier work. It includes Suryadi’s Indonesian text, without the philological or other annotations, and the English translation, which is given the greater prominence on the cover. The joint Introduction by McGlynn and Suryadi follows Suryadi’s IIAS paper, with two extra sections inserted, one on “Jawi script,” the other on “transliteration and translation,” both presumably by McGlynn. An Indonesian translation of the Introduction by Ms. Femmy Syahrani is also provided.

To further explain about the form of the narrative, the book also includes an essay entitled “The Syair: A Verse for Every Purpose” by Dr. Ian Proudfoot and Prof. Dr. Virginia Hooker. This originally formed part of a much longer essay called “Mediating Time and Space: The Malay Writing Tradition,” in Illuminations: The Writing Traditions of Indonesia10 and is virtually unchanged. The essay was previously translated into Indonesian under the supervision of Prof. Dr. Achadiati Ikram and was revised for this volume by Ms. Wikan Satriati of the Lontar Foundation.

The volume concludes with a photo-reproduction of “The Original Jawi Text,” drawn from the Leiden University Library Shelfmark 895 D6 text. This is entitled “Syair Lampung Karam,” and bears the first line in Jawi: “Ini [sic] Syair Lampung Karam Adanya.”

Published by a major university press and the leading Indonesian publisher of modern Indonesian literature in translation, it is to be expected that the book will attract three different audiences. The first will be Indonesian and overseas scholars, who will find that the book could be a valuable introductory literary history to be shared with their students (for this purpose, further reference should necessarily be made to Suryadi’s work in Indonesian and Mulyadi’s edition). The second will be general Indonesian readers, who are interested in these major historical events. Finally, there will be the more casual English readers primarily attracted by the sensational aspects of “the day the world exploded.”11 They will probably prefer to dip into the translation and ignore the more demanding information on Jawi script, manuscripts and literary form. It would have helped them had the Arabic dates been translated (perhaps in a footnote) in the translation and a rough map provided of the various places mentioned in the text.

SYAIR LAMPUNG KARAM: LANGUAGE, SOCIOLOGY AND POETRY

In his 2008 paper, Suryadi describes the Syair Lampung Karam (henceforth SKL) as a “classical Malay text.” One might question the use of the term “Classical Malay” for a late 19 century work. Professor Cyril Skinner’s term “transitional Malay literature”—“transitional between a ‘classical and a ‘modern’ literature”—would seem to be more appropriate,12 as might Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s category of “pre-Indonesian literature.”13 Following Mulyadi,14 Suryadi in his earlier paper, and with McGlynn (2014: xxiii), alternatively describes this as a “syair kewartawanan,” a journalism poem. The emphasis on a first person narration of actual events witnessed by the narrator, published by a commercial press in a major colonial city, clearly indicates that this text is not the traditional type of syair but “a creative ‘forgetting’ of this tradition.”15

Nor is the book a scientific record of the events, unlike the European studies. The first 50 stanzas or so do describe some immediately observable aspects of the eruptions and the tidal waves that followed, but the rest of the text dwells on the consequences of the events for the residents of the more than 30 named villages in the Lampung region of Sumatra and the northwest coast of Java, both the indigenous inhabitants and their colonial administrators alike. Muhammad Saleh describes the horrors of the events in horrifying detail:


Di atas langit nyata kelihatan,

Seperti bunga api yang kelihatan,

Hati di dalam takutlah, Tuan,

Bahala banyak diturunkan Tuhan.

There appeared above, in that astral murk,

A luminous display much like fireworks,

Indeed, dear sirs, striking fear in the heart,

For the calamities that Allah might import. (stanza 21)



Some acts of kindness took place, though not a lot:


Tatkala gelab [sic] di situ, nan Tuan,

Orang berkumpul berkawan-kawan,

Lalu beberapa berpegang-pegangan,

Takut bercerai ia sekalian.

I say this, dear sirs, that when darkness did fall,

People sought out company, each one and all,

They held on for dear life to one another,

Fear of being left alone was hard to smother. (stanza 79)



But there was also much widespread looting and violence:


Sehari demikianlah, Tuan,

Pencuri turun berkawan-kawan,

Mengambil harta orang kerusakkan,

Ada sepuluh hari yang demikian.

The next day, dear sirs, was more of the same,

With bands of robbers joining the game,

For ten days the situation was highly changeable,

With people stealing lost and broken valuables. (stanza 263)



In response to this horror and evil, Muhammad Saleh commits himself and his writing to God—“Allah dan Rasul yang mengetahuinya,/Hati di dalam sangat siksanya” (Only God and His Prophet can truly discern/The sorrow and pain that make my heart burn… [stanza 374]). He also uses the various ethical situations he describes to encourage his readers to consider the consequences, good and bad, of their own actions:


Perkataan ini hamba katakan,

Kembali kepada hamba, nan Tuan,

Sebab takut yang demikian,

Harap diampuni olehNya Tuhan.

Listen to me as I say these words to you,

Return to God’s path, the one that is true,

Never hesitate in choosing that course,

Pray for God’s pardon and show remorse. (stanza 122)



There are many theories on the translation of poetry. The most famous is that of the American poet Robert Frost, commonly paraphrased as: “Poetry is what gets lost in translation.”16 Granted that attempts are nevertheless regularly made to translate poetry, there are two other extreme positions, expressed as: a translation of verse should always be in prose; and a translation of verse should always be in verse.17 McGlynn has chosen to translate the 375 four-line Malay verses into matching four-line English verses. The verses of the traditional syair commonly maintain the same one syllable end-rhyme. Because an attempt to imitate this would be “to put it bluntly, unreadable” (xxix), McGlynn has chosen to rhyme the first and second lines, and the third and fourth lines, of each verse. Thus the poem opens:


Bismillah ini permulaan kata,

Alhamdulillah puji yang nyata,

Berkat Muhammad penghulu kita,

Fakir mengarang suatu cerita.

Fakir yang daif dagang yang hina,

Mengarang syair sebarang guna,

Sajaknya janggal banyak tak kena,

Daripada akal tidak sempurna.

“In the name of God” is our opening phrase,

To show our devotion, to Allah give praise,

By the light of Muhammad, our spiritual guide,

This humble servant may his tale transcribe.

Though I’m only a tradesman of humble birth,

I’ve composed a poem, for what it’s worth,

A clumsy effort of uncertain rhyme,

The modest product of an imperfect mind.



According to the famous Riau author, Raja Ali Haji, the perfection of a syair consists in three things: “Pertama, cukup timbangannya; kedua, betul sajaknya; tiga, tiada cacat dengan sebab berulang-ulang apalagi janggal”18 (in being sufficiently well balanced, precise in its rhymes, and in not being defective because of repetition or, in particular, dissonance). The rhymes of the second couplets of the two stanzas just quoted are admittedly imperfect (guide/transcribe, rhyme/mind), and this is in fact not uncommon throughout the translation, but when the verses are read aloud—and this is very much an oral text19—their flaws are less obvious. Adjunct Professor Peter Carey, in a review of SLK elsewhere, has paid tribute to “McGlynn’s superb rhyming couplet translation” in this “magnificent publication”, and I shall defer to his opinion here.20 We need not take Muhammad’s mock modesty too seriously.

Harry Aveling

Translation Studies, Monash University.

NOTES
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3     A. Zimmerman ironically states that “thirty-seven Europeans and over thirty-six thousand natives” died: “Krakatao,” Inter-Ocean, IX: 2, February 1928, 96. Cited in Suryadi, Syair Lampung Karam. Sebuah dokumen pribumi tentang dahsyatnya letusan Krakatau 1883, ed. Yurnaldi, 2nd ed. (Padang: Komunitas Penggiat Sastra Padang, 2010), 5–6.

4     Zulkarnain Zubairi and Iyar Jarkasih, “Jejak Islam di Lampung (5): Masjid Al-Anwar pintu Islam di pesisir,” Lampung Post, 15 August 2010; cited by McGlynn and Suryadi (xix), but rejected for lack of further written evidence.

5     Academy of Malay Studies and Library, University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur 1993, 319.

6     Warnk, H., “Some notes on the collection of Malay books of Emil Lüring in Frankfurt.” Paper Presented at the Seminar Sastera Cetak Abad ke-19, Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 14–15 December 2004.

7     Proceedings of the Symposium on 100 Years Development of Krakatau and Its Surroundings, Jakarta, 23–27 August 1983, Vol. II: Social Sciences, 1–2 of the original format. Published by the Indonesian Institute of Sciences, Jakarta 1985, 25–57.

8     Suryadi, Syair Lampung Karam. Sebuah dokumen pribumi tentang dahsyatnya letusan Krakatau 1883, ed. Yurnaldi (Padang: Komunitas Penggiat Sastra Padang, 2009).

9     “The tale of Lampung submerged,” IIAS Newsletter No. 61 (Autumn) 2012, 8–10.

10   Edited by Ann Kumar and John McGlynn, Lontar, Jakarta, 1996.

11   The subtitle of Winchester’s popular narrative; see footnote 2 above. Some English readers may also be reminded of the 1969 American film oddly entitled Krakatoa, East of Java—which presumably referred to the 1815 eruption of Mount Tambora on the island of Sumbawa, the only eruption in world history that was even louder and more devastating than Krakatau.

12   “Transitional Malay Literature: Part 1 Ahmad Rijaluddin and Munshi Abdullah,” BKI 134 (1978), No. 4, 467.

13   Tempo Doeloe: Antologi sastra pra-Indonesia, Hasta Mitra, Jakarta 1982.

14   “‘Wartawan’ yang berdendang dalam syair dan naskah kita,” Lembaran Sastra, 12, 1991, 155–168.

15   Koster, G. L., “Making it new in 1884: Lie Kim Hok’s Syair Siti Akbari,” BKI 154 (1998), No. 1, 109. Reference should also be made to: Watson, C. W., “Some preliminary remarks on the antecedents of modern Indonesian literature,” BKI 127 (1971), No. 4, 417–433; and Sykorsky, W., “Some additional remarks on the antecedents of modern Indonesian literature,” BKI 136 (1980), No. 4, 498–516. During the nineteenth century, Munshi Abdullah wrote Syair Singapura terbakar (1843) and Syair Kampung Gelam terbakar (1847), both in Karya lengkap Abdullah bin Abdul Kadir Munsyi, ed. Sweeney, A., vol. 2 (Jakarta: Kepustakaan Populer Gramedia, 2006); syair were also written on other contemporary non-court focused events, such as the construction of a railway line in Java in 1890 and the visit of a Russian crown prince in 1897 (Sykorsky 505–506).

16   The actual quotation is: “I could define poetry this way. It is that which is lost out of both prose and verse in translation. That means something in the very way the words are curved and all that—the very way the words are taken, the very way you take the words.” Interviews with Robert Frost, ed. Lathem, E. C. (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1966), 203.

17   Savory, T., The art of translation (London: Cape, 1957), 50.

18   Cited by Sutayadi: Syair Lampung Karam, 25, fn. 9, from Jan van der Putten and Al Azhar: Dalam berkekalan persahabatan (In everlasting friendship), Talen en Culturen van Zuidoost Azië en Oceanië (Semaian 3), Leiden 1995, 119.
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ABSTRACT

Recent regime change literatures compellingly assert that linkage to the West has been a significant factor in democratisation where the organisational capacity of authoritarian incumbents has overwhelmingly weakened pro-democracy forces. Detailed case studies confirming these findings have not included Singapore although high levels of linkage to the West suggest that democratisation should have taken place there. This qualitative case study fills the empirical and theoretical gap by explaining why linkage has so far failed to raise the cost of authoritarianism for Singapore’s government. By eschewing the current structural approach, which conceptualises linkage as mere channels of external pressure or influence, this analysis treats each dimension of linkage as arenas of political interaction where external democratising pressure or influence are generated, mediated or precluded. This agency-centred approach exposes the politics of linkage and thereby enables us to explain why linkage to the West does not always have the expected impact on regime change. These findings open up the research agenda of regime change studies by pointing the way forward for future studies of otherwise inexplicable cases where high linkage has not led to democratisation.

Keywords: Democratisation, authoritarianism, Singapore, linkage, Southeast Asia, authoritarian stability


INTRODUCTION

The notion that democratisation is for the most part a domestic political process exploded when the end of the former Soviet Union corresponded with a dramatic sweep of transitions away from communism toward the promise of democracy (Whitehead 2001). Early efforts to understand how the international environment impacts regime change have since continued, re-animated by the fact that a significant number of post-Cold War, “third wave” regime transitions have led instead to authoritarian transformations. This trend is theoretically significant in that myriad scholarship suggested that the overarching post-Cold War geopolitical environment was significantly more conducive to democratisation, regional factors notwithstanding (Whitehead 2001; Pridham et al. 1994). Exactly how the international-domestic political interface shapes divergent regime outcomes has remained a question of salience. Arguably, one of the most significant contributions in this regard consists of efforts to develop a theory that allows us to understand what international factors matter and how they matter to regime change. A series of recent scholarship by Levitsky and Way (2005; 2006; 2007; 2010), which culminated in a cross-regional, medium-N case study in 2010, has made such an impact in the field by giving us a framework to approach the complexities of the international environment and its impact on regime change.

The purpose of this article is to re-examine a set of international factors that the authors term collectively as “linkage to the West,” in order to understand why, contrary to their theory, they did not have a democratisation effect on Singapore. To understand why this enterprise is of any significance will require further elaboration of Levitsky and Way’s theory and where Singapore fits in their study. Levitsky and Way’s theory begins by positing that high levels of organisational power, derived from state coercive capacity, party strength and state economic control, are key domestic factors that inhibit democratisation (2010: 54–70). Authoritarian incumbents who enjoy high levels of elite cohesion and coercive state capacities can easily thwart oppositional challenges, explaining why many promising transitions have culminated in hybrid “electoral authoritarian” regimes and changed no further (Levitsky and Way 2010: 54–68). However, their medium-N case studies showed that sustained external democratising influence provided by linkage to the West contributed significantly to democratisation. Defined as ties to or cross-border flows with the West, linkage consists of at least six key dimensions—economic, intergovernmental, technocratic, informational, social and transnational civil society. Economic linkage consists of trade, investment and credit flows. Intergovernmental linkage consists of bilateral diplomatic and military ties and participation in Western-led alliances, treaties and international organisations whilst technocratic linkages refer to the share of a country’s elite educated in or with professional ties to Western-led multilateral institutions or universities. Informational linkages refer to cross-border telecommunications, internet connections, and Western-media penetration. Last but not least, social linkages comprise tourism, immigration and refugee flows and diaspora networks, whilst transnational civil society linkages are tied to international non-governmental organisations (NGOs), churches, party organisations, and other networks (Levitsky and Way 2010: 43).

Through process-tracing, their research shows that these forms of linkage to the West tilt the balance of power against authoritarian incumbents by heightening the salience in the West of authoritarian government abuse, increasing the probability of an international response, creating domestic constituencies with a stake in adhering to democratic norms and ultimately strengthening democratic forces in relation to autocrats. It is through these mechanisms that linkage raises the cost of authoritarianism, making it imperative for authoritarian incumbents to democratise as per oppositional demands. The more extensive linkages are maintained to the West, the more likely obstacles of high organisational capacity can be overcome. The authors also identify another means through which external democratising pressure and influence can be channelled. Leverage, defined as the “authoritarian governments’ vulnerability to external democratising pressure” from the West, is exercised through a variety of ways including “political conditionality and punitive sanctions, diplomatic pressure, and military intervention.” Leverage also raises the cost of authoritarianism, but as it tends to provide merely superficial external pressure or influence over a limited period of time, its significance is limited to cases where the organisational power of incumbents is already low (Levitsky and Way 2010: 43).

Levitsky and Way’s cases were chosen on the basis of being hybrid “competitive authoritarian” regimes, where elections are not free and fair, but allow a minimal degree of political competition such that an electoral upset is a possibility (2010: 5). Although they do not claim to offer a general theory that applies to all regime types, they do extend their discussion to very similar “hegemonic authoritarian” regimes, where even a minimal degree of political competition does not exist despite regular elections (Levitsky and Way 2010: 34; Howard and Roessler 2006: 367). In fact, the robustness of their theory is enhanced by the fact that even less competitive regimes appear mostly to comply with the general predictions of their theory (Levitsky and Way 2010: 343). The only exception was that of Singapore, a hegemonic authoritarian regime “which remained authoritarian despite relatively high linkage” (Levitsky and Way 2010: 343). Because Singapore was not in the original pool of case studies, no clear explanation was ever provided for why it defies predictions. Yet, as Rodan and Jayasuriya point out, the case is “starkly at odds with their theory” (Rodan and Jayasuriya 2012: 181). Since linkage to the West still impacts hegemonic authoritarian regimes in the manner predicted by Levitsky and Way’s theory, why extensive linkage to the West does not work to channel external democratising pressure and influence to effect regime change there seems to demand some further explanation. Indeed, why Singapore remained immune to the zeitgeist of democracy during a period of Western liberal hegemony, despite high levels of linkage to the West, is both an empirical and theoretical puzzle that needs to be addressed. This is not only because students of Singapore’s politics would appreciate a clarification as to why the case does not “fit” the theory—the case may indeed suggest that theoretical refinements may be necessary for a better understanding of the international-domestic interface of regime change.

The analysis provided in this article will centre on Singapore’s linkages to the West in order to explain why these linkages did not raise the cost of authoritarianism for the People’s Action Party (PAP) government. The first part of this analysis centres on examining the reasons for which intergovernmental, economic and technocratic linkages had no effect on raising the cost of authoritarianism, whilst informational linkages had only a weak impact. I part ways with Levitsky and Way by extending the analysis of these linkages into the Cold War period. Levitsky and Way do not do so because they “do not expect linkages to have had similar effects during the Cold War period” and their theory is “relevant only for periods of Western liberal hegemony” (2010: 34). As I will show, such an approach obscures important continuities in the way linkages behaved during both periods. More importantly, including the Cold War period in the analysis highlights the reasons for those continuities, rooted in the consistency of autocratic agency and enduring Western interests, Western liberal hegemony notwithstanding.

The second part of the analysis follows logically from the first by suggesting that the remaining social and transnational civil society linkages had the most potential to raise the cost of authoritarianism in Singapore. Indeed, other studies have shown that such linkages are not insignificant political arenas in which bottom-up pressures for democratisation can be generated to compensate for weak external state pressure, or help to generate external state pressure (Ooi 2009 and 2013). These are empirically rich case studies that detail social and transnational civil society linkages as interactive arenas in which external democratising pressures are generated. Consistent with such an approach, which best foregrounds autocratic agency, I trace the ways in which the PAP government has consistently depoliticised such social and civil society linkages to minimise the generation of such pressures. The analysis focuses in particular on a critical moment in Singapore’s political history when political opening could have been possible (late 1980s and early 1990s), and explains how decisive actions taken by the incumbents to crackdown on politicised elements that comprised these social and civil society linkages to the West had a lasting depoliticising effect on these linkages.1 This ultimately weakened democratic forces and discouraged the development of domestic constituencies with a stake in adhering to democratic norms well into the post-Cold War period. Wide-ranging social and transnational civil society linkages to the West have therefore not raised the cost of authoritarianism significantly.

What emerges from this historical case study is that a conceptual flaw in the current theory obscures the politics of linkage and thus inhibits a satisfactory explanation for why linkages to the West have failed to raise the cost of authoritarianism in a high linkage case like Singapore. By treating them as mere channels of external democratising pressure and influence, the literature fails to treat linkages as arenas of political interaction where external democratising pressure and influence can either be generated, minimised or precluded. This overly structural conceptualisation thus associates high levels of linkage with high levels of external pressure and influence, which this case study suggests is rather contingent upon agency. The agency-centred approach used here betters our understanding of the international-domestic political interface within which regime change is located. In order to situate this analysis in current conversations on regime change, we will review how authoritarian stability in Singapore has thus far been explained.

EXPLAINING AUTHORITATION STABILITY IN SINGAPORE

Singapore has long been a puzzle because it debunks key explanations of democratisation—it reached a level of development by the late 1970s that Huntington would have called the “political transition zone” without experiencing democratic breakthrough (Huntington 1991: 60). The attendant social structural changes predicted by modernisationists—namely, the rise of a liberal middle class—did not lead to substantial pressure for democratisation (Lipset 1959). While Singapore is empirically and theoretically exceptional on many counts, it can be understood through the existing theoretical literature on regime change and many studies have “fit” it into existing theoretical frameworks so that it is possible to think of Singapore meaningfully. For example, the failure of modernisation theory to predict authoritarian persistence in Singapore may be understood by examining the role of capitalist and working classes and the importance of class coalitions (Moore 1966; Rueschemeyer et al. 1992; Collier 1999). Trocki (2006) describes how the PAP politically neutered both the local capitalist and working classes early on, preventing such strong class coalitions from forming, confirming Khong’s (1995) earlier observation of the political impotence of Singapore’s local capitalists in acquiescing to authoritarian control for the protection the state could provide against labour agitation, and Pereira’s (2008) subsequent explanation for its continued weakness. More recent class tensions between the middle and lower classes have further weakened democratic forces that do exist in Singapore by precluding the possibility of large cross sections of opposition (Tan 2004).

Dimensions of what Levitsky and Way call high organisational capacity have also been well-developed explanations for authoritarian stability in Singapore. The developmental state literature, for example, has suggested that late industrialisation often necessitates a “hard state” which exercises societal control with significant authoritarian overtones (Johnson 1982; Woo-Cumings 1999). In the case of Singapore, the hard developmental state had already been shaped by the “counterrevolutionary collaboration between British and local elites under late-colonial rule during the 1940s and 1950s” (Slater 2012). Its development during the Cold War and when the Indonesian threat to national security seemed imminent had the effect of further hardening it. Such state-society relations continue to exist in Singapore even in the post-industrial age (Rodan 1989; Huff 1994). Indeed, Slater (2012) attributes authoritarian durability in Singapore to the continued existence of the strong state. The coercive aspects of state capacity are further maintained by archaic laws such as the Internal Security Act (ISA), and a legal system effectively controlled by the executive and therefore rules consistently against opposition politicians and activists in “defamation” cases.

Party strength has also contributed to authoritarian stability in Singapore—it is a case consistent with the statistical findings of Geddes that single party regimes last longer than personalist and military ones (1999: 122). The high level of elite cohesion in Singapore certainly confirms the regime stabilising effect of parties and the resultant claim that single-party regimes tend to be brought down by exogenous events and not internal splits (Huntington 1991; Haggard and Kaufman 1995; Smith 2005; Brownlee 2007). Further, Slater (2012) has shown that the cohesion of a broad spectrum of political, economic and social elites is very much forged by recognised threats to their shared interests from class and communal sources. Mass mobilisation and conflict along class and communal lines between 1945 and 1965 is said to have led to the “ordering” of elites even before Indonesia’s Konfrontasi campaign of 1963–1965 made geopolitical vulnerability a significant source of Singapore’s “insecurity complex.” (Rahim 2009). To this conversation on elite cohesion, Levitsky and Way (2012) have added an ideational dimension, forged often through the shared experience of violence. In Singapore’s post World War II history, counterinsurgency efforts, communal violence and later, security threats from without (Konfrontasi) helped to consolidate a generation of leadership with what Levitsky and Way call “extraordinary legitimacy and unquestioned authority,” despite the lack of nationalist heroism—helping to explain the relative lack of factional conflict within the PAP (Levitsky and Way 2012: 871). On top of its monopolistic control over the (coercive) state apparatus, it is this elite cohesion that has been an important source of the PAP’s ability to maintain “party strength.” With the aid of the first-past-the-post electoral system, this has led to the PAP’s predominance in Parliament, which has further allowed the PAP to develop legalistic means of punishment for those who do not comply.

The above literatures suggest that coercive state capacity and party strength have been mutually reinforcing, creating tremendous obstacles for democratisation. The literatures on the evolution of Singapore’s “developmental state” also help to explain the extensive control the party-state has on the economy, however, not least through government-linked or government-linked corporations (GLCs), which have directly competed with local private interests after 1965 along with foreign-owned companies, and numerous statutory boards (Trocki 2006; Rodan and Hewison 2001). The numerous GLCs are a key source of employment for Singaporeans. Further, the party-government’s control over private savings and capital has been exercised through GLCs such as the Development Bank of Singapore, which remains only partially privatised today (Rodan 2004). Importantly, economic control is also extended through that of the Central Provident Fund (CPF)—the government-controlled compulsory savings program—which is also a large source of financing for the majority of the population’s purchase of the Housing Development Board’s expansive public housing. Key means of production and finance are therefore under the PAP government’s control, and this control furnishes its ability to extend political control through myriad organisations from the media to grassroots committees. On all three fronts—coercive state capacity, party strength and economic control—the incumbent PAP regime thus maintains a high level of organisational capacity.

This literature survey suggests that authoritarian stability in Singapore should not, in fact, come as a surprise. Why extensive linkages to the West have not raised the cost of authoritarianism for the PAP government despite its high organisational capacity is still something that needs to be explained, however. In this regard, Rodan and Jayasuriya suggest that Levitsky and Way’s inability to do so lies in the failure to understand how “capitalist development fundamentally influences the nature of societal forces and the conflicts between them” and forges “consensus politics” (2012: 181). This is not a significant departure from the literatures cited earlier, which highlight the political neutering of capitalist and working classes in Singapore. Importantly, a “social foundations approach” like theirs does better capture how the fusion of state and party created a new class of politico-bureaucrats “predisposed toward more bureaucratic and administrative techniques of political control and mobilisation, but also a form of state capitalism that rendered many Singaporeans directly or indirectly dependent on the state for economic and social resources,” thus fostering “vulnerability to political cooptation and intimidation” (Rodan and Jayasuriya 2012: 186). Indeed, systemic exposure to “an institutionalised ideology that champions the role of technocratic elites at the expense of ideas of representation and citizenship rights” helps to explain why democratic forces in Singapore lack a strong social base to mount their opposition to authoritarian rule (Rodan and Jayasuriya 2012: 186). Altogether, these socio-structural factors help us to understand that we cannot simply assume that authoritarian regimes like Singapore would ever democratise.

It is important to note that the focus of their explanation of authoritarian stability in Singapore is on the inherent character of the regime, forged through a particular path of capitalist development it took. Their analysis of the socio-structural factors of “consensus politics” in Singapore does not include an explanation of exactly how these domestic factors mediate the democratising impact of linkages to the West, however. Although their analysis is directed at Levitsky and Way’s failure to explain the case of Singapore, there remains a sense that their approach still sidesteps the issue by reasserting the primacy of domestic factors in accounting for authoritarian stability. How these factors impact the politics of linkage and contribute to the failure to raise the cost of authoritarianism is still obscure. It is for this reason that this analysis focuses explicitly on the linkages themselves.

INTERGOVERNMENTAL, ECONOMIC, TECHNOCRATIC AND INFORMATIONAL LINKAGES TO THE WEST

In Levitsky and Way’s work linkage to the West is conceptualised as “transmitters of international influence,” or neutral channels through which external democratising influences flow (2010: 44). Instead of treating the six dimensions of linkage collectively as mere channels for external democratising pressures and influence, I analyse each dimension of linkage in order to highlight the politics that underpin each form of linkage. By doing so I develop my argument that the structural nature of the original conceptualisation is a failure to understand linkages to the West as sources of political pressure and influence, dislocating from analysis arenas of interaction where such pressures are generated, mediated or precluded. Table 1, which specifies the content of linkages as they apply to Singapore, also summarises the impact that various dimensions of linkage to the West have had on raising the cost of authoritarianism.

The extent of intergovernmental linkages Singapore maintains with the West is well documented in myriad literatures and will not be elaborated on here (Gillis 2005). Singapore is an active participant in 49 regional and Western-led international organisations to date and despite its declaration of nonalignment in the 1960s, was supportive of Western-led alliances during the Cold War (Leifer 1986). In all areas, perhaps with the exception of human rights, Singapore has played by international rules of the game. The PAP government quickly established itself as the West’s best bet against communism on the island to the UK and US. Precisely because of the leadership’s positioning of Singapore in its geopolitical relationship to the West, the latter has historically never had any vested interest in undermining a stable, pro-West government whose existence in a Malay Muslim region already seemed at times precarious. Despite the refusal to be openly identified as a US ally and occasionally criticising US policy in the region, Singapore was a consistent advocate for US military presence in the region during the Cold War, faithfully servicing US warships and providing training for Vietnamese officers during the Vietnam War (Guan 2009). Today, such a symbiotic intergovernmental relationship that serves the American national interest continues to exist as the US rebalances to the Asia Pacific—four littoral combat ships will be deployed there by 2018 as tensions with China in the South China Sea builds (The Diplomat 19 February 2015). It is also for these reasons that there has historically been no perceptible effort to either generate pressure on the PAP government or influence the politics of Singapore through such intergovernmental linkages.


Table 1: Linkage to the West and its effect on raising the cost of authoritarianism.



	Dimensions of Linkage
	Effect on Raising Cost of Authoritarianism




	Intergovernmental Linkage(Bilateral diplomatic and military ties; participation in Western-led alliances, treaties and international organisations)
	
None




	Economic Linkage(Trade, investment and credit flows)
	
None




	Technocratic Linkage(Western educated elites with professional ties to Western-led multilateral institutions or universities)
	
None




	Informational Linkage(Western media penetration, internet)
	
Weak




	Social Linkage(Student and diaspora networks)
	
Weak




	Transnational Civil Society Linkage(International human rights NGOs, international legal professional organisations, churches)
	
Weak





Similarly, economic linkages have failed to raise the cost of authoritarianism in Singapore because it did not serve Western interests to generate significant democratising pressure on the PAP government. The cornerstone of the PAP’s development strategy had been to provide generous tax breaks, first class legal, financial and physical infrastructure, an efficient bureaucracy and a highly skilled, English-speaking workforce to attract foreign direct investment. The PAP’s brand of capitalism and its control over society yielded a stable investment environment that worked for Western economic and political interests.2 The adroitness of Singapore’s economy is often attributed in the West to the capabilities of the PAP leadership—supported by the social docility cultivated under strongman rule. In the post-Cold War, post-industrial period, the PAP has preserved the continuity of such foreign economic interests by reorienting toward a “knowledge economy” (Finegold et al. 2004).

Further, Singapore’s “economic miracle” was useful to the West in the ideological dimensions of the Cold War. In the Cold War and early post-Cold War context, Singapore stood as a shining example of how economic linkages to the West and free market capitalism can emancipate nations from underdevelopment or stagnation. Singapore’s economic tsar Dr. Goh Keng Swee positioned the country as a potential model for emulation to the developing world when he stated, “If our experience can be used as a general guide to policy in other developing countries, the lesson is that the free enterprise system, correctly nurtured and adroitly handled, can serve as a powerful and versatile instrument of economic growth” (Goh 1999). Although Singapore’s leadership often challenged notions of democracy and human rights norms associated with the West, such suggestions on the economic front lent itself to the ideological ascendency of the West during both the Cold War and post-Cold War periods, and further underlined the benefits of economic linkage to the West. Singapore also served the wider Western agenda of reorienting China when Dr. Goh served as the economic advisor to the State Council of China on coastal development between 1985 and 1995 (Gill et al. 2006). This has meant that the West is incentivised to refrain from exerting pressure on the PAP government to any significant extent. Singapore’s apparent modernity and the lack of repression at a notable scale from the late 1970s onward has made it possible for Western governments to largely ignore the authoritarian nature of the PAP’s rule, of which they have been well aware.3

As intergovernmental and economic linkages to the West precluded the generation of Western pressure in general, technocratic channels for such pressures were virtually redundant. As an arena where Western pressure or influence can be generated, technocratic linkages warrant further discussion, however. Western pressure or influence over Singapore’s technocrats tended to be limited because Singapore came to represent technical-bureaucratic rationality par excellence, often perceived as an exemplar of corruption-free governance in the eyes of the West. The pragmatism of the leadership also allowed for judicious state intervention in the economy—which came to gain respect in technocratic circles of international organisations like the World Bank in the 1990s as the East Asian developmental state model began to gain currency (Birdsall et al. 1993). Moreover, the propensity of Singapore’s government to exercise fiscal prudence made it attractive to economic conservatives amongst the technocratic and political elites of the West. The outpouring of praise from heads of state in the West following former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s recent passing is telling of their admiration for the strongman rule that laid the social basis for that technical-bureaucratic rationality (Cram 2015).

It is important to note, however, that although Western influence was not forthcoming at the technocratic level, this dimension of linkage has not so far served to create domestic constituencies with a stake in adhering to democratic norms in part because the success of the “Singapore model” helped to instil a degree of pride in Singaporeans, reinforced by the admiration of foreign technocrats that have visited to learn about Singapore’s “model” of development (Tan 2015). Of course, many of the students who went abroad to study at institutions of higher education in the UK and US were largely government sponsored from the late 1970s onward, and their future (well-paid) careers were predicated on the assumption of loyalty to the party-government (Wah Piow Tan, interview 18 December 2007).4 However, there is an ideational dimension that cannot be discounted. Singapore’s economic success has allowed the “institutionalised ideology that champions the role of technocratic political elites,” as Rodan and Jayasuriya (2012) have pointed out, to forge a strong identity amongst themselves and the wider middle classes employed by state apparatus or industries related to the state. The logic of technical-bureaucratic rationality continued to frame the reorientation strategy toward the knowledge economy in the 1990s, reinforcing this ideology (Leong 2011). As the West continues to ignore, for the most part, the authoritarian aspects of Singapore’s state capitalism, technocratic linkages are unlikely to be a source of Western influence that creates constituencies with a state in adhering to democratic norms, or indeed, become an arena where external pressure that strengthens democratic forces in Singapore is generated.

Last in this discussion is that of informational linkages to the West, which potential to raise the cost of authoritarianism is twofold. Outward flows of information on authoritarian abuse from Singapore to the West can heighten its salience there and increase the probability of an international response. Inward flows of information from the West on the virtues of—Western liberal values, ideas and institutions can create domestic constituencies with a stake in adhering to domestic norms by, for example, framing problems such as the lack of accountability as a symptom of authoritarian rule. Whilst telecommunications technologies in the 1970s and 1980s lent themselves more easily to censorship, such infrastructure has been well established for international commercial reasons. Control of Western-media penetration in Singapore was much tighter in the 1970s and 1980s, and subject to more effective censorship from time to time before the advent of the internet. Since informational linkage to the West was unavoidable, however, the PAP leadership’s strategy has been to circumscribe the content related to the authoritarian nature of Singapore’s government as much as possible. The 1986 Newspaper and Printing Presses (Amendment) Act was thus introduced to provide the government the right to restrict the circulation of foreign publications deemed to engage in the domestic affairs of Singapore (Seow 1998). The numerous defamation suits filed against international news agencies and foreign journalists critical of its authoritarian rule in the compliant courtrooms of Singapore is also part of this strategy. Although this prong of the PAP’s strategy really began with intensity during the late 1980s and 90s, it has carried on into the 2000s.5 Of course, this had the effect of advertising the authoritarian nature of the PAP government to the West, suggesting that the PAP leadership was most interested in mediating the effects of the inward flow of information in the age of Western liberal hegemony. It is in such an ideological context that the “Asian values” discourse promulgated by Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew should also be understood as yet another prong of the PAP’s strategy to mediate the impact of informational linkages with the West (Zakaria 1994). Indeed, the inevitability of such linkages necessitated an “Asian values” counter-discourse founded on the self-confidence of the pre-1997 “economic miracle.”

Informational linkages have, indeed, heightened the salience in the West of authoritarian government abuse, not least because of the PAP leadership’s strategy to shape the content of the information flowing into Singapore from the West. That this did not increase the likelihood of an international response and help to generate external pressure requires that we reference the intergovernmental and economic linkages that disincentivised Western governments from strong reactions to crackdowns on media freedom. Informational linkages are nevertheless considered to have had some limited impact in creating domestic constituencies with a stake in adhering to democratic norms. Between the late 1980s and early 1990s, whether and how Singapore should liberalise in response to the zeitgeist of democracy sweeping through various regions of the world, including East Asia, became a concern of the government, reflecting the perceived need to forestall the possibility of anything resembling a people power movement. It has not been possible to truncate informational linkages with the West for commercial reasons, nor to successfully circumscribe the inflow of information, such that Western liberal democratic ideas and values would not take some hold. This has, indeed, become much more difficult since the widespread use of the internet, but is associated, of course, with extensive social linkages to the West.

That neither technocratic, intergovernmental and economic linkages to the West have raised the cost of authoritarianism by generating and channelling external pressure or influence is evidenced, amongst other things, by the way in which Western-led international organisations have not hesitated to hold its meetings in Singapore. For example, in 2006, President Wolfowitz criticised the PAP government for banning protests during the World Bank meeting, yet a steady working relationship continued (New York Times 15 September 2006). Informational linkages have had some impact in raising the cost of authoritarianism by helping to make Singaporeans aware of how accountability and responsiveness can be at stake when such institutions are not strong, especially in recent years.6 This, however, is the extent of Western influence, as there has been no intent on the part of the West to take further action to undermine the stability and durability of a regime that has served Western interests so well. This agency-centred approach helps us to better perceive the enduring political and economic interests of the West at play with policies and actions of the PAP leadership to preclude and mediate the potential impact of these dimensions of linkage.

As such, we turn our attention now to social and civil society linkages. Our analysis so far implies that the grassroots nature of these forms of linkage may offer a greater potential in heightening the salience of authoritarian government abuse to the West, increase the probability of an international response and strengthening democratic forces in relation to autocrats. Other detailed empirical studies have shown that social and transnational civil society actors that make up such linkages have in other cases generated external pressures that have helped to effect democratisation in Taiwan and South Korea by framing authoritarian abuses as human rights violations (Ooi 2009; 2013). Indeed, the Helsinki Process (1973–1975) brought about an international normative shift where human rights became a legitimate international concern that could affect interstate relations. Transnational human rights organisations proliferated worldwide, empowered by this new normative environment to frame authoritarian abuse as morally reprehensible human rights violations that required international censure (Thomas 2001). Despite such a favourable normative environment, social and civil society actors that attempted to generate external democratising pressure by appealing to the moral conscience of the West nevertheless failed in Singapore. The approach taken in the following analysis foregrounds the politics of such forms of linkage by taking a similarly agency-centred approach. The rich empirical details in this section reveal social and transnational civil society linkages as arenas of political interaction—where grassroots actors work to generate external democratising pressures whilst the target government takes action to preclude and resist such pressures. This approach, as we shall see, better explains why such social and transnational civil society linkages failed to raise the cost of authoritarianism appreciably. By highlighting the role of autocratic agency in mediating the impact of such linkages, we further understand why the quantity of linkages matters less than the nature of these linkages.

SOCIAL AND CIVIL SOCIETY LINKAGES TO THE WEST

Social and transnational civil society linkages were extensive and diffuse in the case of Singapore precisely because its colonial history created a pattern of population flows with the West that spread these transnational networks thin. Political exiles and emigrants could be found in many English-speaking Western countries such as UK, Canada, US, Australia and New Zealand but the globalised outlook of Singapore society also helped to establish linkages to other Western European countries. Importantly, the diffuse pattern of social and transnational civil society linkages rendered them vulnerable to disruption at key historical moments by the PAP government. Further, actions taken to disrupt such linkages in the short run had the longer term impact of depoliticising the actors that make up such linkages, concomitant with efforts to do so with domestic civil society.

Indeed, the depoliticisation of social and transnational civil society linkages is not divorced from the PAP government’s longstanding management of society (Lee 2005). This process is well recorded and analysed by others, who have shown that the general quiescence of the 1960s and 1970s could not be replicated in the 1980s and 1990s, however, and outright repression had to be replaced by co-optive methods that nevertheless subordinated “civic society” to the state agenda thereafter (Koh and Ooi 2004). What is often missed is the management of the relationships that are formed between societal groups that provide “alternative constructions of the ‘truths’ of societal situations” and solidarist associations or movements abroad, which had the potential to heighten the salience in the West of authoritarian government abuse, increase the probability of an international response, or strengthen the political opposition (Chua 2000). Where such groups express sympathies or openly support the PAP’s political competitors, they are treated as potential rival centres of power and dealt with accordingly. For example, following the Helsinki Process, one of the more prominent Catholic activists in Singapore, Father Patrick Goh, attempted to set up a Human Rights Committee opposed to detention without trial and other arbitrary restrictions of freedom. This committee, established in 1977 as transnational human rights networks proliferated worldwide, consisted of the political opposition previously detained under the ISA. Because of the leftist leanings of those involved, this initiative was alleged to be a front organisation for a communist revival and quickly disbanded (Amnesty International 1978). From then on, only ecumenical organisations that avoided challenging the PAP government and its policies or supporting the political opposition were allowed to exist. The precedent that this episode of repression set, along with a decade of spectacular economic growth, led to a period of social quiescence.

By 1981, J. B. Jeyaretnam of the Workers’ Party became the first opposition politician to be elected into Parliament since 1965. Importantly, a group of liberal minded lawyers, Christian social workers, student leaders and other members of the professional middle class critical of various aspects of government policy began to join or show sympathy to the opposition Workers’ Party. By 1984, the growing electoral strength of the opposition became more apparent, as two opposition candidates were elected to Parliament and the PAP garnered only 62 percent of the vote in the general election of that year. By the mid-1980s, civic organisations that challenged state orthodoxy, such as the Association of Action and Research for Women (AWARE), also began to appear. Although the political opposition remained weak, by the late 1980s the possibility of political change presented itself in the form of the zeitgeist of democracy, which seemed to have swept across the globe. Importantly, a new generation of leaders in the ruling PAP was poised to take the reins at around the same time—and had hinted at the possibility of a new era of political liberalisation in keeping with these international trends. These international and domestic developments thus encouraged a nucleus of dissension to form, bringing together independent social activists and the political opposition. Two important breeding grounds for extra-parliamentary political opposition emerged in the 1980s—the Law Society and the Catholic Church. Many of their members were Western-educated, and maintained social, professional and organisational ties to the West, sometimes via parts of Asia which had more liberal political environments or had experienced people power movements. In other words, politicised social and transnational civil society linkages were forming.

It was thus in May 1987 that the PAP government dramatically revealed that they had smashed a transnational network of Christian ecumenical organisations and lawyers with links to international human rights organisations and certain student activists abroad. These were accused of being Marxists who planned to violently overthrow the government and establish a socialist order in Singapore. To date, scholars have failed to understand Operation Spectrum as an attack on transnational civil society and social linkages to the West—politicising over a period of time—that could have strengthened the political opposition by lending them international support (Barr 2008). Yet, the words of then-Home Affairs Minister Jayakumar betray this intent, “The Government could have decided let’s wait, don’t do anything. Wait for two, three years… But that means that the network would have proliferated (New York Times 21 June 1987).

Indeed, dissent from within the legal profession was particularly troublesome to the PAP government precisely because lawyers were conversant with the legal means of political repression and societal control, and had connections with international human rights organisations that were focused on the rule of law. One of the first signs of resistance to authoritarian rule came in 1986, when the Law Society publicly criticised amendments that were made to the Newspaper and Printing Presses Act to restrict the foreign press from circulating reports on political issues in Singapore—an attempt to manage informational linkages to the West. In January 1986, an independent-minded former Attorney General, Francis Seow, became president of the Law Society and under his tenure the Society demanded that the body be consulted on a a variety of judicial and legal appointments. At the LAWASIA Biennial Conference on 29 June 1987, for example, he appealed to “concerned and caring international organizations… to exert pressure on the Singapore government to put [the accused] on trial in a court of law or release them” (Seow 1994: 137). Such appeals did not fall on deaf ears—some 200 organisations worldwide protested the detention of the 22 individuals rounded up in Operation Spectrum, much to the chagrin of the PAP government and possibly a reason for which most of them were not long released despite the leeway for indefinite detention provided by the ISA (The Straits Times 27 June 1987).

Seow was a particular threat to authoritarian continuity in Singapore at this time of leadership transition. Forced to resign from the office of Law Society president, he joined the Workers’ Party in August 1988 to contest the September general elections. Crowds gathered in significant numbers during Workers’ Party campaign rallies and the PAP won by only a very narrow margin in Eunos Constituency. Interestingly, Seow was later arrested under the ISA for being a willing partner to “foreign interference” in Singapore’s internal affairs in some unspecified plot to undermine the PAP government (New York Times 21 June 1987). Specifically, US diplomats, including Mason Hendrickson, were accused of meddling in Singapore politics by encouraging Seow to enter politics, while Seow was accused of receiving monies from the American government and seeking to secure the possibility of political asylum in the US should there be reprisals for challenging the PAP (Seow 1994: 121–45). These accusations highlight the importance placed by the PAP government on truncating transnational civil society and social linkages that could strengthen the political opposition.

This particular episode strained US-Singapore relations at the time (New York Times 12 May 1988). While transnational civil society and social linkages to the West had already helped to create the outpouring of international disapproval for the crackdown on Seow and the “Marxist conspirators,” such accusations compelled US Secretary of State Schultz to discuss the case with Singapore officials, implying that private diplomatic pressure could have been applied at this time (New York Times 21 June 1987). There were no further repercussions down the road as economic and intergovernmental cooperation continued, however. Amnesty International nevertheless named Seow (and later, all 22 detainees of Operation Spectrum) a “prisoner of conscience” to highlight his plight and upon release, Human Rights Watch invited him to the US, where he has remained since November 1988 to publish three books to continue raising the profile of the PAP government’s brand of authoritarian rule in the West (Associated Press 22 August 1988; Seow 1994: 256).

Connections that local lawyers had with international human rights organisations such as the International Commission of Jurists (ICJ) was also troublesome because the ICJ kept a close eye on the use of law for repressive purposes in Singapore, and had in the past even helped to procure external counsel in defamation cases, periodically filed by the PAP leadership against the parliamentary opposition to bankrupt and disqualify them from their seat. The ICJ sent a fact-finding mission to Singapore in July 1987, interviewing Seow, opposition parliamentarian J. B. Jeyaretnam, and the family and friends of those “Marxist conspirators,” presenting their findings in a publicly circulated report that discredited the PAP government’s claims of a Marxist conspiracy (New York Times 21 June 1987). The ICJ also invited Seow to a conference in Bangkok in December 1987 and June 1988 to further raise international awareness of political repression in Singapore. Other organisations such as the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights (later, Human Rights First) and the International Human Rights Law Group also served as expert witnesses during US Congressional Hearings over the human rights situation in Singapore, which took place as a result of urgings by human rights activists during this times.7 In short, linkage to these international human rights organisations not only heightened the salience in the West of authoritarian government abuse, it strengthened a nascent opposition movement.

Indeed, efforts to raise the international profile of Operation Spectrum did in fact help to generate some external pressure on the PAP government—the US Congress and even the European Parliament called for the immediate release of the ISA detainees, or an open trial (New York Times 21 June 1987). Members of the New Zealand Parliament expressed public concern in April 1988, as did members of the Japanese Diet, when rearrests were made of those who had been previously released in 1987 (Rerceretnam 2006). These concerns were raised precisely because of the outcry stirred up by human rights activists, Christian churches and ecumenical organisations abroad, along with student bodies that objected to the use of the ISA to crack down on seemingly innocent individuals. However, Western countries did not use other heavy handed approaches such as economic sanctions to exert pressure on the PAP government, consistent with the earlier claim that Western economic and political interests vested in the Singapore leadership did, in fact, disincentivise an outright campaign to delegitimise the PAP government. Activists from such international human rights organisations would soon find themselves closely observed or obstructed from entering Singapore. The PAP government also disrupted these linkages by making an example of those who tried to establish contact with any kind of foreigners that could help to generate external pressure at this time—lawyer Patrick Seong, for example, was labelled a “propagandist” and later detained simply for providing information to the foreign press during the 1987 arrests (The Online Citizen 26 May 2009). Another way the PAP government disrupted those linkages was by framing the international support given to the ISA detainees as “foreign interference” in the domestic affairs of Singapore, making it clear to social activists, the political opposition and all potential dissidents in Singapore that any foreign support they gained would be considered a threat to national security and treated accordingly (Seow 1994: 107). Such moves had the dual effect of immediately causing independently-constituted civil society groups to dissociate themselves in the short term from their Western counterparts, while depoliticising them in the longer run.

Another important source of potential opposition during the 1980s came from within Christian ecumenical organisations. Ten of the original 16 detainees of Operation Spectrum had worked for Catholic ecumenical organisations concerned with issues of social justice and human rights, or were members of Catholic student organisations with connections to other such organisations abroad (Barr 2008: 228–46). Indeed, the “Marxist” aspect of the alleged conspiracy referenced in part the history of progressive social activism of the targeted Christian groups in Singapore and in part “liberation theology,” which had more recently played a role in the democratic breakthrough in South Korea and the Philippines (Straits Times 20 August 1987; Richburg 1987). This growing Christian movement was, in fact, increasingly multidenominational and thus potentially broad-based. Even more worrying for the PAP government were their linkages to similar organisations across Western societies, which support could strengthen the political opposition. The Christian Conference of Asia (CCA), which was shut down because of its support of the “Marxist conspirators,” was just such an example of a regional, multidenominational ecumenical organisation linked to a larger international organisation, the World Council of Churches (WCC).

Indeed, numerous church and ecumenical leaders in Australia and Japan, South Korea and other places in Asia such as the Philippines, protested Operation Spectrum and advocated for the release of those detained without prospect of trial (O’Grady 1990: 13–22). The CCA further mounted a campaign against the arrests of the “Marxist conspirators” from its subsidiary bodies in Hong Kong and some of its member Councils of Churches (Rerceretnam 2006: 20). Further, the Asian Human Rights Commission, linked to the CCA, sent a fact-finding mission in July 1987 along with the ICJ, which concluded in its report that those detained should be “defended and applauded” (Asian Human Rights Commission 1987: 27). The CCA also financially supported the ad hoc Emergency Committee for Human Rights in Singapore (ECHRS), based in Christchurch, New Zealand, which produced fortnightly newsletters between May 1987 and October 1988 to publicise and inform on Operation Spectrum. The Ecumenical News Service of the World Council of Churches carried news of the crackdowns abroad while in May 1988, recommendations were made at the Churches Commission on International Affairs—an advisory body of the WCC—that the WCC boycott Singapore Airlines when rearrests were made the month before (O’Grady 1990: 13–22). The WCC did just that. In the midst of such external pressure, the PAP leadership was determined to crush the progressive Catholic leadership which had reaffirmed the need for the Church to engage in issues of social justice, support the detainees and was receptive of international support. Four such Catholic priests were pressured into resigning after a meeting with Prime Minister Lee was held with the Catholic leadership. The Archbishop was later compelled to issue ecclesiastical sanctions on them and to shut down the Catholic Center. These priests left separately for Europe, Canada and Australia, effectively disrupting this aspect of transnational civil society linkages to the West at the time.

Social linkages to the West, in the particular form of Singaporean students and political exiles living abroad, were also targeted by the PAP government because of their potential to generate and channel external pressure or influence on the new generation of PAP leaders. Tan Wah Piow, named the sinister mastermind of the “Marxist Conspiracy,” was at the time a law student at Oxford University after having been forced to leave the country for anti-Vietnam war student activism in the 1970s. Tan led the Federation of United Kingdom and Eire Malaysian and Singapore Students’ Organizations (FUEMSSO) and was viewed as a threat precisely because his position gave him the potential to politicise and influence returning students. The Hong Kong-based Asian Students Association (ASA), which maintained connections to FUEMSSO, was also held in suspicion for politicising returning students.8 Further, a connection between the Catholic progressive movement, Tan, and local students was apparently appearing. Thus, many of the ISA detainees had been members of the Polytechnic Students’ Union involved with Catholic ecumenical organisations or members of the Catholic Association of Polytechnic Students. Operation Spectrum disrupted these social linkages and the potential they had to nurture and support the political opposition in Singapore. Indeed, Tan and other former student activists based in Hong Kong and Europe formed the European Committee on Human Rights in Malaysia and Singapore (KEHMA-S) to protest Operation Spectrum, vindicating PAP suspicions of these transnational networks’ ability to generate external pressure and bring it to bear on them.9

However, what the PAP government may not have grasped was that the students most active in generating external pressure would be based in Australia, since fewer of them were dependent upon government scholarships. An important student organisation that actively objected to Operation Spectrum was collectively known as the Network of Overseas Student Collectives in Australia (NOSCA). Interestingly, NOSCA maintained extensive links with regional and international nongovernmental organisations organised around causes that spanned across a wide range of issue areas, making them particularly well-connected. NOSCA organised the Malaysia Singapore Human Rights Commission, held public meetings about the “Marxist Conspiracy,” published literature, ran media campaigns and lobbied other student organisations and Australian politicians to support the detainees of Operation Spectrum over 1987–1988. These efforts prompted the Australian government to raise the issue at a regional foreign ministers’ meeting (US State Department 1982: 798). In 1989, NOSCA even staged a public protest in Sydney to embarrass visiting Brigadier-General Lee Hsien Loong. It is not surprising that the PAP government publicly acknowledged that the greatest degree of external pressure came from nongovernmental organisations based in Australia (The Straits Times 27 June 1987).


The 1987 arrests served as a focal point for the above transnational civil society and social actors to converge their efforts on heightening the salience in the West of authoritarian government abuse and to increase the probability of an international response. This was an important moment in Singapore’s political history because the impending leadership transition could have sensitised the leadership to external pressure. Owing to actions taken to truncate these linkages, only limited pressure could be generated, however. Efforts to depoliticise civil society and other social actors and their linkages to the West had a lasting impact into the post-Cold War period, explaining why these linkages have not since generated any appreciable external pressure that could have raised the cost of authoritarianism for the PAP government. Although inherent structural weaknesses rendered these forms of linkage to the West susceptible, the deliberate policy of the PAP to depoliticise these linkages is a significant factor for which they have not had the kind of impact suggested by the current literature.

Indeed, subsequent to Operation Spectrum, the PAP government began vigorously shaping the discourse on civil society by redefining it as “civic society” (Lee 2005). Brigadier General George Yeo’s 1991 promulgation of the term “civic society” stressed civic responsibilities rather than the rights of citizenship, whilst the subsequent policy of marginalising a handful of groups that refused to be so co-opted effectively depoliticised civil society and subordinated it to state preferences. Under Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, the term “civil society” was reintroduced with little appreciable difference in substance to the earlier understanding. Importantly, the “Marxist Conspiracy” debacle etched in public memory the dangers of politicised linkages with the West, and the many international nongovernmental organisations in Singapore today are also mindful of the parameters of operation. An example of one organisation with social and civil society linkages to the West may suffice to explain the consistency of the PAP’s policies—that of the Singaporeans for Democracy (SFD), established in 2010. Led by an internationally-based Singaporean academic, the SFD worked closely with the United Nations Human Rights Council on the Universal Periodic Review process and stressed the maintenance of relationships with similar international nongovernmental organisations. It was dissolved in 2012 after protracted legislative obstacles to its registration presented by the PAP government.


CONCLUSION

S. R. Joey Long once observed of Singapore that, “the notion of an island entity—geographically situated at one of the most important and strategic economic crossroads in the world—that is impervious to external influences and developments is conceptually limited and historically unrealistic” (2011: 216). Regime change in Singapore cannot be understood without locating it at the international-domestic political interface. The theoretical framework provided by Levitsky and Way (2010) does just that. Unfortunately, the structural approach they have taken in the conceptualisation of linkages to the West has presented obstacles to a better understanding of why linkage to the West sometimes fails to raise the cost of authoritarianism. The analysis provided here helps us to rethink linkages to the West as inherently political by foregrounding the agency and process through which external pressure and influence are generated, minimised or precluded by state and nonstate actors that are an inherent part of these linkages. By reconceptualising linkages as sites of political interaction, we are better able to see more specifically how autocratic agency can mediate the impact of intergovernmental, economic, technocratic, informational, social and transnational civil society linkages to the West. Indeed, a closer examination of each dimension of Singapore’s linkage to the West has revealed that not all dimensions of linkage have served to generate or channel external pressure or influence on the PAP government, depending on what policies and actions it has pursued. This observation suggests that a structural approach that treats linkage as mere channels of external democratising pressure or influence fails to give due attention to the politics of each dimension of linkage to the West. The agency-centred approach is arguably much truer to the purpose of Levitsky and Way’s theoretical framework, which is meant to capture the international-domestic political interface of regime change (2010). The extent to which the claims made here are generalisable remains to be seen through other detailed studies of cases where linkages to the West have not led to democratisation. While this is beyond the scope of the present undertaking, rethinking linkage to the West in the way suggested here certainly opens up the research agenda in the field of regime change studies in a new direction not suggested by the current literature.


NOTES

*     Su-Mei Ooi is Assistant Professor at Butler University’s Department of Political Science. Her research interests span comparative democratisation, human rights, transnational activism and US-China relations. Her regional specialisation is in the Pacific Asian region. Recent publications include “The Transnational Protection Regime and Taiwan’s Democratization” and “The Transnational Protection Regime and Democratic Breakthrough in Taiwan and South Korea.” She also contributes feature articles to The Diplomat and other news media outlets.

1     The increasingly popular opposition Workers Party, whose appeal to the electorate for a “First World Parliament” that could hold the PAP government accountable during the 2011 General Elections, further underlines the awareness Singaporeans have of Western liberal democratic institutions and their value, drawing comparisons with their own political institutions.

2     According to the World Bank, foreign direct investment ranged around 6–14 percent of Singapore’s GDP between 1980 and 1991 a comparatively high level amongst developing countries. World Bank, http://data.worldbank.org/country/singapore (accessed 10 September 2015).

3     US State Department Country Reports on Human Rights has consistently registered concerns over the use of the Internal Security Act in Singapore since 1975, along with increasing restrictions on press freedom and civil society and long-held political detainees. Human Rights organisations have also raised issues with long-held political detainees, and importantly reported on the subtle legalistic means through which political dissent has been muzzled in widely available reports. For example, when Amnesty International started reporting on Singapore in 1975, it raised concerns about how the Banishment Act was used to hold some detainees indefinitely without trial without having to resort to the Internal Security Act.

4     See also Singapore and Malaysian British Association (SiMBA) Newsletter, 5 July 1994, 3. SiMBA was a UK-based student organisation.

5     In 2002, for example, Bloomberg paid large damages to the political leadership and issued a high profile public apology for suggesting the practice of nepotism in the top leadership ranks. In 2006, the Far East Economic Review was forced to pay US$290,000 to the Lee family in an out-of-court settlement for an allegedly defamatory article.

6     The increasingly popular opposition Workers Party, whose appeal to the electorate for a “First World Parliament” that could hold the PAP government accountable during the 2011 General Elections, further underlines the awareness Singaporeans have of Western liberal democratic institutions and their value, drawing comparisons with their own political institutions.

7     United States Congress House of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Human Rights and International Organizations, Recent Developments in Malaysia and Singapore 1988: Hearings Before the Subcommittee on Human Rights and International Organizations of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, One Hundredth Congress, Second Session, 7 July and 22 September 1988 (Washington, DC: Library of Congress, 1988).

8     There is evidence that ASA and FUEMSSO had begun to make contact since 1981 signalling a coalescing student movement abroad in the aftermath of attempts to suppress the student movement in Singapore in the mid-1970s. See Fijar No. 14 October 1981, 14. Fijar was the monthly publication of FUEMMSO.

9     See 2nd Press Statement, European Committee for Human Rights in Malaysia and Singapore, Brussels, 10 March 1989.
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ABSTRACT

This article is based on a research study conducted in the Philippines. It explores the experiences of Aeta Indigenous women healers on how power becomes deconstructed through their stories and practices. This study employs the Talking Circle as a methodology to legitimate the voices and experiences of Aeta Indigenous women healers, and draws on this knowledge to remedy the systemic exclusion of Indigenous knowledge in the academy. These stories unveil the contribution of Aeta Indigenous women healers to the discourse of power.
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INTRODUCTION

Power has been misconstrued as a concept that can only be wielded by the powerful individuals and institutions in our society. In most instances, power is theorised as a commodity that can be passed over to the marginalised group. However, Foucault (1980) says that power is neither given nor exchanged; it is not recovered but is rather exercised. The common misconception of power idealises it as being available only to certain groups of people and absent to others. This Hobbesian outlook (Foucault 1980) denies the subjugated group the ability to identify power from their own stories and ways of thinking. It makes the oppressed people reject their own ways of thinking and practices, with the thought that they have no knowledge that can bring forth power. According to Foucault, knowledge has power; it is through knowledge that power finds its efficacy. Power is also important in the distribution of knowledge, particularly in today’s capitalist societies. This knowledge can be used to discipline and control the social bodies.

Post-colonial studies invite us to think beyond the production of knowledge and how that can be a powerful weapon for emancipation of the colonised bodies. Foucault tells us that the power that was held by the totalising narratives is currently facing competition from the subjugated knowledge. What we are currently seeing is the vibrancy of the subjugated knowledge within and without the academy. There is a great re-historisation and re-presentation of Indigenous ways of knowing in the academy by the formally colonised bodies. There is a growing body of literature that is debunking the misrepresentation of the Indigenous peoples of the world. Indigenous scholars have discovered the power within them and their community to find and reclaim their space within the colonised academic space. What we are witnessing is the growth of story-telling and Indigenous practices in the re-definition of what is power. Foucault calls us to see power as a fluid concept that is everywhere and accessible to all. From this we are able to learn that even the so-called powerless have their ways of exuding power. Power is passed through people in the form of a capillary, such that everyone is able to wield power.

For the purposes of this paper, power is exemplified through how the Aeta women healers serve their community through healing, environmental caring, and social gatherings. It is an example of how power becomes deconstructed through their stories and practices. Thus, to illustrate how Aeta Indigenous women healers contribute to the discussion of power: first, we discuss the Aeta Indigenous women healers’ backgrounds; second, we show the methodology used for this study and how this methodology contributes to the discourse of power; third, we discuss power as a capillary; fourth, we explore the contribution of Aeta women healers on the nexus of knowledge; fifth, we examine the ability of the Aeta Indigenous women healers power to recognise the existence of the cosmos; sixth, we look into their contribution to discourse; and finally, we conclude.

BACKGROUND

The authors conducted research among the Aeta Indigenous women healers in Cagayan Valley in the Philippines in 2010. The Aeta people have been referred differently depending on their geographical locations. For example: Ata (in Zambales), Batak (in Palawan), Dumagat (in Sierra Madre), Mamanua (in Mindanao), Negrito (in Panay) (Shimizu 1989: 9) and Agta (in northeastern Luzon). In most of the Philippines’ historical books, writers like Gagelonia and Zaide refer to Indigenous Peoples in the Philippines as “early Filipinos.” Even though this has been the case, Indigenous women healers in this study identified themselves as Aeta. They are situated in Cagayan Valley; at the foothill of the Steep Mountain, on the western side of Sierra Madre. Historically, the Aeta Indigenous people were transitory, practicing swindling agriculture. They built temporary shelters that were made of banana leaves. They would use the shelters as a hunting center for a week, after which they would migrate to other places (Gravan 1964). Peterson cited by Jocano (2000), has explained why the Aeta chose to live in these locations:


The choice of where to camp is influenced by factors such as desire for food available in a given area, paucity of chosen foods in other areas, attraction of kinsmen, especially favored relatives, and escapes from growing tensions in a previous pisan (46).



The Aeta women Indigenous healers who participated in this study have a historical presence in Cagayan Valley. Their ancestors opted to occupy this place after they were militarily displaced from different lands. Participants could not specifically identify where their ancestors came from. This traditional territoriality is why the Aeta people have stayed until now and eschewed peregrination. They believe that Cagayan Valley is where their ancestral terrain is located. This is where their ancestors were buried and where they practiced their cultures and traditions. This is the place where they continue practicing their healing power, following in the footsteps of their ancestors. It is where the spirits of their ancestors reside. They believe that they will be punished by the spirits of their ancestors if they destabilise the land and the environment. In such a circumstance, they fear catastrophe may befall their community as punishment from their deceased ancestors.

Twelve Aeta women healers participated in the Talking Circle. To protect the participants’ anonymity, pseudonyms were assigned. Most of the women healers claimed that their ways of healing had been passed over by their elders. They were using herbs and spirituality to heal sick people. This signifies that the Indigenous people have been practicing their ways of knowing for a long time. They have seen the efficacy of their healing, thus have passed that knowledge to their kin. This knowledge has the power to be sustained through generations because the community believes that their ways of knowing are more potent. Maya is 70 years of age. She used to get sick when she was young and it is through this experience that she became a healer. At the time of the study she had been a healer for 49 years. She uses herbal plants and rituals in healing. Maya recalls:


When I was young, I wondered why my body was always sensitive and because of this I always felt sick. My parents used to bring me to an Aeta healer. The healer was always nice to me. Every time she performed healing rituals, I made sure that I paid attention. When she was preparing medicine for me, I would always ask questions. I remember one time she asked me why I needed to know everything. I told her that I did not want her to get tired of me, so when I got sick again, I would be the one to heal myself. The healer laughed at me. But at that time, I was already claiming my position in this society as a healer. Since then, I have become a healer. When I do not feel good I treat myself. This practice continued and people started coming to me and asking me to heal them.



This means that healing has gone on even after the influence of the pharmaceutical companies on most Filipino communities. In fact, most Filipino people have had to seek the help of the women healers after they could not find healing in Western medical clinics. Through this, we learn that the Indigenous ways of healing and knowing have always found their place within the Indigenous people themselves.

The Aeta, including their women healers, have maintained fidelity to their beliefs and territory despite much trepidation. For instance, when Mt. Pinatubo erupted, instead of choosing to live in the community of the Christian Filipinos and disregard their own traditions, they chose to stay in their village and be with their people. Hardship was a fact of life. During this time, there was no food and no shelter, and their land was infertile. Nevertheless, they did not forget what their ancestors had taught them: when there is a crisis, they must work collectively and pool their faith and efforts. They performed the necessary rituals until a time when they were able to find a solution to their ominous situation. When members in their society fell sick during this bleak epoch, the Aeta women healers did not hesitate to heal. Evidently, these women play an immense role in resisting neo-colonisation as well as in considering and reflecting upon this history in detail in narratives referencing other challenges encountered when maintaining their ways of knowing.

METHODOLOGY AND POWER OF TALKING CIRCLE

I (author Rose Ann) situated myself in the Aeta community as a doctoral student who was ready to learn and to be taught. Smith (1999) asks an important question that needs to be considered before embarking on research in any Indigenous community: To whom is the researcher accountable? I am accountable to the Aeta Indigenous women healers. I was transparent about the goal of this study and how I would use their stories. I was respectful to their ways of knowing and knowledge production processes (Torres 2012). That is why when the Aeta Indigenous women asked me not to take down notes during the session, or to record the conversation, I followed their instructions. They told me to listen attentively and to join in on the conversation.

The 12 Aeta members decided to talk in a circle instead of individual interview. They divided themselves into three groups, each forming a Talking Circle. The classification and taxonomy were indigenous; they themselves identified who belonged to the different groups. There were, thus, four healers in each Talking Circle. During the study, after the first speaker, anyone who was ready was allowed to respond. After the first round of responses, I asked the second question, and the same procedure followed until the responses to all the questions posed were given. Each Circle lasted approximately two hours. They told me that if I had any questions, I could ask them. After each Talking Circle, I went home and wrote all what I had heard from them. I also wrote my own reflections and observations on the things that they had said. In addition, after holding the three Talking Circles, I visited the women once a week for six weeks. In these visits, I went to their own houses to have informal conversations and to read to them the notes that I had written about the Talking Circles. This was to validate the information that I heard from them during the Talking Circle session.

Talking Circles have both a spiritual and cultural relevance to Indigenous people (Prorock-Ernest 2009; Restoule 2004). The spiritual relevance of the Talking Circle has been explained by Prorock-Ernest (2009) who states that it is “rooted in traditional storytelling and religious ceremonies, …it offers a place where stories of life experiences are shared in a respectful, egalitarian, and non-confrontational manner, in a context of “complete acceptance” by participants (22). Talking in a circle is part of the Indigenous worldview. It is a place where power is exercised with the aim of producing a way of knowing. It is a place where everybody is accepted and not judged. Through the Talking Circle, everyone has power and knowledge that can help in seeking solutions. According to the Aeta women healers, the Talking Circle is a space where there is no animosity, but instead, there is open communication among the group members.

Further, Kovach (1995) states that “it is meant to provide space, time, and an environment for participants to share their story in a manner that they can direct” (124). This is very important because to exercise power, one has to seek it from within and use it to exercise control of one’s own environment. This is meant to allow free movement of knowledge from one person to others in a respectful and loving way. It is, furthermore, a space where they can share their healing practices and an emotive and emotional space for laughing and crying. In other words, it is a space where everybody is free to express their opinions and share their ideas. It is also a circle of healing power where everyone is a healer and seeking healing simultaneously (Fitznor 1998; Hart 1996; Prorock-Ernest 2009; Restoule 2004). The Aeta women healers state that, as much as they can heal others, they need healing as well, and they can do this in a Talking Circle. This is where they express the pains they are currently experiencing. As such, the talking circle becomes a space for re-claiming and re-defining power with the sole purpose of decolonising the power dynamics present in a capitalist society.

It symbolises the fundamental truth that we are all inter-connected and that all of us are equally important in this world. Hampton (1995) describes the Talking Circle by stating that “the sharing circles can establish dignity and unity by following the basic teachings of being holistic, in balance, connected, and in harmony. Sharing circles are holistic in that everyone can participate” (69). Everybody within this circle is considered equal. Through this belief system, the Aeta women healers welcomed me in their Talking Circle.


POWER AS A CAPILLARY

Anti-colonial discourse interrogates the notion that women are ignorant. Moreover, according to Mills (1998), postcolonial theory is focused on, but not limited to, the following: “assessing the gendered nature of colonialism and its influence on present-day forms of thinking and behaviour, and the worldly focus which forces an interrogation of the nature of ‘woman’ and ‘universal’ statements about what women want” (99). Spivak (1995), Mohanty (1995), and Minh-ha (2000) also discuss women-related issues, including women’s liberation and emancipation. The discussion traces back to the question of “Can the Subaltern Speak”? Spivak warns us not to romanticise and homogenise the subaltern subject (Shahjahan 2005: 221). Mohanty (1995) explains that this homogenous notion of the oppression of women presents them as ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, and victimised. This representation is very damaging, and the very notion of “oppression” becomes another instance of oppression by stereotyping. This presumption about the oppression of others forecloses our learning the abilities and awareness’s of others. We suggest this is the case with our understanding of Aeta healers and their Indigenous knowledge of ethno-medicine. Generalising oppression is, in fact, privileging a certain group and positioning Indigenous women in a very precarious location. The impact of colonisation on women was so profound and negative that they are still considered second-class colonial subjects, unfit to determine their own destinies (Oyewumi 1995). In addition, through Oyewumi’s essay, “Colonizing Bodies and Minds,” we see how poorly colonisers regarded women. Oyewumi also explains that the analysis of the colonial situation, “in addition to employing race as the basis of distinctions, should take into account its stronger gender component” (257).

In other words, we have to appreciate the role that the Aeta women healers play in the community and thus understand the issues that confront them, such as the fact that their voices are not heard, their knowledge is excluded, and there is a great impact of colonisation on their lives (Dei 2002; Oyewumi 1995; Pecson-Fernandez 1989; Smith 1999; Tauli-Corpuz 2006; Wane 2002). The Aeta women healers need to be acknowledged because history tells us that in pre-Spanish time, they were being recognised as spiritual leaders (Salazar 1989).

The Aeta women healers are completely different from the way they have been depicted in the text. Himay states:


I love serving my family and my community. To me, when I do things for my family and my community, I feel good because I know that those little things that I do can help them. For example, when I cook, I am not only cooking for my children and my husband but I always make sure that I include the rest of my people.



For Himay, serving her family and community is not only a responsibility but also a means to help change their situation. For her, a woman who can serve both her family and community possesses the strength, intelligence, and, most of all, the power. Himay considers herself fortunate because she has the power to make sure that the family and community are healthy. She believes that if the family is healthy, then each of the members is able to carry out their respective responsibilities. This can markedly improve their lives. However, if the family or the community is not healthy because their well-being is not attended to, each of them will deteriorate, initiating the demise of their race. Himay feels quite empowered by what she does. She is aware that other people criticise her and label her as an oppressed woman. However, she sees it from a different perspective. In her view, no one can stop her. We can see that Himay is countering the label of Third World women as oppressed, the production of the “Third World Woman” as a singular monolithic subject in some recent (Western) feminist text… (Mohanty 1995).

Essentialising Third World women is a mistake because women in the Third World are very diverse. There should be some recognition of the differences that exist within the larger community of women in the Third World and more especially among the Aeta Indigenous people. Mohanty (1995) states that “the assumption of women as an already constituted, coherent group with identical interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic or racial location or contradictions, implies a notion of gender or sexual difference or even patriarchy (as male dominance-men as a correspondingly coherent group) which can be applied universally and cross-culturally “(Mohanty 1995: 243). Mohanty argues that applying a generalisation to the condition of women is like recreating the mistake of the fundamentalist; that is, instead of learning from Himay, we are actually pushing her to a location where she cannot find herself. This is what totalising narratives have been doing to Third World Aeta women healers. But this way of thinking is facing reprisal from the practices and narratives of the Aeta women healers. Himay is teaching the society how to pay attention to her. Through this we must become cautious of how we perceive her as an Indigenous woman. Minh-ha (2000) explains why it is important for Himay to say what she needs to say: “you who understand the dehumanization of forced removal-relocation-re-education-redefinition, the humiliation of having to falsify your own reality, your voice you know” (246). Himay’s narrative is a potent weapon that she can use to re-represent the false notions of who she is.

Furthermore, Rima notes:


As a healer it is not just healing the whole well-being of a person but it is also making our body healthy so that we can make our community rich and healthy. I exist because of my people. Therefore, if one of us is not doing well, we are all affected. To prevent this, I have to do my part, and that is to undertake my responsibility as a mother, a daughter, a wife, an aunt and, most of all, a member of a community that has been there before I was born.



We can see that Rima is instrumental in the health system of her community. She believes in the notion that we are all connected, and therefore, it is important to take care of one another. The power of a community is very fundamental in the deconstruction of what is construed as power. Power cannot find its efficacy if the community is decimated. Indigenous people have practiced their reciprocity from time immemorial. This is because they believe that the weakness of one part can have a great effect to the whole. There is a belief among the Indigenous peoples’ ways of knowing that “I am who I am because we are. I need others for my own survival.” This notion has been lacking within the capitalist society that believes in individualism and private property. Power is currently taken as property; thus one either has power or is lacking it. With the narratives from Rima, we learn that power is potent among the masses. When you decimate people by situating power on an individual and institutions, power becomes a weapon of destruction. Community therefore is a capillary through which power is effected and exercised.

Rima states her point of view when it comes to do both the work on the farm and in the house:


You know, life is not about counting how many things you have done for your people. It is about doing things that can make a difference in the life of the people that you love and in the life of other people who may be asking for something to eat. You see, what is happening now in our society is that when we do something, we want others to do the same thing and, if not, we place ourselves in a lower position. For example, when I go to the farm, I cannot expect my husband to do the same thing. However, there are times when he does not want to go to the farm because, to him, there are other things to do that are more important than farming. When other people see that I am the only one doing the farming, they equate this to being an abused, oppressed, and marginalised woman. However, I look at it from a totally different perspective and that is, I am a strong woman who possesses the intelligence to make my family live and therefore be healthy.



Rima is reminding us not to fall into the trap of believing that Aeta women like her lack both knowledge and reason. When Aeta women are highlighted as objects of analysis, this analysis is manipulated so as to generate negative connotations about them. In other words, this is how the power of language plays its role in defining the other regardless of facts. For example, in the texts the Aeta have been identified as “uneducated” and this term becomes normal and “fine” to define, even if it connotes negativity. In this respect, we can see that language (power of knowledge) can be used to oppress the Aeta and their caregivers. This is why Loomba (1993) cautions that we “engage with current debates about the colonial subject and resistance is also to examine our own construction and to reflect on the possibilities of our articulation. Such a personal stake in subaltern agency may be read as detrimental to ‘true’ analysis or, on the other hand, as making possible the connection between ‘neo’ and ‘colonialism’” (306).

Before describing the Aeta women healers as “uneducated,” let us be careful that we do not downgrade them instead of celebrating their agency. From an outside perspective, it is easy to say that the Aeta woman healer is being exploited because she is performing multiple tasks. However, when we listen to Rima discussing that working is actually for the benefit of her family, we learn that this is a form of strength and power because it produces a healthy community. Lorde (1981) reminds us that “it is our task to educate white women, in the face of tremendous resistance, as to our existence, our differences, and our relative roles in our joint survival” (Lorde 1981: 100). Rima is doing this for us by educating us about their reality.

On issues of gender, Maya states:


In our community as Aeta, there is no such thing as inferior or superior. We treat everybody with equal respect. For example, when we face a situation that requires a decision, we usually consult each other; husbands consult their wives and vice versa. We also include our children in the decision-making process. There is no such thing as gender inequality.



Maya explains that gender differences do not exist in the Aeta community. Women are respected. In fact, the Aeta women are “active and capable hunters of wild pig and deer” (Estioko-Griffin 1985: 18). History tells us that hunting is the work of men. However, within the Aeta community, gender division of labour is not part of their belief system (Estioko-Griffin and Griffin 1985). This guides us to the truth that the Aeta community believes in interconnection with one another. No one has power over another. For a community to exist, healthy reciprocity is essential. They try not to compete, although some of the Aeta People are trying to engage in land-owning through formal property titles because of the rise of capitalism. Aeta women healers acknowledge that they are facing such assimilation dilemmas and paradoxes. However, they have to continue reminding their people that their cultural confidence and construction of relations are not about “owning” property but rather about taking care of the land and sharing land and wealth with community members.

Amay also explains her role as a woman in her family and in the community, which shows that gender inequality does not exist. She also shares the notion of “the light of the home and the community”:


As a woman, when there is conflict I stand in the middle to ask the people what their concern is and whether it is necessary to resolve it by beating each other or through a peaceful and respectful manner. In my house, there are times when other members of the family become angry. Instead of getting angry, I talk in a way that the other person feels loved and respected. In my community, when I heal, I let the person know that I am there for her or him. I reassure my people that I work for my community, not for myself alone.



Amay learned from her ancestors to always advocate for peace and love in both her family circle and in the community. Respect, love, and equality are most important to the Aeta women healers. For them, the issue of gender inequality is not part of their culture. This kind of discourse actually does not concern them. What is important to them is that everybody has an equal share of every opportunity that their Creator provides for them.


NEXUS OF KNOWLEDGE

The Aeta represented by their women healers look at life from a perspective that is more integrated and communal and less atomised and individualised than the Western model. Aly, for example, stresses that she does not focus on material things or on how much she can make in healing. She focuses instead on helping other people. She talks about believing in what she does and how it will help her community. She states:


There may be a health centre in our community, but there are still so many people who come to me because they believe in my healing power. I have been healing very many people who have been bitten by snakes, among other things. Some of them were about to die when they came to me. But, through my knowledge of healing, and with the help of my Creator, I was able to help them. There are times when I feel so weak, but I still perform healing because if I refuse to heal the people who are in need of help, I feel worse. My work as a healer is the one that gives me strength and happiness. I believe that I possess the knowledge that can help the people who are in need. It is a power not only to change the life of my people but also the life of other people. I do not ask for money or any material things. I only ask the people who come to me to believe what I do and to respect my people.



For Aly, the well-being of her people and others is the raison d’etre for her vocation. Healing may sometimes be harsh, for example, when she is exhausted, but she continues working despite her own exhaustion in order to improve the health of others in the community. Improving the people’s health conditions for the better is one of the reasons she continues to heal. Aly states if the existence of a health centre affects their healing practices:


I’m glad that the health centre exists in our community because there are things that I cannot do. For example, I cannot tell the exact temperature of a person who is having a fever. I believe you need some instruments to do that. In the health centre, they have it. However, there are things that the health centre does not have that I have. For example, when a person is bitten by a snake, I can tell right away. I do not need any instrument to do it.




Aly recognises the importance of a health centre in their community. Her attitude does not exhibit any hostility, and she does not see other health services in the community as rivals or competition. Indeed, she acknowledges that the health centre has things she does not have. For her, what is important is that she is healing people who are sick because she wants to improve their health. Aly does not ask her patients for money. She states that healing people—not making money—is the main goal. She believes that if she does her calling, God will provide for her needs. It is up to those who have been healed to give her what they can afford in terms of a gift, such as vegetables, sugar or rice. However, this is not considered payment for the service rendered. This is precisely the type of argument anthropologist Marcel Mauss posed in his classic work The Gift (Mauss 1967). Mauss argued that in pre-capitalist societies (i.e., societies free of capitalists organising the concept of private property, and hence transferability, and the intended ability to alienate one from one’s own labour as argued by Marx, Montesquieu, and others), in the act of social relations there was a particular set of relationships whereby one’s own relationships of work and production became inalienable and nontransferable. Therefore, a special relationship was organised in the de facto economic relationships of the gift. The relationship is not one of buying a service as one might from a doctor but instead is a relationship of reciprocal stewardship implicit in the organisation of the society and localised relations. This is very close to the kind of argument we understand Aly to be denoting in her statement.

Aly also asserts her knowledge of healing. For her, the healthcare function is to produce the true version of reality: by unifying the spiritual and the material, the Aeta women healers save lives. Aly knows that she may have the knowledge to heal, but she acknowledges that other people or other entities in the society also have their ways of healing. She has admiration for others who have different ways of healing or curing diseases. She states that if public health practitioners were open for dialogue with Aeta women healers, the notion of competition or actions to damage others would be diminished. Aly knows that, with respect to public health, they are not given recognition as agents that provide healing serves among the population. She notes that most of the medicine used by public health staff is from herbal plants. The only difference is that they patent the plant, blend the herbal mixture with other substances, and package it in a decorative container that is appealing to consumers.

Aly knows that the goal is not to eliminate the disease but rather to make a profit. She says I may call her “bagtit,” Ilokano for crazy, but the fact is that healing in the public health system is not completely for the benefit of the people but is also for the proliferation of vested interests. Even then, she is not totally dismissing the work of public health because it has been helpful to the infirm who can afford to buy medicine. She states that it is time to voice her reflections on the impacts of the modern world. Along the same lines as Aly’s thinking, Larkin (2006) writes:


The health problems and prospects within the poorer regions of the Third World are intricately caught up in these development processes. It is within and through the complex web of influences at play that health and health issues come to be defined, shaped, and experienced. However, these processes can no longer be understood solely within the confines of particular countries or nation-states. As Western technologies, cultures, and ideologies spread around the globe and insert themselves into the Third World, so increasingly development and health issues become caught up in and are shaped by these globalizing influences.



The above argument by Larkin agrees with Aly’s explanation that medicine can only be afforded by the affluent. It is a clear depiction of the fact that contemporary medicine, as implemented in the Philippines, is an organisational delivery structure whereby many suffer while few prosper. Profit, rather than healing, is the objective of the central mandate of this endeavour. Medicine by commoditisation has been used as a contrivance to divide and rule. According to Aly, it is the haves in society who tend to go to the health centres. The rest of the population is doomed to languish, die, or seek the help of Indigenous healers; this has a great demographic and hygienic impact on the poor population of the country as the country’s poor exceed the number of people who can afford services at public health clinics and who can afford to buy the medicine (Encyclopedia of Nations 2011).

This phenomenon is a classic instance of how the introduction of the Western medical system has been complicit in creating classes of people within a society. In the Philippines, even with an established medical system, there is a further divide. The system is a hybrid of the public and private where the poor are always relegated to the former if they receive any care at all. In much of the Third World, the Western medical model’s application has become a catalyst for the oppression of the most vulnerable in societies. By contrast, instead of dividing the population along this wealth partition, the Indigenous sector of the healing community, in which our participants are models, has been acting as both a uniting factor and a source of solace to the disposed. Larkin is arguing that the root cause of this problem, which affects the Filipino people, originated from Western technologies, cultures, ideologies and proprietary practices. The Aeta healers, without reading Marx, Foucault, or Fanon, have interrogated and analytically crystallised their own institutional ethnography (Smith 2005). They have concluded that the medical models of the establishment offered gave rise to a process whereby an entrenched system makes the most vulnerable poor and defenceless against the internalisation of the false consciousness of their status. Meanwhile, practitioners inside the system are not sufficiently critical in their understanding of what is needed for an effective medical delivery system—one that processes the demographic, health, socio-economic, and cultural realities of the country and comes up with adaptive planning and implementation of health care delivery using all appropriate resources available that are both functional and appropriate. Instead, they have too frequently indulged in sophistic arguments ranging from “blaming the victim” models (Ryan 1976) offered in the “modernist” arguments to acting as if these should be the overarching factors in justifying such an unequal health care delivery system.

The Aeta healers have their own medicine that they use for themselves and for others who believe in their healing practices. Their medicines are available for everybody and therefore constitute a genuinely “universal” health care system. No one is excluded because of race, class, gender, and ethnicity or any other difference. Indigenous healing is for the benefit of everybody, without subjecting them to the torment and artificially induced self-loathing cause when someone is made to feel like a second class citizen in a land that was, after all, his or her homeland.

AETA WOMEN’S INDIGENOUS POWER TO RECOGNISE THE EXISTENCE OF THE COSMOS

As part of her healing practices, Rang-ay asks everybody to take care of their environment. She states:


As a woman healer who has the power to speak, I would like us to take care of our Mother Earth. All the things that I need in my healing, I get them from the land. But at the same time I do not leave the plant to die. When I need leaves from a plant I only take the leaves, not the whole plant, because I know that if I uproot the plant then others cannot use it anymore. Today, I am very worried because non-Aeta people come to the forest and cut the trees. That is why you do not see so many trees anymore. It pains me when they do this because I know the impact on us. I talked to these loggers one time and begged them not to cut the trees.

Instead, they insulted me and told me that I was just an Aeta woman who did not have any importance in the society… I believe that the land, the trees, and all the creation in this world must be respected and taken care of.



Rang-ay is calling for environmental conservation. She is aware of the environment-related challenges they are facing, such as, “the worsening of the quality of their lives in terms of insecurity, poorer health, less food, the worsening quality of air, water and soil, decreasing income opportunities, degraded social conditions, and little if any political power… All the promises of progress have passed them by and left them saddled with many of the problems” (Lamba 2005: 2). When the Philippines became a part of the “global capitalist system and how it has come to dominate the world” (Lamba 2005: 2), communities of the Aeta people, where Rang-ay lives, were tremendously affected. Rang-ay is experiencing the environmental changes: for example, the weather has become extremely hot and humid. Furthermore, most of the herbal plants she has been using in her healing are gone because of patenting.

We would like to speculate that the extension of intellectual property, including the patenting of medicine and use of the sequencing of the genome and the genetic code, represents one of the most insidious and unwarranted extensions of power appropriation and concentration. This extension represents a substantive threat to global health in the past quarter century. Consider this menace in terms of epistemology. The largely plant-based remedies that the Aeta use from the “pharmacy” of their forest and agriculture lands have palliative veracity because of their healing properties regardless of which ones the likely etiological model uses. Irrespective of the causal attribution for the cure, there remains one underlying claim. The primary concept is that the determinant root cause of the healing, be it from the spirit, our DNA, or our chemistry, is the external force that made us and continuously remakes us. What is common throughout these models is that we did not “make” the world. The sequencing and “proprietary authorship” is clear in each of these analytical models. By patenting the elements of nature that we use, we, as scientists or corporations, are in effect claiming to be God. This can have preposterous outcomes: for example, chemical and pharmaceutical companies have patented as intellectual property parts of the Genome Code (which was publicly funded in the US and the UK) as well as the parallel private project whose members have frequently borrowed from the public project “for free” (as in, used knowledge produced with public monies as their own). This “borrowed” information was repackaged for proprietary patents, or as “their own.” Chemical companies using these legal creations (created largely by unequal lobbying) have, for instance, sued farmers in Canada whose crops were cross-pollinated with Monsanto genetically-engineered products that had become airborne (Fox 2001). In some markets, the seeds available will only germinate once, and even this single crop model (plants thusly grown will not produce seeds themselves) requires pesticides—sold by the company also selling the seeds and therefore collecting twice the sales—to germinate. Did multi-nationals create nature or are they themselves God? These projects use proprietary practices not unlike land expropriation to privatise Indigenous knowledge that has been understood for ages and then act as if they were the creators.

The use of antibiotics, while in the short run helping those who can afford them, has yielded drug resistant or “super strains” of diseases (WHO 2012). Recall the conclusions from Crosby’s work in the Columbian Exchange (1972): disease and ecological disruption, even more than war, have been the sources of mass destruction that have devastated people historically. This was certainly true for Indigenous peoples. In North America, the death toll was at least more than five million, and in South America and the rest of the world, genocidal levels are much higher. The smallpox outbreak in the Northwest Coast of Canada, for instance, may have killed upwards of one third of the population (History Link 2003). It was, after all, the black plague brought along the silk road opened by the Moguls (Weatherford 2004), which temporally ended trade and disposed of more than a third (or 1.5 of an estimated 4 million) of the inhabitants of Europe (see, for instance, The History Learning Site 2015).

It is precisely these kinds of central epidemiological and social consequences that our participants are pointing to within their “databases.” They are also implicitly inviting us to honestly interrogate the consequences of our own arrogance, oversights, and the dysfunctional elements of our own value and health delivery systems. In this respect, it is clear that the Aeta women healers are critical “organic” intellectuals. One can speculate how “enlightened” or “rational” a system such as the official health delivery system in the Philippines wishing to embrace a value schematic that superimposes proprietary rights over our natural human obligations and, as UNESCO states, the “right” of a child to both health care and education. How effective is a system that establishes uneven distribution and leaves pockets of poverty in which once “extinct” diseases are allowed to rise again? Who are the “barbarian” and the irrational in this problem and what are the inherent effects such a health care model generates? These are questions beyond the scope of this study that should be later pursued. It is sufficient to note here that as we reflect, we may wish to consider what the stories and analyses of the Aeta women in my study show us: parallels in anticipation of many of the most vanguard epidemiological issues debated in modern health. We see these global issues reported on by our Circle member’s in local and specific contexts.

For Rang-ay, it is worth noting that it is hard for her to catch fish in the river because some of the non-Aeta fishermen use bombs to catch fish, such that even the smallest fish die. The Aeta people have their different ways of catching fish, mainly using nets, which catch only big fish so that the small fish continue to grow. Gathering wild fruits is now a struggle because of the issues of deforestation and mining. This further extends to include the issue of hunting wild animals. Most of the wild animals are gone, which has led to concerns relating to food scarcity. The challenges that the Aeta women healers are facing are also being faced by the Cree people in Canada. Feit (2004) writes the following about the government-asserted dominance over the Cree people in Canada:


The expansion of the rail and road networks into the southern portions of Cree territory occurred in the 1950s and 1960s, and several mines, mining towns, and commercial logging operations were established. Their impacts on the Cree were neither foreseen nor considered… Cree reported frequent findings of dead fish and aquatic animals and changes in the taste of animals over large areas (112).



However, the Cree people did not capitulate and allow the government to rule over them: “dozens of Cree hunters came to Montreal to testify, explaining to judge Albert Malouf, government representatives, and the public how they lived on the land and why they had to have a say in what was done there. Their tone was not confrontational but truthful and firm” (Feit 2004: 114). The Aeta women have been doing the same thing with respect to the integrity of their land. They take a stand on matters relating to their community. One example is Rang-ay’s statement advocating for environmental conservation. We can see that what matters to the Aeta women healers is also significant to the Cree people of Canada. They may be living in two different worlds, but they share a common concern. Indigenous knowledge, as exemplified by the Aeta women healers, is based on love for Mother Earth. They are community nexus connectors between the material and the spiritual worlds. They accept that if they take anything for granted, the repercussions will return cyclically over time. They live with the understanding that they exist for their community rather than for themselves.

DISCOURSE

Outsiders have disposed of the Aeta healers for a long time. The military forced them to leave their ancestral land because it had been appropriated by a wealthy person. They therefore could not reside on that land. Because of this, they were forced to live in locations close to the cities, where they were being governed by city politicians with little knowledge of or interest in their plight. They were mandated to follow the rules and regulations to the point where they were functionally dictated to abandon their culture. My conversation with our Aeta healers has shifted my thinking regarding survival from these forms of challenges. Rosa states, “I heal because I resist assimilation into the modern way of life.” This statement informs us that Aeta women healers are not ready to give up their traditions and practices in exchange for modern life. For Rosa, healing is a way of resisting neo-colonisation. Not only does she resist neo-colonisation, she also heals the injured spirits of her people. These injured spirits have been caused by their shift to other lands, departure from their ancestral land, and loss of their cultures. They not only leave the land physically, they also leave the places where their ancestors are buried. It is in this context that the imperative for healing is greatest, and Rosa fulfils this psychic necessity. She heals her people’s physical as well as emotional and spiritual ailments. She knows that when they are well in all aspects, they can resist the treatment forced on them by outsiders.

Global capitalism has mastered the paraphernalia used to hoodwink the locals. Nonetheless, the Aeta women healers see through these apparatus. Rosa’s testimony details why she does not want to succumb to the operation of global capitalism. She knows the consequences for her people. She also knows that one way of dismantling global capitalism is saying no to the modern way of living. This is because she knows that the moment she agrees to the manipulation of the global system, she will be making a culturally and ecologically grievous mistake. Rosa, therefore, is standing firm and holding onto her way of life: one that is connected to nature and to honouring other creations. For her, life is not just about having many material possessions, it is rather about sharing whatever you have with others. It is not just about taking ownership of everything that exists in the universe; it is also about respecting and taking care of others. Finally, life is not just living as an individual; it is about living with others. Rosa expresses her disappointment with modern society:


I feel sad to see how this modern way of life is treating the creations of our God. Nowadays you can see a lot of killings because of greed, jealousy, and hatred. Everybody wants to be at the top of the ladder. To do so, they have to hurt their own fellowmen. Another thing is when my children go to the market, others treat them like animals, for example, hitting them with a stone. This is a painful experience. I do not want my children to learn any of these kinds of values. In our own community, we tried to respect each other. We talked about helping each other and sharing whatever we have. These are some of the reasons why I do not want to be connected or assimilated in this way of life. There was also one time when I went to the health centre, hoping that they [could] help my child. I respect their ways of healing, so I asked for advice on what I could do to [heal] my child who had a fever at that time. Instead of this nurse advising me, she gave me a box of medicine. The nurse did not explain to me how I was supposed to use it. For this nurse, I do not have a brain, so there was no point explaining. I looked at the box of the medicine and checked the expiration date, and I found that the medicine expiry date had already passed. It hurts so much to see how the nurse treated us. Nevertheless, I went home full of hope that I could heal my own child. I prayed to my God, and I applied and boiled some herbal plant and gave to my child. I did this a few times. Fortunately, my child got healed… I prefer to continue living the way we do.



We can see that although Rosa has tried to use modern medicine, she decided to protect her family and her culture because of the way the nurse treated her and her child. She believes that her healing may be imperfect but, to her, there is a multitude of reasons why she should continue to practice it. In her heart, she is acutely aware that she is making a change not only in her life but also in her community.

Rula is also steadfast in using herbal plants instead of yielding to the power of Western medicine. Rula states, “We have to make sure that, even though we have access to modern medicine, we keep using herbal plants because there are things they can help to heal our body.” I asked Rula about her experience with modern medicine. This is what she said:


Well, I have had both positive and negative experiences. I went to the health centre because I had a terrible headache. I wanted to get healed quickly because I had things to do. I asked for medicine and they gave me. I took it, and a few minutes later the headache was gone. I was very happy about it. However, after a few days, the headache came back. I went back to the health centre. This time the staff at the health centre gave me a bottle of medicine. The staff did not inform me how to take it but because I told her that the headache had come back, I assumed that the medicine was for headache. However, when I took the medicine, instead of getting better, I ended up getting diarrhoea. I wondered what possibly could have gone wrong. So this time I went to the health centre to complain. One of the staff looked at the medicine that I had been given. I could see that she was shocked because the medicine was not for headache but for other illnesses. I waited for a few hours to see what these staff could do about my complaint and my illness. What they did was, they asked me to come some other time. They did not apologise for what had happened. I went back to my house full of anger. Later I realised that it could be a sign that I should stop going to the health centre. Since I am a healer, I prepared some medicinal plants for headache and for diarrhoea and I got well. These herbal plants are hard to find, and it is a complex process before one can actually use the product. In the end, it is beneficial to our body. So, as an Aeta healer, I prefer our own ways of healing to taking this modern medicine because of the side effects. For herbal plants, you do not need to worry about side effects as long as you know the right plant for the disease.



From Rosa’s and Rula’s testimonies, it is clear why they resist modern models of life and healing. First, it is personal experience and negative experience. Second, they want to demonstrate that their healing practice is beneficial to all, and they do not want to be manipulated and act as pawns in a game directed by global marking and corporate health agendas. Through the work of Rosa and Rula, the goal of global capitalism has been disrupted, and the new way of medicine has had a hard time surviving in the lives of the Aeta people.


CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this article identifies diverse and multiple ways through which Aeta Indigenous women healers exercise power. In contemporary society, the belief is that power is domiciled at the top of any political state structure. This totalising power discussion sees power as coming from the top. Anything from the edges is considered as powerless. This Hobbesian way of power analysis has been complicated by the Aeta Indigenous women healer from Cagayan Valley in the Philippines. To them, power can also come from the margin. This kind of power is communal and meant to benefit all within and without the community. Healing is such a power. They heal people as a way of exercising their power and as such benefiting the community. Foucault states that power should not be seen like a commodity. Power cannot be possessed. It is a fluid concept. This means that power flows through a capillary in such a way that those who may seem marginalised, they are able to exercise their agency and resistances through their practices and knowledge production. This was manifested by Aeta Indigenous women through deciding the kind of methodology that they wanted to be used. This kind of resistance disturbs colonial research practices present in most academic spaces. It troubles totalising Eurocentric narratives of research process. Discussions of this level, allows us to seek gaps and not wrongs in any discourse. The work of Aeta Indigenous women healers is to identify that which is oppressive with an intent of bringing social justice in knowledge production and practices. Power politics is not all about dislodging the leviathan but rather identifying structural imbalances that condone injustices. The fact that Aeta Indigenous women healer decided to be interviewed in a circle expresses more about power invested within a community. It is power build out of responsibility, respect and relationship building. When producing knowledge, a sense of respect and responsibility is paramount. This was key element within the Aeta Indigenous women healers during the interview. The knowledge produced within the community is meant to benefit all. Researchers in the past have identified margins as a space of powerlessness and in need of a saviour. This kind of theorisation denies the agency and power that those in the borders wield. It makes marginalised people question themselves. This internalisation of powerlessness renders them more of victims rather than victors.

Today, the work of Indigenous peoples is too often characterised in informal settings as devoid of sense and, thus, marginalised. Furthermore, its expertise is under-represented and presented as tacit informal practices within the academic circle. We may be promoters of equal justice and fairness in society, but if we do not recognise our roots and cultures in our teachings, anything we proclaim about justice will be an incomplete epistemic. We need open exchanges since they are the heart and soul of what is generally understood as “ethics,” open discourse, and “bias free” inquiry. Our academy is still involved in the colonial beliefs that tend to deny that the Indigenous peoples’ knowledge belongs in a safe space. In fact, we have ended up imposing a death sentence on would-be scholars by claiming that choosing this area limits job prospects. This is a Eurocentric mentality in its most plain, apparent form, and the prejudice has manifested a bias that has been taken to levels bordering on disgrace.

There are, and should be, levels of engagement and varying degrees of “proof” in a valid epistemological assessment. One potential methodological critique of our own claims made here, for instance, is frequently and often correctly made towards anthropologists: the claims are single accounts (and therefore single cases) with no independent check on spurious or exogenous factors nor cross-checks on inherent bias particular to the observer. They are therefore lacking validity and consequently are suspect in terms of fundamental methodological criteria of both reliability and validity (Campbell and Stanley 1966). Put another way, one might ask sociologically (and logically) where is the counter interrogation of the negative space that is created by stigmatising individuals using judgment that is offered frequently without the possibility of counter analysis or even an open discussion of merit? Consequently, this article identifies the strengths of Aeta Indigenous women healers by bringing to fore diverse ways through which they exercise power as a community.
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ABSTRACT

The Internet, as part of information and communication technology, provides citizens with access to information, and allows them to interact with others in online communities. It could also increase the users’ political potentials by decreasing the costs and resources’ restraints. Given these benefits, this research asks whether or not Internet use would increase political participation in Thailand. Using the 2010 Asian Barometer data conducted in Thailand, the relationship between Internet use and political participation was tested. The results indicate that Internet use positively correlated with political participation, after controlling for individual resource measurement, namely demographic characteristics, education attainment, socio-economic status, political efficacy, and organisational skills. The odds of the respondents, who used the Internet to contact news media to solve their problems with government officials or policies, and to get together with others to raise an issue or sign a petition, were greater than those who did not use the Internet. The findings suggest that the Internet had mobilised people to actively engage in political participation. Policy recommendations aiming at promoting Internet use to encourage political participation and to strengthen the Thai democratic system as a whole are listed at the end of the research.
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INTRODUCTION

An interview given by Chitpas Bhirombhakdi, a Thai political elite and one of the People’s Democratic Reform Committee’s core leaders, who organised a mass street protest in Bangkok aiming at overthrowing the Yingluck Shinawatra government in 2013, came as a heavy blow to those wanted to see democracy blossomed in Thailand. She claimed that many Thais lack a “true understanding of democracy… very little awareness was made about politics” (Japan Times 16 December 2013). Unfortunately, Chitpas was not alone in believing in such a presumption. It has long been a case for Thai democracy to blame the inadequate understanding of democracy and the lack of political participation from the citizens as one of the main reasons obstructing democratic development in the country (Askew 2008; Ockey 2004; Uwanno and Burns 1998).

Sharing the same negative attitude toward citizen’s political participation, those at the top of political power pyramid have repeatedly alleged that Thai people were too poor and ill-educated to engage in politico-governmental activities. The first written constitution of the kingdom, ratified on 10 December 1932, stated that half of the member of parliaments (MPs) would be appointed by the People’s Party, the principal political actor dethroning King Prajadhipok and initially installing a democratic regime in the country. The appointed MP’s provision would last until at least half of the Thai population completed primary education, or ten years after the constitution had been ratified, whichever came first (Wyatt 2003).

As time progressed, the distrust on citizens’ political comprehension hardly changed among the Thai political elites. The 1997 constitution, considered the first people’s constitution in Thailand, required all MPs to hold at least a bachelor degree (Ockey 2004). Also, any attempt of the citizens to engage in politics was often dismissed by those in power, citing that it was performed by poor people who knew nothing about democracy (Uwanno and Burns 1998). Obviously, having a certain level of economic status and education attainment had become a stipulation for the Thai citizens, if they wished to take part in political activities.

In this connection, there were a number of works dealing with democratisation theory that lends weight to assertions by political practices in Thailand. Many research confirmed that those better off in terms of education and income were more likely to engage in politics (e.g., Hillygus 2005; Schlozman 2002; Nie et al. 1996; Leighley 1995; Verba et al. 1995; Kenny 1992). Milbrath (1965) explained, to join in any political activities, individuals were required to have a certain amount of time, economic resources, knowledge, and skills. As a result, it is more convenient for people with higher socio-economic status to be active in politics.

It might hold true that the socio-economic factors significantly associate with political participation. However, it was disturbing to witness politicians and political elites in Thailand disregarded public opinions and civic engagement, and justified their practice by citing the socio-economic status of the people. In fact, these prolonged exercise and attitude could hinder the democratisation process in Thailand. This research, hereafter, seeks another explanatory factor, Internet use, that might contribute to the increase in political participation.

In Thailand, the Internet was first introduced at the Prince of Songkla University and Asian Institute of Technology in 1987. In 1988, the Prince of Songkla University registered for an Internet address, and received sritrang.psu.th as their online address. It was the first Internet address in Thailand, and “th” officially became Thailand’s domain ever since. At the beginning, the public had a limited use of the Internet. Only students and professors in certain universities in Thailand could access the Internet (Thailand’s National Electronics and Computer Technology Center 2010).

The Internet for commercial use in Thailand started in 1995 when the Communications Authority of Thailand (CAT), Telephone Organization of Thailand (TOT) and National Science and Technology Development Agency (NSTDA) established the Internet Thailand Cooperation to provide Internet service to the public. Since then, the Internet has been widely used among Thais. In 1995, there were only 45,000 Internet users in Thailand. The number increased to 21,700,000 in 2014 (Thailand’s National Statistics Office 2014). In other words, about one in three of Thai population nowadays entered the World Wide Web.

More importantly, since the coup d’état in 2006 and 2013, the Internet has become an important channel of communication used by the general public and those interested in political activities to access information and to express their political opinions. One of the examples proving that the Internet could be used to support political participation and engagement is the chain of events following the 19 September 19 2006 coup d’état in Thailand. While the “old media” were gagged that day, many Thais used the Internet as a channel to search for the “truth.” Minutes after all national and private television channels played only the Thai national anthem, many Internet users posted questions on popular Thai-language discussion websites—Rajadumnern room at Pantip.com, and political section at Mthai.com.

At Pantip.com, within an hour, many discussion pages were created in order to inquire about the situation. Many of Pantip’s members then discussed the various possible causes of the coup. As time passed, more people posted about the things they saw. Some members claimed they saw tanks in the streets near the Government House. Many even posted pictures of tanks and soldiers. Moreover, some members started translating and posting news about the coup as reported from online foreign media agencies at the Pantip website. A member of the website told a story of soldiers seizing the Shinawatra III Tower where the ITV station was located. Within two hours of the shutdown of TV stations, many members proceeded to discuss whether or not they should support the coup, and who they wanted to be the next Prime Minister. Obviously, activities on this website indicated that the Internet users still had control of their political rights and freedom of expression.

Seeing these active political activities online, this research asked whether or not Internet use affects the political participation among its users. The study proceeded from the hypothesis that the Internet allows its users to acquire political information and to send messages and their opinions on political issues to other groups of people in the society, leading to an increase in political participation—a crucial foundation of all genuine democratic societies.

Two research objectives, then, were developed in response to the research question:


	To analyse the association between Internet use and political participation in Thailand;

	To propose some policy recommendations, based on the research’s results, aiming at enhancing the level of political participation in Thailand.


It was hoped that the results of the research could portray the role of the Internet in changing society, and to expand democracy in developing countries, particularly Thailand.


LITERATURE REVIEW

Apart from the socio-economic factors school which emphasises the role of socio-economic status as key determinants in predicting individuals’ political participation, mobilisation theories offer another explanation on what makes citizens engage in politics. The mobilisation theories hypothesised that communication systems and information availability could provide citizens more compelling opportunities to participate in the political process (Polat 2005).

Unlike previous earlier-generation (or “old”) media—newspaper, magazines, television and radio—the Internet is a new kind of communication that allows its users a two-way communication, and to form and expand their “social” networks (Kaid 2004). Given these advantages, many scholars anticipated that the Internet would increase political participation among the citizens and contribute to the advance of democracy (e.g., Kang and Gearhart 2010; Kittilson and Dalton 2008; Jensen et al. 2007; Xenos and Moy 2007; Norris 2001). All of these results from the fact that Internet allows its users to connect with other online “netizens” who either have ideas, beliefs or interests that are similar or otherwise. And these connections subsequently grew to become an online network, one that could later transform into a network in the real world (Kobayashi et al. 2006; Shah et al. 2005; Katz et al. 2001; Wellman et al. 2001).

In Rhiengold’s book (2007), it was pointed out that people could form a “virtual community,” i.e., “social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on discussion long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationship in cyberspace.” And, this “virtual community” could enhance the level of political participation among its users. Moreover, Jensen et al. (2007) discovered that participants in online engagement come from all social classes and economic status. In short, the Cyberspace transcends one of the major obstacles that prevent people from engaging in the interactions, i.e., socio-economic status, education, and resources.

Overall, scholars cited three impacts the Internet make to foster political participation among its users. Firstly, the Internet with its abundant information could psychologically motivate the users and increase their confidence to the level that they decided to engage in political activities (Stanley and Weare 2004; Barber 2001). Secondly, the Internet could enhance the users’ political capacities by decreasing the costs and resources’ restraints, and increasing their intra-organisational communicative skill—the most crucial skill to the accumulation and expansion of the “social capital” (Brainard and Siplon 2002; Norris 2002; Dahlberg 2001). Significantly, social capital is vital for democracy as it lays groundwork for people to interact and build trust with one another, and forms civic networks (Putnam 2000). Thirdly, the on-liners, via the Internet, would have more opportunities and a new platform to voice their opinions to governments, elected legislators, and administrators. There were a number of studies finding the Internet being used by political activists, politicians, and citizens to accumulate wider collaboration and political engagement (e.g., Milakovich 2010; Garson 2006; West 2002). Figure 1 provides a conceptual framework of how the Internet could increase political participation among its users.
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Figure 1: Internet use and its role in increasing civic participation.



Many studies in the past confirmed that the Internet usage increased political participation and efficacy. Additionally, most of these studies applied quantitative research methodology and used statistical analysis as a principal technique. Nisbet and Scheufele (2004) found participating in online political discussion and political campaign was positively correlated to political knowledge. The result of their research is similar to the work of Wellman et al. (2001). In the latter research, the Internet usage was associated with the increase in number of voluntary organisations and political participation. Along the same line, Tolbert and McNeal (2003) studied the Internet users in the United States and found that, after controlling for socio-economic status, those Internet users who seek online political news were more likely to go voting than those who did not. Their result is very similar to Kenski and Stroud’s research (2006) on the relationships between seeking online information about the US presidential campaign and the users’ political knowledge, efficacy and participation. They found that the correlation between these variables were statistically significant.


Nonetheless, counter-arguments have been raised against the conclusion on correlations between the Internet and political participation. Scholars from this camp have indicated in essence that the Internet did not generate any new kind of activity or civic skills (Krueger 2002). All activities conducted in the cyberspace are all “old” behaviour. It is, in other words, “old” activities enacted in the “new” medium. Hence, they concluded that the Internet did not produce changes leading toward a democratic development. Although their argument seems sound, they missed the point that the main objective in studying the relationship between the Internet and political participation was not to find “new” behaviour on the Internet. Rather, it was to examine whether or not online interactions among the “WWW” users could increase their political participation and civic attitudes in their real life. Therefore, the discussion on “new” or “old” behaviour has little bearing on this issue.

The studies on political participation and Internet use were relatively new in Thailand. When dealing with political participation, scholars tended to focus more on the demographic and socio-economic factors (e.g., Thananithichot 2012; Glassman 2010; Laothamatas 1996 and 1992). They found that Thai rural people and the poor were more likely to engage more in political processes, but made little influence on policy-making decision. On the contrary, those in urban Thailand, who rarely engaged in political participation, could turn the government decision upside-down. The reason why such dichotomy existed in Thailand, as explained in some research, were that Thai rural people and the poor were politically organised and used as a means to grasp local or national political power by politicians and government authorities. Another explanation was that Thai rural people and the poor did not have enough knowledge on democracy and lacked of civic skills. They mainly participated in politics under the influence of patron-client relationships and vote buying (Askew 2008; Uwanno and Burns 1998; Thanapornphan 1993).

Among the study giving emphasis on the above-mentioned topic, there were few researches examining the correlation between the telecommunication technologies—radio and television—and political participation. Among these very few is Taveesin and Brown’s work (2006). By interviewing 500 Thai urban respondents, they confirmed mobilisation theories’ thesis that those who gathered information from the television and the Internet, were more likely to engage in political activities.

It is also important to note here that recent studies on the Internet in Thailand tended to centre on the Thai government’s effort to crack down online political activities (e.g., Liu 2014; Ramasoota and Panichpapiboon 2014; Navanopparatskul et al. 2013). It was quite clear in the studies that the Thai government was interested in the people’s activities on the Internet, but not in the direction of promoting their participation in the political process as such. Rather, its intention was to control the people’s expression of political opinions.

All in all, this research differs from the previous studies in Thailand in that it dealt with the issue of correlation between Internet use and political participation by using quantitative research technique, and grounded on a dataset collected across the whole country. The result would indicate whether or not the Internet would strengthen citizens’ political participation in Thai society.

METHODOLOGY

Data Sampling

This research used the third-wave Asian barometer survey as a main data body to analyse the association between political participation and Internet use among Thai people. The Asian Barometer survey in Thailand was conducted by National University of Taiwan, in collaboration with the King Prajadhipok’s Institute in 2010.

The population in the survey was the Thai legal voters. It referred to all Thai citizens who were 18 years old and over. The sampling technique employed in this survey was multi-stage systematic random sampling. To select the samples, Thailand was divided into five regions corresponding to the four regions of Thailand. Here, Bangkok was considered as a region in itself. The four regions were the North, the South, the Northeast and the Central Region. From all regions, 40 provinces were randomly selected, followed by the Amphoe (districts) selection. In the third stage, a number of villages in each district were randomly selected in proportion to the population in the selected districts per region. The fourth stage determined the number of people to be surveyed according to the number of selected villages per region. The total number of samples from four regions was 1,212.

In the case of Bangkok, the survey team used the three-stage random technique. In the first stage, they chose 10 districts out of all 50 districts in Bangkok. Then, in the second stage, they randomly selected 160 sub-districts which comprised of 174,901 Bangkokians. In the last stage, they randomly chose the 300 samples from the selected sub-districts. The total samples from the four regions and Bangkok were 1,512.


Variables in the Research

The first objective of this research was to identify the association between Internet use and political participation in Thailand. Hence, the questions in the survey were carefully selected to determine their relationship. The variables and questions used in the research are explained as follows:

1. Dependent variables

Political participation is one of the key elements in democracy (Dahl 2000). However, what it is or comprises of is still an on-going debate among scholars in the “democratic theory” domain. It is, therefore, important to clarify what “political participation” refers to in this study. Here we adopted the broad and commonly used definition coined by Verba et al. (1995).


…activity that has the intent or effect of influencing government action—either directly by affecting the making or implementation of public policy or indirectly by influencing the selection of people who make those policies (38).



Accordingly, this study dealt with action made by people inside a society aiming at influencing public policies and decisions of those in power. This definition is broad enough to include all activities that any individual could possibly conduct. At the same time, it excludes those activities that may contain political implications but do not have an intention to change public policies/decisions, such as going to a government agency to register a new member of a household.

The research used four questions—Q35, Q64, Q68 and Q70—from the Asian Barometer survey to represent the political participation of the respondents. Here are the questions:


Q35: Thinking about the national election in 2007, did you try to persuade others to vote for a certain candidate or party?

Q64: In the past three years, have you ever, once, or more than once contacted elected officials or legislative representatives at any level because of personal, family, or neighbourhood problems, or problems with government officials and policies?

Q68: In the past three years, have you ever, once, or more than once contacted news media because of personal, family, or neighbourhood problems, or problems with government officials and policies?

Q70: Please tell me whether you, personally, have ever, once, or more than once done any of these things during the past three years. Got together with others to raise an issue or sign a petition?



To answer the Q35, the respondents could choose between yes or no. For the questions, Q64, Q68, and Q70, the respondents had three choices to select from: (1) never; (2) once; or (3) more than once. In this research, the answers from the last three questions were recoded into two groups: yes and no.

2. Independent variables

2.1 Internet use

The Q45 in the 2010 Asian Barometer’s survey asked how often the respondents used the Internet. The respondents had six choices to choose: (1) almost daily; (2) at least once a week; (3) at least once a month; (4) several times a year; (5) hardly ever; or (6) never. The respondents’ answers were recoded into two groups—Internet users, and non-Internet users.

2.2 Individual resource measurement

Based on Milbrath (1965) and Verba et al. (1995), individual resources referred to demographic characteristics, socio-economic status, education attainment, political efficacy, and organisation skills each individual possesses. In their study, resources were the main factors constraining the individual’s political participation. As a result, this study also put all other individual resource measurement variables in the analysis process.

Demographic characteristics: Gender, age and domicile were demographic characteristics in the study. The SE2 variable in the Asian Barometer dataset categorised the respondents into two groups—male and female. The SE3a variable was the respondents’ actual age. The researcher recoded this variable into three categories: 18–45 years old; 46–60 years old; and over 60 years old. For domicile, the researcher used the variable named “level3” in the dataset. The Asian Barometer’s research team classified the respondents into two groups—those living in urban area, and those in rural area.


Socio-economic status: The variable SE13—the respondents’ household income, the Asian Barometer’s team encoded this variable into five quintiles. However, this study recoded it into three groups. The first and second quintiles were put into low household income category. The middle income households are those in the third and fourth quintiles. And, the fifth quintile belongs to the upper income household group.

Education attainment: The respondents’ education attainment were measured in ten levels in the Asian Barometer survey: (1) no formal education; (2) incomplete primary/elementary school; (3) complete primary/elementary; (4) incomplete secondary school/high school (technical/vocational type); (5) complete secondary/high school (technical/vocational type); (6) incomplete secondary school/high school; (7) complete secondary/high school; (8) some university education; (9) complete university education; and (10) post-graduate degree.

From the SE5 variable on education attainment, the researcher recoded it into three groups as follows: (1) had six years of education or lower; (2) had seven to 12 years of education; and (3) had more than 12 years of education.

Political efficacy: The word “political efficacy” referred to how strong the citizens believed in their own ability to influence their government (Niemi et al. 1991). Q134 and Q135 in the survey were employed to measure the respondents’ political efficacy. Q134 asked whether or not the respondents agreed with the statement: “Sometimes politics and government seems so complicated that a person like me can’t really understand what is going on.” Also, Q135 asked the respondents to clarify their agreement with the statement: “People like me don’t have any influence over what the government does.” The respondents had four choices to choose from: (1) strongly agree; (2) somewhat agree; (3) somewhat disagree; and (4) strongly disagree. The respondents’ answers were, again, recoded into two groups: agree and disagree.

Organisation skills: Citizens could learn and develop organisational skills from engaging in voluntary associations or social activities (Putnam 2000; 2002). In the Asian Barometer survey, the respondents were asked whether or not they had ever participated in the following associations: (1) political parties; (2) residential and community associations; (3) religious groups; (4) sports/recreational clubs; (5) culture organisations; (6) charities; (7) public interest groups; (8) labour unions; (9) farmer unions or agricultural associations; (10) professional organisations; (11) business associations; (12) Parent-teacher Associations or PTA; (13) producer cooperatives; (14) consumer cooperatives; (15) alumni associations; (16) candidate support organisations; (17) other occupational organisations; and (18) other volunteer organisations.


The answers were recoded into two groups: yes and no.



Hypotheses


H1: Internet use positively correlates to political participation

H2: After controlling for individual resource measurement, Internet use significantly correlates to political participation



Statistics in the Research

Descriptive analysis, namely frequency and percentage, was employed to provide descriptive characteristics of the dependent and independent variables. Then, the logistic regression analysis was performed to examine the associations between political participation and each independent variable—Internet use, demographic characteristics, socio-economic status, education attainment, political efficacy, and organisational skills. This was followed by hierarchical logistic regression to identify the relationship between political participation and Internet use, after controlling for the independent variables. Only the political activities passing the statistically significant level in the bivariate analysis were included in the hierarchical logistic regression analysis.

RESULTS

Descriptive Analysis of Variables

Dependent variables of political participation are described in Table 1. Running a frequency and percentage test on the first dependent variable—whether or not the respondents had persuaded others to vote for a certain candidate or party in the 2007 election, it was found that 1,471 out of 1,512 respondents answered this question. And only 328 respondents or 22.30 percent of all respondents who answered the question had persuaded others to vote for a certain party or candidate in that election. The majority of the respondents (77.70 percent of all respondents) had not performed this political activity in the 2007 election.


Table 1: Political participation of the sample.



	Political participation

	Yes

	No




	Political Participation 1: Thinking about the national election in 2007, did you try to persuade others to vote for a certain candidate or party?
	328(22.30%)

	1,143(77.70%)




	Political Participation 2: In the past three years, have you ever contacted elected officials or legislative representatives at any level because of personal, family, or neighbourhood problems, or problems with government officials and policies?
	348(23.45%)

	1,136(76.55%)




	Political Participation 3: In the past three years, have you ever contacted news media because of personal, family, or neighbourhood problems, or problems with government officials and policies?
	83(5.65%)

	1,387(94.35%)




	Political Participation 4: In the past three years, have you ever got together with others to raise an issue or sign a petition?
	145(9.74%)

	1,344(90.26%)





In addition, it was revealed that 76.55 percent (1,136 respondents) had never contacted elected officials or legislative representatives at any level because of personal, family, or neighbourhood problems, or problems with government officials or policies in the last three years. On the opposite end, 23.45 percent (348 respondents) had contacted elected officials or legislative representatives. As for the third political participation item, very few of the respondents—5.65 percent—reported they had contacted news media because of personal, family, or neighbourhood problems, or problems with government officials or policies in the last three years. On the other hand, 1,387 respondents (94.35 percent) who answered the question had never engaged in this kind of political activity. Finally, it was found that only 145 of 1,489 respondents (9.74 percent) had got together with others to raise an issue or signed a petition in the last three years. Meanwhile, 90.26 percent (1,344 respondents) had never got together with others to raise an issue or signed a petition in the last three years. Data provided in Table 1 indicates low political participation among the respondents in Thailand.

Independent variables of Internet use and individual resource measurement are explained in Table 2. From the 2010 Asian Barometer survey in Thailand, it was found that 431 out of 1490 respondents, who reported whether or not they had used the Internet (28.93 percent) were Internet users. Also 71.07 percent (1,059 respondents) said they had never used the Internet.


Table 2: Internet use and individual resource measurement of the sample.



	
	
	Frequency

	Percent




	Use of the Internet
	Yes
	431
	28.93



	No
	1,059
	71.07



	Gender
	Male
	723
	48.30



	Female
	774
	51.70



	Age (years old)
	18–45
	728
	48.63



	46–60
	498
	33.27



	Over 60
	271
	18.10



	Domicile
	Urban
	373
	24.67



	Rural
	1,139
	75.33



	Education attainment (years)
	0–6
	879
	58.25



	7–12
	435
	28.83



	Over 12
	195
	12.92



	Family income (quintile)
	1st–2nd
	892
	63.17



	3rd–4th
	436
	30.88



	5th
	84
	5.95



	Sometimes politics and government seems so complicated that a person like me cannot really understand what is going on (Political efficacy 1)
	Agree
	1,319
	90.72



	Disagree
	135
	9.28



	People like me do not have any influence over what the government does (Political efficacy 2)
	Agree
	1,005
	70.63



	Disagree
	418
	29.37



	Had ever participated in social associations (Organisation skills)
	Yes
	671
	51.38



	No
	635
	48.62




There were more women than men samples, at 51.70 to 48.30 percent. From the survey, 728 respondents or 48.63 percent indicated that their age were between 18 and 45 years old. Additionally, 498 respondents or 33.27 percent were between 46 and 60 years old. The last group, those with age over 60 years old, comprised 18.10 percent of the respondents who reported their age. The Asian Barometer categorised domicile into two groups: rural and urban area. There were 373 respondents who lived in urban area, representing 24.67 percent of total respondents. The remaining 1,139 respondents (75.33 percent) in the survey lived in the rural area of Thailand.

Education attainment is another independent variable in the study. The first group, those with 0-to-6 years of education, comprised of 879 respondents (58.25 percent). In addition, 435 respondents (28.83 percent) were those who had 7-to-12 years of education. The minority in the education attainment category were those who had over 12 years of education with 195 respondents (12.92 percent). As for family income, there were 892 respondents in the first and second quintile group (63.17 percent of the respondents), who indicated their family income in the survey. The second group—those in the third and fourth quintile family income category—comprised of 436 respondents (30.88 percent). A total of 84 respondents (5.95 percent) were those from the fifth quintile family income category.

The majority of the sample in the survey did not believe they had any influence over the government. Only 135 respondents (9.28 percent) said they disagreed with the statement, “sometimes politics and government seems so complicated that a person like me can’t really understand what is going on.” Meanwhile, 1,319 respondents (90.72 percent) agreed with the statement. In addition, 418 respondents (29.37 percent) disagreed with the statement, “people like me don’t have any influence over what the government does.” On the contrary, 1,005 respondents (70.63 percent) agreed with the statement.

The last independent variable in the study is organisation skills, measured by the respondents’ participation in any social organisations. It was found that 671 respondents (51.38 percent), have joined social associations. While 635 respondents, (48.62 percent), reported that they had never participated in any social organisations.

Internet Use and Political Participation

With the first and second hypotheses, this research aims to expand the study conducted by Wellman et al. (2001) that Internet usage had positive effect on political participation. Logistic regression analysis was performed to model the coefficient B of the Internet users to participate in politics. Table 3 presents the logistic regression model of political participation, Internet use, and individual resource measurement, namely: demographic characteristics, socio-economic status, education attainment, political efficacy, and organisational skills.

Of all the independent variables, only domicile (B = 0.915, p<0.001) and political efficacy 1 (B=–0.591, p<0.05) significantly predicted political participation 1 : persuading others to go for a certain candidate or party (constant =–1.342, R2=0.048). Political participation 2, having contacted elected officials or legislative representatives at any level because of personal, family or neighbourhood problems, or problems with government officials and policies, significantly correlated (constant =–2.102, R2=0.123) with gender (B=–0.563, p<0.001), domicile (B=0.618, p<0.01), 7 to 12 years of education (B=0.496, p<0.01), political efficacy 2 (B=0.377, p<0.05), and organisational skills (B=0.991, p<0.001).

Internet use (B=1.323, p<0.01), gender (B=–0.870, p<0.01), and organisational skills (B=0.888, p<0.01) significantly predicted political participation 3, having contacted news media because of personal, family, or neighbourhood problems, or problems with government officials and policies (constant =–3.664, R2=0.117). Whether or not the respondents had got together with others to raise an issue or sign a petition or political participation 4 was the last dependent variable tested in Table 3. It was found that Internet use (B=0.868, p<0.01), 7 to 12 years of education (B= 0.572, p<0.05), and organisational skills (B=0.920, p<0.001) are significantly associated with political participation 4 (constant −2.974, R2 = 0.085).

The estimation model predicting differences in political participation between the respondents, who used the Internet and who did not, in Table 3 indicates that there were some differences between these two groups. The significant difference is that the respondents who used the Internet were more actively contacting news media to solve any problems they had with government officials and policies (political participation 3), and to get together with others to raise an issue or sign a petition (political participation 4).

In order to improve the ability to predict the relationship between political participation 3 and 4, and Internet use, the hierarchical logistic regression analysis was employed. This test seems most appropriate, as it could verify the relationship between the dependent and independent variables, when controlling for the other sets of independent variables on the dependent variable. To sum up, Table 4 presents the hierarchical logistic regression test aimed at seeking the relationship between political participation 3 and 4, and Internet use when controlling for other independent variables.


Table 3: Logistic regression model of political participation, Internet use, and individual resource measurement.



	Coefficient B (S.E.)




	
	
	PP 1

	PP 2

	PP 3

	PP 4




	Internet use
	No = 0;Yes = 1
	0.275(0.224)
	–0.355(0.218)
	1.323(0.390)**
	0.868(0.287)**



	Gender
	Male = 0;Female = 1
	–0.194(0.150)
	–0.563(0.147)***
	–0.870(0.313)**
	–0.289(0.210)



	Age (years old)
	18–45 = 046–60Over 60
	–0.022(0.177)–0.042(0.222)
	0.130(0.171)0.076(0.217)
	0.174(0.348)0.559(0.431)
	0.457(0.242)0.353(0.327)



	Domicile
	Urban = 0;Rural = 1
	0.915(0.224)***
	0.618(0.237)**
	0.256(0.400)
	0.286(0.310)



	Education attainment (years)
	0–6 = 07–12Over 12
	–0.057(0.199)0.367(0.294)
	0.496(0.189)**0.091(0.306)
	–0.026(0.399)0.486(0.472)
	0.572(0.266)*0.041(0.404)



	Family income (quintile)
	1st–2nd = 03rd –4th5th
	–0.186(0.195)–0.721(0.428)
	0.194(0.186)0.554(0.348)
	0.249(0.361)–0.430(0.705)
	–0.140(0.262)–0.726(0.583)



	Political efficacy 1
	Disagree = 0;Agree = 1
	–0.591(0.246)*
	–0.375(0.254)
	–0.703(0.422)
	–0.271(0.365)



	Political efficacy 2
	Disagree = 0;Agree = 1
	–0.033(0.175)
	0.377(0.177)*
	0.151(0.336)
	–0.426(0.231)



	Organisational skills
	No = 0;Yes = 1
	–0.077(0.154)
	0.991(0.159)***
	0.888(0.322)**
	0.920(0.232)***



	Constant
	
	–1.342
	–2.102
	–3.664
	–2.974



	Number of observations
	
	1,150
	1,153
	1,145
	1,155



	Model chi-square (df)
	
	35.793 (12)
	99.141(12)
	43.777 (12)
	47.238 (12)



	Model-significance
	
	***
	***
	***
	***



	–2 log likelihood
	
	1142.321
	1179.157
	397.479
	683.732



	Nagelkerke R-square
	
	0.048
	0.123
	0.117
	0.085




Notes: PP = Political participation; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001


Table 4: Hierarchical logistic regression model of political participation and Internet use after controlling for gender, education attainment, family income, and organisational skills.



	Coefficient B (S.E.)




	
	Political participation 3

	Political participation 4




	
	Model I

	Model II

	Model I

	Model II




	Control variables



	Gender: Male = 0;Female = 1
	–0.919(0.311)**

	–0.870(0.313)**

	–0.327(0.208)

	–0.289(0.210)




	Age:
18–45 years old = 046–60 years oldOver 60 years old

	–0.016(0.338)0.299 (0.412)

	0.174(0.348)0.559(0.431)

	0.356(0.236)0.238(0.321)

	0.457(0.242)0.353(0.327)




	Domicile: Urban = 0;                 Rural = 1
	–0.157(0.389)

	0.256(0.400)

	–0.041(0.292)

	0.286(0.310)




	Education attainment:
0–6 years = 07–12 yearsOver 12 years

	0.229 (0.380)0.954(0.450)*

	–0.026(0.399)0.486(0.472)

	0.710(0.258)**0.381(0.387)

	0.572(0.266)*0.041(0.404)




	Family income:
1st–2nd quintile = 03rd–4th quintile5th quintile

	0.480 (0.352)–0.277(0.712)

	0.249(0.361)–0.430(0.705)

	0.004(0.257)–0.611(0.581)

	–0.140(0.262)–0.726(0.583)




	Political efficacy 1:
Disagree = 0; Agree = 1

	–0.667(0.418)

	–0.703(0.422)

	–0.245(0.363)

	–0.271(0.365)




	Political efficacy 2:
Disagree = 0; Agree = 1

	0.121 (0.327)

	0.151(0.336)

	–0.415(0.228)

	–0.426(0.231)




	Organisational skills:
No = 0; Yes = 1

	0.933(0.321)*

	0.888(0.322)*

	0.936(0.231)***

	0.920(0.232)***




	Predictor independent variable



	Internet use: No = 0, Yes = 1
	–

	1.323(.390)**

	–

	0.868(0.287)**




	Constant
	–3.015

	–3.664

	–2.555

	–2.974




	Number of observations
	1,145

	1,145

	1,155

	1,155




	Model-Chi Square (df)
	32.168

	43.777

	38.142

	47.238




	Model-significance
	**

	**

	***

	***




	–2 Log Likelihood
	409.088

	397.479

	692.827

	683.732




	Nagelkerke R Square
	0.087

	0.117

	0.069

	0.085





Notes: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001


The association between political participation 3 and Internet use still existed after controlling for gender, age, domicile, education attainment, family income, political efficacy 1 and 2, and organisational skills (constant =–3.664, B=1.323, p<0.01, R2=0.117). The number of respondents in the model was 1,145. The standard errors for the variables included in the analysis were lower than 2.0. It could be concluded that there was no evidence of multicollinearity. In addition, probability of the block chi-square in Model II of political participation 3 was less than the significant level of 0.05, rejecting that there was any difference between Model I and Model II. In other words, the existence of the hierarchical relationship between the political participation 3 and Internet use was confirmed.

The same conclusion could be applied to the relationship between political participation 4 and Internet use. After controlling for gender, age, domicile, education attainment, family income, political efficacy 1 and 2, and organisational skills, the correlation between political participation 4 and Internet use remained statistically significant (constant =–2.974, B= 0.868, p<0.01, R2=0.085). No standard errors for the control variables and predictor independent variable, or Internet use, in Model II of political participation 4 was greater than 2.0. In short, multicollinearity among the independent variables was not detected. In the cross-validation analysis, the association between the political participation 4 and Internet use after putting all control variables in the research into the model was statistically significant (p<0.001).

The results in Table 4 strengthen the model’s prediction of positive correlation between the Internet use and the likelihood of the respondents to contact news media to solve any problems they had with government officials and policies. The direction of the relationship between the chances of the respondents to get together with others to raise an issue or sign a petition and Internet use went along the same line, even after controlling for other independent variables—gender, age, domicile, education attainment, family income, political efficacy 1 and 2, and organisational skills. All this might imply that, regardless of their individual resources—demographic characteristics, socio-economic status, education attainment, political efficacy and organisation skills—the Internet users were more likely to engage in political participation.


DISCUSSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Reinforced by many studies in the past that socio-economic factors—education attainment and socio-economic status—were political participation’s prerequisites, many Thai political elites believed that only “the have” in the society should engage in politics (Ockey 2004; Uwanno and Burns 1998). As a result, they have attempted to restrain the have-not’s political participation.

Seeing this prolonged political attitude, the research aims at finding the correlation between political participation and Internet use in Thailand, in the hope that it could provide another indicator in prediction civic engagement. The study found that, after controlling for individual resources, the Internet users were more likely to contact news media to solve their problems with government official or policies, compared to the non-Internet users. The positive relationship between Internet use and news media’s contact might be fostered by the fact that news media in Thailand had provided online platform for the public to voice their concerns or issues with the government officials or policies. Also, the respondents who used the Internet had greater odds to get together with others to raise an issue or sign a petition. After taking into account other independent variables, demographic characteristics, socio-economic status, education attainment, political efficacy and organisation skills, the association remained statistically strong. These results are in line with previous studies (Kenski and Stroud 2006; Nisbet and Scheufele 2004; Tolbert and McNeal 2003; Wellman et al. 2001). More significantly, the findings confirm the mobilisation theory (Polat 2005) that telecommunication technology, namely the Internet, could increase political participation among its users.

The results that indicate a positive correlation between Internet use and political participation could be beneficial for the development of democracy. Potentially, the Internet could be employed as an instrument to facilitate citizens to engage in political activities. In addition, the Internet might bridge the gap between the have and have-not in their civic engagement, as political participation may no longer limit to those who have better access to resources and knowledge as suggested in Milbrath’s work (1965).

Followings are the policy recommendations aiming at promoting Internet use to encourage political participation and to strengthen the Thai democratic system as a whole:


1.    In order to employ the Internet as tool to consolidate the country’s democracy, the government of Thailand should try to open wider access to and increase Internet use. It is practically impossible for the Internet to help promote political participation in a situation where a large number of people have no access to this communication channel. While the Internet penetration rate in advanced democratic countries—for instance, the United States, the United Kingdom, Netherlands, Sweden, South Korea and Japan—were well above 80 percent (International Telecommunication Union 2014), only about one third of Thai citizens could access the Internet. The first step, obviously, requires that the Thai government make available this technology to all Thais.

In her study, Norris (2001) pointed out that Internet use required the users to have basic computer literacy and skills. As a result, it is important for the government to support computer education at schools. For those who already left schools, what can be effectively done is to arrange special training courses—for instance, through the Ministry of Education’s non-formal education centres, public libraries, or other local governmental agencies, including TV programs aiming at providing the citizens broader educational alternatives.

Apart from providing knowledge of computer and Internet skills, the government should also help supply computers and other necessary equipment so that people can readily access the Internet through service nodes—schools, libraries, and community halls, nationwide—considering that not all groups of people can buy or own a computer, or pay for an Internet connection service fee.

2.    Past studies suggested that electronic government (e-government) could help circulate government information to increase citizens’ political engagement (e.g., Jaeger 2005; Parent et al. 2005; Chadwick and May 2003). In order to increase channels through which the public can express their political opinions and participate in the country’s public policy-making process, as well as exchanging knowledge, opinions and information among themselves, the Thai government should set up online political discussion forums under its or the Parliament’s sponsorship. In addition, there should also be a body empowered to oversee these forums, and to digest the general public’s opinions and send them to the responsible government agencies or the Parliament.


3.    The Internet became a significant channel many citizens turned to for voicing their political concerns, demands, and opinions. Consequently, legislators, government officials and political elites in Thailand should be aware of the development in this new telecommunication technology. On the issue of providing greater opportunity to the general public to express their political opinions online, the policy-makers are logically required to listen to the public opinions expressed through that channel.

LIMITATION AND FUTURE WORKS

Studying the Internet’s role and impact on societal change and democracy development is a relatively new branch of academic research in Thailand. The Internet itself has not yet spread to all sections of the society. Its impact is at best transitional. As a result, several jigsaw puzzles remain to be identified and understood, many questions need to be answered, on the way to making improvements in our methodology and to building up a more solid body of knowledge that will make the contributions to our society more genuinely meaningful. Longitude study is necessary for following up trends in behavioural changes among the Internet users and non-users in Thailand. The resultant findings might yield a sounder answer to the Internet’s impact strength on people’s political participation, compared to a study that focuses on a single time interval like this study.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

This work is supported by the Korea Foundation for Advanced Studies’ International Scholar Exchange Fellowship for the academic year of 2014–2015, and Mahasarakham University, Thailand.

NOTES

*     Sanyarat Meesuwan is a lecturer in the College of Politics and Governance at Mahasarakham University, Thailand, where she started working in 2006. Taking a leave from the University, she went to further her study at the University of Hawaii at Manoa, where she received her PhD in Political Science in 2013. Her current course load includes teaching comparative politics; research methodology in political science; politics and government of America; and politics and government of East Asia for both undergraduate and graduate programs. In 2014, she was awarded a fellowship from the Korea Foundation for Advanced Studies to conduct a research in South Korea for a year. Her current research interests are democratisation and political participation in Thailand, and comparative politics and international relations in the Asia-Pacific region. Her recent research project, funded by the King Prajadhipok’s Institute, is on Preah Vihear Temple border dispute between Thailand and Cambodia after the 2013 International Court of Justice ruling.

REFERENCES

Askew, M. 2008. Performing political identity: The Democrat Party in Southern Thailand. Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books.

Barber, B. 2001. The uncertainty of digital politics: Democracy’s uneasy relationship with information technology. Harvard International Review 23 (1): 42–47.

Brainard, L. A. and Siplon, P. D. 2002. Cyberspace challenges to mainstream non-profit health organizations. Administration and Society 34 (2): 141–175.

Chadwick, A. and May, C. 2003. Interaction between states and citizens in the age of the Internet: “e-government” in the United States, Britain, and the European Union. Governance: An International Journal of Policy, Administration, and Institutions 16 (2): 271–300.

Dahl, R. 2000. On democracy. Connecticut: Yale University Press.

Dahlberg, L. 2001. The Internet and democratic discourse. Information, Communication, and Society 4: 615–633.

Garson, D. 2006. Public information technology and e-governance: Managing the virtual state. Sudbury: Jones and Bartlett.

Glassman, J. 2010. The provinces elect governments, Bangkok overthrows them: Urbanity, class and post-democracy in Thailand. Urban Study 47 (6): 1301–1323, DOI:10.1177/0042098010362808.

Hillygus, S. D. 2005. The missing link: Exploring the relationship between higher education and political engagement. Political Behavior 27 (1): 25–47.

International Telecommunication Union. 2004. Measuring the information society report 2014. Geneva: International Telecommunication Union.

Jaeger, P. T. 2005. Deliberative democracy and the conceptual foundations of electronic government. Government Information Quarterly 22 (4): 702–719.

Jensen, M. J., Danziger, J. and Venkatesh, A. 2007. Civil society and cyber society: The role of the Internet in community associations and democratic politics. The Information Society 23: 39–50, DOI:10.1080/0197224060105 7528.

Kaid, L. L., ed. 2004. Handbook of political communication research. New Jersey: Taylor & Francis.


Kang, S. and Gearhart, S. 2010. E-government and civic engagement: How is citizens’ use of city web sites related with civic involvement and political behaviors? Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media 54 (3): 443–462.

Katz, J. et al. 2001. The Internet, 1995–2000: Access, civic involvement, and social interaction American Behavior Scientist 45: 405–419, DOI:10.1177/0002764201045003004.

Kenny, C. B. 1992. Political participation and effects from the social environment. American Journal of Political Science 36 (1): 59–67.

Kenski, K. and Stroud, N. J. 2006. Connections between Internet use and political efficacy, knowledge, and participation. Journal of Broadcasting and Electronics Media 50 (2): 173–192, DOI:10.1207/S15506878jobem5002_1.

Kittilson, M. C. and Dalton, R. J. 2008. The Internet and virtual civil society: The new frontier of social capital. California: Center for the Study of Democracy, UC Irvine.

Kobayashi, T. et al. 2006. Social capital online: Collective use of the Internet and reciprocity as lubricants of democracy. Information, Communication and Society 9 (5): 582–611.

Krueger, B. 2002. Assessing the potential of Internet political participation in the United States: A resource approach. American Politics Research 30: 476–498.

Laothamatas, A. 1992. Business associations and the new political economy of Thailand: From bureaucratic polity to liberal corporatism. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

______. 1996. A tale of two democracies: Conflicting perceptions of elections and democracy in Thailand. In The politics of elections in Southeast Asia, ed. Taylor, R.H., 201–223. Washington: Cambridge University Press.

Leighley, J. E. 1995. Attitudes, opportunities and incentives: A review essay on political participation. Political Research Quarterly 48 (1): 181–209.

Liu, Y. 2014. Competitive political regime and Internet control: Case studies of Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia. Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

Milakovich, M. 2010. The Internet and increased citizen participation in government. eJournal of eDemocracy and Open Government 2 (1): 1–9.

Milbrath, L. 1965. Political participation: How and why do people get involved in politics? Chicago: Rand McNally College Publishing Company and University Press of America.

Navanopparatskul, B. et al. 2013. The conceptual framework of intermediary censorship in social media in Thailand. International Journal on Recent and Innovation Trends in Computing and Communication 1 (7): 592–599.

Nie, N. H. et al. 1996. Education and democratic citizenship in America. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


Niemi, R. G. et al. 1991. Measuring internal political efficacy in the 1988 national election study. American Political Science Review 85: 1407–1413, DOI:10.2307/1963953.

Nisbet, M. C. and Scheufele, D. A. 2004. Political talk as a catalyst for online citizenship. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly 81 (4): 877–896.

Norris, P. 2001. Digital divide: Civic engagement, information poverty, and the Internet worldwide. New York: Cambridge University Press.

______. 2002. Democratic Phoenix: Political activism worldwide. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Ockey, J. 2004. Making democracy: Leadership, class, gender, and political participation in Thailand. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press.

Parent, M. et al. 2005. Building citizen trust through e-government. Government Information Quarterly 22 (4): 720–736.

Polat, R. 2005. The Internet and political participation: Exploring the explanatory links. European Journal of Communication 20 (4): 435–459.

Putnam, R. D., ed. 2002. Democracies in flux: The evolution of social capital in contemporary society. New York: Oxford University Press.

_____. 2000. Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Ramasoota, P. and Panichpapiboon, S. 2014. Online privacy in Thailand: Public and strategic awareness. Journal of Law, Information and Science 23 (1): 1–51.

Rhiengold, H. 2007. Smart mobs: The next social revolution. Massachusetts: Basic Books.

Schlozman, K. L. 2002. Citizen participation in America: What do we know? Why do we care? In Political science: The state of the discipline, eds. Katznelson, I. and Milner, H. V., 433–461. New York: W.W. Norton.

Shah, D. V. et al. 2005. Information and expression in a digital age: Modeling Internet effect on political participation. Communication Research 32 (5): 531–565.

Stanley, W. and Weare, C. 2004. The effects of Internet use on political participation: Evidence from an agency online discussion forum. Administration and Society 36: 503–527.

Taveesin, N. and Brown, W. J. 2006. The use of communication technology in Thailand’s political process. Asian Journal of Communication 16 (1): 59–78.

Thailand’s National Electronic and Computer Technology Center. 2010. Statistics of Internet users in Thailand. http://internet.nectec.or.th/ (accessed on 7 April 2015).

Thailand’s National Statistics Office. 2014. Botsarup Sumrap Phuboriharn Karnchai Technology Lae Karnsuesarn nai Kruaruean Por Sor 2557 (Summary report for executives on the household use of information and communication technology), National Statistic Office, Bangkok.


Thai opposition torn between elections and “People’s Revolution.” 2013. Japan Times, 16 December. http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2013/12/16/asia-pacific/politics-diplomacy-asia-pacific/thai-opposition-torn-between-elections-and-peoples-revolution/#.VO5TvPmUfJI (accessed 3 April 2015).

Thananithichot, S. 2012. Political engagement and participation of Thai citizens: The rural–urban disparity. Contemporary Politics 18 (1): 87–108.

Thanapornphan, R. 1993. Anijalaksana khong kanmueang Thai: Sethasatwikhao waduay kanmueang (Instability of Thai politics: An analysis of political economy). Bangkok: Manager.

Tolbert, C. J. and McNeal, R. S. 2003. Unraveling the effects of the Internet on political participation? Political Research Quarterly 56 (2): 175–185.

Uwanno, B. and Burns, W. D. 1998. The Thai Constitution of 1997: Sources and process. University of British Columbia Law Review 32: 227–248.

Verba, S., Schlozman, K. L. and Brady, H. 1995. Voice and equality: Civic voluntarism in American politics. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Wellman, B. et al. 2001. Does the Internet increase, decrease, or supplement social capital? American Behavior Scientist 45 (3): 436–455.

West, D. M. 2002. State and federal e-government in the United States, 2002. Providence: Taubman Center for Public Policy, Brown University.

Wyatt, D. K. 2003. Thailand: A short history. New Haven and London: Yale University Press.

Xenos, M. and Moy, P. 2007. Direct and differential effects of the internet on political and civic engagement. Journal of Communication 57: 704–718.





TRANSNATIONALITY AND NATIONALISM: SHARED AND CONTESTED MEMORIES OF WU LIEN-TEH ACROSS EAST AND SOUTHEAST ASIA IN POST-SARS ERA

Por Heong Hong*

Malaysian Chinese Research Centre, University of Malaya, 50603 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

email: floody26@gmail.com

© Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 2016

Published online: 15 July 2016

To cite this article: Por, H. H. 2016. Transnationality and nationalism: shared and contested memories of Wu Lien-Teh across East and Southeast Asia in post-SARS era. International Journal of Asia Pacific Studies 12 (2): 83–103, DOI: 10.21315/ijaps2016.12.2.4

To link to this article: http://dx.doi.org/10.21315/ijaps2016.12.2.4

ABSTRACT

Maurice Halbwachs proposed that the reading of the pasts is shaped by interests and needs of the present. The surging interest in Wu Lien-Teh—Penang-born, Cambridge-trained plague fighter in China—across East and Southeast Asia in post-SARS era appears to affirm Halbwachs’ view. Utilising Halbwachs’ presentist and constructionist approach, this article reads post-SARS memories of Wu Lien-Teh as a contested terrain where various historical actors, under a mix of fortuitous as well as intentional circumstances, come to construct what they presently perceive as relevant and important. Memories of the past is thus a site that tells about the present. Drawing on a variety of publications and online sources, this article makes post-SARS accounts of Wu in the region a case for the study of how the pasts are reconstructed to communicate the present. Given that the commemoration of Wu spans across various countries, the case also allows investigation of memory variation across the region. The findings show that the reconstruction of Wu’s pasts in the region has been shaped by varying subjective concerns of different historical actors, politics and social conditions in the region, and the transnationality, locality and materiality of Wu’s legacies. Despite that the memories of Wu are embedded in a transnational network and have been variedly framed in different countries, they are narrated in present terms and tend to intertwine with nationalist narratives.
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“Society from time to time obligates people not just to reproduce in thought previous events of their lives, but also to touch them up, to shorten them, or to complete them so that, however convinced we are that our memories are exact, we give them a prestige that reality did not possess.” – Halbwachs 1992: 51



INTRODUCTION

Much has been written about Wu Lien-Teh—Penang born, Cambridge University-trained medical doctor—who became a world-renown plaque fighter after successfully combating a pneumonic plaque outbreak, which killed over 60,000 persons in Manchuria, China, in 1910–1911 (Flohr 1996; Gamsa 2006; Ho 2000; Knab 2011; Lee et al. 2014; Lei 2010; Luesink 2009; Wang 2007; Wong 2007; Wu 1995). This article does not seek to trace what has been written about Wu and his legacies in epidemic prevention and public health from early 20th century to the present. How and in what context Wu’s legacies have been remembered, especially in the renewed interest in his pasts among communities in China, Singapore and Malaysia over the past decade, is the focus of this article. Neither does this article intend to argue whether or not Wu should be remembered or which legacies of Wu deserve more highlighting. Rather, it aims to explore and answer why Wu Lien-Teh has been memorialised in a particular historical juncture and in a particular frame of reference or narrative.1

Despite Wu’s impressive achievement during the first quarter of the 20th century, his legacies almost went unnoticed in China and his hometown Penang for over four decades, until the eruption of SARS in East and Southeast Asia in 2003. The reappearance of Wu’s stories in the recent past decade invites questions. What intrigues me is the timing and pattern of the recent commemoration. There have been several episodes of epidemic outbreak in the region, including the Nipah Virus outbreak in Malaysia in 1998, and the SARS and the avian flu pandemics in both East and Southeast Asia in 2003 and 2009 respectively, since the passing of Wu in 1960. The earlier outbreak in 1998, however, did not spark interest in Wu’s legacies in epidemic prevention. The timing of the recent remembrance activities thus raises a few questions: Why earlier pandemic in Malaysia did not spur interest in Wu? Why and how did SARS outbreak come to ignite interest in Wu? What does the timing tell us about Wu’s legacies and the changing dynamics of the wider domestic as well as regional conditions, in which his legacies were first obscured and later reconstructed?

This article is not a historical study of Wu Lien-Teh. Instead, its major concern centres around post-SARS memorialisations of Wu, and social and political dynamics that shape these activities and the contents of memories. As proposed by Halbwachs (1992), the reading and comprehension of the pasts is constantly influenced by interests and needs of the present. The emerging interest in Wu’s anti-plague legacy in post-SARS era appears to affirm Halbwachs’ view. Utilising Halbwachs’ presentist and constructionist approach, this article is an analytical exercise that views post-SARS memories of Wu Lien-Teh as a contested terrain where various historical actors, under a mix of fortuitous as well as intentional circumstances, come to construct what they presently perceive as relevant and important. Recollection of the past is thus a site that also tells us about the present realities.

Drawing on a variety of publications and online sources, this article makes post-SARS accounts of Wu in the region a case for the study of how the pasts are reconstructed to communicate the present. Intellectual reflections on Wu’s pasts, though shared among relatively smaller group of people compared to other materials produced for mass circulation, are also included because they represent a distinctive strand of collective thought. As argued by Halbwachs (1992: 40), “one may say that the individual remembers by placing himself in the perspective of the group, but one may also affirm that the memory of the group realizes and manifests itself in individual memories.” In other words, reflections and memories of individuals are always embedded in collective ones. Moreover, individuals, including scholars, are simultaneously members of different groups. Not only that an individual’s activities of remembering are always embedded in collective ones, “the memory of the same fact can be placed within many frameworks, which result from distinct collective memories” (Halbwachs 1992: 52). Put otherwise, scholarly reflections not only represent a specific tradition of intellectual inquiry, they also represent a unique strand of collective thought. For this reason, this article also presents the intellectual discourse on Wu’s pasts by Sinophone Southeast Asian intellectuals of Chinese ethnic origin as a site of memories to investigate their present concern.


Apart from looking at what is recollected, I will also pay attention to what is obscured. As indicated by earlier studies on memories, remembrance of the pasts, influenced by a wide range of social conditions, is simultaneously an activity of forgetting. What has been underemphasised is as important as what has been brought forward in marking out what people presently conceive as significant (Bong 2014; Halbwachs 1992; Koh 2013; Paez et al. 1997; Radley 1990; Schwartz 1990; Sorek 2015). Given that the commemoration of Wu spans across various countries, the case also allows investigation of memory variation across the region. I will show that the commemorations of Wu have been differentially determined by a variety of circumstances, which include: (1) the transnational intellectual network that exchanges and generates memories of Wu; (2) varying subjective concerns of different historical actors; (3) the transnationality and locality of Wu’s legacies; (4) the materiality and locality of Wu’s legacies, e.g., hospital, publication and writings, residence, etc.; and (5) diverse social, cultural and political conditions in the region.

By transnationality, this article refers to three different but closely related notions: 1) the movement of people, ideas and information across nations and regions; 2) the exchange of ideas and information among people of different nations within a particular nation’s geographical boundary; and 3) the hybrid characteristics of an individual, such as Wu Lien-Teh, who has lived transnational experience, whether via movement across space or through exchange of ideas and cultures.2 As existing literature shows, both Chinese nationalism and the institutionalisation of public health are embedded in and shaped by transnational forces (Duara 1997; Knab 2011; Lei 2010). The major argument of this article is that, post-SARS memorialisation of Wu in the region too, has been shaped by both national as well as transnational forces in each country. “Transnationality” is not only a method to describe a regionally connected network or the hybridity of culture and people, it is also an approach that decentres the place of nation state in order to complicate the picture of memory construction. In China, the remembrance of Wu has been a nationalistically driven political mobilisation to respond to perceived shortcoming of the country’s healthcare after the outbreak, despite the transnational nature of these activities and the hybridity of Wu. Nevertheless, nationalistically charged narrative of Wu encounters contestation when it takes place in Malaysia. The variation of historical remembrance regarding Wu, I argue, speaks to the ethnically and ideologically heterogenous landscape of Southeast Asia and the cultural politics in the region.

I arrange the article into three sections before drawing on a conclusion. I will begin with historicising the fading of Wu’s name in places where he had left his legacies and explains why the SARS ignited interest in Wu first started in China and not his birthplace Penang. The second part deals with the transregional commemoration activities in Singapore and China, two countries where Wu’s pasts are associated with and also worst hit by SARS, and later move on to visit the remembrances of Wu in Penang and the transnational reconstruction of Wu’s pasts. The last section examines shared and varied memories of Wu against the background of cultural politics and other political economic dynamics in the region.

DISAPPEARANCE OF WU’S NAME: INTERNAL POLITICS, LINGUISTIC ELEMENT AND LOCALITY OF LEGACY

A brief hark back to Wu’s past is necessary before examining the vanishing and the reappearance of his name. In 1910, Wu Lien-Teh left Penang at the age of 31, after the conviction of opium possession which was set against his involvement in anti-opium advocacy, and spent nearly three decades in China (Wu 1959). When he left China in 1937, he left his three-decade anti-plaque and preventive medicine legacies to a country ridden with wars and internal political conflicts for over four decades. As an English-educated intellectual, his scholarly work in China was entirely written in English. During the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s, a project that sought to translate the History of Chinese Medicine, a tome co-authored by Wu and China-born Western-trained medical doctor Wang Jin-Ming and published in Tientsin in 1932, into Chinese, was put to halt as the book was regarded as “too conciliatory to imperialist aggression” (Luesink 2009: 164). Wu and Wang were also deemed lack of sufficient knowledge of Chinese medicine to write about its history. Linguistic element and political situation were unpromising to the transmission of Wu’s scholarly legacy in China (Wang 2007: 215).

The situation in his home country, Malaya, was slightly different. Wu completed and published his 667-page autobiography in 1959, barely a year before his passing in Penang. By the time he passed away, only half of the population in Malaya were able to read; the size of English literate community was even smaller, posing a social condition not optimistic for the circulation of his autobiography. The absence of artefacts, such as infrastructures of public health and modern medicine Wu had constructed in China, was equally unpropitious to passing on his legacies. Artefacts or material forms of the pasts are elements of the pasts on which interpretations and memories can be constructed (Sorek 2015; Radley 1990). Without such tangible forms of Wu’s past, his name soon faded into oblivion in his home country for over four decades, despite being world-widely mourned as a loss to the field of medicine upon his death. The internal politics in China, the social condition in Malaya, and the nature and locality of Wu’s legacies all came to constitute a mix of situations unfavourable to the passing of his legacies, until the outbreak of SARS in 2003.

But why did post-SARS enthusiasm of Wu’s past emerge in China first, and not in his birthplace Penang? Why earlier pandemics in Malaysia, such as Nipah Virus outbreak in 1998, and bird flu and swine flu in 2009, did not come to spark the same interest among Malaysians in Wu as SARS did in China? Perhaps the cue lies in the nature and the locality of Wu’s legacies. Even if Malaysians had felt a sense of urgency to revisit past pandemics and rediscover possible preventive measures in their homeland during earlier episodes of outbreaks before the eruption of SARS in 2003, they were unlikely to encounter the name of Wu, as the anti-epidemic legacies Wu constructed, whether the public health infrastructure or his scholarly work, were associated to China. The eruption and severeness of SARS in China was thus a haphazard crucial to arousing interests in stories of Wu buried or suppressed for over four decades in the region. Different from the situation of Malaysia and China, the significance of Singapore in the reconstruction of Wu’s past lies in Wu’s family. Wu’s eldest daughter, Wu Yu-Ling, kept a wealth of information about her father and she herself was a centre of intellectual network in the region. 3 It took just an unintentional circumstance, the outbreak of SARS, to ignite people’s interest in the pasts, which immediately led to the rediscovery of Wu, the activation and expansion of the network, and the intensification of memory sharing. Singapore also plays a role in generating and circulating knowledge about Wu in English and stirring interest beyond the Sinophone circle in the region. The memorialisation of Wu in Penang is slightly different. The timing when local community began to commemorate Wu’s legacies coincided with Georgetown’s acquisition of United Nations Organizations for Education, Science and Culture (UNESCO) world heritage status, which is simultaneously a cause and an outcome of the community’s interest in archiving the city’s pasts, whether for the purpose of rebranding the city or for the search and reconstruction of the city’s identity.

From China to Singapore and Penang, the memorialisation of Wu reveals a transnational connection and shared memories in the region. The following section will further explore how people in this transnational network of remembrance connect to each other.


TRANSNATIONAL NETWORK: FROM FAMILY MEMORY TO SARS AROUSED COMMUNITY INTEREST

Prior to the eruption of SARS in 2003, there were already scattered transnational efforts, especially among elites in Singapore and China, in commemorating Wu’s legacies (Wang 2007; Wu 1995). The publication of “Memories of Dr Wu Lien-Teh: Plague Fighter” by Wu Lien-Teh’s daughter, Wu Yu-Ling, who is also a Singapore-based retired bilingual educationist, in 1995, and her attendance in the 80th anniversary of National Medical Association of China (中华医学会)4 in Shanghai, China, the same year, were two among such efforts. Despite its transnational nature, these commemorative activities were confined within a small circle between Wu’s family and intellectuals in China (Wang 2007: 288).

A decade later, the casualty caused by SARS in China stirred up hunger among Chinese intellectuals to revisit earlier episodes of epidemics and preventive measures in their own country. A wave of enthusiasm in search of Wu’s legacies started and went beyond the circle of physicians, scientists and historians. Cheng Guang-Sheng (程光胜), microbiologist in the Chinese Academy of Sciences, who stumbled upon Wu’s name since the late 1980s, took the opportunity to remind his fellow men of Wu’s anti-epidemic legacies in China by writing and publishing an article entitled “Wu Lien-Teh: The Pioneer in China’s Anti-epidemic Science” in May 2003.5 Another character, Li Luer (礼露), who was a journalist, came across the name of Wu while earnestly looking up stories of past pandemics in her own country after surviving SARS infection. Struck and moved by Wu’s work, Li Luer began to delve deeply into the history of Wu and later became one of the key persons in rebuilding Wu’s legacies in the region. Li Luer’s article, entitled “Wu Lien-Teh: The Pioneer of Modern Medicine in China,” was published in Hainei Yu Haiwai (海內海外 or The Local and the Overseas) on 8 September 2005.6 Wang Zhe, (王哲) medical doctor, later contributed a book titled “Guoshi Wushuang Wuliende” (国士无双伍连德 or Wu Lien Teh: A National Scholar of No Equal) in 2007.7

The revelation of Wu Lien-Teh as the first Chinese nominated for Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1935 during the declassification of Nobel’s nomination database in 2007 further heated up the enthusiasm. A series of publication that frames Wu as a “patriotic overseas Chinese who returned to China at the turn of 20th century and established modern medicine in his homeland” emerged and flooded the internet since then. Li Luer’s book, entitled “Discover Dr. Wu Lien-Teh: The First Chinese Nobel Nominees,” was published in 2010; Wu’s 667-page autobiography, first published in Cambridge in 1959, was jointly translated by Cheng Guang-Sheng and Ma Xue-Bo (马学博) into Chinese and published in 2011. In addition to publication, efforts were also taken to reconstruct Wu’s legacies in material form, which include preserving Wu’s former residence in Beijing and the establishment of Wu Lien-Teh Memorial Museum in Harbin on 8 September 2008.8

While the Chinese intellectuals and the wider community in China were retrieving the past of Wu, Ong Lay Hong, a bi-lingual senior TV and documentary producer in Singapore’s Media Corp, who had not a single knowledge of Wu, came to stumble upon Wu’s story while having a conversation with a veteran broadcaster in 2006. Aroused by the stories, Ong decided to interview Wu Yu-Ling, who immediately put Ong into contact with a transnational network of intellectuals and a rich repertoires of information about Wu Lien-Teh. Though felt the urgency to weave the pasts of Wu, Ong’s wish to produce a documentary on Wu was deterred by the lack of sufficient funds. Further encouragement came when Li Luer and Lin Guan-Zhen (林冠珍),9 prompted by their personal interest in search of Wu’s stories in Southeast Asia, made a self-sponsored trip to Singapore in September 2007. Both took the opportunity to persuade their Singaporean counterparts to jointly produce a documentary on Wu, an event which coincided with Ong’s promotion as a team leader responsible for developing China’s market for Media Corp owned Channel News Asia (CNA). Li Luer was later employed as a researcher when a production team led by Ong was formed with grants approved by CNA.10

The transnational network via which memories of Wu were exchanged and woven began to extend beyond Wu’s family in Singapore, as scattered regional efforts came to connect one another. In April 2008, a documentary on Wu jointly produced by the Chinese and the Singaporeans was screened in Beijing. Though the documentary is narrated in Mandarin, its English subtitle helps the film to reach beyond Sinophone audience and the online coverage of the screenings further allows distribution beyond Singapore. 11 More transnational commemoration activities in the region came up since then, including a seminar on Wu, organised by the Singapore China Friendship Association (SCFA 2011) and held in Singapore, on 14 April 2011; “Dr. Wu Lien-Teh Commemorative Symposium” held in Harbin, China, in 2013, which Ong Lay Hong and Penang-based scholar Fazal Anwar were two among the invited speakers; and the “Plague Fighter Dr. Wu Lien-Teh: International Conference and Exhibition” in Nanyang Technological University, Singapore, in April 2014, at which Cheng Guang-Sheng and Clement Liang12 were invited to deliver a speech.


On the other side of the Singapore-Malaysia causeway, Malaysians seemed to be largely oblivious of Wu’s existence. Despite that a sport house in Penang Free School, where Wu received his primary and secondary education, has been named after him for decades, little had been explained to the students, leaving his stories unknown even among old Free Schools.13 Not until the recent regional wave of rediscovery that Malaysians in the northern part of the peninsula came to associate Taman Wu Lien-Teh, a private road near Free School named after him in Penang, and Jalan Wu Lien-Teh, a road in Ipoh, to a figure newly known to them, the “plague fighter” who left Penang in 1910 and returned to Malaya in 1937 to escape the war-ridden China. A book chapter about Wu authored by Ho Tak Ming in 1983 but published in 2000 and known only to a tiny intellectual circle, was reprinted by the Penang-based Dr. Wu Lien-Teh Society (WLTS) for free circulation since 2013. The community interest in Wu emerged around 2011, when some Penang-based bloggers and intellectuals stumbled upon Wu’s name, either via Chinese publication in China14 or English ones in Singapore through the internet,15 and started blogging about him. The SCFA organised seminar on Wu in Singapore on 14 April 2011 also came to inform some Malaysians the legacies of Wu.16 Nevertheless, in contrast to the image of “patriotic overseas Chinese” in China, Wu Lien-Teh has been regarded as “a name Malaysian should be proud of,” “anti-opium pioneer,” “internationally acclaimed plague fighter” and “one of the three famous Straits Chinese in early twentieth century” in his home country.

People in two sectors in Penang—the heritage conservation sector and tourism sector—have been particularly concerned about Wu’s past. Driven by a mix of varied intentions, including the quest of the pasts and identity, the demand of cultural rebranding, etc., they began to relate Wu’s legacies to their work. It was against this background that WLTS was established on 14 October 2012 and became an association actively engaged in regional commemoration activities with its counterparts in Singapore and China. Present at the inaugural meeting of WLTS were representatives from Penang Heritage Trust, Penang Global Tourism, Penang Tourist Guides Association, Penang Budget Hotels Association and Penang Medical College.17 The community’s increasing interest in Georgetown’s pasts is associated with the declaration of Georgetown as a UNESCO world heritage site in 2008, which demands various concerned sectors on the island to be proactive in conserving their heritage and generating histories of the designated site, if the status and business as usual is to be maintained.

However, compared to their counterparts in China and Singapore in their recent transnational search of Wu’s past, community in Penang have been relatively less aggressive. Clement Liang, treasurer of WLTS, commented, “Wu Lien-Teh is better remembered in Singapore than in Penang, despite that his life had much association with Penang than with Singapore. His stories are never aired on Astro or any local TV stations… a prominent figure lightly taken by his own fellows. He is [only] memorized as a Straits Chinese in Singapore.”18

These regional activities bring to our attention that the same figure has been variedly remembered across the region. Why did the memorialisation of the same figure differ from one place to another? What are the wider dynamics that shape the memorialisation of Wu? What does varying focuses on Wu’s pasts tell us about the wider dynamics in the region? The next section will visit the shared features as well as the variations in the memories of Wu.

(DIS)LOYALTY OF A PLAGUE FIGHTER: SHARED AND CONTESTED MEMORIES OF WU

Across the region, Wu Lien-Teh has been commonly remembered as “a world-renown plague fighter” and “a forgotten hero.” Another shared feature in various accounts of Wu is the teleological and triumphalist narrative of modern medicine and public health in China, his “great contribution to human race, medical science and public health.” The variations found in different accounts of Wu’s pasts lie in narratives about: (1) his identity, such as whether he is a Chinese, an Overseas Chinese or a Malayan; (2) where did his loyalty go to, China or Malaya?

Without ignoring Wu’s birthplace, Malaya, the accounts of Wu generated in China repeatedly frame him as “a patriotic Overseas Chinese” who “returned” to China and made great contribution in modernising medicine and public health in his “homeland.” Han Qi-De (韩启德), a medical scientist and the Vice-president of the National People’s Congress of China who penned the preface of Wang Zhe’s book (2007), condenses the life of Wu into a patriotic narrative:


“Wu Lien-Teh is not only an internationally renowned scientist, he is also a role model of patriotic intellectual. In his entire life, he attributed the great achievement he had made and the honor gained to his homeland who gave him the opportunity to serve his own nation. He was proud to have contributed to his homeland, he was also pleased to have relieved the people from sickness and to have improved the people’s health.


Wu Lien-Teh was born in Nanyang’s Penang and trained in medical education in England. He later determinedly returned to his homeland to serve his own nation, he contributed his most precious years in constructing China’s health and epidemic prevention system.”



As a matter of fact, it was part of the Chinese authority’s interest to promote patriotism. In the concluding paragraphs, Wang (2007: 288) relates Wu’s “nation loving” story to the current disastrous experience of SARS outbreak and reveals the Chinese authority’s engagement in using Wu’s story to promote nation loving spirit:


Despite that Wu Lien-Teh has regained recognition among the Chinese scientist circle, [he] remains unknown to the general Chinese people; even the wider science workers, including many medical and health personnel, are ignorant [about Wu]. Although that part of Chinese history has been repeatedly woven into numerous fictions and acts, turned into films and screened for countless times, that even thieves and robbers are informed about it, yet no one informs us about Wu, whose achievement in those years deserves only two words “wei da” [meaning “great”].

The society has become increasingly obsessed with private interest and restless, as Wu Lien-Teh becomes more and more removed from us, almost as distant as the twinkling star in the sky.

In the spring of 2003, the rampage of SARS in Beijing was as destructive as the arrival of the doomsday. Just like the encounter in India nine years back, people were stricken by panic and fear and held by resentment during the sudden outbreak of epidemic. They had to endure all kinds of excuses. Not until the fog of history dissipated that they began seeing the figure of a great medical doctor and soldier who had determinedly walked to Harbin.

In the aftermath of SARS, many people began to call the name of Wu Lien-Teh and understand him. Every contact with Wu Lien-Teh across time and space has intensely touched the heart of people. The nation loving spirit as expressed by Wu Lien-Teh has been widely promoted by the authority… Wu Lien-Teh finally walks out of history and returns to China.19



In this nation loving narrative, “Wu Lien-Teh” is metaphorised as a sought after “lost ethos” in a society which is thought to be “increasingly obsessed with private interest and restless” (Wang 2007: 288). It is hoped that by “(re)calling” Wu’s “patriotic” story, and thus his ethos, his nation-loving spirit would touch the hearts of the Chinese people and the spirit would “return” to China. The publication of Wang’s book came at a time when the Chinese authority was promoting “hexie shehui” (和谐社会 or harmonious society) and “weiwen” (维稳 or maintaining stability) as a strategic response to growing income disparity and social inequality in the country since 2004. It was a historical juncture when the then new leadership of China, Hu Jintao/Wen Jiabao Administration, faced the dual challenges of post-SARS healthcare reconstruction and economic crisis (de Haan 2010).

Later, more stories of Wu were generated and circulated online. The frame that these online Chinese accounts use to narrate Wu’s stories is not very much different from the official patriotic trope of Han’s and Wang’s (2007), except that they tend to mention in passing Wu’s involvement in anti-opium movement, some even entirely ignore his advocacy of cremation and education for girls in Malaya. Many online accounts merely reproduce the official patriotic trope. The underemphasis of Wu’s association with Malaya is probably due to the perceived lack of connection between these facts and the community’s present concern for China’s public health service. Reading it in such a way, however, is to miss other subtle aspects underlying the post-SARS narratives of Wu in China. The underemphasis of Wu’s legacies in Malaya, which is instrumental but not necessary for the reconstruction Wu’s past into a patriotic or nation loving trope, I suggest, is to be read against the wider context of an authoritarian regime and against cultural politics in the region. By framing Wu as a “patriotic” plague fighter who made “sacrifices” for a nation, the post-SARS memories of Wu open up a discursive space to call forward the dedication of younger scientists and medical workers in China.20 The activity of “Finding Wu Lien-Teh” or “Re-discovering Wu Lien-Teh” is as much an activity to rediscover the “forgotten hero” as a search for the much needed yet perceived scarce breed of dedicated medical workers in the present. It simultaneously creates an image of a patriotic hero vis-à-vis the army of medical and health personnel who lack the nation loving ethos. Consequently, post-SARS disappointment and dissatisfaction about the condition of healthcare services is channelled against the lack of patriotism among medical workers and thus away from questioning the state authority.

Indeed, violence against health workers, an indicator of strong dissatisfaction over healthcare services in China, has been rising in the past decades. These attacks, nevertheless, predate SARS outbreak. Two existing strands of interpretation attribute the rising healthcare cost and deteriorating healthcare services in post-1979 China to different sources. One of them blames health workers for their corrupted practices, while another points finger at the structural problems of affordability and accessibility and the failure of state-led healthcare reform since 1979. 21 Placed against this background, the patriotic trope appears to be a discursive vehicle for top-down political mobilisation that allows the expression of dissatisfaction concerning the present state of public health service, exposed by SARS, without being antagonistic to the authoritarian state.22 It is also a discursive exercise that appropriates an idealised and nostalgised trope to communicate the perceived deficient present. The past is “idealised” in the sense that common people’s resentment against the perceived brutality of the intrusive anti-plague measure, such as control over people’s movements and habits, imposed by Wu and his colleagues during the outbreak of Manchurian plague has been missing in the patriotic narrative.23 The complexities of the anti-plague interventions a century ago have been reduced to a doctor-centred nation loving narrative, which sings in tune with the authority’s background vocals of “harmonious society” and “social stability.”

But why did these Chinese accounts underemphasise Wu’s connection to Malaya? I suggest that what underlies the minimalisation of Wu’s legacies in Malaya is connected to an existing prevalent strand of China-centred Chinese nationalist discourse, which assumes the position of China as the cultural centre of and the “homeland” to Chinese, whether living inside or outside China, amidst rising identity politics in an increasingly globalised world (Ang 2001; Chun 1996; Koh 2013; Duara 1997). This China centred discourse tends to emphasise the connection of “Overseas Chinese”24 with China and obscure their association and affiliation with their host country.25 Despite being challenged and contested elsewhere, Chinese nationalist discourse has been fundamental to the construction of China as a cultural centre against the backdrop of global cultural power competition and rarely questioned in China (Ding 2008). Interpreted against this background, the China-centred patriotic narrative of Wu, consciously or unconsciously reconstructed as such, is a reproduction and reinforcement of the dominant nationalist discourse which assumes China to be the centre that Chinese, whether born in or outside China, owe their allegiance to. Taken collectively, the SARS ignited memories of Wu in China seems to affirm the finding of earlier studies that social memories in authoritarian country tend to be intertwined with nationalist narrative (Loh 2013: 7).

In contrast to China, the accounts of Wu generated in the past three years in Penang are loaded with more information about Wu’s engagement in social issues in Malaya, including his encounter of racial discrimination under the colonial medical service system, his role as president of the Penang Anti-Opium Association during his late twenties and his anti-gambling position. His advocation for women’s education and cremation has been largely missing from most accounts, except the monograph authored by Ho Tak Ming which was reprinted and circulated by WLTS.

A major feature of the commemoration activities in Penang is creating a transnational image of Wu by weaving his connection with England, US, Germany, France and China without framing him as an “Overseas Chinese.” A heroic anti-plague narrative coloured with transnational aspects of Wu26 is reconstructed to mark out Penang as a hub of global health and a destination of medical travellers from different places of the world. In January 2013, a delegation of 18 people from Penang led by Lee Kah Choon, special advisor to Penang Chief Minister, attended a commemorative symposium on Wu Lien-Teh in Harbin, China. Members of the delegation include representatives from the Penang state government, Penang Global Tourism, Penang Medical College and the then newly formed WLTS. Anwar Fazal, president of WLTS, disclosed that one of the major purposes of the trip was to “propose Penang as the next venue for the Dr. Wu Lien-Teh and Global Health Symposium in 2014” and to promote tourism, medical service and educational opportunities in the state.27 Houses and places associated with Wu have been identified to form “heritage trail of Dr. Wu Lien-Teh” in Penang.28 On 9 March 2014, a bronze statue of Wu, gifted by the First Affiliated Hospital of Harbin Medical University, was placed in the campus of Penang Medical College.

The legacies of Wu Lien-Teh have been objectified, if not reduced, into architecture and places, for the purpose of promoting tourism, medical tourism and education in the region; his transnational pasts have been reconstructed as a marker to symbolise transnational elements and globalised image of Penang. Though taking place after SARS, the commemoration of Wu in Penang is not a response to the epidemic. Rather, it is driven by tourism industry, heritage conservation and the search for history in the aftermath of Georgetown being awarded UNESCO world heritage status.

Beyond the narratives of heritage conservation and tourism, Wu Lien-Teh’s loyalty has been a contested aspect, especially among the circle of Sinophone Chinese Malaysian intellectuals, whose interest in Wu started a few years earlier than the tourism driven commemoration of Wu in Penang. These intellectuals tended to frame the significance of Wu in the context of rediscovering the legacies of several canonised Straits born Chinese, such as Lim Boon Keng, Song Ong Siang, Gu Hong Ming and Wu Lien-Teh. On 4 August 2012, Wong Sin Kiong, a Singapore based Malaysian scholar, delivered a talk entitled “Transregional Studies of Malaysian Chinese Society and Historical Figure: From the Case Study of the Great Doctor Wu Lien-Teh” at the Kuala Lumpur and Selangor Chinese Assembly Hall.29 One of the most discussed dimensions about Wu during the seminar was Wu’s allegiance. Audiences who voiced their views tended to view Wu as having dual loyalty: Wu had been simultaneously patriotic to China as well as to Malaya.

The same dimension had already been raised in Wong’s article back in 2007, though framed in a different manner. Wong reconstructed and juxtaposed the pasts of Wu together with the stories of another two Chinese intellectuals, all were born and grew up in Southeast Asia, but later drawn to work and live in China during Late Qing. In his account of Wu Lien-Teh, Wong questioned, if Wu had been patriotic to China, wouldn’t have he stayed and offered his service in China during the Japanese invasion in the 1930s? Was it not possible that Southeast Asia born Chinese intellectuals, such as Wu Lien-Teh, were drawn to China merely out of their ambition to build a career there, instead of driven by patriotic motive? Wong argued, if these intellectuals’ migration to China was merely career oriented, perhaps it should be understood as “traveling to China,” instead of “returning to homeland.”30

Whether framed in “dual loyalty” or “career oriented” trope, the narratives of Wu’s loyalty call for contextualised reading. They are woven in a context in which the loyalty, identification and political affiliation of Chinese born in and/or living in Southeast Asia has long been subjected to competing and contradictory claims, either by the host country, by China or by their own ethnic community (Ang 2001; Duara 1997; Koh 2013). Indeed, the loyalty of Sinophone and Chinese educated Malaysians has always been placed under political limelight amidst racial and identity politics over linguistic allegiance in the country. Read against this context, both “dual loyalty” and “career oriented” narratives are attempts to negotiate, if not to resist, these contradictory demands, whether externally or internally imposed, on Chinese, who form an ethnic minority in many parts of Southeast Asia. Both tropes appropriate Wu’s (dis)loyalty to communicate their present concern over identity and racial politics in the region. They are political readings of Wu to unsettle preconceived notions regarding the loyalty of the Chinese, without explicitly pronouncing the underlying identity politics in the region. These narratives and discussions about Chinese in the region at once contribute to discourses in the wider politics over Chinese identity. Both readings, however, would have been less likely, if Wu had not travelled wide enough to be reconstructed as a signifier of transnationality and hybridity. His transnational experience and hybridity allows multiple interpretations of his allegiance and thus eludes singular framing or interpretation.

CONCLUSION

Guided by Halbwachs’ conceptual framework, this article has illustrated the place of transnationality, artefacts, locality and cultural politics in understanding the politics of memory regarding Wu Lien-Teh. Despite affirming the finding of earlier studies that memories in Southeast Asia tend to intertwine with nationalism, this article differs from these literatures in two ways. First, the existing scholarly works on social memories in Southeast Asia tend to use wars, conflicts and massacres to make a case for remembrance politics in the region. This small analytic exercise, however, illustrates that what appears non-contentious, such as memorialisation of a world-renowned biomedical scientist, is also a site where political and ideological forces play out. This article also differs from earlier studies regarding the role of state in manipulating memories. Unlike the remembrance of wars, conflicts and massacres, which each nation state in Southeast Asia often plays a direct and active part in constructing and managing the narratives, the memorialisation of Wu was accidentally triggered by SARS, then promoted by concerned scientists and intellectuals, and later exploited by the state authority in China, before it started spreading to and taking place in Singapore and Malaysia. The patriotic trope in China eventually becomes a space deployed by the state to allow popular expression of dissatisfaction, without being antagonistic to the state, regarding the perceived deficiency of public health service exposed by the outbreak. The nation loving narrative is now a discursive device for top-down political mobilisation to put blames against the lack of patriotism among the health workers, and divert popular attention away from questioning the state’s responsibility and failure in reforming the health system. Health workers, instead of the state, become the target for blaming and correction.

Despite that the activities of memorialisation have been taking place in a transnational network, where people from different places are connected to one another and share stories about Wu, the content of memory varies across space. In Singapore, Wu has been sung as an influential Straits Chinese. In Penang, he has been re-invented as a transnationalised marker to represent the globalised image of his hometown, for the promotion of tourism and global health hub. Finally, among the Sinophone Chinese Malaysian intellectual circle, Wu’s (dis)loyalty has been appropriated to negotiate and unsettle the existing contradictory preconceptions of Chinese ethnic minority and their loyalty amidst the century long identity politics in the region. In sum, the stories about Wu have been variedly deployed by different historical actors, and differentially shaped by political and social dynamics in the region. His transnational experience and hybridity allows multiple interpretations of his allegiance and thus eludes singular framing or interpretation. Though the memories of Wu have been differentially framed, they are all narrated in present terms and tend to intertwine with existing nationalist narratives.

NOTES

*     Por Heong Hong graduated from the School of Social Sciences, Universiti Sains Malaysia, in November 2014. Her research interests lie at the convergence of cultural studies and postcolonial inquiry of issues regarding health, illness, medicine, bodies, gender, nationalism and modernity. She is currently a research member of the Malaysian Ministry of Education funded project on “Traditional Knowledge,” which examines how different forces and ideas—therapeutic, religious, scientific, and commercial—are interlaced with one another in the process of forming a regulatory framework for traditional medicine and herbal products in Malaysia.

1     Mark Gamsa’s work (2006) has a comprehensive and critical discussion on the historiography of the Manchurian Plague. The existing historiography can be categorised into three types: (1) Wu Lien-Teh centred and triumphalist narrative of science advancement and modern medicine over plague and superstition (Flohr 1996); (2) a polyphonic narrative that decentres “great doctor” and tells the anti-plague campaign as a process characterised by competition between traditional Chinese medicine practitioners and biomedically trained scientists as well as between historical actors of different national origins, the employment of police force, cremation and quarantine in combating plague, and the disregarding of the lives of the lower class Chinese and the plague victims and thus their resistance against certain anti-plague measures (Gamsa 2006); and (3) globalisation narrative with a focus on foreign and local historical actors against the background of internationalisation of public health and science (Knab 2011). Gamsa (2006) has also pointed out that the eulogies of Wu, science advancement narrative and “self-flattering” image of nation is common in China’s “state-driven” history of the Manchurian plague. Though the post-colonial turn of historiography has changed the narrative from a “great doctor” one to one that is critical of medical authority and decentres nation state, the shift of narrative is for professional Anglophone readers and not for mass circulation. This, however, is not the focus of this article.

2     Different from “international,” a government centred definition of interactions between nations; “transnational” refers to an actor centred notion of communication between nations, which includes exchange between NGOs, scholars, activists, people, scientists, etc. In reality, the two tend to overlap as a state-employed scientist can attend or speak in an international academic conference on his personal capacity.

3     Wang (2007: 310) mentioned the pivotal role of Wu Yu-Ling in transmitting the story of her own father, including providing historical details about Wu Lien-Teh to Wang’s writing.

4     Wu was one of the 21 western style biomedical doctors in China who founded the association back in 1915.

5     Cheng, G-S. (2014), “Re-discovering” scientist Wu Lien-Teh (“重新发现”科学家伍 连 德 ). Zhongguo Kexue Bao, 25 July. Available from: news.sciencenet.cn/sbhtmlnews/2014/7/289944.shtm (accessed 26 Aug 2014)

6     Li, L. (2005), Wu Lien-Teh: “The pioneer of modern medicine in China” (“中国现代 医 学 先 驱 ”--伍 连 德 ). Hainei Yu Haiwai, 8 September. Available from: http://www.chinaqw.com/node2/node2796/node2883/node3178/node3209/
userobject6ai260127.html (accessed 28 Aug 2014).

7     Wang’s (2007) book, largely drawn from Wu’s (1959) autobiography, reconstructs Wu’s story into a historical novel with Wu as the protagonist.

8     Zhou, L-T. (2009), English Wu Lien-Teh documentary (unfinished, only Chinese version completed), Zhong Guo Xin Wen Wang, 7 Jan 2009. Available from: http://www.chinanews.com/cul/news/2009/01-07/1518660.shtml (accessed 28 Aug 2014).

9     Editor of Fujian Education Publisher, which published Wang Zhe’s Guoshi Wushuang Wuliende in 2007.

10   Zhou (2009).

11   Initially, Ong Lay Hong planned to produce the documentary in two languages; the English version was later aborted due to lack of funding.

12   Treasurer of Penang based Dr. Wu Lien-Teh Society, which was established in October 2012.

13   Quah, S-S. (2011), Wu Lien Teh. Anything Goes. 12 April 2011. Available from http://ssquah.blogspot.com/2011/04/wu-lien-teh.html (accessed 28 August 2014); Du, Z-Q. (2011), Gu Hong-Ming Yu Wu Lien-De. Guangming Daily, 31 May. Available from www.guangming.com.my/node/104663 (accessed 14 April 2014). Quah and Du are old Free Schools.

14   Du (2011).

15   Quah (2011).

16   Ibid.

17   Quah, S-S. (2012), The Dr. Wu Lien-Teh Society. Anything Goes, 16 Oct. Available from http://ssquah.blogspot.com/2012/10/dr-wu-lien-teh-society.html (accessed 28 August 2014).

18   Interviewed on 20 April 2014.

19   Emphasis added.


20   Zhang, W. (2007), “Finding Wu Lien-Teh,” Zhongguo Qingnian Bao, 5 September. Available from http://zqb.cyol.com/content/2007-09/05/content_1882816.htm (accessed 26 August 2014).

21   Huang, Y. (2013), “China’s doctors are under attack,” The Atlantic, 3 December. Available from: http://www.campussafetymagazine.com/article/chinese_hospital_worker_
arrested_in_7_stabbing_deaths (accessed 26 Nov 2014).

22   See Liu (2004) for evaluation and critique of post-SARS public health in China.

23   See Gamsa (2006) and Lei (2010) for a more historically grounded account of Wu’s anti-plague measure during the Manchurian outbreak. The perceived “brutality” of and resentment against coercive segregation of the sick and suspected cases, which was imposed by Wu Lien-Teh and his colleagues, cannot be dissociated from the fact that Western medicine offered no cure for the sick and the mortality rate in plague hospital was 100 percent. However, given that Chinese medicine was equally helpless in curing and preventing the disease then and the biomedical authority was confronting an unknown disease, both Gamsa (2006) and Lei (2010: 84) argued, the best available solution was to limit the plague from further spreading by isolating suspected cases and diagnosed carriers of pneumonic plague despite being perceived as brutal.

24   The term “Overseas Chinese” itself implies China as the centre of Chinese living outside China. On the contrary, Straits Chinese is a term that decentralises China as the core of Chinese identity.

25   Wang (2007) contributes three chapters to reconstruct the engagement of Wu’s maternal uncles and other “Overseas” Chinese in the nationalist movement in late 19th and early 20th century of China.

26   “Tribute to plague fighter: Three-day symposium to honour the work of Penang-born Dr. Wu Lien-Teh,” Star Metro, 13 February 2014, 6.

27   Looi, S-C. (2013), “Penang pays tribute to Dr. Wu Lien-Teh,” New Straits Times, 9 January. Available from: http://www2.nst.com.my/life-times/sunday-life-times/-pays-tribute-to-dr-wu-lien-teh-1.198522 (accessed 4 July 2014); “Remembering a plague fighter,” The Star, 13 Jan 2013. Available from: http://www.thestar.com.my/News/Community/2013/01/11/Remembering-a-plague-fighter/ (accessed 4 July 2014)

28   “Suggested itineraries: The heritage trails of Dr. Wu Lien-Teh in Penang,” MyPenang. Available from http://mypenang.gov.my/suggesteditem-126-the_heritage_trails_of_dr_wu_lienteh_in_penang.pgt (accessed 20 April 2014).

29   I was present at the seminar.

30   In contrast to Wong’s (2007) account of Wu’s loyalty, Wang (2007: 274) insisted that Wu was patriotic to China even he decided to leave the war-ridden country in 1937: “The decision of Wu [to leave China] is incomprehensible in the eyes of many. A man should take up his responsibility when his nation is in crisis. When the entire nation was engaged in the war of resistance [against Japan], shouldn’t one join the people to meet the national crisis and contribute by participating in the war, rather than running away? …Any ordinary man would not forget and stop worrying about his nation. If it happened ten or twenty years earlier when Wu was still young, he would have stayed without hesitation, followed and supported the government, and contributed by participating in the war. But he was then already a 60 year-old man, he wanted to serve his country but he could not find the energy.” To quote Benedict Anderson (2006), Wang’s account is a “reverse ventriloquism” to justify nationalism by speaking for the dead.
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