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ABSTRACT

In spite of administrative reforms implemented over the past 30 years of Renovation Policy (Đổi mới) by the Vietnamese Communist Party with massive support from donor agencies, Vietnam’s state machinery and bureaucracy has largely remained bloated and fragmented. As they evolved from state to market, administration and public service did not reform as envisaged in a long-term policy that aims to bring Vietnam closer to Western-dominated, normative models of “good governance.” The ineffectiveness of these reforms has commonly been attributed to poor human capacity, weak law enforcement, inconsistent legal frameworks and similar types of formal institutional shortcomings, all of which ought to be remedied by strengthening formal institutions and capacity building. In going beyond such mainstream institutionalist views, this paper appraises administrative reforms from a more critical, sociological perspective. It takes into account socio-cultural and socio-political institutional factors, such as norms, values and worldviews, which often serve as pivotal elements shaping reform trajectories and outcomes. Conceptually, the paper draws on a 1987 study by Hans-Dieter Evers that traces different types of bureaucratisation as a means to unravel the nature of bureaucracy and its evolutionary process through the lens of social history. This study elucidates that despite formally proclaimed commitments to Weberian bureaucracy, in practice, bureaucratisation as currently observable in Vietnam is chiefly featured by strong tendencies of so-called Orwellisation and Parkinsonisation.
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INTRODUCTION: OMNIPRESENT BUT INEFFECTIVE?

In looking back after 30 years since Vietnam embarked on its transition from Soviet-style central planning, it is apparent that the journey has met with both manifold successes and considerable contradiction. Fuzzy terms, such as market socialism, market Leninism or socialist-oriented market economy,1 the latter of which is in official use by the Vietnamese government, are suggestive of both the ongoing transition from state to market as much as the ideological dilemmas stemming from attempts at fusing capitalism and socialism. Although there is little doubt that Vietnam’s Renovation (Đổi mới)2 propelled social modernisation and contributed greatly to rising living standards and economic development, it has had astonishingly minimal influence on Vietnam’s political and administrative landscape. Indeed, by systematically excluding political change from the reforms, the Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP) has remained the sole political power and thereby practically adhered to Leninist ideologies and the respective institutions of governance (Thayer 2009; Fforde 2011). Against the backdrop of this enduring “bureaucratic socialism,”3 it is unsurprising that characteristics such as bureaucratic omnipresence, statism and authoritarianism have persisted as hallmarks throughout the post-Renovation era. The lasting economic dominance of state-owned enterprises, top-down development planning, state-centred policy making, tight control over civil society, and limited political freedom are, in this regard, manifestations of political conservatism rather than indicators of a an integral transition away from socialism.

Having said this, the political leadership has not been unaware of the necessity to institutionally adapt one-party rule to accommodate the constantly changing social and economic realities. Measures taken to administratively adjust to capitalist modes of production to suit global fashions of neo-liberal deregulation and privatisation, such as reshuffling personnel and streamlining the state machinery, partly favoured state retreat and decentralisation, but did not prevent the further mushrooming of state structures. Indeed, after more than two decades of “renovating” the one-party state, Vietnam’s bureaucratic apparatus remains huge and pervasive. In 2006, Painter, an administrative scholar, labelled Vietnam the most bureaucratic country in Southeast Asia in terms of organisational complexity and numbers of state personnel (Painter 2006: 328). In 2011, civil servants numbered 5.3 million, a significant sum for a country with a population of about 90 million (Tuổi Trẻ 26 July 2011). The extent of these figures is illustrative of the vital role the Leninist state continues to play as a source of employment, career options and lifetime secure livelihood in a society otherwise characterised by limited diversity of occupational opportunities.4 Since 2008, Vietnam’s emerging economy has cooled off profoundly with growth rates falling short of expectations5 due to the economic fallout from high inflation, rapidly mounting public debts, mass liquidations of private businesses and a real estate market on the brink.6 In such times of growing insecurity, the (socialist) state, and this includes (semi-privatised) state enterprises and the military, constitutes an even more favourable option for many seeking income and job security. This not only holds true for the capital Hanoi, where a large share of government officials is concentrated,7 but also for provincial capitals, district towns or rural communes, which are endowed with large cohorts of government officials. A recently conducted census in Quảng Ninh, one of Vietnam’s 63 provinces, revealed that the number of beneficiaries on the state’s payroll accounts for more than six percent of the entire provincial population (Tuổi Trẻ 16 December 2013).

The magnitude and omnipresence of the party state is immense. Administrative buildings profoundly shape the face of urban areas and rural towns. Over the past 10 years, public investment boomed not only in terms of infrastructure development, such as new roads, schools or industrial parks, but also with regard to the construction of immoderately oversized and pompously designed government premises across the whole of the country. Whether in the plains or mountains, rural districts or urban towns, what all these constructions share is the gradual occupation of space by an ever-expanding array of government buildings. In many rural locations, as illustrative in Figure 1, oversized and modern administrative buildings, or often whole compounds, have replaced old, simple constructions, and now outlandishly tower over adjacent paddy fields, thatched farm cottages and grassing water buffalos. Equipped with modern facilities and cast in steel, concrete and glass, these new bureaucratic facades are icons of ultimate state managerialism.
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Figure  1: Icons of bureaucratic mangerialism. Recently modernised administrative premises in Northwest Vietnam, one of the country’s most remote, socioeconomically backward and sparsely populated regions.

Figure notes:

- Top: Parts of the recently completed Lai Châu provincial administrative campus, occupying large areas of the inner city of Lai Châu.

- Middle: Administrative centre of Sìn Hồ district, Lai Châu Province.

- Bottom: Two of a whole array of newly constructed government buildings at the outskirts of Mộc Châu town, Sơn La Province (all photographs by the author 2015).



Looking behind such Potemkin facades of bureaucratic power, however, reveals that Vietnam’s administration has long been mired by low effectiveness, poor performance, red tape, administrative arbitrariness and systemic corruption. Beyond the various constitutional narratives (1992 and 2014) portraying the Leninist state as tightly organised and committed to rational, scientific management and planning, Vietnam’s administration and governance have been largely fragmented, disconnected and inconsistent due to poor allocation of responsibilities, overlapping mandates, as well as ministerial fractionism and departmentalism. Different ministerial agencies are in disharmony with each other and local government operations are often detached from those at the centre (Koh 2001: 536). Since the Leninist state came into being in 1954, as empirically documented by MacLean (2013), the politics of mistrust and bureaucratic self-interests have gradually hollowed out the idea of technocratic and central planning. Over the decades, and with this trend continuing in the post-Renovation era, the state documentation system has steadily deviated from actual developments on the ground. Subsequently, based on these paper realities, the central government has continued to draft fuzzy policies and vague legislation. While the number of official guidelines and regulations adopted annually is enormous, the bulk of these provisions are expected to remain affectless because of poor consistency and coordination in their implementation, lack of resources and departure from the everyday reality at the grassroots.8 This has led to some more radical views, such as that of Fforde (2011: 176), who views Vietnam as a “land without a king” drifting towards “ungovernability” due to a deficit in centralised authority and coordination that has not so much to do with the monopoly of political power under the party, but rather with the fact that there is so little consistency in governance.

By evaluating the Vietnamese bureaucracy from a sociological perspective, the purpose of this paper9 is to make sense of the contradicting circumstances depicted above in light of the administrative and public service reforms that have been ongoing now for over 15 years. As an introduction into the study, the next section seeks to conceptualise bureaucracy, bureaucratisation and administrative reforms. Drawing on this, subsequently, the analysis will take stock of Vietnam’s civil service and administrative reforms by tracing different trajectories of bureaucratisation in order to capture the underlying nature of the bureaucracy and shed light on reform outcomes. The paper argues that beyond the formal reform rhetoric emphasising on rationalisation and rolling back the state in the meaning of “good governance,” in fact, bureaucratisation in Vietnam is better described as a process featured by uncontrolled organisational and structural state expansion. Statistical data, selected newspaper articles, along with an exhaustive literature review and personal observations10 build the methodological backbone of this analysis.


CONCEPTUALISING THE STUDY: EXPLORING THE NEXUS OF BUREAUCRACY, INSTITUTIONS AND REFORMS

Bureaucracy as a Socio-cultural Phenomenon

This section will begin with some theoretical considerations meant to clarify the angle from which the state and bureaucracy are evaluated in this paper. According to traditional Weberian concepts of state-society relations from political sociology, the society and state are assumed to exist as separate spheres, with the state treated autonomous from society (Nettle 1968). This rather orthodox image of the state-society dichotomy has been increasingly rethought, with the effect that the scientific debate has shifted from state-centred to more holistic approaches that take into account diversity and complexity (Sellers 2012). Kerkvliet (2003), for instance, claims that administrators cannot be conceived as separate from society; they are as much a part of it as anyone else, making state officials subject to the same set of societal norms, values, culture and routines. Bureaucratic structures thus rarely appear standardised or universal in guise and behaviour, but rather highly diversified, taking on manifold forms against different socio-cultural backgrounds, political cultures and social realities (Migdal 2001). Crozier, a French organisational sociologist (1964: 210), portrays bureaucracy as a cultural phenomenon that may differ profoundly in different parts of the world. The legal-rational and disciplined officialdom in the Weberian sense of the term, which emerged in Europe in conjunction with the rise of modern nation-states, capitalist modes of production and the corresponding rationalisation of society, presents only one possible type of bureaucracy. In other societal and cultural environments, as depicted by Evers (1987) for Indonesia and Malaysia, modern bureaucracy has not evolved endemically. Instead, it mostly entered these societies as a Western import of modernity overlaid on traditional, often non-supportive social structures and political cultures (Evers and Gerke 2009: 6). Importantly, while respective mandates, functions and roles have been formally enshrined in the constitutions of these countries, Weberian bureaucracy rarely unfold in real life. Instead, traditional, more informal institutions forming around patronage, cronyism and kinship have remained persistent (or even resistant), eventually giving rise to what has become widely known as “bureaucratic capitalism” or “crony capitalism,” or systems in which bureaucratic-political elites deliberately blur the boundaries between public office and private life with the aim to appropriate resources (Robison 1978; Evers 1987). Under such conditions, bureaucrats show attributes of what has been defined as strategic group. These are quasi-groups whose members are united by the common goal of collectively securing present and future chances of accessing, sharing and redistributing scarce resources, both material and immaterial (Evers and Gerke 2009: 2).

Bureaucracy in the Context of Institutionalism

An institutionalist perspective embracing both formal and informal institutions may help to better understand the socio-cultural nature of bureaucracy. Institutional theory, in general, falls into two schools of thought. First, following rational choice theory, mainstream or classical institutionalism assumes that individuals act within institutions in order to maximise their personal interests. Institutional scholars from this camp argue that formal institutions, such as laws, regulations and organisations are set up to govern people’s interaction in society and economy (Selznick 1949; Ericksson 2009). This economic orientation on institutionalism has received heavy scrutiny from scholars who have pushed institutional theories in a more normative direction. In this formulation, values, norms, culture and routines of individuals who form and represent institutions, are ascribed a critical role in shaping organisational and behavioural patterns, including those of the bureaucracy (March and Olsen 1989; DiMaggio and Powell 1991). The role of social structures in shaping individual behaviour, for instance, has been emphasised by Archer (2000) and Sayer (2000). In the sub-field of critical institutionalism, the history of institutional evolvement is seen as crucial for understanding social change. “Path dependency,” in this context, describes how institutions come into being along historical processes, in which modern, traditional, formal and informal elements coalesce into patchworks of indigenous and global ideas of how things should be done and organised in society (Cleaver 2012). From this perspective, the way that the bureaucracy operates in practical terms is not only defined by formal institutions such as regulations, provisions and coda that frame officialdom, public service provision and administrative procedures, but also by informal institutions such as socio-cultural norms, values, worldviews, routines that determine a great deal of what constitutes administrative culture.

Bureaucracy and Administrative Reforms: Formal vs. Informal Institutions

Administrative reforms often aim to institutionally restructure bureaucratic organisations, streamline procedures and improve work routines with targeted interventions. Typically, these reforms address formal institutional arrangements. By citing the alleged correlation that robust institutions promote economic growth, multilateral organisations such as the World Bank and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) have long prescribed institutional adjustments under the banner of “good governance” (Aron 2000). According to UN definitions, governance is considered “good” and “democratic” to the extent that institutions and processes are transparent and accountable. Moreover, good governance is said to promote equity, participation, pluralism and the rule of law in an effective and enduring manner.11 This normative notion of “good governance,” as practically deployed in the largely apolitical development discourse (Ferguson 1994), however, is less about democratic institutions and human rights, but rather emphasises the rationalisation of organisational structures and administrative procedures following the principles of Weberian bureaucracy in tandem with economic deregulation (Grindle 2007). As Reis argues (2014), in the post-Washington Consensus era, “good governance” can be equated with “high managerialism,” which is a set of rationalised (formal) institutions and procedures for managing society, planning development and enhancing market mechanisms for maximum economic performance.

Real life developments, however, are not so simply managed and, accordingly, there is often a wide gap between policy and reality. Unsurprisingly, mainstream thinking that conceives the policy process as scientific-rationale problem solving that is apolitical, mechanic and neat have become increasingly contested (Sutton 1999). Over the past two decades, scholars have more and more acknowledged the inherently political nature of policy interventions, referring to the involvement of multiple actors from the state, private sector and civil society with different, often competing ideas, worldviews, routines and interests (Haas 1992; Hajer 1993). Drawing on this, informal institutions like norms, values, culture and worldviews have been increasingly recognised as crucial factors in policy processes. Leaving aside oversimplified command-and-control models, (local) policy implementers have received far more attention as actors shaping policy through the implementation process (Lipsky 1993).

By not denying the diversity of actors involved in policy processes, the bureaucracy can be considered a pivotal component in public policy. This is even more relevant in state-centred environments of authoritarian regimes such as Vietnam, where the lack of extra-bureaucratic forces allows the state machinery to dominate politically. The role of the bureaucracy is even more decisive when it comes to the formulation and implementation of public service reforms, where bureaucracy is both reformer and the object of reform. Collective resistance against institutional change is likely to be fierce from inside as intended structural interventions easily clash with state official’s hidden agendas and vested interests. More precisely, administrative reforms brought about by changing formal institutions may curtail privileges, impair career prospects, re-draw mandates and diminish political influence, thus potentially narrowing bureaucrats’ resources and power base (Grindle and Thomas 1991). Moreover, new formal institutions regulating organisational structures and administrative procedures may contradict informal (traditional) institutions inherent to specific forms of patronage, cronyism and similar routines that pervade bureaucracy as a socio-cultural phenomenon. These may undermine the proper functioning of formal institutions such as laws and regulations (Grindle 2012). In sum, self-serving interests align with informal institutions based on traditional values, norms, culture, worldviews and belief systems (Sabatier and Hunter 1989), some of which conflict with global models of institutional reform in public administration towards “good governance.” It is therefore at the interface between the persistence informal institutions and formal institutional interventions where public administration reform outcomes are being shaped, most likely as complex hybrids incorporating elements of both.

Bureaucracy and Bureaucratisation: Tracing Institutional Change in Administrative Reforms

In the above context, the concept of “path dependency” is useful for tracing institutional change. To this end, this paper considers trajectories of bureaucratisation and uses them as means for examining administrative reform outcomes in Vietnam. In doing so, this analysis builds on an earlier study by Evers (1987), who investigated different dimensions of bureaucratisation across Southeast Asia. In order to form a typology of bureaucracy in Indonesia, Thailand and Malaysia, he looked into bureaucratisation processes and how they evolved alongside historical events, as well as cultural and social developments. The three types of bureaucratisation he referred to are outlined as follows:

 

(1) Weberisation refers to Max Weber’s notion of bureaucracy, which depicts the imposition of legal-rational institutions of administration as part of a process of rationalisation of society. Here, bureaucracy is understood as rationalised and disciplined in respect to the fashion in which it is organised and behaves. Prominently featuring in this model is a clear separation between public office and private life supported by adequate remuneration schemes for public service.


(2) Orwellisation draws on George Orwell’s portrayal of totalitarian-bureaucratic power and authoritarianism in his world famous novel, 1984. Here, bureaucratisation is expressed as the mounting omnipresence and pervasive control over society.

(3) Parkinsonisation refers to the Parkinson’s Law (see Parkinson 1955), which is based on the assumption that bureaucracy naturally tends to expand in structural and physical terms. Expansion is mainly driven by two factors: first, the desire of state officials’ to increase the number of their subordinates; and second, the fact that civil servants create (unnecessary) work for each other.

All three types of bureaucratisation are interconnected but, nevertheless, also exist as independent processes, each developing at its own pace and intensity (Evers 1987: 668). Interdependencies, for instance, manifest in the relationship between Orwellisation and Parkinsonisation, since authoritarianism tendentially favours bureaucratic expansion as a mode of pervading society and gaining control over extra-bureaucratic forces. Weberisation is expressed in the gradual rationalisation of organisational structures and procedures of administration. It also features the promotion of a merit-based civil service that is disciplined, transparent, accountable and committed to the rule of law, which is similar to the variation promoted in “good governance.” This, in turn, is closely associated with contemporary neo-liberal development paradigms that favour privatisation and state retreat as measures for counteracting Parkinsonisation and enhancing government performance in economic terms. Outlining these typologies facilitates a better understanding of the trajectories of bureaucratisation currently underway in Vietnam. Adding to this, institutional theory helps to capture the underlying rationalities of these processes, thereby illuminating how they are embedded in Vietnam’s societal, cultural and historical environment. The ensuing section considers recent trends of Weberisation in Vietnam and how these have emerged against the backdrop of administrative reforms, their corresponding institutional interventions and socio-cultural embeddedness.

THE WEBERISATION OF VIETNAM: PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION REFORM (PAR) AND THE POLITICAL-CULTURAL RENAISSANCE OF MERITOCRATIC IDEAS

When the VCP seized power in 1954, policy processes turned, as common for Leninist regimes under “mono-organisational socialism,”12 into solely state-centred and bureaucratic affairs, leaving no or only limited space for public engagement (Porter 1993; Thayer 1995). New opportunities for social engagement, however, emerged in the wake of Đổi mới, although under close state observation. With the bureaucratic elite doing its utmost to keep political change off the reform agenda, social engagement has been limited to relatively non-political spheres such as social relief work, poverty alleviation, the environment or health (Wischermann 1999; Thayer 2009). Party members, bureaucrats and others affiliated with the political system feared that once a certain tipping point is exceeded, reforms might track into territory located beyond their reach and control (Thayer 2009). Whereas public engagement in policy-making remained limited, donors and their implementing agencies gained ground in domestic policy processes, at least in respect to policy formulation. It was in the late 1980s, just after the bipolar world older began to decline, that Western governments and multilateral organisations began to resume diplomatic relations with the socialist regime in the hopes that supporting economic reforms would eventually yield political change in favour of democratic institutions.13 Although this invariably proved to be overoptimistic, with the system remaining strongly authoritarian, donors were and still are attracted by the country’s nimbus of being a “success story” in rapid development, modernisation and poverty reduction, and nevertheless gradually intensified their engagement with the party state. One result is that Vietnam has become a top destination for official development assistance (ODA) and a “donor darling” (Cling et al. 2009; Olivié 2011); Vietnam has come to be seen as a place where, at least putatively, “development” is manageable and plannable using the right policy choices and institutional interventions. Despite lingering real world governance challenges, what earned Vietnam the title of best-practice (or model) country was, as Reis (2014) claims, the Leninist state’s formal rational planning machinery, which delivered the image of sound and proper development policy making through its command-and-control system of rational administration, target-oriented planning and rigid top-down implementation. Whether public health, education, macro-economy or the environment, one rarely finds a policy sphere in contemporary Vietnam that remains without exhaustive efforts undertaken by the World Bank, UNDP, Asian Development Bank (ADB) and others to impose on policy formulation, albeit with little influence when it comes to implementation.


Weberisation and Good Governance in Vietnam: The Mainstream Perspective

PAR, which began to take off in the early 1990s, has been no exception to the imposition of outside influence. From the very beginning, government attempts to implement market-based economic principles in conjunction with administrative reforms in the spirit of “good governance” have received strong financial and technical support from the Western-dominated donor community (Buhmann 2007). Initially, administrative reforms manifested in many forms but these activities remained mostly isolated from each other, targeting issues such as decentralisation (Fritzen 2006), state-owned enterprise reforms (Fforde 2007), empowering the National Assembly or the People’s Councils (both representing legislative state power) (UNDP 2001), or promoting grassroots participation (Minh Nhut Duong 2004). Since 2000, a great deal of these initiatives have come under the banner of the Master Programme for PAR (Prime Minister of Vietnam 2001). Briefly, the first programme period, running from 2001 to 2010,14 comprised the following four main components:

	Institutional reforms
	Streamlining organisational structures
	Civil service reforms
	Strengthening public finances and fiscal reforms


Interventions such as downsizing staff, streamlining organisational setups, decentralisation, facilitating cross-sectoral workflows at national and sub-national levels, as well as curbing party hegemony over state management were expected to harmonise and optimise administrative procedures and remove overlapping mandates within the apparatus (UNDP 2001: 15; Painter 2006: 325). Following the models of bureaucratisation outlined in the previous section, PAR therefore addresses problems typically presented by Parkinsonisation, while at the same time promoting Weberisation through a new civil service codex and salary reforms. Adequate earnings are the prerequisite to ensure disciplined behaviour of civil servants and improve ethics and integrity for the purposes of combating corruption and other forms of malpractice. Along with this, in the hope of stimulating merit as the key feature of officialdom, civil servants are obligated to prove their professional expertise and qualification by holding academic decrees in accordance with their positions, and by passing compulsory examinations for recruitment and promotion.
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Figure  2: State propaganda billboards promoting public service reforms.

Figure notes:

- Left: “The party (apparatus) and the people of Can Tho City decisively build up a transparent and strong administration!”

- Right: “Can Tho City decisively builds up a corps of cadres and civil servants that serves the people with all its strengths” (photographs by the author, 2011, Can Tho City [Mekong Delta], translation by the author).



In essence, PAR is all about building a bureaucracy that is disciplined, service-oriented, tightly regulated and responsive to people’s needs; a bureaucracy that is accountable, transparent, less prone to corruption, and committed to a clear separation between private and public life. This is nothing short of a new administrative and public service culture (Figure 2). Expectations were high as articulated in the following statement by the Ministry of Home Affairs, the implementing agency of PAR:


[…] to successfully build a democratic, clean, strong, professional, modern, effective and efficient public administration system which operates in line with the principle of the socialist State ruled-by-law under the leadership of the Party; public cadres and civil servants will have appropriate skills and ethical qualities to respond to the requirements of the cause of nation building and development (Ministry of Home Affairs n.d.).




Weberisation and PAR: Seeing Like the Vietnamese Bureaucratic State

What has deviated since the very beginning from donor’s ideals for reform articulated in “good governance,” the bureaucratic elite view administrative reforms in a context of steeped in cultural ideology that can be used to buttress traditional claims to political legitimacy. As Vietnamese rulers did in the past, drawing legitimacy by ensuring the country’s national sovereignty and unity remains paramount to the present regime. If one looks beyond nationalism and patriotism, it is apparent that Vietnam’s capitalist transformation made obsolete socialist economic institutions and corresponding class struggle rhetoric. As Fforde (2007: 22) argues, this has gradually narrowed the source from which the Leninist party-state has traditionally drawn a good deal of its political legitimacy that is located beyond revolutionary patriotism and nationalism. Striving for progress and modernity and promoting socio-economic development gained political weight instead (Vasavakul 1995). With the promulgation of Đổi mới, the party state has promised to make Vietnam’s people “prosperous” and the nation “strong.” Given the growing importance of such performance-based legitimacy, as Reis (2012: 161) argues, “the image of a rational administrative apparatus which serves the needs of the people is now playing a key role in legitimation of one-party rule.”

In aiming to preserve the political status quo of one-party rule, the bureaucratic elite is under pressure to seek out new claims to legitimacy that are sufficiently robust to withstand the gradual ideological demise of Leninism. Looking into the past has become part of the solution. The concept of a strong state and a weak civil society, which dates to before the Leninist state emerged as a product of anti-colonial struggle, is part of Vietnam’s socio-cultural legacy and deeply entrenched in the Confucian worldview of how the state-society relationship should be organised. As Reis (2012) claims, the essence of the idea of the Vietnamese state is based on the rationale that the (one-party) state exists for the exclusive purpose of serving the people and common good. This rationale is apparent in Article Two of the Constitution (both 1992 and 2014 versions), which defines the Vietnamese state as a “socialist State ruled by law of the People, by the People and for the People.” In spite of the significant ideological differences between Confucianism and Marxism-Leninism, these views are compatible with socialist ideology because they are useful for aligning with Confucian notions of state-society relations that have traditionally shaped Vietnam’s political culture and concept of governance. The underlying idea, is one of a managerial and paternalistic state represented by a bureaucratic elite that draws its legitimacy to govern not from being democratically elected, but from its wisdom, virtue and morality (Woodside 2006: 23). In this system, the state is the ultimate designer and promoter of development, while extra-bureaucratic forces are perceived as redundant and disruptive of the paternalistic relationship between rulers and the ruled, potentially provoking social disharmony, unrest and chaos. It is a governance system in which the collective rules over individual interests and freedom (Minh Nhut Duong 2004: 14–15; Pham Duy Nghia 2005: 80).

Weberian bureaucracy as a rational instrument of governance increasingly has gained relevance with the need to revitalise past models for claiming legitimacy (Reis 2012: 161). Indeed, Woodside (2006), a historian, demonstrated how the rationalisation of state and administration emerged in conjunction with a merit-based bureaucracy in imperial China long before it did in Europe. The cradle of Vietnamese civilisation, the Red River Delta, was under Chinese domination for almost 1,000 years until 938 AD, which naturally led Chinese features to become entrenched in Vietnamese political and administrative culture. Originating in the Chinese model, Womack claims (2006) that the traditional Vietnamese royal administration draws on a centralised and strictly hierarchical state apparatus in which professional bureaucrats, formerly called mandarins, implement royal decrees and provided for bottom-up reporting in the form of numbers and statistics. In this system, unlike in feudal Europe, recruitment to state positions did not follow aristocratic principles of hereditary claims, but was based on civil service examinations which assessed the knowledge, skills, wisdom and virtue of applicants. Paternalistic, technocratic and meritocratic notions mingled to form a unique managerial state concept with an epistemic elite at its core. Thus, the righteousness required to govern derives from virtue and wisdom instead of election or birth right. It is a system in which political and epistemic power is accumulated in the hands of technocrats and knowledge-commanding professionals, who are in turn mandated to produce progress, increase social welfare and spur development on behalf of the collective (Woodside 2006: 18; Dao Minh Chau 1996: 51). Policy failures are not considered to be the result of unsound institutional arrangements or ineffective organisational structures, but rather are attributed to the poor qualifications of state officials in terms of knowledge, virtue and ethics.

Incumbent political leaders, like the General Party Secretary Nguyễn Phú Trọng, have repeatedly referred to this notion when expressing their concerns about the ongoing moral decay among the state corpus, which is ostensibly driven by ignorance in conjunction with the corrupt and selfish behaviour of officials (Tuổi Trẻ 27 December 2011). As expressed by the political leadership, increasing government performance significantly is a matter of improving the quality of bureaucrats; to a lesser extent, it depends on the quality of organisational and structural arrangements; and in no case does it require changing the entire political system (Dao Minh Chau 1996: 51–53; Woodside 2006: 18–26). The foremost goal, or so-called “remandarinisation,” as Woodside argues (2006), has been unfolding since the 1990s alongside a cultural renaissance of Neo-Confucian values and stimulated by the bureaucratic elite attentions to replace the increasingly outdated Leninist ideology with “something like a higher moral authority of democratic kind without all the risks of political democracy” (Woodside 2006: 84). It thus was not by coincidence that, in the 1990s, civil service examination was reintroduced with the hope that it would “supply the country with a new mystique of public service” (84). In 2011, Prime Minister Nguyễn Tấn Dũng declared that, by 2015, the number of civil servants and cadres in leadership positions would number 200,000, of which 120,000 should hold bachelor, master and PhD degrees (Tuổi Trẻ 26 July 2011). Although party membership remains the most indispensable tool for advancing one’s career in the civil service, holding academic degrees has become just as important in light of Vietnam’s meritocratic turn away from purely socialist ideology and class struggle rhetoric.

Although different interpretations of public service reform persist, there is, nevertheless, a broad consensus among donors and the Vietnamese government about the necessity of reform. Weberisation and the corresponding institutional interventions made to propel change have gained momentum over the past three decades of Renovation Policy, leading to the country’s capitalist transformation, ideological shift towards “good governance” and meritocratic turn. Reaching beyond policy formulation and declarations of commitment, the next two sections critically deal with the extent to which formal institutional interventions actually materialise in day-to-day practice.

ADMINISTRATIVE REFORMS AND THE CHANGING PATTERNS OF PARKINSONISATION

Scratching the Surface of Reform: Downsizing and Streamlining the State Machinery

As outlined earlier, the key objectives of PAR were to rationalise organisational structures, streamline the state machinery, downsize staff and promote state retreat, all of which were aimed at enhancing administrative performance. To which extent these objective were achieved is questionable in light of the contradictory scenario described in the introduction. Historically, an enormous growth in bureaucratic structures coincided with the socialist takeover in 1954 in the North, and 1975 in the South. Centralised economic planning coupled with mono-organisational socialism provided conditions conducive for the state machinery to gradually expand in terms of its mandate, organisational complexity and personnel (Porter 1993; Thayer 1995). In the pre-reform era, Parkinsonisation was at the core of the evolution of a highly complex, inflated and all-pervasive bureaucratic apparatus consisting of countless state management units, party organs, mass organisations, and state enterprises, all of which were, and still are, intertwined in many respects. In effect, Orwellisation in the guise of Leninism constantly propelled state fattening. It was in the 1980s, on the eve of Đổi mới, that this trajectory reached its apogee with an all-time record of 37 ministries and ministerial-adequate agencies (see Chart 1).
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Chart 1:  Number of ministries and ministerial-level agencies from 1955 to 2011 (source: Data according to Koh et al. 2009: 9 and Vietnam GSO).



After Renovation was formally adopted, the number of ministries and ministerial-agencies gradually declined to 22 by 2011. State retreat, economic decentralisation, socialisation and other reform policies adopted to restructure the state machinery compelled the numerical reduction in ministries. This, first and foremost, was brought about by ministerial mergers aiming to reorganise administrative organisation by strengthening sectoral integration, improving workflows, reducing costs and lessening administrative fragmentation. From the central level, reforms then trickled down to sub-national levels. From 2002 to 2011, the number of provincial departments per province decreased from 27 to 20. Subsequent restructurings at subordinate levels caused the number of district offices drop correspondingly15 (Saigon Times 23 April 2011). From this, one could conclude that PAR was highly efficient, as it obviously reduced and streamlined the state machinery. However, when comparing with data on the number of state officials, as summarised in Chart 2, it becomes questionable whether PAR had a substantive effect on the ground. Recruitment into public service (to the state and party), has, in fact, increased rather than decreased. Indeed, the data indicate that irrespective of the numerical decrease in state agencies, both at central and local levels, the number of state officials now working (in fewer ministries and provincial departments) was constantly rising. To illustrate, the number of state officials doubled from approximately 300,000 to almost 600,000 from 2000 to 2007. That this happened in spite of the implementation of PAR poses questions about how one should make sense of PAR, particularly its goal of staff downsizing.

Breaking apart the actual developments that occurred within organisational structures during PAR implementation provides some clarification. For example, what is noteworthy is that the increase in state personnel was unevenly distributed across the national level and sub-national tiers of the apparatus. At the national level, although the number of ministries and ministerial-level agencies declined by about 40 percent, the amount of central-state officials, in contrast, remained relatively stable (see Chart 2). This suggests that the bulk of growth in state personnel occurred at sub-national levels, where the number of state officials rose four-fold from 1995 to 2007. Analysing this further, the next section looks separately at central and sub-national level developments.
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Chart 2:  Numerical development of state personnel in Vietnam (source: Vietnam GSO, statistical yearbooks).



Digging deeper into reforms: Bureaucratic involution and the exploration of complexity

Although an unlikely inspiration, Geertz’s (1963) “agricultural involution model” provides a helpful conceptual gateway for contextualising the peculiarities of Parkinsonisation in the central tier of the Vietnamese state machinery. In his anthropological study of socio-ecological change on Java under Dutch colonial rule, Geertz documents that when exposed to massive outside pressure, a social system that is no longer capable of expanding will most likely respond with inward development. In other words, if expansion as a first choice is unattainable, a system copes by moving deeper into already existing structures.16 He denotes such inward-oriented development “involution” in reference to the process of increasing complexity in existing social and organisational structures. Borrowing from Geertz, if we take bureaucracy as the social system of organisation, then PAR is the source of outside pressure. Facing limitations to expansion due to PAR, Parkinsonisation either ceases or manifests in alternative pathways that are less conspicuous and detectable. Indeed, Parkinsonisation shifts track to bypass reforms by switching from expansion to involution. As illustrated in the following cases examining ministerial mergers, it does indeed become apparent that the organisational structures of ministries did not further expand, but instead submerged deeper into pre-existing structures.

From 1992 to 2011, Koh et al. (2009: 10–11) documented a total of 16 mergers between ministries and ministerial-equivalent agencies, each involving two to five central government agencies to be fused. In 1995, for instance, the Ministry of Industry was established by merging the Ministry of Energy, the Ministry of Light Industry and the Ministry of Heavy Industry. Later on, in 2007, the Ministry of Industry was then merged with the Ministry of Trade to give birth to the new Ministry of Industry and Trade. In the same vein, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) came to life in 1995 when the Ministry of Agriculture and Foodstuff, the Ministry of Forestry and the Ministry of Water were merged. In 2008, MARD further absorbed the Ministry of Fisheries, now encompassing four former ministries in one super ministry.

Such mergers appeared, at first, to contribute to the streamlining of organisational structures, perhaps even simplifying administrative procedures and enhancing cross-sectoral coordination. Nevertheless, it remains unclear to what extent organisational arrangements within these new ministries have truly changed as a result of ministerial mergers. Also unclear is what happened to the respective personnel from each ministry. Looking into the internal organisation of merged ministries reveals that a great deal of the administrative structures have not changed at all. Rather, despite their loss of autonomy as a discrete ministry, many of the old ministries preserved their former organisational shape when put under the umbrella of the new ministry, thereby creating the impression of integration. “Downgrading” is another process through which ministries preserved the organisational structure of their departments: former ministerial departments became sub-departments and, likewise, former sub-departments turned into even smaller units. Unsurprisingly, the number of associated personnel remained unchanged, partly even increased. Critically reflecting on PAR, the following quote found in a Vietnamese newspaper underpins the assumption that PAR triggered involution rather than encouraged substantive streamlining of the state apparatus:


[…] despite the reduction of ministries [bộ] and line-agencies [ngành], the state apparatus actually has further fattened since the number of sub-divisions within existing agencies has been growing constantly, specifically due to the trend in establishing new sub-divisions [vụ] and the renaming of sub-divisions [vụ] into general offices [tổng cục] and departments [cục] under ministries and ministerial-equivalent agencies. In the last tenure of government [2007–2011], the number of general offices [tổng cục] in national agencies, and likewise, the number of respective units at local levels increased by 100 percent (the previous period of government was 21, this period is 40). Furthermore, the number of ministerial departments [cục] increased from 82 to 103 over the same time (Saigon Times 23 April 2011, translation by author).



Given this reorientation from expansion to involution, it appears that PAR has had little effect on Parkinsonisation because organisation expansions was simply re-directed into pre-existing organisational structures, where it was able to evolve more subtly and silently. Chart 3 portrays this trajectory as consecutive sequences of bureaucratic involution.
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Chart 3:  Sequences of bureaucratic involution (source: author).



Out of Control: Bureaucratic Expansion and Administrative Fragmentation

Structural changes at the central level were followed by comparable measures taken at sub-national scales, namely in the provinces, districts and communes. One result of the various sequences of involution is that new opportunities for entering state service were generated and the possibility for promotion grew. Drawing on bureaucratic involution alone, however, would fall too short of explaining the immense numerical growth in state officials at sub-national levels over the past 10 years. Apparently, other even more pervasive forces were at work to fuel growth at sub-national scales, as illustrated in the following analysis.

Since the socialist state came into being, administrative boundaries, whether provincial, district or commune, have been in a constant state of flux. In 2013, Vietnam administratively consisted of 64 provinces and cities.17 35 years earlier, in 1978 (two years after the North and South reunited), the country comprised merely 38 provinces (Kerkvliet 2004: 5). This process of re-drawing boundaries reached an apogee in the 1990s, when more than 13 provinces were split up within a single decade. Thayer (1995: 55), analysing these changes, argued that the fear of losing control over powerful provinces caused Hanoi to break them into smaller units. Whether this interpretation holds true, or the increase of provinces is better ascribed to Parkinsonisation, is difficult to tell. However, there is no doubt that the apparatus and its administrative landscape has become fragmented over the past decades, leaving behind an immense administrative patchwork. Similar tendencies are observable at the district scale, where the rearrangement of administrative boundaries raised the number of districts from 600 in 1997 up to 689 in 2011. This corresponds to a 16 percent increase in 14 years. At the commune level, the lowest administrative scale, the number of units increased by seven percent—from 10,331 to 11,121 communes over the same time period. 18 Each time an administrative unit is split, additional state agencies, party organs and mass organisations come to life, and along with this come staff transfers, promotion opportunities into higher positions and the recruitment of fresh staff to occupy vacant or newly created positions. Considering only the provinces that have been established since 1978, this accounts for 25 new provincial People’s Committees, 25 Departments of Finance, 25 Departments of Trade and Industry, 25 Departments of Agriculture and Rural Development, 25 provincial/municipal Party Committees, 25 provincial/municipal Famer’s Unions, 25 Women’s Unions, to name but a few organisations.

Given the fact the Vietnam’s population increased from 50 to almost 90 million over the same time, one could ascribe this process of sub-division to demographic changes. In this perspective, the state grew in order to keep step with the provision of public services to its citizens. When and under what conditions administrative units are rearranged is defined by a set of government regulations. These regulations are based on criteria, such as socio-economic development indicators, population density, ethnic composition and land size of jurisdictions, coupled with topographic and geographic parameters for different regions of the country, such as highlands, deltas or coastal plains. Moreover, the urban and rural divide also plays a role (Government of Vietnam 2007). Decisions over whether to subdivide, nevertheless, are not necessarily bound to these regulations:


Instead of merging administrative units, localities strive to split up. This is fuelling the steady growth and expansion of administrative entities in terms of numbers […] in some areas, the local population is declining due to migration into urban areas, local governments still opt for establishing new administrative entities instead of merging them (Saigon Times 23 April 2011, translation by author).



This quote critically hints at arbitrariness of restructuring measures. Merging and splitting administrative units, apparently, is not necessarily a matter of scientific evidence-based decision making. Rather, as the author would argue, it is the result of an uncontrolled, self-dynamic process that lies beyond the regulatory power of the centralised state. Around the turn of the millennium, Koh (2001) pointed to various weaknesses of the central state, while Pike (2000) and Thayer (1995) highlighted the informally decentralised nature of Vietnam’s bureaucratic apparatus. More recently, decentralisation policies, many of which are linked to PAR, have relocated power over administrative arrangements and personnel issues to the provincial authorities (Fritzen 2006), while monitoring and control mechanisms, both within and outside the state apparatus, have remained absent or dysfunctional. Consequently, bureaucratic expansion often managed to remain unnoticed and beyond the reach of development agencies and central state bodies in Hanoi that were overseeing the reform process. As a result, instead of streamlining the state machinery and rationalising workflows, the continuous fragmentation and sub-division of administrative landscapes has brought about just the opposite. With a constantly growing number of administrative units involved in any kind of planning, decision-making, and policy implementation, the coordination of activities has become more complex and disordered. This, for instance, is manifested in the management of natural resources, such as land and water, or infrastructure development, where instead of pooling forces and resources to make use of synergies and potentials, local planning remains isolated and fragmented (Waibel 2010: 17–18).

Self-management as Bureaucratic Routine: Creating (Unnecessary) Work for Each Other

Creating unnecessary work for each other is, as outlined earlier, a major driver of Parkinsonisation. Vietnam is no exception in this sense. Despite the formal departure from central planning more than two decades ago, statism and bureaucratic managerialism have largely prevailed as key features in post-Renovation Vietnam. Now as then, exhaustive planning procedures drawing on bottom-up reporting (báo cáo) coupled with rigid top-down implementation lie at the heart of what constitutes the bureaucratic work routine in Vietnam. Formally, state-directed planning is a key element for the managerial-paternalistic regime to claim political legitimacy. Planning is omnipresent and the planning agenda gradually has extended with each new problem emerging in public discourse and, eventually, being absorbed by the managerial state.19 There is abundance of planning documents including long-term plans (quy hoạch), such as master plans and 10-year sectoral plans, as well as short term plans covering periods of five years and annual plans (kế hoạch). Closely connected to this phenomenon is the bureaucratic legacy of what previously was called the “application and grant”20 mechanism. Although formally removed, vestiges of this process persist in rigid state planning, budgeting and (top-down) resource allocation. Apart from directives, plans, strategies, circulars and reports moving back and forth within the apparatus, meetings and workshops, and an increasing number of steering boards (ban chỉ đạo) also act as major interfaces through which communication is conducted between state management agencies, party organs, mass organisations, research facilities, security forces and other branches of the party state.

Against this background, it is not surprising that the growing number of administrative units and state agencies creates additional work in the form of reports, planning documents, meetings and workshops and that this owes to the ever-increasing complexity of organisational structures, reporting mechanisms and a growing number of planning procedures that need to be linked up with each other. Hence, bureaucratic expansion and involution in tandem have contributed greatly to the numerical explosion of governmental meetings, workshops and to the exhaustive reporting and planning culture. In 2008, a series of articles in a national newspaper investigated the phenomenon:


According to the Department of Construction of Ho Chi Minh City, the department has received 814 invitation letters to meetings at ministerial as well as municipal level, as well as to state management departments at the district level during the first six months of the year [2008]. Half of these invitation letters came from the city’s administration. In the meantime, the department itself has issued not less than 455 invitations to other state management agencies at the district level for joint meetings. Hence, the Ho Chi Minh City Department of Construction had to attend a total of 1,270 meetings within six months. This would be 10 meetings per day on average, not including the department internal meetings (Tuổi Trẻ 4 August 2008, translation by author).




State bureaucrats, specifically senior staff, are heavily burdened by the attendance at meetings and workshops, which according to the newspaper investigation accounts for 70 to 80 percent of their weekly working hours (Tuổi Trẻ 4 August 2008). In this sense, the managerial bureaucracy appears to be largely occupied with managing itself. Whether at the national or sub-national level, such bureaucratic meeting marathons are being organised daily, and are indicative of the Weberian rationality of state management, policy making and development planning. The communication typical for these kind of events, however, is somewhat vague, superficial and ambiguous, fraught with “empty signifiers” and “stereotypical phrases,” as MacLean documented (2013: 187). Reports and plans, whether written or orally presented, score poorly in terms of contents. There is a lack of precise evaluation of what has been done, while statements of what will be done next remain vague. Plans and reports appear to be mere rhetorical exercises aiming to produce images of commitment and responsiveness by drawing on mobilising metaphors and truisms formed around terms such as renovate (đổi mới), reform (cải cách), overcome (khắc phục), modernise (hiện đại hóa), drastic solutions (giải pháp quyết liệt), decisive action (quyết tâm hánh động), increase (tăng lên), serving the people (phục vụ nhân dân), just to mention a few of the most common. Planning and reporting are ends in themselves. Ultimately, it is the process that counts, not the outcome. Therefore, meetings and workshops within the apparatus are best taken as a ritualised enactment with bureaucrats as the protagonist and government premises as the stage. This is, as Reis (2012: 161) claims, the formal sphere of Vietnam’s bureaucratic state, in which images of merit-based officialdom aim to exhibit an aura of rational administration in the Weberian sense—a bureaucracy that only exists to serve the people. Looking backstage, however, reveals a very different picture, as the next section will elucidate.

BEYOND IMAGES OF WEBERISATION: CULTURAL IDEOLOGY, STRATEGIC INTERESTS AND COLLECTIVE ACTION

The Persistence of Informal Institutions: Cultural Ideology of Patronage and Cronyism

How the state would like to be seen, as both Gainsborough (2005: 16) and Reis (2012: 161) have depicted in Vietnam, does not necessarily coincide with what bureaucrats actually do and how they behave. As will be shown in this section, which is concerned with everyday administrative culture and bureaucratic behaviour, social and moral institutions rooted in traditional culture, norms and values have largely undermined and hollowed out formal institutional interventions made in the context of PAR.

Although Weberian-style bureaucracy in the sense of rational administration has existed in Vietnam far longer than in Europe, traditionally administration and politics have been pervaded by informality and systems of patronage. Adages are plentiful in the Vietnamese language. The idiom, “If one becomes a mandarin, the whole lineage asks for favours”21 is perhaps the most prominent one hinting at cronyism and favouritism inherent in the country’s political and administrative culture, both past and present. Commonly referred to as an umbrella (ô du) in Vietnamese, informal institutions forming around favouritism, cronyism and patronage have traditionally shaped social structures and the way people interact with each other. As Pike (2000: 273) claims, people in Vietnam have a strong faith in the power and rightness of personalised networks as a means of coping with problems and gaining opportunity. Such informal institutions are governed by mutual trust, a moral commitment based on (equal) taking and giving (Gillespie 2001; Beresford 2008: 234), many of which last from cradle to grave. State officials and cadres are subject to them just as anybody else in society. The following quote by Gainsborough captures what is conceived as morally right behaviour, an attitude that fundamentally differs from Weberian ideals of bureaucracy as formulated in PAR:


In relation to the tendency to pay attention to servicing one’s patronage network rather than working for some notion of the public good, the argument is that in the Vietnamese system, looking after those in your immediate circle or patronage network is regarded as the culturally right thing to do. In fact, not to do so, would be viewed as behaving badly (Gainsborough et al. 2009: 380).



Disproportionately powerful, and saturated by socio-cultural norms and values, informal institutions reign supreme over any formal institution enshrined in laws, regulations and policies. The Vietnamese government and its international development partners, however, seem blind to these social realities when assessing the challenges to PAR. After all, in the mainstream development policy discourse, as illustrated by Ferguson long time ago (1994), bureaucracy is still mistaken for a neutral, unitary and effective machine bound to laws and the strict implementation of policies and plans, and governed by no other interest except for serving the public  good. By entirely depoliticising reforms, policy implementation gaps are then blamed on formal institutional weaknesses such as improper law enforcement, lack of financial resources, poor organisation and the lack of capacity within the state apparatus. These, however, are not the actual root causes of sluggish reform, but merely represent the symptoms of something more deeply ingrained in informal institutions. More training, better laws and improved organisational arrangements, which are usually prescribed by development partners in consensus with the Vietnamese government, are unlikely to be effective measures for strengthening formal institutions if the limited potential to unfold in their cultural environment is not addressed.

Behind Potemkin Walls, or Under Opaque Umbrellas

The promotion of merit-based civil service provides an illustrative case of the limitations of overly formal interventions. In general, despite having created rules, regulations and procedures to guide examination-based recruitment and promotion, career prospects have largely remained subject to the primacy of informal institutions. Diverging from what is stipulated in the Law on Civil Servants,22 vacant positions are rarely announced publicly and recruitment modes are neither open nor transparent, let alone competitive. In the absence of clear job requirements, what counts most are personalised relations and the amount of money one is willing to invest in purchasing a chair (Gainsborough 2005: 27).23 For the time being, there is little evidence that formal requirement of professional qualifications has been successful in doing away with informal practices and the underlying cultural ideology of patronage and cronyism (Poon et al. 2009: 217; Bauer 2011: 55). For applicants ineligible on the basis of merit, there are many means of bargaining for one’s place, many of which border on deception. “In-service” university programmes,24 hiring ghost-writers for completing a thesis, or the outright purchase or counterfeit of university degrees have become parts of the solution (Tuổi Trẻ 27 June 2011). Dubious PhDs earned in less than a year, academic titles from abroad without knowing a word of foreign language, or whole cohorts of commune cadres with faked high school degrees are only some of countless anecdotes commonplace in Vietnam’s meritocratic turn (Tuổi Trẻ 20 April 2009, 8 June 2011, 26 July 2010, 28 July 2010). Adding to this, Pike (2000: 276) points to the exclusivity of government organisations and the narrow scope of recruitment, in which those in control tend to recruit from their own ranks. This is compounded by the trend that access to state service has become somewhat locked up due to declining social mobility (Benedikter 2014: 138). Apart from the moral duties towards their own networks, maintaining and diversifying one’s patronage systems are vital ingredients for an advanced career in state service. They enlarge one’s power base, help to move up the ladder, and provide protection against rivals and hostile networks (Gainsborough 2007). Each time a new department is founded or an administrative unit is split, informal networks are activated in order to fill new space through promotion and additional staff recruitment. Against this backdrop, policies designed to streamline the apparatus, which invariably suggest staff dismissals, are condemned to fail as long as the whole apparatus is pervaded by a web of personalised relations based on reciprocity. No superior would ever be willing, or even be morally able, to dismiss subordinates to whom he or she is bound by any form of kinship, cronyism and patronage. Moreover, it would be rather difficult, if not impossible, because dismissing subordinates who invested considerable amounts of private assets for their own recruitment or promotion would be reluctant to lose chair they are sitting on.

Collectively driven, bureaucratic involution has provided a way out of the dilemma. Staff do not permanently need to drop out of the system; they can be kept on by shifting them back and forth until new and suitable positions are found or created deliberately. Said differently, unnecessary work is constantly created in order to maintain and create new departments and administrative units. Over coffee, the director of a provincial state agency said that about half of his staff is incapable of performing their actual tasks due to insufficient or mismatched qualifications. Without any assignments that they can accomplish, such workers’ sense of duty is narrowed to their physical presence at the workstation, rather than their performance. Nevertheless, as the director explained, there is nothing he could do about this because replacing them with others is infeasible, because higher approval would be needed by those who had placed them there for good reasons.25 While employed as an advisor in a ministerial agency in Hanoi,26 the author made similar observations. The department in which the author worked comprised nine staff, each of which, according to the department’s formal delineation, was ascribed a certain field of expertise that came with clear responsibilities. Apart from sitting in workshops and conferences, most of which were sponsored by donors, the department as a whole was largely dormant. Behind the Potemkin walls of bureaucratic effectiveness, most of the staff spent their office hours in leisure, reading novels, surfing the internet, chatting, drinking coffee or simply sleeping, albeit with a remarkably high sense of discipline in terms of sticking to prescribed office hours. In sharp contrast to this everyday reality, the frequent documentation and reporting by the department drew the opposite picture. On paper, every single staff member was performing multiple tasks on various projects that were both nationally and internationally sponsored. The language deployed in these reports was broad, fuzzy and vague. Although details on activities and results achieved were not forthcoming, the department was reportedly described as swamped with work and chronically understaffed. Deliberate misreporting aimed to bulk up funding to enable the recruitment of additional staff to deal with growing amounts of illusionary work. This situation was well known, but understood as somewhat normal throughout the agency. Most department staff were said to maintain personal ties to the directors, both of whom originate from the same province and spent considerable time studying together in Eastern Europe during the socialist era. Recruitment followed kinship or, more indirectly, patronage, the latter becoming important when considering the appointment or advancement of siblings and other relatives of high-ranking ministerial officials to whom the directors were bound to for their own career.27 Speaking to consequences of these phenomena, a recent evaluation estimated that the proportion of redundant and unproductive workers who were employed just to sit under their “umbrellas” without performing any actual tasks accounted for 30 percent of the entire civil service, with another 50 percent considered unqualified (Tuổi Trẻ 7 November 2014).

Self-serving Interests and Modes of Appropriation

In pre-Renovation Vietnam, embarking on a career as a cadre, whether in a state-owned business or administration, was desirable as it provided benefits such as lifetime job security, a stable income, social prestige and many means of accumulating wealth (Porter 1993: 62). This impression still holds true today although current remuneration schemes have fallen far behind the reality of living standards (Painter 2006: 337). Salaries in public service lag far behind what would actually be needed to make a living for oneself, let alone a whole family.28 Recent attempts to adjust the public salary system have been counteracted by high inflation, rising consumer prices and, above all, an ever increasing number of individuals on the government’s payroll (a consequence of Parkinsonisation). Patronage and cronyism in conjunction with inadequate payment is perhaps the main driver of Parkinsonisation because new state positions can still be financed cheaply out of state coffers. In response to chronic underpayment, it is somewhat normal for state officials to minimally attend to their duties, while devoting much more energy and time to generating additional income. Since the one-party state came into being, the necessity of informal income generation among state officials has steadily become institutionalised; it is now largely taken for granted and societally accepted. Found within the complicated patchwork of income sources, in which the official salary only accounts for a fraction of monthly earnings, bureaucrats have collectively created and institutionalised remuneration schemes that often draw on patronage networks and cronyism (Painter 2006). This includes a range of supplements such as allowances, per diems and other bonus payments, as well as sources more informal in nature, which can be collectively and individually appropriated. The enormous number of meetings and workshops, most of which remain rhetorical exercises without any concrete outcomes, make sense in this light, as they function as a means for allocating state funds and ODA29 among members of the bureaucracy. It turns out that coming together for countless meetings is by no means irrational and ineffective. What counts here, however, is only to a lesser extent the precise outcome, and to a larger extent the mere implementation as an end in itself that allows for redistribution and accumulation through sitting allowances, travel expenses and money redirected through irregular accounting procedures (Tuổi Trẻ 5 August 2008).

In addition to this, and certainly more critical nowadays, are the multiple forms of systemic corruption and other rent-seeking behaviours that have increased in intensity and complexity along with the country’s capitalist transformation. The margins available through informal appropriation typically fall behind basic needs and expectations. Civil servants, especially those in higher positions, consider themselves middle and upper class, obliged to pursue corresponding lifestyles and material consumption, often including aspirations for modern housing, cars, expensive smartphones and other commodities that are actually unaffordable with official salaries.30 To deal with this dilemma, the transition from state to market has fostered a new commercial culture of administration that is virtually without limitations in terms of the ingenuity of bureaucrats and their “umbrellas” to capitalise on their authority in order to generate private income. Running private firms under the names of relatives and straw men, renting out public property for personal gain, land grabbing in the context of fuzzy property regimes, collecting informal levies, capitalising on insider information, or collecting kickbacks are only some of many means of privatising the assets of holding a public office (Painter 2006: 335–336). As a consequence, decision making in policy and planning is not necessarily governed by Weberian rationality, but often by self-serving aspirations embedded in collective action. Boundaries between public office and private interests have become deliberately blurred due to the myriad of new possibilities for wealth accumulation brought about by the market (Greenfield 1993; Gainsborough 2003). The aforementioned construction boom of public buildings and infrastructure need to be understood in this light, namely driven by the nexus of bureaucratic business interests, crony capitalism, corruption and bid-rigging, which reign supreme in the soaring public investment sector (Benedikter 2014: 183–265). With no clear distinction between what is public and what is private, the “office has not been kept separate from the person” (Painter 2006: 13 cited in Gainsborough 2005: 13). Consequently, the way the civil service behaves contradicts the image of the bureaucracy that it wishes to produce. Calling the events of the past decades a “meritocratic turn” or “good governance,” is merely playing out scripts from PAR and Weberisation in order to distract from backstage realities.

CONCLUSION: RETHINKING BUREAUCRACY AND REFORMS

This paper critically reflected on administrative reforms and the nature of bureaucracy in Vietnam through a sociological approach to institutional interventions. Analytically, this proceeded by looking at different trajectories of bureaucratisation, namely Weberisation, Parkinsonisation and Orwellisation, consulted for tracing reform outputs and change. It was illustrated that the combination of Orwellisation and Parkinsonisation prevailed after Vietnam’s Leninist state came into being, and Weberisation gained relevance only in the wake of Renovation Policy (Đổi mới)—more specifically due to the necessity of administrative and public service reforms. Behind the imperative of creating rational and efficient structures of administration and governance, and promoting accountability, donors and Vietnam’s bureaucratic elite comprehend differently the broader prospects of PAR. For the international donor community, PAR has become an instrument for directing Vietnam towards Western-dominated, normative “good governance” rationales and more economic deregulation, while Vietnam’s bureaucratic elite increasingly understands PAR, and Weberisation as a cultural impetus to revitalise Neo-Confucian values expressing in meritocratic concepts of rule. The latter has become the new locus for developing alternative modes of claiming political legitimacy in the post-socialist era of transition towards more performance-based legitimacy and meritocratic style of administration. However, regardless of these different perceptions, ultimately, the Weberisation brought about by PAR and the respective institutional interventions have remained an illusory phenomenon—a paper tiger with little potential to unfold in real life despite continued capacity building, training and improved regulatory frameworks. To phrase this more drastically: PAR predominantly helps the superficial image of the managerial state and its meritocratic bureaucracy to sustain the current political regime and social order. Beyond this formal sphere, however, Parkinsonisation and Orwellisation prevail as key features shaping bureaucratisation within Vietnam’s enduring authoritarian and unicentric system of governance.

Since the very beginning of reform policy, Weberisation has merely existed as a vision or ideal, one which is continuously captured and hollowed out by the power and societal supremacy of informal institutions embedded in cultural ideologies, traditional values and norms. The traditional commitment of state officials to moral and cultural institutions forming around kinship, cronyism and patronage clashes fundamentally with notions of a merit-based bureaucracy featuring personal accountability, transparency and competitive promotion/recruitment. Going one step further, decision-making within the state machinery has come to be less about legal-rational analysis and scientific-rational procedures, and more about how to best sustain and serve patronage networks. The result is an administrative culture that barely distinguishes between public office and private life, which is, in fact, one of the key prerequisites in Weberian bureaucracy. Nevertheless, this does not imply irrationality, but rather demands a change in perspective to one that is able to see rationality and goal-orientation in the Vietnamese socio-cultural context of bureaucracy. Overstaffing, low salaries in public service, departmentalism, administrative sub-division, bureaucratic expansion, increasing organisational complexity, and an inflated meeting culture are, by this token, not symptoms of inefficiency, but rather point at a view of efficiency based on its own rationality and goal-orientation. Hence, the countless workshops and meetings, in the first place, serve the redistribution of material resources, and second, the creation of images of Weberian bureaucracy committed to rational policy making and development planning. This is a rationality that well serves the collective interests of the bureaucratic polity, a strategic-group pervaded by informal arrangements that collectively strive for appropriating, monopolising and redistributing scarce resources in a society with limited opportunities. Therefore, a bureaucracy that is often termed sluggish, slow and complex could, in its own terms, can also be described as innovative and creative, if one of the actual goals is organisational expansion and growth. Unsurprisingly, hence, it is Parkinsonisation that stands out most prominently in Vietnam’s post-Renovation process of bureaucratisation. As documented in this paper, the past 20 years have, in spite of PAR, witnessed the increasing complexity of state structures, fattening of the bureaucracy and muddling of administrative procedures. Compounded by the present economic difficulties, this tendency is likely to continue as long as official salaries in public office remain so low that absorbing additional staff is not a question of cost. Although formal criticism is sometimes expressed by politicians and the media, fragmenting the state apparatus is not necessarily perceived a bad thing, but rather as something morally justified, as it provides jobs, social security and opportunities to fulfil societal commitments and serve one’s patronage network. Continuous recruitment and the accumulation of administrative authority and power, which can be capitalised for generating private income to augment low official salaries, allows the pie to be continually split, thereby feeding an ever enlarging cohort of state officials. If one considers bureaucracy a social-cultural phenomenon, resistance to public service reforms stems from the persistence of informal institutions based on routines, behaviours, norms, values and worldviews that do not match the principles embedded in “good governance” nor Weberian bureaucracy as anchored in Western-dominated development paradigms and policy models. Orwellisation, sustained by enduring one-party authoritarianism, provides the social order under which the civil service, as a strategic group, finds the best conditions for appropriating resources and expanding in terms of power and the number of followers.
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1      Kinh tế thị trường định hướng xã hội chủ nghĩa.

2      Đổi mới was promulgated during the VI Congress of the VCP in 1986 in response to a severe economic and political crisis facing Vietnam in the 1980s caused by the failures of central planning, increased international isolation and dwindling support by the Soviet Union.

3      This term is borrowed from Porter’s (1993) analysis of Vietnam’s regime in the 1990s.

4      In the countryside, where the bulk of Vietnam’s population lives, livelihoods, directly or indirectly, remain reliant on agriculture, forestry and fishery. Non-farm businesses sufficiently large to stimulate labour markets, the bulk of which are either state-owned or foreign-owned, are limited to metropolitan areas. Domestic private business, in comparison, which includes establishments in rural areas, essentially consists of subsistence-oriented enterprises—mostly self-run or family-run micro enterprises with little effect on additional job creation (World Bank 2005; Benedikter et al. 2013; World Bank 2013: 35).

5      Annual GDP growth remained above nine percent in the mid-1990s but, since 2008, has dropped to about five percent (data according to IMF and ADB). According to Vietnam’s Central Institute of Economic Management (CIEM), with 5.98 percent GDP growth in 2014, Vietnam came last in the Greater Mekong Subregion (Tuổi Trẻ 12 February 2015).

6      Regarding the enduring economic crisis and its political implications on the one-party regime, see Le Hong Hiep’s (2013) analysis of performance-based legitimacy of autocratic one-party rule in Vietnam.

7      According to the Vietnam General Statistics Office, the number of state officials in Hanoi is at one million, while the city’s population is approximately seven million. This makes the state by far the largest employer in Vietnam’s political capital.

8      Annually, Vietnam’s bureaucracy produces not less than about 600 circulars (thông tư), 100 decisions (nghị định) and a few thousand other official (legal) documents (công văn) that are to be implemented by different state agencies at various administrative scales (Tuổi Trẻ 12 February 2015).

9      The author wishes to thank Hans-Dieter Evers and Gabi Waibel for commenting on earlier drafts of this paper.

10    This is based on informal talks and observations made by the author over the past eight years of doing research in Vietnam.

11    http://www.un.org/en/globalissues/governance/ (accessed 04 June 2014).

12    This term was borrowed from Thayer (1995).

13    This refers to Fukuyama (1992) and his hypothesis that with the collapse of the Soviet Unions, Western-like capitalism, in combination with democracy, would prevail as the paramount development model globally.

14    In 2011, PAR was extended for a second phase, lasting from 2011 to 2020 (Government of Vietnam 2011).

15    Local government structures adhere to tiered subordination. Each province has line departments (sở) which are linked to the respective ministry in Hanoi, while at the same time being subordinated to its provincial People’s Committee in a horizontal direction. The same structures apply at the next lower level, where district offices (phòng) report to the district People’s Committee and the respective provincial department in equal measure. The Ministry of Health, for instance, is linked to the provincial Departments of Health, and the latter oversees all district Offices of Health within a given province.

16    Geertz describes how Javanese paddy farmer communities coped with a subsistence crisis of extreme severity when the Dutch colonial administration occupied agricultural land previously under paddy production and subjected people to an exploitative system of sugarcane production. At the same time as demographic pressure was increasing, possibilities for land reclamation were declining. In response, communities managed to intensify production on less land, which allowed for a stable per capita paddy output. This was achieved by an inward-oriented development of traditional rural institutions, which led to more social complexity but secured subsistence along moral economic ideas of shared poverty (Geertz 1963).

17    This refers to cities under direct management of the central government (thành phố trực thuộc Trung Ương), which have an administrative status equal to provinces.

18    Data from on the General Statistics Office of Vietnam (GSO).

19    The total number of plans to be drafted, adopted and implemented by the state apparatus across its different administrative scales is immense, exceeding 19,000 for the time period 2011 to 2020, as the Vietnam’s Ministry of Planning and Investment recently estimated. This includes not only land use plans or infrastructure development plans, but also more than 3,000 production plans for the industrial and agricultural sector (Saigon Time 6 June 2014).

20    This refers to the Vietnamese phrase cơ chế xin cho, describing top-down resource allocation as rigidly applied in the era of central planning.

21    Một người làm quan cả hộ được nhờ.

22    According to Vietnam’s civil service codex, the recruitment and promotion of civil servants must be carried out along examination-based, competitive, transparent qualification-oriented and objective procedures (National Assembly of Vietnam 2008).

23    To provide an additional example of the many cases that exist: in 2013, it was revealed by the media that a high-ranking central official promoted about 60 cadres into higher positions under dubious conditions. Notably, this took place in the six month prior to his retirement (Tuổi Trẻ 4 March 2013).

24    In-service programmes (đại học tại chức) are being offered by universities and colleges using simplified curricula, which allow civil servants to obtain Bachelor of Arts (BA) or Master of Arts (MA) qualifications quickly and with minimal effort, while continue to work in their agencies.

25    This is on the basis of informal talks in 2012 and 2013 in the Mekong Delta region. The name of the agency is withheld by the author in order to guarantee anonymity to the informant.

26    In 2014, the author was an advisor to an institute, the name of which will be withheld.

27    Confirming this, Zink (2013: 161–162) found that many government offices in Vietnam, especially in Hanoi, are populated by staff coming from to two to three extended kinship networks, including different generations (senior and junior staff).

28    While working in Hanoi for a governmental agency at the central administrative scale, junior staff of the author’s department officially earned about VND 3 million per month (around USD 140), which is even below the threshold of income taxation. When conducting field work in the Mekong Delta in 2010, the author learnt that newly recruited staff in provincial agencies earned about VND 1.2 million (USD 60).

29    The bulk of grants and loans provided is assumed to be spent differently from its intended purpose, with the majority ending up in the informal cash economy of the civil service. See Zink (2013: 230) for the example of ODA destined for combating climate change impacts in Vietnam. During the time the author worked for a ministerial agency in Hanoi, which managed extensive donor funding, the author witnessed how frequently (especially before Vietnamese New Year) money that was sequestered from different projects was distributed among staff in envelops as salary augments in amounts exceeding official monthly salaries by many times.


30    These observations were made while the author was working as an advisor in a ministerial agency in Hanoi. Most of the author’s colleagues, for instance, possessed expensive smart phones, tablets, laptops, etc. Some even came to work by their privately owned cars.
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ABSTRACT

Young adult books written by western metropolitan authors clearly cater to a western audience: the protagonists, settings and the archetypes of these texts are Eurocentric. Eurocentric concepts and experiences are often assumed to be universal. This could result in the othering of the non-white imaginary within young adult fiction. However, multicultural young adult texts are increasingly available on the global market. This paper investigates a selection of young adult fiction written by authors of the South Asian diaspora to determine whether the use of allegory in the form of cultural myths and folklore drawn from an ancestral cultural repertoire allows these texts to insert themselves into and dismantle the hegemony of metropolitan Eurocentricism in the consciousness of the diasporic South Asian reader. To explore this possibility, the following works of South Asian diasporic metropolitan young adult fiction are analysed: Dahling If You Luv Me Please Please Smile (1999) by Rukhsana Khan; Bindi Babes by Narindher Dhami (2005); and Blue Boy (2009) by Rakesh Satyal. This study focuses on the ways in which the authors of these texts interpolate a South Asian transnational heritage into the setting of the metropolitan public school, especially through the allegorical mode. The ultimate aim of this paper is to demonstrate that the incorporation of South Asian cultural myths and folklore into settings familiar to young adult readers can contribute to generating awareness of the cultural heritage of diasporic youth.

Keywords: Transnationalism, interpolation, young adult, South Asian Diaspora, Eurocentric, allegory, myths, folklore


INTRODUCTION

The predominant theme in the works of most metropolitan diasporic South Asian writers of young adult fiction is the quest for cultural identity. This theme is often developed through a protagonist seeking an identity, not just as an individual who is at the cusp of adulthood but also as the “other” in a white society. These characters encounter and combat a marginalisation and alienation that they experience because they are different from the mainstream. To this end, they typically embark on a search for self-definition and identity. In western metropolitan texts, “the quest story” is often characterised by archetypal mythical characters who embark on perilous journeys in search of something valuable in nature or to vanquish a monster. These patterns, which are Eurocentric in nature, often reverberate in many stories written for young adults in popular young adult metropolitan fiction. This study explores the use of allegory in the form of cultural myths and folklore in South Asian diasporic metropolitan literature for young adults. In these texts, metropolitan diasporic South Asian writers attempt to bridge the gap between the universality of the South Asian experience and the self-definition that young adults seek. The use of cultural mythology and folklore in teenage fiction not only gives these works a metaphysical dimension but also demonstrates that cultural identity is indistinguishable from human experience and that they are necessary components in the construction of a self-identity.

Dominant narratives present stories about the world through a western lens, and it is vital to increase access to stories told from non-western perspectives. Most popular young adult fiction in major bookstores worldwide is written by British or American authors. The characters in these texts are primarily British and American, and the stories have a typical western setting and contain British/American cultural nuances. Mainstream young adult literature has historically depicted protagonists and situations that support and perpetuate the values, beliefs, behaviours and practices of the dominant white culture. The linguistic and cultural elements of these texts are therefore Eurocentric. The characters are typically western, and the settings often are revisionist narrativisations of European mythology and folklore. This could impact the ideological formation and the values of young readers. It could also determine young adults’ attitudes towards language, culture and identity. However, reading texts written by writers from one’s own culture and being exposed to the cultural aspects of one’s ancestral home allows readers to become aware of the interpolation of language, dialect, landscape and other aspects that reveal the intermingling and overlapping of the two cultures and the third space they inhabit. For most readers whose experiences have been limited to their adopted land and whose homeland is an elusive, distant image, these cultural texts become the means of bringing the ancestral home into a global space. Encountering one’s own histories and cultural inheritances through myth and folklore gives a sense of self-worth and pride that helps young people develop a better sense of who they are, especially in a multiculturally diverse world. To explore this thesis, the authors analyse three South Asian diasporic metropolitan texts: Dahling If You Luv Me Please Please Smile by Rukhsana Khan, a Pakistani-Canadian writer; Bindi Babes by Narindher Dhami, a British-Indian writer; and Blue Boy by Rakesh Satyal, an American-Indian young adult author.

Dahling, If You Luv me Please Please Smile is centred on a female protagonist, Zainab, a young Canadian Muslim. The story focuses on the problems she faces in her school and at home and her relationship with a controlling older sibling. The only Muslim and one of only two students of Indian ancestry in her class, Zainab struggles to fit in with the rest of her schoolmates, who are primarily Caucasian. Zainab’s feelings of marginalisation and her difficulties developing friendships with the mainstream students are enlightening. The book addresses themes of bullying, injustice, seeking approval, teen depression and suicide. Therefore, the book has all the material typical of a young adult text but includes a protagonist and cultural nuances that reflect a South Asian heritage. Though the action occurs in the metropolitan setting of a city in Canada, the book includes the cultural nuances of the protagonist’s homeland, Pakistan. Initially, the book appears to be a typical teen novel with all of elements of a good teen read; however, there are many details that reveal the subtle interpolation of a South Asian worldview. Through the depiction of a school play, in which the protagonist plays a significant role, South Asian myths and folklore are interpolated into the narrative space.

The young adult novel Bindi Babes is about three sisters, all of whom are young adults living in Britain. Their father is an Indian immigrant from the Punjab, a state in India whose dominant religion is Sikhism. The sisters, Ambarjit (Amber), Geena and Jasveender (Jazz) are popular Indian-British girls with a workaholic father. They are good students who are well-liked by the teachers and the other students. However, they do not receive parental guidance and live a carefree existence, indulging in shopping and fashion. The interpolation of a South Asian Indian consciousness begins when the father’s sister arrives from India to assume management of the household. The three girls discover their roots and heritage through their aunt, and the text culminates in a school play in which the girls present aspects of their Sikh religion to a primarily western school audience. The predominant themes in this text include friendship, relationship breakdowns, interracial friendships, and the importance of preserving the culture and tradition of one’s homeland.

Rakesh Satyal’s Blue Boy shares many similarities with the previous texts: they are all coming of age stories. However, the protagonist of Blue Boy is an Indian-American boy whose parents are Indian immigrants. Kiran Sharma does not fit in with his friends, his community or his public school classmates. He grows up feeling rejected by his friends because of his “difference.” This feeling of alienation motivates him to learn more about his inherited culture, and as he explores Hindu mythology, he begins to believe that he could actually be the reincarnated Hindu deity Krishna due to their common experiences of being “different.” The narrative, with its main theme of discovery and self-acceptance, alternates between seriousness and humour as it details the more serious issues Kiran experiences. Through the painful journey of adolescence, he realises he is different and accepts it. This work includes such themes as the pressure to conform, bullying, pride in one’s ethnicity, and the acceptance of a different sexual orientation.

This paper examines how South Asian characters face marginalisation in metropolitan educational spaces and how they eventually learn to embrace their inherited culture and to navigate and merge their Indian and western experiences to create a unique transnational identity. This trajectory will be traced through the South Asian allegories and myths that inform the various school concerts and plays that the protagonists participate in. The purpose of this analysis is to demonstrate that the insertion of cultural history, mythology and folklore into South Asian diasporic metropolitan young adult texts has the power and potential to impart cultural knowledge and create a space for diasporic South Asian readers to experience an enhanced understanding of themselves and their ancestral heritage. In addition, it demonstrates how South Asian diasporic metropolitan texts also disrupt dominant discourses by infiltrating western narrative space with rich South Asian cultural allegories, myths and folklore while informing and educating young readers in an engaging way.

READING MYTHS, FOLKLORE AND ARCHETYPES IN ALLEGORY

Allegory defines aspects of a culture through cultural practices, myths and folklore. Non-mainstream writers are able to interpolate alternative discourses into dominant discourses by inserting rich cultural allegories, myths and folklore from their own culture into diasporic texts. This creates a venue in which young readers can learn about their rich cultural heritage.

Allegory is important because life in western culture is experienced through the allegories of western discourse. The great allegories of the English literary canon have been influential guides to life and have played a prominent role in the mental development of reading audiences. The allegorical mode brings to surface aspects that are normally found in historical narrative. Historical representations of a culture, its cosmology, values and assumptions are conveyed through allegorical modes in a way that is not confined by history. Metropolitan young adult texts such as The Chronicles of Narnia by C. S. Lewis and The Harry Potter series by J. K. Rowling are examples of books that are heavily imbued with biblical allusions and European mythology. These books are saturated with references to European myths and folklore, including the goblins, trolls and centaurs found in the Harry Potter series and the White Witch in The Chronicles of Narnia, all of which are symbolic allusions and derived from European allegories and mythology.

Similarly, the magical realism in works by authors like Angela Carter combines the mythical with the realistic, using fairy tales to address pertinent social issues. Through magical realism, Carter is able to comment on contemporary concerns through an engaging form. Another writer who uses mythology and magical realism is American author Toni Morrison. Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon (1978) employs many of the tools of magical realism in its realistic portrayals of a normal world and descriptions of humans and society. Non-western readers cannot identify with or relate to any of the allegories in these texts because they depict the cultural and historical specificities of a different world. This paper uncovers how mythology, religious stories, cultural symbols, legends and folklore are weaved into South Asian diasporic metropolitan texts, introducing the rich South Asian cultural traditions of the past into the narratives. The purpose is to determine how interpolation occurs through allegory to potentially create awareness in young diasporic South Asian readers and infiltrate western narrative space. This aim overlaps with the theory that literature reflecting one’s own culture is essential to building identitarian affiliations. It is therefore central to how diasporic South Asians negotiate the “dialectic of South Asianness,” or in other words, “how South Asianness is experienced and created by those subjects constituted as South Asian across time and space in new homelands.” This study also demonstrates how diasporic South Asian young adult literature contributes to forming social consciousness, integrity and agency in growing young adults. The paper also explores the possibility that engaging with texts that represent one’s historical and cultural background could promote a better understanding of one’s self and assist in the construction of an ethnic identity, an element missing in mainstream literature for young adults.

By reading texts written by writers from one’s own culture and being exposed to the cultural aspects of one’s ancestral homeland, the reader also becomes aware of the interpolation of language, dialect, landscape and other aspects that reveal the intermingling and overlapping of the two cultures and the third space they inhabit. For most readers who have never experienced life outside of their adopted homeland and for whom the homeland is an elusive, distant image, these cultural texts become the means of bringing the ancestral home into a global space, making it a site of engagement between the homeland and the youth of the diaspora. In all cultures, children’s and young adult literature depict the process of identity formation and individual development. This accentuates the fact that character building in young adults is extremely important as they assist in the formation of values and right emotions and most crucially how maturation is experienced. This will enable the young adult to make right choices and be agentic when they reach adulthood.

Engaging in texts that represent one’s own culture is also deeply assuring and assists in the identity and character development of the individual. Books with material content that is familiar, dealing with subject matter that they can relate to and which mirrors many of their own personal dilemmas faced in daily lives would be of great value to this group of young readers. Young adults who come from marginalised communities seldom or never have the opportunity to be able to pick up a book written with a protagonist similar to him/her in terms of culture and the world they belong to. Reading books from one’s own culture or other cultures would facilitate ethnic engagement and build a foundation for accepting and embracing diversity. It also provides the reader with a sense of self-worth and pride that helps young persons develop a better sense of who they are, especially in a multicultural, diverse world.

PAKISTANI-MUSLIM ALLEGORY: INTERPOLATION OF THE MYTHS AND LEGENDS OF THE MOGHUL DYNASTY IN DAHLING IF YOU LUV ME PLEASE PLEASE SMILE

Using the concept of alienation, which describes the hegemonic relationship between the dominant race and the minority, the authors examine how in each of these texts, the narrative almost always begins with the diasporic South Asian protagonist experiencing a feeling of angst caused by the desire to belong and be accepted by the mainstream. The protagonist is first introduced to the reading audience within the metropolitan space of school. Dahling begins with the protagonist recounting her school experience, giving a detailed description of the school, her schoolmates and their current preoccupation with the fashionable jeans brand “Lucky.” This introduction emphasises the importance young adults generally place on the need to belong to a “cool” group, to be accepted into the inner circle, which in this case necessitates wearing “Lucky” brand jeans. The introductory passage reads:


Deanford, being a public school, didn’t have an official school uniform, but nine out of ten kids wore Lucky jeans. They were easy to spot, because of the little red tag sewn into the seam of the right rear pocket… why would anyone pay that much for a pair of pants? I could just picture people twenty years from now looking back at us and thinking what fools we were forking out that kind of money for something so dumb… But if you wanted to be accepted, no other brand would do (Khan 1999: 2).



The novel begins with a description of the school space, a metropolitan space with western signifiers, such as the name of the school, “Deanford,” and the students’ craving for “Lucky” brand jeans. These signifiers may cause the reader to anticipate that this text is a typical western text.

The entry point for South Asian interpolation into the metropolitan space is evident in the following:


There was a game the kids played where they tried to rip off each other’s tags. If the label wasn’t there, it meant you’d bought seconds, not first quality and therefore you hadn’t paid the full price. I thought I was okay in my polyester pants. They looked like Lucky’s, they had a zipper and pockets and belt loops, they just cost so much less. At least I dressed better than Premini Gupta, the only other “Indian” in the school (Khan 1999: 2).



The first point in which South Asian signifiers are introduced is when the “other” Indian girl is referred; whom we know is Indian based on her name, “Premini Gupta.” The phrase “the only other Indian” also informs the reader that the protagonist is Indian. The introduction of the “other” Indian girl is significant because it shows the presence of South Asian young adults in the predominantly white, western space of a school in Canada and therefore represents the first interpolation of South Asia into a metropolitan space. It also highlights that to belong and be accepted in this metropolitan space, the South Asian young adults must “conform” and dress like the mainstream students. The desire to belong and be accepted into the mainstream is the result of the western hegemony that exists in the metropolitan space, where the dominant culture and its values are seen as the preferred norm. This hegemony creates a sense of alienation and isolation among minorities, as experienced by the diasporic South Asian protagonist in this text. In the post-colonial context, alienation can be understood through the term “unhomeliness,” an aspect of hybridity that describes the unsettled feeling of not belonging anywhere because one is “caught in the middle between two worlds.” In The Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha describes a “hybrid location of antagonism, perpetual tension and pregnant chaos” (1994: 44) where one has the desire to belong but is unable to because of the hegemony’s non-acceptance. An unhomed person lacks a sense of belonging because he or she is always in between two or more cultures, and as a result, they become displaced. Unhomeliness also describes a person who is hybridised but is unable to reconcile the differing elements of their experiences. This results in clashes between the two cultures and traditions at both communal and individual levels. Hybrid individuals may experience trauma and a feeling of anxiety.

After the initial introduction of the protagonist into the metropolitan space, the narrative moves to the domestic space of the protagonist’s home, where there is more engagement with South Asian cultures and South Asia is interpolated more thoroughly into the metropolitan and narrative space. In the public space of school, the young adults must negotiate their hybridised identities as Pakistani-Canadians. However, once they enter the domestic realm of home, they are no longer in a western domain but a South Asian-Muslim domain. Although home exists in the western space of a Canadian city, the place is inhabited as a South Asian space.

The introduction to the domestic space begins with a description of home life and an interaction between the protagonist and her older sister:


I slipped into the front hallway. The door creaked loudly. Startling me. I tiptoed down the stairs and sat on the sofa in the TV room. So far so good. Five minutes later, my muscles were just starting to recover from the long walk home when Layla barged in, her hands on her hips, her black eyes flashing. “Did you pray yet?” (Khan 1999: 19).


She was referring to Zuhr prayer. As Muslims, we have to pray five times a day, and Zuhr is the one after lunch (Khan 1999: 19).



This passage introduces Islam into the narrative space, making home the centre of religious practice. Home is clearly the centre where the Pakistani characters can assert their cultural and religious identity. The protagonists’ two worlds are represented through the two main spaces she must navigate: the metropolitan space of school and the South Asian space of home. However, the protagonist has the opportunity to merge these opposing worlds in the metropolitan space of school through the school play that she helps direct. She chooses a story from her culture, which prompts her to further research Pakistani allegory. While reading about the glory of the historical Moghul Empire, Zainab encounters the allegory that she decides to use for her play. On the day of the school play, amidst performances of Romeo and Juliet, The Wizard of Oz and Cinderella, Zainab’s team performs a play about a courageous holy man named Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi, who dared to defy the tyrannical Moghul emperor Akbar. The story recounts how the holy man worked patiently for many years teaching the people what it meant to be a true Muslim. In this scene, history and allegory merge to bring a Pakistani fable to centre stage, both to entertain and present a more accurate and authentic version of Pakistani South Asian history to a predominantly white audience. Zainab’s intent to present an accurate version of Pakistan allegory is captured in the following passage:


It was only after years of sacrifice and struggle that the emperor saw the error of his ways. I only had twenty minutes for the play. Twenty minutes for the Alim to emerge victorious… and another problem was that Jehangir wasn’t quite as bad as I wanted him to be. He wasn’t evil; just kind of a bully (Khan 1999: 177).



This passage suggests the implications of the interpolation of history and allegory into the imagination of the diasporic young adult. The complexities of ancient history are simplified and made accessible and relevant to the diasporic South Asian youth. Allegory therefore becomes a mode by which history can be interpolated due to “the blurring of the disciplinary distinction between history as a scientific record and literature as a creative construction” (Ashcroft 2001: 104).

In Dahling, historical facts commonly read in history textbooks are presented in a simple and engaging form. The writer selects an allegory that has historical significance and skilfully weaves it into the text. The story is further popularised in a school play. The historical twist, the compelling story line and the didactic message made the play an instant hit with the predominantly western audience. Through the use of allegory, South Asian history and heritage are foregrounded and introduced to a large global reading audience through the interpolation of time and space.

Through the interpolation of Pakistani South Asian allegory, a western space is transformed into a South Asian space as readers are transported to an era of South Asian history. The writer’s pride in her cultural heritage is conveyed through the historical and allegorical modes of expression in the text, which are integrated with other young adult-related concerns. Most western young adult texts emphasise western myths and allegories; Dahling is a young adult text that presents Eastern/South Asian allegories that many South Asian diasporic young adults can relate to. They may have heard some of these stories, which have been passed down through generations through an oral tradition, but texts like Dahling give them the opportunity to read about them in literary texts. Reading about such stories in young adult texts that are produced and marketed through the western publishing system can reinforce cultural connections in diasporic young adult readers and also promote a sense of pride.

For young diasporic readers who have only lived in Canada and have known only Canadian history and the mythologies present within that culture, gaining insight into their ancestral culture can provide new perspective on their cultural background and ethnic identity. Through the interpolation and transformation of western metropolitan spaces, South Asia is brought to the foreground, bridging the gap between the diasporic reader and his/her cultural homeland and exposing a diverse reading audience to South Asia.

SIKH ALLEGORY: INTERPOLATION OF SIKH RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL ASPECTS IN BINDI BABES

Bindi Babes features the Punjabi culture and the Sikh religion, an important South Asian heritage. The characters are transnational young adults who eventually reconcile their opposing cultures and are able to inhabit a more transnational space. The novel begins, like many metropolitan young adult texts, in a western setting. The story takes place at a secondary school in Britain, Coppergate Secondary School. The protagonist who narrates the book is Amber, and she introduces the other characters, her sisters Geena and Jazz. The reader could easily assume that these characters are Caucasian British characters based on their English names, but the first indication that they are South Asian is gleaned from the following line:


Our story’s got something of everything, just like a Bollywood movie. It’s got singing, dancing, action, romance, a baddie and three beautiful heroines (Dhami 2005: 1).



The use of “our” opposes the characters to some “other” and underscores the difference between the South Asian British girls and their schoolmates, most of whom are white. This word choice emphasises the separation or dissimilarity between the diasporic South Asian girls, who are in the minority, and the dominant Caucasian British students, who form the majority in the British school system.

The mention of “Bollywood” is the first South Asian element interpolated into the metropolitan space of the school, signalling the entry of South Asian culture into an otherwise seemingly western text. The story proceeds with the three girls “rescuing” Kim, a British Caucasian girl, from the school bully George Botley. Kim is portrayed as a weak person who depends on the three sisters for protection against bullying, yet another common young adult theme. Unlike most western young adult texts, this South Asian young adult text features South Asian protagonists. This “difference” is again emphasised in the following passage:


Everybody loves us. The teachers like us because we work hard, and we’re clever, polite and helpful. The other kids like us because we’re pretty, popular, funny, and smart. They even have a name for us, The Bindi Babes (Dhami 2005: 13).




The label “Bindi Babes” emphasises their status as “others.” The distinctions between “us” and “the other kids” reflect the alienation of diasporic young adults from the mainstream within metropolitan spaces. This alienation is further emphasised by certain traits that seem to be prerequisites for non-white/Caucasian students who want to be accepted and liked by the dominant race. The narrator describes a hegemonic western culture in which the beliefs, values and mores of that culture become the accepted cultural norm for everyone. Therefore, to be liked and accepted by “everyone,” one has to be polite, helpful, pretty, smart and so forth. Even if the South Asian protagonists do not seem to express their feelings of otherness in a negative way, the distinct difference between the characters of South Asian descent and the white characters is obvious, underscoring the “unhomeliness” that diasporic persons experience. Therefore, the British metropolitan space is a space in which the South Asian protagonist does not feel at home because his/her difference is based on an ethnic, religious and cultural background that isolates him/her from the rest.

In this text, as in previous texts, the protagonists find themselves in two separate worlds: the metropolitan and the South Asian. The school clearly becomes the western space in which the girls demonstrate their hybridised British-South Asian identities; the home becomes the South Asian space in which the religion and the culture of the homeland are practiced and upheld.

However, both these spaces again merge within the metropolitan space of the school when the protagonists do a presentation on their ancestral religion and culture during the school concert. The young protagonists turn to their religious history and cultural symbols when asked to deliver a presentation on Sikhism for the school concert, and they develop a presentation idea that has deep cultural and historical significance. The objective of the concert is to display the six major religions of the world through words, music and a specially painted backdrop. Using a large scenic backdrop of the golden temple (the holy Sikh temple in Punjab) and music representative of the Sikh religion and culture, the girls shared their religion and culture with a predominantly Caucasian-British audience.

In almost all the young adult texts analysed in this study, the protagonists are given a task/project that inspires them to research the history, culture and allegories of their homelands. The information that they gather builds a repository of knowledge and insight into their culture. In this way, the information they learn about their history and ancestry are interpolated into their imaginations and produce transformation. The text also creates space for historical and cultural presentations to be shared with a larger audience using the medium of either plays or presentations that are staged in the protagonists’ school halls. Readers of Bindi Babes, especially those who practice the Sikh religion, can identify with the symbol of the golden temple, a sacred place where Sikhs perform their religious obligations at least once in their lifetime. The Golden Temple is also known as the “Harmandir Sahib,” which literally means The Temple of God. The Sikhs’ holy text, the Guru Granth Sahib (the holy book) is always present inside the Gurdwara.

Aspects of the Sikh religion and culture are brought into the narrative space and are encountered not only by readers who share this heritage but also by a larger audience of readers who engage with these texts. The Golden Temple, a cultural symbol important for the Sikh community all over the world, is brought to the forefront in this young adult text. Diasporic writers use narrative strategies to re-inscribe the history of the ancestral homeland and introduce historical representations and cultures from a time and space that otherwise might never be encountered. Through an important cultural symbol, the Sikh community’s religious and cultural values gain recognition as they are interpolated into metropolitan and narrative spaces. The symbol also defines what people with a shared ancestry and history have in common in terms of a cultural identity. As Ashcroft suggests, history as a record can serve a larger purpose in the development of self-determination and cultural empowerment.

Readers from all backgrounds can learn more about world cultures by engaging with texts that provide facts and information about cultures that have long been relegated to the periphery.

Though the details of the sisters’ presentation at the school concert were not given in the text, it is significant that such an event was held in a British school. The religious history of Sikhism is interpolated into western metropolitan culture through the narrative space of a literary text. Diasporic young adults of Punjabi heritage can identify with the religious and cultural aspects of the text and enrich their knowledge of their religion through engagement with literature.

HINDU ALLEGORY: INTERPOLATION OF MYTHS FROM THE HINDU EPICS MAHABHARATA AND RAMAYANA IN BLUE BOY

In Blue Boy, the protagonist Kiran’s story begins at Martin Van Buren Elementary School, a place he refers to as a “social jungle.” Being a minority and an “odd” boy who prefers playing with dolls and dancing ballet to more masculine sports, he becomes the target of practical jokes and teasing. Martin Van Buren Elementary is a predominantly white school in Cincinnati. Ethnic young adults may confront more difficulties at school than the average teenager due to their difference, and this is a theme that is repeated throughout the diasporic young adult texts reviewed thus far. The space in question is the metropolitan space of school, and the author provides insight into schoolyard politics. The protagonist’s sense of alienation from the rest of the class is evident in the following passage. Kiran walks into the classroom to find Barbie stickers plastered on his desk. He immediately knows this must have been the prank played by the two meanest girls in the school.


Sarah Turner and Melissa Jenkins—elementary school wenches of the worst degree.


We sit in class now, and the giggles happening behind me between the two of them—who of course sit side by side—are maddening. This morning, I walked into the classroom, hung up my neon orange coat on my usual hook in the back, and sat down to find my desk plastered with Barbie stickers… I tried my hardest to scratch them off. Sarah and Melissa giggle and giggle […] (Satyal 2009: 19).



His classmates’ teasing and the taunting is prompted by the fact that the protagonist is different, not only because he belongs to the minority South Asian community in a predominantly white neighbourhood but because of his peculiar predilections and behaviours. He becomes the target of merciless tormenting and bullying, a concern that is a common young adults theme. Kiran’s friends are relentless in their teasing:


Maybe you can sing us some Whitney Houston at the talent show. Sarah whispers from behind me… I think of Whitney and how beautiful she is, how poised and how revered… and if Whitney is just a pop-star, a mere mortal, then what does it take to be Krishna, the most beautiful of gods? I dig a thumb-nail deep into the dirt collecting stickiness and I wonder what I can do to ensure that I’m never whispered about again (Satyal 2009: 20).



In addition to the deep sense of alienation that the protagonist experiences, the passage also shows how the metropolitan space of school, Van Buren Elementary School in the American mid-west, is infiltrated by a South Asian young adult with immigrant Indian parents. The protagonist’s musings bring his South Asian culture into that space, as manifested by his reverence for the Hindu deity Krishna. The Indian cosmology is interpolated into the western and the narrative space when the protagonist inserts his non-western consciousness into this space. However, the domestic space of home is clearly a South Asian space where the family practices the culture of the homeland. As in the previous texts, the protagonist attempts to merge these worlds into one at the metropolitan western site of the school during a school concert in which he performs a dance that incorporates both western ballet and Indian classical dance.

There are many references in the narration to Indian history and culture. The story line is teeming with the complex historiography of Hindu religion and its deities. The Ramayana and the Mahabharata are mentioned in various parts of the novel, and Kiran spends hours in the library researching Hinduism, a subject he is intrigued by and passionate about.

Blue Boy’s protagonist, who is an outcaste in the eyes of the people around him, finds strength in his own convictions and in his unwavering belief in the artistic culture of his homeland. As he reads the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, ancient Indian epics:


I discover that Vishnu has ten incarnations—from a bull to a tortoise to a lion to even a powerful midget. But it is Krishna who is the most memorable of these figures, even more memorable than Rama, the hero of Ramayana, Krishna beats Rama because of all his talents—his flute playing, his ability to charm cow-herdesses, and of course his skin (Satyal 2009: 102).



Kiran finds an affinity with the religious story he has heard in the Indian version of “Sunday School” and dwells on the thought that he could be the reincarnation of the blue skinned deity Krishna who was also seen as “different” because of the colour of his skin. Kiran sets himself a task, pouring over books on Hinduism to learn more about the Hindu deities, especially his idol, the blue toned, music loving “God Krishna” whom he sees his own reflection in.

Fuelled by the idea that being different has its own advantages, he hero-worships Krishna and decides to emulate him. Inspired by his new icon, he plods through religious books in the Eastern Religions section of the library and selects a book entitled A Journey Through Hinduism.


I flip to the index and look up “Krishna.” There are several entries. I hum excitedly and flip to the section that seems the longest. A beautiful portrait of Krishna playing the flute greets me. Instinctively, my hand reaches up to my hair to fix it, as if this picture is the master bathroom mirror. I sense a slight wink of a blue-lidded eye as I begin to pore over the information inside (Satyal 2009: 101).



The lotus-eyed, dark skinned Krishna is the complete and perfect man of Indian mythological tradition. He was the eighth incarnation of Vishnu, the Preserver of the Universe, and took a human form to redeem mankind from evil forces. Physically, Krishna was irresistibly appealing, and ancient texts dwell at length on his exceptionally alluring countenance: a blue complexion soft as the monsoon cloud, shining locks of black hair framing a beautifully chiselled face, large lotus-like eyes, wildflower garlands around his neck, a yellow garment (pitambara) draped around his body, a crown of peacock feathers on his head, and a smile playing on his lips. It is his beauty that allows Krishna, the cosmic musician, to woo the gopis (cowherd girls) with his tunes. Krishna’s flute was so powerful that its music embodied the energy of the cosmos. According to the myth, “real love is transcendental and spiritual. Krishna consciousness means to be serious and determined to transcend the material attraction between man and woman in order to become attracted to the lotus feet of Radha and Krishn” (Miller 1975: 655–671).

Kiran constructs an identity based on the blue skinned deity, who he discovers has many similarities with himself. He observes that Krishna is different from the other deities because of his blue skin tone, that he embodies both the feminine and masculine, enjoys music and dance and is always dressed in elaborate, colourful outfits. For a young reader, this obsession could be viewed as humorous and merely the figment of a child’s imagination. Upon reading about his favourite deity, he learns about the reincarnation that is yet to happen and is convinced it could be him.

Through the allegory of Krishna, the writer is able to interpolate Indian religious and cultural aspects into the literary text, transforming complex cultural specificities into simple yet sophisticated forms, incorporating values, assumptions and a South Asian worldview. By interpolating allegory/stories from the homeland into a narrative for young adults, the culture of the homeland comes to be known to those who are distanced from it. Through literature, their cultural heritage will always be accessible to the diasporic young readers who have the same ancestral background, even if they have never been to their homeland. Through the interpolation of time and space, ancient myths and allegory are immortalised in a text that becomes transnational as it reaches a wider reading audience of young adults from across the globe.

As in the previous novel, the protagonist also prepares a performance for the annual school talent show. Kiran makes an elaborate costume, “a conglomerate of all the garments that I’ve seen the gods and goddesses wear in those paintings, there is something of Lakshmi and Saraswati’s saris in the way that the shirt falls…” (Satyal 2009: 242).

The costume that he painstakingly prepares is a reflection of a rich South Asian heritage, inspired by an ancient religion, Hinduism. South Asian history and aspects of the Hindu cosmology are brought to the centre stage of the metropolitan space and are foregrounded in western narrative spaces as they reach a wide global audience.


During his performance, Kiran wears an elaborate Indian costume to represent the deity Krishna in his full glory and splendour. The stage is transformed as he performs a medieval Indian classical dance of the Indian deity Krishna, interpolating South Asian culture into the western space of Van Buren Elementary School in Cincinnati.

The narrative of Blue Boy can be explained by what Ashcroft calls the conceptual shift from spatiality to “place-ness,” “which is a shift from empty space to a human, social space which gains its material and ideological identity through the practice of inhabiting” (Ashcroft 2001: 158).

The narrative space of the text is interpolated when South Asian culture, religion and history become transnational and globally accessible through a literary medium.

THE IMPACT OF THE INTERPOLATION OF ALLEGORY ON HABITATION AND HORIZON TO CREATE A TRANSNATIONAL HABITATION

The interpolation of a South Asian consciousness through history and allegory blurs the boundaries of metropolitan and South Asian spaces, causing them to merge and become transnational.

Transnational habitation occurs when the diasporic characters in the text are able to merge both of their cultural inheritances, as exemplified in the situations in which they are able to accept and welcome their South Asian heritage within a metropolitan space. They demonstrate that they can be comfortable in the dual worlds they inhabit as they learn to straddle and embrace both. It is important to understand the concept of transnationalism in a context in which diasporic people learn to metaphorically cross borders and inhabit multiple spaces. By embracing the third space, the protagonist becomes a hybrid individual who is the product of both of the worlds he/she inhabits.

The school performances that the characters in all three texts perform in are significant examples of transnational habitation because they depict the merging of both the metropolitan and South Asian spaces. In Dahling, the history and mythology of ancient India are re-inscribed to suit a modern and primarily western audience, facilitating the interpolation of South Asian history and space into the western space of Deanford Middle School, Canada. The primarily Caucasian audience is presented with the opportunity to learn about South Asian culture through the presentation of the history of India and the Moghul heroes of the past. By acting out the play using elaborate traditional South Asian costumes and props that bespeak the ornate richness of Indian history, South Asian culture permeates into the western space of a middle school in Canada. These performances effectively blend and blur South Asian and Canadian spaces into a mutually constituted transnational space.

In Bindi Babes, history and the religion of the ancestral homeland are brought into the western space of Coppergate Secondary School’s concert hall. South Asian culture and religion is interpolated into the metropolitan space, transforming it into a transnational global space. The performance demonstrates how diasporic young adults can inhabit a unique third space, a transnational space, which is created by merging the two worlds they have inherited. The school concert is therefore significant because it demonstrates the way in which South Asian heritage is interpolated into the young adult text, into narrative space and eventually into the subconscious minds of the young diasporic reader.

In the third text, Blue Boy, Kiran is forced to turn inward and live in a world of imagination, which manifests in his interest in art and music. In this carefully constructed place he has created, he turns to the Hindu deity Krishna, whom he idolises and wishes to emulate. What emerges is a hybrid culture he creates himself, visible in the outfit, accessories and props he selects for his solo performance at the school talent show. He channels all of his frustration into creative art to wreak vengeance on his adversaries through his performance, which combines dance movements from ballet and “kathak” (an ancient Indian dance) performed to contemporary music from the film Flashdance.

Through a shift in perspective and horizon, Kiran is able to combine his ancestral home culture, specifically elements of his religion, with contemporary western music and dance to create and present for global engagement a performance that merges three different worlds into one. Kiran’s experience demonstrates that the diasporic person who inhabits the space that emerges between the local and global is able to interpolate his physical home into the elements of his original home and create a space of his own that truly reflects his multiplicity.

All of this suggests that for the diasporic person, “home” is a mental construct, a repertoire of cultural resources that can be re-imagined and become a place to make meaningful connections. Young adults almost always seem to have conflicts about their personal identities. Diasporic young adults’ experiences are more complex because they are constantly living in two opposing cultures. They encounter western influence outside the sphere of home in school, play areas, libraries, malls and eateries. Once in their homes, however, or when in the company of members of the same ethnicity, they are participating in the home culture, including traditions, daily practices, food, music and other social conventions. However, most teens tend to experience difficulty as they confront this duality of being in a hybridised space, unsure which side they should affiliate with.

By inhabiting western spaces, their identity, culture and lifestyle are interpolated by western influences; by bringing South Asian realities into western spaces, these western spaces are interpolated. Similarly, India is transformed because the homeland space will never be the same. “Home” is wherever the diasporic young adult goes because she carries her home in her mind. Through spatial possibilities, these young adults can have both the homes they yearn for and the benefits of straddling two worlds. Transnational habitation occurs when the South Asian protagonist is able to integrate both influences into his/her transnational life.

CONCLUSION

While young adult literature does not depict complex situations, the interpolation of allegory/myth into narratives for diasporic young adults has immense potential to transform complex cultural specificities into simple forms that incorporate the values, assumptions and the worldview of the ancestral homeland. Interpolation as a transformation strategy can be an effective tool for creating transnational identities, though ethnic and cultural negotiations are complex and difficult.

The protagonists in the young adult texts reviewed in this study are able to reconnect with their cultural homelands and negotiate the various spaces they inhabit. Although they inhabit a western space, they are still able to connect with their cultural origins, which helps them to recreate that special place called “home” in any space they find themselves in. When young readers engage with texts that express this fluidity that connects people, places, spaces and times, they are able to rearticulate unfamiliar locations in a new context, revisit histories, and reconnect with their cultural roots, which is essential for ethnic identity development.

Finally, as authors, educators, editors and publishers, we have to continue to engage with cultural diversity. Books that reflect an engagement with cultural contexts open the minds of young readers and aid their development. As Nigerian writer Chimamanda Adichie has stated, “The consequence of the single story is this: It robs people of dignity. It makes our recognition of our equal humanity difficult. It emphasises how we are different rather than how we are similar” (Adichie 2009). This powerful statement reaffirms that there can never be absolutes and that it is vital for us to have access to more stories about our world told from western and non-western perspectives.

NOTES
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ABSTRACT

This research challenges the relevance of a change towards liberal democracy for gender equality. In particular, it connects the political logic of the survival and failure of incumbents in the direct election for local leaders (pilkada) with the acceptance of gender related considerations in local policies and women preferences in voting. By carrying out comparative assessments concerning the pilkada in four rural and urban districts in East Java, the study reveals that local democracy does not provide incentives which encourage the incumbents who run in re-election bids to promote better gendered policies during their terms in office due to women’s ignorance in voting. Female voters were less critical in reviewing the incumbents’ performance. Women were too busy receiving tangible policy outputs; they paid inadequate attention to the importance of strategic gender interests. Consequently, incumbents who perform better in reducing gender disparity often lose their posts. Worse, during local democratic contests, women were marginalised by the practices of male-dominated informal politics amongst the incumbents, informal actors and partisan bureaucrats. Also, the pilkada is not an easy race for women’s candidacy, as the regulations do not affirm women and political parties hinge on pragmatic considerations that favour male candidates as having a better chance of winning in election. Moreover, this study challenges the arguments of decentralisation policy that have led to the negligence of local government concerning a gender-mainstreaming agenda. In fact, the decentralisation regulatory regime overwhelmingly controlled by the national government has restricted local governments from better addressing gender strategic needs. The national authority strictly determines local expenditure items, which do not incorporate gender mainstreaming approaches in local budgeting.
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INTRODUCTION

This article examines the contribution democracy can make to gender equality. In particular, it examines the direct election of local leaders (pilkada) in East Java, Indonesia. The article suggests that the relevance of democracy to gender equality requires further examination. A move towards liberal democracy in Indonesia with the implementation of the pilkada does not encourage district leaders to promote gender-aware policies. Instead of blaming local governments for impeding gender equality efforts, this article argues that decentralisation has created insufficient room for district governments to accommodate gender-aware policies. In addition, by utilising detailed case studies, the article concludes that informal politics related to the pilkada, which are male-dominated, have marginalised women actors as well as women’s strategic interests.

To clearly outline the argument of the article, the next section briefly describes the case study design. Then, the following section asserts the potential effect of informal political practices dominated by the incumbents and other male actors on women’s strategic interests. The examination of women’s preferences and the factors shaping their voting preferences is then discussed to explain the logic of the incumbents’ survival in terms of female voters’ preferences. The final section explains the challenges and problematic implications for women’s strategic interests of more democratic local politics with the implementation of the pilkada.

THE CASE STUDIES

This research is centred on the study of the incumbents’ political survival or failure in the emerging local democracy in Indonesia, primarily in the pilkada at the district level. The study is based on case studies conducted in four rural and urban districts in East Java Province: Blitar Regency and Trenggalek Regency (rural districts) and Probolinggo Municipality and Madiun Municipality (urban districts). The analysis focuses on gender-related issues in the pilkada that occurred in 2010 in Blitar and Trenggalek and in 2008 in Probolinggo and Madiun.

This study applied qualitative research principles and interpretivism as the philosophical worldview (Creswell 2009: 18). The case study was utilised as the research method and involved “an exploration of event, activity and process of one or more individuals” (Stake in Creswell 2009: 13). In each district, this study interviewed (semi-structured interview) the incumbent district leader, heads of local government offices, NGO activists, women activists, journalists, academics and female voters in two villages. The study asked voters what is taken into consideration when voting or not voting for the incumbent in a re-election bid. The study also collected data from official documents and local budgets (Anggaran Pendapatan dan Belanja Daerah [APBD]) in four district governments.

Blitar Regency is located in the southern portion of the province. The regency had 1,116,010 people living in an area of 1,588.79 km2 in 2010. Trenggalek is the regency located in the southern coastal area of East Java and covers an area of 1,261.40 km2. Trenggalek’s population is 674,521, comprising 334,769 males and 339,752 females. The majority of the population is Muslim, representing 99.25 percent of the regency’s inhabitants (East Java Central Statistics Agency 2010: 22).

The first pilkada in Blitar Regency occurred in 2005. The official ballots counted on 4 December 2005 indicated that the candidate pair, Herry Noegroho and Arif Fuadi, had won the 2005 pilkada with 42.18 percent of the votes. Five years later, Herry Noegroho and his running mate in the 2005 pilkada, Arif Fuadi, ran separately in the 2010 pilkada. Herry urged a former senior bureaucrat, Rijanto, to run with him. Arif urged a local legislator, Heri Romadhon, to challenge the incumbent. In the 2010 race, which occurred on 9 November 2010, the incumbent, Herry Noegroho, was re-elected with 59.70 percent of the votes.

The pilkada in Trenggalek Regency was a unique race for democratic contenders because the battle was between two incumbents. In the first pilkada in 2005, the incumbent Soeharto1 (2005–2010) defeated the former incumbent Mulyadi WR (2000–2005). In the second pilkada in 2010, the incumbent Soeharto was defeated by the former incumbent Mulyadi WR. In the pilkada held on 2 June 2010, the incumbent faced the former incumbent Mulyadi WR and the deputy regent and his running mate in the 2005 pilkada, Mahsun Ismail. Sadly, the incumbent garnered the fewest votes, only 22.4 percent (71,818). Mulyadi WR won the race with 174,656 votes (54.4 percent) (Trenggalek Election Commission 2010: 79).

Probolinggo is one of the nine municipalities in East Java Province located in the north coastal area of the eastern portion of the province. The population in the municipality was 226,643 in 2008 in a total area of 56,667 km2. The majority of the population in the municipality is Muslim, totalling 96.08 percent in 2009. Madiun Municipality is located in the western portion of East Java and is surrounded by Madiun Regency, with a population of 201,619 people in 2008 living in an area of 33 km2. The majority of the population is Muslim (88.78 percent).

Probolinggo and Madiun Municipality were two of the districts in East Java that held the last pilkada prior to the national legislative and presidential elections in 2009.2 Probolinggo and Madiun and three other municipalities in East Java held the first pilkada in 2008, paralleling the first pilkada for East Java governor. In the first pilkada in 2008, the mayor of Probolinggo, Buchori, ran as an incumbent with the former local secretary of the municipality, Bandyk Soetrisno. As the incumbent, Buchori was successful against two other pairs of challengers, Bayun Sarosa and Rr. Retno Suryandari, and Zulkifli Chalik and Yusuf Zainal Qubro. In the pilkada, which occurred on 30 October 2008, the incumbent Buchori received the most votes (72.55 percent).

In Madiun Municipality, the incumbent mayor Kokok Raya ran in the first pilkada in 2008 with Suparminto, the secretary of the local government. In the election, the incumbent competed against four pairs of contenders. Kokok Raya did not succeed in retaining his office. In the first pilkada conducted on 23 October 2008, Raya received 22,521 votes (25.69 percent). It was a crushing defeat for the incumbent; the winning challenger, Bambang Irianto, received the most votes, 53.51 percent (46,900 votes).

The specific cultural backgrounds of the three districts in the case studies, Blitar, Trenggalek and Madiun, have cultural features that are categorised as Java mataraman in the East Java Regional Division of Culture (Sutarto and Sudikan 2008). Or, in the regional diversity of Javanese culture, these regencies are included in the Mancanagari or “outer region.” The features of Mancanagari culture are similar to the central Javanese court culture of Yogyakarta and Surakarta, which is characterised by syncretism in religious life, the unifying elements of Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam. The folk culture and art in the three districts also favour the two centres of Javanese culture (Koentjaraningrat 1985: 21–22). Unlike these three districts, Probolinggo is categorised as a pendalungan (or pandalungan or pendhalungan) area (Rahardjo 2007; Yuswadi 2008). Amongst East Java’s people and academics, pendalungan refers to a practice of cultural mixing or acculturation amongst ethnic groups, particularly between two dominant ethnic groups in East Java, Javanese and Madurese (Yuswadi 2008: 55). From a more multicultural perspective, pendalungan is defined as a meeting place of various communities with dissimilar ethnic backgrounds and cultures. In addition to Javanese and Madurese, Chinese, Arabs and Osing also live in pendalungan areas (Rahardjo 2007: 200–201).

MORE THAN WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE

The libertarian concept of political citizenship entails the right to vote and exercise political power (Marshall 1992: 8). In a more general sense, a liberal perspective affirms equal citizenship that requires that every citizen have identical positions, rights and liberties under the principles of equal liberty and fair equality of opportunity (Rawls 2005: 97). As citizens, then, women have equal rights to men as electors and office holders.

The foundation for women’s inclusion in Indonesian politics and government is in the 1945 Constitution. There is no single word in the constitution’s text mentioning gender identity, such as male or female, to refer to Indonesian citizens. In the 37 articles and the preamble, the constitution specifically stipulates two articles on citizenship. Article 27 assures equal political citizenship in the country by asserting that all citizens have equal positions in law and government. Without specifying gender identity, the article also states that every citizen deserves decent employment and a good life. Article 28 stipulates that the state assures individual freedom of speech, thought, and a share in organisational life.

Four series of amendments to the constitution from 1999 to 2002 strengthened Indonesians’ political citizenship. The constitution stipulates election as the primary mechanism to elect executive and legislative office holders at all levels of government.3 Every eligible citizen has the right to vote, the chance to compete in direct elections and equal opportunity to hold office in the government.

Following the amendments, the government and the House of Representatives (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat [DPR]) enacted several laws to better regulate political citizenship. Specifically for women, Law 22/2003 on Legislative Election (Article 65) required every eligible political party to nominate at least 30 percent female legislative candidates in the 2004 legislative election at national, provincial and district levels. Law 10/2008 on Legislative Election amended Law 22/2003, strengthening women’s political citizenship in the 2009 legislative election. The law stipulates a quota of at least 30 percent women in posts on the political party’s boards at the national level, a quota of at least 30 percent female legislator nominees at all levels and the implementation of a zipper system providing more chances for women to be elected. This is an affirmative system that requires eligible political parties to include at least one woman amongst the three candidates on the slate. Nevertheless, these affirmative actions are not followed in regulating the pilkada. Neither the government nor the DPR has indicated serious policy considerations to reduce the gender gap in executive positions at the provincial and local levels (Satriyo 2010: 243).

As in national policies, the affirmation of women’s participation in local government is sufficiently strong. In 2000, the government, under Abdurrahman Wahid’s administration, issued Presidential Instruction No. 9/2000 on Gender Mainstreaming in National Development. This instruction orders all national government institutions, governors and district leaders, including the Army and police, to implement gender mainstreaming in planning, implementing, monitoring and evaluating national development. The instruction also provides a manual on gender mainstreaming. At the local level, Law No. 32/2004 on Local Government provides a similar affirmation. Article 26 stipulates that one of the duties of a deputy governor or deputy district head is to assist the governor or district head in the implementation of women’s empowerment. The government then enacted government regulation No. 38/2007 on the devolution of authority between central and local governments. Articles 2 and 7 of the regulation stipulate that women’s empowerment and child protection are compulsory delegated authorities to be implemented in provincial and district governments. Additionally, government Regulation No. 41/2007 on Local Government Organisation (Article 22) stipulates that provincial and district governments are required to establish an agency for women’s empowerment and family planning.

Indonesia has had experience with female office holders at all levels of government. Indonesia’s early government, under Amir Sjarifuddin’s cabinet, appointed SK Trimurti, the first female cabinet official, to the post of Manpower Minister. At the local level, Indonesia has created better opportunities for all eligible citizens to run in the pilkada since 2005. According to the People’s Voter Education Network’s (Jaringan Pendidikan Pemilih untuk Rakyat [JPPR]) data base, 3.8 percent of candidates (134) who ran in 466 pilkada at the provincial and district levels from 2005 to 2008 were female. Of that number, one (3 percent) female candidate was elected as governor, and eight (1.7 percent) women candidates were elected as regents or mayors (Satriyo 2010: 245–246).

GENDER POLICY

The fact is, such equal citizenship is not a given for women. From the standpoint of inequality, particularly for women, Kabeer explains gender relations as aspects of social relations that may create and reproduce differences in women’s and men’s positions, particularly in institutional processes (decision-making) and outcomes (March et al. 1999: 108–109). The inequality of women is signified by five interrelated dimensions in social relations: rules (constraining official and unofficial norms), resources (distinct patterns of resource distribution), people (categories of individuals affecting production and distribution processes), activities (unfair division of tasks and activities in achieving institutional objectives) and power (relations of authority and control) (Kabeer 2004: 281–283). To address gender inequality, women must be involved in decision-making, policy outputs and outcomes utilisation. Kabeer proposes empowerment or the ability to exercise choice to meet the abilities of women in tackling inequality. Empowerment has three interrelated dimensions: resources (enhancing the ability to exercise choice), agency (the ability to define one’s goals and act upon them, or decision-making), and achievements (well-being outcomes to help people live the lives they want) (Kabeer 1999: 437–438).

To assess the effects of women’s political citizenship, McDonagh measured state policies particularly affirming women’s group differences associated with maternity issues and care work. The policies should provide privileges and protection to individuals because of their group differences (2002: 538–539). Furthermore, Kabeer specifically classifies three types of institutional gender policies in a social-relations, gender-based framework: gender-blind policies, gender-aware policies (gender-neutral policies and gender-specific policies), and gender-redistributive policies (March et al. 1999: 108–109).

Like Kabeer, Moser (1989, 1993) introduced another gender-sensitive lens to integrate gender planning into all development work in the third world. Women and men have different needs because they have dissimilar positions within households and different control over resources. In identifying planning needs, then, women have two different types of needs that should be accommodated in the development of long-term goals, practical needs and strategic gender needs. The former is “the needs women identify in their socially accepted roles in society.” These needs are immediate necessities that help women perform their current activities, such as provision of water, health care and employment. To meet practical gender needs, the planning process must focus on the domestic arena, income-earning activities and community-level housing requirements and basic services. Strategic needs are “the needs women identify because of their subordinate position to men in their society.” Having these needs met will allow women more say in transforming their subordinate status to men, such as by the recognition of legal rights, freedom from violence, equal wages and women’s control over their bodies (1993: 27–28; 37–40).

GENDER-RELATED DEVELOPMENT ACHIEVEMENTS

Considering the pilkada results in four districts, this study seeks to examine the relevance of gendered development achievements to the incumbents’ survival or failure in their re-election bids. The study begins with the examination of local development policies in each district, which are based on the district leaders’ accountability reports (Laporan Keterangan Pertanggungjawaban or LKPJ) published at the end of their tenures.

To identify the specific development achievements for women in four districts, this study refers to the gender-related development index (GDI) and gender empowerment measure (GEM) published by the Women’s Empowerment and Child Protection Ministry of the Republic of Indonesia (Kementerian Pemberdayaan Perempuan dan Perlindungan Anak [PPPA]). The GDI is the human development index (HDI) adjusted for gender inequality. The GEM examines women’s participation in economic and political life and decision-making as the outcome of women’s expanded capabilities, identified by the GDI (United Nations Development Programme [UNDP] 1995: 73). Indonesia began to measure the GDI and GEM (up to district level) in 2004.

The first term of the incumbent in Blitar Regency was from from 2006 to 2010. During the incumbent’s administration, the regency limited its focus on gender differences to seven agendas for local development. Over five years, the Blitar Regency reported two types of gender-specific programs:4 the establishment of a counselling centre for women and children who were victims of domestic violence and a seminar on the promotion of gender mainstreaming in development (Noegroho 2010: IV–41).5 The other gender-related programs were not specifically based on gender differences. In the health sector, the government expanded health insurance for the poor (Askeskin).6 The government claimed to improve Askeskin coverage from 64,783 poor people in 2006 to 257,070 in 2010. This claim was not directly beneficial to women. The maternal mortality ratio (MMR) in the regency increased from 57.7 women per 100,000 live births in 2006 to 83.92 in 2010. Mothers in the regency also suffered from a decrease in the rate of childbirth assisted by medical professionals from 98.4 percent in 2006 to 66.40 percent in 2010. In addition, pregnant women’s immunisation coverage decreased from 24.99 percent in 2006 to 14.83 percent in 2010.

The remainder of the programs, particularly in education and local economic development, are gender-blind. Blitar Regency did not distinguish between male and female in its programs. Gender-related constraints on women’s ability to serve in government were not included in the program guidelines. To improve the mean years of schooling, for example, the incumbent’s administration did not mention specific programs to improve female pupils’ access to primary and intermediary education (Noegroho 2010). However, according to Kementerian PPPA, Blitar Regency has a good record in gender development achievement. As seen in Chart 1, the regency’s GDI increased by 1.44 points during the incumbent’s term (2006–2010). During his term, the regency’s GDI was also higher than the national and provincial indexes. Moreover, Chart 3 demonstrates a better achievement of the regency’s GEM than the provincial and national indexes.

The incumbent in Trenggalek Regency pursued a similar pattern of institutional gender policies during his term (2006–2010). Under Soeharto’s administration, local government implemented two programs, the improvement of gender participation and equality in development and institutional strengthening in gender and child mainstreaming. From 2006 to 2009, the government conducted two awareness-raising programs for gender mainstreaming for women, addressed 22 domestic violence cases, and conducted eight training sessions on gender participation and equality in 2007. The other gender-specific policy was a family planning program specifically focused on increasing the number of male participants. There was a slight increase in active male participants using contraception, from 900 participants in 2006 to 1,616 in 2009. These male participants represented 1.1 percent of 146,577 fertile couples in the regency in 2009 (Soeharto 2010).7

In the education sector, the incumbent reported that local government succeeded in improving access to pre-school, primary and elementary education. However, there were no specific education programs targeted for either men or women. For example, local government did not conduct gender-specific assessments of the downward trend in transition rates in elementary and intermediary education. Pupils pursuing their education after graduating from elementary education decreased from 96.7 percent in 2006 to 90.42 percent in 2009; pupils graduating from junior high school and pursuing their studies in senior high school decreased from 79.32 percent in 2006 to 76.64 percent in 2009. There were no gender-specific efforts by local governments to assess whether this declining transition rate affected more female than male pupils. With regard to female-specific health programs, local governments implemented maternity-related programs such as improving professional medical coverage to help with childbirth and visits to pregnant women. As in Blitar Regency, gender-related achievements in Trenggalek Regency improved when the incumbent held office. Chart 1 and Chart 2 demonstrate that there were improvements of 1.92 points on the GDI and 4.49 points on the GEM when the incumbent chaired the regency (2006–2010).
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Chart 1 and 2: Comparison of GDI and GEM between Blitar and Trenggalek Regencies (source: Kementerian PPPA, 2013).



The government of the Probolinggo Municipality implemented similar approaches in gender-related development programs during the incumbent’s first term (2004–2008). Based on the LKPJ, it appears that the majority of local development programs were gender-blind. Although local development policies cannot justify excluding women, the policies do not recognise the distinction between males and females. In the education sector, local government initiatives to disburse scholarships for poor pre-school, elementary, and intermediate school pupils and to subsidise elementary and junior high schools’ operational costs did not consider gender differences. Programs that did not distinguish by gender were also implemented in labour participation improvement programs, cooperatives, small and medium enterprise programs, and trade and industry programs. In the health sector, of the 10 primary programs, local government addressed only one female-specific program in public health. The specific activity was maternity-related healthcare, specifically improved professional medical coverage to help with childbirth and for visits to pregnant women, particularly women with high-risk pregnancies (Buchori 2008).8

Moreover, Probolinggo Municipality implemented six women’s empowerment programs between 2004 and 2008. Local government conducted three awareness-raising programs on gender equality and women, teenage and child empowerment. For example, in 2007, local government conducted awareness-raising programs on gender equality for 250 women, children and teenagers. The government spent Rp 158,586,000 (US$ 10,397) on this activity. In 2008, the government spent Rp 67,480,000 (US$ 4,653.8) on a similar activity (Buchori 2008). During the incumbent’s time in office, the municipality increased both the GDI and the GEM. Charts 3 and 4 show that the municipality’s GDI and GEM increased by 4.31 points and 3.44 points, respectively, within five years.
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Chart 3 and 4: Comparison of GDI and GEM between Probolinggo and Madiun Municipalities (source: Kementerian PPPA, 2013).



As in Probolinggo, the government of Madiun Municipality implemented inadequate gender policies, particularly education, health and economic policies, when the incumbent held the mayoral office from 2004 to 2008. In the education sector, local government implemented two primary goals, the improvement of access to education and the quality of pre-school, primary and intermediate education. When achieving these goals, the distinction between the sexes was not assessed; thus, it is not known if there were policy biases favouring men. For example, to lower the dropout rate, local government disbursed subsidies to minimise the cost of elementary education in 2004 without allocating more for female pupils. A similar subsidy was disbursed in 2005 for elementary and junior high school pupils. Additionally, the government disbursed scholarships for elementary, junior and senior high school pupils. In the health sector, one of the two primary local development goals (2004–2008) was to reduce the infant mortality rate (IMR) and MMR. In 2004, local government implemented immunisation services for women in their fertile years and provided A vitamins for women during their confinement and iron tablets for pregnant women. In 2005, the government continued immunisation services for women in their fertile years. When improving participation in the labour force, no program recognised a distinction between the sexes, particularly in job training and job placement programs. These gender-blind policies are also observed in cooperative, small, and medium enterprise advancement programs and small industry and trade empowerment programs (Raya 2008).9

Madiun Municipality set a female-specific policy goal to enhance gender equality. Local government provided operational grants for women’s organisations (2004–2007), supported family welfare movement (Pembinaan Kesejahteraan Keluarga [PKK]) programs (2004–2007), conducted gender statistics and analysis training, published a gender profile book (2005–2006), disbursed disclosed reserves for itinerant female grocery merchants (2005), conducted management training and provided production equipment for micro businesses managed by women (2006–2007) and conducted training of trainers (ToT) for activists of integrated service centres for women and children’s empowerment (Pusat Pelayanan Terpadu Pemberdayaan Perempuan dan Anak [P2T-P2A]) (2006). The municipal government also established programs to raise awareness of domestic violence and P2T-P2A (2006) and programs to raise awareness of the need for women’s and children’s protection, gender justice and equality; implemented women’s and children’s health (Kesehatan Ibu dan Anak [KIA]) programs (2004, 2008); evaluated PKK’s programs (2005-2007); conducted catering business training for beginners (2007); facilitated P2T-P2A establishment (2008); and conducted ToT for counsellors and assistance for domestic violence victims (2008) (Raya 2008: IV–93–IV–95). Furthermore, Madiun Municipality succeeded in enhancing gender-related development achievements during the incumbent’s time in office (2004–2008). Charts 3 and 4 indicate that the municipality’s GDI and GEM improved 6.61 points and 5.57 points, respectively, within this period.

Having examined all district development reports provided in the LKPJ, this study concludes that during the incumbents’ administrations, no district governments implemented gender-mainstreaming policies in local developments. No gender-specific assessment or consideration in designing local development policies (gender-blind planning) occurred. Therefore, there is no specific recognition of distinctions between men and women in many areas of development policies, particularly in education and economic policies. The only gender-specific policies considering the practical needs of women were related to women’s differences as child bearers, such as reproductive health programs. The other specific policies are the protection of women by domestic violence programs and the establishment of local organisations to assist women who are domestic violence victims.

All local governments also implemented “artificial” gender-redistributive policies by creating interventions to raise women’s awareness of gender equality and empowerment regarding promotion and training. Gender-redistributive policies were implemented sporadically, such as the disbursement of disclosed reserves and micro-business equipment for micro-businesswomen as individuals and groups. Thus, the effort to redistribute gender imbalance in development planning focused only on one sex (female) in its interventions. Moreover, all districts show gender disparities in development achievements (GDI relative to HDI).

During the incumbents’ terms, the majority of local development programs related to women were created to address practical gender needs. The programs did not address the importance of disaggregating women’s needs. The majority of programs and policies did not recognise the distinction between men and women and focused only on women’s immediate necessities, not long-term goals. For example, there is no specific program to improve female pupils’ participation in education. All districts conducted similar programs and policies in education. In the health sector, all districts provided reproductive and maternity health services. Moreover, local governments enabled the fulfilment of strategic gender needs. Local governments created programs that were intended to transform the power imbalance between men and women, such as becoming familiar with the need for women’s empowerment, gender mainstreaming and addressing violence. All local governments established counselling centres for women and children who are domestic violence victims and/or integrated service centres for women and children’s empowerment (P2T-P2A).

The evaluation of existing programs and policies in four districts demonstrates that local governments applied a mixed-policy approach to planning. Because the majority of programs aggregate women’s and men’s needs, local governments minimally applied empowerment and equity approaches to foster women’s self-reliance and participation in program development. Governments emphasised welfare, anti-poverty and efficiency approaches by implementing programs focused on meeting women’s practical gender needs, addressing women’s poverty and harnessing women’s economic contributions. For example, Blitar Regency delivered health insurance for the poor (Askeskin); Probolinggo Municipality and Trenggalek Regency improved professional medical coverage to help with childbirth and to visit pregnant women, particularly those experiencing high-risk pregnancies; Madiun Municipality provided immunisation services for women of fertile years, A vitamins for women in their confinement period, and iron tablets for pregnant women. The municipality also disbursed disclosed reserves for itinerant female grocery merchants, conducted management training, provided production equipment for micro businesses managed by women and held catering business training for beginners, particularly for women.

This disadvantageous setting for women is in fact related to the decentralised regulatory regime. Law No. 32/2004 on Local Government and the two implementing regulations (government regulation No. 38/2007 and No. 41/2007) established women’s empowerment as a component of the devolution.10 Then, to better meet practical and strategic gender needs, local governments implemented their delegated authority for women’s empowerment as a gender-redistributive authority, not a gender mainstreaming of local development planning. In addition, the national government regulated local budgeting by issuing the Home Minister’s Regulation No. 13/2006 on the Manual of Local Financial Management. The regulation determines local financial account codes and local expenditure classification codes based on local government’s functions or delegated authority. The regulation does not employ gender mainstreaming or gender differences in local budgeting, but applies the principle of alignment and integration of state financial management. The gender-redistributive function is accommodated as one of the sub-functions of social protection. In addition, this regulation determines programs that can be created by local governments in five program divisions: programs of policy alignment of children’s and women’s quality improvement, institutional strengthening of gender and child mainstreaming, improving women’s quality of life and protection, improving gender participation and equality in development, and institutional strengthening of gender and child mainstreaming.

Based on the examination of the LKPJ in all four districts, the incumbents and local governments complied with the Home Minister’s Regulation No. 13/2006 from the 2007 fiscal year. Local government programs on gender equality and women’s empowerment have followed program items determined in the regulation. This regulation in fact provided practical and knowledge-based, gender-difference program items. Nevertheless, the regulation has hindered local government from incorporating knowledge of gender differences to address gender disparity in all developmental sectors. Therefore, the decentralisation regulatory regime has directed local governments to implement a devolution-based approach to local development. Specific to gender-related development, this approach has allowed no room for local government to mainstream gender-aware policies in local development planning and budgeting. This regulatory regime is not consistent with Presidential Instruction No. 9/2000 on Gender Mainstreaming in National Development.


Another impediment to pursuing better gender-sensitive policies at the local level relates to the district heads’ knowledge and awareness of gender differences and gender imbalance. To assess district heads’ knowledge and awareness of gender-related development issues, three mid-term local development plans (Rencana Pembangunan Jangka Menengah Daerah [RPJMD]) in three districts were examined.11 These documents were analysed because RPJMD are a translation of vision, missions and programs promised by district heads and deputy district heads in the pilkada. In addition, these RPJMD consider provincial and national development agendas and planning.

The 2006–2011 RPJMD of the Blitar Regency considered the low participation of women in decision-making and the increase in women and children trafficking cases. To address these problems, the incumbent and the local government initiated the development of local policies that are more sensitive to gender problems. However, local government did not address gender-specific considerations in all local development policies. The government instead chose to place the women’s empowerment agenda partially within the scope of the social development agenda. The incumbent and local government then established partial local development programs focusing only on women, not a gender-balanced orientation. These programs established policy consistency related to the empowerment of women and children and improving women’s quality of life and the protection of women (Blitar Regency 2006).

The 2006–2010 RPJMD of the Trenggalek Regency pursued a similar approach to gender-related issues. Over five years, the incumbent and local government established policies to improve women’s roles. To implement this policy, local governments improved women’s quality of life and protection programs, which were implemented in two areas, reinforcement of women’s institutions and coordination of policies that improved women and children’s quality of life (Trenggalek Regency 2006).

The 2004–2009 RPJMD of the Probolinggo Municipality did not mention gender or women in the incumbent’s vision and mission for local development. Amongst four local development agendas, gender-specific differences were accommodated in the second agenda item of the local development focus number 8, emphasising the empowerment of youth, women and sports. To execute this development focus, local government implemented women’s quality of life improvement and empowerment programs (Probolinggo Municipality 2005).

The examination of RPJMD in these three districts illustrates the poor and sectorial commitment of district heads to gender-related development and addressing gender differences. These district heads did not include any specific development vision or mission to address gender disparity in the three crucial development sectors: education, health and the local economy. District leaders established local development planning artificially interpreting women’s empowerment as activities to raise awareness. The district leaders and local government did not consider the gender imbalance between men and women in development planning and budgeting.


Table  1: Gender disparity and inequality.
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Source: Kementerian PPPA 2013.These data were processed by the author.

Unfavourable regulatory decentralisation regimes and the incumbents’ lack of awareness of gender differences and imbalance most likely sanctioned gender disparity and increased gender inequality in rural districts. As seen in Table 1, although the HDI and GDI increased in Blitar and Trenggalek, their gender disparities (HDI – GDI) also rose (0.13 points and 0.12 points) during the incumbents’ terms (2006–2010). In Blitar, gender inequality ([HDI – GDI]/HDI) also increased but decreased slightly in Trenggalek. Conversely, a similar regulatory regime and uninformed gender leadership did not result in an increase in gender disparity and inequality in the two urban districts. Improvements in gender-related development achievements did occur in Probolinggo and Madiun, as indicated by the decline (minus points) of both gender disparity and inequality indexes.12

In these four districts, better gender-related development achievements did not support the incumbents’ remaining in their offices. Table 1 shows that Blitar Regency, in which the incumbent won a landslide victory in the re-election bid and had greater gender disparity and less equality than Trenggalek Regency, in which the incumbent experienced a crushing defeat after his first term. In fact, Trenggalek Regency succeeded in reducing its gender disparity slightly and improving equality compared with the Blitar Regency. A similar situation occurred in the two urban districts. In Madiun Municipality, the incumbent experienced greater development achievements over four years (2005–2008) than Probolinggo Municipality, in which the incumbent won with a landslide victory. Madiun had a lower average of gender disparity and inequality indexes than Probolinggo (4.12 compared with 8.86 points and 5.40 compared with 12.45 percent) during the incumbents’ periods in office. Moreover, Madiun decreased gender disparity and inequality more than Probolinggo. Madiun decreased gender disparity more than Probolinggo by 2.6 points and gender inequality by 3.28 points (2005–2008).

Overall, examining local development programs and the incumbents’ platforms in these four districts indicates a lack of commitment to address gender differences and reorder gender imbalance. The incumbents in four districts had limited awareness of gender issues. Simultaneously, the decentralisation regulatory regime restricted local governments from incorporating specific considerations of gender differences and gender imbalance in local development planning, particularly in education and the local economy. Under decentralisation, the incumbents appeared to identify a legitimate manner in which to hide and avoid considering gender-related issues in local development. Indeed, gender-related development achievements were not relevant to the incumbents’ survival in these four districts. In the next section, the examination of women’s reasons for their preferences in the pilkada provides additional insight into the importance of gender-related issues in explaining the survival and failure of the incumbents.


INFORMAL POLITICAL MANOEUVRES

Although Law No. 12/2008 on Local Government13 allows individual candidates to run in the pilkada, political parties remain the most dominant players in selecting eligible candidates to run in the race. Parties establish certain attributes and resources for a nominee, such as being politically well-connected business people, bureaucrats and incumbent politicians. For women, these criteria are hard to fulfil because few women have the political networks, experience or wealth to secure the party’s mandate (Satriyo 2010: 247–248). Case studies in four districts indicated that of the 13 pairs of candidates who ran in the pilkada, only one female candidate participated in the race and was the candidate for deputy mayor in the Probolinggo Municipality. In addition, the case studies indicate that a male-dominated local political arena is unfavourable to the majority of women at the grassroots level. By emphasising the exploration of the incumbents’ informal networks and practices, the case studies revealed several informal political manoeuvres conducted by the incumbents prior to the pilkada.

Collusion between the incumbents and local businessmen is a most common practice. Local businessmen provide support (financial and non-financial) for the incumbent such as providing tactical funds to finance non-budgetary expenditures; providing funds for campaigns, distributing logistics independently on behalf of the incumbents, such as free groceries and shirts; providing amenities to support the incumbents’ campaigns, such as banners; and providing transport to mobilise campaign participants. Additionally, businessmen actively promote the incumbents’ worthy achievements in their neighbourhoods by such activities as shadow puppet shows (wayangan) attended by the incumbents and in communities in which they implement local government projects. In return, the incumbents and their staff make adjustments in local government project bidding, favouring these businessmen. Moreover, local businessmen and local government, including the incumbent, cooperate to actively lobby certain ministry officials and national legislators to allocate national projects in their regions (nyenggek).14

The incumbents also obtain assistance from local partisan bureaucrats. The bureaucrats evaluate previous policy performance and establish specific favoured local development policies to benefit the incumbents. The bureaucrats then have APBD finance some populist programs delivering direct benefits to people or village leaders and village sub-heads. These benefits include budget provisions for neighbourhood infrastructure, subsidised or free seeds for farmers, additional financial incentives for the majority of local bureaucrats, and service motorcycles for village and hamlet leaders. The incumbents also secure the posts in local government of certain bureaucrats who are involved in policy-making.

Populist policies pursued by an incumbent are rewarded by those obtaining direct policy benefits. The incumbents’ friendly policies in the Probolinggo Municipality delivered direct benefits to street vendors (Pedagang Kaki Lima [PKL]) and pedicab drivers. Local government provides several strategic locations in the municipality for PKL. Local government also allows pedicabs to operate in the municipality and provides several aids for pedicab drivers, such as free pedicab tyres and free groceries. When the incumbent was criticised over corruption issues, the PKL association and the pedicab drivers’ association defended the incumbent by rallying against organisations publicising this issue. Local NGOs also defended the incumbent when local army officers, who should be neutral in the pilkada, sided with the contender. Meanwhile, the incumbent in the Blitar Regency made an informal agreement (Memorandum of Understanding [MoU]) with the Organisation of Pre-school Education Facilities (Gabungan Organisasi Penyelenggara Taman Kanak-kanak Indonesia [GOPTKI]) in the regency to obtain support for the pilkada. As a reward, every kindergarten under GOPTKI received operational grants after the pilkada (2011).

To secure their policy choices, the incumbents are supported by party colleagues in the local legislative body. Developing such support is not free. The incumbents barter for support by allocating budgets in the APBD to finance certain projects implemented in the legislators’ constituencies. In addition to obtaining credit from constituents, legislators receive kickbacks from the local contractors who implement the projects. The majority of constituents demand infrastructure projects from the legislators. Conversely, poor relationships with local legislators meant that the incumbent in the Trenggalek Regency could not safeguard his populist policy of developing micro-industries based on modified cassava flour (mocaf).

The incumbents also utilise APBD as a policy instrument to expand their support amongst the grassroots, particularly local soccer club supporters. The incumbent in Blitar Regency fully supported the local soccer club (Persatuan Sepakbola Blitar Indonesia [PSBI]) by assigning APBD to finance PSBI’s participation in the national soccer league. In 2009, local government allocated Rp 4 billion (US$ 275,862.06) to support the club (Goal.com 2010). These amounts are more than double the local environmental affairs budget, which is Rp 1,943,456,836 (US$ 134,031.5), or nearly double the local social affairs budget, which is Rp 2,604,493,404 (US$ 179,200.04) in 2009.


The incumbents also attempted to win sympathy from local people by approaching kiais (Islamic religious leaders). The incumbents in Blitar, Trenggalek, and Probolinggo are known to have close relationships with kiais. The incumbents assumed that kiais could help them mobilise the kiais’ followers to support the politicians. However, there was not sufficient academic evidence to corroborate transactional relationships between the incumbents and kiais, except in Probolinggo Municipality. Kiais’ presence during the incumbent’s campaign was publicly recognised by the local population. The incumbent also publicly admitted that he personally sponsored kiai pesantren (who chair an Islamic boarding school) and kiai langgar (who teach the Qur’an recitation in neighbourhoods) to make the Umrah and Haj pilgrimage to the Holy City of Mecca. The incumbent has sponsored 5–6 kiais annually to participate in Umrah and Haj since 2006.

The incumbents use other methods to secure local people’s good will by attending community activities and making donations to religious and sporting activities. The incumbents generally use social aid funds to donate to these activities. However, the disbursement of these funds is primarily at the discretion of the incumbents, who disbursed grants to particular organisations, particularly large organisations.

The case studies in the four districts indicate a lack of involvement of women candidates in the pilkada. Women are rarely involved in the informal politics conducted by the incumbents. This study only reveals one woman’s active involvement in Blitar, a female teacher who was also an Islamic female organisation activist involved in brokering informal agreements between the incumbent and GOPTKI prior to the pilkada. However, this woman did not attempt to strengthen gender-relations in local development planning; rather, she was involved in a transactional manoeuvre to obtain local budget support for all kindergartens in the regency after the incumbent was re-elected.

Furthermore, the case studies reveal that informal politics linked to the pilkada is a male-dominated arena and women must accept the losses from these practices. Men’s political manoeuvres disregard women’s interests; women are rarely involved in informal politics. The case study in Trenggalek Regency asserts that factional political conflict between the incumbent and local legislators, particularly from the National Awakening Party (Fraksi Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa [FPKB]) faction, neglected women’s interests in local budgeting. For example, budget cutting for mocaf micro-industry development by local legislators marginalised women’s opportunities to obtain income from the flourishing of these micro-industries. This conflict was triggered by the disappointment of PKB politicians over the implementation of the mocaf policy, which gave more advantages to the Prosperous Justice Party (Partai Keadilan Sejahtera [PKS]) cadres. Indeed, PKB was the backbone of the incumbent in the 2005 pilkada. As reported by Kompas (national newspaper), the primary labour force in mocaf micro-industries is women who seek additional income for their families (Kompas 15 October 2010). Consequently, gender-blind policies are furthered by male-dominant informal political manoeuvres, discounting women’s interests in local development.

WOMEN’S PREFERENCES IN THE PILKADA

The national population census calculated East Java’s inhabitants to be 37,476,757 in 2010. Females composed 50.63 percent of the population. In the four districts in which the case studies were conducted, females composed 50.24 percent of 2,179,076 inhabitants. In the 2008 pilkada in Probolinggo and Madiun Municipality and the 2010 pilkada in Blitar and Trenggalek Regency, eligible female voters exceeded males. Female suffrage averages reached 51.14 percent in all districts (1,867,861 eligible voters). Female voters were also more active than men in participating in the pilkada, both in rural and urban districts. As seen in Table 2, the average female turnout in four districts was 34.57 percent of total voters. This average is 4.49 percent higher than the average male turnout.


Table  2: Female and male turnout in the pilkada in four districts.
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Source: The District General Election Commission of Blitar 2010; Trenggalek 2010; Probolinggo 2008; Madiun 2008.

The higher turnout of female voters indicates a more beneficial contribution of women to local democracy. The turnout indicates that women are not merely major stakeholders in local democracy but also active contributors to regular change in local leadership. This situation should normatively be understood by candidates who run in the pilkada, who should recognise women’s practical and strategic needs in local policies. However, the previous sections reveal that women are disregarded both in terms of national decentralisation policies and the local political arena. This section examines women’s logic in voting both for the incumbents and the challengers in the four rural and urban districts in East Java. The explanation begins with women’s recognition of the incumbents’ populist policies during the periods the incumbents ruled the districts.

Female participants in both rural and urban districts could identify several popular policies credited to the incumbents during their first terms in office. Female participants in Blitar and Trenggalek Regency (rural districts) recognised and derived direct benefits from several local government policies and programs, particularly the rice-for-the-poor (Raskin),15 free seed distribution for farmers, inexpensive staple foodstuff (sembako) market programs, neighbourhood road construction, city market development, school operational assistance (Bantuan Operasional Sekolah [BOS]),16 free or inexpensive health services at the community health centre (puskesmas), free immunisation for infants in the integrated health services posts (posyandu) at the neighbourhood level, accessible health services in local general hospitals (Rumas Sakit Umum Daerah [RSUD]), free health services for the poor (jamkesmas), and free childbirth care programs (jampersal).17 Particularly in Blitar and Trenggalek Regency, three female participants remarked that they were beneficiaries of women’s savings and loans (Simpan Pinjam Perempuan [SPP]) under the National Program for People’s Empowerment (Program Nasional Pemberdayaan Masyarakat [PNPM]) and the Urban Poverty Alleviation Program (Program Peningkatan Kualitas Permukiman [P2KP]). Of those programs, female participants could identify two female-specific programs: jampersal and the women’s savings and loan programs under PNPM and P2KP. The participants testified that they benefitted directly from those programs. For example, a female participant in Blitar said that she received a soft micro-loan worth Rp 4 million (US$ 275.86) from SPP PNPM to finance her chili farm. A female participant in Trenggalek reported receiving a similar loan worth Rp 2 million (US$ 137.93) to operate her small café. However, neither woman knew that SPP PNPM is in fact a national program. Conversely, three female participants in Trenggalek criticised the incumbent’s achievements. These women complained of poor health services in RSUD (local hospital) and puskesmas, fewer innovative local government programs, and poor infrastructure (roads and bridges), prompting protests from the local population.

However, the case studies also identified female participants who did not know or did not remember the incumbents’ policies (ignorance). These women did not know about local government programs because the women did not care about government, focusing only on their own livelihood and domestic matters. In a typical fashion, these female participants said that they spent more time in the kitchen or looking after their families.

Although the majority of participants recognised the incumbents’ populist programs, their reason to vote or not to vote for the incumbents was not always directly related to the programs. First, female participants in these two rural districts adopted the practices of fitting in (anut grubyuk) when voting. These women simply followed the majority opinion in their neighbourhoods in voting for the incumbents or the challengers. A female participant in Blitar Regency remarked clearly, in polite Javanese:


“Namung Nyoblos nomer kalih, soale katah sing nyoblos sing niku. Nggih kirangan, nyoblos nggih nyoblos.”

(I only vote for number two (candidate), as many (others) are voting for him. I don’t know, but yes I vote).18



Similarly, a female participant in Trenggalek Regency stated her reason to vote for the incumbent:


“Ya, saya ini cuma orang kecil, cuma ikut-ikut. Saya tidak tahu cuma ikut-ikut saja.”

(Yes, I am only an ordinary person, just following on. I do not know, just following on [others]).19



Second, there are female participants in both regencies who did not know whom they voted for. These women had difficulty remembering their ballots because they focused more on their livelihoods. Third, a female participant in Blitar Regency admitted that she imitated her husband in voting for the challenger in the pilkada. In addition, the case studies identified two male participants who admitted that their wives voted the same as their husbands when deciding their preferences in the pilkada.

Fourth, female participants considered the incumbents’ personal characteristics when voting. Humble, generous, and down-to-earth candidates were most favoured by female participants. Finally, female participants recognised and referred to the incumbents’ achievements when deciding whom to vote or not vote for. Women considered the direct benefits of local government programs, such as cheap grocery market programs, neighbourhood infrastructure, free seeds, and the incumbent’s bequests to the people. In Trenggalek Regency, the case study also identified a female participant who did not vote in the pilkada. She argued that she was disappointed with the leaders’ promises because both the incumbent and the challenger were inconsistent in keeping their promises.

Therefore, the various incumbents’ popular programs did not always determine female voters’ preferences, including female-specific programs related to their practical needs such as maternity care and women’s savings and loan programs. In these two rural districts, female participants also considered the incumbent or the challenger’s image, the majority opinion in their neighbourhoods, and their husband’s preferences.

As in the two rural districts, female participants in Probolinggo and Madiun Municipalities recognised the incumbents’ popular programs, namely school operational assistance (BOS) for elementary and junior high schools, inexpensive health services in puskesmas, free health services for the poor (jamkesmas),20 good infrastructure at the municipal and neighbourhood levels, a friendly policy towards street vendors (PKL) and pedicab drivers, the rice-for-the-poor (Raskin),21 and the inexpensive food staple (sembako) market program. Three female participants in Probolinggo credited the incumbent with providing additional financial incentives for civil servants. Moreover, female participants in Probolinggo appreciated the incumbent for improving the city’s cleanliness and gardens. In both urban districts, female participants shared similar perceptions concerning the incumbents’ good personal characters. The incumbents were known as populist, humble, generous, and down-to-earth leaders. Both incumbents frequently performed blusukan (visiting community meeting points or community spots) and takziah (visiting, delivering condolences, and providing funeral aid) when they governed the municipality during their first terms. The case study in Madiun Municipality also identified two female participants who were not familiar with the incumbent’s populist policies. These women did not pay much attention to local government-related matters. However, the women knew about the incumbent’s reputation as a down-to-earth leader. Unlike in Blitar and Trenggalek, female participants in Probolinggo and Madiun Municipalities did not mention women-specific programs.

Female voters who voted for the incumbent in both urban districts referred to his ability to deliver tangible and direct benefits through local government policies. Female voters mentioned several programs specifically credited to the incumbents such as accessible education for primary and intermediate schools, inexpensive health services in puskesmas, good infrastructure at the neighbourhood level, and friendly policies for PKL and pedicab drivers. These women also admitted that they voted for the incumbents because both men frequently distributed free groceries and made donations to community activities. Female participants also considered the incumbents to be good, humble, populist, generous, and down-to-earth leaders who performed blusukan and takziah to meet their people. In Probolinggo, the case study identified a female participant who followed her husband’s decision to vote for the incumbent. She remarked, “Suami saya ikut merah, saya ikut merah” (My husband follows the red, I follow the red as well).22 In Probolinggo, the case study also identified a female participant who voted for the challenger. The participant said that she expected a new situation in the municipality if the challenger won and considered the challenger to be a good and generous person.23

In Madiun Municipality, money politics (political bribery) shaped female participants’ preferences in voting for the winning challenger. Six of nine female participants admitted that they received cash ranging from Rp 30 thousand to Rp 100 thousand (US$ 2.06 to US$ 6.90) per person. The women accepted this money from people who admitted being part of the winning challenger’s camp, and their relatives received money from the same party. The participants voted for the winning challenger because they had received the cash. A female participant, a street vendor selling fruity ice, described her experience:


“Waktu pemilihan lalu ada yang beri uang. Ada yang Rp 30 ribu; ada yang Rp 50 ribu. Saya dapat Rp 50 ribu dari tim sukses Pak Bambang. Dulu satu rumah dapat 2 orang. Pagi dapat Rp 50 ribu; sore dapat Rp 50 ribu. Banyak di sini juga yang terima, kan dari Partai Demokrat.”

(In the last election, someone gave me money. Some [residents] received Rp 30,000 (US$ 2.06); some others [residents] received Rp 50,000 (US$ 3.44). I got Rp 50,000 from Mr. Bambang’s victorious team. A house received money for two people. I got Rp 50,000 in the morning; I also got Rp 50,000 in the afternoon. Many others [residents] in this neighbourhood received money as well; it was from [the] Democratic Party).24



This participant also added that she voted for the winning challenger because she was obligated because of her choice to accept money from the winning challenger’s camp. Another female participant, a female rujak cingur25 seller, clearly explained her voting decision and the reason:


“Ya Pak Bambang lah yang ngasih uang itu. Nanti dosa, lurus saya. Saya tidak mau celometan, takut saya.”

(Of course I voted for Mr. Bambang, who gave the money. It would be a sin [if I did not vote for him]. I am consistent. I do not want to be inconsistent; I am afraid).



She also added her reason:


“Alasan saya ya di kasih uang itu. Tidak berani saya arep gak milih. Saya dikasih itu, ya itu, soalnya saya orang bodoh.”

(My reason is because I was given that money. I was scared if I did not vote [for Mr. Bambang]. I was given [the money]. I voted for him because I am a stupid person).26



Unlike in Blitar and Trenggalek Regency, female participants in Probolinggo and Madiun Municipalities did not mention female-specific programs as much as the incumbents’ popular policies. The women recognised policies that delivered direct and tangible outputs to all local people. The women also considered the incumbents’ populist image during office. The policies and the incumbents’ good image shaped female participants’ preferences. Furthermore, political financial practices also persuaded the majority of female participants in Madiun Municipality to vote for the winning challenger. The participants argued that they were committed because of their decision to receive cash from the winning challenger’s camp.

Overall, the case studies indicate that choosing to vote for the incumbents or the challengers in the pilkada was not gender-driven. Although the participants recognised several policies that pertained to women’s practical needs, female voters did not include female-related issues among their reasons for their voting choices. Indeed, some women were victims of financial political practices, which could damage their futures.

CONCLUSION

Cross-national studies have concluded that democracy, which offers better opportunities for women to vote and hold office, and gender equality are mutually interrelated (Beer 2009: 225–226). Considering democracy and gender equality in the pilkada, however, this study identified somewhat problematic implications. Better political citizenship is not automatically equal to better recognition and development outputs for women. The pilkada did not encourage the incumbents who ran in the re-election bids to promote gender-aware policies. Gender-issue ignorance amongst female voters is a disincentive to the incumbents to implement these policies. Consequently, less or more gender disparity in four districts was irrelevant to the incumbents’ survival in the re-election bids. In fact, those incumbents who were more successful in reducing gender disparity were unsuccessful in retaining their posts. Gender-related local development is also hampered by a decentralised regulatory regime that restricts local governments from creating better gender-related development policies. Local governments do not have sufficient policy space to accommodate gender-aware policies because the Home Minister determines local development items and account codes that do not incorporate gender-mainstreaming approaches into local budgeting, particularly in education and local economic development.

The pilkada is not an easy race for women candidates. The amendment of the pilkada law does not ensure that more women will have the opportunity to participate as candidates in the pilkada. Political parties, the dominant players in choosing candidates, favour male candidates. Parties stress political calculations rather than gender equity in nominating candidates. Meanwhile, female candidates who have superior popularity, electability and financial resources are rare compared with male candidates. Thus, parties prefer men to run in the pilkada because the men have a better chance of winning.

Moreover, women are rarely involved in political manoeuvres linked to the pilkada arena. Male-dominated informal politics, primarily collusion between the incumbents and their informal supporters, have marginalised women in the pilkada. Simultaneously, female voters were less critical of the incumbents’ performances during the time they governed the districts. Although the women recognised some popular policies, female voters paid more attention to policy outputs addressing practical gender needs with direct and tangible benefits rather than strategic needs. The case study in Madiun Municipality revealed that the majority of female participants’ voting preferences were driven by cash disbursed by the winning challenger’s camp. Accordingly, based on these case studies, women’s preferences in the pilkada remain far from ideal in improving the quality of local democracy and furthering gender relations in local developments.


POST-CASE STUDIES AND POSTSCRIPT

On 26 October 2014, the DPR approved Law No. 22/2014 on the Election of Governors, Regents and Mayors. After prolonged debate, the house finally approved the bill by the voting mechanism for indirect election (elected by local legislators) of governors, regents and mayors. Nevertheless, because of massive protests throughout the country, the President of the Republic of Indonesia, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, returned the right of the people to vote directly for their local leaders. The president issued the government regulation in lieu of Law (Perppu) No. 1/2014 on the Election of Governors, Regents and Mayors on 2 October 2014 to invalidate this controversial law that revoked direct elections for regional heads. The president also issued the government regulation that replaced Law No. 2/2014 on the Revision of Law No. 23/2014 on Regional Government that removes the authority of provincial and district legislators to vote for regional heads. This study stresses explanations based on the preceding law on the pilkada because the case study of the pilkada in this study occurred during the implementation of Law No. 32/2004 and Law No. 12/2008.

Two major amendments were enacted before and after the article submission that are worth mentioning although they do not directly relate to the case studies. First, the Indonesian House of Representatives (DPR) endorsed Law No. 1/2015 on the Election of Governors, Regents and Mayors, which was legalised on 2 February 2015. This law enacts Perppu No. 1/2014. Second, the DPR and the government enacted 117 amendments on Law No. 1/2015 by enacting Law No. 8/2015, legalised on 18 March 2015. Nevertheless, these laws do not specifically address the improvement of women’s opportunities to compete in the pilkada.

NOTES

*      Wawan Sobari is a lecturer in the Department of Political Science at Brawijaya University in Malang, Indonesia. He was the awardee of International Fellowship Program of Ford Foundation in 2005 to pursue his MA in the Netherlands. Wawan gained his PhD in Politics and Public Policy from Flinders University, Australia in 2015 with a study entitled “Patronage Driven Democracy: Narratives of Survival and Failure of District Heads in the Emerging Democratic Indonesia (A Case Study in Four Rural and Urban Districts in East Java, Indonesia).” Also, Wawan is a senior researcher at the Jawa Pos Institute of Pro-Otonomi (JPIP). JPIP is an independent and non-profit organisation centring its activities on research and advocacy to promote progressive decentralisation in Indonesia. In addition to local politics and decentralisation, his research interests include governance, policy analysis and democracy. Wawan has been a consultant to United States Agency for International Development (USAID), World Bank, The Asia Foundation and German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit [GIZ]).

1      The incumbent has the identical name as the former Indonesian president Soeharto. Thus, the name Soeharto throughout this article refers to the former regent of Trenggalek (2005–2010).

2      In 2009, there were no pilkada in the country because the general election commission (KPU), government, and the House of Representatives agreed to conduct legislative and presidential elections only.

3      National, provincial, and local legislators (DPR/DPRD); regional representative council (DPD); president; governor, district head.

4      The author of the report is Herry Noegroho, the incumbent regent of Blitar Regency (2006–2010).

5      Intended to meet targeted needs of women/men within the existing distribution of resources and responsibilities (March et al. 1999: 108–109).

6      Asuransi kesehatan keluarga miskin (Askeskin) was a national health care program for the poor implemented for three years (2005–2007). Health care facilities (community health centre or government owned hospitals or appointed private hospitals) provided free inpatient and outpatient services for Askeskin’s card holders. In 2008, the government launched Jaminan Kesehatan Masyarakat (Jamkesmas) to replace Askeskin. The replacement aimed to improve the quality, transparency and accountability of this free health care coverage.

7      The author of the report is Soeharto, the incumbent regent of Trenggalek Regency (2006–1010).

8      Report authored by M. Buchori, the mayor of Probolinggo Municipality.

9      Report authored by Kokok Raya, the Mayor of Madiun Municipality.

10    This law was amended by Law No. 23/2014 on Regional Government on 2 October 2014. The new law better addresses strategic gender needs by requiring provincial and district governments to incorporate strategic gender needs, such as establishing new provincial/local institutions for gender mainstreaming and empowerment and preventing violence against women and children.

11    The author did not examine Madiun Municipality’s RPJMD because no document was obtained during the fieldwork.

12    The possible explanation for the opposite trend of gender disparity and inequality in these urban and rural districts refers to the comparison of per capita average local budget (APBD) expenditures on education and health in East Java. Urban districts allocated much higher amounts to education and health per person per year over five years (2006–2010) than rural districts. The average APBD allocation of urban districts, which was Rp 519,991 (US$ 35.86) per resident per year on education, is 169.5 percent higher than in rural districts. In addition, urban districts’ average allocation for health is triple that of rural districts. This budget trend was similar in the cases of Probolinggo and Madiun (urban districts) and Blitar and Trenggalek (rural districts). Over three years (2006–2008), the greater decrease in gender disparity and inequality in Madiun Municipality was possibly because of the higher average per capita allocation (28.3 percent greater) for education than in Probolinggo. However, the average per capita allocation for health is 27.8 percent higher in Probolinggo than in Madiun. Furthermore, local budget allocations for education and health in Blitar and Trenggalek parallel gender disparity and inequality trends in both districts. Over five years (2006–2010), Blitar allocated lower budgets to education (22.2 percent lower) and health (30.8 percent lower) than occurred in Trenggalek. Although gender disparity and inequality in both regencies remained stable during that term, Trenggalek performed slightly better in reducing these gender-related development achievement gaps.

13    It amended articles on the pilkada in Law No. 32/2004 on Local Government.

14    Nyenggek is a Javanese verb. Its literal meaning is to pick fruit using a long piece of bamboo. The term nyenggek is an allegory of a verb meaning brokering activities between local businessmen, national legislators, and ministry officials. Nyenggek is the action of taking projects from the national government by bribing certain national legislators and certain ministry officials.

15    It is in fact a national government program.

16    Also a national government program.

17    The last two programs are attached to the national government.

18    Interview on 5 July 2012.

19    Interview on 18 September 2012.

20    Both programs are attached to the national government.

21    Another national government program.

22    Interview on 31 October 2012. The red is a symbol of the nationalist-based party, the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P).

23    Interview on 31 October 2012

24    Interview on 19 December 2012.

25    Rujak cingur is a vegetable salad with cow’s nose.

26    Interview on 19 December 2012.
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ABSTRACT

In Chinese communities in the Asia Pacific region, religion constitutes an integral element of Chinese cultural identity. However, in Singapore’s ethnically mixed environment, religious synthesis is becoming increasingly common with Chinese vernacular religion integrating beliefs and practices from neighbouring ethnic groups. Government policy in Singapore on the management of ethnic groups has been shaped by the aspiration to construct a multicultural nationalistic state, inadvertently fuelling religious acculturation, appropriation, interpenetration, transfiguration, hybridisation and cultural borrowing between ethnic and religious groups. An analysis of the interrelationship between the socio-political and religious arenas highlights varied catalysts that trigger these “technologies of new religious synthesis,” and provides illustrations of their fundamental role as “self-perpetuating mechanisms” in multi-faith religious landscapes.
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DISCOURSES OF SYNCRETISM

All religions are syncretic, and therefore, the central issue in the academic study of syncretism is not proclaiming whether a religious tradition—in this case, vernacular Chinese religion—is or is not syncretic, but instead with analysing the diverse contestations proposed to account for the strategic social processes involved in religious coalescence and synthesis. The term “syncretism” has, perhaps due to the diversity of associated implications, become problematic in anthropology as it has been employed with positive and negative implications in different historic contexts. As a stand-alone concept to explain religious change, it is now rarely used, and a secondary discourse has emerged shifting the focus from syncretism itself to the tactical social processes and power plays involved in new religious synthesis. The author therefore uses the terms “syncretic,” “syncretism” and “new syncretic practices” in relation to the social processes of acculturation, appropriation, absorption, interpenetration, transfiguration, hybridisation and cultural borrowing between two or more distinct religious traditions. These processes, which the author has called “technologies of religious synthesis,” have in Singapore, been set in motion largely in reaction to governmental engineering implemented to reshape the social and religious landscapes along multicultural and nationalistic lines. This paper considers these technologies in their role as “self-perpetuating mechanisms” as, by facilitating adaptation, they better the odds of a religious tradition’s continued survival.

Incorporating both an emic understanding of religious development on a micro level from the perspective of Chinese religionists, and an etic interpretation on a macro socio-political scale, this paper offers an analytical framework to understand processes of religious synthesis, and to account for the increasing speed of religious change within Chinese vernacular religion in Singapore. Three case studies will illustrate how technologies of religious synthesis work in practice: the influence of Singapore’s new “united temples” on the wider religious landscape; the incorporation of Malay Sufi saints (Datuk Gong) and Hindu deities into local folk Taoist worship; and, at the Temple of Mysterious Virtue, new syncretic ritual practices and the participation of Chinese religionists in the Hindu Thaipusam festival. These examples serve to demonstrate how the actions of the Singaporean government designed to promote religious harmony and a Singaporean national identity have acted as a catalysts for new religious synthesis to occur.

While discussing changes in Chinese vernacular religion, the author feels that the term “folk Taoism” remains useful for academic purposes in that it distinguishes the vernacular religion practiced by the laity from orthodox Taoism followed by Taoist priests. Therefore, while applying the term “Chinese vernacular religion” to describe the religion of the masses, and “Chinese religionists” for individual social actors, where necessary to differentiate between the priesthood and laity, the author will employ the terms “folk” and “orthodox” Taoist/Taoism. It should be noted that the term “vernacular religion” is not used within Taoist communities themselves, and that the distinction between the orthodox and folk traditions is only made by a minority of practitioners, the majority simply identifying themselves as Taoists.


The empirical research on which this paper is based was initially undertaken between October 2010 and April 2012 as an element of a broader comparative study of Chinese temple culture in Singapore and Taiwan. During this period, the author worked with Taoist priests and spirit mediums (tang-ki)1 in temples in both locations, and between December 2010 and July 2011 attended weekly consultations with tang-ki at the primary case study temple, the Temple of Mysterious Virtue where, in addition to observing, the author became actively involved in ritual processes. This particular temple was selected for a case study as it is broadly representative of folk Taoist temples with an ethnically diverse congregation that are incorporating new syncretic ritual practices as well as Malay and Hindu deities into their religious repertoires. In 2011, the author assisted them in their preparations for the Thaipusam festival, and participated as body guard for the kavadi2 carrier along the pilgrimage route. The research locations were revisited in 2013 and 2014 to add to previous research data and to reconfirm prior observations.

STATIC AND DYNAMIC SYNCRETISM

Rather than discarding “syncretism” as an outdated analytical tool, the author will expand the relevance of the term by considering the implications of static versus dynamic syncretism (Stewart 2004) in relation to the technologies of religious synthesis that bring self-perpetuating mechanisms—strategies that enable a religious or political machine to adapt to social change, into play. The fact that the central elements of Chinese vernacular religion including ancestor worship, a divisible soul, deity worship and divination have survived since at least the Shang dynasty3 (Adler 2002), and mediumship since the Zhou dynasty4 (Chan 2006) provide evidence of the efficacy of self-perpetuating mechanisms previously employed.

Due to various factors including antiquity, a vast geographic spread, and independent development in the Southeast Asian diaspora, contemporary Chinese vernacular religion incorporates aspects of Animism, indigenous folk traditions, Confucianism, Mahayana Buddhism and orthodox Taoism. It is a veritable “knowledge buffet” (Aspen 2001) where varieties of knowledge and belief which are “only partly consciously and rationally planned or reasoned” (2001: 17) may be selected by a diner where there is no definitive correct meal. As such, in Singapore’s non-orthodox temples, an eclectic mix of deity statues fill temple altars, and it is not uncommon to find Mahayana Bodhisattvas, recently deified humans, local folk deities and folk deities predating religious Taoism5 worshipped alongside orthodox Taoist deities.

When beliefs and practices have been fully incorporated into the wider tradition, a fixed state of static syncretism may be said to have been reached. From historic perspective, the syncretic nature of many such traditions has largely been forgotten by contemporary practitioners, for example, associating the Chinese Underworld with Taoism even though historically “it was Buddhism which furnished a completely worked out theory of sin and punishment to the Chinese” (Thompson 1989: 35). Diametrically opposed on the static—dynamic line of continuum, the author applies the term “new syncretic practices” to describe embryonic dynamic states localised within a small minority of temples where elements of a competing religious tradition have been intentionally brought into their domain. For example, the use of ritual objects associated with autonomous religious cultures being integrated into a particular folk Taoist ritual, for instance, the Hindu tradition of crushing limes as a means of purification provides a clear example of a new syncretic practice. As Chinese vernacular religion has no central officiating body to recognise or reject new beliefs and rituals, new syncretic practices may be adopted by a minority of temples without making any significant change to the overall religious landscape. However, the author proposes that when a significant accumulation of such practices are adopted by a majority of temples spread across the community, the base tradition6 may be said to have evolved. There may therefore be a progressive development from the adoption of new syncretic practices by a minority of temples to the widespread adoption of these practices across the religious community. In the latter case, when the additions have reached a sufficient concentration within the religious landscape, a new state of dynamic or static religious syncretism may be said to have been reached. In other words, on a line of continuum with new syncretic practices and static syncretic states at the extremes, as a belief or practice is adopted increasingly in the wider religious landscape, it moves closer to becoming a fixed and therefore fully incorporated syncretic state. Therefore, dynamic syncretism in embryonic stages of development may, if incorporated by a majority of practitioners, contribute significantly towards reshaping a nation’s religious landscape. While this in itself is not a new idea, Kong and Tong noting that “culture and tradition, including religion, are constantly adapted and reinvented” and that “cultures are constantly socially constituted and negotiated” (Kong and Tong 2000: 33), charting the development from dynamic to fixed syncretic states helps to establish interconnections between specific socio-political initiatives and the technologies of religious synthesis that have enabled religious traditions to continue thriving in the modern world.

INCORPORATING THE EMIC INTERPRETATION OF EVENTS

Returning then to the secondary discourse, Goh (2009), after rejecting the Geertzian concept of religion as “an historically transmitted pattern of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms” (Geertz 1960: 2), reconceptualised the causes of syncretism by illustrating two processes of change, “the transfiguration of forms brought about by mediation in new or accelerating cultural-economic flows and the hybridisation of meanings brought about by contact between different cultural systems” (Goh 2009: 110). These conceptions will be incorporated into the author’s analysis as competing technologies of religious synthesis, i.e., self-perpetuating mechanisms. Goh identified “the powerful transcribing and inscriptive force of modernity” (Goh 2009: 113) as a catalyst for hybridisation as, while mass media technologies present local ritual cultures from a rationalistic or scientific perspective, processes of urbanisation, nationalism, education, and high tech industrialisation encroach upon traditional culture. This, according to Goh, results in the modification of both religious culture and “modernity,” the latter of which Goh presents as a distinct “cultural system.”

However, among local practitioners of Chinese vernacular religion, this etic interpretation of events is not an element of their emic socio-religious comprehension. When the author described Goh’s principles to key informants and religious experts, they could neither identify them with their own experiences of religious change, nor with their understanding of the socio-political system in Singapore. From their own perspective, Taoist beliefs and practices are a continuation of an idealised past which is separate, distinct and uninfluenced, except on a superficial level, by modernity. This notion of timelessness in the spiritual world upon which contemporary Taoist culture is based was brought home to me when consulting a tang-ki channelling the Underworld deity Tua Ya Pek. On asking the deity’s age, the tang-ki replied that he is as ancient as he is young, as, after death, in discarnate realms, time does not conform to the norms of the human world. Similarly, when asking a tang-ki channelling the twelfth century Buddhist monk Jigong about modernity, his medium lamented that nothing had really changed as people have the same needs and desires in every age, only the material culture developing: minstrels replaced by mass media, horses by cars and planes, huts by skyscrapers, and so forth. Similarly, regarding emic religious self-identity, while the social environment and trappings of modernity external to temple culture have changed, the core belief systems and temple culture are perceived by practitioners as constants linking modernity to their ancestral cultural heritage.

SELF-PERPETUATING TECHNOLOGIES OF RELIGIOUS SYNTHESIS

Before discussing socio-political developments and religious change in Singapore, the author’s use of the terms constituting “self-perpetuating technologies of religious synthesis” require definition.

Acculturation refers to change resulting from contact between cultures which, in multi ethno-religious societies may occur on a macro-geographic scale involving the whole nation, down to a micro level where a deity cult, single temple or an individual may become the catalyst for new diversities to arise. As Berkovitz notes, “this is hardly surprising insofar as it does not depend on a shared social framework” (Berkovitz 2010: 272). Acculturation has come into play in Singapore’s new united temples where different religious traditions share a single geographical site, as well as in Housing Development Board (HDB) housing and in industrial neighbourhoods with an above average percentage of migrant workers.

Unlike acculturation which occurs naturally and assumes common consent even if un-verbalised, appropriation refers to taking elements of an external tradition and incorporating it as one’s own. This may be politically motivated as in the case of Sri Lanka where, after appropriating Tamil Hindu rituals, their origin in Hinduism was denied by the Sinhalese Buddhists who had appropriated them. This contributed to the overall marginalisation of Tamil culture in Sri Lanka (Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988). However, appropriation “does not necessarily lead to a uniform, mono-cultured religious system, but allows local alternatives and modifications” (Meiser 2011: 498). Appropriation will be discussed further in relation to the relocation of stylised Datuk Gong in Singapore amid changing power relations on the Malay Peninsula.

The author’s use of the term “absorption” sits closest to earlier definitions of syncretism, i.e., where “elements of two different historical ‘traditions’ interact or combine” (Stewart and Shaw 1994: 10) than to other technologies of religious synthesis. In the case of Chinese vernacular religion, absorption has mostly occurred through orthodox traditions and in historic contexts, and, when fully absorbed, provide examples of static syncretic states. For example, prior to the absorption of a judgemental Underworld by the Lingboa school of Taoism in the fifth century and then into Chinese vernacular religion, the afterlife was not ethically determined, and souls of ancestors were believed to dwell either in heavenly realms and descend to family altars to accept sacrifices, or alternately, to dwell under mountains and rivers including Mount Tai in Shantung province and the Yellow River (Thompson 1987). A more recent example in Chinese vernacular religion which occurred in Taiwan is the absorption of the 1970s Japanese practice of ritually placating aborted malevolent foetus ghosts to prevent them negatively influencing the lives of their “would be” parents (Hardacre 1997; Moskowitz 2001). In this instance, absorption from Japan’s new religious movements into Taiwan’s vernacular religion was made possible by a cultural affinity between Taiwan and Japan that according to informants does not exist in Singapore.7

Involving exchanges between two religious traditions, religious interpenetration implies mutuality, even though the exchanges themselves may involve dissimilar religious elements with unmeasurable or incomparable values. This occurs when two traditions “enable each other by introducing their own already-constituted complexity into each other” (Luhmann 1995: 213). In this context, the absorption of the Buddhist doctrines into Taoist cosmology illustrates interpenetration as absorption occurred in both directions, Chinese Buddhism absorbing elements of Confucian and vernacular Chinese religious ideology. An example of this can be located in the corruption of traditional Buddhist ethics in the Sui and Tang dynasties8 as the Chinese Buddhism that flourished closely aligned itself with the family cult, and thus with ancestor worship. Evidence for this is provided by inscriptions in the Longmen caves in Henan province in which after honouring Buddha’s and Bodhisattvas and praying for the salvation of all living creatures, inscriptions typically conclude with variations of “and particularly that the souls of our ancestors and relatives may find repose and relief” (Zenryu 1941 in Wright 1959: 59).

Transfiguration, hybridisation and transfiguring hybridisation as technologies of religious synthesis remain as defined by Goh. “Comparatively, transfiguration refers to the changing of forms of practices without the shift in essential meanings… hybridisation refers to the change in meaning with little change to forms of religious practice” (Goh 2009: 113), and transfiguring hybridisation occurs when the two processes occur simultaneously producing change to both practices and meanings.

Lastly, for the temporary inclusion of an external tradition where neither the form nor meaning is subject to change, the author utilises the term “cultural borrowing.” Borrowing suggests taking something intact without the intention to either appropriate it into one’s own tradition, nor to alter its form. As such, the boundaries between the religious traditions remain clearly defined. While cultural borrowing may, through repetition, become a catalyst for technologies of religious synthesis, this would be dependent on the changing intentionality of the social actors involved, and in such instances, cultural borrowing would transform into an alternate technology of religious synthesis.

The author therefore argues that religious change occurs when one or more technologies of religious synthesis become catalysed into action in reaction to societal influences that threaten or compromise the successful continuation of a religious belief or community. Furthermore, that understanding of the interactions between societal influences and each technology of religious synthesis can provide an explanation for the rapidity of religious change in a Singapore, where processes of religious synthesis that, in the past only developed in isolated cases over many generations, are now occurring at a vastly accelerated pace.

URBAN REDEVELOPMENT AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF “UNITED TEMPLES”

At the head of a new nation state, a priority of the People’s Action Party (PAP)9 was to promote a primary sense of Singaporean identity (Tan 2002, 2008; Tham 2008). The Singaporean state has therefore undertaken “elaborate measures to ensure that nationalism and nationhood are intrinsic values woven into cultural and community discourse” (Gomes 2009: 37). With this goal in sight, the government promoted religious harmony by bringing multi-ethnic communities together first in HDB housing estates and then in new united temples. The ethnic integration policy of HDB ownership was intended to create a patriotic nation state where “if one owns an asset in the country, one would stand to defend it” (Teo et al. 2004: 98). To achieve utmost effectiveness, the government “adopted a highly centralised approach to environmental planning and management” (Teo et al. 2004: 28), especially in urban development and the relocation of ethnic groups into public housing managed and regulated by the HDB. Reversing the British colonial tradition of separating European, Malay, Chinese, Arab and Indian quarters, urban restructuring following independence was intended to eliminate segregation and establish ethnic harmony. The government sought to “integrate the different ethnic groups […] in public housing neighbourhoods with representations of Malay, Chinese and Indian residents that were reflective of the ethnic mix at the national level […] 77 percent Chinese residents, 15 percent Malays, seven percent Indian” (Teo et al. 2004: 99), and one percent of other ethnic groups. These policies were not intended to act as catalysts for new religious synthesis, nonetheless, the implementation of urban relocation and restructuring programmes and the construction of a nationalistic state have directly impacted the religious landscape.

In the past, ethnic Chinese villages were largely populated by those sharing a common family name and an extended lineage, and these groups patronised local village temples. Prior to urban redevelopment, the folk Taoist landscape was therefore based on established ceremonial circles (Lin 1986, 1989; Skoggard 1996) in single ethnicity villages where inhabitants worshipped tutelary deities in local kampong10 temples, or in clan and trade associations dedicated to ancestors and patron deities located in business districts. During the kampong era, the local populace was obliged to participate in temple activities through ritual offerings and financial contributions, and kampong temples acted as boundary markers maintaining social unity and ethnic integrity between communities. As such, with the exception of an annual tour of the temple’s spiritual borders (yew keng),11 devotees took themselves to worship deities in anthropomorphic statue form in their local temples.

After independence in 1965, urban restructuring, restricted allocation of land for religious purposes, and religious engineering in the form of the “Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act” allowed for the distribution of HDB apartments by ballot which effectively removed the existing ceremonial circles from Singapore’s religious landscape. This has, to a large extent, redefined both the role of temples in the community and the meaning of temples in relation to ritual space. Hue notes “village temples have become a thing of the past, replaced by spirit medium altars set up within the government-built HDB apartment buildings” (Hue 2012: 165) Moreover, people who relocated to a single locality from different kampong now patronise the same temples and multiple ethnic groups now utilise the same communal spaces for religious activities.

The Urban Renewal Programme followed the 1966 Land Acquisition Act allowing the government to relocate private property to optimise land usage for public benefit. This law, broadly interpreted, allowed the state to obtain the property of several hundred registered temples, which, if they possessed sufficient funds, then had the option of leasing land designated by the state. The short term leasing of land to temples at increasingly expensive rates has either forced temple closures, or dramatically reduced temple wealth as the leased land has been auctioned whereby only the richest temples could afford to relocate, and to do so with severely diminished resources. “Successful parties bidding for land designated for building of temples have to be contented with land on a 30 years lease, and the majority of these are of a size of 2,000 square metres” (Hue 2012: 168). Between 1994 and 2005, the prices for 2,000 square metres ranged from two to 10 million Singapore dollars, not including the price of constructing a new temple (Hue 2012: 168). After expiry, the leases may be renegotiated at the government’s discretion, but the government has reserved the right to repossess the land without compensation. Nonetheless, wanting to maintain their material culture and therefore requiring a large ritual space, the wealthiest temples cooperated among themselves and leased land from the government on which new united temples have been built.

The increase in new religious synthesis has coincided with urban relocation and the number of new united temples housing places of worship from two or more religious traditions. This suggests a correlation between these factors, and a flaw in legislation intended to promote multiculturalism by the state. Often forcing temples together which previously had no ritual connections, new united temples have played a role not only in the production of religious harmony, but also in the formation of accelerated acculturation and development of new worship patterns. There are now 69 united temples in Singapore, the first opening in 1974,12 and the most recent opening at Ang Mo Kio in 2011. Temples on Singapore Island as well as those located on peripheral islands of strategic importance including Pulau Tekong and Pulau Ubin have had their land repossessed and the temples relocated. For example, the Pulau Tekong temples were moved into an industrial zone forming Pulau Tekong United Temple in 1992 and the main temples previously located on Palau Ubin, the folk Taoist Tian Hou Gong and the Theravada Buddhist Ubin Thai temple each joined different united temples (Hue 2012). Tian Hou Gong became a part of Sengkang United Temple13 and the Thai Buddist temple joined the folk Taoist temples Long Nan Dian14 and Baogong Miao15 at the Jalan Kayu United Temple16 in 2011 (Hue 2012).

Mirroring the Temple of Mysterious Virtue’s worship patterns, at Luoyang Tua Pek Gong which opened in 2008,17 there are a Malay Datuk Gong and a Hindu temple sharing ritual premises with a folk Taoist temple. While it is possible that in other locations in Southeast Asia that these varieties of temple may be located in close proximity, each operates as a discrete ritual entity serving a specific ethnic community. Singapore’s religious landscape is therefore distinctive in that religious engineering formulated by the government and facilitated by the Land Acquisition Act has partnered dissimilar religious traditions in atypical combinations in single temple premises. This may well prove to have a profound long-term effect on inter-religious worship through religious re-categorisation. Light (2004) suggests that “it is the categorisation of our symbols which really defines our religious understanding and behaviour […] the greatest change occurs when categories themselves are redefined or altered” (Light 2004: 326), and once incorporated, as in the case of a judgemental Underworld, re-categorisations have a tendency to endure as new fixed syncretic states. Singapore’s religious landscape is now in a state of flux with the cohabitation of religious premises by temples and shrines from different religious traditions, and it seems as if these new configurations are functioning as catalysts for the creation of various states of new dynamic syncretism.

However, on closer scrutiny, the idea that actual re-categorisation is occurring in new united temples requires further enquiry. Frequent visits to Luoyang Tua Pek Gong and close observation of Chinese religionists worshipping consecutively at Taoist, Buddhist, Hindu and Datuk Gong altars necessitated the investigation into the micro-politics of religious expression. The generic ritual act of deity worship in Chinese vernacular religion is known as baibai18 whereby an individual first introduces themselves to a deity including their date of birth and address, and then offers incense in a ritually prescribed manner. In the process, deals may be struck between the deity and devotee, as rather than a relationship of supplication, it is of a contractual nature (Chan 2006). This brings into question the intentionality of Chinese religionists when performing baibai to non-Chinese deities. Humphrey and Laidlaw (1994) present a convincing argument that to successfully understand another’s action, it is first necessary to grasp the actor’s intentionality. In non-ritualised actions, there is a socially agreed meaning associated with actions, for example, waving one’s hand when a friend leaves commonly meaning “goodbye” and the intentionality of the actor is clear. However, in ritualised actions, Laidlaw and Humphrey argue that this is not the case, and that the intention of the actor may be entirely different from what an observer perceives it to be.

However, extensive interviewing during this research suggested that when a Chinese religionist performs baibai to a Chinese deity, although following a prescribed course of ritual action, that the variations of intentionality are limited by the parameters of the emic understanding of baibai itself. Nevertheless, and in agreement with Humphrey and Laidlaw, the same interviews suggested that when a Chinese religionist performs baibai to a non-anthropomorphic Datuk Gong or to Ganesha, it is impossible to know on an individual level whether this is based on actual belief, a desire to increase religious harmony, a fear of spiritual retribution from an alien deity, to conform to other’s actions, for appearances and so forth, unless actually told. Goh (2009) presents a possible solution to this conundrum. Taking baishen, as a distinguishing feature of Chinese religion and the embodied contents of the ritual acts of worship act as identifiers of religious identity, Goh argues that in Chinese religion, “deity” (shen) “is an almost-empty sign, a signifier referring to nothing else except the meaning of ‘the spiritual other’” (Goh 2009: 112). The “sign” can be attributed to various associations only limited “by the historical discursive conditions of Chinese religion in a specific social context” (Goh 2009: 112). As the act of baibai remains consistent irrelevant of which deities are worshipped, within the specific social context of multi-faith united temples where the spiritual other may be any deity represented, neither the form of practice—transfiguration, nor the meaning—hybridisation has changed. However, while Goh’s argument removes intentionality from the equation, it sheds no light on the micro-politics of inter-religious worship, nor on the effect of such worship patterns on the wider religious landscape.

The author therefore proposes an explanation from the perspective of the religious practitioners and temples involved whose interpretations of technologies of religious synthesis will inevitably vary due to contrasting standpoints. From the emic perspective of Chinese religionists interviewed, the process of acculturation at play is recognised and acknowledged to have been catalysed by direct contact with non-Chinese religion in united temples. Cultural borrowing was also implied in cases where individuals did not worship these deities in other cultural settings. As Hindu puja (worship) is distinct from Chinese baibai, common elements including arti (offering light in the form of a flame), bhakti (offering devotional love) prasad (eating of sanctified food) and parikram (circumambulation), from a Hindu perspective, the worship of their deities in a Chinese manner may be seen as an example of embryonic dynamic syncretism and of transfiguring hybridisation as both the practice of and meaning in worshipping Hindu deities has changed. From the perspective of the temples represented at Luoyang Tua Pek Gong as well as those at other united temples, becoming a constituent member is clearly a self-perpetuating mechanism in itself, extending a temple’s presence in Singapore’s religious landscape for a minimum of thirty years, and increasing the volume and diversity of religious visitors. However, as a proportion of the total number of temples prior to urban relocation, only a small percentage has been wealthy enough to relocate into a new united temple.

Returning then to urban renewal, for the majority of temples, their relocation was involuntary as only temples which had formally registered with the Singaporean government prior to relocation were recognised by the state. As a result of urban redevelopment, city wide public housing projects and the relocation of religious buildings and citizens, only a minor proportion of temples remain in their original locations. Most non-registered temples, including Malay Datuk Gong shrines, were forced to decommission themselves and place their deities in obliging temples, or relocate illegally inside privately owned HDB apartments.

As a result of temple relocation, new ritual links between temples have been forged. Commonly based on friendship between tang-ki and mutual participation in each other’s ritual activities, yew keng have developed as strategies of public recognition, self-publicity and religious networking. Foot power has been replaced by diesel, and contemporary yew keng frequently involve the collaboration of tang-ki from multiple temples, each channelling a different deity. As such, deities, either channelled through their tang-ki, or in hand crafted icon form now are transported to locations previously beyond the borders of their ritual domain, in effect expanding their sphere of influence across the city state. Therefore, while religionists still visit temples to worship deities or consult mediums, the exclusive role of temples as sacred space has altered as increasingly, rather than devotees taking themselves to temples to visit deities, deities are leaving their temples more frequently to visit potential and actual devotees in new sacred space created along the routes of yew keng. Since the early 2000s, the most successful tank-ki temples, usually those whose membership and following has outgrown the space confines of HDB apartments have relocated to inexpensive rented spaces located in industrial neighbourhoods. The Temple of Mysterious Virtue has followed this pattern and therefore typifies both independent tang-ki temples which have not relocated to united temple complexes, and temples catering to an ethnically diverse community. The growth in the number of such independent spirit-medium temples with a mixed-ethnic membership serves as a reflection of the increasing importance of improvised ritual space and unprecedented levels of inter-ethnic and religious mixing.

DATUK GONG IN SINGAPORE: TRANSFIGURING HYBRIDISATION, APPROPRIATION AND ABSORPTION

Datuk Gong are venerated saints from the Muslim tradition, also known as keramat, that were introduced into the Malay Peninsular after the arrival of Islam and spread of Sufism. With reference to Kahar et al. (1974), Goh notes that the “cult has its origins in the syncretism of Malay and Indian-derived Shia beliefs, as well as the mysticism (tasauf) of Sufism… saint worship incorporates Malay animistic notions of souls (semangat) throughout the natural world” (Goh 2011: 153). In common with Taoist tutelary deities including Tudi Gong and Tua Pek Gong, Datuk Gong reside in the locality over which they have guardianship.

From the first wave of Chinese settlers, Datuk Gong were worshiped as local spirits who occupied and thus wielded supernatural authority over land in their guardianship. In terms of cultural precepts, new immigrants had obligations to spirits with whom they had to interact. “Trespassing land meant that Chinese needed to seek first the permission, and then the blessings, of spirits who reside in the locality” (Chiew 2008: 11). In essence, Datuk Gong had been appeased as tutelary deities in Animistic forms by Chinese religionists with offerings for over two centuries before the Land Requisition Act required their relocation.

In contrast to Sufi saints in India which Van der Veer describes as at “the centre of Hindu-Muslim syncretism” (Van der Veer 1994) and to those in Penang, Malaysia where their worship “could be read as a metaphor of Malay Muslim political dominance” (Goh 2011: 152), Datuk Gong in Singapore have remained on the political and religious periphery. As a comparatively small casualty of the Land Acquisition Act (1966), they have been relocated and redefined to a backdrop of major socio-political and religious restructuring. Nonetheless, in response to political manoeuvring, technologies of religious synthesis were set in motion, and it is to these that the author wishes to draw attention. The author will therefore discuss the absorption of Datuk Gong into Chinese vernacular religion in context of the dual processes of transfiguring hybridisation and appropriation. In the former, due to government legislation, the sacred space associated with Datuk Gong has been renegotiated and Datuk Gong reinvented as anthropomorphic and highly stylised Chinese deities. In the latter, many such statues have been rehoused in folk Taoist temples.

Datuk Gong in Singapore were originally represented by rocks swathed in yellow cloth symbolic of Malay royalty, in natural objects such as trees, or worshipped at their actual tombs. Prior to urban redevelopment, in what was then a static syncretic state, Datuk Gong were worshipped by Chinese religionists in all these forms. The process of relocation was also one of rapid dynamic syncretism in which both the form of worship, transfiguration and meaning of Datuk Gong veneration, hybridisation, dramatically evolved.

Since the 1960s, their position as locality deities has become modified as the result of relocation. The removal of villages organised on ethnic lines and the relocating of the residents into HDB developments by ballot, as well as the sequestration of land for military use, has created a culture of eviction and redefinition (Chiew 2008) in which surviving Datuk Gong have been removed from their original vicinities, and have been relocated to Chinese temples as honorary deities in new multicultural urban environments. No longer tutelary deities of their traditional localities, their jurisdiction and hence ontology has changed. In line with the goals of the government to create ethnic harmony within a nationalistic state, they have been reinvented as guardians, not of individual neighbourhoods, but as protectors of their followers throughout Singapore. Mirroring the development of a primary Singaporean identity among the population, the author noted a sense of nationalistic pride in contemporary Datuk Gong worship among Chinese religionists who, aware of their ethnic origins, often spoke of them in terms of difference in relation to those elsewhere in Malaysia.

While a small minority of Datuk Gong are still represented in their original forms—the most famous being located on Kusu Island and at Luoyang Tua Pek Gong—most, including the Datuk Gong housed at the Temple of Mysterious Virtue, have been reinvented in anthropomorphic form. New traditions inherently possess recognisable rituals and symbols which help establish a continuity with the past (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983). In the case of Datuk Gong, ethnic symbolism has been appropriated and reincorporated into the new tradition, while their stylised clothing and facial expressions closely resemble that of other Chinese tutelary deities making it hard to tell them apart from other deities massed on Chinese temple altars. The appropriated symbolism that reveals their ethnic origins is found in their associated paraphernalia: their shrines are painted yellow, and Malay implements such as walking sticks (tongkats) and Malay daggers (kerises) ornament their altars. Further reinforcing the indigenous origins of Datuk Gong are the offerings made to them, datuk liao which include betel leaves with lime paste, native tobacco, areca nut flakes and limes. Benzoin incense, which is not usually burned in Chinese temples, but at exorcisms as a purifying agent to combat evil spirits, is used as an offering and to open communication between the devotee and the Datuk Gong (Ng 1983: 118). It may well be wondered why they have been anthropomorphised at all.

It has previously been speculated that by worshiping deities in anthropomorphic form, that humans gain a measure of control over them (Chan 2006; Cohen 1978; Hansen 1990). Hansen reports two incidents from the Song dynasty where people “coerced the deities by threatening to or actually harming their images” (Hansen 1990: 57–58). In the first, after using divination blocks to communicate with two uncooperative deities, bandits attempted to drown them for refusing to give them permission to burn down a city. In the second, in a time of drought, a magistrate removed the statue of a local temple deity, and after locking it behind bars, threatened that “if it does not rain in three days, I will destroy the temple” (1990: 58). Following this line of reasoning, only after conforming to the norms of Chinese Vernacular religion by assuming an anthropomorphic form could hegemonic control be held over a Malay deity previously believed to be the rightful spiritual guardian of the land over which it held sway. In changing both the meaning and form of Datuk Gong, control over them has been transferred from the Malay Islamic sphere of influence to that of the Singaporean Chinese, and this has coincided with the Chinese controlled PAP forging a strong, independent and fiercely nationalistic state.

TECHNOLOGIES OF RELIGIOUS SYNTHESIS AT THE TEMPLE OF MYSTERIOUS VIRTUE

Within the theoretical framework proposed, syncretism focuses attention on the workings of dynamic intercultural processes—in this instance, accommodation, absorption, hybridisation, transfiguration and ultimately interpenetration, all of which, hastened by interactions within the mixed ethnic Chinese, Malay and Indian assemblage—have occurred within a decade at the Temple of Mysterious Virtue. The catalyst for change at this temple was the healing of one Tamil Hindu devotee, Uncle Manium, which ultimately led to vernacular Hindu practices being incorporated into this temple’s repertoire. Uncle Manium himself is an elderly gentleman of Tamil descent born locally while the Malay kingdoms were still British protectorates, and was a youth when Singapore joined and then left the Federation of Malaya. As such, he is tri-lingual and facilitates communication between the temples multi-ethnic members. In 2000, he was diagnosed with cancer, and having heard rumour of the efficacy of so called “graveyard medicines” provided by this temple, approached their Underworld deity Tua Ya Pek as channelled through his medium to request a cure. The medicines proved successful, and cancer free, he now worships both Chinese and Hindu deities. With the permission of the Lord of The Dark Heavens “Xuan Tian Shang Di,” colloquially referred to as “The Boss,” he introduced a statue of the Indian deity Ganesha into the temple and a ritual space was made for an altar where Indian deities could be channelled through their spirit mediums. This established a multi-ethnic environment in which the exchange of traditions, interpenetration, flourished at a micro-religious temple level.

On one side, aspects of Malay and Hindu ritual have been adopted by Chinese religionists including the smearing of coloured talcum powder (abir) onto their foreheads, the devotional burning of Benzoin incense to Chinese deities, and the incorporation of the smashing coconuts and the crushing of limes into Chinese healing rituals. On the other, Hindu devotees performing baibai to Chinese and Malay deities, using talisman in ways prescribed by Chinese vernacular religion, and paying obeisance to Chinese deities channelled through their tang-ki. From the perspective of practitioners, due to the multi-ethnic makeup of the temple community, these practices have been absorbed into their personal religious repertoires out of respect, convenience or conviction. However, when standing at the temple gates and looking in, from an etic perspective, the author noted changing forms of practices not possible prior to Uncle Manium’s healing, nor heard of prior to Singapore’s urban restructuring, yet without any major shifts in the essential meanings of the ritual acts themselves.

The temple’s main altar is organised in a unique self-styled manner by the founder who was instructed in the details by the highest ranking deity that he channels, The Boss—Xuan Tian Shang Di. The altar is tri-level raising from the floor to ceiling with the top layer housing the highest ranking deities that have existed since pre-history, the middle section housing deified humans and animals deified in human times that constitute the middle and lower deity ranks, and the bottom layer housing the Underworld pantheon. Whilst the Underworld elite including its ruler Dong Yue Dadi and City Gods (Cheng Huang) are considered deities as they move freely between Heavenly and Netherworld realms, the majority of statues on the altar belong to Underworld enforcers including Tua Ya Pek and Di Ya Pek who, due to their low status in the overall pantheon are often described by followers as half-deity half-ghost. The altars to Datuk Gong and Ganesha, in common with those for the Jade Emperor, Taisui,19 Generals of the Five Directions, God of Literature and the Tiger God, are located individually towards the front of the temple. Temple visitors offer a total of 11 incense sticks at different censers, and those offered to Ganesha and the Datuk Gong are made between offerings to the Taisui and to the Generals of the Five Directions. While this worship pattern is unique to this temple, it is indicative of a growing trend towards absorption in Singapore, and non-Chinese deities are being included in the worship patterns of a growing number of folk Taoist and new united temples. On each level of the altar, benzoin, as opposed to Chinese incense is continually burned serving as a reminder that this was once Malay land under the protection of a Datuk Gong, implying both a religious continuum and restructuring of ethno-political authority.

All religions are respected within the temple, and both Chinese and Indian spirit-mediums channel there. The deities most frequently channelled include the Chinese Underworld enforcers Tua Ya Pek and Di Ya Pek, the twelfth century Buddhist monk Jigong and “The Boss,” all of whom are channelled by the temple’s founder. Hindu mediums channel deities with varying regularity, and communication between the mediums and collaboration in each other’s rituals is commonplace. From the Tamil Hindu pantheon, Madurai Veeran is channelled by a dark skinned sword wielding Tamil medium, who, lacking Chinese and English, communicates with non-Tamil devotees in Tamil, grunts, yells and body language translated into Singlish20 or Malay by Uncle Maniam. A female medium trances the Hindu Snake Goddess Nageswaran Amman,21 and often enters a spontaneous trance state, where watched over by her husband, hisses as she weaves her way snakelike between the altars. She too is assisted by Uncle Maniam as interpreter as between hisses she speaks in an Indian dialect.

Illustrating multiple processes of absorption, hybridisation and reinvention, Madurai Veeran’s status has been reinvented to fit within the temple’s micro-religious spiritual hierarchy. In Hindu mythology, Madurai Veeran, meaning “Warrior of Madurai” was the son of a king and a great warrior who lived in the 14th century. According to legend, he entered the army as a commander, enforced strict discipline, and passed harsh laws to help eradicate criminals. However, his enemies persuaded the king that Madurai Veeran was a criminal himself, and he was sentenced to mutilation causing a hand and a leg to be removed, and he died as a result. After death, due to this injustice and to his virtuous character, he entered the Tamil folk pantheon as a Heaven deity. However, when both Tua Ya Pek and Madurai Veeran are channelled through their spirit mediums, even though Heaven deities hold a superior rank to Underworld enforcers, the latter plays a subservient role and obeys Tua Ya Pek’s orders. Seeking clarification, the author questioned key Hindu temple members and was informed that in this temple, it is the Tamil Underworld counterpart of Madurai Veeran that is channelled. This reinterpretation of the deity’s status, politicised by cultural dominance, has served to absorb this erstwhile Heaven deity into the temple’s Underworld hierarchy beneath Tua Ya Pek. Nonetheless, Chinese and Malay devotees consult and receive blessings from the Hindu spirit medium and offer incense to Ganesha, and likewise, Hindu visitors pay respects and receive blessings from the Chinese deities channelled through their mediums, and offer incense to both the Chinese deities and to the Malay Datuk Gong represented on the various altars.

The Temple of Mysterious Virtue has therefore created a sacred space where “legitimated religious diversity” (Formichi 2014: 3) has been be freely renegotiated, and through the process of interpenetration, traditional boundaries of religious diversity have been traversed within the multi-faith community.


Having described the processes of interpenetration and absorption that have occurred, the author will revisit the notion of syncretism as “combinations of different historical traditions” to question which aspects of this new religious synthesis qualify as truly syncretic. The author’s standpoint is that neither a Taoist performing Hindu rituals in a Hindu fashion, nor a Hindu performing Taoist rituals in a Taoist fashion can be counted as syncretic as in both cases, no actual synthesis has taken place. Only when a Taoist performs a Taoist ritual incorporating aspects of Hindu ritual practice, or a Hindu performs a Hindu ritual utilising facets from the Taoist ritual process, does synthesis occur and the resultant practice become syncretic. Therefore, while the use of Benzoin, coconuts and limes in folk Taoist ritual and non-Chinese practitioners performing baibai illustrate actual religious synthesis, in contrast, Chinese religionists receiving abir, and the use of talisman and paying respects to tang-ki by non-Taoists are examples of cultural borrowing as no actual synthesis has occurred. However, when considering the actions of any individual within a group, only the social actor performing a ritual knows their intentionality, or understands which religious boundaries are being negotiated through ritual and personal lived experience. The Thaipusam festival represents an extreme arena in which the micro-politics of religious expression and personal boundaries are explored and renegotiated by Chinese religionists through individual experience in a non-Taoist ritual space.

THAIPUSAM: IDENTITY, MEANING AND INTERPRETATION

The participation of the Temple of Mysterious Virtue in Thaipusam reflects both the empathy between the ethnic groups that utilise the temple, and a growing trend among Chinese temples and religionists in Singapore to participate in Hindu ritual events including Thaipusam and fire walking at the Sri Marianmman Temple. According to informants, such affinities within Chinese temples housing either Hindu deities or spirit mediums are becoming increasingly common. Similarly to the Temple of Mysterious Virtue where the catalyst to interpenetration was the curing of Uncle Manium, other temples reported that encounters with charismatic individuals had prompted inter-religious cooperation and exchange, and the shared use of ritual space.

Thaipusam is Tamil Hindu in origin and the author was informed by Singaporean Tamils that it is celebrated with more gusto in Singapore than in India itself. In Hindu mythology, Thaipusam commemorates the occasion when Parvati gave Murugan, the son of Lord Shiva, a spear to vanquish the evil demon Soorapadman. It is celebrated on the full moon in the Tamil month of Thai which falls in either January or February. The word Thaipusam is derived from the month name Thai and Pusam which refers to a star that is at its highest point during the festival. The main activity is the carrying of deity statues, of milk pots, or of lemons hanging from the body on hooks from the Sri Srinivasa Perumal Temple on Serangoon Road on a four kilometre pilgrimage to the Sri Thendayuthapani Temple in Tank Road.

The deity statues are carried on top of a kavadi, a complex contraption weighing approximately 60 kilograms which is attached to the body by a belt and held in place by 108 metal spikes. This number holds significance in both Taoist and Hindu numerology. In the former, 108 represents the combined forces of the 36 celestial armies commanded by Xuan Tian Shang Di and the 72 terrestrial spirit armies commanded by the Generals of the Five Directions charged with combatting the forces of evil. In the latter, there are 108 holy scriptures comprising the Upanishads, 108 beads in a mala to count repetitions of holy mantras, and in context of Thaipusam, 108 names of Lord Shiva.

The finale for each group that participates is presenting their offerings at the Sri Thendayuthapani Temple, and an energetic whirling dance performed by the kavadi carrier in front of the six faced Lord Muruga. The festival lasts for 24 hours during which there is a constant stream of bare footed pilgrims walking the route which has been cordoned off from traffic.

At the Temple of Mysterious Virtue, it is the Chinese tang-ki and not one of the ethnic Indian mediums who carries the kavadi along the pilgrimage route. Even though it is not his intention, this reinforces existing power relations within the temple. Trance possession is not involved in the process meaning that the tang-ki is fully conscious of the 108 steel spikes piercing his body which help hold the kavadi in place. He explained that “when you carry a kavadi you cannot go into trance because the obstacle is a human obstacle, overcoming yourself, so it is your own choice to clear the obstacle, not the god’s.” He then added that he carries the kavadi to give thanks for blessings received in the previous year, and to bring fresh blessings from Lord Muruga in the coming year for his family and temple. Other ethnic Chinese participants informed me that they chose to carry lemons on hooks or milk pots to give thanks for previous or to make requests for future favours and blessings from Hindu deities which ordinarily operate outside the spiritual parameters of the Taoist cultural universe. In essence, and supporting the notion of Chinese vernacular religion being “highly pragmatic, problem-oriented, result oriented and this-worldly” (Kong and Tong 2000: 41), participation was a pragmatic act of devotion based on faith in Hindu deities that they believed had some influence over their lives.

The initial preparations of building a kavadi started weeks in advance. Then, three days before Thaipusam, all participants, the majority of whom were ethnic Chinese, came to the temple to making offerings and pray to Ganesha, and to informing him of their forthcoming participation. A piece of yellow string blessed by Ganesha to provide spiritual protection was then attached to their writs. Further suggesting an absence of syncretism, the tang-ki’s wife noted that their major concern when they first participated in 2005 was that they knew nothing about Hindu culture, and they did not want to offend Hindu Gods by performing rituals or saying prayers incorrectly. In essence, as Taoists, their intention was to perform Hindu rituals and prayers in a Hindu way. From an emic perspective, rather than a move towards cultural dominance or uniformity, or an attempt to accrue some power of authentication over Hindu ritual, it appears at first as if nothing more that cultural borrowing has occurred. On a macro-political level, their inclusion may be interpreted as an extreme example of acculturation arising as an unintentional and unforeseen result of the promotion of multiculturalism, religious harmony and a shared Singaporean identity.

On Thaipusam eve, the final preparations including the sharpening the tips of the 108 long steel skewers and lemon hooks with abrasive papers to remove steel splinters were undertaken before loading the various elements of the kavadi onto a truck. In total approximately thirty temple members participated, two thirds of them being ethnic Chinese, and the author himself. The participants and sacred objects were ritually purified by both Taoist and Hindu deities channelled through their mediums. Tua Ya Pek and Jigong used incense for the purpose, Nageswaran Amman applied coloured powders on each participant’s forehead, and Madurai Veeran used his sword and a war cry. A visiting medium channelling one of the 108 incarnations of Lord Shiva, Muneswaran Jada Muni, utilised a long and well maintained bull whip for the purpose. For him, each participant knelt to be blessed and then raised their arms above their heads while the cigar chewing medium, with a look a relish, lashed their wrists with his cleansing bull whip.

Soon after midnight, the truck was loaded and we left for the Sri Srinivasa Perumal Temple. The square in front of the temple had been cleared for participants and was thronging with devotees, each participating group allotted an area in which an altar was erected to Lord Shiva, Ganesh or Murugan, and in which the participants could complete their preparations. While an altar to Ganesh was being set up, milk jugs filled and hooks dug into the flesh of lemon carriers, three of the men who had built the kavadi dressed the tang-ki in it while he stood in stoic silence. His plan was to complete the pilgrimage during the night and avoid the heat and traffic fumes that begin around dawn.

By 3.00 am preparations were completed, and led by the kavadi carrier and his body guards, the group left the temple compound to undertake the four-kilometre pilgrimage. The walk itself was undertaken in silence as for the first time, and in the name of religious harmony, the Singaporean authorities had banned the playing of amplified music along the route. However, as the crowd approached the Sri Thendayuthapani Temple, the sound of live music could be heard emanating from within and wafting over the heads of the long queue of devotees waiting to enter. Even though the author and crowd began the walk at 3.00 am, many other temples had left earlier, and a human traffic jam of kavadi carriers had developed, and it took an hour to progress to the front of the queue. The atmosphere in the temple was exhilarating as in a wild and euphoric finale, kavadi carriers performed a whirling devotional dance in front of a statue of Murugan to the accompaniment of a host of drums. The experience however was fleeting as within two minutes, the author and crowd were ushered out of the temple to make room for the next kavadi carrier. According to the temple, “The kavadi-bearer enjoys a high state of religious fervour. He dances in ecstasy. His very appearance is awe-inspiring; there is divine radiance on his face. Devotees often experience the state of feeling united with the Lord.”22 After removing the kavadi and lemons, and having poured the devotional milk over the holy spear (vel) in the temple sanctum, the group group returned to the Temple of Mysterious Virtue in an elated state.

While the ritual paraphernalia were being cleared, the author asked the kavadi carrier about his experience. He replied that for him, “after completing Thaipusam, it feels like being reborn, like a fresh start to a good life as the five elements are now in balance.” Clearly, while his intention had been to perform Hindu rituals and prayers in a Hindu way, his interpretation of events incorporated fundamental aspects of Taoist cosmology. Likewise, on closer scrutiny, the blessings from Jigong before the festival, and some imagery selected to decorate the kavadi both hailed from Taoist rather than Hindu traditions. Ornamentally stamped in a dull metal, and providing decoration to the three layers of the kavadi, were depictions of deities. The bottom layer comprised, as expected, of multiple images of Ganesha and Lord Shiva, but the middle layer comprised of Jigong accompanied by the Thousand Armed Guan Yin, and on the top level, beneath the platform to hold offerings, a golden coloured Jigong looked out. The kavadi carrier explained, “it’s actually the same to me. Jigong is here because it is a Chinese temple, and he comes down to bless all the devotees. He also tells us what time we have to start, perform rituals, and when to end. So we will tell him any problems about the kavadi and that’s why we call him to come down. For clothes, we actually follow Hindu style as a form of respect.” In adding these additional elements into a Hindu ritual, and in his interpretation of the events, both the meaning and the practice had deviated from the prescribed Hindu version of the ritual, and from the metaphysical notions of sacredness attached to the event. Their inclusion in Thaipusam was not only syncretic, Taoists performing a Hindu ritual in a Taoist way, but also an example of transfiguring hybridisation and appropriation made possible as in this temple, due to prior religious synthesis, interpenetration had blurred the boundaries of religious exclusivity.

SELF-PERPETUATING MECHANISMS: WHAT HAS ACTUALLY BEEN PERPETUATED?

Returning to the case studies, united temples came into existence due to the combination of forced relocation, prohibitively high land prices, and strict allocation of land for religious purposes. The first united temple in Singapore was an initiative undertaken by five temples located in the rural Toa Payoh area, each confronted with expropriation by the state who proposed to redevelop the area into an HDB estate. Land and construction costs were prohibitively high, so each called for contributions from devotees, then merged their finances to purchase a plot of land from the HDB on a renegotiable thirty year lease, the maximum time permitted for a religious building. The new united temple was completed at Toa Payoh Lorong 7 in 1974 (Hue 2012: 158–159). A similar model was followed by other temples, in actuality, perpetuating their existence for an initial 30 years with the possibility of renegotiating a price with the government for a renewal. In addition, each constituent member of a united temple increased their visibility in the religious landscape creating the potential for a higher membership and increased finances. In cases of multi-faith united temples, acculturation occurred at an accelerated rate allowing for unlikely combinations of new inter-religious worship patterns to develop, with all constituent temples financially benefiting.

While the same Land Acquisition Act was responsible for the relocation of Datuk Gong, their shrines were not officially registered with, and therefore not recognised by the government. As local villagers worshipped them in Animistic form, their fate was very much left in the hands of individual devotees, who, once relocated into HDB apartments, often took the Datuk Gong with them to be placed in suitable religious premises close to their new locations. From the late 1980s, statues of them began to appear, either locally made or imported from Malaysia (Chiew 2008). During research, the author heard various explanations of how they became anthropomorphised, the most frequent suggesting that initially either a tang-ki had been employed to communicate directly with a Datuk Gong residing in a natural object, or that divination blocks had been thrown asking “yes” and “no” questions to ascertain the physical characteristics and clothing of the deity. Their images soon became stylised incorporating Chinese characteristics, but maintaining their indigenous accessories. From the perspective of the Datuk Gong tradition, once placed inside a temple, they have received offerings of incense and datuk liao necessary for their comfort and survival, and some have been channelled through a tang-ki, in both cases, perpetuating Datuk Gong worship into the present. Relative to the host temple, the relocated Datuk Gong have attracted additional devotees, and provided the host temples with greater legitimacy as within the internal logic of Chinese vernacular religion, it is often claimed that a particular Datuk Gong has intentionally chosen to reside in, and thus bless a particular temple.

The Temple of Mysterious Virtue encapsulates a growing trend in Singapore’s independent spirit medium temples of catering to a multi-ethnic religious community underpinned by a strong nationalistic Singaporean identity. Ironically, governmental efforts to “neatly define ethno-religious boundaries” (Formichi 2014: 7) by relocating Singapore’s temples and population in balanced measures to create a multicultural society, coupled with restrictions on land available for religious buildings, has resulted in the construction of numerous independent temples in unconventional ritual spaces ranging from discarded cargo containers to industrial warehouses. These temples have become multi-ethnic mixing grounds where, coupled with the micro-politics of religious self-identity and expression, the technologies of religious synthesis have developed largely beneath the political radar of the state. While each individual temple has followed a unique path of religious synthesis, at the Temple of Mysterious Virtue, the route emerged from the interactions between the temple’s owner and Uncle Manium. Adding Ganesha and a Hindu ritual space at Uncle Manium’s request has served to perpetuate Tamil Hindu mediumship in Singapore, and has also increased the temple’s membership, its ritual scope, and allowed practitioners to explore the boundaries of religious identity through diversity. As a metaphor for individuals that catalyse the technologies of religious synthesis in the face of multiculturalism, there are numerous “Uncle Maniums” and willing temple owners waiting to emerge from Singapore’s sacred spaces. As such, independent temples have emerged as instruments through which the boundaries of religious diversity have been renegotiated.

Thaipusam provides a clear example of this. The level of tolerance shown by the Hindu community towards non-Hindu participants illustrates the harmonious relationships between Singapore’s religious communities which is atypical when envisaged in a comparative context on a regional level. However, this level of accommodation brings into question whether the policies promoting multiculturalism and religious harmony were implemented to protect the religious integrity of Singapore’s ethno-religious groups, or simply to foster a growing sense of a Singaporean national identity. Suggesting the latter to be warrantable, when questioning participants from both ethnic groups, the author was made aware of multiple “Thaipusam” occurring simultaneously in Kuala Lumpur, Penang and Tamil Nadu, most narratives suggesting a nationalistic pride of ownership in Thaipusam—no longer simply Thaipusam, but Singapore’s Thaipusam. From the Hindu perspective then, lending support rather than resistance to the assimilation of Thaipusam into the Singaporean national consciousness has become a self-perpetuating mechanism in itself. On the part of the Temple of Mysterious Virtue, participation has worked as a self-perpetuating mechanism on multiple levels. In terms of legitimisation through repetition, it has reinforced both the authority of the temple owner, and the high regard in which his temple is held by both ethnic communities. As a communal activity, it reinforced unity among the closest temple members through shared ritual experience. It has also served as a training ground for the owner’s son, who, it is hoped, will carry the kavadi in the future and help perpetuate the temple’s inter-religious ritual inclusion in years to come.

CONCLUSION

Government policy in Singapore on the management of its ethnic groups between 1965 and 1979 “was characterised by the drive to build a multiracial state” (Tan 2002: 114), and this has contributed towards acculturation, paving the way for the development of new religious synthesis originating from varied ethnic and religious traditions. As a result, “the traditionally accepted ‘boundaries’ of the respective religions have become amorphous and ambiguous” (Tong 2008: 50). This much has been well observed and documented. What surfaces though through this research is how mixed ethnic temple communities, which are in themselves a microcosm reflecting the wider socio-political and ethnic structure of Singapore, are beneficiaries of the various technologies of religious synthesis. In the Singaporean context, this has resulted in the uncharacteristically rapid evolution of beliefs, meanings and practices within Chinese vernacular religion. The construction of multi-faith united temples; the appropriation of anthropomorphic Datuk Gong; multi-ethnic sacred spaces where rituals contain elements from competing religious traditions, and the participation of Chinese religionists in Thaipusam represent just one selection of possible combinations of technologies of religious synthesis catalysed in reaction to a specific set of socio-political influences, and which have acted, as is their nature, as self-perpetuating mechanisms for the traditions or religious groups concerned.

Also emerging from the research are two fundamental differences in behaviour in regards to earlier syncretism that occurred in dynastic China, and the new syncretic practices emerging within contemporary Singapore. First, in the creation of anthropomorphic Datuk Gong, the inclusion of Hindu elements in folk Taoist rituals, and in participating in Thaipusam, Chinese religionists are aware that the practices have Malay and Indian origins, and still choose to take part. Second, unlike the assimilation of Datuk Gong into Chinese temples and the participation in Thaipusam by the Temple of Mysterious Virtue, in the worship of Hindu deities, there has been no attempt to hybridise, transfigure or to Sinicise the practices. These two factors suggest a growing confidence among Chinese religionists in their own self-identity while participating in a non-Chinese religious traditions. There is also a correlation between escalations in acculturation and interpenetration and the increasing adoption of a state promoted Singaporean identity suggesting that at this stage in Singapore’s socio-political development, that Chinese political hegemony negates the need to rigidly enforce traditional religious and ethnic boundaries. In promoting a primary sense of Singaporean identity, and forcing urban restructuring in an environment where “the ‘laws of man’ supersede the ‘laws of God’ in the management of contemporary problems and needs” (Eng 2007: xlv), the government has not only promoted nationalism, religious harmony and modernity, but in bringing multi-ethnic communities together in HDB housing and united temples, also provided the fuel needed for accelerated acculturation to occur. As such, modernity, far from being a threat to religious conviction in Singapore, has become a driving force animating religious change, catalysing technologies of religious synthesis, thereby increasing the likelihood of any given religious traditions continued survival amid competing political, cultural and religious ideologies.

The case studies have illustrated these technologies of religious synthesis from multiple perspectives; the emic and etic, micro and macro, and from the perspective of individuals negotiating the boundaries of religious identity. From analysing the various standpoints in relation to technologies of religious synthesis, the socio-political forces that induce self-perpetuating mechanisms become apparent. Acculturation, the most basic requirement for religious synthesis, has been fostered in Singapore by the careful construction of religious harmony to support a nationalistic state. This has involved urban relocation prior to which, in both single ethnicity kampongs and in a city segregated by colonial authorities along ethnic lines, insufficient acculturation occurred to foster extensive religious synthesis. In the Singaporean case, the Land Acquisition Act of 1966 directly led to the creation of multi-ethnic urbanised communities that form both the core membership and regular visitors in Singapore’s independent spirit medium temples which the Temple of Mysterious Virtue broadly typifies.

Religious synthesis, in the Singaporean case, has relied on two further elements. First, that “national culture is unity in diversity… religious difference is depoliticized” (Van der Veer 1994: 198), and on the micro-politics of negotiating personal boundaries of religious expression and religious identity in a multi-religious environment. The former has removed political barriers to religious exchange, and the latter has allowed individuals to negotiate their own national and religious identities. Both have been facilitated by the removal of the previous kampong system of temple organisation based on ceremonial circles and the subsequent creation of a multicultural urban environment. This has led to hybridisation which requires the partial breakdown of two cultural systems where “hybridisation is the displacement of the authority of modern symbolic meanings by partial native knowledge” (Goh 2009: 114) and to transfiguration which necessitated that the technologies of modernity reshaped “the materiality of everyday life and existential order” (Goh 2009: 113) that previously underpinned the relative inflexibility of religious traditions. The construction of a nationalistic nation state, urban restructuring and government initiatives to increase and strengthen the forces of modernity in Singapore has therefore become catalysts for hybridisation and transfiguration. It seems then that unless a society is either in a utopian paradox whereby there can be no progress without the loss of utopia, or, completely void of competing religious ideologies, catalysts for technologies of religious synthesis are inherent within socio-political systems as self-perpetuating mechanisms are dependent on the need to adapt to external societal change.

The construction of multi-ethnic worship and living spaces and the permissibility of reciprocal inclusion in religious traditions have rendered Singapore’s religious landscape significantly different from previous antecedents, and to comparative Chinese religious landscapes elsewhere in the Asia Pacific region where self-perpetuating mechanisms have been triggered in reaction to different socio-political conditions.

Given Singapore’s singular socio-cultural and political development, it is reasonable to conclude that the specific combinations of technologies of religious synthesis and societal influences described here are unique. The Singaporean example illustrates that when two or more distinct religious cultures come into contact with a political system, that technologies of religious synthesis will be catalysed by changing socio-political variables. The author argues that ultimately, the strands of societal influence that catalyse religious change do so by triggering self-perpetuating technologies of religious synthesis which allow religious traditions to acclimatise to changing states of modernity, thus maximising their chances of survival in each forthcoming era. As such, while the possible combinations of societal influences and reactions to them in different cultural settings are unlimited, the framework of analysis the author has applied to Singapore may be transposed to other locations with two or more competing ethnic or religious groups.

NOTES

*      Fabian C. Graham (PhD in Social Anthropology, School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London) is a postdoctoral research fellow at the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diversity, Gottingen, Germany. His current research maps recent developments in Chinese temple culture and temple networks which involves first identifying changes in and diffusion of ritual and material culture, and then accounting for the evolution of difference between the religious landscapes in Taiwan, Malaysia and Singapore. His specialisation within this field is tang-ki spirit mediumship with a primary focus on ritual practices and trance possession among a selection of deity cults. Working closely with spirit mediums and their devotees, and adopting a participatory approach where possible to fieldwork, his analysis incorporates the societal factors that have influenced the development of distinct religious elements in each location. His broader research interests include the anthropology of Chinese religion, folk and orthodox Taoism, the invention and reinterpretation of tradition, ethnographic approaches to the study of religious phenomena, and evolving forms of new syncretic practices in the Asia Pacific region.

1      The hokkien term meaning “divining youth” most commonly used by religionists to describe spirit mediums.

2      A Hindu term describing a metal exoskeleton worn to bear deity statues during the Thaipusam event.

3      1600–1045 BC.

4      1045–256 BC.


5      For example, the earth god Tudi Gong who dates back to the founding of the Zhou dynasty (Adler 2002). Religious Taoism (as opposed to earlier schools of philosophical Taoism) is generally accepted to have originated with the Way of the Celestial Masters (Tian Shi Tao) movement which was founded by Zhang Daoling in 142 CE.

6      Fundamental precepts and long established practices.

7      During World War II, many atrocities were committed by the Japanese in Singapore over a three year period. In contrast, where Taiwan was a Japanese colony from 1895 to 1945, the Japanese are remembered for restoring law and order and for building public amenities including roads, sewerage, hospitals and universities.

8      581–618 AD and 618–907 AD.

9      The ruling party in Singapore since 1959.

10    Kampong is a Malay word meaning “village.” The kampong era existed prior to urban redevelopment.

11    A Hokkien term meaning “a tour of the territory,” the Mandarin being raojing.

12    Wuhe Miao which is located at Toa Payoh Lorong 7.

13    Located at 70–72 Sengkang West Ave.

14    A Nine Emperor Gods Temple.

15    A temple dedicated to Justice Bao (Baogong).

16    Located at the intersection of Sengkang West Avenue and Jalan Kayu.

17    A new united temple located at 20 Loyang Way.

18    Literally meaning “worship worship.” Goh (2009) and Elliott (1955) use the term baishen meaning “worship deities.”

19    There are 60 Taisui, each a general representing a star, one for each of the 60-year cycle of the stem-branch zodiac calendar. The deity statue is therefore changed every year.

20    Singaporean English—mostly English with the addition of Malay, Hokkien and Indian words with its own unique grammatical structures.

21    The Snake Goddess temple is the Sri Vadapathira Kaliamman Temple at 555 Serangoon Road.

22    Cited from the Sri Thendayuthapani Temple website, http://www.sttemple.com/sri-thendayuthapani-temple/festivals.html (accessed 5 May 2014).
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ABSTRACT

There is a broad consensus to the effect that public agencies can mitigate the obstacles and uncertainties associated with the process of firm internationalisation. One critical aspect of such interventionist policy is the establishment of a national/regional halal certification system, which has been widely recognised as a core factor in the international expansion of halal food firms. Based on thorough field research conducted in the halal food industries of the Ningxia Autonomous Hui Region of China and Malaysia, the present article examines how different models of halal certification can promote and ease access of local firms to international markets. Using both qualitative and quantitative methodologies, the present article allows the authors to formulate general conclusions on the relationship between firm internationalisation and halal certification, as well as specific insights for halal food industries elsewhere seeking to promote their international activities.

Keywords: Halal industry, firm internationalisation, halal certification, China halal industry, halal industry in Malaysia


INTRODUCTION

The present article aims to examine the process of firm internationalisation by focusing on the specificities of the halal food industry. According to a large body of literature, the firm internationalisation process is fraught with risks and filled with uncertainties (Conconi et al. 2010). Barriers to internationalisation include, among others, a lack of funding mechanisms adapted to export activities, a lack of information and knowledge regarding target markets, and the inability to meet administrative and bureaucratic requirements related to exports. There is a broad consensus to the effect that public institutions can mitigate these barriers somewhat and facilitate the internationalisation process (De Carvalho 2012; Da Rocha et al. 2007). Public agencies can provide firms with easier access to funds and make available information about potential foreign opportunities. By sharing the costs and risks through effective use of cooperative projects and economies of scale, they can also make it much easier for even small firms to access foreign markets and undertake export activities (Lagendijk and Charles 2003).

As shall be seen, in Malaysia and China, both local and national governments have played a central and leading role in encouraging the development of the halal food industry in recent years, especially through various export promotion policies aimed at promoting firm internationalisation. While in both cases, public agencies have adopted a proactive and interventionist role, these new halal food development hubs differ greatly in terms of the nature, efficiency and scale of their internationalisation promotion policies. The respective results of these policies, with regards to the performance of halal food firms in the international arena, also differ greatly, ranging from obvious failures to brilliant successes.

A specific aspect of these export promotion policies—one that is especially important for the halal food industry—deserves more attention: the halal certification system. Indeed, halal certification has been widely recognised as a core factor in the international expansion of halal food firms by many authors, although none has tried to quantify or compare its influence (Bohari et al. 2013; Borzooei and Asgari 2013; Hadju 2011; Hussain 2009). Considering that different regions and countries have put in place different halal certification systems, each with its own set of characteristics, limits and advantages, it appears essential to assess and measure their efficiency and influence on firm internationalisation.

The main purpose of this article is thus to examine and measure how different models of halal certification system can affect the performance of halal food firms, particularly with respect to their objective of accessing foreign markets. By focusing on two halal food industrial parks—in Malaysia and in China—it shall be seen how different models of halal certification can facilitate or hinder the process of firm internationalisation. Using both qualitative and quantitative methodologies, the present article will allow the authors to formulate general conclusions regarding the relationship between firm internationalisation and halal certification, as well as specific insights for halal food industries elsewhere seeking to promote their international activities.

THE RISE OF THE HALAL FOOD INDUSTRY IN ASIA

The concept of halal refers to a way goods and services are produced and delivered that is consistent with Islamic law, or Sharia, avoiding practices and products prohibited (haram) by the precepts of Islam. While halal is most often associated with the food production and processing industry, it also applies to areas as diverse as pharmaceuticals, healthcare products, tourism, cosmetics and hygiene products, logistics, packaging and many other areas (Rizal and Seong 2006). The halal industry is known for the importance it gives to the verification and certification measures at all stages of production to ensure that products are not contaminated with non-halal materials or processes, which involves rigorous analytical techniques (Nakyinsige et al. 2012).

With a worldwide Muslim population of approximately 1.6 billion, the estimated total value of the growing global halal industry was around USD $2.3 billion in 2012, and this amount is expected to increase consistently in the coming years. This remarkable growth is due to a significant increase in consumption of halal products in Muslim countries and to a growing awareness of Muslim consumers concerning the importance of halal certification (Bohari et al. 2013; Husain et al. 2012). The growth of the halal industry is nowhere more evident than in the Arab Muslim countries of the Persian Gulf, heightened by the magnitude of their rising food imports. To meet the needs of their growing domestic demand, the six states of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) have to import 90 percent of their annual grain needs and 60 percent of their meat products. For Saudi Arabia alone, that means 5 million heads of cattle annually (Xia 2008).

This exponential demand coming from the GCC represents a significant financial windfall for those who can capture a share of this market and has obviously led to heightened interest from foreign entrepreneurs (Rizal and Seong 2006). Currently, multinational agro-business firms from Brazil, Australia and New Zealand have the largest share of world exports of meat and processed halal products to countries in the Middle East. In recent years, however, several Asian regions and countries with a significant Muslim population have sought to capture a share of this market by encouraging the development and internationalisation of their local halal production base. This is the case, among others, for Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines and, of course, Malaysia and China.

In the majority of these countries, the development of the domestic halal industry is strongly supported by both central and local public authorities, with measures including various internationalisation and export promotion policies in particular. The latter have been at the very core of these countries’ industrial policies and are generally defined in the literature as the set of collective actions of institutional stakeholders (governments and affiliated para-public agencies) to support firms in establishing, undertaking and developing international activities (mostly, but not restricted to, export). This interventionist approach favouring export promotion corresponds to an active model of economic interventionism, mostly in vogue in the rising Asian economies (Kuchiki 2005; Mitsui and Fatimah 2003).

According to this model, the role of public agencies is to address market failures by providing a wide range of services and resources, such as networking and business matching activities, target market analysis, and marketing services (Hatem 2005). Public policies can also assist firms in obtaining bank loans in order to finance their international activities (Lagendijk and Charles 2010). The empirical literature suggests that such export promotion policies are at the root of the internationalisation of many national and regional agro-food industries, including in Kenya (Yutaka and Zombori 2011), Latin America (Galvez-Nogales 2010), Indonesia (Burger et al. 2001) and Mongolia (Webber and Labaste 2010).

Aside from the obvious and visible aspects of such industrial development support policies, however, the halal food industry also benefits from another aspect of public intervention, which, although less evident, is potentially much more influential: the halal certification system. Indeed, the halal certification system is fundamentally inseparable from the overall halal food industry, and this paper argues that it constitutes a significant factor in determining the export performance of halal food firms. By looking at the halal certification models currently in place in Malaysia and China and by analysing how the core characteristics of these models differ, the authors assess how exactly they affect the degree of firm internationalisation inside the halal food industry.

HALAL CERTIFICATION SYSTEM AS A RESOURCE

Given the potential importance of halal certification for the internationalisation of halal food firms, it is essential to examine in greater detail the theoretical underpinnings of firm internationalisation. Internationalisation is, as defined by Welch and Luostarinen (1993), “The process of increasing involvement in international operations.” Based on this definition, theories of firm internationalisation have sought to explain the reasons why a given firm engages in international activities, the different paths to internationalisation, and, in the case of public policy research, how institutions can hinder or facilitate this process. Many convergent and competing theories have been developed to answers these questions, of which one approach is particularly relevant in the context of the halal food industry: the resource-based view of firm internationalisation.

Rooted in the works of Chandler (1962) and Penrose (1959), the resource-based view of internationalisation considers the firm as a collection of specific and heterogeneous resources. According to this approach, whether a firm achieves and maintains a profitable position in the international market depends on its ability to obtain vital and exclusive resources and on maintaining this advantage. Independently of the content of the international activity itself, the resource-based view, according to Conner (1991), implies that internationalisation consists in the mobilisation, accumulation and development of resources, which are then used to initiate international activities.

If the distinctive resources of a given firm meet the four characteristics of exclusivity (i.e., they are valuable, scarce, difficult to imitate, and limited), they can provide a significant competitive advantage to the firm in the international arena. Many empirical studies confirm the insights of the resource-based view of firm internationalisation. Indeed, it appears that many aspects of international development are utterly dependent on the critical resources available to the firm. For example, resources determine the path, speed and sequence of internationalisation (Kamakura et al. 2012), and different resources create different competitive advantages (Wang and Ahmed 2007).

In this article, the authors regard halal certification systems as a resource made available for firm internationalisation by public agencies. Thus, public agencies can exert a beneficial influence and ease the firm internationalisation process by influencing the four characteristics of exclusivity of its domestic halal certification system, namely, its value, scarcity, inimitability and limited aspect. By doing so, public agencies are in fact modifying the resource available for firm internationalisation. Guided by the theoretical framework presented above, the authors evaluate and compare the inherent characteristics of the halal certification systems currently in place in Ningxia and Malaysia. This allows the authors to evaluate which one of these certification systems is the most effective with regards to promoting firm internationalisation and to assess the validity of the authors’ theoretical assumption.

THE HALAL FOOD INDUSTRY IN NINGXIA AND MALAYSIA

Without doubt, Malaysia is widely seen and recognised as the world’s most successful example of halal food industry development, and its model has been regarded as the basis for the development of halal food industries in many countries. The development of the halal industry in Malaysia started 30 years ago. At the time, halal inspections were carried out by a private company appointed by the federal government. A public institution, the Malaysian Islamic Development Department (Jabatan Agama Islam Malaysia or JAKIM), was later established, and all halal certification and auditing activities came under the control of the Malaysian federal state, with local states being responsible for the definition of the applicable Islamic law. As of 1996, the development of the halal industry has been integrated into overall industrial and agricultural government plans, including the Halal Industry Development Master Plan, adopted in May 2008.

As part of these efforts, halal industrial parks were established as one of the pillars of the Malaysian halal industry development master plan. Such parks consist of communities of manufacturing and service companies, supported by public and private organisations offering research, logistics, training and other services. The purpose of the Malaysian halal industrial parks is to improve the economic performance of member firms. This includes boosting their performance in both domestic and international markets, increasing awareness and enforcement of various certifications and standards, and increasing product innovation. In order to do so, public agencies provide a variety of services to member firms, including various financial incentives, such as full income tax exemption on capital expenditure for a period of five years. As a result of these efforts, Malaysian halal industrial parks have benefited from over RM6 billion in investments from 17 multinational companies and over 80 small and medium companies. For the purpose of this study, the authors have selected the Penang International Halal Hub (PIHH) as the main research location in Malaysia. The PIHH is situated along the Straits of Malacca, in the historical city of Penang, which has traditionally been a successful trading hub for northern peninsular Malaysia. Halal Penang, a state-owned agency, was set up in 2008 to manage the Penang International Halal Hub and support Malaysia’s vision to become the world halal hub. Halal Penang is focused on promoting, enhancing and driving the growth of the local halal cluster and on helping to establish a comprehensive and integrated halal supply chain. Positive outcomes of these efforts are already visible. The local halal industry has grown from 55 companies in 2008 to 565 today. In terms of its degree of internationalisation, the Penang International Halal Hub is a success-story: 100 percent of the member firms have already undertaken international activities, mostly exports to neighbouring markets.

Much like Malaysia, China is also interested in accessing the growing Arab markets and benefitting from their lucrative export and investment opportunities. Currently, China has nearly 6,000 firms involved in halal food production, concentrated mainly in the five provinces of the Chinese Northwest. The Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region is unquestionably the heart of China’s efforts in terms of halal food industry development. Indeed, according to available data, the Ningxia halal industry in 2012 included upward of 655 firms (including 102 large-scale enterprises) and employed some 20,000 people, with a total industrial value of CNY17.43 billion (Tian 2013).

Members of the Hui Muslim ethnic minority in Ningxia, constituting approximately 34 percent of the total population of 6,390,000, form a large pool of consumers and an invaluable source of expertise in the halal industry. Indeed, religious and cultural affinities shared by the Hui Muslim minority and their co-religionists in the Middle East, according to local experts, represent a unique comparative advantage for Ningxia, forming the central pillar of the region’s export promotion policy. Based on the principle of “promote trade through culture,” the religious and cultural background of local Chinese Hui Muslims is conceived as “bridging” the differences with the Muslim world, with the Hui people playing the role of mediators between the halal food firms of Ningxia and the Arab-Muslim markets.

At the local and municipal levels, authorities are fully committed to achieving these development goals. This proactive trend in favour of Ningxia’s halal industry is especially evident in the city of Wuzhong, where a fund for the development of the halal food industry was established in 2010, with annual investments of CNY5 million, seeking to promote the development of a halal food production chain and to facilitate recognition of local products by foreign halal certification bodies (Tian 2013). These efforts eventually resulted in the formation of the largest halal industrial park in China: the Wuzhong Halal Food Industrial Park. As of 2012, 176 companies were active in this industrial park, including 139 firms in halal food production (80 percent of the industrial base).

As of today, however, several years after the establishment of this export promotion strategy, results are not up to initial expectations, and the current situation is far from ideal. Indeed, despite the impressive efforts of public officials and state agencies, local firms have encountered many obstacles and constraints hindering their international expansion (Xia 2008; Wu 2013). The data gathered in the course of the field survey show that the overall degree of internationalisation of the Wuzhong halal food industry appears to be very low. Of all the firms in the Wuzhong Halal Food industrial park, only approximately 20 percent have any export or international experience; these firms are mainly active in Malaysia, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia.

METHODOLOGY AND EFFECTS OF HALAL CERTIFICATION MODELS ON FIRM INTERNATIONALISATION

As mentioned in the introduction, addressing the issue of halal certification as a resource provides the authors with a very promising object of study to investigate and compare the effects of halal certification systems on firm internationalisation in China and Malaysia. The results presented below are based on qualitative and quantitative empirical data, collected during a wide-scale field study conducted in the Wuzhong Halal Food Industrial Park and the Penang International Halal Hub, between November 2014 and March 2015.

Halal food firms in these two countries were asked to evaluate their level of internationalisation on a scale of 1 to 5, 5 being the highest, based on a set of common standards, such as, percentage of revenue coming from exports, number of international cooperation projects, and size of presence in foreign markets. Firms were then asked to assess, according to their experience, whether their internationalisation activities benefited or not from their domestic halal certification system, on a scale of 1 to 5, 5 being the most beneficial effect. Finally, further qualitative data were collected to explain in detail the statistical effects of each halal certification system.


In total, 78 halal food firms in the two countries were interviewed on site or by phone. In more than half of the cases, the researchers had the opportunity to visit facilities, review products and certificates, and assess first-hand the degree of internationalisation of these companies. In addition, the researchers had the opportunity to visit 18 government institutions and agencies (in the cities of Yinchuan, Wuzhong, Penang and Kuala Lumpur). These valuable testimonies will be used to better contextualise the data and estimate the effects of each halal certification system. As can be seen from Figure 1, both industries differ widely in terms of their level of firm internationalisation. The mean score of firm internationalisation among Ningxia halal food firms was 1.37/5, compared to 3.46/5 for the Malaysian halal food industry. The standard deviations of the scores for each group (1.08 and 1.46) indicate that the spread of the scores is slightly higher in the Malaysian halal food industry than among Ningxia halal food firms.
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Figure  1: Level of firm internationalisation.



In order to determine if this difference is statistically significant, the authors compare the difference between the mean score of firm internationalisation under both halal certification systems. The results of the independent samples t-test indicate that the difference between the means (2.09) of the two certification systems is statistically significant. Indeed, the results show that the degree of firm internationalisation under the Malaysian halal certification system is significantly higher (M = 3.46; SD = 1.08) than under the Ningxia halal certification system (M = 1.37; SD = 1.46; t = 8.22, p = .000). The difference would lie between 1.5 and 2.5, which shows that the effect is quite large, considering that the maximum value for the degree of firm internationalisation is 5.

Because the difference between the samples the authors have collected is larger than expected based on the standard error, the difference is genuine, and the authors can assume that the Malaysian halal certification system is thus significantly more effective in promoting firm internationalisation than the Ningxia halal certification system. This is illustrated in Figure 2, where it can be clearly seen that the responses from the Ningxia halal food industry form a negative slope, implying that the beneficial effect of the local halal certification system is not associated with an increase in the objective degree of firm internationalisation. Respondents from the Malaysian halal food industry, on the other side, report a strong and positive relationship between the efficiency of their domestic halal certification system and their degree of firm internationalisation.
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Figure  2: Firm internationalisation/certification beneficial effect.



The testimonies of respondents and qualitative data collected on site confirm the author’s statistical results. As the authors have noted, Malaysia has fully centralised its halal certification system under the authority of the central government, and its halal certification system is fully supported by relevant government institutions. Established in 1997, JAKIM acts as Malaysia’s sole agency responsible for issuing and controlling halal certificates. The Malaysian halal standard, named the “General guidelines  for Halal food production, preparation, processing and storage” (M1S500: 2004), complies with good manufacturing practice standards (GMP) and good hygienic practices (GHP) and is ISO-compatible. Because of this high degree of coherence, it is widely recognised by other certification bodies as the most reliable halal standard in the world, and as the authors saw, it represents a significant competitive advantage for Malaysian firms.

On the other hand, China’s current national halal certification system is still vastly decentralised and lacks coherence. It is based on a customer-centred and voluntary approach, with no central organisation or agency seeking to unify the certification process at the national level. Halal certificates are freely available from different regional/private agencies. Respondents in Ningxia can obtain their certificate from the Ningxia Halal Certification Center, a regional government body established in 2008 that is in charge of certifying local firms. However, respondents in Ningxia were unanimous in saying that the regional halal certificate is “completely useless” with regards to international and export activities because it is not recognised outside of China.

Because of this, firms in Ningxia have to apply to foreign halal certification bodies in their target market. This is the only way Ningxia firms can have their products certified and accepted in the international arena. For firms that have no international experience, this represents an overwhelming challenge: most entrepreneurs have described this process as long, expensive and complex, and understanding the international certification requirements, filling the relevant formalities, organising inspection visits of foreign certification officials, etc., are among the greatest challenges they face.

When asked about this lack of foreign recognition, officials from the regional Trade Office and the Ningxia Halal Certification Center indicated that the current priority of the Ningxia government is to develop relations inside China and expand the influence of the Ningxia halal certification among other Chinese provinces. Indeed, as of 2015, the Ningxia halal certificate has been fully recognised by Shaanxi, Gansu, Qinghai, Yunnan, Tianjin and Sichuan provinces. In terms of international recognition, however, local halal food firms cannot count on local institutions.

Moreover, many Muslim countries (among others the UAE and Saudi Arabia), have recently started to require not only that the food products be certified halal but also that the entire logistics process, from production to consumption, be “halal,” to fully ensure the integrity of the products. The main principle of halal logistics is that halal products be separated from non-halal products throughout the entire logistics chain, in order to avoid any possibility of cross-contamination. Currently, the Ningxia halal certification does not meet these requirements, which further limits its ability to export halal food. The Malaysian certification system, however, includes a halal standard specifically designed to ensure the halal integrity of logistics and supply chains.

Another aspect of the halal certification system concerns the support infrastructure, meaning the way public institutions and agencies provide the required support and assistance in order to efficiently implement their halal certification system. In this regard, Malaysia again proves its superiority. Indeed, respondents in Malaysia said that the process of securing their halal certificate was fast and smooth, thanks mostly to the halal certification pre-assessment and coaching services provided by the Halal Industry Development Corporation (HDC). Established in 2006, HDC acts as a focal point of the halal industry in providing comprehensive support to domestic firms, including information and certification resources. Among its main services, HDC offers training and educational programs for Malaysian and international companies (more than 50,000 people have benefited from such training in Malaysia).

Before submitting their halal certification application, Malaysian firms can benefit from a pre-assessment inspection by the experts of HDC in order to ensure that their products meet halal, safety and quality requirements. This pre-assessment program is comprehensive and focuses on all eventual issues: halal logistics, halal management, Islamic finance, halal slaughter practices, halal production, etc. It also includes the assessment of chemical and molecular components. Firms that fail the pre-assessment inspection are then “coached” by HDC experts to help them rectify the problems and successfully secure a certificate. The current approval rate for halal certification in Malaysia is approximately 90 percent, which reflects the effectiveness of the coaching program.

Moreover, in order to be effective and help firms grow abroad, it is absolutely central for the certification support infrastructure to be flexible and to always target its intervention according to the needs and priorities of the halal food firms themselves. For the most part, the Malaysian model of certification support applies these principles, and its international success is the product of a much larger multilevel national strategy. Instead of trying to cater to the needs of different firms with one single program, Malaysian public agencies have opted for a multivectoral support infrastructure (which includes halal parks, SME Corps, HDC, JAKIM and many more specialised agencies), diverse enough to respond to the varied needs of firms. This shows that in order to develop a strong and successful export-oriented halal industry, there is no one-size-fits-all solution: instead, public agencies at all levels have to create an environment where halal food firms can prosper and internationalise themselves.

In Ningxia, this type of support infrastructure appears to be seriously lacking, and local entrepreneurs are left alone in the certification process. This is despite the fact that the goals of the Ningxia Center for Halal Certification include the “promotion of local firms in the international arena” and “providing assistance to local firms in securing international halal certification.” In fact, such support is rarely offered or given. The Center does provide training in order to help local firms obtain and secure local certification, but such training is optional and does not apply to foreign certification requirements. Ultimately, local entrepreneurs have no guidelines and no idea as to where to start in order to secure foreign certification, which explains why so many firms in Ningxia rely on intermediary firms and middlemen to initiate their first export activities. This lack of support infrastructure also explains why the current approval rate is much lower than in Malaysia, at approximately 50 percent, and why the overall certification process is longer, at approximately 45 to 60 working days.

CONCLUSION

The results presented above mostly confirm the author’s initial hypothesis and point to the fact that the aspect of export promotion policies under study, namely, the halal certification system, can significantly affect the degree of firm internationalisation. Indeed, the authors saw that public agencies can play a positive role in terms of firm internationalisation by promoting a halal certification system that meets the four characteristics of exclusive resources. This is the case of the halal certification system currently in place in Malaysia: its centralised nature, reliability and strong support infrastructure make the Malaysian halal certificate a valuable, scarce and inimitable resource. This, in turn, provides a significant competitive advantage to Malaysian firms in the international arena.

These significant results give the authors a strong insight into the mechanisms by which public agencies can help and support the internationalisation process of halal food firms. Of course, a successful process of firm internationalisation does not depend solely on certification: many external factors also play a fundamental role, such as the international business environment, the target market, international and national trade policies. However, all other things being equal, this paper makes the point that a highly influential and reliable halal certification system is a major asset that can help firms overcome obstacles that are inherent in a transition towards international markets.

In the case of Ningxia, where the unreliability and the lack of recognition of the certification system are hindering the export performance of local firms, improving the regional halal certification system should be an absolute priority for the authorities. As long as the Ningxia industry is struggling with a decentralised, unreliable and multi-polar certification system, it will be very difficult for local firms to gain a sustainable foothold in foreign markets. The first step towards a coherent internationalisation strategy should be the monopolisation and centralisation of all halal certification activities in Ningxia under a public certification agency. Only by centralising such activities can the local halal food industry hope to secure the recognition of foreign halal certification bodies.

In Ningxia, it is also evident that the problem is not solely limited to the certificate. It appears that many of the obstacles to the internationalisation of the Ningxia halal food industry are due to an inadequate support infrastructure. Services and resources provided by public agencies do not correspond to the firms’ specific needs. Thus, the authors agree with the conclusions of Yang (2007) and Liu (2013), according to which the difficulty of going abroad for Ningxia halal food firms emanates in part from the fact that there is an evident “lack of coordination” between public agencies and private firms.

From a theoretical point of view, the data presented in this paper appear to show that the theoretical approach introduced previously, namely, the resource-based view of firm internationalisation, is applicable to the author’s case and appears to be particularly adapted to the halal food industry. A study of the halal food industry that would ignore the certification aspect is likely misguided. This is in line with Coviello and McAuley (1999), who encourage future research “to use a more holistic approach to the conceptual thinking” of internationalisation and to avoid silo mentality, which has undermined this research area for too long.

Thus, the lesson for the development of future halal industries and for future research in this area is that the real issue at play is not whether interventionist policies are a suitable choice for promoting the international development of halal food firms (this is widely agreed upon and has been proven many times) but to evaluate what type of halal certification system is best able to overcome the specific obstacles and barriers faced by local firms in their internationalisation process. In order to do this, it is necessary to first study in detail and identify the specificities of local barriers in order to question the relevance of the certification system currently in place. To do this, future researchers should concentrate their efforts on conducting extensive empirical research to collect both qualitative and quantitative data from firms, always with the goal of identifying a more efficient, more targeted model of certification and internationalisation.
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It is not very often that one comes across a book about museums in Malaysia. Neither can one easily find such a book that has its contents closely intertwined with the history and culture of the country. This is because an attempt to link the museums with history and heritage is indeed full of complexities as the author has tried to show. The book nonetheless shows that such task is possible. In fact, for college students, the book is quite helpful in providing useful historical information of Malaysia’s past. From the narratives of the book, readers will certainly be made aware about the truth of the saying that Malaysia is unique in every sense of the word. As a multi-cultural and multi-ethnic country, it is unique in its style of political pragmatism as seen from the unconventional way its political elites try to manage a plural society that is still struggling to become a viable and integrated nation. Through his book, Museums, History and Culture in Malaysia, the author Abu Talib Ahmad has painstakingly demonstrated how museums in Malaysia try to cope with the diverse and pluralistic views of the country’s history.

The book is divided into five chapters, each looking at various aspects of the museums, from the displays and dioramas to the management and ideological influence over them. Besides touching on the overall national policy of the government towards museums’ representation of the national history, state history and royal personages, the book also gives space to discussing the galleries that exhibit memorials and towering figures of the nation. According to the author, Malaysian museums are closely related to nation building and to prove his point he conscientiously relates the history of museums in Malaysia to the history of the country. He tries to show that while museums are supposed to represent the history of the country, their role in nation building is also defined by becoming the storage for the national heritage as depicted by history. In the Introduction, the author focuses his discussion on the National Museum which has over the years seen many changes since the days of its first director, Mubin Sheppard. But he also laments the fact that when the management of the national museum changed hands the orientation of its mission also changed, resulting in the national museum becoming increasingly associated with nationalism. The author thinks that by attempting to create a national identity based on a Malay-Muslim bias the Malaysian National Museum has in some ways polarised Malaysians visiting it. Museum administration, according to the author, tends to follow the provisions laid out in the National Culture policy, which were designed after the inter-racial clashes of 1969, whereby the “positive” values of Malay culture had been stipulated to be the basis and to be at the forefront of Malaysian culture. The author thus sees the exhibits being displayed as being more Malay-centric and less multi-cultural in outlook.

In Chapter One, the author gives a historical background of ancient Malaysia with an overall view of what has been discovered by archaeological findings and what has been shown in galleries and museums particularly in states such as Kedah, Perlis and Perak. The discussion focuses on the animistic prehistoric period, the Hindu-Buddhist and Islamic periods, with the last having its artefacts housed in the Penang, Kelantan and Terengganu museums. In the author’s view, despite the valuable archaeological findings showing Malays having inherited the Hindu-Buddhist heritage which for centuries shaped their culture, there is nonetheless a conscious effort to blur the pre-Melaka period so that the image of Malays being Muslims shall not be under-stated. Thus the author quite rightly argues that because of this slanted view of history the Melaka period is given immense prominence just like what is written in the school history text books. To prove his point, the author allocates a special chapter to discuss Melaka history and heritage and the museums related to it.

There are no less than 24 museums in Melaka, all under the supervision of the Melaka Museum Corporation (Perzim). According to the author, it is through these museums that Malay culture based on feudal values is displayed. True to their narrow perception of Malay history and polity the museum bureaucracy attempts to demonstrate that “everything Malay originates in Melaka.” Due to this line of thinking, the most prominent museum projected is the Melaka Sultanate Museum. It was officially opened in mid-1986. The museum prides itself in displaying the message that it was the Melaka sultanate that spread the Islamic religion. Using the “Malay Annals” (Sulalat u’s-Salatin) as their principal source of information, the museum’s bureaucracy, benefitting from the service of some local historians, claim that during the period of the Malay sultanate “Melaka became the centre of Islamic knowledge, a centre for the propagation of Islam and a well-known Sufi centre” (94–95). But it appears that all the claims that Melaka was a centre for Islamic propagation and that Islamic law was practised fully during the period of the Melaka sultanate is written with tongue in cheek by the author. He rightly points out that nowhere in the Sejarah Melayu (Sulalat u’s-Salatin) or Hikayat Hang Tuah is hudud (punishment for criminal offences according to Islamic injunctions) described or for that matter implemented in 15th and 16th-century Melaka. On the contrary, the Sejarah Melayu does indeed mention about the religious transgressions committed by the aristocracy. Students of Malaysian history will also wonder why there is not a single religious text that has been left by at least one of the ulama if the Melaka religious heritage has really been that great. The author also cynically points out that the bedok (drum used for calling the faithful to prayers) has nothing to do with the Melaka sultanate and yet it is displayed as a historical relic. So also are the displays of the front pages of religious books which the author succinctly says are not authentic as they are most likely to be from the post-sultanate period (91).

In his narrative of the museums in Malaysia, the author tries to show that just as history writing for school textbooks appear to be bias, the various displays and dioramas depicted in public museums whether at the capital, Kuala Lumpur where the National Museum is located, or the state museums, tend to be very Malay-centric almost to the extent of neglecting the history of the non-Malays in their contributions towards making a Modern Malaya and later Malaysia. Another important point the author makes is that the non-Islamic phase of Malay history when Malays were Hindu-Buddhists is almost consciously neglected in the Malaysian museums, thus depriving the students of Malaysian history from fully understanding the past culture and history of Malays.

The book as a whole is useful to all students of history, whether Malaysian or foreign. The chapter on the Japanese occupation is also well-written and will be of interest to many. However, there is a gap in the narratives of the book. The discussion on the Orang Asli could have been given a substantial space and perhaps further information about the Aboriginal Museum built in 1987 at Gombak could have also contributed towards Malaysians’ understanding of the culture and history of this important community. Perhaps the background discussion of this ethnic group could be extended by looking at the Austro-Melanesian people across Southeast Asia. Be that as it may, this book is certainly recommended reading for the Malaysian public, not only students and teachers but also people in the museum bureaucracy, and not to forget politicians in the country.

Ahmat Adam
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