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ABSTRACT

In the age of globalisation, the transiency of individuals has been increasing. Consequently, some regional communities face the risk of collapse and disappearance. Particularly in Japan, centralisation in and around global cities such as Tokyo has accelerated the decline of regional communities. Given this current clime, residents of regional areas would benefit from building ties with outsiders in order to keep their communities strong. Certain individuals could take on the role of coordinator, who can work to bridge the gap between the residents and outsiders. The role of the coordinator, however, is not yet clear. This study introduces a case study of the art project Hanarart (はならぁと) which involves residents and outside artists in regional areas of Nara, Japan. Part of the art project intends to renovate and reuse the machiya buildings in Japanese traditional style, with the help of site-specific contemporary art that will fit well with the machiya style. In the art project, outside artists prepare their artworks in the abandoned buildings, which are managed by the residents. During the first stage of the project, residents and artists did not communicate well due to either their indifference or ignorance toward each other’s interests. In the next stage, however, assigned coordinators promoted communication between the residents and artists for the sake of contemporary art. Through the process of trial and error, the project resulted in contributing to the community in a number of ways. The renovated and repurposed machiya buildings helped to develop communication among the various individuals, which led to the building of culturally creative areas. These areas have proved inspiring for regional community members with the involvement of various outsiders in community activities.
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INTRODUCTION

In the age of globalisation, the influx of materials has increased extensively, such as information, products and people, across the boundary of all regions in the global range. The influx of individuals has affected regional communities, which may lead to collapse and disappearance (Delanty 2003). Industrial changes accompanied with globalisation are also likely to damage regional communities (Sassen 2001). This study aims to clarify how regional communities address the problems accompanying globalisation through a case study of a Japanese regional area.

Classically, regional communities are a collection of homogenous local residents (MacIver 1924; Dore 1994). Residents were acquainted with each other as relatives or neighbours in a small area. Residents gain various benefits from their communities, such as cooperative labour, improvements in health and a sense of well-being, management of common property resources, and trust and assurance among themselves (Coleman 1988; Woolcock 1998). They grew up with shared symbols that distinguish residents from outsiders, or made a distinction between “us and them” (Calhoun 1980; Cohen 1985). Residents and outsiders could not be expected to work collaboratively in the construction of their shared symbols. Accordingly, residents in some regions may attempt to keep outsiders out, in order to retain their benefits, defending themselves against free riders. Owing to dense and closed networks among the residents, they could monitor and give sanctions to free riders, or outsiders, who violated the norms of their community (Olson 1965; Hechter 1987; Ostrom 1990).

We now introduce regional communities of Japan. Rural areas were historically composed of hamlets, or shizen-son, which had fixed numbers of membership. Residents lived most of their lives in these hamlets, where they were assumed to share the same ancestors. They excluded outsiders from their shared resources (Suzuki 1968). In urban areas, on the other hand, neighborhood associations, or jichikai, often represented the functions of communities. Residents were expected to cooperate with each other in order to improve the infrastructure of the area, with an underlying concept of participatory democracy. The transiency of individuals was high in urban areas. Therefore, newcomers were expected to participate in community activities, implicitly assuming the boundary against any outsiders who were indifferent to their community activities (Okuda 1983). Occasionally, regional communities welcomed some types of outsiders as visitors or new members; outsiders were still discriminated against in many respects by local residents and were often excluded from the communities (Orikuchi 2003).

Now, regional communities face an increasing number of outsiders and, as such, it is difficult for the residents to monitor all outsiders. Residents may retain the benefits by making the boundary of their community fixed and closed, excluding outsiders. However, other downsides are likely to appear, such as loss of information, lack of entrepreneurship, and xenophobia toward outsiders (Portes 1998). Those with a dislike for these types of disadvantages in their areas may feel the need to leave, in which case the number of residents, particularly those with talent and ability, might decrease.

In Japan, globalisation has accelerated industrial changes, particularly since the recession of 1993. Information and finance industries have expanded, accumulating in and around a few large cities, particularly Tokyo. The manufacturing industry, which used to employ many workers in regional areas, has taken factories abroad in order to access cheaper labour (Sassen 2001). Opportunities in higher education are also concentrated around the larger mega-cities (Horiuchi and Takahashi 2016). Individuals, particularly those demonstrating talent, seek out job and education opportunities which are much more readily available in the cities. On the other hand, Tokyo, the largest global city in East Asia, shows the lowest total fertility rate among all prefectures in Japan. Many young individuals face tough, over-urbanised environments for raising children in or around Tokyo, such as few nurseries, no help from relatives, and long hours spent working and commuting. The difficult social situation in Tokyo traps many individuals from regional areas. Masuda (2014) describes Tokyo as a “black hole of depopulation.” Now, regional revitalisation has become the most important political issue in Japan. Regional communities are expected to attract and retain immigrants/residents not only for their own survival but also for the society and economy of all Japan.

Taking account of these conditions, residents of modern regional communities should take steps to involve more outsiders in their community activities. The relationship between residents and outsiders should be more of a loose connection (Wuthnow 1998), as compared to the more fixed and dense connections among residents of traditional regional communities. Loose connections may not only help to recover the original benefits of living in a traditional community but may also bring new benefits, which become possible once solid communication is established among heterogeneous individuals, including residents and outsiders. New benefits could include bringing new ideas, economic growth, innovation, and improved democracy. These benefits have also been discussed as gains in bridging social capital, in contrast to bonding social capital that corresponds to traditional local communities of homogenous membership (Putnam 2000). If we could establish a number of loose connections in traditional communities, or generate the bonding and bridging of social capital, we might see real benefits. In fact, regions with a higher tolerance for diversity are, in all likelihood, already welcoming many creative talents, which contribute to the building of culturally creative areas involving various benefits (Jacobs 1984; Landry 2000; Florida 2002). If we could promote culturally creative areas in regional communities, we might counter the negative effects of globalisation. Individuals, particularly the young and talented, might remain in or migrate to regional areas that show support for cultural creativity.

AN ART PROJECT IN REGIONAL JAPAN

This study introduces an art project in a regional area of Japan as a case study for building loose connections between residents and outsiders. A number of art projects are underway in various areas of Japan. The Naoshima project (2002–), led by Setouchi Triennale (2010–), is a well-known regional art project in Japan. More than one million people visited the site area during the project period in 2013, and more may visit in 2016. The Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennial (2000–) is another well-known project, which has had the involvement of more than 500,000 audience members during the project period in 2015. Furamu Kitagawa, the general director of these two largest art projects, stated that the two art projects intend regional revitalisation (Fujita 2016).

Following on from the success of these well-known art projects, the number of other art projects in Japan has been increasing (Figure 1). However, not all art projects involve as many materials as Setouchi Triennale and Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennial. Small art projects, now abundant in many regional areas, are finding other ways to pursue their identities and survive.

Art projects are often implemented as relational art (Bourriaud 2002). Residents and outsiders are expected to communicate about the art projects. In the art project, the artist is considered the operator of meaning, coordinating a number of subjects. The romantic notion of the artist as genius is discounted. In fact, relational art takes its theoretical horizon from the realm of human interaction and its social context, rather than the assertion of an independent and private symbolic space. Art projects also include the idea of site specificity (Kwon 2004), which questions present lifestyles in the site area by involving residents as audience and also as artists. Through experiencing art products, artists, audience, residents and outsiders collaboratively find the shared meaning of the site. In the site area, collective work between artists and audiences expands their collective identity and sense of community (Newman et al. 2003; Stuiver et al. 2013).
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Figure  1: The number of art projects held in Japan (after Kumakura 2014).



Artists and audience, or residents and outsiders, are required to communicate to reconstruct their shared communities, particularly in small art projects. In such art projects, residents should include some artists and comprise a large section of the audience. Outsiders should include many artists and comprise some of the audience visiting the region during an art project. The audience and the artists should appropriately correspond to residents and outsiders. Hereafter this study uses the terms “residents” and “artists,” corresponding to audience and outsiders, respectively.

In order to build connections between residents and outsiders, some individuals can adopt the role of coordinator. Having certain individuals take the lead in arranging collaborations between different regions or organisations would see connections starting to form. Without coordinators, residents are more likely to be indifferent, or even hostile, toward outsiders, especially where their network is particularly dense and closed. Outsiders would find it extremely challenging to communicate with residents without the aid of coordinators.

Coordinators may be regarded as having ties (Granovetter 1973), or situated within structural holes (Burt 1992), which can bridge the gap between residents and outsiders. Previous studies have shown how coordinators can access benefits owing to their social position within structural holes, as compared to other individuals who are not in such positions (Lin 2001). However, weak ties, which extend across the boundary of fixed membership within a community, may bring benefits not only to the coordinators, but also to the residents and outsiders (Horiuchi 2008; Horiuchi et al. 2013).

Few previous studies have discussed the role of coordinators in the building of loose connections between residents and outsiders in regional areas of Japan (Sasaki 2012; Sasaki et al. 2014). In art projects, the role of the coordinator is important, since the connection between residents and artists can often be difficult (Helguera 2011). The relevant question is, “Who takes on the role of coordinating in a small art project?”

ART PROJECT HANARART

Nara is a prefecture in the Western part of Japan. The oldest capital of Japan was located in the prefecture. Until the eighth century, Japanese emperors constructed palaces in Nara. Nara is well known as a Buddhist prefecture. It includes more than hundreds of national treasures relating to Buddhist culture. There are also three UNESCO cultural heritage sites in the prefecture, highest among all 47 prefectures in Japan. Furthermore, many tourists visit Nara for sight-seeing.

Despite its strong standpoint as the oldest capital and tourist area, regional communities in Nara are facing decline. Nara is adjacent to Osaka prefecture, which is the second-largest city in Japan. Many tourists visit Nara on one-day trips and stay in Osaka at night. Loading industries and restaurant businesses do not thrive in Nara. On the contrary, many Nara residents visit Osaka during the daytime as employees and consumers. The population ratio of daytime to nighttime in Nara is small. Few residents take part in community activities. The abandonment of traditional Japanese buildings, machiya, represents how the decline of the area has become a serious.

Machiya feature degoshi (wooden latticework windows) and mushikomado (lattice-like wall slits upstairs for letting in air and light). Usually facing the street, machiya have been used as both dwellings and workplaces. Towns with machiya form a beautiful landscape that attracts many tourists (Figure 2). Naramachi, a town famous for machiya in Nara prefecture, attracts many tourists. However, it is an exception. Many owners of machiya buildings are now old and not motivated to maintain the buildings. Their children do not want to inherit the buildings. Hence, few individuals manage machiya buildings. Many machiya buildings, and towns featuring machiya, have been abandoned.
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Figure  2: The portrait of machiya-style buildings.



The art project Hanarart (はならぁと in Japanese literature) started in Nara prefecture in 2011. The name Hanarart is composed of “Hana,” “Nara” and “Art.” The first word, “Hana,” means flower, which was the common symbol for the art project. The project was originally organised in 2010 by an individual who managed a gallery in Nara. He wished to expand the culture of contemporary art in Nara. At that time, the art project was not involved in town planning, but the organiser was able to use some abandoned machiya buildings as exhibition sites by chance. A civil servant saw the art project and thought that it could contribute to community development. Following her leadership, the Nara local government started the Hanarart project as a strategy for town planning since 2011. Hanarart was thus originally intended to promote the renovation and repurposing of machiya buildings that had been abandoned in many areas of Nara prefecture; the intention to expand the culture of contemporary art in Nara was secondary.

The Nara prefectural government took responsibility for organising the Hanarart office. The office employed a couple of full-time staff members for the project. It initially announced the art project to resident groups in Nara prefecture. Several resident groups from all around Nara prefecture voluntarily took part in the project. The Hanarart office and resident groups organise the Hanarart committee each year. Ten (2011), six (2012), eight (2013), eight (2014), and five (2015) resident groups have taken part in the project (see Figure 3). In total, 15 resident groups have been involved with the project throughout the year 2015. There are plans for the project to continue into 2016 and beyond.
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Figure  3: Residents groups that attended the Hanarart project each year.



Artists bring or create their artworks that aim to align with the content of the prepared machiya buildings. The project aims to ensure that the value of the machiya buildings is evident. It has also tried to allow the owners or other residents to determine the value of their machiya buildings through communication with outsiders. It was expected that some outsiders would discuss the buildings with the residents at the art project gatherings. Residents and outsiders could collaboratively renovate and repurpose the buildings, such as their houses or shops, for their own interests. The art project also collaborated with other local events led by residents.

CONFLICTS BETWEEN ART AND COMMUNITY

The author conducted a fieldwork study on the Hanarart project. He took part in the art project as a member of the audience. He interviewed the stakeholders and gathered data with respect to the art project as well as the communities during or before and after the art project. The method of fieldwork excels in elucidating the exact relationships between cause and effect. Researchers can gain information on the thoughts of stakeholders by intensive survey. However, this methodology cannot accumulate large amounts of data. It is difficult to use statistical analysis with only from the acquired data. Thus, later studies should test the present study by comparing with other case studies. Fieldwork studies should be accumulated to acquire objective results.

The author interviewed organising civil servants and staff of the Hanarart office. They informed him that the art project had changed its emphasis from community development to contemporary art in 2013. The change occurred because the residents have realised the value of contemporary art through the two years of art projects. The extent of art projects also expanded in 2013 compared to the previous two years.

The author took part in the art project and interviewed all the artists who attended the project from September to November 2013. Many artists told him they were satisfied with the project. The project gave them the opportunity to present their artwork, as well as the opportunity to communicate with other artists and audience members. Many artists said that without this opportunity they could not have communicated with the various individuals as they did. Some artists, who live in Nara and adjacent areas, discovered the value of machiya for the first time on attending the project. Some artists came from abroad and stayed in the area for a few weeks. They talked with residents and acknowledged the hospitality that was extended to them during their stay. They also pointed the value of small art projects, since they represent the change of lifestyle in Japan from quantity to quality. One artist informed the author of his growth through communication with residents.

However, some artists criticised Hanarart in the sense that the art project was not distinguished from other art projects that were being held in Japan. It was suggested that many art projects, including Hanarart, were held as an easy way of ensuring community development, without any genuine discussion on the aspects of contemporary art. Artists were dissatisfied with the residents, in the sense that the residents did not understand the significance of contemporary art. One artist said:


Contemporary art originally tries to find problems and completely change the sense of values of the present. We are willing to communicate with residents to question their common sense. We are not afraid of troubles with them. However, many residents don’t have a strong interest in discussing their area with us.



Another artist criticised residents for not trying to understand the aspects of contemporary art:


Residents regard art projects as equivalent to their local festival. However, contemporary art can completely change the value of their locality as it involves many outsiders, such as us artists. However, residents do not communicate with us in sincerity.



One artist criticised the Hanarart project, saying:


The possibility of contemporary art lies in narratives where artists and residents collaboratively find value in art and the site. However, Hanarart, and other art projects as well, is not very conscious of this possibility. Art projects, except for large ones, cannot activate venue areas. They can only light a small fire to find the story of an area through narratives between artists and residents.



After the 2013 project, the author interviewed the leaders of the resident groups that had attended the Hanarart project. They had strong motivations for attracting the attention of other residents; there was very real concern about the situation of regional depopulation. They tried to show the value of machiya to other residents through the eyes of outsiders. For example, the Nara local government had ordered that an abandoned post office be renovated. However, none of the residents were able to present any kind of vision as to how the renovated post office could be used. One individual took charge of the renovation project, and later Hanarart. He was afraid of the residents’ indifference toward their town. He said:


Many residents do not have visions of community development. I made use of Hanarart to highlight the buildings and inspire the residents. Particularly, I want to show the children that previous residents had put forth great efforts to activate the area. Children then later would take pride in their areas.



At the same time, the leaders of resident groups were afraid of the power of contemporary art, believing it might disturb the usual lives of the residents. They tried to counteract the effects of contemporary art so as not to disturb their town. For instance, one leader was dissatisfied with Hanarart, given its focus on contemporary art, saying:


Why does Hanarart have to be an art project of contemporary art? Many residents do not understand the value of contemporary art. I would rather put effort into preparing our own project in which local residents present their own artworks, which is more likely to involve a majority of the residents.




Another leader noted the value of contemporary art, not because she loves contemporary art, but because contemporary art actually fits well with the image of machiya buildings. She said:


Nara is distinguished by its long history. The history can include our present lives as continuous from the past. Machiya buildings can easily include contemporary art, I believe, unless the art is not too grotesque.



Accordingly, many leaders took part in the project, not because they loved contemporary art, but because they wanted to involve residents in the machiya renovation and community development projects. They did not wish to upset the residents with contemporary art. At this point, artists and resident groups were not communicating well on reaching agreement about the future of the relationship between community development and art projects. The Hanarart committee were not able to prompt communication between residents and artists; rather, they tried to expand the extent of the project. Resident groups could not manage the areas in full and required the help of more residents in the project. Resident groups became tired and depressed about their work, and coordinating other residents and artists.

COORDINATORS

The fourth year of the project, 2014, was the turning point for Hanarart. An independent curator was assigned the role of general director for Hanarart 2014. He took part in Hanarart 2012 and was awarded “Most Valuable Player” that year. After the 2012 project, he started a contemporary art gallery in Osaka city. As such, he was well suited to the role of general director, as he not only knew the present Hanarart but could also envision its future. The role of general director is to determine the vision and direction of the art project and coordinate the relationship between residents and artists. During interview, he said:


Hanarart has been the worst of all the art projects in Japan. The reason being, in spite of very little funding, Hanarart has tried to involve too many artists and residents. Hanarart should not have involved artists and residents into its communications. Artists were not able to collaborate with residents to create site-specific art. Now I have put forward opportunities for genuine, open discussion between residents and artists, to make the power of each side equal.




He made two important changes to the project in order to promote better communication between residents and artists. First, he gave more responsibility to a few curators and to the leaders of resident groups. Originally, the role of curators was to arrange artists and their art products in an exhibition. The role of curators becomes far more important in contemporary art projects. Without curators, the audience as well as artists can scarcely interpret and enjoy the meaning and significance of an exhibition. The general director also arranged opportunities for discussions between the curators and resident groups prior to the start of the project. In these discussions, the resident groups introduced the history and culture of their town to the curators. The curators then presented their ideas of how the resident groups and artists could collaborate on the project. Curators talked with the resident groups frequently until they had organised their venue. In addition, prior to and during the projects, the curators held several workshops that involved residents, artists and other outsiders. They discussed the possibility of art projects not only for community development, but also for the development of contemporary art, noting a possible contradiction between contemporary art and community. It is worth noting that Hanarart is now distinguishable from other art projects, with respect to its focus on the relationship between curators and residents groups.

The second change for Hanarart 2014 was the venue. The venues were categorised as either “Core” or “Plus.” Curators organised machiya only into Core areas. They pursued the intended artworks themselves, by negotiating with residents groups. Resident groups organised the Plus areas by themselves. By preparing the Plus areas, residents were able to incorporate the history and culture of their area. From among the Plus areas of that year, the Core areas of the next year would be selected. Curators would organise the machiya buildings and determine which areas would be fitted with contemporary art. Therefore, resident groups had to consider the role and possibility of contemporary art for their area in a sincere manner prior to welcoming outsider curators, artists and audiences. Curators, on the other hand, could concentrate on the Core areas for the arranged artists and artworks, distinguishing themselves from the Plus areas. Figure 4 illustrates the relation between Core and Plus.

Under the guidance of the general director and through discussions between the curators and resident groups, the Hanarart committee tried to prioritise the quality of the art projects over quantity. It is important to note that the number of artists and audience members had changed. Figure 5 shows the extent to which Hanarart expanded from 2011 to 2013 and then shrank in 2014 and 2015.



[image: art]

Figure  4: The relation between Core and Plus.
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Figure  5: The number of artists (left axis) and audience attendance (right axis) in the Hanarart project for five years.



The author asked the curators who took part in Hanarart 2014 about how they communicated with residents. One curator welcomed the opportunity to work in Hanarart. She was satisfied with the level of communication with residents, saying:


I’m interested in how many individuals can be involved in contemporary art. Art projects can involve many individuals who usually do not have an interest in art. In order to show the value of art, particularly contemporary arts, curators are necessary as teachers. As a teacher, I was happy to be able to involve many residents who had not previously been interested in contemporary art. During the process, I was occasionally involved in with the residents’ problems. It was necessary for our communication and the art project.



Another curator, on the other hand, was dissatisfied with the level of communication with the residents.


In order to run art projects, residents should have a high level of literacy in contemporary art. In Nara, however, they did not. I could not show the works of a famous artist. There was opposition from the residents. I think we should not have attended the Hanarart.



Both of the curators had encountered problems with residents. Although their satisfaction was divided, the curators and residents had opportunities for genuine communication. The discussions did affect the content of the project in each area.

The author also interviewed the civil servant who first began Hanarart as a governmental project. She is now in another position. She told her objective opinion on Hanarart. She also told her expectation for Hanarart’s future:


Hanarart should promote more and more communication between artists and residents. Fundamentally, artists and residents should have different interests. They cannot share all the same interests. Therefore, their communication would be able to create new findings for the interest and values of each. Through communication between different interests, they would be able to find new value in machiya buildings and contemporary art.



DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Previous studies of art projects have not clarified the role of the coordinators who operate as a bridge between residents and artists. Without coordinators, it is difficult to devise loose connections between residents and artists in art projects. Outside artists have few opportunities to communicate with residents in many art projects. Some artists make use of art projects as a chance to exhibit. In such a case, the audience should be mainly composed of outsiders who are fans of the artists. Segregated from residents, outside artists and outsider audiences have little interest in community. Many artists who lack the opportunities to exhibit their work make use of art projects, even if they are paid little. The quantity of artists, including the many amateurs, who take part in art projects are evaluated, whereas the quality of their artwork is not judged. Grodach (2010) discusses the weakness of art projects, in the sense that talented artists may have little interest in attending art projects, fearing association with low-quality, amateur work. In such a case, art projects may become trivial events in which very few residents participate.

Few studies have examined the quality of art projects held in Japan. Based on the context of art projects expanding without critical checks on quality, Fujita (2016) criticises the situation of art projects with respect to how many artists fail to create original work. In fact, art projects have become abundant in Japan, because local municipalities do not need to contribute high levels of funding for them, as compared to other budgetary issues such as infrastructure and employment. While the number of art projects has increased, communication between residents and artists has often been overlooked. There have been few opportunities for site-specific contemporary art as well as for building cultural, creative areas with the help of art projects. However, when certain individuals take on the role of coordinator, they can help to bridge the loose connections between residents and artists and bring site-specific artwork to the fore.

In the case of the Hanarart project, the general director adopted the role of coordinator. He visited the area many times and to promote communication between resident groups and curators. As a resident of Osaka city, which is near Nara, he was close enough to the initial area to act as a bridge between residents and artists. He guided the art project not only as a means of community development but also as the exhibition of sincere art products through promoting communication between residents and artists. Not only the general director but also the curators acted as coordinators through their work involving artists and residents. Curators take on important roles. They exhibit art projects as places of discussion among various individuals, including artists and residents (Bishop 2012).

Small art projects should find their own ways to survive. Art projects are often regarded as a means of regional revitalisation, particularly in Japan, due to the impact of the success of the Naoshima project. This project is also well known for attracting excellent products, making use of the large capital available. Small art projects, such as Hanarart, cannot make use of large capital to invite the most famous artists or art products. Rather they try to give a chance for artists’ or curators’ growth by preparing communication between them and residents. For example, by distinguishing “Core” and “Plus” areas in an art project, artists and residents would be able to communicate and determine their different interests and values.

With regard to community development, Hanarart worked well. It promoted renovation and the repurposing of abandoned machiya buildings. Up until now, more than 30 abandoned buildings have been renovated, with plans for their ongoing use after acting as venues for Hanarart. One abandoned building is now used as a guesthouse. It randomly exhibits modern works of art. Previously abandoned buildings are now being used as stores for secondhand books, goods, and cuisine. Another building is now being used as the Hanarart office (Figure 6). Many of them are used for public purposes; so it is not only the operators who make use of them, but other residents and outsiders can also enjoy them. Even the residential buildings contribute to the area in the sense that individuals both live in and manage the buildings.
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Figure  6: The Hanarart office renovated from a machiya building (from Hanarart homepage: http://blog.hanarart.jp/?eid=3).



Regarding the development of contemporary art, curators and artists gained benefit in relation to their careers by working with machiya buildings through the Hanarart project. They rarely had opportunities to work with machiya buildings; this was only possible in historical areas, such as Nara. Furthermore, communication with residents had a positive effect on the curators as well as the artists. One artist was awarded prizes soon after her exhibition at Hanarart. One curator now periodically sets up exhibitions in a renovated machiya building.

Accordingly, the Hanarart project worked not only at a community development level, but also by contributing to the promotion of contemporary art. Nowadays, the renovated machiya buildings welcome artists and their exhibitions. Not only residents, but also artists and other outsiders, can enjoy the machiya buildings. Resident groups have started to communicate across boundaries. The network has expanded, coming to include regional companies, universities, banks, municipalities, and so on. Different groups have had opportunities to communicate with each other thanks to the Hanarart project. During Hanarart, shops and cafes in the area attracted greater numbers of tourists. University students were able to work as cleaning crews in the area. In small art projects, several outcomes have been reported not in terms of economic gain but in social gain, such as improvements in social capital, inclusion of disabled individuals in community activities, the renovation of abandoned buildings, and disseminating the idea of contemporary art amongst residents (Yoshizawa 2011; Fuji 2012; Sawamura 2014). Small art projects may be the media by which residents renovate or revitalise their communities through activated communication with artists. As such, new connections appeared between various individuals, composed of both residents and outsiders. New connections are the result as well as the cause of developments in community and contemporary art.

In order to view loose connections, some symbols are required. The symbol of loose connections should be represented as a collaboration between machiya buildings and contemporary art. Coordinators and core members of the Hanarart project have grown by using these shared symbols. The shared symbols can involve many individuals at one time. Through the work of individuals, the machiya buildings have been retained and are activated with the help of contemporary art. Figure 7 is a schema of how the loose connections between residents and artists at Hanarart was made possible with the shared symbols.

Art, at its origins, works as a medium of communication between different individuals. Conkey (1980) discussed the possibility that rock art in prehistoric times worked as a medium of communication between different groups. Mauss (1925) noted that communication should involve heavy consumption, which should accompany the development of art. Such characteristics should also correspond to the Hanarart and try to involve many residents in communication with artists for community development. Some individuals, such as shamans, might take on the role of coordinators who bridge the gap between heterogeneous individuals.
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Figure  7: Loose connections at Hanarart.




Burt and Nan answer the question, “Who gained the most from the loose connection between residents and outsiders?” They stated that the gains from bridging social capital are often concentrated on the coordinators within structural holes (Burt 1992; Nan 2001). The general director actually told me about his success after his attendance at Hanarart 2012. He has now been invited to participate in various projects as an independent curator. The general director said:


I want to provide opportunities to the curators for the advancement of their careers. Currently in Japan, independent curators cannot gain enough of a foothold. Through their curation in this project, attending curators like me have increased their chances.



He also told the author that Hanarart should be the yardstick for all art projects and that less efficient art projects should be stopped.

The place of loose connection should invite many individuals that are more heterogeneous. The place that includes different individuals and allows outsiders may be the cultural creative area. In the age of depopulation and aging in Japan, many regional areas now have to be independent from the national government concerning finance and governance. Since the fund from the Nara prefectural government is decreasing, the Hanarart office has to generate more funding itself. The Hanarart office is now collaborating with an increasing number of local companies in an attempt to generate funds. It also gathers revenue from audience entrance fees. It has begun crowd-funding campaigns to provide some services for outsider audiences.

The next step for Hanarart should be to examine how the art project could produce sincere artworks and continually promote communication between artists and residents. Communication between residents and outsiders actually gives growth to the value of the area. For instance, regional communities persist in “Treasure Hills” of Taipei and “Graham and Pearl Street” of Hong Kong, in spite of top-down pressure for reformation; residents and outsiders have collaboratively found the values of their areas, to which artists significantly contribute (Ng 2014). Hanarart itself may be discontinued if it cannot demonstrate that successful relationships have been established between community development and contemporary art. Talented curators and artists are expected to grow and distinguish themselves from other abundant art projects. Should this continue to occur, then the regional communities of Nara might evolve into cultural, creative areas with the involvement of many talented individuals, unless it does not involve large capital. Then, community development may become possible, even if Nara is not profitable in terms of global capitalism. Communication across the boundary of regional communities is actually possible owing to globalisation. Talented individuals should select and visit places where they are likely to gain benefit in the age of globalisation (Horiuchi 2015).
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ABSTRACT

Discourses of development in academic institutions must be thoroughly investigated. Using a set of Development Communication (DevCom) syllabi and the theories of Xu Xiaoge (2009) and Arturo Escobar (1995), this paper qualitatively investigated on the nature and process of the constructed discourse of development in an academic setting from sample course syllabi content, topics and activities. Results have shown that the syllabi’s content and discourse are either pro-process or pro-participation development. Moreover, the set of studied syllabi have not actively articulated the post-development paradigm. The research suggests that faculty members who teach the course revisit the constructs of DevCom by constantly including development in the content, putting the discourse of alternatives to development, and theorising on the paradigm of development communication to further establish the field.

Keywords: Development discourse, academic institutions, development communication, syllabus

INTRODUCTION

Universities and colleges have offered courses and programs that are aimed to understand and provide solutions to poverty issues in local and global settings. Some have taken the economic route in asserting development while others in the academe believe that there are other ways than economic programs to boost well-intentioned development (Lagerway 1990; Colle 2008). Hence, development should be seen as a total approach where development agencies and the target communities must communicate in order to reach real development (Servaes 2002; Librero 2008). Everett Rogers (1976 in Servaes 2008) emphasised this role of development communication in the agenda for social change, claiming that communication knowledge and research will advance social and material development. If there are trained development communicators, they could serve as vital partners in enforcing change within communities. Development Communication (DevCom) education is seen as a vital ingredient in identifying, processing and assisting the needs of the people (Quebral 2012).

In various parts of the world, the need for development communicators as specialists in understanding local problems on social change is on the rise. As early as the 1970s, modules on DevCom have been problematised in various parts of the world. In Africa, for instance, learning the content of the DevCom program means intensifying interpersonal, mass media and integrated approaches that require know-how in extension and community development method as well as ideological and mass media mobilisation techniques (Moemeka in Boafo 1991). A decade after, Waisbord (2001), in recognising the role of DevCom in the development agenda put forward a list of strategies and techniques that are essential in teaching and learning the field. From “tool kit strategies” to participatory communication rituals, Waisbord emphasised the need for a stable set of teaching and learning plan to aid in the education of development communicators. In India, communication experts undergo extensive trainings so they can enhance knowledge and understanding of communication interventions to combat poverty (Thomas 2008). Colle (2008) argued that teaching practitioners about communications for development will help solve the problems of designing, planning, executing and evaluating development projects. Various publications have also been developed to look into communication strategies in learning the science of development communication (White 2004; Mefalopulos 2008; Singhal and Rogers 2012).

Learning DevCom from inside the classroom can be attributed to a curriculum that strongly advocates for social change. Palmer, Bach and Streifer (2014) argue that a properly designed curriculum, as seen in the curriculum’s set of learning-centred syllabi, accounts for how much content is absorbed by the students. Literature has also argued that significant learning occurs when teachers and academic administrators see the syllabi as a kit for engaging students in cognitive, affective and self-directed learning (Fink 2013; Anderson et al. 2001). This means that the framing and content of syllabi aid in the approaches of how academic programs are taught and learned.


In the Philippines, Development-related academic programs abound. Higher education institutions offer a variety of degrees in both the undergraduate and the graduate schools in areas like Development Studies, Development Education, Development Ecology, and Development Communication. These offered programs have been put in place to provide venues in discussing, debating, transforming, critiquing, and hopefully, providing alternatives to the discourse of development in the country and the world (Librero 2008; Rolle 2016). Along with the institutionalisation of development in various academic settings, discourses of development have been constructed in academic institutions to represent various goals, roles, challenges and sometimes, even myths about how countries can become better providers for their citizens (Lundell and Higbee 2001). Most often than not, the discourses discussed and taught in academic institutions have used the vantage point of development scholars, aid donors, workers, practitioners and even critics of “development.” Students are lectured on the development discourse, with the promise that there is solution to some societal harm. Development is academically delivered with a positive language, to change individuals and organisations, with a promise and an attempt to eradicate social ills and lessen social divide.

For example, the University of the Philippines College of Development Communication hopes to provide a healthy academic soil for this kind of discourse. DevCom has been hailed as one of the Philippines’ bests. The Philippines’ Commission on Higher Education has awarded it as the country’s Center of Excellence in Development Communication education. Moreover, it received an accreditation as ASEAN’s best academic programs, having passed the external quality assurance guidelines (Niedermeier and Pohlenz 2016). Its founding mother, Nora Quebral, articulates in a primer on DevCom that the program mediates in the transitioning of individuals from poverty to growth, “via equity and the unfolding of individual potential” (2012: 3). Armed with strengths on research and practice, DevCom embarked on a journey to provide meaningful ways to uplift the human being from its current state. Guided by the discourse of change, it promises to train students in the area of human communication as agents to the promises of development.

The program has problematised development since its conception in 1971. It has articulated its brand of development as an evolving concept. Seen as co-existing with its history and organisational structure, development in the DevCom language has been constructed in terms of economic, social, political, and moral contexts. In a research conducted by Cagasan et al. (2008), it was found that the notions of development among development communicators go along with how they practice their roles as development mediators. The research reveals that graduates and undergraduate researches, as well as the faculty members, see development as improvement, a goal and a process. These themes emerge when the academic unit is transformed from a department, an institute and to a college, respectively.

The discourse of development that DevCom claims can be learned formally inside the classroom, in different modes and vantage points. Quebral (2012) states that DevCom has evolved from an art and science course in 1971 to a completely scientific discipline of human communication. Although this has not been philosophically articulated in the literature, experts and academics have begun to ask the meta-frame in DevCom (Librero 2008; Cagasan et al. 2008; Lundell and Higbee 2001). One asks: Which epistemology, ontology and axiology do DevCom participate?

This seems to suggest that through time, there have been different ways of how development has been mediated inside the DevCom classroom. Furthermore, inside the bulwarks of the academic classroom, perceived “experts” such as teachers create development discourse. Development may have been given various constructions as this can be defined and characterised in various ways, in different academic settings (Lawrence 2008). Librero, reflecting on how he has approached the academic component of DevCom when he was a teacher in the College, mentioned that there are still challenges on how the field can be maximised since the transition of the program from Agricultural Communication to its “expanded playing field called development” (Librero 2008: 188).

Given these diverse realities on how the discourse of development is constructed in various disciplinal platforms, this qualitative research asks the question: What frames of development are constructed in the select group of syllabi from the Department of Development Journalism, College of Development Communication at the University of the Philippines Los Banos?

There is a return to a generalist curriculum to the DevCom program at UP Los Banos (College of Development Communication [CDC] 2015). With this shift in mindset to create a holistic graduate who has a scientific mind and that has the various skills in interpersonal communication, there is a move to align all allied disciplines of journalism, broadcasting, and the like to this “packaged” graduate/practitioner. It would be interesting to problematise, therefore, how development and communication are described using the course objectives, topics, activities and references.

Moreover, the Department of Development Journalism—which has gratefully accepted the invitation to be the locale for the paper—aims to help achieve the program’s goal. Based on CDC’s website, the department is said to be focused on schooling the students in development news for print and electronic media. Additionally, the department wants “to provide a training ground for development journalists who will uphold the ideas and standards of journalism instruction, research and extension. It also aims to promote ethical, systematic, and research-based development journalism” (Department of Development Journalism 2015). Furthermore, as the study’s site, the department’s faculty members are acclaimed to the specialisation by virtue of expertise and education as most of the faculty members have either a Master of Science or a PhD in Development Communication (College of Development Communication 2015).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Academic Institutions as Sources of Discursive Power

Institutions, like universities and colleges, have the power to affect behaviours, beliefs, and opportunities of individuals, groups, organisations and societies (Lawrence 2008: 170). With the way institutions command the ways in which practices are learned, exercised and accepted, repetitions in commands allow for the activation of certain standards and acceptable traditions. In the context of schools, for example, the way that a specific course is taught may lead to the way students see the world. The social construction of certain realities by the teachers relate to how students see such realities in their everyday lives. In effect, just like how Lawrence (2008) has argued that organisational structures and processes reinforce certain beliefs and practices, academic institutions can facilitate how certain ideologies are learned, adopted and practiced by its learners to both reduce uncertainty on a matter and legitimise one’s grasp of the field. It appears that if certain types of discourses are constantly being presented to certain institutions such as schools, then these discourses are legitimised, accepted and sadly, at times, blindly followed.

In fact, the discourse of development has been strongly reinforced that it paved the way for a collection of words that are strongly associated with the development agenda. Cornwall and Eade (2010) published a book that looks at how various development buzzwords and fuzzwords have shaped the discourse of development and aid projects in the world. Quite intriguingly, though, they also mentioned that the buzzwords “are defined by the cultural mindsets of donor agencies, be they bilateral or multilateral (and hence nominally pluri-cultural)” (Cornwall and Eade 2010: VII). This suggests that because there is a repetition of concepts in the development sphere, there can also be stagnation on the field. To bring the level of discussion inside the classroom, therefore, would this affect the academic discussions on development? If repetitive buzz and fuzz words in development reaches the class via references and topics, what kind of development scholars are produced in the academic world? Moreover, Rist (in Cornwall and Eade 2010) asserted that development still has been elusive and fuzzy despite its prevalent use. He argued that, “The survival of the planet will depend upon abandoning the deep-rooted belief that economic growth can deliver social justice, the rational use of environment, or human well-being, and embracing the notion that there would be a better life for all if we moved beyond development” (19).

The chapter further concludes that it is high time to discard the development buzzword, especially if it is defined outside social practice. Interestingly, the author leaves the challenge to think of a life outside development, as its definitions are more likely constructed from the mindsets of the privileged regions more than its perceived beneficiaries. Perhaps the challenge can be better felt by the academe as these buzz and fuzz words are constantly introduced, articulated and repeated in various classrooms and hallways. Furthermore, the article seems to suggest that throughout history, the concept of development has been studied and taught a lot but has not solved the alarming problems at hand.

How is development spoken among the intellectual circles? Della Faille (2011) analysed the discourses of authors who have studied development in order to see how the concept has been discussed in development circles. Suggestive of the notion that development is positively expressed as a saviour rather than a problem, he assessed how the sentiments of authors such as Mohanty, Escobar, Scott, Ferguson, Rist and a selection of gender studies scholars have been integrated in the discipline. Della Faille (2011) mentions that since the cited authors have a shared denunciation of conventional analysis of underdevelopment, then their perspectives have remained marginalised as these types of discourses are seen as critiques and not as alternatives to the development discourse. Given all these historically worthy claims and accounts about the discourse of development, what kind of development discourses are constructed, taught, and legitimised inside the course syllabi?

Teaching and Mediating Development through Communication Education

The process of mediating the discourses of development via academic institutions should be analysed as the teaching of the concepts of development strongly lead to how development is written, reported, and received by certain stakeholders. Djokotoe (2013), arguing from the standpoint “development stories are big news for developing countries” (2) wrote ten practical tips for young communicators in the coverage of development. He stressed that simplicity in the approach to writing development news must be a key consideration. He furthered that since students are penning for ordinary people and not “experts,” reports and stories must be broadened, humanised, ordinary-people focused, seen from an unusual angle, reported from the field, have used news events to explain issues, avoided technical jargons, have carefully used statistics, followed up stories, and journalists must have read widely about the issue.

But is the teaching of DevCom really as simple as the practical tips mentioned above? It seems that the practice of DevCom has been varied as the problems about development. From Africa to Asia to Latin America, the coverage of development led to a variety of communication and journalistic practices. At times, the approach has been investigative while for others, it has been considered an ally of the government (Edeani 1993). Researches also have shown that, in terms of development journalism in particular, dysfunctional schools have led to less job knowledge and satisfaction in the practice of the profession (Domatob and Hall 1983: 25–27; Grossenbacher 1988: 142–162). This is often the case especially since there is no clear line that separates DevCom from Mass Communication. Perhaps a more fitting question would be: Is there really a difference between the two?

Furthermore, thinking that DevCom and its allied fields such as Development Journalism (DevJourn) is a bow to modernity exists in the literature. DevJourn stemmed from the desire of “media experts, development professionals and theorists, working within the modernisation framework, to view the role of newspapers in the national development process” (Pakistan Higher Education Commission n.d.). Interestingly, the notion of DevJourn has led to two strands of historical accounts. The first strand stems from the western style of investigative journalism while the second type is anchored on the benevolent-authoritarian model (Wimmer and Wolf 2005). Academic institutions that cater to DevJourn appear to teach and frame their interpretations of the nature, function, and relevance of development journalism in reference to two perspectives: the source of the development fund and the needs of their communities and stakeholders. If this is the case for the specialist track that is DevJourn, is this the same reality for a generalist DevCom? If this is so, then, is DevCom an ally of modernity or a critic of modernisation? These questions are important since the way the program is molded would shape the ways in which the course content will be delivered.


Furthermore, in countries which have strong media devoted to the investigative traditions, development communication is perceived as an alternative to the way government reports its inflated development affairs. Specifically, DevJourn is strongly associated with social relevance and an advocacy for reporting economic development. Quebral (Pakistan Higher Education Commission n.d.: 134), mentioned that this type of journalism is “meant to fight economic and social problems with information coming largely from science.” This has been strongly supported by Wimmer and Wolf (2005) when they claimed that the field of development journalism has a central social objective but differs to that of Quebral’s notion of a uniform path of development by incorporating modernisation and a global sense of community. Both, however, agree that development journalism has been practiced more in the Southern hemisphere and the Third World by reporting on the living standards of the rural and developing regions of the world.

Previous studies have provided topical categories to distinguish the field from other journalistic endeavours. Accounts have shown that topics of concerns for development journalism include but are not limited to agricultural development, education and literacy, family planning, health, scientific and technical development, mass media, national integration, rural and urban development, among others (Vilanilam 1975). Other researchers, however, claim that to distinguish the field from other journalistic practices through coding of topics does not create an accurate picture of the principles of development journalism.

In a different light, Romano (in Xiaoge 2009) also tried to categorise development journalism into the types of journalists who create the practice that is development journalism. The author named the journalists as “nation builders, as government partners, as agents of empowerment, as watchdogs and as guardians of transparency” (7). Because of the problematic manner in naming development journalism, efforts have been made in defining the field by looking at the source of information, the actors presented in the news, and the orientation to which these news are treated (Xiaoge 2009).

Teaching Development Communication

The value of communication for development approaches in both governmental and non-governmental agencies must be taught in both formal and informal manners (Servaes 2008; Wahl-Jorgensen and Hanitzsch 2009). Learners of development communication, particularly of development journalism, must be acquainted with the changing relationships between practitioners and educators (Servaes 2002). Josephi (2009) argues that journalism courses are hard to design as the field’s focus moves back and forth from imparting skills to ritual building in the field. There is a notion that learning via apprenticeship was used to enrich technical skills (Bromley 1997; Colle 2008) and to know contextual use of the discipline (Curran 2005; UNESCO 2007).

Moreover, looking into the classroom syllabi is also of importance if the DevCom agenda is to be scrutinised. Syllabi have been seen as one of the ways in which academic programs are robustly taught (Palmer et al. 2014). Faculty members use a class syllabus as basis for learning (Heffernan 2001; Parkes and Harris 2002) and competence (Petrovici and Masari 2014). Quality assurance of content, after all, is verified using a syllabus’ affective and effective learning outcomes and goals (Sabol and DeWester 2005; Mintu-Wimsatt et al. 2010). Syllabi are, therefore, important tools in the investigation of a program’s sense and direction (Waddington 2010).

Given these accounts, it is imperative to look into the themes of development journalism that are being disseminated and tutored to the would-be DevCom practitioners. Since the discursive power of the teachers is one of the potent means of perpetuating the discourse of development in the academe, then it is crucial to analyse the manner of constructing development from the vantage point of the educators.

Theoretical Frameworks

This paper has used two theoretical anchors. The first theory stems from the proposal of Xiaoge (2009) on the indicators and typologies of development journalism. Xiaoge claims that in order to observe how development journalism works, it must be seen from a three-pro mapping approach/types namely: pro-process, pro-participation, and pro-government. Pro-process functions articulate concepts of development by providing definitions, characteristics and background to the notion of development. Secondly, a journalistic act is said to be pro-participation if it is practical, praxis-driven and causes sense of empowerment among the practitioners. Lastly, a development journalism output is pro-government if it is used as a mouthpiece of those in power, for the purpose of creating information for the consumption of an audience.

The bottom line here is that development journalism is understood as part of the mediation process that bridges development to its desired stakeholders. The author argues further of a link that connects these three approaches to how institutions practice the field. Xiaoge further asserted that the pro-process and pro-participation approaches are the root causes of this type of journalism while the pro-government approach is seen as a result of the strong ties between government and the media, all in the name of nation building.


On the other hand, this paper also used Arturo Escobar’s (1995) notion of post-development. Escobar argued that there is more to development than economic benefits. Aimed at changing the approaches to development, Escobar proposed that alternatives to development must be considered. These include a rejection, resistance, recall and a restructuring of the paradigm of development. Escobar pointed out that in order to reconstruct the third world, alternatives from the grassroots, local knowledge, and even popular culture must be articulated in the mainstream discourse of development. The capacity to resist development, Escobar pointed out, would lead to the construction of new identities. Eventually, if the alternatives are considered, then a restructuring of development practices may happen and a change in the political economies of truth will emerge.

In this study, the researcher gauged whether the notions of development from the selected syllabi from the Department of Development Journalism, CDC, University of the Philippines Los Baños (UPLB) advocate the approaches mentioned by Xiaoge and even extend to the discourse of Escobar’s post-development. Since the syllabi and the educators are representations of the discourse of the academic institutions to which they belong, it was interesting to see how development is discursively constructed and/or co-created at the DevJourn department, as well as to see how development journalists/educators reinforce, mediate, and/or challenge the existing discourses of development, especially in the Philippines.

METHODS AND PROCEDURES

The main research technique that was used is the document thematic analysis to see how the syllabi were constructed to enunciate the discourse of development. Syllabi were identified as pro-process if the course description, goals, topics, and references point to the ideas of providing training both hard and soft communication and interpersonal skills for nation building and development. Syllabi were used as units of analysis as these documents house the content, manner of delivery, list of requirements and references. The research argues that what is written in the syllabi reflect framed ways of looking into the teaching of development. Moreover, the courses were assessed if they fit the constructs listed in the table below. Secondly, courses were classified as pro-participation if the syllabi would allow students to act as agents of empowerment, as real watchdogs in the field, and as reporters of transparency of development services. The courses were classified to belong in this type if the course content would require the students to exercise their skills in actual development projects in communities. Lastly, the courses are classified as pro-government if the content and delivery allow the learners to tie up with government projects, report on the impact of government development missions, and help in the constructive cooperation between the people and the government.

Listed in the following are sample words, statements and concepts that helped the researcher code the mentioned constructs.


Table  1: Summary matrix of codes used.



	Constructs of development

	



	Pro-process
	Definitions of development and communication
Characteristics of development and communication
Providing the language for development
Introductory topics to social, economic and cultural developments



	Pro-participation
	Situational values of development
Contribution of the ordinary people
Contextual use of development power to communities
People as active recipients of development
Actual implementation of development via communication plans



	Pro-government
	Development communicators, especially journalists, as nation builders
Development journalists as government partners
Journalists as agents of empowerment




Escobar’s notions on post-development were also verified using the syllabi’s course descriptions, content and references. The researcher looked at the themes of development posted by the sample courses and check if articulations on alternatives to development such as the highlighting of grassroots and local knowledge, as well as restructured development discourses from the local, are present. The gathered data were arranged in a dendrogram (Drout and Smith 2012) to know the most significant content from the syllabi and the significant statements mentioned by the informants.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The study focused on analysing eight syllabi from the Department of Development Journalism. Although the Bachelor of Science (BS) DevCom program has adapted the generalist framework, the sample syllabi are framed and taught under the vision and framework that the Department of Development Journalism has declared in its website. Resting on the assumption that DevCom and, more specifically, DevJourn aims to provide a training ground for empowering communicators and communities, the courses offered seem to be aimed at providing the standards for instruction, research, and extension while, at the same time, empowering individuals and their localities. Interestingly, the courses fit the two molds of Xiaoge’s (2009) typologies and indicators namely: pro-process and pro-participation. No course in the sample is framed to be pro-government. Furthermore, the syllabi contained traces of Escobar’s notions of alternatives to development. The alternative discourses, I argue, are not highlighted in the syllabi as the courses and the faculty themselves have admitted that the courses are still in the process of theorising about their discourse of development.

Pro-process Courses

Introductory courses like DEVC 10 (Introduction to Development Communication) and DEVC 11 (Introduction to Mass Media Writing) belong to the “pro-process” category as these courses articulate concepts of development, communication and development communication. It also points to the difference of DevCom from any communication programs. For one, the course backgrounder for DEVC 10 highlights that the field of DevCom is supposed to “empower and enrich the lives of the marginalised and the least served sectors” (Department of Development Journalism 2014a: 3). As a course that focuses on concepts, theories, principles, and practice of communication in development, it looks at how learners are able to identify concepts such as development and underdevelopment, discuss the principles of development and communication, define the domains of field and identify the roles that it plays in development work. Interestingly, the course provides dominant and alternative paradigms and trends with regards development and underdevelopment by highlighting worldwide issues such as unemployment, inequality, degradation, poverty and the like. It also talks about the grand narratives and the imposed parameters of development such as the Millennium Development Goals and the Philippine Development Plan. The course modules highlight how DevCom can mediate in the process of empowering the community by providing core values, domains and meaning to the agenda of action towards the eradication of problems such as lack of empowerment and education of the local. Most of the references that are used in the course are local literatures that were penned by the founders and/or teachers of DevCom in UPLB. The course seems to be pro-process since it allows a learner to look at his or her skills before s/he can embark on the field of DevCom.


Another introductory course, DEVC 11, highlights the language and skills necessary for learners to write for various media. In the said course, students are taught principles on the tri and emerging media. Simulations are taught with the agenda to “promote development” (Department of Development Journalism 2014b: 2). Interestingly, the course also provides the necessary training for one to mark his or her distinction as a DevCom practitioner by exposing him/herself to the fundamental cores: development journalism, community broadcasting, educational communication, and science communication. Perhaps because the students have been exposed to DEVC 10—a course prerequisite—no topic in the syllabus has touched on how the media relate to development. Also, there were only four out of seventeen references that talked about the practice of mass media in the local setting. Still, the course is heavy on educating the process of immersing in the field of mass communication, perhaps with development as an overarching core concept.

DEVC 80 (Communication and Society) is also pro-process in the sense that it surveys and looks at the relationship between communication, media and the people. As an appreciation course, this deals with ethics, rights and responsibilities of the communication profession to the immediate society. The course’s strength lies on how it is grounded on the development of Philippine media. Its weakness appears to be on how it only looks at communication and media practices, without the flavour of development that the course promises to its learners. This seems to be the case since the course content provides a scan of the history of media. Perhaps, when the content is coupled with delivery from the expert/teacher, then the development discourse is sustained.

Lastly, DEVC 125 (Writing and Reporting for Development) provides the biggest promise to connect communication and development as indicated in its title. Taking off from the idea that development can be communicated in various platforms, this course envisions its learners to be trained not just in basic knowledge and skills in news and features writing and reporting but also to arm the students with the processes in communicating for development and social change. As a preparatory course for actual practice, the students are expected to be “knowledgeable on theories and concepts of reportage in various platforms and demonstrate certain skills in multi-platform reportage” (Department of Development Journalism 2014c: 2). On one hand, the course starts with a review of the key concepts in development, community and reporting for development. This appears to show that the tutoring in the writing and reporting of development concerns would be focused on how communities become beats and look at people in communities as partners in the creation of information that is vital for such public. On the other hand, the references appear to be too broad to focus on the community empowerment it promises. Furthermore, the course syllabus provides no specific sample cases on how writing and reporting can be used for community development, at least in the Philippines setting.

Still, these four courses appear to focus on communicative and developmental processes that would allow students to know the rudiments of the program. The courses are thematically similar in the sense that these four focused on training the students about media and communication skills while, at the same time, anchor such tutelage to the construct of development that the founders of DevCom have laid down.

I wonder, however, if there is an overarching concept of the development paradigm that is present and binding throughout the courses of DevJourn at UPLB? If there is already an epistemological thread of what DevCom is, then there could be a more resonant tone to the processes that are amplified by DevCom. Perhaps the ambiguity lies on the way development has been constructed in the DevCom paradigm. Escobar warned that at times, the development discourse might be legitimised not from the perspective of the recipients but from the structures of knowledge that create these modes of development. Also, the status of certainty of development from the eyes of those who construct development seems to be powerfully cemented in the discourse of DevJourn at UPLB. This can be seen on the ways the core courses have included the millennium development goals, necessary expertise of communication practitioners before entering the “field,” and assuming certain level of proficiency before a practitioner can empower a community.

Pro-participation Courses

Four of the eight courses provided by the Department of Development Journalism are focused on providing students with actual practices of empowerment. These courses are able to provide explanations and discussions on principles and theories of communication and media production. Additionally, the courses allow the students to carry out, apply, develop and produce materials for certain development projects.

Firstly, Interpersonal Communication in Development (DEVC 70) connects participatory communication methods to various areas of development work such as transfer of technology, research, community organising and facilitation. Exercises and fieldwork activities are built in the course to assure that students get a hands-on experience on various levels such as the identification of a problem of a community, problem or conflict resolution, and orientation to certain prescribed solutions. The course content is in sync with the claim that DevCom is praxis. Furthermore, it provides five Filipino-based references on how interpersonal communication can be best taught in the Philippines setting.

Secondly, the Participatory Development Journalism (DEVC 126) course is supposed to be the practical component of a skills-based course entitled DEVC 125. The point of this course is to let the students absorb the concepts and see how these are constructed in the field. The course contents allow the learner to be trained on the ethical practice of participatory development journalism. Its battle cry is to provide the learners with the necessary skills to use and integrate both the legacy and the emerging media in producing stories that involve and engage the community. The course does not only teach how stories can be made in-depth but also tutor on the proper facilitation-based skills to elicit and involve individuals in the community in telling their stories. Captivatingly, the course provides the proper methods and techniques in participatory research to enable the community to share its accounts, provide their community-centred information and perform their skills in community reportage. This is done in order to instil accountability and public service that stem from their consciousness. In this setting, the role of the facilitator/student is not to only gather information but to empower the community to tell versions of the truths. The course also ensures that before students are brought to the field, they are taught the processes of analysing cases for participatory development journalism, information gathering, storytelling, in-depth interviewing, moderating a panel, live reporting, and analysing cases of malpractice in community reportage inside “laboratories.” It seems, however, that in spite of the optimistic framing of the course, there appears to be a problem on the type of development that the course is advocating as the course leans towards the training of the skills more than the analysis of the developmental purposes for the skills. I argue about this as seen from the minimal number of references and exercises that highlight development from the list of books that are provided in the syllabus.

Courses such as Multimedia Materials Planning and Design (DEVC 135) and Multi-media Materials Production and Management (DEVC 136) are classified too as pro-participation because of the expected outputs at the end of the one-semester stay in the courses. DEVC 135 focuses on developing plans and prototype media materials and assessing these plans for various media types. The course provides lectures on how media materials in the context of development communication. It also highlights the use of media types such as aural, publications, audio-visual and multi-media in the context of a partner agency. These agencies may be government and/or non-government agencies (NGOs). On the other hand, DEVC 136 is the production component of the multi-media materials course for development. As a practical course, it aims to not only describe and explain the concepts and principles of media production and media materials but also to actually produce selected communication media and materials for development. From the basic steps in production of various media to various steps in pre-testing, monitoring, and evaluating the outputs, the course teaches the students how to educate the community of the processes of media production. This practical nature of the course is seen on the laboratory requirements where students are exposed to community radio programs, print and online community newspaper and community cable TV program.

The four courses that are classified as pro-participation seem to provide the students not only the necessary skills that allow them to engage in communication production but also are armed in participatory methods to empower the community to co-produce community-centred stories. Moreover, the courses are designed to train the students to become agents of empowerment. The students, playing as actors for development work, are trained to contain the adequate skills and know-how in letting the grassroots define how they would write, report and broadcast about their own concerns. Furthermore, the course seems to suggest that with the perceived openness between the development communicators and the community, there is an orientation that the stories of the people are highlighted and given emphasis. Interestingly, no course syllabus has the flavour of being pro-government. Perhaps as a faithful reminder to abandon the unpalatable modernist agenda of the Marcos times that coincided with the birth of DevCom (Cagasan et al. 2008: 48), the courses that are taught now highlight the participatory nature of communication—a characteristic that has been with the program since its conception in 1971 (Quebral 2012; Cagasan et al. 2008). Furthermore, even if there are existing partnerships between the government and the College, the faculty members are keen on identifying and exemplifying the moral development agenda that Quebral has put forward in the past.

Problematising the Development Discourse

If one would look for alternatives to the discourse of development, there is little to be found in the DevCom syllabi. It seems that the reviewed syllabi are focused on increasing the necessary skills of a communication practitioner who approaches communication problems with the flavour of participation. The courses seem to suggest that with the proper facilitation of participative action, development can be attained. It fails to recognise two conceptual blocks to its call: What kind of development is the program mediating? Also, what kind of development is DevJourn participating in?

Although renowned work of Escobar (1995) and local literature on people’s development (Morales 1990) and people’s empowerment (Navarro 1993) are part of the references for DevCom’s introductory courses, these alternative discourses are not sustained in the core courses of the program. Admittedly, the faculty members mentioned during the interview that there is much to discuss about the inclusion of various voices on development in the DevCom program. In the end, there seems to be an agreement between the two informants that the program has yet to have an analytical stance that would harmonise its skills-training perspective.

I argue, as a support suggestion to the point mentioned above, that DevCom must be critical to development. It appears that the courses that were reviewed in this paper focused on paving the process and the participation of communication in mediating development but it does not put forward the essential question: What kind of development is the program catering to? Although this question has been answered by looking at the past, perhaps it would be fruitful too to problematise how development is to be cohesively discussed in the syllabi of the Department. Guieb (2015), in his syllabus on Media 303: Discourses on Development, mentioned that discourses of development from the past must be surveyed and examined in various settings in order to explore interactions of social justice and empowerment. Perhaps if faculty members can become critics of the development communication discourses within the field of DevCom, then there can be healthier discussions on what the field is and can be.

Another suggestion on how the discourse of development can be properly strengthened is through the constant reiteration of where the DevCom paradigm comes from. Quebral has already provided the valuable spring board—“communication should follow where development leads.” This has to be articulated not only in principle but also in practices inside the classroom. This should be a commitment and should be made even clearer especially in course objectives, topics, activities, and even in lists of references of the courses. Cagasan et al. (2008) already provided the history of how DevCom has been constructed. As part of an on-going agenda to reconstruct the DevCom identity, one has to marry the past “development” constructs of improvement, goal and process to how it wants to play its social agent face in the future. It appears that the right time has come for the current faculty and staff to develop a unified thrust for what it would want to achieve as a communication tradition.


Perhaps it would also want to consider the still hanging suggestion of Librero (2008): to sit down and talk about the DevCom meta-frame. One should constantly ask: What really is the DevCom theory? Given all the researches and extension capacities of the College, there are already healthy strands of empirical and discursive bases as to how the field can claim its domain. One cannot, therefore, escape the agenda of theorising to strengthen the cornerstone of the claim. I argue that by looking at the epistemological and ontological nature of DevCom, one can now reinforce its spirit inside the syllabi. After all, academic institutions must theorise in order to fortify their core philosophies. Given the extension expertise and strong faculty profile, DevCom will have no problem looking for its theoretical ground within its robust extension tradition.

CONCLUSION

The list of reviewed DevCom syllabi follows a top-down learning frame and approach. As such, development is seen from the eyes of experts and experts-in-training. However, the study argues that this approach is not seen as a limitation as DevCom’s syllabi are classified as either pro-process or pro-participation. Moreover, it appears that DevJourn, a component of DevCom in the Philippines, still has to be theoretically anchored, as there are no syllabi content yet on the frameworks that would bind the program. Findings of this paper also revealed that syllabi from DevCom do not have post-development discourse yet.

The DevCom programs in various institutions in and outside the Philippines are known for their development extension services. Governments, international agencies, and non-government organisations tap their graduates to serve as eyes and arms in channelling social change. The concern, however, is on how these programs package their agenda for development. Apparently, the research has indicated that it is important to scrutinise how the development agenda is portrayed in the syllabi. Although administrators and faculty members have framed their development discourse as pro-process and pro-participation, still the courses are using the top-down approach where the development communication students and practitioners are seen as source of experts in development. Moreover, the syllabi lacked the post-development discourse frame where students are supposed to be taught that “development” is not an aide from the outside but a socially constructed reality of the communities—the bottom-up approach to social change.


As limitations of this research, the research, however, did not look into the possibility of “pro-government” constructs as indicated in the syllabi’s content and references. Perhaps, this may arise in the classroom discussions with the faculty members. Future studies may look into how these constructs are lived inside classroom discussions. Moreover, it did not look into the effects of DevCom’s development discourse to its students. Future researches should look into the attitude; behaviour and practices of these DevCom students to further strengthen the development communication brand.

As an outsider looking in, the researcher also cites that the higher education institutions offering DevCom must revisit their set of syllabi to look into how development is channelled and incorporated in the content of the course. There should also be constant collaboration among colleges and universities to define and bind the DevCom meta-frame as the field understands and provide solutions to poverty issues in local and global settings.

NOTES

*     Jonalou S. Labor is a PhD Communication candidate at the University of the Philippines. He teaches communication theory, management and research in the undergraduate and graduate programs of communication. He has published works in topics such as educational technology, branding, media practice and critical communication.
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ABSTRACT

This article outlines the origins, development and historical dynamics of Arabs in Indonesia and discusses responses of Indonesians, particularly Muslims, towards this group. It sketches a variety of Indonesia’s Arabs—sadah and non-sadah alike—and their contributions to the shape of Indonesian Islam, Islamic cultures and Muslim politics. It also traces the roots of—and depicts the historical dynamics and changes—social relations and interactions between Arabs and local populations. The relations between Arabs and non-Arabs in the country have always been marked with conflict and tensions on the one hand, and peace and cooperation on the other. Some Muslims in the country “have admired” and built a strong relationship with the Arabs and “Indo-Arabs” while others have denounced them as the destroyers of Indonesia’s local traditions, civic pluralism, social stability and interreligious tolerance. This article tries to portray this paradox, discuss factors contributing to the damaging image of Arabs in contemporary Indonesia, and explain the rationales behind it. Lastly, it discusses prospects and the possibilities of the constructive relationships between Arabs, Indo-Arabs, and other nationals, social groupings, and ethnicities in the country.

Keywords: Islam, Indonesian Muslims, Arabs, Indo-Arabs, Indonesia


INTRODUCTION

During the last decades, particularly since the downfall of the New Order authoritarian rule in 1998 Indonesia has witnessed an unprecedented upsurge in religious ritual, association, and observance that defies a “century of forecasts by secularisation and modernisation theorists of religion’s immanent privatisation and decline” (Hefner 2010: 1031–1047). After the collapse of New Order regime of the late President Suharto (1921–2008), Indonesia, like other nations in Southeast Asia, has experienced a dramatic religious revitalisation, typified by, among other phenomena, the rise of piety industries, macrocosm-minded Islam, and transnational religious movements. Extremist terrorist-jihadist groups, Arab-inspired Salafi conservatives, the Indian-type Tablighi Jamaat piety movement, Hizbut Tahrir internationalists, and Muslim Brothers have moved rapidly across the region.1 Besides the Islamist resurgence, contemporary Indonesia has also been marked by a series of seemingly religiously inspired intra-group conflicts such as, clashes between Muslim hardliners and Muslim minorities (e.g., Ahmadis, Shiites and followers of various indigenous sects of Islam), as well as Muslim-non-Muslim tensions.

One of particularly significant features of the post-New Order Indonesian Islamist movement has been the appearance of Arabs and Indonesians of Arab descent (Indo-Arabs) that act as extremist leaders and conservative clerics in both Indonesian politics and public Islam. I will explain later how these clerics and leaders have contributed to shaping a negative image of Indonesia’s Arab groups and of anything related to Arab cultures, despite the fact that contemporary Arabs and Indo-Arabs have made innumerable positive contributions to the country. More importantly, these extremists’ and conservatives’ intolerant and violent acts have obscured the history and vital contributions of other Arab and Indo-Arab ulama (Islamic scholars) and leaders in shaping Indonesian Muslim culture, education, economy and politics. It is true that ever since their arrival in the archipelago, Arab communities have played productive roles in shaping Indonesian Islam, Muslim cultures, and Islamic schooling, among others, ensuring that historically Indonesian Muslims have generally given high respect to this group.

Unfortunately, however, in recent years, relations between Indonesian Muslims and Arabs have shifted from being positive to being slightly negative. Several factors that contributed to this changing nature of Arab relations with the rest of Indonesian society include the following: (1) the involvement of some Arab and Indo-Arab leaders in violence; (2) the practice of kawin kontrak (temporary marriage) between Arab men and local women and the  phenomenon of sex tourism; (3) the news of ill-treatment of Indonesian domestic workers and housemaids by Arab employers in the Middle East; (4) vulgar Islamisation and “Arabisation,” and; (5) the ongoing intergroup violence and terrorism in some Arab countries.

These factors have generated fears, tensions and animosities in the Indonesian populace, against Indonesia’s Arabs and Indo-Arabs, as well as against some forms of Arab Islam. Some groups use social media such as Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, or mailing lists for their campaigns, while others create a variety of websites to disseminate anti-Arab news, information and articles. The anti-Arab groups usually use particular words such as onta (camel) or Arab bahlul (stupid Arabs) to express their feelings, angers and disagreement with the Arabs or Indo-Arabs. It should be noted, however, that anti-Arab and anti-Arab Islam actions are not a new phenomenon in Indonesian history. Long before Indonesia gained its independence in 1945, such acts had already taken place. Narratives deriding Arabs and Arab Islam, for instance, can be found in the Javanese collection of classical texts Serat Centhini (also known as Suluk Tambanglaras or Suluk Tambanglaras-Amangraga), composed at the Surakarta Court and published in 1814, as well as Serat Darmogandul and Serat Gatoloco, all of which represent opposition against Arabs and Arab Islam in Java, while favouring local Javanese religious and cultural practices.

This article does not intend to suggest that all Indonesians and Muslims lack respect for Indonesia’s Arabs and Indo-Arabs, or that all Indonesian Muslims refuse any form of Arab Islam. In fact, many Indonesian Muslims nowadays admire and practice Arab Islam by adopting Islamic practices, customs and discourses developed in the Arab world, and by wearing traditional Arab dress such as the thawb, jalabiyah, or even niqab. Some Indonesian Muslims have come to believe that forms of Arab Islam are more Islamic and purer than those of Indonesian Islam.

Equally important, this article does not argue that all Arabs or Indo-Arabs have contributed to the destructive images of their particular communities, or of Islam and Muslims in general. Many Arabs and Indo-Arab leaders nowadays still play an enormous constructive role in forming the country’s civic cultures, civilised politics, tolerant Islam, and civil education. Nor does this article argue that other Indonesians have no responsibility for any of the post-New Order collective violence and intolerance in the country. In fact, many perpetrators of ferocious anti-pluralist campaigns in the country have been non-Arab Indonesians who have been shaped and influenced by particular forms of Islamic schools, narratives, discourses and teachings.


This article addresses these crucial, changing issues, and discusses how contemporary Indonesians have responded to Arabs and their cultural heritage. However, before explaining contemporary shifts and developments among Indonesian Muslims and citizens towards Arabs and Indo-Arabs in the country, it is helpful to describe the genesis and history of Arabs in the archipelago and their roles in Indonesian society, in order to understand the trajectory and changes of this community.

THE ORIGINS OF INDO-ARABS IN INDONESIA

Along with Chinese Indonesians, the Indo-Arabs comprise one of the two most significant “foreign” groups in Indonesia. After the Chinese, they compose the second largest Oriental minority in the country. Like the Chinese, they reside throughout Indonesia, from Aceh at the northern end of Sumatra Island in the west, to Papua in the most eastern area of the archipelago. Over the centuries, they, like the Chinese, have managed to find for themselves a unique and in many ways indispensable place in the society of the archipelago, especially in relation to Indonesia’s cultural, religious, political and economic spheres. The Arabs, again like the Chinese, settled in coastal areas of today’s Indonesia long before the European colonisers—primarily Portuguese and Dutch—first landed in the archipelago in the 16th century. After the arrival of the Portuguese and later the Dutch, the numbers of Arab immigrants gradually decreased, and then rose again after the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 (de Jonge 1997; Boxberger 2002).

Since most, if not all, Arab travellers in the past centuries were men, they married local women (some of local nobility), thereby creating a new population known as “Indo-Arabs” (Arab Indonesians or Indonesian Arabs) or “Arab peranakan.” These terms refer to Indonesian citizens of Arab descent born or raised in this archipelagic country. In Arabic, they are called muwallad, in contrast with wulayati, a term that describes those who have no mixed blood. Moreover, the presence of Kampung Arab (Arab districts) and the presence of Arab communities in major towns in Sumatra, Java, Moluccas, Sulawesi, Lombok and Kalimantan, among others, indicates their prolonged existence, as well as the prevalence of inter-marriage with other ethnicities.

The presence of Hadrami Arab immigrants in Southeast Asia has attracted the attention of some scholars, including van den Berg (1886, 1989), van der Kroef (1953, 1954, 1955), Reid (1972), Winstedt (1918), Azra (1992), de Jonge (1997), Freitag (2003), Ho (2006), and Jacobson (2009), among many others. Some studies have simply been travel accounts, such as those by van der Meulen (1947), van der Meulen and von Wissmann (1932), and Stark (1940), while others, such as those by van den Berg (1886) and Ingrams (1937), were motivated by the socio-political interests of European colonial governments, particularly the Dutch and British.2 More recently, the 1990s witnessed an upsurge of academic interest in Hadrami migration and diaspora (Heiss and Slama 2010). Arai (2004: 3) has argued that there are at least two factors that influenced an abrupt increase of studies on the Hadrami Arab communities in Indonesia and Southeast Asia, namely: (1) the unification of Yemen in 1990; and (2) the blossoming of diaspora studies as a field in anthropology and cultural studies.

As discussed by such noted historians of Southeast Asia as Vlekke (1943), Azra (1992), Reid (1992), Ricklefs (1993), Lombard (1996), de Jonge and Kaptein (2002), Jacobson (2009), and Laffan (2011), the Indonesian-Malay archipelago has had been in contact with the Arab world for hundreds of years, long before the advent of Islam in Indonesia. While Arabs were travelling to the Malay world long before European colonisers landed in the region, and the first Arab settlements in the archipelago may date from the fifth century, Hadrami first came to this area in significant numbers much later, probably in the 15th century, during the period of the Islamic Sultanate of Malacca (located in today’s Malaysia).

L.W.C. van den Berg (1845–1927), a Dutch scholar in the Dutch colonial era famous for his research on Arab Indonesians of Hadrami descent, noted that the Arabs began to come to the Indies (present-day Indonesia) in large groups in the late 18th century. At first, they settled in Aceh, then Palembang in South Sumatra, and Pontianak in West Kalimantan. These groups started residing in Java in the 1820s, and by the 1870s, there were Arabs arriving to settle in eastern areas of the archipelago as well. Van den Berg (1989: 72–77) also noted that Palembang and Aceh remained the main Arab communities in Sumatra, because, in the early 19th century, Sultan Mahmud Badr al-Din of Palembang provided space for Arab communities to settle in his territory, signifying the harmonious relationship between the local populations and the Arabs.

Steamship technology in the 19th century and the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 were instrumental in further stimulating Arab migration and travel to the region. The opening of the Suez Canal meant that ships could travel between Europe and South Asia without navigating around Africa, thereby reducing the distance of a sea voyage between Europe and Asia. At the time, most contact between Southeast Asia and the Arab world was through trade, primarily of spice, although some teachers and preachers also engaged in cultural and religious exchanges. In the second half of the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century, Hadrami Arabs composed the great majority of Arab immigrants to what is now Indonesia. The second largest Arab group came from Hijaz, in today’s western Saudi, even though their numbers paled in comparison to those of the Hadramis (Ho 2006; Tagliacozzo 2014).

Sumatra in particular had long been a site of transit for foreign traders and travellers. By the 1300s, river ports along the Straits of Melaka in northern Sumatra served as stopovers for ships from India, Central Asia, and the Middle East. Perhaps it was only in the Batak region where Islam was introduced later. The early coastal Arab and Muslim presence in the island had little direct impact on most Batak peoples. Moreover, Islam was introduced in Batak areas mostly during the 1820s and 1830s, when the Padris, the Saudi-influenced Muslim reformists, moved north from West Sumatra into the southern areas of the Batak, making large-scale conversions of local believers to Islamic faith in that area (Ooi 2004: 224–225).

Other Arab and Indo-Arab groups in the Malay-Indonesian archipelago are descendants of the great preacher of Hadrami origins Shaikh Jamaluddin Akbar al-Husaini, more widely known as Shaikh Maulana Husain Jumadil Kubro, or simply Jumadil Kubro, who was believed to be a descendent of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), through Husain bin Ali. Van Bruinessen (1994) states that, the different opinions about the origins of Jumadil Kubro notwithstanding, it is commonly agreed that most Muslim preachers and Islamic missionaries in Java and other islands in the 15th and 16th centuries, including some of the Walisongo, the “Nine Saints,” who are considered to have been the first Islamic “agents,” or missionaries that introduced and spread Islam in Java, were the descendants of Shaikh Jumadil Kubro.

Moreover, van Bruinessen (1994: 320–321) and Djajadiningrat (1983) note that, according to the early 19th-century chronicle Babad Cirebon, Jumadil Kubro is regarded as the ancestor of some great Javanese saints, including Sunan Gunung Djati, Sunan Bonang, Sunan Ampel and Sunan Kalijaga. Furthermore, a Javanese chronicle from Gresik (East Java) mentions Jumadil Kubro as the grandfather of Sunan Giri, another noted Javanese saint, as well as a blood relation with Sunan Ampel of Surabaya. Two chronicles from West Java, Sajarah Banten and Babad Pajajaran, also mention Jumadil Kubro as a major figure who was a blood relative to some Javanese saints.

Another category of Indo-Arabs in what is now Indonesia was the offspring of the Ba ‘Alawi family,3 who take the name ‘Alawi from a grandson of Ahmad bin Isa al-Muhajir (873–956), the 10th descendant of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH).4 This group, widely known as sadah (singular as sayyid) or, more precisely, as the Ba ‘Alawi sadah group, played a central role in the spread of Islam, not only in Indonesia, but also in other areas of Southeast Asia (Singapore, Malaysia and Brunei, among others), India, and Africa, particularly Tanzania, Somalia, Kenya, and Comoros (Ho 2006; Al-Mansyur 2010). The progeny of Ahmad bin Isa al-Muhajir formed multiple families of Hadrami Arabs, whose family names are well known throughout the region, including Alatas, Aljunied, Alhadad, Alkaaf, Assagaf, Shihab, Alydrus, Alhabshi, Aljufri and others. Since the sadah group is considered descendants of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), they receive privileges and special treatment and are sometimes treated as holy men from some Indonesian Muslims. Moreover, many of the early sadah migrants, who were mostly males, were employed by local kings as respected teachers, judges, or advisors to the royalties or sultanates, and many married into royal families (Aljunied 2013; Arai 2004).

The Irshadi, or non-sadah community, is another Arab group in the archipelago. As more Arab migrants reached Indonesia in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the Arab population became more diverse, and began including non-sadah families, who were widely known as shaikh but called themselves “Irshadi.” During the colonial period, the ‘Alawi and Irshadi groups were involved in tensions and conflict over the status of sadah and other socio-religious-political issues (Freitag and Clarence-Smith 1997).

It is important to note that, although Arabs had been travelling to today’s Indonesia since long before Europeans landed in the 16th and 17th centuries, it was only in the 19th century that Arabs migrated to the archipelago in large groups. In 1860, the Netherlands East Indies government recorded 8,900 registered Arab inhabitants, 6,133 of whom lived in Java and Madura. By 1885, the populations of both Arabs and Indo-Arabs in Southeast Asia increased significantly: more than 20,000 were registered in Dutch territories (10,888 in Java Island and Madura) and 9,613 (outside Java, including in Sumatra, Kalimantan, Sulawesi, Lombok, and Maluku), and another 529 in British Singapore and Melaka (van den Berg 1989). Between 1870 and 1900, the population was stable at about 27,000, but by 1920, the Arab population increased to 45,000, and by 1930, the number was at 71,355, with 41,730 in Java and Madura. As a result of continued immigration, the number of Arabs would have been 80,000 by the time of the Japanese occupation (de Jonge 1997: 94–95). In response to the expansion of the Arab population, the Dutch colonial rule created special districts for them, known as Kampung Arab. These districts were implemented in such major cities as Jakarta, Pekalongan, Semarang, Surabaya, Solo, Palembang and Pontianak, among many others (de Jonge 1997; van den Berg 1989; Jacobson 2009). The creation of Kampung Arab made it easier for the Dutch to control and oversee Arab activities.

THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF ARABS AND INDO-ARABS TO INDONESIAN RELIGION AND SOCIETY

Numerous Arab and Indo-Arab figures, including political leaders, educators, preachers and Islamic scholars, have contributed to shape Indonesia’s Islamic and Muslim cultures. Some of these individuals will be briefly highlighted here, in order to emphasise the role of Arabs and Indo-Arabs, particularly from the sadah groups, in the spread of Islam in the country (Shahab 2009). Even though the sadah are highly esteemed, the graves of prominent Arabs are often venerated, and some Arabs feel themselves superior to local Muslims, they were not the only actors in the Islamisation of Indonesia. Indigenous Muslim leaders, preachers, teachers, clerics and hajj pilgrims were also active agents of the spread and entrenchment of Islam. Chinese Muslims also played a vital role in the introduction and spread of Islam in Indonesia, particularly before European colonial powers took hold in the area (Al Qurtuby 2003).

The eminent Indo-Arab ulama (Hadrami included)—past and present—who contributed to the shaping of Indonesian Islam and Muslim cultures include, among others, Sayyid Husain bin Abu Bakar al-Aydarus, Abdurrahman bin Mustafa al-’Aydarus, Habib Ali bin Abdurrahman al-Habsy, Shaikh Salim bin Abdullah Ba Sumayr, Sayyid Uthman bin Abdullah al-Alawy al-Husayni, Habib Ahmad bin Hamzah al-Attas, Shaikh Sa’id bin Salim Na’um, Shaikh Abdullah Arfan Baraja, and Habib Salim Djindan (Mauladawilah 2009, 2010; de Jonge and Kaptein 2002; Al Gadri 1988; Azra 1997; Aziz 2002; Ellisa 2007). Due to limited space, this article will only briefly highlight a few of the contributions of these religious scholars.

Habib Husain bin Abu Bakar al-’Aydarus was a respected scholar, an energetic preacher, an influential religious leader, and an ascetic mystic who contributed significantly to the development of Islam in Jakarta and its surroundings (Pemda DKI 1982; Murti 2016). It is unclear when he was born, but he reportedly died in 1756 and was buried in the region of Luar Batang in today’s Jakarta, and thereby became widely known as the Saint of Luar Batang (De Jonge and Kaptein 2002: 185). His graveyard is close to a mosque he built. Pilgrims continue to visit his shrine to conduct prayers, give alms and perform rituals for “rewards,” which are usually dedicated to the deceased, as well as the Saint’s blessings and mercy, so that their future lives may be successful and safe (Gilsenan 2003: 7–11).


Other noted figures were Habib Ahmad bin Muhammad bin Hamzah al-Attas (or Habib Ahmad bin Hamzah for short), who founded the Zawiyah Mosque in Pekojan, Jakarta, and Habib Usman bin Abdullah bin Yahya (Haryono 2015: 176–178). Born in Du’an al-Ayman, Yemen, Habib Ahmad bin Hamzah visited Mecca for hajj and umrah, and continued his journey to Java, the Indonesian archipelago, staying at Pare-Pare (Sulawesi), Sumenep (Madura), and finally Betawi (today’s Jakarta), where he then chose to live in Pekojan and build the mosque known as Zawiyah bin Hamzah or the “Corner of bin Hamzah“5 in 1877. During his lifetime, he used this mosque as a centre for teaching and learning, introducing some classical Islamic books, such as Fathul Mu’in, one of the main books on fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) in the Shafii school of thought. Still today, this book is widely used at pesantren (traditional Islamic boarding schools) across Indonesia. Since the death of Habib Ahmad bin Hamzah, the mosque has been used by the al-Attas family and other habaib (singular habib) groups for family gatherings, particularly during Eid al-Fitr (Idul Fitri) and Eid al-Adha (Idul Adha) (al-Mansyur 2010; Fadli 2011).

Shaikh Salim bin Abdullah bin Sa’ad bin Sumair al-Hadrami (d. 1855) was another noted Arab figure. He was a brilliant scholar and a great educator. Born in Hadramaut, he lived and died in Jakarta. The author of Safinatun Naja, a renowned classic guide to Islamic law that has been used in Indonesian-Malay’s traditional Islamic boarding schools, he was both a Sufi mystic and a specialist in Islamic jurisprudence of the Shafii school. Shaikh Salim was not only an avid Islamic scholar but also a passionate anti-colonial activist. At the same time that he taught Islamic sciences and knowledge and preached Islamic teachings, he also encouraged Muslims not to “enslave” themselves to political rulers and colonisers. Shaikh Salim ardently criticised religious figures who worked with bureaucrats and colonial governments to gain material advantages and political-economic interests (Mauladawilah 2010; Fadli 2011; Munir 2013).

In contrast to Shaikh Salim, who strongly opposed the Dutch colonial rule, Sayyid Uthman bin Abdullah bin ‘Aqil bin Yahya al-’Alawi al-Hussaini (or Sayyid Uthman for short) (born in Pekojan, Batavia, 1822) built friendship and partnership with the colonisers (Azra 1997; Aziz 2002; Al Gadri 1988). In 1889, following the recommendation of Snouck Hurgronje, the Dutch appointed him “Honorary Advisor for Arabian Affairs.” Due to this position and his closeness to the Dutch, he was widely accused of being a Dutch spy and even of betraying Islam for his own political agenda and material interests. His accomodationist political stance forced him to make certain sacrifices to his political-religious identity, such as granting permission to the Dutch to appoint Muslim judges and issuing rulings prohibiting Muslims from criticising or waging war against the Dutch.6 Sayyid Uthman also warned that any Muslim involved in the wars against the Dutch would be subject to severe penalties at the hands of the authorities (Azra 1997: 253–254; cf. Noupal 2013).

Another noted Arab figure in the past was Shaikh Said bin Salim Na’um (known Shaikh Said Na’um). The Said Na’um Mosque and School in Tanah Abang of Jakarta are attributed to this legendary figure. He was buried in Tanah Abang at a special cemetery for sadah families, including non-Arab (Malay) wives. In this graveyard, the graves of Shaikh Salim bin Abdullah bin Sumair, Habib Muhammad bin Abu Bakar Aidid, Habib Ahmad bin Alwi al-Masyhur, and Habib Usman bin Abdullah bin Yahya, among many others, can be also found. During his life, Shaikh Said Na’um established several mosques in Jakarta, including the famous one in Pekojan, named Langgar Tinggi (built in 1833), which was used to conduct a variety of ritual ceremonies and religious activities (besides regular prayers), in accordance with the Islamic traditions and cultures of Tarim of Hadramaut, the place where the sadah group originated (Lohanda 2007; Mauladawilah 2010; Haryono 2015; Ho 2006).

Last but not the least, Habib Ali bin Abdurrahman al-Habsyi (or Habib Ali Kwitang for short) (1870–1968), was a respected Islamic scholar, cleric and preacher in the 20th century. Born in Jakarta, Habib Ali Kwitang was the founder of the Islamic Center of Indonesia and the Majelis Taklim Kwitang, a forum for discussion, instruction and preaching concerning socio-religious matters, which he started in 1911 in the district of Kwitang, Central Jakarta. He not only gave religious sermons and taught Muslim students, but also wrote books. In 1918, he expanded an existing mosque in Kwitang, named Al-Riyadh Mushalla, and built an Islamic school, Madrasah Unwanul Falah, next to the mosque. Many Islamic scholars from Jakarta and across the country (and even from Singapore and Malaysia) received training in this madrasah and went on to establish Majelis Taklim (Islamic centres) in their regions. Habib Ali played an important role in the founding of al-Rabithah al-Alawiyyah in 1928 and its sub-organisation al-Maktab al-Daimi in 1940. An esteemed cleric, Habib Ali was respected by many Indonesian officials and was a close friend of Sukarno, the first Indonesian president. Due to his eminence, when Habib Ali died in 1968, thousands of people came to pay their respects (Mauladawilah 2009, 2010; Alhabsyi 2010; AY 2013).

The description sketched above is only a small example of Arab and Indo-Arab figures who contributed to the shaping of Islamic scholarship and the spread of Islam in Indonesia. There were also non-Hadrami scholars, teachers and preachers who contributed to the introduction and proliferation of Islam. They were also some leading figures of Arab descent who made significant contributions to subjects like art, politics, economy, business and education. Considered the first modern artist from Indonesia (Dutch East Indies), Raden Saleh Sjarif Boestaman (1811–1880) was one of the noted figures in these areas. Born in Semarang into a notable Hadrami family (his father was Sayyid Hussein bin Alwi bin Yahya), he was a pioneering Indonesian Romantic painter of Arab-Javanese ethnicity, whose paintings corresponded with the 19th-century Romanticism that was popular in Europe at the time. Raden Saleh’s interest in art began in Bogor when he studied under the Belgian artist A. J. Payen, who recognised his talent and persuaded the Dutch to send him to the Netherlands to study art under the great 19th-century Dutch artists Cornelius Kruseman and Andreas Schelfhout. It was from Kruseman that Raden Saleh perfected his skills in portraiture.

One of the famous leading Arab figures in Indonesian politics was Abdurrahman Baswedan (1908–1986). Born in Surabaya, Baswedan was a political leader, journalist, writer, nationalist, anti-colonial activist and diplomat, involved in numerous political activities and a member of several political parties and organisations. He also served as Deputy Minister of Information of the Third Sjahrir Cabinet, a member of Indonesian parliament, member of Constitutional Assembly, and was one of Indonesia’s first diplomats involved in successfully lobbying international political leaders and governments to grant political recognition to the newly independent Republic of Indonesia. In 1934, he gathered young Indo-Arabs in a congress in Semarang, leading to the declaration of a Youth Pledge for Indonesian Arabs that proclaimed Indonesia as their motherland and supported Indonesian freedom from colonisers. Not only leading the congress, he also chaired the Indonesian Arab Party, founded in 1939, a political body for Indonesian Arabs aimed at mobilising Indo-Arabs in support of a national movement, helping struggle for Indonesia’s independence, and providing a political body for Indonesian Arabs (de Jonge 2004: 237–400; Al Gadri 1988).

In recent Indonesian history, there are also numerous notable Indo-Arabs, both religious and secular, who have helped to define Indonesian politics, economy, education and general culture. Unfortunately, due to limited space, I cannot mention them all. Among the prominent contemporary figures of Arab or Hadrami origins are Ali Alatas, former Minister of Foreign Affairs in Suharto’s New Order era; Muhammad Quraish Shihab, a noted Islamic scholar and a Qur’anic exegete; Alwi Shihab, former Minister of Foreign Affairs and a special envoy for the Middle East; Said Aqil Husein Al Munawar, former Minister of Religious Affairs; Salim Segaf Al-Jufri, former Minister of Social Affairs; Haidar Bagir, entrepreneur, philanthropist, author and educator; Haddad Alwi, a Nasheed singer; Ahmad Albar, a rock singer; Najwa Shihab, a TV presenter; Anis Baswedan, former Minister of Education and Culture and the respected clerics and preachers Habib Muhammad Luthfi bin Yahya, Habib Umar bin Hafidz, Habib Munzir bin Fuad Al-Musawa, Habib Hasan bin Ja’far Assegaf, and Habib Syech Abdul Qadir Assegaf, among many others.

It is important to observe that the notable figures of Arab origins have not only lived in Jakarta but also in the many Arab districts throughout the country, including in Bogor, Semarang, Cirebon, Solo, Tegal, Surabaya, Pontianak and Ambon, among others. Due to their significant roles and contributions to the religious and non-religious (economy, politics, culture) spheres alike, as well as the mantle many, but not all, carry as being a descendent of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), Indonesian Muslims have generally paid respect to this group. Most Indonesian Muslims do not understand and are not able to distinguish between sadah and non-sadah groups. It is true that some Arab or Indo-Arab figures have been involved in practices or actions that offended Indonesian society at large, such as past cooperation with the colonialists or their contemporary involvement in corruption, (as in the case of Said Aqil Husein Al Munawar) but these “individual issues” generally do not have a negative effect on the image of Indonesians of Arab descent. What are the factors, then, that damage the image the rest of Indonesian society holds of this group?

INDO-ARABS AND THE NEGATIVE IMAGE OF THE ARAB WORLD: CONTEMPORARY NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL POLITICS

There are at least five factors that have contributed to the turn towards a negative portrayal of Arab or Indo-Arab communities in Indonesia and more contentious relations with the rest of society.

The first factor is the practice of temporary marriage in some parts of West Java, attributed to (mostly foreign) Arab men and Indonesian women, especially from the Sundanese ethnic group. The practice of kawin kontrak (“temporary” or “contract” marriage) as it is widely known nowadays, between Arab men and Sundanese women, has become a subject of public knowledge and discourse. News about this issue has been disseminated across the country primarily by print and virtual media reports of activities and information, including the locations of the centres of temporary marriage activities in regions such as Cisarua, Cipanas, Ciawi, Badong, and Bogor in West Java, collectively known as Puncak (hilltop), because the villas, hotels, or hostels where these activities take place are mainly located in the highlands or mountains.7

Since the public assumption is that these activities mainly involve Arabs, these areas have become known as Kampung Arab. However, unlike the Kampung Arab that have existed since the European colonial era, the ones in the Puncak are a relatively new phenomenon. Local people refer to them as Kampung Arab not because Arabs have settled for many years in the areas, but because many Arab tourists stay in hotels and villas there, and to accommodate them, many signs are written in Arabic and many businesses employ workers who can speak both Bahasa Indonesia and Arabic. Restaurants and minimarkets sell Arab or Middle Eastern foods, drinks, and other goods typical in the Arab regions such as sisha (tobacco), and the interiors and furniture of villas, hotels, and restaurants are designed in a Middle Eastern style. All of this is designed to make Arab tourists more comfortable during their stay in the area.8 Local workers in the Arab-style minimarkets whom I interviewed during my fieldwork in these areas said that some “Arab stuffs” are directly imported from some countries in the Middle East, while others are produced in Jakarta or West Java, to minimise costs.9

The wave of Arab tourists from the Middle East has caused several consequences, both positive and negative. For businesses, this is an opportunity to create a variety of operations, while for local people in the area, it has involved an increased momentum in informal economies, such as motorcycle taxis, tourism guides, part-time security, laundries and others. For local prostitutes, who are mainly of Sundanese background, Arab tourists are a rejeki nomplok (windfall) of high-paying customers. Local informants told me that most prostitutes who service the tourists and the women and girls who engage in the temporary marriages with the Arab men are from neighbouring villages and regencies in West Java, not from the local area. Temporary marriages and other forms of sexual activities between Arab tourists and local women lead to problems as well, including sexually transmitted diseases and unclear status of children resulting from temporary marriage, since the Indonesian government only recognises marriages as legal when they are in accordance with the Indonesian marriage laws and children born to these relationships, whom the local people call anak jadah or anak haram (unlawful child), are considered to be born out of illegal sexual relationships, outside a legal marriage and hence ineligible for access to social services and public schools.


These practices have also contributed to the shape of destructive images about Arabs and Indo-Arabs, as well as Indonesian society in general. In 2006, some 70 women’s organisations, including Fatayat of Nahdlatul Ulama, Institut Ungu, Kalyanamitra, and Srikandi Demokrasi Indonesia, held a press conference in Jakarta to address the phenomena of the sex industry in West Java. A group of Kaukus Perempuan (female legislators) also organised several meetings with the government to speak out about these issues, which they considered a shame for nilai-nilai ketimuran (Eastern values) and a disgrace to Indonesian culture. Moreover, the female activists and legislators defined temporary marriages as no more than pelacuran terselubung (veiled prostitution), and identified the need to address the practice as a serious problem.

According to Maria Arga Nita, a psychologist who conducted fieldwork on this issue in West Java, the pervasive practices of kawin kontrak with Arabs, as well as of prostitution among Sundanese women are strongly linked with the habits of Sundanese culture and habits, where it is easy to have sex with a stranger and individuals are reluctant to do hard work to make money. Nita said, “the characteristics of Sundanese women are that they want to live comfortably but are too lazy to do hard work; therefore prostitution is their solution.”10 Moreover, female journalist Mariana Amiruddin argued that the phenomena of kawin kontrak is a syndrome of a “Cinderella Complex” (quoted in Lesmana 2011: 233–234), namely that women from poor families are willing to get married to Arabs, even temporarily, hoping that by this marriage they will produce handsome and beautiful children with brighter and better futures than their parents. Jakarta-based Jurnal Perempuan (Woman Journal) documented the kawin kontrak practices in a documentary film, titled Don’t Buy Don’t Sell.11

As noted earlier, despite bringing some benefits for local people, the practice of contract marriage and the sex industry in West Java have cultivated a damaging image, of both Indonesians and the Arabs and Indo-Arabs who refuse such practices. In other words, the behaviours of some Arab tourists are responsible for creating harmful portrayals of other good foreign Arabs of the Middle East, and of Indo-Arabs who have settled in the archipelago for centuries, as well as the general Indonesian population. Although some Arab tourists do believe that the practice of temporary marriage, either in the form of nikah mut’ah (contract/temporary marriage) or nikah misyar (tourism marriage), is religiously legitimate (Lesmana 2011: 232–244), Muslims and Indonesians in general consider these practices a form of prostitution.12 Indonesian law also does not recognise contract marriage. Although many have condemned contract marriage and the sex industry, it is difficult to end these practices, since there are syndicates behind them that included connected local government, security forces, the police, business, politicians, preman (gangsters), mucikari (pimps) and so on, all of which are united by the desire for money.13

A second factor is the involvement of some Arab and Indo-Arab leaders in various cases of communal violence, intolerant actions, and anti-pluralist movements in the aftermath of the fall of Suharto’s dictatorial government in 1998, after he spent 32 years in power. Indonesia has witnessed dramatic shifts, both for bad and for good. On one hand, Indonesian citizens’ freedom to express their political wants and desires is guaranteed by the law and Constitution. On the other hand, however, undemocratic, anti-pluralist civilian groups, including, but not limited to, radical conservative Muslim groups, have also grown in some parts of the country, as one result of relatively unchecked civil liberties. The seeds of post-Suharto-era Islamic radicalism, among other things, were planted by radical conservative Muslim clerics, many of whom are devout followers of Salafi teachings, through madrasah (Islamic schools), pesantren (Islamic boarding schools), and clandestine gatherings.

Some Arab and Indo-Arab leaders have contributed to these violent and intolerant actions. They include such notorious figures as Ja’far Umar Thalib, Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, Habib Rizieq Shihab, Habib Salim Selon, Habib Hussain Al-Habsyi, Salim Mubarak Attamimi, and Habib Ahmad bin Zain Al Kaff, among many others. Of Hadrami descent, Ja’far Umar Thalib is the founder of Laskar Jihad, a Java-based holy war paramilitary group that played an important role in exacerbating Christian–Muslim violence in Maluku between 1999 and 2004. A veteran of the Afghan War, Thalib led thousands of jihadists from Java to Ambon City, the provincial capital of Maluku in eastern Indonesia, to battle against Christian fighters. He was not alone in this effort. Other Indo-Arab leaders from Maluku, including Muhammad (Mo) Attamimi, Salim Basoan, and Umar Ali Attamimi, also joined the Laskar Jihad and battled fiercely against Christians of Maluku (Al Qurtuby 2016).

Furthermore, Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, co-founder of the Jamaah Islamiyah, dubbed by the U.S. government as Southeast Asia’s terrorist hub, and leader of the Jamaah Ansharut Tauhid, has been charged by the Indonesian authorities for his involvement in several bloody terrorist incidents around the country. In Solo, Central Java, Ba’asyir founded an Islamic boarding school, named Pesantren Ngruki, which teaches a strict, conservative form of Islam. Some perpetrators of terrorism and activists of jihadist groups in Indonesia have been linked to this Pesantren. Habib Rizieq Shihab and Habib Salim Selon are the leaders of the Islamic Defender Front. Habib Hussain Al-Habsyi is the leader of Ikhwanul Muslimin Indonesia. Habib Ahmad bin Zain Al Kaff is the chairman of Majelis Syura Aliansi Nasional Anti Syiah, an Indonesian national alliance of anti-Shia factions. Moreover, Salim Mubarak Attamimi (or Abu Jandal), recently deceased, was an activist of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). A resident of Malang, East Java, of Arab-Hadrami decent, Attamimi has attracted much attention since he appeared on YouTube in June 2014, claiming to be the Indonesian leader of ISIS and calling on Indonesian Muslims to join the terrorist group and wage jihad against the Iraqi and Syrian regimes.14

Of all the above radical-Islamist organisations, the Islamic Defender Front (or “Front Pembela Islam“; hereafter FPI) is the most notorious. The Laskar Jihad was disbanded following the Bali bombings in 2002 and its members dispersed, some choosing to remain in Ambon and surrounding regions, while others headed back to Java. Its members were believed to have been pacified, although some of them may have joined other Islamist groups in the country. The terrorist group Jama’ah Islamiyah also faded away due to the loss of Muslim support and the Indonesian government’s ruthless treatment of terrorists. FPI remains powerful, with branches in many provinces and districts across the country. In some areas, such as Central Java, Maluku and Kalimantan (with the exception of Pontianak), the organisation has lost the support from local Muslims. However, in other regions (West Java, Banten, and Jakarta, among others), it has gained support from some local Muslim groups. FPI was inaugurated on 17 August 1998, just three months after Suharto’s fall from power, by Muhammad Rizieq Shihab (known as Habib Rizieq) and several other radical-conservative Muslim leaders, mostly of Hadrami Arab descent. Its initial aims were twofold: (1) to fight against the plague of drugs, pornography, gambling, and prostitution which it deemed maksiat (vices) and public immorality; and (2) to respond to suspected human rights transgressions against Muslims15 (Jahroni 2008).

Since FPI was founded in 1998, its members and activists are often found in the headlines of mass media for intimidation and violent acts against civilians, religious sects, and minority groups (both non-Muslims and Muslims) in major cities and small towns across the country. FPI’s mandate amr ma’ruf nahi munkar” (commanding right and forbidding wrong) is derived from its understanding of Qur’anic injunctions (see Sura Luqman (31), verse 17, for instance), but it has moved beyond its initial objectives, now no longer only combating what it considers to be a vice, but also battling against Christian evangelicals and non-conformist Muslim groups it carelessly dubs as deviant, sacrilegious, liberal and infidel. Such “infidel” groups include Ahmadiyah, Shia, Salamullah, Satariyah, al-Qiyadah, Liberal Islam Network and Gafatar, among many others.

Still, while exploiting public moral anxieties about vice and immorality, FPI has challenged pro-democracy students, anti-extremist government officials, pro-peace religious leaders, progressive scholars, human rights activists, and defenders of Muslim tolerance and religious pluralism from both state and social arenas. Of all local religious sects and belief-systems, the Ahmadiyah and Shia communities probably have suffered the most: their mosques have been razed, their offices plundered, and their followers expelled from their homes, making them refugees in their own country. Survey results from various research centres and academic institutions, including the Wahid Institute, the Maarif Institute for Culture and Humanity, and Gadjah Mada University’s Center for Religious and Cross-Cultural Studies, have placed FPI on the top of their lists of perpetrators of religious violence, extremism, and anti-tolerance and pluralism in post-Suharto Indonesia.

FPI’s brutality has indeed met with widespread criticism and peaceful resistance from various groups and individuals throughout the archipelago, including ordinary local villagers and townspeople, academics, grassroots activists, interfaith practitioners, pro-democracy leaders, and the country’s moderate Islamic organisations, such as Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and Muhammadiyah. Organisations and networks opposed to anti-FPI and other extremist-Islamist organisations have been created on Facebook and other social media as expressions of citizens’ anger, worry and disagreement with these radical groups. From time to time, NU uses its youth militia wing, the Banser, to protect churches and holy sites of other religious minorities from FPI attacks. Recently, this has happened in the regions of Cirebon, Yogyakarta, Semarang, Solo, and many places in East Java. Outside Java, in Kalimantan and Sulawesi, local governments, adat (customary law) chiefs, traditional leaders, NGO activists, and college students have all also challenged FPI’s intimidation and anti-pluralist acts.

Religious leaders of NU (e.g., KH Said Aqiel Siradj, known as Kiai Said) and of Muhammadiyah (e.g., Muhammad Syafii Ma’arif, known as Buya Syafii) frequently take stands against the positions of the commanders of FPI (e.g., Habib Rizieq and Habib Selon) concerning various controversial issues from religious pluralism and minority rights to the permissibility of Christmas greetings and local regulations based explicitly on Islamic Sharia (known as Perda Syariat).16 While Kiai Said and Buya Syafii represent the defenders of peaceful and tolerant Islam, Habib Rizieq and Habib Selon are leaders of a violent and intolerant Islam. Kiai Said and Buya Syafii argue that the minority rights of Indonesian citizens, including their rights to express their religious beliefs, should be defended, as mandated by the Indonesian Constitution and the Qur’an. The two religious leaders also demand that every Indonesian citizen be understood as equal, no matter what their faith or ethnicity. In contrast, Habib Rizieq and Habib Selon argue that Muslims, since they are the majority in Indonesia, must be prioritised by the government. Whereas Kiai Said and Buya Syafii disagree with the implementation of the Perda Syariat, Habib Rizieq and Habib Selon support the Perda. Currently, Kiai Said and Buya Syafii have expressed no concerns about the candidacy of Basuki Tjahaja Purnama (known as Ahok), a Christian, for Governor of Jakarta. Habib Rizieq, however, is fiercely against Ahok, and mobilises masses to reject him.17 The criticism and disagreement between the two opposing groups has been widely spread throughout many media.

Notwithstanding the pervasive popular resistance, disparagement and condemnation, FPI’s intolerant and violent actions continue to persist. Efforts, including collecting signatures and endorsements from a diverse network of societies and associations or campaigns of a million of support from Facebook and Twitter users, have been made demanding to have FPI disbanded and close down its offices and centres, but the paramilitary group has not come to an end. Many people point fingers at certain high-ranking bureaucrats and politicians, as well as some elite members in the police and military, who seemingly approve of and benefit from FPI’s destructive deeds. It seems that no Muslim political elites in the country want to lose support from Muslims in elections by standing up for the interests of religious minorities, risking being labelled un-Islamic or foes of Muslims. Instead of condemning FPI’s brutality, an increasing number of Muslim leaders have denounced the Ahmadiyah, Shiites and other local sects as deviant religious groups, referring to fatwa (Islamic edicts) issued by the Indonesian Ulama Council (MUI) and the Islamic Community Forum (FUI).

It is thus obvious that the rise and persistence of FPI and other anti-pluralist and intolerant religious groups is not simply driven by the group’s founders’ dissatisfaction with the country’s law enforcement, or as a response toward the state’s weakness, as some analysts have observed, but rather that the group’s existence is the fruit of mutual collaboration between anti-pluralist and intolerant factions in both the government and society, military and civilian alike. In other words, the emergence of FPI and similar groups is the product of synergy, to borrow the terms of Robert Hefner (2001), between uncivil states and uncivil society. The phenomenon of FPI on the Indonesian political stage also mirrors the pattern of the old political-religious coalitions to run society.

Indonesia’s Blasphemy Law18 provides further legal legitimacy for the vigilante actions of FPI. As Melissa Crouch (2012: 1–2) has observed, this law casts a bleak outlook for deviant groups, “leaving religious minorities vulnerable to convictions for blasphemy and the risk of violence in the future.” Together, these structures have formed an image of FPI members as happy hooligans, cloaking themselves in religious dress. In contrast to FPI’s claims that it acts on behalf of restoring public order and morality, FPI rampages have made the public arena more chaotic and insecure. Their vicious and vandalistic activities, more importantly, have done great harm to the image of Indonesia and Indonesian Islam internationally, as well as to that of Arabs and Indo-Arabs more specifically.

The third factor that has contributed to damage the image of Arabs in Indonesia is the widely publicised news of maltreatment of Indonesian housemaids and menial labourers by some Arab employers in the Middle East, which has generated mass protests and public criticism against Arabs. The Indonesian government first agreed to formally allow Indonesian workers to be recruited to the Middle East in 1983. In the first year, approximately 47,000 fully documented laborers left Indonesia to Arab regions, mostly to the Gulf, and this number grew rapidly every year thereafter. The majority of this migrant group between 1984 and 1999 were women, almost all of them intending to work as domestic workers. These statistics do not include the undocumented workers that left as well.

Silvey (2004: 145–146) has shown that migrant domestic workers in the Middle East have faced a range of problems. First, domestic service jobs are unregulated and come with no legal protections. Nor are they protected by state regulation or monitoring by the Indonesian government agencies. Second, popular and state-supported understandings of the domestic sphere as a private space make exploitation and abuse more difficult to expose than if it took place in the public wage-earning sphere. Third, the many migrants who overstay their work visas or migrate without complete documentation are ineligible for even the minimal state protections that would be available to them if they held regular contract work visas in a regulated employment sector. Undocumented migrants’ stateless status makes them particularly vulnerable to abuse by both middlemen and employers. Indeed, there have been media reports of migrants who were overworked, underpaid and forbidden to leave the homes of their employers, and also of ones who died mysterious deaths. As such cases gained widespread attention, public resistance to women’s overseas migration intensified (Silvey 2004, 2006, 2007). The Indonesian government also responded to these hostile cases by stopping dispatch of housemaids and menial workers to certain Arab countries, particularly in the Gulf. Although the situation is now more stable, the public memory of this domestic violence has not gone away. People still express their hate and insolence against Arabs in social media, seminars, and other public means.

The fourth factor is the vulgar proselytisation, Islamisation and Arabisation attempted by some Indonesian alumni of universities, schools, or Islamic centres in the Middle East or their Indonesian branches. It is imperative to emphasise that not all graduates of these institutions participated in harsh Islamic evangelisation and intolerant, violent da’wah (proselytisation). In fact, there are Arab universities and graduate schools of Islamic studies that teach tolerance and pluralism, and spread a peaceful form of Islam. Equally important, some alumni of Indian and Pakistani schools have also spread a strict form of Islam. Those who urge such harsh Islamisation of Indonesia and purification of local traditions and cultures have primarily been trained in the Middle East, in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Sudan and Yemen, among others. The Islamic studies alumni use media, campuses, schools, mosques, public sermons, and other means to spread puritanical, reformist forms of Islam that do not practice tolerance of local cultures, traditions and religious practices and symbols. There are hundreds of cases of religious campaigns with powerful anti-local culture or tradition themes, initiated by these alumni and their networks. Such cases often generate opposition to the Arabs and Arab Islam.

The fifth factor that contributed to the damage of the Arab image in Indonesia is the ongoing violent conflicts, acts of terrorism, and the social-political disarray in some Arab countries, such as Iraq, Yemen, Egypt, Libya and Syria. The carnage, terrorism and war in these Middle Eastern countries have spread a negative image of Arab culture and reputation. The barbaric acts committed by some radical religious militias and terrorist groups have contributed to the decline of Arab image in contemporary Indonesia. Many Indonesians have stood against the bloodshed and condemned the terrorists and the extremists since they worry about the diffusion and transmission of their violence into Indonesian society. The concern and fear of Indonesians towards the Arab influence can be understood in part as the result of the fact that some Arab, Indo-Arab or Arab-influenced Indonesian Muslim elites have publicly declared their support to (or even affiliation with) violent terrorist groups in the Middle East, such as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, Hamas, or Jabhat al-Nusra, which they considered to be the “true Islamic groups” that struggle for Islam and for Muslim societies. Although actors or ethnic groups involved in violence in the Middle East vary, including not only Arabs but also Kurds, Persians, Turks, and so forth, most Indonesians equate the Middle East with Arabs. It can therefore be understood why most Indonesians portray the Middle Eastern conflict as Arab conflict, a conflation that contributes to the worsening reputation of Arabs in contemporary Indonesia.

CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A MORE MULTICULTURAL INDONESIA

The descriptions and analyses outlined above suggest that the history of Arabs in Indonesia began long before the influence European colonialism, although there were a great number of Arab migrants in the 19th century and onwards. The social relations between the Arabs and other Indonesians have been dynamic, marked by conflict and tensions, as well as by peace and harmony. The presence of Arabs and Indo-Arabs has received multiple responses in the local societies they inhabit. Some Indonesian societies greatly appreciate their presence, stating that the Arabs could help introduce a true form of Islam for local Muslims. Others, in contrast, respond negatively, noting that the Arabs are an asocial group, stingy people, troublemakers and destroyers of local traditions and customs.

In recent years, particularly since the collapse of Suharto dictatorial regime in May 1998, perceptions of Arab and Indo-Arab communities by Indonesian Muslims have changed. In the past, Indonesian Muslims generally tended to hold Arabs and Indo-Arabs in high esteem, because of the positive roles played by respected haba’ib and ulama of Arab origins (both sadah and non-sadah). However, after the fall of Suharto, there have been shifts among Indonesian Muslims regarding their support, opinions and perceptions towards Arabs and Indo-Arabs, both positive and negative. As mentioned before, there were several factors and rationales that contributed to this shift. It should be noted that the change is not linear since there has been a plurality of responses among Indonesian Muslims towards the Arab and Indo-Arab groups.

Some Indonesian Muslims still give their support to the Arabs and admire Arab Islam, which they consider to be the true and pristine Islam. Even though some radical, Islamist Arab and Indo-Arab clerics and leaders propagated, initiated and led campaigns aimed at destroying local Indonesian cultures in the name of “true Islam,” these Indonesian Muslims follow their paths, sometimes becoming “foot soldiers” of the Arabs and Indo-Arabs, since they believe that religious Islam is more important than secular customs. Others, especially the nationalists, moderates, liberals, nominal Muslims, and non-Muslims, denounce and blame the Arabs and their local Indonesian networks and counterparts as being the root causes of sporadic acts of intra- and interreligious clashes, religious intolerance, and anti-pluralist movements, as well as of the destruction of local traditions, symbols and cultures inherited by the country’s leluhur (forbearers). They also accuse the Arabs and Indo-Arabs of being a threat to Indonesia’s national ideology, Pancasila and motto, Bhineka Tunggal Ika (Unity in Diversity), which serve as the political, historical, and cultural foundations for Indonesia’s integrity, heterogeneity, and tolerance-in-pluralism.

Another group of Muslims—particularly members of NU, Indonesia’s largest Muslim social organisation, followers of thariqah (Sufi orders), and some urban piety Muslim groups—give their support to peaceful, tolerant Arab and Indo-Arab clerics while denouncing extremists. Famous Arab clerics and preachers, such as Habib Muhammad Lutfi bin Yahya, the supreme spiritual leader of Jam’iyah Ahl al-Thariqah al-Mu’tabarah al-Nahdliyyah (an association of Sufi groups linked to NU), and Habib Sjech bin Abdul Qadir Assegaf, a well-known charismatic preacher, are among figures who teach a peaceful, tolerant Islam that has won the hearts of many Muslims in the country. Urban middle class Muslims and academic circles have been drawn to Habib Muhammad Quraish Shihab, another leading contemporary Islamic scholar of Arab origins, a prolific writer on Islam, and an expert of tafsir al-Qur’an (Qur’anic exegesis, who advocates the idea of peace, tolerance and human brotherhood. His daughter, Najwa Shihab, a famous TV presenter, has also gained popularity from the Indonesian public due to her sharp criticism against corrupt members of the government, military, parliament and so forth. Another noted contemporary figure of Arab origins is Anies Baswedan, a former Minister of Culture and Education.

These various examples stand as evidence that there have been diverse responses from Indonesians towards Arab and Indo-Arab communities. As a result, social relations between Arabs and Indo-Arabs and other parts of Indonesian society have been unstable, dynamic and fluid. As long as the Indonesian government and society can manage differences, conflicts and tensions between these two groups wisely, democratically and productively, they will not result in communal violence. However, if both state and society fail to address this crucial issue, Indonesia’s history of intergroup violence will recur in the future.
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1     This is not only true of Islam. Contemporary Indonesia has also been marked by the growth of U.S.-linked evangelical and Pentecostal Christianity, as well as the appearance of the Syrian Orthodox Church.

2     For example, Christian Snouck Hurgronje (1857–1936), a noted Dutch scholar of oriental cultures and languages and advisor on native affairs to the colonial government of the Netherlands East Indies, even gave recommendations to the Dutch administration concerning the role of the Arabs in the colony.

3     Ba ‘Alawi means “descendants of ‘Alawi.” Ba is a Hadrami dialect from Arabic “bani,” meaning “offspring.” It is vital to notice that the ‘Alawi family differs from the Alawiyyin, a term used to describe the progeny of Hasan and Husain, both sons of Ali bin Abi Thalib. All people of Ba ‘Alawi are ‘Alawiyyin, but not all people of ‘Alawiyyin family are Ba ‘Alawi (Al-Mansyur 2010).

4     Ahmad bin Isa, whose tomb remains a popular pilgrimage site for Hadramis, first migrated from Basrah, Iraq, to Hadramaut in the southern part of present-day Yemen in the year 952, aiming at avoiding sectarian violence, including the invasion of the Qaramite forces into the Abbasid Caliphate.


5     The naming of this mosque by local Muslims was in reference to Habib Ahmad bin Hamzah’s habit of i’tikaf (sitting quietly in a mosque while reciting verses or any [Arabic] sentences aimed at remembering God and reflecting his creatures) in the corner of this mosque.

6     In response to the anti-colonial Banten War of 1888, for instance, Sayyid Uthman declared that any call to jihad (Holy War) against the colonialists and non-Muslim rulers to be haram (forbidden by Islamic law) because it could be an aberration (ghurur) to the true Islamic teachings (Kartodirdjo 1966, 1973). Another reason for his refusal to sanction holy war against the Dutch was to maintain law and order, security, and socio-political stability.

7     In the summer of 2016, I spent a few days visiting these areas and have conversations with the locals.

8     See http://www.merdeka.com/peristiwa/kawasan-puncak-manjakan-turis-arab.html. Accessed 20 February 2016.

9     Interviews took place in Bogor, 1–2 June 2016.

10   Online interviews with Maria Arga Nita, 22 February 2016. The interviews were conducted in Bahasa Indonesia. I translated the interviews into English.

11   Quoted from Lesmana (2011: 232–234).

12   Some Arabs whom I had conversations with said there are multiple opinions concerning the concepts of nikah misyar and nikah mut’ah. Some said that the ideas are religiously legal, and that therefore, such temporary marriages are halal (lawful); while others considered such types of marriage to be inappropriate (cf. Lesmana 2011: 232–244).

13   Online interview with Maria Arga Nita, 22 February 2016.

14   On the news of Salim Mubarak Attamimi see, among others, http://www.tribunnews.com/regional/2014/08/13/salim-panglima-isis-asli-arek-malang. Accessed 1 April 2015.

15   According to Jajang Jahroni (2008), the FPI founders claimed that the desire to assist Muslim victims of human rights infringement was driven by the failure of the government and democracy activists in protecting their rights. Up to this day FPI has indeed accused prodemocracy elements, interfaith activists, progressive-minded scholars, and liberal Non-governmental organisations (including those run by Muslims), among others, as Christian-Western-biased and anti-Islam.

16   Perda Syariat is Regional Law that is built based on the interpretations of particular Islamic texts in the Qur’an, Hadith, or aqwal (sayings or opinions) of classical ulama (Islamic scholars) and fuqaha (jurists).

17   Concerning FPI’s opinions on religious-social issues in Indonesia can be viewed at its website www.fpi.or.id.

18   The Blasphemy Law or “Undang-Undang Penistaan Agama” describes the collective legislation, presidential decrees, or ministerial directives that prohibit blasphemy in Indonesia. One of the examples of the Blasphemy Law is the Presidential Decree No. 1/ PNPS/1965 on the Prevention of Blasphemy and Abuse of Religion. The decree inserted Article 156 (a) into the nation’s Criminal Code that targets those who deliberately, in public, express feelings of hostility, hatred, or contempt against religions with the purpose of preventing others from adhering to any religion, and targets those who disgrace religion.


BIBLIOGRAPHY

Alhabsyi, H. A. M. 2010. Sumur yang tak pernah kering, dari Kwitang menjadi ulama besar: Riwayat hidup Habib Ali Alhabsyi Kwitang. Jakarta: Islamic Center Indonesia.

Aljunied, S. Z. 2013. The genealogy of Hadrami Arabs in Southeast Asia—the ‘Alawi family. http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0 (accessed 25 October 2016).

Al Gadri, H. 1988. Politik Belanda terhadap Islam dan keturunan Arab di Indonesia. Jakarta: CV Haji Masagung.

Al Mansyur, I. A. 2010. Sejarah, silsilah, dan gelar keturunan Nabi Muhammad di Indonesia, Singapura, Malaysia, Timur Tengah, India, dan Afrika. Jakarta: Saraz Publishing.

Al Qurtuby, S. 2003. Arus Cina-Islam-Jawa: Membongkar sejarah peranan Tionghoa dalam penyebaran Islam di nusantara pada abad ke-15 dan 16. Yogyakarta: Inspeal Press.

______. 2016. Religious violence and conciliation in Indonesia: Christians and Muslims in the Moluccas. London and New York: Routedge.

Arai, K. 2004. Arabs who traversed the Indian Ocean: The history of the Al-Attas family in Hadramawt and Southeast Asia, 1600–1960. PhD diss., University of Michigan, United States.

AY. 2013. Ulama Hadhrami di tanah Betawi: Berdakwah dengan sepenuh hati. Majalah Al Kisah. http://majalah-alkisah.com/index.php/dunia-islam/1927-ulama-hadhrami-di-tanah-betawi-berdakwah-dengan-sepenuh-hati (accessed 19 February 2015).

Aziz, A. 2002. Islam dan masyarakat Betawi. Jakarta: PT Logos Wacana Ilmu.

Azra, A. 1992. The transmission of Islamic reformism to Indonesia: Networks of Middle Eastern and Malay Indonesian ulama in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. PhD diss., Columbia University, United States.

______. 1997. A Hadhrami religious scholar in Indonesia: Sayyid ‘Uthman. In Hadrami traders, scholars, and statesmen in the Indian Ocean, 1750s–1960s, ed. Freitag, U. and Clarence-Smith, W. G., 249–263. Leiden: Brill.

Boxberger, L. 2002. On the edge of empire: Hadhramawt, emigration, and the Indian 1880–1930s. Albany: State University of New York Press.

Crouch, M. 2012. Indonesia’s blasphemy law: Bleak outlook for minority religions. Asia Pacific Bulletin No. 146: 1–2.

De Jonge, H. 1997. Dutch colonial policy pertaining to Hadhrami immigrants. In Hadhrami traders, scholars, and statesmen in the Indian ocean, 1750s–1960s, ed. Freitag, U. and Clarence-Smith, W. G., 94–110. Leiden: Brill.

______. 2004. Abdul Rahman Baswedan and the emancipation of the Hadramis in Indonesia. Asian Journal of Social Science 32 (3): 373–400, https://doi.org/10.1163/1568531043584836.

De Jonge, H. and Kaptein, N. (eds.). 2002. Transcending borders: Arabs, politics, trade, and Islam in Southeast Asia. Leiden: KITLV

Djajadiningrat, H. 1983. Tinjauan kritis tentang Sajarah Banten. Jakarta: Djambatan and KITLV.


Ellisa, A. 2007. Pekojan: Between the disappearance of Muslim Arabs and the emergence of Chinese communities. http://staff.ui.ac.id/system/files/users/evawani.ellisa/publication/indiaisvspekojanpaper.pdf (accessed 24 November 2016).

Fadli, A. 2011. Ulama Betawi: Studi tentang jaringan ulama Betawi dan kontribusinya terhadap perkembangan Islam abad ke-19 dan 20. Jakarta: Manhalun Nasyiin Press.

Freitag, U. 2003. Indian ocean migrants and state formation in Hadhramaut: Reforming the homeland. Leiden: Brill.

Freitag, U. and Clarance-Smith, W. G. (eds.). 1997. Hadrami traders, scholars, and statesmen in the Indian ocean, 1750s–1960s. Leiden: Brill.

Gilsenan, M. 2003. Out of Hadramaut. London Review of Books 25 (4): 7–11.

Haryono, M. 2015. Peranan komunitas Arab dalam bidang sosial keagamaan di Betawi, 1900–1942. Al-Turas XXI (1): 165–183.

Hasjmy, A. 1981. Sejarah masuk dan berkembangnya Islam di Indonesia. Bandung: Al-Maarif.

Hefner, R. W. 2010. Religious resurgence in contemporary Asia: Southeast Asian perspectives on capitalism, the state, and the new piety. The Journal of Asian Studies 69 (4): 1003–1047, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021911810002901.

_____. 2001. Introduction: Multiculturalism and citizenship in Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia.” In The politics of multiculturalism: Pluralism and citizenship in Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia, ed. Hefner, R.W., 1–58. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press.

Heiss, J. and Slama, M. 2010. Genealogical avenues, long-distance flows and social hierarchy: Hadrami migrants in the Indonesian diaspora. Anthropology of the Middle East 5 (1): 34–53, https://doi.org/10.3167/ame.2010.050104.

Ho, E. 2006. The graves of Tarim: Genealogy and mobility across the Indian Ocean. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, https://doi.org/10.1525/california/9780520244535.001.0001.

Ingrams, W. H. 1937. Reports on the social, economic, and political conditions of Hadhramaut. London: His Majesty’s Stationary Office.

Jacobson, F. 2009. Hadrami Arabs in present-day Indonesia. London: Routledge.

Jahroni, J. 2008. Defending the majesty of Islam: Indonesia’s Front Pembela Islam, 1998-2003. Bangkok: Silkworm Books.

Kartodirdjo, S. 1973. Protest movements in rural Java. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

______. 1966. The peasants revolt of Banten in 1988. Amsterdam: Brill.

Laffan, M. 2011. The making of Indonesian Islam: Orientalism and the narration of a Sufi past. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

______. 2007. Islamic nationhood and colonial Indonesia: The umma below the winds. London and New York: Routledge.

Lesmana, M. 2011. Kawin kontrak turis-turis Arab di Indonesia dalam perspektif media massa Arab. Paper presented at International Conference and Summer School on Indonesian Studies (ICSSIS), Fakultas Ilmu Pengetahuan Budaya, Universitas Indonesia.

Lohanda, M. 2007. Sejarah para pembesar mengatur Batavia. Jakarta: Masup.

Lombard, D. 1996. Nusa Jawa silang budaya. Jakarta: Gramedia.


Mauladawilah, A. Q. U. 2009. Tiga serangkai ulama tanah Betawi. Malang: Pustaka Basma.

______. 2010. 17 habib berpengaruh di Indonesia. Malang: Pustaka Bayan.

McKenna, T. 1998. Muslim rulers and rebels: Everyday politics and armed separatism in the Southern Philippines. California: California University Press, https://doi.org/10.1525/california/9780520210158.001.0001.

Munir, S. 2013. Biografi Syeh Salim bin Sumair Al-Hadromi pengarang kitab Safinatun Naja. http://www.fikihkontemporer.com/2013/04/biografi-syeh-salim-bin-sumairal.html (accessed 10 November 2016).

Murti, A. R. 2016. Mengenal Al Habib Husein bin Abu Bakar Alaydrus. Sindo News, 7 May.

Noupal, M. 2013. Kontroversi tentang Sayyid Utsman bin Yahya (1822–1914) sebagai penasehat Snouck Hurgronje. Conference Proceedings, the Annual International Conference of Islamic Studies (AICIS) XIII. Surabaya: UIN Sunan Ampel.

Ooi, K. G. (ed.). 2004. Southeast Asia: A historical encyclopedia from Angkor Wat to East Timor. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO.

Osborne, M. 2000. Southeast Asia: An introductory history. Australia: Allen & Unwin.

Pemerintah Daerah Daerah Khusus Ibukota (Pemda DKI). 1982. Diktat sejarah kampung Luar Batang. Jakarta: Dinas P & K.

Ricklefs, M. C. 1993. A history of modern Indonesia c. 1300. London: The Macmillan Press, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-22700-6.

Reid, A. 1992. Asia Tenggara dalam kurun niaga, 1450–1680. Jakarta: Yayasan Obor Indonesia.

_____. 1972. Habib Abdur-Rachman Az-Zahir, 1833–1896. Indonesia 13: 37–59.

Shahab, A. 2009. Hadramaut dan para kapiten Arab. https://alwishahab.wordpress.com/2009/08/20/hadramaut-dan-para-kapiten-arab/ (accessed 10 November 2016).

Silvey, R. 2004. Transnational domestication: State power and Indonesian migrant women in Saudi Arabia. Political Geography 23: 245–264, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2003.12.015.

_____. 2006. Consuming transnational family: Indonesian domestic migrant workers to Saudi Arabia. Global Networks 6 (1): 23–40, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-0374.2006.00131.x.

_____. 2007. Mobilizing piety: Gendered morality and Indonesian-Saudi transnational migration. Mobilities 2 (2): 219–229, https://doi.org/10.1080/17450100701381565.

Stark, F. 1940. The southern gates of Arabia: a journey in the Hadhramaut. London: John Murray.

Tagliacozzo, E. 2014. Southeast Asia’s Middle East: Shifting geographies of Islam and trade across the Indian Ocean. Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 34 (3): 565–573, https://doi.org/10.1215/1089201X-2826121.

Van Bruinessen, M. 1994. Najmuddin al-Kubra, Jumadil Kubra, and Jamaluddin al-Akbar: Traces of Kubrawiyya influence in early Indonesian Islam. Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 150 (2): 305–329, https://doi.org/10.1163/22134379-90003084.

Van den Berg, L. W. C. 1886. Le Hadhramaut et les colonies Arabes dans l’archipel Indiens. Batavia: Impremerie du Gouvernement.

______. 1989. Hadramaut dan koloni Arab di Nusantara. Jakarta: INIS.

Van der Kroef, J. M. 1953. The Arabs in Indonesia. Middle East Journal 7 (3): 300–323.


______. 1954. Indonesian and the modern world. Bandung: Masa Baru.

______. 1955. The Indonesian Arabs. Civilizations 5 (1): 15–24.

Van der Meulen, D. 1947. Aden to Hadhramaut: A Journey in South Arabia. London: John Murray.

Van der Meulen, D. and von Wissmann, H. 1932. Hadhramaut: Some of its mysteries unveiled. Leiden: Brill.

Vlekke, B. H. M. 1943. Nusantara: A history of the east Indian archipelago. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Winstedt, R. O. 1918. The Hadhramaut saiyids of Perak and Siak. JMBRAS 79.

Wolters, O. 1993. History, culture, and region in Southeast Asian perspectives. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.





“WE ARE THE WORLD ITSELF”: THE CONSTRUCTION OF “GOOD” CITIZENSHIP AND DEVIATIONS FROM IT IN ERGO PROXY

Arnab Dasgupta*

Centre for East Asian Studies, School of International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, 110067, India
email: arnabdasgupta2789@gmail.com

© Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 2017. This work is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY)(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


Published online: 15 July 2017

To cite this article: Dasgupta, A. 2017. “We are the world itself”: The construction of good citizenship and deviations from it in Ergo Proxy. International Journal of Asia Pacific Studies 13 (2): 73–91, https://doi.org/10.21315/ijaps2017.13.2.4

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.21315/ijaps2017.13.2.4



ABSTRACT

Anime is the dominant medium of pop-culture expression in modern Japan, lending itself readily to genres such as romance and comedy, as well as advanced concepts of social and political discourse. At the same time, the rise of modern anime, especially science fiction anime coincided with the coming to the forefront of the issue of immigration. This article attempts to understand how the two phenomena may be intertwined in the dialectical process of analysing and re-analysing national identity and belonging, through a critical interpretation of the anime series Ergo Proxy, released in 2006. The ideas outlined below are relevant both to critical discourse studies and for prospective solutions in the field of immigration policy. With Japan’s economy going into a tailspin due to the explosion of the housing bubble in the 1990s, coupled with the detrimental effects of negative population growth, more and more industries found themselves reliant on immigrant labour for their survival, even as national political winds blew decisively against opening the country to immigrants, due to unforeseen effects on “the Japanese way of life.” As Japan entered the second decade of its persistent recessionary state, and the government remained impassive to calls issued from several quarters of society to liberalise immigration policy, even though many of these workers were urgently required in such important sectors as construction and healthcare, clinging instead to outdated racist notions of “pure Japaneseness,” a trickle of foreign workers continued to enter Japan, becoming subject to abuse and human rights violations as their existence continues to be systematically erased. The cultural intelligentsia of Japan did not long remain unaware of this fact, however, and has remained active in depicting the plight of immigrants in various genres of creative production.

Keywords: Anime, cultural studies, Ergo Proxy, immigration, Japan

INTRODUCTION

Immigration is an urgent issue in Japan. Since the 1980s, a trickle of foreign workers has been entering the country on a variety of visa categories, both legal and illegal, taking advantage of Japan’s “internationalisation” (kokusaika) boom. These immigrants joined pre-existing populations of Korean and Chinese citizens, who had been living in Japan since before the war and had traumatic stories of their own to tell, stories of forced labour relocation, oppression and cultural assimilation. Newer immigrants, though technically coming under the category of economic labour, protected by international norms encapsulated in Japan’s ratification of United Nations instruments relating to human rights, cultural protections and economic security, were in fact merely the newest addition to a long trail of immigrants and refugees who had entered Japan in the hopes of a safe haven to live and work, only to find themselves stuck in a nation that did not want them, did not know what to do with them and could not make heads or tails of their rights. In the face of this institutionalised disregard, immigrants, displaying their typical ingenuity, managed to survive, carving out small niches for themselves in spaces the government and the native population could not control.

Over time, as Japan’s demographic bomb exploded, leading to an implosion of the social balance due to historically low birth rates and unexpectedly high life expectancies, and the economy went into a tailspin after the housing market collapsed on the back of excessive speculation, the country became the first developed member of advanced nations to reach a post-industrial, post-capitalist stage of limbo, where neither agriculture nor manufacturing was sustaining national lifestyles, and the services sector remained underdeveloped—and more importantly, helplessly parochial, as cultural norms handicapped its viability as a regional and global services powerhouse fully integrated into the global economy. Aggravating this scenario was a profound negativity towards the processes of evolution and change, resulting in a long-lasting economic depression that affected nearly every sector of the industry, along with all of society. Rigidity in attitudes toward modernisation and liberalisation, originating in the boom years of the 1960s and 1970s, became a crutch hobbling industries in the secondary and tertiary sector, crippling the speed of recovery by deadlocking nearly every measure institutional authorities could take to do so.

Nowhere was this more evident than in the dual structure of the Japanese domestic manufacturing economy, which rapidly lost its raison d’etre and subsided into inefficiency and high turnover, which was the niche filled by immigrants. At the same time, the government remained so enamoured of its own doctrine of cultural homogeneity leading to global supremacy that it failed to appreciate the need for immigrants where they could count and erected instead strong barriers against immigrants of nearly all stripes, seeing in them an existential threat to some notional Japanese “uniqueness” instead of an opportunity to achieve a more nuanced, richer conception of “being Japanese.” In effect, the Japanese state and the people who support it behaved (and continue to behave) culturally in response to a phenomenon that is political/economic in nature.

Within this general mainstream of rejection of immigrants, there are voices which stand out in their positive depiction of these same immigrants. There are many who embrace the cultural openness immigrants bring to local neighbourhoods and wider urban societies, the splash of colour they bring to an otherwise monocultural sphere of existence. Of these some have been artists, who have used their art, their power to tell stories through paint, colour, form and word to introduce their fellow-citizens to immigrants and the lives they live, away from the public glare, many silently toiling away at their jobs, building things that consumers in Japan and all around the world enjoy. These expressions of sympathy, of co-existence, no doubt attract often diametrically opposite views, but undeniably continue to be powerful vehicles for the thinking about, and making sense of, the other that is an intrinsic function of every art form.

Anime as a genre of popular art is not an exception, and has been profoundly impacted by debates on immigration and citizenship issues. More importantly, it has provided a two-dimensional sounding board on which alternative visions of past, present and future Japan are shown, analysed and constructed. Science fiction, dealing with the future, lends itself particularly well to the medium of anime, since its stylistic and technological dimensions can be most freely expressed in the unrealistic atmosphere of anime. But whereas hard science fiction, dealing with matters of a technological and scientific nature, excel particularly well there, soft science fiction dealing with the socio-political impacts of technological advancements is also a well-suited genre that anime has exploited particularly well. One example of a synthesis of both genres is the science fiction anime series Ergo Proxy (2006), which will be dealt with in the following lines.


ENTERING A CRITICAL DYSTOPIA

Ergo Proxy belongs to the wider genre of cultural production in literature and film that is known as the critical dystopia, which draws breath from the long-hallowed traditions of dystopian literature. Originating in the late 19th century, dystopian literature dealt overtly with what Murphy calls a “negative utopia,” the absolute opposite of the utopian trope employed by Defoe and Verne (Murphy 2011: 473). In dystopian tales, the focus was often on the exploration—and subversion of—the earnest desire of societies to achieve perfection, and it was made clear at the outset that though the spatio-temporal location of the dystopian society may be far away, it is the inevitable product of a set of choices made by today’s leaders and the societies they represent. Dystopia thus proved to be a fertile medium to criticise contemporary politics through an allegorical lens that remained sufficiently removed from the circumstances so as to avoid government censorship.

This is not to say, however, that dystopian literature was meant to snuff out hope. It was merely meant as a warning, a lighthouse warning those who steered the ship of the state to stay away from rocky shoals. In this it was different from the works of anti-utopia, which set out with the explicit objective of “critiqu[ing] and nullify[ing] utopian hope” (Murphy 2011). Works such as Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We (1924), Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) and Orwell’s masterpiece 1984 (1949) were all aimed at specific audiences, warning them to desist from the alternative of their actions, especially if those resulted in the formation of totalitarian states with fixed ideologies. It is no surprise that most of these works emerged from the period immediately after World War II, because the ideological conflict between the superpowers, each espousing world-spanning ideologies, proved particularly fruitful for the proliferation of cautionary tales involving one conceit or the other.

In the 1960s and 1970s, however, side by side with the anti-war counter-culture movement, there arose a reactionary wave of oppositional (or critical) utopia (Bacciolini and Moylan 2003a: 2). Taking inspiration from the burgeoning ecological and feminist movements, authors such Ursula K. Le Guin, Marge Piercy and Samuel R. Delany brought fresh perspectives to bear on the science fiction genre, eschewing dystopian themes in favour of more optimistic scenarios, where idyllic realms emerged from global war and female members of the human race flourished atop the bones of their male counterparts. No longer was utopia as unblemished as in the earlier days of Butler and Defoe, but neither was it the grim totalitarian future envisaged by Wells and Orwell.


This period was not to last, because the reheating of tensions between the USA and the USSR, coupled with growing fears of Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) meant that the political again intruded on the creative, this time in the form of a revival of dystopian literature in the 1980s (Bacciolini and Moylan 2003a: 3). A new generation of authors emerged, who dealt with new themes of societal collapse and totalitarian consolidation, taking as their point of departure not the conventional tropes of war and peace, but rather technological over-advancement and environmental crises. The former was the preserve of the cyberpunk genre, which blended high technology with classical themes of paranoia and deceit, both as state policy and individual relations. The latter grew out of the works of authors such as Margaret Atwood, whose The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), though not a work of science fiction per se, borrowed heavily from dystopian themes. It was also at this time that 1984 was finally filmed, bringing the horrors of totalitarian Oceania to theatre screens all over the world.

Out of this dialectical contest between critical utopia and classical dystopia emerged the synthesis: critical dystopia, a product of the 1990s. From its very inception, critical dystopian texts set out to “negate the 1980s negation of the critical utopian moment and thus make room for a new expression of the utopian imagination” (Bacciolini and Moylan 2003a: 7). In effect, critical dystopia was the true antithesis of critical utopia of the 1970s, because it in effect reclaimed the same territory as the site for its contestation with the latter. Works by Octavia E. Butler and Pat Cadigan were meant as warnings, as rumblings of an oncoming storm that could destroy humanity as presently constituted; in this they belonged properly to the classical dystopian genre. Where they differed was in the “retriev[al] [of] the progressive possibilities inherent in dystopian narrative” by “allow[ing] both readers and protagonists to hope by resisting closure” (Bacciolini and Moylan 2003a: 7–8). Critical dystopian texts were, therefore, stuck in an “impure” limbo between utopia and dystopia, because they blended them both in an attempt to show that hegemonies were not ossified monoliths but rather systems of oppression shot through with holes that could be exploited by determined individuals to achieve far-reaching change (Donawerth, in Bacciolini and Moylan 2003a). The predominant trope of the critical dystopia thus became the depiction of how an initially totalitarian or anarchic future could be converted into more palatable alternatives by acts of active and passive resistance, especially by members of oppressed underclasses who are denied their agency and voice by a systematic campaign of dehumanisation.


Given the historical period of the present, the urgency of artistic works dealing with the gradual loss of humanity, of its values and its foundations, in the hasty pursuit of instant technological gratification and the recrudescence of human identities into isolated essentials, becomes unimpeachably relevant. That critical dystopia remains relevant, and popular, in modern popular culture can be seen from the ubiquity of the genre since its founding, with authors adapting its tenets to effective use across ideologies (such as the eco-feminism of Charnas’s Holdfast series (Cavalcanti, in Bacciolini and Moylan 2003a)) as well as media (comics, films, plays, etc.). What is more, critical dystopia now commands a global reach and relevance, as seminal works of visual media such as Katsuhiro Ōtomo’s Akira (1988) and Hayao Miyazaki’s Nausicaa of the Valley of the Wind (1984) reveal. The subject of this article, Murase and Satō’s Ergo Proxy, is also of a piece with this genre, and the following lines will explore how this anime partakes of generic tropes to voice the voiceless (in this case, immigrants).

ERGO PROXY AS A CRITICAL DYSTOPIA: AN EXPLORATION

Ergo Proxy (Murase 2006) is a Japanese cyberpunk science fiction anime spanning 25 episodes which aired in Japan between February and July 2006 in Japan. Directed by Shukō Murase, the series was based on a manga written by Yumiko Harao, published serially in Monthly Sunday-GX from the 18 February 2006 issue. Harao’s manga was adapted for the screen by Dai Satō and a team of other screenwriters working on individual episodes. Under the direction of Murase, several episodes were directed by other directors, including Akira Yoshimura (Episode 9), Satoshi Toba (5 episodes) and Tatsuya Igarashi (Episodes 3, 13, 20). Music for the series was provided by Yoshihiro Ike, while the distinctive art was handled by Naoyuki Onda (character design), Takashi Aoi and Kazuhiro Yamada (director of photography). The principal characters were voiced by Koji Yusa (Vincent Law), Rie Saitō (Re-l Mayer), Hikaru Hanada (Raul Creed) and Akiko Yajima (Pino). The broadcaster of the series is the WOWOW channel, while production was done by a consortium of anime studios including Geneon Entertainment Inc., Manglobe (which owns the rights to the manga), Rondo Robe and WOWOW (Anime News Network n.d.).

After its release in Japan, the anime DVD was subsequently dubbed into other languages for international broadcast and sales. In the English-speaking world, broadcasting was handled by Animax (South Africa), FUNimation Entertainment, Fuse TV and G4TechTV Canada. FUNimation also handled distribution along with Madman Entertainment (Australia and New Zealand), MVM (UK) and Universal Sony Home Pictures. The anime was also dubbed into French (broadcasters Game one and Gong; distributor Dybex), Spanish (broadcasters Animax Spain, Buzz Channel and LAPTV; distributor Alter Films), Italian (broadcaster Rai 4; distributor Panini Film Italia), German (broadcaster Animax Germany; distributors Nipponart and SP Vision), Russian (distributor MC Entertainment) and Polish (broadcaster Canal+; distributor Vision Film Distribution Sp. Z.o.o.) (Anime News Network n.d.).

Ergo Proxy has received great support and critical acclaim since its release. Its IMDb entry rates it 8.1 out of 10 (IMDb n.d.), while TV.com rates it higher, at 8.7 out of 10 (Deershadow n.d.). Amazon.com users have rated it 4.5 out of 5, with 67 percent voting for 5 stars. The series was also positively received by bloggers; T.H.E.M. Anime Reviews (themanime.org) rates it 4 out of 5, comparing it to Serial Experiments Lain and Ghost in the Shell in terms of content, while faulting the anime for its slow pace and inconsistencies in design (T.H.E.M. Anime Reviews n.d.). Another blog, The Nihon Review (nihonreview.com) rates it 7 out of 10, appreciating the “hauntingly beautiful and enigmatic” music, strong characterisations and “weighty” philosophical content, while critiquing its ending (AC n.d.). Anime News Network (animenewsnetwork.com) gives Ergo Proxy an overall grade of B+, calling it “a fine addition to the genre,” “a top-shelf title that any high-minded sci-fi fan […] will probably enjoy” (Santos 2012).

The present study will approach Ergo Proxy from a critical studies perspective, which is to say it will consider the series not as a work of art but as a product conveying the ideas, opinions and policy stands of the creators, as well as accepting in an implicit manner the receptivity of the audience as indirect endorsement of its message. The focus of the study will be on the portrayals of the varied facets of citizenship depicted by the principal characters of the series. The following sections will deal with the varied sites, ideologies and characters in the series which provide insights into understanding the underlying message of the creators. The relevant points in the storyline will be critically interpreted as a semiotic text with real-world application.

ROMDEAU: THE LAST ARK

The ark city of Romdeau is the centrepiece of the series, where most of the principal characters reside and begin their journeys. It is also the place where the story meets its denouement, with the promise of a brave new world built atop its destroyed ruins. Consider its geographical features: Romdeau is a hermeneutically-sealed ark city, self-sufficient into itself and containing within itself a citizenry which goes about its daily life unperturbed by external interference. This citizenry is shown to be affluent, self-satisfied and suitably compliant toward the ultimate sources of authority resident in the Regent, Donov Mayer, and his artificial intelligence (AI) shadow cabinet (each named after a prominent 20th century philosopher, Kristeva and Kierkegaard being prominent examples). Around the “dome” of Romdeau stretches a wasteland which is viewed by those within as terra nullius, the site of dragons and unimaginable tragedies. Also important is the fact that this self-same citizenry is hopelessly dependent on robotic AutoReivs who pander to their every whim, and remains blissfully unaware of the reality of its existence, revealed only to the principal characters by the end of the story: namely, that the citizens of Romdeau are in fact endlessly-repetitive clones of the original human population, assembly-line echoes of an original humanity which died in the “calamity” of nuclear holocaust an indeterminate time before the events of the story. What is more, their saviour, the entity that gave them life and secured their livelihood is the inhuman Proxy, servant of God the Creator, sent down from the heavens to protect humanity from assured destruction. This god-like being, however, is so universally reviled and misunderstood that it chooses to leave its creations and emigrate to another domed city. Upon its return, as Vincent Law, this immigrant as Father is not only unrecognised; he is hunted by the security apparatus and ultimately ejected. In Vincent’s own words, he “fails to become a good citizen” (Episode 1).

To the viewer concerned with the deconstruction of its symbolic significance, Romdeau can be effectively said to stand for the creators’ conception of Japan. Isolated from the Asian mainland, to the point that political regimes in the past could choose what social, political and cultural features to integrate into the national mainstream, Japan has always considered itself to be separate from and (overtly during the historical periods between 1603 and 1853 and 1910 to 1945) superior to its distant neighbours on the mainland. Nowadays, despite several warning signs issued by local and international commentators, politicians and academics about the absolute urgency of accepting immigration into Japan in quantities ranging from thousands to the hundreds of thousands, mainstream media outlets, internet forums and public discussion continue to equate the immigrant not with a valuable economic entity, source of social capital or a “citizen-in-waiting” (to borrow the title of a book by Hiroshi Motomura on immigration and citizenship law) but as a threat to the social fabric of Japan’s “unique” system, whose incorporation would reduce something “essential” in the identity of “Japaneseness.” The Japanese government continues to officially suppress immigration and citizenship for foreign populations, while proposals to “robotise” and “mechanise” such sectors as office work and care for the elderly are seriously investigated.

Even those foreigners who manage to surpass Japan’s tough immigration requirements, either legally or illegally, are treated socially as perpetually foreign. Like the refugees of Romdeau, they are expected at all times to perform their foreignness in public in ways that may in fact be a source of considerable confusion to the younger generation which may have acclimatised itself to its destination country’s mores. The native population remains apathetic at best, and hostile at worst, giving rise to several public incidents of harassment and assault with a racial bent. Meanwhile, the granting of the (elusive) citizenship status is hedged about by vague requirements of “adaptability to the Japanese way of life,” whose parameters are set in an ad hoc way and applied on a case-by-case basis, which means there is no standardised set of milestones the future citizen-immigrant can aim to achieve in order to receive citizenship. Romdeau’s system is essentially the fictional counterpart of this system, which the creators of Ergo Proxy set up in the series, only to eventually upend it by introducing the placid members of their fictional collective to the truth of their origin as the progeny of an artificial decision by an immigrant founder to settle and raise his community there. The knowledge of this shared origin as ancient immigrants tears the fragile fabric of the domed city apart, as Romdeau collapses under the weight of its failure to survive as a viable community of human beings rising out of nuclear devastation. It takes the return (for the third time) of the original immigrant founder, Vincent Law/Ergo Proxy, for hope of an eventual revitalisation to emerge.

VINCENT LAW: THE IMMIGRANT AS FOUNDER

Vincent Law is the male protagonist of the series, the subject and agent of the whole narrative, whose journey of rediscovery of himself, both as the Othered Proxy of the title as well as his role as the founder of the ark of Romdeau, saviour of the human race, forms the chief vehicle for conveying its principal ideas. Vincent is the subject through which the series interrogates and problematises the existing narratives revolving around immigration, citizenship and the quest for a common origin prevalent throughout the elite in Romdeau, which, as has already been shown, stands as a metonym for Japan.


At the beginning of the series, the viewer sees Vincent working in a basement as part of a team that captures and repairs AutoReivs infected with a virus which gives them a conscience. He is called in by Re-l Mayer, who represents the security architecture of the state, to shed some light on a recent spate of events which involve him being seen in close proximity to the mysterious beings known as Proxies. Visibly nervous, he professes himself confused and attempts to show himself an honest worker who has kept his head down and tried his best to obey the dictates of the government of Romdeau, in order to finally attain the mantle of being a “good citizen” and be able to move up in life. As the investigation into Vincent’s role deepens throughout the episode, both Re-l and Vincent realise that he is in reality something else altogether. His ensuing pursuit by members of the security architecture, led by Re-l, leads Vincent to make a fateful decision and voluntarily exile himself from Romdeau by throwing himself out the airlock of the domed city. The entire time, he exists in shadow, hovering about in the pipes and underground tunnels of the city, serving the “good citizens” above while remaining uncomplaining, invisible.

In later episodes, as Vincent picks himself back up and commences a journey back towards the domed city of Mosk from which he believes himself to have emerged originally, he encounters people and circumstances (sometimes bordering on the hallucinatory) which make him aware of his true self. In a pivotal episode (episode 9), he meets another Proxy, the Proxy of Sunlight, who fights him initially, but upon recognising him, reveals to him the truth: that he is a Proxy, a being created by unknown powers, each given charge over a “flock” of humans to save and restore. This shocking revelation unsettles Vincent’s identity and self at first; for a moment he sees himself clearly as both the monstrous Proxy and the harmless, diligent Vincent. In ensuing episodes, initially alone then joined by Re-l, Vincent successfully pieces together the remaining shards of his past, to reconstruct an identity of his own. In the process, he comes to see what he is in relation to the city of Romdeau and learns that his present exile is the third of his attempts to liberate himself of his creation.

In the final third of the series, as Vincent and Re-l return to Romdeau to save it from destruction, Vincent is finally revealed by the elites of Romdeau as the Founder of the city who eventually grew disgusted with it and decided to leave. Yet for emotional reasons he continued to return to the city as a lowly immigrant, only being rejected by a hostile population which failed to recognise its own progenitor. Even in Mosk, where Vincent/Ergo Proxy takes refuge, the population of Romdeau wages a war to recover him, but only to contain him, to imprison him so that he may continue to be “useful” to the city as the producer of more human beings through the cloning process. Above all there exists the important truth that the same elites, particularly the Regent, Re-l’s “grandfather” Donov Mayer, knew of their immigrant origin and purposefully effaced this part of their history in order to retain people’s faith in the system of political control built up around them. The immigrant Founder of the state is thus himself made subject to its mechanisms of control and regulation.

Vincent in Romdeau is thus the Othered part of the city’s history, whose role in the origin of its people is conveniently removed without trace by the state in order to cement its control over their minds and champion an ideology which in the series comes eerily close to emulating the exhortations of the Nihonjinron genre of Japanese literature, which harps on the “uniqueness” of Japanese culture as the foundationary principle of its success in the economic sphere. The immigrant, though he is effectively repeating the journey made by the ancestors of the Japanese/Romdeauites, is only ever useful in the underclass of economic production, where he/she is useful in a limited sense, as long as he/she remains dispensable and invisible to the citizenry. By placing this immigrant (in this case Vincent Law) in a fixed position legally, by constraining him within the boundaries of “manageable” structures (prison, the workshop, outside the physical borders of the territory of the state) and by denying him/ her the voice and agency to claim and reconstitute him/herself as a valuable unit of the national fabric, an important member of the national fraternity, and as a human being with rights and values, the state of Romdeau/Japan thus effectively denies its origins in prehistoric immigration patterns in favour of a limited, conservative ethno-racial conception of itself as a monoethnic, monolingual nation-state continuing in a pure form from the mists of history to the present day.

RE-L MAYER: THE NATIVE WHO WENT IMMIGRANT

If Vincent Law is the Othered origin of Romdeau, Re-l Mayer, security agent, adopted granddaughter of the Regent and a former member of the political elite who turns on her own people for the truth, is the hopeful vehicle for the future. As envisioned by the creators of Ergo Proxy, Re-l, the initially prickly unfeminine officer, becomes by the end a feminised “super-female,” who essays a dual role as both the amanuensis of Vincent’s journey and the potential foundress of a new human society after the destruction of Romdeau, in a procreative dyad with the Othered immigrant Vincent Law. In sum, Re-l is the native who accepts the immigrant into her body, both physically and symbolically as a human being in the shared confraternity of human beings.

In the sense considered above, Re-l’s femininity is important to the storytellers. The existence of a female protagonist, through whose eyes the viewer experiences the torment of Vincent/Ergo Proxy, serves to impart an affective legitimacy to Vincent’s reclaiming of his split personality. At the same time, Re-l’s presence, particularly her personal emotional development, attempts to instil faith in the change that Vincent promises would come in the final episode; Re-l’s being at his side will ensure a more even-handed, fairer world where the artificiality of Romdeau’s technology-aided reproduction would be replaced by a “natural” order of sexually generated humanity which would (purportedly) claim for itself a “pure” status free of distinctions between imimmigrants and natives. Thus Re-l Mayer reifies the conception of the nation/collective/human race as products of a “universal mother” in whose body the potential for change may gestate.

In the initial half of the series, Re-l is shown as a loyal and intelligent security officer whose keen eye and critical faculties enable her to see the problem of Romdeau’s growing AutoReiv problem more clearly than all others. When Ergo Proxy’s existence is revealed to her in a shocking home invasion at the end of the first episode, Re-l, instead of giving in to human feelings of antipathy and trauma, begins to analyse the Proxy’s seeming interest in her, honestly confessing to the audience that that interest is fully reciprocated. Later on, when her duty forces her to chase down Vincent, she attempts to arrest him with tact, resisting to the very end the use of force. After the truth of Vincent’s identity and the source of Romdeau’s citizens is revealed to her by Daedalus in a later episode, she resolves to go out into the wilderness outside Romdeau to look for Vincent, to interrogate him and (if necessary) kill him. However, when she catches up to him, Vincent saves her life instead. This marks the point where Re-l begins her journey of discovery, one potentially challenging her own long-held beliefs and the threat potential Vincent seems to pose.

Over time, as their journey leads to deeper and more desolate places, the bond between Re-l and Vincent metamorphoses from a wary distrust into a lasting companionship, emblematised by an episode where they are stranded in a deserted place with no wind to propel their wind-driven ship. By the final episodes, Re-l becomes the first person to accept the broken halves of Vincent’s identity, propelling him to return to Romdeau to save it instead of destroying it. She becomes his moral centre, arming him for a final confrontation with his own alternate self, which advocates the final destruction of Romdeau by the Proxy’s hands. After the climactic battle is done, Vincent, the immigrant returned to the land of his founding, stands atop the ruins of his creation; his sight of Re-l returning to him in their ship forms the background to his vow to rebuild a new society again, thus (indirectly) investing Re-l with regenerative capacities not only in a physical sense, but also as a moral compass, a role that presents direct comparisons with Meiji era exhortations to create “good wives, wise mothers” (ryōsai kenbo) as the source of a new generation of loyal, disciplined and intelligent citizens who would lead Japan into modernity.

It cannot be guessed as to whether the anime producers wanted at this point to show a return to the essential core of culture as imperative to national rejuvenation, or to indicate a radically progressive vision of the role of women to subvert and—through their roles as wives and mothers (of immigrant men and their children)—challenge the exclusionary principles of Japan’s almost-xenophobic immigration policy, but Re-l’s character trajectory may be said to stand most simplistically to signify the advantages of what in the field of immigration studies is called “contact theory,” which argues that contact with immigrants has a direct positive relation with attitudes towards them in personal life; essentially, the more natives see immigrants navigating the same environmental challenges they do, the more they come to see the latter as fellow-travellers, not as threats (Green and Kadoya 2015). Re-l can thus be read as a metonym for Japanese people at large, who if only they could see immigrants in their daily lives and emotional turmoil, would realise the common humanity of both groups and come to give the latter a more basic role in the construction of Japanese-ness in an era of rapid aging and globalised migration.

RAUL CREED: THE (PERSONAL) SECURITY ESTABLISHMENT

If Re-l Mayer represents the benign face of Romdeau’s security establishment, her boss Raul Creed represents its xenophobic mainstream. Through his character, the creators of Ergo Proxy attempt to delineate a sort of “banal evil” (Arendt 2006) as envisioned by Hannah Arendt, a functionary who loses sight of the humanity of the immigrants under his supervision in favour of a functional, and then an overtly emotional reaction against one immigrant in particular, i.e., Vincent Law. The trajectory of his character is emblematic of the security establishment he represents, an establishment which sees immigrants not in terms of their intrinsic human value but as potential threats and subversive agents, to the point that it begins to drive a xenophobic knee-jerk counter-reaction toward immigration at large irrespectively of its economic and demographic benefits. This hyperactive domination of immigration policymaking by the security establishment leads to the irrelevance of Romdeau/Japan at first, and eventually to its summary destruction in the final episode of the series.

When the audience first encounters Creed, he comes across as a coldly efficient functionary with a mandate to maintain surveillance on all citizens of Romdeau for signs of “deviance.” This mandate includes identifying defective AutoReivs and “fixing” (i.e., destroying) them. In the first episode, though, the battle of the Proxies in the central shopping district causes a defining break in Creed’s pathology as his wife and child are caught in the crossfire and killed. Throughout the ensuing series, Creed’s blinding desire for revenge against the Proxies causes him to fall further and further into doubt regarding the essential purpose of his and others’ lives. This doubt is exacerbated by Daedalus, who shows him the “truth” of Romdeau’s artificial population growth. Armed with the knowledge of life’s essential meaninglessness, Creed eventually devotes all the resources at his disposal to hunt down Vincent Law, whom he sees haunting him in several telling hallucinatory sequences. The Regent’s removal of his powers and authority only makes him more determined, and he eventually becomes the agent of the system’s demise when he triggers the Legacy, one last nuclear missile left over from pre-apocalyptic times, over Romdeau, causing its protective dome to collapse and its civilisation to come to an end. When he receives news of Vincent/Ergo Proxy’s return, he goes to the Regent’s chamber and fires bullets containing life-threatening FP cells at his hated enemy, only to realise that the enemy is more resourceful and more powerful than him. After his “nominal” revenge is taken, Creed wanders aimlessly through the runs of Romdeau until his accidental death.

The character of Raul Creed offers to the student of citizenship and immigration a valuable example of the security establishment of “anti-immigration” countries such as Japan and the functionaries who serve as its gatekeepers. His cold attitude towards the immigrants who serve as Romdeau’s underclass, his inveterate hatred toward Vincent Law and his eventual decision to prefer the destruction of his homeland to his fellow citizens learning the truth about their origins are all mirrored to some extent in the attitudes and policy behaviours of immigration bureaucrats in real-life Japan, who along with the ministers above them, stoke the public’s nativist attitudes even at the cost of national decrepitude (and eventual decline). Recent initiatives by the Japanese government, such as automation of certain tasks as well as incorporating women into the workforce through the so-called “womenomics,” are indicative of this fatalist attitude towards replenishment of national populations by immigration, which accentuates perceived security concerns and difficulties of integration as obstacles to immigration while ignoring the historical inevitability of immigration, its benefits and complexities. The national discourse is thus posed as a straightforward nation vs. outsiders (the literal meaning of gaijin) debate, instead of allowing pro- and anti-migrant interests to dispute immigrants’ viability in terms of their respective standpoints.

The Japanese government’s negative attitudes towards immigrants have a historical dimension as well. Opponents of immigration within the government (of which the security establishment is one) often argue their opposition by drawing comparisons with the United States, which is a country of immigrants and thus the opposite of Japan. This argument, drawing from years of Nihonjinron discourse and official government support to the concept of tan’itsu minzoku kokka (literally translated as racially homogeneous nation), has been the mainstay of official circles since Nakasone Yasuhiro proclaimed in a public speech his nation’s superiority over the United States because of the latter’s lax immigration policies allowing blacks, Puerto Ricans and other poor immigrants to stay and work there (Page 1986). However, as detailed historical data proves, Japan itself has been home to populations from Asia, Polynesian islanders and Australasian aborigines, who combined prior to recorded history to form the much-vaunted Yamato race that Japanese political functionaries tout today as a “pure” race. Even in recorded history, several thousands of Koreans and Chinese were captured and brought to Japan for their skills; these craftspeople were no doubt incorporated into the Japanese population, since their descendants are now unidentifiable as members of that special group.

Seen from the contexts noted above, Creed’s behaviour seems to be more explainable. Like the real bureaucrats on whom he seems to be modelled, he not only harbours an atavistic hatred for immigrants but also resents the fact of their value to society. As such his hatred for Vincent Law can be interpreted as having two reasons: by failing to become an anonymous, compliant Fellow Citizen, in effect by refusing to sublimate his individuality to the corporate group of the state, Vincent Law has shown himself to be a typical outsider/foreigner/immigrant, a threat to the security of the nation. Not only that, Vincent has been revealed to be the Proxy, founder of Romdeau, father of all its citizens and emissary of the past, making his presence a threat to the official shibboleths of the state, which declaims that Romdeau/Japan is a self-contained population free of intermixing with “foreign” races. From this perspective it is no wonder that Creed’s rebellion encompasses both Vincent Law, the representative of the past, of the common origins of all humanity after the apocalypse, and of Romdeau, Vincent’s creation, which he sees as the contaminated paradise. By striving to destroy both, Creed may in fact be striving to achieve the perfect purity, an unsullied tabula rasa where tan’itsu minzoku kokka may be established free of the taint of association with the foreign “barbarian.” His failure can thus be read as the failure of the state to hold the gates, to argue against the inevitability of human immigration.

CONCLUSION

It is difficult to estimate how many unique viewers eventually watched Ergo Proxy, because it was released as a DVD simultaneously with broadcast on a satellite television channel, which is dependent on subscribers. A search of interviews conducted with the creators has made amply clear that they were influenced by the Christian doctrine of Manicheanism and sought to construct a morality tale of dystopian proportions (see Scally, Drummond-Matthews and Hairston 2009), but none of the interviews have made entirely clear where the inspiration for the realistic depiction of issues of immigration and citizenship came from or even whether they were intentional. A search of the existing literature in academic circles also reveals nothing; most students of immigration studies remain unaware of the critical potential Ergo Proxy (and a handful of other series like it) holds for those specialising in emergent countries of immigration, almost all of which are so-called monoethnic, monolingual states without traditions of mass immigration in modern times (such as Italy, Spain, Greece and Japan).

Ergo Proxy, and indeed other anime produced across studios in Japan, nevertheless offers rich dividends for these students. Firstly, it problematises the existing immigration policy espoused by the political apparatus in Japan, which attempts to display a veneer of control even in the face of dire demographic crises, relying on wishful thinking due to cultural sensitivities instead of taking a dispassionate look at all the options available to the government. Romdeau’s destruction comes about because instead of confronting and internalising its history, its citizens and elites wish to remain in denial about the source of salvation that their refugee underclass represent and stress their purity instead. In light of Romdeau’s (fictional) experiences, the producers of Ergo Proxy seem to be warning real-life Japanese audiences of the folly of clinging to outdated concepts of racial purity when a real crisis is facing them.


Secondly, Ergo Proxy sends up a cautionary flare to the political elite by threatening nothing less than irrelevance or (in the worst instance) the destruction of the nation-state if changes to the immigration policy are not made. The producers of the anime, by showing how Creed ends up enacting the destruction of the stable polity of Romdeau because the boundary between the personal and the political ceases to be relevant for him, are possibly indicating that several real cases of official misconduct by several immigration authorities and detention centre officers may just be the tip of the iceberg, because they may indicate a sense of racial superiority that is at odds with the sensitivity which Japanese politicians believe remains Japan’s greatest diplomatic weapon. As such, the anime it can be said argues for a humanitarian approach towards immigrants, instead of the cycle of violence which Creed unleashes by blaming Vincent Law for all the problems the former’s society faces.

Thirdly, Ergo Proxy unveils the potential that recent advances in social psychology such as contact theory hold in changing public attitudes toward immigrants. Throughout the series, the audience is able to see with their own eyes how increasing contact with Vincent makes Re-l change her preconceived attitudes and private fears about the alien in her society, leading her to ultimately accept Vincent as her mate and equal. That this act of acceptance, mirrored in the real world, would end the underground lives most immigrants to Japan still live, and enable them to access their rights in a manner free of fear or favour seems to be the primary contention of the creators of the anime.

Finally, and most importantly, however, Ergo Proxy attempts to humanise the immigrant, not just by showing him as a silent, compliant victim enmeshed in a system which needs him at the same time as it refuses to grant him the needs of self-activation that is enjoyed by full citizens, but also as a successor to the true past: a past of itinerant immigrants, ancestors of the same citizens who came to an unexplored land to settle it. By making an impassioned plea to respect the stranger as God (Yoshida 1981), to welcome the immigrant as a future citizen instead of as a tool, to respect his/her power to make and unmake the nation’s common peace, prosperity and longevity, Ergo Proxy can in this reading be said to be pushing the idea of a critical dystopia for Japan’s consideration, where the possibility of change exists and a better future is still around the corner.


NOTES
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ABSTRACT

Corruption is a pervasive problem in the Philippines. Previous studies have focused on institutions and culture as factors behind the persistence of corruption in the country. Moreover, the emphasis has been on corruption that occurs within the bureaucracy. In this qualitative, exploratory study, we explored the possibility of the shared understanding, the frame alignments between the local state authorities and drivers as a possible explanation behind the persistence of street-based form of corruption known as kotongan or kotong. Based on the interviews conducted, results showed that there is a shared understanding between state authorities and drivers as to what kotong is, the benefits they derive from the transaction, and the factors behind the acceptance of kotong.

Keywords: Frame alignments, kotong, kotongan, street-based corruption, corruption in the Philippines

INTRODUCTION

Recently, the New York Times declared the Philippines as the most corrupt country in Asia (Rodis 2015). This is not surprising as the history of the country abounds with news of corruption scandals that the national government has been embroiled in. For instance, in his short term as president, Estrada was involved in the Jueteng Scam, which led to the historical Epifanio de los Santos Avenue (EDSA) II, eventually resulting to him stepping down from position. Estrada’s successor, President Arroyo and her husband were also involved in several corruption scandals that included the Fertiliser Scam, the Macapagal Boulevard Scandal, and the National Broadband Network (NBN)-ZTE Corporation (ZTE) Scandal. Under the recent administration, President Aquino who espoused the Daang Matuwid (Straight Path) policy, and several prominent senators including Senate President Juan Ponce Enrile, Senator Ramon “Bong” Revilla Jr. and Senator Juan “Jinggoy” Estrada were involved in the Napoles case. At the lower level, the news also trumpets stories regarding ordinary government officials accepting bribes in exchange for speedier transactions in an otherwise slow moving and bogged down Philippine bureaucracy. The news is also replete with stories of corruption that happens in the street, where police and traffic enforcers are alleged to have accepted a small amount of cash in exchange for turning a blind eye to traffic infractions committed. Thus, it seems that corruption in the Philippines is so pervasive that it encompasses the entire bureaucracy from the bottom to the top.

The Philippines is not the only country where corruption is an issue. Corruption is an endemic problem around the world (United Nations Convention Against Corruption 2004). For Transparency International, no one country in the world is corruption free. In fact, 68 percent of countries in the world are afflicted by corruption, including the G20 countries (Transparency International website). For Batalla (2000), corruption has been evident in the Philippines since the Spanish period and has since taken root in the society. This is despite the presence of laws and governmental bodies that aim to curb  and eradicate corruption in the country. The 1987 Philippine Constitution itself provides that public office is public trust. Other laws related to graft and corruption include RA 6770 (The Ombudsman Act of 1989), RA 3019 (Anti-Graft and Corrupt Practices Act), RA 1379 (Forfeiture Law), Title Seven, Crimes Committed by Public Officers, Revised Penal Code, RA 6173 (Code of Conduct and Ethical Standards for Public Officials and Employees), RA 7080 (Plunder Act), Presidential Decree 46, Presidential Decree 749, Republic Act 9485 (Anti-Red Tape Act) and Republic Act 9160 (Anti-money Laundering). On the other hand, governmental bodies in charge with curbing and eradicating corruption include the Office of the Ombudsman, the Civil Service Commission, Commission on Audit, the Sandiganbayan, Department of Justice, National Bureau of Investigation, Philippine National Police, Presidential Commission on Good Government, Department of Finance, Revenue Integrity Protection Services, and the Anti-Money Laundering Council (Transparency and Accountability Network 2011).

There is no one definition of corruption. Transparency International defines it as “the abuse of entrusted power for private gains” (Transparency International website). Similarly, the World Bank defines corruption as the “abuse of public office for private gain” (World Bank website). The Asian Development Bank meanwhile locates corruption both in the public and the private sector and defines it as “the abuse of public or private office for personal gain” (Asian Development Bank website). Though corruption occurs in the private sector, corruption is more readily observed in the public sector. Corruption in the government has three broad layers: first, corruption within the broader political system that involves “the demands of electoral politics, the extensive use of patronage in political appointments, and the existence of pork barrel funds” (Balboa and Medalla 2006); second, corruption within the public sector that includes “spotty performance of mechanisms for identifying and sanctioning employees engaged in corrupt and illicit behaviour, considerations of pay and employment, and government procurement” (Balboa and Medalla 2006); and third, corruption within specific agencies, which covers “grand corruption (involving widespread syndicates and millions of pesos); and petty corruption (which involves smaller amounts of money, such as grease money to facilitate the delivery of goods and services)” (Balboa and Medalla 2006). Related to this is UNDP’s two types of corruption, spontaneous and institutionalised. Spontaneous corruption occurs in societies with high morals in public service while institutionalised corruption has become a way of life given the pervasiveness of corruption in the society (Balboa and Medalla 2006).


Of the layers of corruption in government, little attention has been paid to the phenomenon of street-based corruption in the Philippines. This is surprising given that street-based corruption is the most basic manifestation of corruption in the country. The Center for People Empowerment and Governance (CENPeg) recognises the importance of understanding street-based corruption, and has since published a dictionary called “Corruptionary” (Jimenez 2010), a compilation of Filipino terms used for corruption that occurs in the street. Kotong or kotongan is one of the oft-used term that refers to the exchange of money between police officers and traffic aides and drivers who have disobeyed traffic laws. The creation of jargons on street-based corruption, and its penetration into the everyday vernacular of the Filipinos highlights the pervasiveness of street-based corruption in the Philippines. If this is the case, what could account for the pervasiveness of street-based corruption, specifically, kotong or kotongan in the Philippines? This is the main question that this study aims to answer. This study argues that there is an alignment of frames between the traffic enforcers and drivers on the notion of corruption, the benefits derived from the illicit exchange of money, and the causes of the persistence of kotong. This study argues that a possible explanation for the persistence street-based corruption in the Philippines, are the shared understandings between the legal authority and the citizen-drivers.

This paper is as organised as follows. First, we provide a brief review of existing literature on studies on corruption, proceeded by an examination of the literature on street-based corruption where we find out that very little thus far has been written on this form of corruption. Second, we establish the guiding frameworks: constructivism and interpretivism and frame alignment and how these frameworks are used in the study. Third, we establish the methodology used in this qualitative study. Fourth, we go into the results and analysis part. Fifth, we analyse the implications of the results of the study in the hope of eradicating corruption from the Philippine society, and recommend suggestions as to what else can be done in order to extend the study.

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Studies on Corruption

Much has been written on the subject of corruption, on its meaning, the negative impacts on the political and economic development of states, and the causes for its persistence. This is especially so after the international recognition conferred upon it by the passing of international conventions such as the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Convention on Combating Bribery of Foreign Public Officials in International Business Transactions, in 1997 (Rushton 2011) and the United Nations Convention Against Corruption in 2003 (United Nations Convention Against Corruption 2004). In effect, the passing of such conventions put corruption as an agenda to be resolved at the level of the state and through cooperative pursuits among the states, international institutions, and the civil society.

A review of the extant literature shows that many of the studies explore the relationship between institutions and corruption and culture and corruption. We first examine institutions and then proceed to culture. Institutions are defined in the traditional sense as “the formal rules and organisations” (Lowndes 2010: 60). The focus then is on the arrangement of the institutions and the formal rules and regulations that bound the organisation and the people in it. Later on, the definition of institutions under new institutionalism had come to include conventions and norms constructed by the members, which regulate their interaction with each other. However, a survey of the literature shows that studies on corruption and institutions view institutions in the more traditional sense. Specifically, these studies inquire as to which types, and permutations of institutions, do low levels of corruption persists; unitary vs. federal form of government; parliamentary vs. presidential form of government (Gerring and Thacker 2004); an open and transparent democratic form of government (Alt and Lassen 2003); the extent of freedom of press (Lederman, Loayza and Soares 2005; Treisman 2007); electoral rules and constitutional structures (Kunicova and Ackerman 2005); strong rule of law and established political-legal structures (Zhan 2012); and the design and structure of government institutions and political processes (Shleifer and Vishny 1993). A few of the literature also examine how institutions can contribute to the pervasiveness of corruption. For instance, Yadav (2012) argues that legislative institutions, its rules and regulations can contribute to corruption. Ionescu (2011) for his part explores how the federal form of government contributes to the persistence of corruption in Mexico.

To some extent, also explored in the literature is the link between culture and corruption. Culture is defined as the “values and attitudes that guide a population” (Landes 2000: 2). In a compendium, Harrison and Huntington (2000) emphasise the import of culture in the course of human progress as for them, values matter! Indeed values matter as several authors have examined the relationship between the value of collectivity and corruption (Husted 1999; Soleim and Bontis 2009). The relationship between political culture and corruption is mostly examined in Asian states (Chang and Chu 2006). This appears to be especially true in the Philippines. For example, Co (2005) and Jimenez (2010) aver that corruption is sustained by the culture of gift-giving, reciprocity and clientelism. Gift giving is related to the value of kindness, reciprocity meanwhile is related to the value of hiya (shame) or utang-na-loob (debt of gratitude). Clientelism refers to an asymmetrical relationship between two individuals where one acts as a patron and one acts as a client. In a similar discussion of elements in the Philippines that underlie Filipino values, Varela (2003) asserts that there are elements: personalism, familism, and particularism or popularism. Personalism is explained as the extent of importance Filipinos face on interpersonal relations. Familism meanwhile is related to the high value placed by Filipinos on the welfare of their own families in relation to the welfare of the community. Particularism or popularism pertains to the importance placed by Filipinos on being held in a high esteem by the members of the community. These three elements underlie the transactions of Filipinos with each other. Adding to the values already enumerated by Co (2005), Varela (2003) adds that Filipinos also hold the values of amor propio (honour), delicadeza (propriety), and pakikisama (getting along). These elements plus the values undergird the daily interaction of Filipinos. Quah (2010) agrees with Co (2005) and Varela (2003) and cites the same values as one of the culprits behind the persistence of corruption in the Philippines.

Evidently, much of the literature have focused on the macro level, focusing on the relationship between corruption and institutions, and corruption and the larger culture, whether as solution or contributing factor. However, a noteworthy investigation would also be at the level of the individual and the interaction between individuals and how it contributes to the persistence of corruption. This is where the present study comes in. In exploring the frame alignments on corruption between the local state authorities and public utility drivers, the spotlight is shifted to the individual’s agency in the prevalence and persistence of corruption.

Street-based Corruption

Many articles are focused on petty corruption, a transaction that takes place between citizens and ordinary government employees. Though petty corruption occurs at a lower level in the government, it is a form of corruption that still occurs within the bounds of the bureaucracy (Lambert-Mogiliansky, Majumdar and Radner 2007; Adzanela 2012; Jancsics 2013). Surprisingly, very little has been written about corruption that takes place in the street regardless of the fact that news abound with stories of such form of corruption. In their study, Nieuwbeerta, De Geest and Siegers (2003) compared street-level corruption between industrialised and developing countries and they found out that countries with (1) high levels of economic development; (2) high levels of economic freedom; (3) long exposure to democracy; (4) non-federal structure; (5) Protestant traditions; and (6) British legal culture, experience lower levels of street-based corruption. Though groundbreaking, the use of quantitative method in this study loses the narratives of the parties that transact in corruption. In the Philippines setting, an example of a study on street-based corruption is that of Nolasco et al.’s (2014) qualitative study that examines the persistence of street based corruption kotongan in the Philippines by examining the ethical conundrum and motivations that bus and jeepney drivers faced in their decision-making to pay bribe or kotong to local state authorities. Jimenez’s (2010) study on corruption focused on what she calls “corruption speak.” In this study, she interviewed public utility vehicle drivers in order to understand the creation of corruption jargons in the country. These qualitative studies provided a good context by examining the experiences of public utility drivers. However, as petty corruption is a transaction between the local authorities and the drivers, it is noteworthy to examine where the ideas of the two parties align as to what street based corruption is and why does it persist. This is where the present study comes in.

Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored on the ideas of frame alignment, which is subsumed under the constructivist/interpretive theory. Onuf’s words best explains what the constructivist/interpretive theory is about, when he said that “we inhabit a world of our own making” (cited in Parsons 2010: 80). This theory largely challenges the positivist/realist notion that knowledge is objective. For the constructivists, knowledge is the by-product of the daily interaction among individuals—that concepts only gain significance based on the negotiated meanings, called social constructs, which people attached to them. For Parsons (2010) and Benford (1997), these social constructs govern the action of people as “meaning is prefatory to action” (Benford 1997: 410), these meanings govern the way people “organise their identities, their relationships, and environment” (Parsons 2010: 80). Given this framework, street-based corruption, specifically kotong acquires meaning based on the face-to-face interaction between the local authorities, the Manila enforcers and the public utility drivers.


Subsumed within the constructivist/interpretive theory is the frame alignment theory. The concept of frame first came from Erving Goffman who defined it in a functional manner as schemata of interpretation that “allow its users to locate, perceive, identify, and label a seemingly infinite number of concrete occurrences defined in its terms” (1974: 21). For Benford and Snow, “frames help to render events or occurrences meaningful and thereby function to organise experience and guide action” (2000: 614). In essence, frames are the shared understandings that help guide men in understanding their relationship with each other and their understanding of the society, which they are a part of. According to Gamson and Meyer (1996), the theory seeks to bring culture back in, as it posits that frames produced are bounded by the larger culture in which they are embedded. Framing, the verb used by Benford and Snow (2000) to refer to the process of creating frames spans a broad process that includes frame alignment. What is frame alignment?

Frame alignment within the literature of social movement refers to the “linkage of individual and SMO interpretive orientations, such that some set of individual interests, values, and beliefs and SMO activities, goal, and ideology are congruent and complementary” (Snow et al. 1986). The literature on social movements and framing is replete with studies that examine frame alignment as a factor behind the consequence of social movements (Benford and Snow 2000; Snow et al. 1986; Coley 2015; Katelaars et al. 2014). In such studies, scholars explore the existence of congruence between the movements’ messages and the participation of people in social movements and how this critically affects the success or failure of social movements. Frame alignment is also examined in the field of media and communication where the literature explores the congruence between the information put out there by media—whether it be on print or television, with the larger opinion of the public. (Druckman 2001; Chong and Druckman 2007; Sanpei and Aoyagi-Usui 2009; Benelli 2003). Scholarly works on frame alignment in this field are interested in the link between media frame, which is a “central organising idea or story line that provides meaning to an unfolding strip of events” (Scheufele 1999: 106) and individual frame that is defined as “mentally stored clusters of ideas that guide individuals’ processing of information” (Entman cited in Scheufele 1999:107). Regardless of what field, the essence of frame alignment theory is the emphasis on the shared meanings that guide action. In Political Science and Sociology that examine social movements, the focus is on shared meanings that lead to collective action efforts; in Media and Communication that focus on the importance of media, the stress is on shared meanings that affect the perception and attitude of the public on a variety of issues. Nevertheless, the emphasis is on how negotiated meanings between a group and individuals govern their action. Guided by the ideas of constructivism and frame alignment, we posit that the persistence of kotong, is a by-product of the shared meanings, between the local authorities, the Manila traffic enforcers, which are vested with the power to apprehend those who disobey the traffic laws in the Manila area, and the drivers, on what kotong is, and the mutual benefits that the parties derived from engaging in this street-based form of corruption.

METHOD

This is a qualitative, exploratory study. The qualitative approach is employed as it allows for a thicker description of the phenomena being studied. This study is exploratory in that it does not claim that the frame alignments on corruption between the state authorities and the drivers is the sole factor that explains the persistence of the phenomenon in the Philippines but merely explores the viability of frame alignments in examining corruption in the country. The researchers randomly interviewed eight traffic enforcers and eight drivers, 16 total, for a balanced narrative in a city in Metro Manila. The researchers also culled secondary data particularly journal articles and books that examine corruption in the Philippines to validate the narratives of the respondents. Content analysis was employed in processing the data gathered by the researchers.

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

Notions of Corruption

Congruence in notion of kotong as a monetary transaction

There appears to be similarities in the understanding of both enforcers and motorists of kotong as a monetary transaction. This is manifested in the codes, signs and symbols that they use. For instance, according to Jimenez (2010), both the traffic enforcers and the public utility vehicle drivers use coded words in their transaction with each other. In an interview with public utility vehicle drivers, her study shows that local state authorities use phrases such as kilala mo ba si Osmeña (Do you know who Osmeña is?) or o sige baka mahuli ka nyan Ube na lang (You might be caught. But okay, ube will do). In situations where the drivers cannot yet pay for the amount asked of them by the enforcers, they will offer a counteroffer with a similar code such as, sir pula pula na lang ho, mahina pa eh (Sir, I’ll just give pula-pula. I don’t have enough earnings yet). The words, Osmeña, ube, and pula-pula are codes that denote the colour of Philippine paper bills and thus the amount of money that the transaction will cost the drivers caught committing traffic violations.

Aside from the coded words, there are also signs that both the local state authorities and drivers understand that kotongan is about to occur. This is manifested in the responses of the interviewees:


Motorist 5 averred, “Enforcers would motion to me to follow them to a more private spot after collecting my license and then would show me the amount of fine to be paid for each violation and proclaim that I would have to attend a seminar.”

Motorist 2 said that, “They would flag me down, direct me to a more secluded spot and would ask me what I want to do regarding my traffic violation… that is when I know what they want me to do.”

Enforcer 1 averred, “Enforcers will not directly ask for money as it is against the law, however, they will inform the violators of the amount of fine, for example saying that so and so violation is worth 2,000 pesos and that they will have to attend a seminar, when in reality, we do not really conduct seminars, we also tell them that it will take a while for them to get their license, in essence, what we want them to do is to read between the lines, by saying that, we want them to just give us some money, as we have already dropped several hints.”

Enforcer 8 said that, “I flag down the motorist, get their license, direct them to a spot not seen by many, I look around if anyone is watching us and if I see that there is none, I will usually ask the driver what he plans to do about his violation, that is the clue I give to the driver.”



By using these codes, signs and symbols, both the local authorities and motorists are able to make sense of what kotong is and how to interact with each other in such situations. Such shorthand allows both parties to navigate and circumvent the laws set forth for traffic violation. The regular usage of shorthand also seemingly makes it appear that kotong or kotongan has become a way of life in the Philippine society. It also reveals the shockingly lack of information on the part of the motorists regarding the traffic rules and regulations, including the most typical offenses committed by motorists. For instance, swerving, an oft-cited violation is not actually a traffic violation and does not necessitate the confiscation of the motorist’s driver’s license (mmda.gov.ph)—an example from the MMDA website is retained as the transaction is obviously a consequence of the lack of information on the part of the motorists as to what acts are considered violations.

Congruence in notion of kotong as beneficial

Seemingly, the motorists and enforcers are in agreement when it comes to the benefits that each party derives from such transaction. Responses show that benefits are of two kinds. The first kind pertains to the monetary benefit that each party receives. On the part of the enforcers, the kotong money serves to augment the meager salary that they receive every payday. On the side of the motorists, the heavy penalty imposed on traffic violations move them to pay the kotong money, which is significantly lesser, usually priced at 200–500 pesos. This is seen in the statements of the respondents.


Motorist 3 responded, “Well, they get more money they can use to provide for their family needs.”

Motorist 6 said, “Maybe they need money, a lot of people need money.”

Enforcer 3 said, “Maybe the enforcers are tempted to accept money due to the low salary that they receive.”

Enforcer 5 responded, “It all comes down to needs, as people have many needs, they want to earn more, they want easy money as they have needs, and many expenses.”



The second kind of benefit pertains to the saved up time and effort brought on by the transaction. On the side of the enforcers, the time and effort saved in surrendering the licenses collected to their proper offices. For the working motorists, the time and effort saved on commuting to city halls and to the land transportation offices to reclaim their licenses, which would entail taking precious time off from work, moves them to pay the kotong money to the enforcers.


Enforcer 7 averred that, “First, if they go to City Hall, they will pay a high amount, for instance 500 to 1000 pesos, second, for those who work, they do not want to take the time off, so they choose to pay, third, in general Filipinos do not want the hassle if they can settle things more easily, by paying the enforcers.”


Enforcer 4 said that, “It is easier to just pay us, because Filipinos would rather hand the money to us and save time and effort.”

Motorist 1 pointed, “For motorists who are busy they opt to give money to the traffic enforcers once they get caught for committing traffic violations. First, I guess it is much cheaper and second I think it would take up much of their time to go to the responsible government agency in order to get their licenses.”

Motorist 7 averred, “Considering the difficulties of claiming the license here in the Philippines, paying kotong is easier.”



The amount of money and effort saved by paying kotong is confirmed by the data on traffic violations and fines under Joint Administrative Order No 2014-01 entitled Revised Schedule of Fines and Penalties for Violations of Laws, Rules, and Regulations Governing Land Transport. The table below shows the amount of fine and penalty for the typical traffic violation.

 



	Violation

	Fines and penalty




	Driving without a valid driver’s license/ conductor’s permit.
	
3000.00 pesos

In addition, the unlicensed or improperly licensed driver shall be disqualified from being granted a driver’s license and driving a motor vehicle for a period of one year following the payment of fine.





	Reckless driving defined as operating recklessly without reasonable caution in considering the width, traffic, grades, crossing, curvatures, visibility and other conditions of the highway and the conditions of the atmosphere and the weather or so to endanger the property or the safety or rights of any person or so as to cause excessive or unreasonable damage to the highway. This includes driving an unregistered vehicle.
	
1st offense – 2,000.00 pesos

2nd offense – 3,000.00 pesos

3rd offense – 10,000.00 pesos

In addition:

Suspension of license for 3 months for the 2nd offense and 6 months for the 3rd offense from the payment of fine and revocation of driver’s license on the succeeding offense.

A revoked non-professional driver’s license shall be disqualified from being granted a driver’s license for a period of two years from date of revocation.





	Failure to wear the prescribed seat belt device.
	
1st offense – 1,000.00 pesos

2nd offense – 2,000.00 pesos

3rd offense – 5,000.00 pesos

In addition:

After 3rd and succeeding offense, suspension of license for 1 week from the payment of the fine.





	Failure to require his or her passengers to wear the prescribed seat belt device.
	For PUVs and Operators, this will cost 3,000.00 pesos



	Failure to wear the standard protective motorcycle helmet or failure to require the backrider to wear the standard protective motorcycle helmet under RA 10054.
	1st offense – 1,500.00 pesos
2nd offense – 3,000.00 pesos
3rd offense –5,000.00 pesos
4th and succeeding offense – 10,000.00 pesos



	Failure to carry driver’s license, certification of registration or official receipt while driving a motor vehicle.
	1,000.00 pesos



	
All other violations of traffic rules and regulations which includes the following:

	Parking in an intersection, within 5 metres of the intersection, 4 metres from a fire hydrant, in front of a private driveway, on the roadside of any unmoving or parked MV at the curb or edge of the highway, at any place where signs of prohibition have been installed
	Disregarding traffic signs
	Allowing passengers or top or cover of a motor vehicle except in a truck helper
	Failure to provide canvass cover to cargos or freight of trucks requiring the same
	Permitting passengers to ride on moving board, stepboard, or mudguard of MV while the same is in motion
	Failure to dim headlights when approaching another motor vehicle
	Driving in a place not intended for traffic or into a place not allowed for parking
	Hitching or permitting a person or a bicycle, motorcycle, tricycle or skate roller to hitch to a motor vehicle
	Driving against traffic
	Illegal turn
	Illegal overtaking
	Overtaking at unsafe distance
	Cutting an overtaking driver
	Failure to give way to an overtaking vehicle which gave the proper signals
	Increasing speed when being overtaken
	Overtaking when left side is not visible
	Overtaking upon a crest of grade
	Overtaking upon a curve
	Overtaking at any railway grade crossing
	Overtaking in an intersection
	Overtaking on men working or caution signs
	Overtaking at no overtaking zones
	Failure to yield the right of way
	Failure to stop before traversing a thorough highway
	Failure to yield right of way to ambulance, police, and fire department motor vehicles
	Failure to give proper signals
	Failure to stop motor and notch handbrake of MV when unattended
	Unsafe towing
	Obstruction


	1,000.00 pesos



	Driving a motor vehicle under the influence of alcohol/dangerous drugs/and or similar substance upon final conviction by a regular court of competent jurisdiction (Sec 12, RA 10586).
	
In addition to the fines and penalties imposed by the law.

The non-professional driver’s license shall be confiscated and suspended for a period of 12 mos. for the first conviction and perpetually revoked for the second conviction.

The professional driver’s license shall be confiscated and perpetually revoked for the first conviction.

The perpetual revocation disqualifies the driver from being granted any form of driver’s license.






Source: Metro Manila Development Authority, www.mmda.gov.ph

As stated in the theory, frames are bounded by the culture in which they are created. The alignment in terms of benefits appears to be consistent with the culture of reciprocity in the Philippines. As stated by Co (2005), Filipinos are bounded by the culture of reciprocity related to the values of hiya (shame) or utang-na-loob (debt of gratitude). In the case of the drivers and local state authorities, the payment of the money is in a sense a debt of gratitude expressed by the apprehended drivers to the local state authorities for letting them off easily for the violation committed and sparing them the hassle of going through the process of collecting their licenses. The culture of clientelism also appears to underlie such transactions where the local state authorities and the apprehended drivers are both patrons and clients at the same time. Interestingly enough, in this case they are patrons and clients at the same time, for each party has something that the other needs and can give. On one hand, for the local state authorities, they can let the driver go (what they have to offer) in exchange for a certain amount (what they need), on the other hand, for the drivers, they want to get off easily for traffic violation committed (what they need) by paying the local state authorities a certain amount (what they have to offer). Thus, the transaction that occurs is beneficial for both parties, in effect a win-win situation for them.

Factors behind the persistence of kotong

Both the enforcers and the motorists are somewhat in agreement regarding the low salary received by enforcers and the need to provide for their families are two factors behind the pervasiveness of street-based corruption in the country. This is manifested in the statements of the interviewees:


Motorist 8 said that, “Well they get more money they can use to provide for their family’s needs.”

Motorist 4 averred, “I can’t think of any other reason aside from money as these traffic enforcers receive lower salaries, they need the extra money to provide for their families.”

Enforcer 2 said that, “It’s due to poverty, imagine we only get 4,000 pesos a month, now if you are a family man, its really not enough to provide for your family, and most of us have families, that is why we are tempted to accept the money, at least I get to help my fellowmen and at the same time earn some extra money.”

Enforcer 6 averred that, “For the family, for example my children is sick or they need allowance for school, the salary is not enough and that is why I am tempted to accept the money offered by the driver.”



This is confirmed by the data provided in Senate Bill 391. In the 13th Congress, Senator Manuel Roxas III introduced Senate Bill 391 also known as A Resolution Directing the Appropriate Senate Committee to Conduct an Inquiry in Aid of Legislation, Into the Improved Implementation of the Unified Vehicular Volume Reduction Program and Other Transport and Traffic Regulation Schemes Implemented by the Metro Manila Development Authority. This resolution recognised the important role performed by traffic enforcers in regulating the traffic flow in an otherwise decongested Metro Manila roads. This bill proposed an increase in the salary of the enforcers, who received a gross monthly salary of 9,000 plus the 20 percent that they receive from the fines of traffic violations they apprehend and report. The bill argued that given the important role that the enforcers play in helping alleviate the issue of traffic, that their average daily wage of 288 to 370 pesos should be increased. Thus far, a law increasing the salary of the enforcers has not been passed, and no increase on their salaries have been given. The measly pay received by the enforcers vis-a-vis the daily cost of living in the Philippines serves as a strong motivation for them to solicit and accept the money offered by motorists in exchange for looking the other way when traffic violations have been committed.

From the above statements, both the traffic enforcers and the drivers are in agreement that the low salary and the need to provide for family are interrelated factors behind the acceptance of kotong money by the state authorities. In his own study, Quah (2010) agrees that the meagre salaries received by local state authorities are one of the reasons behind the pervasiveness of corruption. According to him, in a survey of public attitude towards corruption in the country conducted in 1998, low salary was cited as the major cause of corruption (Quah 2010: 11). Similar to the notion of benefits, Filipino values underlie the cause for kotongan. As mentioned above, Filipinos place a high value on families-familism. The desire to provide for the wants and needs of their families is a strong driving force behind the acceptance of kotong money. Both Quah (2010) and Jimenez (2010) affirmed this finding in their own studies on the persistence of corruption in the Philippines. The importance of the family is at the centre of the motivation to accept kotong money regardless of the possible consequences, particularly the loss of job, once apprehended by higher authorities. This also highlights the government’s culpability in the pervasiveness of corruption, as they do not pay wages enough for their employees to stay true to their jobs without being tempted to compromise their principles. For Quah (2010), even the top officials are tempted given the salaries they receive.

CONCLUSION

Corruption is a perennial problem the Philippines faces. At the onset, the goal of this paper is to understand why street-based corruption continues to persist in the Philippines. As noted earlier, the literature has emphasised the import of institutions and the larger culture in relation to corruption. However, what this study showed is that the individual can also be a factor behind the problem of corruption in the country. Results of the study showed that the pervasiveness of street-based corruption is a consequence of the frame alignments between the local state authorities and the motorists. The shared understandings between the two parties serve to reinforce the kotongan, seemingly making it a way of life in the country. The negotiated meanings between them on what kotong is, the benefits derived from it, and the factors behind the payment of kotong serve to more deeply cement this form of corruption in the Philippine society.

Is there hope then for the Philippines ever eradicating corruption in the country? As this study showed, perception of corruption starts at the level of the individual, thus it is imperative to start at this level all the way to the top. What does this mean for the corruption policies of the government? The policies on corruption have been centered on reforming the institutions and creating new institutions to combat corruption in the country. However, the results of this study show that the government must focus on helping their citizens redefine corruption. This would entail more than its normative provision of values education for both primary and secondary students. Furthermore, this also highlights the need to strengthen the courses that deal with politics and governance, in all levels of education. The same is true at the level of informal education. The government’s and the civil society’s campaign to eradicate variants of corruption need to be strengthened as well. As what was found out, the propensity to engage in kotong by both the motorists and enforces is strong apparently due to the short-term benefits derived from the transaction. The need to highlight the long-term consequences of the types of corruption then in the information campaign is vital.

Kotong is only one of the perennial corruption problems the Philippines faces. While the current study adds to the very few thick descriptions of the problem, the study is limited in a number of respects. While the study looked at the corruption problem at the individual level, it may also be material to replicate it in other parts of the country to test if these alignments only exist in the metropolitan areas or if these transpire across the Philippines. Similarly, the study did not look at the impacts of kotong to the economy, polity and society, and this direction is important as well in understanding further the problem. Apparently, an attempt to further understand the issue means to provide concrete policy recommendations to address kotong and the study falls short in this respect. The study attempted to understand corruption at the level of the individual and as such, any attempt to look at bureaucratic reengineering from the level of the individual, may prove to be novel, as well.
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ABSTRACT

The emergence of Taiwan Studies as a new area study in Europe is an intriguing phenomenon. It started more or less “from scratch” at a time when the area studies model was seriously challenged in academic debates. Since then the field has rapidly expanded in Europe. This paper seeks to analyse the factors that have facilitated the successful institutionalisation of academic Taiwan Studies in a region that otherwise does not have close relations with Taiwan. It argues that financial overtures from Taiwan have found fertile ground in Europe, which has to do with the distinct Asian Studies tradition on the continent, a major restructuring of the university field since the 1990s, and the specific historical circumstances of Taiwan’s political and social transformation in the late 20th and early 21st century. While these wider developments have provided advantageous circumstances, the successful construction and institutionalisation of a new thriving academic field can only be explained by the strong personal commitment of key Taiwan scholars in Europe and the skilful integration of individual efforts through the creation of a Europe wide network.
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INTRODUCTION

Taiwan Studies in Europe presents an intriguing case of a new area study. It started to emerge in the 1990 with a few individual academic projects focusing on the island. Since then Taiwan Studies has rapidly grown into a thriving field in Europe. There are now academic centres across Europe, special university courses on Taiwan, a number of publication venues and a large annual meeting of Taiwan scholars from all over Europe. The Second World Congress of Taiwan Studies took place in Europe after the inaugural congress was held in Taiwan in 2012. Europe has also been a focal point of a recent initiative by the Center for Chinese Studies at National Central Library in Taiwan to establish so-called Taiwan Resource Centers for Chinese Studies to promote “Chinese culture with Taiwanese characteristics” abroad. So far, 11 centres have been established in Europe, more than in any other region of the world (Taiwan Resource Center for Chinese Studies 2016). The quick expansion of Taiwan Studies in Europe and the high profile of European Taiwan Studies in the global field are in many ways surprising. First of all, there were few institutional foundations to build on when the field was first set up. It started to emerge as a new field at a time when the area studies model had come under serious criticism and discussion in academia (Cumings 1999; Diamond 1992; Pheng 2008). Unlike Japan or the US, Europe did not have extensive colonial involvement in Taiwan or military commitments in the Taiwan Strait which might have motivated academic interest in the island. Taiwanese overseas have been an important driving force for Taiwan Studies outside Taiwan. In Europe, however, the Taiwanese diaspora is relatively small and weak compared to that of other regions such as the United States (Lang 2015: 17). The question therefore arises how we can explain the emergence of Taiwan Studies in Europe and its increasing importance in the global field of Taiwan Studies.

Most studies of the field of Taiwan Studies have focused on the academic context in Taiwan or the US. Shelley Rigger (2002/2003) has described Taiwan Studies as a sustainable but marginalised subfield. Similarly, Cheng and Marble (2004) have looked at Taiwan Studies in its integration with the social sciences (Cheng and Marble 2004). In his review of scholarship on Taiwan, Murray Rubinstein (2013) describes Taiwan Studies as a multidisciplinary sub-field that has undergone multiple transformations over time. He concludes his paper by looking back at his keynote speech to the 2009 European Association of Taiwan Studies (EATS) conference in Madrid, where he raised the question “Is Taiwan Studies dead?,” referring to the closure of important Taiwan Studies institutions in the US and the shift of leading experts away from Taiwan Studies towards research on the People’s Republic of China. In a response to Rubinstein’s 2009 keynote speech, Jonathan Sullivan (2011) has argued that in terms of research output, Taiwan Studies is neither dead, nor marginalised, but rather fractionalised as research tends to be distributed across a wide range of lower-ranking journals.

This paper suggests a different perspective on Taiwan Studies by arguing that in the European context, Taiwan Studies has been steadily growing and expanding without getting fragmented. Local politics and government agencies in Taiwan have been an important driving force for the construction of a new area study “Taiwan Studies” overseas. In that sense, the evolution of Taiwan Studies in Europe “reverses” the traditional model of area studies as externally imposed framings of knowledge on a region (Ohlendorf 2012). A key feature of European Taiwan Studies has been the deliberate effort to institutionalise the academic field. Huntington (1968) has defined institutionalisation as the “process by which organisations and procedures acquire value and stability” (12). Institutionalisation thus goes beyond mere stability or the ability to endure. It also implies the concept of value-infusion through which organisations become meaningful in and of themselves to those involved (Selznick 1957: 17). While value-infusion is hard to measure or quantify, it reminds us of the need to look at Taiwan Studies not just in terms of numbers (of years, institutes, conferences, staff, publications, etc.), but also in terms of conceptualisations and framings. This study therefore seeks to not only analyse factors for the visible emergence and expansion of Taiwan Studies in Europe but also to look at the ways the academic field has been conceptualised and legitimised in different academic contexts. An overview of selected Taiwan Studies institutions shows that the conceptualisations of Taiwan Studies are quite diverse and not monolithic. The diversity of Taiwan Studies in Europe has been complemented by the integrating dynamics of a Europe-wide network.

THE TRADITION OF ASIAN STUDIES IN EUROPE

The history of Asian Studies in Europe partly explains why there was room for a new area study to emerge and why it was not so much associated with the controversies affecting the area study model particularly in the academic context of the US. In the European context, studies of contemporary Asia in the form of area studies are a relatively recent phenomenon. However, they build on older traditions of Oriental Studies at European universities. Missionaries produced first systematic bodies of knowledge on Asia (Lach 1965: 314–331). During the age of imperialism, European studies of Asia significantly expanded. Yet as European powers were confronted with very different circumstances in Asia, the institutionalisation of Asian studies was never monolithic. Britain, for instance, still dominates in social science scholarship on India and China. Other cases challenge the direct connection between imperialist expansion in Asia and domestic interest in Oriental studies. Sweden, for instance, never possessed any colonies in Asia but set up Oriental Studies at universities early on. Spain, in contrast, did not institutionalise Asian Studies until the late 20th century (Folch 1995: 149). Fascination with the “Orient” was also triggered by domestic social changes: “Western disillusion with its own self produced the reaction of romanticism, with its renewed emphasis on nostalgia for the rustic antique; a nostalgia that increased as industrialism changed the face of Europe. It provided a new rationale for interest in the unchanging Orient” (Sardar 1999: 41).

At European universities, Asian Studies were first framed along civilisational, philological lines. The first chairs for Sinology were set up in Paris in 1814 and in Oxford in 1876. Chairs for Indology were founded in Paris, Bonn and Oxford during the first half of the 19th century. During the early second half of the 19th century, Leiden and Paris set up chairs in Japanology. Oriental studies were seen as elitist scholarship, conducted within the ivory tower of academia, “a purely disinterested study of oriental cultures for their own sakes somewhat on a par with the study of classical antiquity” (Gibb 1963: 9). There are exceptions to the general emphasis on philology and cultural studies. For instance, institutions like the School of Oriental and African Studies in London with its founding motto “Knowledge is Power” clearly served to train colonial administrators and facilitate imperial control (Brown 2016: 239). However, at European universities, the emphasis on cultural studies and ancient civilisations of Asia remained at the centre of Oriental Studies.

While Europe dominated the Asian Studies field in the 19th and early 20th century, from the mid-20th century onwards, the gravitational centre of Asian Studies scholarship moved to the United States. Already during the Nazi period, many eminent Asian scholars in Europe were forced to flee from the continent, which seriously weakened particularly German universities (Kern 1998: 511). Many of those European experts relocated to the United States. The brain drain from Europe to the United States continued after the Second World War. Partly this had to do with the new opportunities for academics in the United States. At US universities, the field of Asian Studies benefitted from a boom in Asian area studies in the context of the Cold War. Seeking to contain the expansion of communism in the region, the US government invested enormous sums of money in the creation of new area studies programmes at North American universities and the training of Asian Studies specialists. The study of politics, international relations, history and anthropology formed the core of the new area studies programmes while humanities and classical studies played a secondary role (Song 2013: 401).

Meanwhile, in Europe, interest in Asian affairs significantly decreased as many former colonies gained independence from Europe. After the destruction of the Second World War, European states concentrated on rebuilding their countries within a larger European framework. The economic and social recovery of Western Europe relied on the protection and intervention by the US. The Europe-US relationship became a key concern and further diverted attention away from Asia. As European governments started to focus on the Atlantic relationship, government funding for Asian Studies shrank. While the changed settings in Asia stimulated a new model of Asian Studies scholarship in the form of area studies at US universities, European universities by and large continued the older tradition of philology-based studies of Asia. Attempts to reform the Asian Studies field in Europe largely relied on US recommendations (Hayter 1975: 170). Yet given that funding was limited and public interest centred on Europe and its relationship with the US, there was not much space for institutional reform or realignment of Asian Studies in Europe.

As a result, modern Asian Studies in the US clearly overshadowed the field in Europe in the postwar period. However, the marginal position of European Asian Studies during the Cold War period has meant that Asian Studies in Europe have remained relatively unscathed by the big area studies debates of the 1990s. US area studies have been confronted with serious charges regarding their involvement in US policy on Asia during the Cold War. In the 1990s, this debate broadened and challenged the area studies model not just due to the alleged political complicity of area studies in the past but also due to their epistemological foundations as area-based fields of scholarship in an age of globalisation (Szanton 2004: 19–20). European Asian Studies have not remained free from criticism, as is exemplified by Edward Said’s (1979) attack on European Orientalist scholarship in the context of imperialism. Yet the relatively long tradition and philological orientation of European Asian studies combined with their marginal position during the second half of the twentieth century have resulted in less heated discussions compared to the US and a generally more positive attitude towards area-based scholarship also in the contemporary period (Scharping 2001: 1).


European interest in Asia has been revived in the post-Cold War period. After the breakdown of the Soviet bloc, European integration accelerated and intensified. The European Union was established in 1993, and the Euro was introduced in 1999. As European integration has deepened, Europe has become less concerned about the Atlantic relationship and increasingly paid attention to Asia for economic and strategic reasons. Especially China’s potential as a rising power has captured the European imagination. Europe’s relations with China are unrestricted by the complex and important relationship the US has with Taiwan (Gill and Murphy 2008: 9). Since 1996, representatives of Asian and European countries have come together in the annual Asia-Europe Meetings (ASEM) to engage in dialogue and cooperation (Robles 2008: 28–29). European countries have also set up new research institutes and think tanks specialising on Asian affairs.

At European universities, Asian Studies departments have shifted towards more contemporary studies of Asia, introducing the US model of area studies. However, Asian Studies have been impacted by shrinking public funding for universities in Europe (Osiander 2001: 32). While national governments have kept an important regulatory role in providing and controlling access to higher education, the dominant discourse on higher education has shifted from emphasising the university’s mandate as serving the needs of the state and the nation towards an understanding of the university as serving global goals of development. Those discourses of “the global” are closely linked to new recommendations that emphasise the introduction of market mechanisms and internationalisation as strategies for global competitiveness (Buckner 2016: 14). As financial support by governments has shrunk, universities have increasingly looked at alternative sources of funding. In this situation, wealthy East Asian governments and foundations have stepped in to aid the development of Asian Studies in Europe. This has provided an important opportunity for Taiwan Studies.

TAIWAN’S ACADEMIC DIPLOMACY IN EUROPE

It is important to keep the historical circumstances in mind when tracing the development of European Taiwan Studies. In the US, Taiwan Studies emerged at a time, when Taiwan had experienced decades of remarkable economic growth but was still ruled by an authoritarian regime and under the conditions of martial law, which limited its appeal to Western academics (Ohlendorf 2013). By the time Taiwan Studies evolved in Europe, however, the island was right in the middle of a political transformation and moving towards a democratic system. Interest in the island and attempts to strengthen systematic research on Taiwan did not raise many concerns in Europe at a time when Taiwan was already widely admired for its democratic achievements. Taiwan’s democratic reforms of the late 1980s and early 1990s contrasted sharply from Beijing’s crackdown of the 1989 student protests in Beijing (Cabestan 2008: 87).

Taiwan’s democratic transition became a key argument in the Taiwanese government’s effort to gain broader support for the island (Rawnsley 2003). Adopting a so-called “pragmatic, flexible diplomacy,” the Taiwanese government under Lee Teng-hui gave up the one-China principle in its foreign relations. In its diplomacy, Taiwan started to focus on “substantive,” semi-official relations with other countries and thus tried to avoid the contested issue of de-iure sovereignty. Taiwan actively used its strength as a major aid donor, investor and trading power to foster stronger semi-official ties with other countries. Later on, the government also actively played on its appeal as a young democracy to gather support in the West. Support for academic research formed a very important part of this new pragmatic diplomacy. The political aspect of Taiwan’s sponsorship of academic projects abroad becomes clear in the fact that in many cases they were not sponsored by the Taiwan Ministry of Education but the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Apart from the official government organisations, the most important funding body for Taiwan Studies in Europe has been the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation for International Scholarly Exchange (CCKF). It was officially established in 1989 with the mission to support cultural exchange and academic research worldwide. Officially, the foundation operates as a private organisation, however, besides academics and business representatives, government officials hold important posts in the governing body of the CCKF (Wang Ailing, then Vice-President of the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation, personal communication, 2008). The CCKF set up its first European headquarter in Prague in the Czech Republic in 1997. The choice of Prague reflected wider developments in EU-Taiwan relations: after the collapse of the Socialist Bloc and the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Taiwan put a lot of hope in the newly independent and in some cases democratising Eastern European countries. Eastern Europe’s need for foreign investments and financial support as well as wide-spread anticommunist sentiment seemed to provide a historical opportunity to further Taiwan’s relations with those countries and to challenge the strong historical ties between the formerly Socialist Europe and the People’s Republic of China (Tubilewicz 2007: 20–21). Ultimately, Taiwan failed to establish official diplomatic relations, but it secured “substantive” ties with many Central and Eastern European countries. Among them, the Czech Republic became one of Taiwan’s most vocal supporters. In 1995, Prague was the first European capital to officially receive the Taiwanese premier Lien Chan. Since 1994, the Czech Republic has also officially supported Taiwan’s plea for membership in the United Nations (Tubilewicz 2002: 32).

Even before the establishment of the CCKF overseas branch in Prague, the foundation got involved in funding European research projects. In the beginning, the CCFK mainly supported projects related to Sinology or Chinese Studies. However, in the course of the 1990s, the emphasis started to change and more and more funding was also given to research on Taiwan-related topics. Initially, support mainly covered individual specific research plans on Taiwan. However, increasingly the foundation has aimed at strengthening institutional foundations for Taiwan research in Europe. For instance, in 1999, Bochum University received a grant for a specialised Research Unit on Taiwanese Culture and Literature. By now, the CCKF has become the key supporter for the European Association of Taiwan Studies. The shift towards more Taiwan-related funding initiatives reflected changes in Taiwan’s domestic environment, where the dominant China-centred paradigm characteristic of the authoritarian period got gradually replaced by more Taiwan-centred approaches in the 1990s (Chang 2009: 48).

The close links between Taiwan’s public diplomacy and support for academic programmes become even clearer in the fact that it was Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which sponsored the first programme specialising in “Taiwan Studies” in Europe. Through its London representative office, Taiwan’s government approached the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London and offered financial support for a new special academic project on Taiwan. In 1999, the new Taiwan Studies Programme was launched at SOAS. One reason why Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs decided to approach SOAS may have been its long history of area studies. As a language-oriented field of study, comparable to Sinology, Taiwan Studies would have shared a lot with the field of Chinese Studies, which would have reduced the visibility of Taiwan compared to China in the academic context. However, raising Taiwan’s international profile has been one of the key objectives of the Taiwan government in its public diplomacy. With its strong regional focus, SOAS provided an environment where Taiwan could relatively easily be set up as a new area study. As mentioned earlier, the area studies debates in the 1990s mainly targeted and affected area studies programmes in the US. In the European context, the area studies model remained relatively unscathed by the controversies. More concretely, in the case of Taiwan Studies, the absence of institutional predecessors meant that the emerging area study did not have to deal with a historical legacy. At the same time, it could take advantage of the existing academic expertise and institutional frameworks in the US. For instance, the SOAS Taiwan Studies programme first invited a US researcher, who studied the history of the Kuomintang (KMT) in Taiwan, to become a postdoctoral fellow at the programme. Prior to her appointment at SOAS, Megan Greene had been a member of the Taiwan Studies Workshop at Harvard University (Megan Greene, former SOAS Taiwan Studies postdoctoral fellow, personal communication, 2008). She brought academic expertise necessary for the teaching and research elements of the programme (Robert Ash, personal communication, 2010). The Taiwan Studies Programme at SOAS has been highlighted here because it created the first institutional platform of “Taiwan Studies” in Europe. The availability of funding from Taiwan sent a strong signal to Taiwan Studies networks in Europe and created incentives for the institutionalisation of the field. The first sections of this paper have mainly addressed the wider settings for Asian studies in Europe and social and political factors influencing the construction of Taiwan Studies as a new academic field. The second part of this paper looks in more detailed ways at European Taiwan Studies on national levels to show the distinct networks that have evolved but also to demonstrate that these networks occupy positions in a larger evolving field of European Taiwan Studies.

TAIWAN STUDIES IN THE UNITED KINGDOM

When the Taiwanese government and SOAS first agreed on setting up a new academic programme, they did not lay out any details. There was no clear blueprint. Raising Taiwan’s profile was a key concern for the Taiwanese government, but in terms of academic frameworks and directions, the development of the programmed depended on the academics involved. The first funding period covered only three years. However, right from the beginning, the founder and first director of the Taiwan Studies Programme, Robert Ash, worked on establishing Taiwan Studies as a new field of research in its own right. As he put it in an interview, “I made that point very strongly in the beginning: We were not introducing Taiwan Studies at the school as an adjunct to Chinese Studies. We were not just interested in Taiwan in the context of security reasons or cross-Strait relations. Just as interesting as to look at the development of China since 1949 was it to look at the development of Taiwan since 1949” (Robert Ash, personal communication, 2010). Robert Ash was motivated by his personal viewpoint on scholarship when he designed the programme: “I’m a great advocate and defender of area studies, and back in 1999, I would have said: Yes, this is a new area study initiative.” At the same time, the Taiwan Studies Programme was framed in a way that would also make it relevant to other disciplines. By putting emphasis on Taiwan’s social, political and economic transformations since 1949, the Taiwan Studies Programme also highlighted Taiwan’s significance as an important model or case study for comparative research. As it says on the website of the Centre of Taiwan Studies, “Analysis of the development experience of contemporary Taiwan serves to highlight a unique, but transferable model of economic growth, social transformation and political modernisation” (MA Taiwan Studies at SOAS, https://www.soas.ac.uk/taiwanstudies/mataiwanstudies/ [3 July 2016]).

The personal commitment of individual academics has been a decisive factor in the successful institutionalisation of the Taiwan Studies Programme. This becomes clear not only in the way Robert Ash’s conceptualisation shaped the evolving programme but also in its quick expansion and growth after Dafydd Fell joined in 2003. Between 2002 and 2005, the Taiwanese government had actually reduced funding for the programme due to the economic situation in Taiwan at that time, yet the institutionalisation of the programme actually started to accelerate during those years, when Dafydd Fell took on his new position at SOAS first as postdoctoral fellow and later as deputy director and director of the centre (Robert Ash, personal communication, 2010). In 2006, the programme was officially turned into a full Centre of Taiwan Studies, which belongs to the Faculty of Law and Social Sciences at SOAS. There are regular seminar series, conferences and summer schools. By now students can take a full masters degree in Taiwan Studies, a range of both postgraduate and undergraduate courses is offered also to students from other degree programmes. Dayfdd Fell has not only played a crucial role in pushing forward the institutionalisation of Taiwan Studies at SOAS, he has also been a key figure in the development of Taiwan Studies on a European level. Among other contributions, he is the editor of the Routledge Research on Taiwan Series (Routledge Research on Taiwan Series 2016).

According to Fell, the emphasis on teaching at both undergraduate and postgraduate level has helped maintain a very distinct profile for the SOAS centre, even after other Taiwan Studies institutions have sprung up in Europe: “We have always felt that this [the teaching programme] is one of our great selling points, that we can do what nobody else can do. It is generally the format that the Taiwan Studies Centre will focus on running the academic events. In terms of courses, it is really rare in Europe” (Dafydd Fell, personal communication, 2009). In 2008, the SOAS Centre of Taiwan Studies received the 25,000 Euro Prize of the French Taiwanese Cultural Association for its achievements and contributions to the cultural exchange between Taiwan and Europe.

The launch of a Taiwan Studies Programme at SOAS has been a crucial factor for the successful institutionalisation of Taiwan Studies in Europe for various reasons: First of all, the SOAS Centre of Taiwan Studies (formerly Taiwan Studies Programme) created a first major framework and base for academics working on Taiwan individually throughout Europe. As an official institution with the term “Taiwan Studies” in its title, the SOAS programme gave legitimacy and first symbolic recognition to the emerging field. Through regular seminars, workshops and conferences, the centre brought together academics from various institutions and countries and thus helped build a new community of Taiwan Studies scholars not just in London but also in Europe, not least through its strong links to the EATS, which held its inaugural conference at SOAS in 2004. Headed by Dafydd Fell, the Centre of Taiwan Studies at SOAS is certainly the most active institution of Taiwan Studies in Europe.

However, SOAS has not remained the only institution in London where Taiwan Studies have developed. Just a few miles away, there is a Taiwan Research Programme affiliated with the Asia Research Centre of the London School of Economics and Political Science. It may seem surprising that two programmes have been institutionalised in the same city, engaging in similar fields of study. A closer look at the development of the two institutions shows that they have developed in close interaction with each other, resulting in what could be termed coordinated competition within the evolving academic field.

The history of the Taiwan Research Programme at the LSE can be traced back to a special grant awarded to Stephen Feuchtwang in 2000. The grant came from the Taiwan Representative Office in London and was meant to support a one year seminar series on Taiwan. Feuchtwang was also the head of the British Association of Chinese Studies at the time. Initially, the seminars formed part of the London China Seminar. Later on, in 2002, the London China Seminar was renamed London Taiwan Seminar (Shih Fang-long, personal communication, 2010). In the beginning, an outside observer would probably not have perceived the SOAS Taiwan Studies Programme and the London Taiwan Seminar as two very different projects. During the first years, most of the events of the London Taiwan Seminar were chaired by London School of Economics (LSE) faculty but hosted by SOAS. There was also a lot of overlap in terms of speakers and audiences, given that the Taiwan Studies community in London and Europe was still very small and emerging. Some of the speakers in the LSE chaired seminars were SOAS academics, and likewise, events organised by the Taiwan Studies Programme often featured Taiwan scholars from the LSE.

However, as the SOAS Taiwan Studies Programme was developing a clearer profile, the group organising the London Taiwan Seminar also took on a more distinct position in the field. To some of them, the appointment of a political scientist as the second postdoctoral fellow of the Taiwan Studies Programme signalled that the SOAS project was moving towards a social science based approach to Taiwan Studies (Shih Fang-long, personal communication 2010). In response, the organisers of the London Taiwan Seminar started to place more emphasis on cultural approaches to the study of Taiwan, which also reflected their personal academic backgrounds in anthropology and religious studies. The clearer focus on culture also became evident in the new name of their expanding project, which was renamed “Taiwan Culture Research Programme” and got affiliated with the Asia Research Centre at LSE. The culture-based approach informed not only the study of Taiwan at the Taiwan Culture Research Programme but also constituted very much the identity and profile of the programme itself as a distinct institution of Taiwan Studies in London. The organisers of the LSE Taiwan Culture Research Programme therefore perceived it as a real challenge when they saw SOAS moving into more culture-oriented seminars and events (Shih Fang-long, personal communication, 2010). They reacted with a basic repositioning of the LSE programme in 2008. Instead of highlighting culture, the LSE programme reinvented itself as the Taiwan Research Programme and emphasised its comparative approach to research on Taiwan. Since 2007, it has published the e-journal Taiwan in Comparative Perspective.

As an influential institution of broadly framed Taiwan Studies, the SOAS centre attracts a lot of academics working on Taiwan primarily. The LSE programme has tapped into new networks by organising topical events that bring together theorists and Taiwan expert or by integrating Taiwan into broader regional comparisons. For instance, the workshop “Taiwan and Justice in Comparative Perspective” included papers on the general themes of justice and policing as well as studies of the concept of justice in specific regional contexts including Taiwan but also Hong Kong, the PRC, Germany and the United Kingdom. Conceptually similar to Chen Kuanhsing’s approach of “Asia as Method” (Chen 2010), the Taiwan Research Programme sees potential in Taiwan research to act as a methodological and theoretical tool that may help overcome the current conditions of dominant knowledge production and generate new academic positions and perspectives (London School of Economics 2015). Combined with the stronger emphasis on cultural studies approaches to themes like globalisation and localisation, the LSE Programme legitimises the study of Taiwan slightly differently compared to the Taiwan Studies Centre at SOAS, which besides the construction of Taiwan Studies as a new area study, highlights Taiwan’s significance as a paradigm in the social sciences. The fact that two now largely independent “schools” of Taiwan Studies have evolved in the same city demonstrates how the little defined nature of the field has given rise to very different and distinct interpretations of the subject of Taiwan in academia within just a few years.

Another very important Taiwan Studies Programme in the UK is hosted by the China Policy Institute at the University of Nottingham. Under the directorship of Jonathan Sullivan, the programme in Nottingham hosts high profile seminars and lecture series, organises an annual conference and provides fellowships for PhD students specialising on Taiwan. Jonathan Sullivan has also very actively raised the profile of Taiwan Studies in online media. During the 2012 and 2016 presidential elections in Taiwan, he set up specialised blogspots for Taiwan scholars to share their research and insights on Taiwan. The China Policy Blog of the institute in Nottingham also has a special category for Taiwan-related contributions (China Policy Institute 2016).

St. Antony’s College in Oxford has organised Taiwan Studies events for many years. The Taiwan Studies Programme cooperates with Taiwan’s Taiwan Academy to hold seminars, lecture series and annual conferences on Taiwan. Since 2013, they have also introduced an optional postgraduate course on Cross-Strait Relations as part of the MA Contemporary China (University of Oxford 2016).

There are not many Taiwan Studies institutions in Europe. But as the comparison of different Taiwan Studies on the national and European level shows, the field has been institutionalised and conceptualised in very different ways, which has to do with the diversity of academic settings in European countries, personal professional identities of key scholars involved, and efforts to build a distinct profile and position within the wider emerging field of European Taiwan Studies.


TAIWAN STUDIES IN FRANCE

France has a special position in Taiwan due to its Taipei office of the French Centre for Research on Contemporary China (CEFC). Initially, the CEFC was set up as a French research institute in Hong Kong in 1992, but since 1994, it has also had a second office in Taipei. The CEFC is funded by the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Development (MAEDI) and the French National Centre for Scientific Research (Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, CNRS). The opening of the Taipei office of the CEFC can be seen in the historical context of France-Taiwan and France-China relations. Paris was one of the first governments to diplomatically recognise Beijing in 1964. Both countries had concerns about a bipolar world and shared a desire to become strong independent world powers (Wellons 1994). After the Tiananmen Massacre in 1989 and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the situation changed. In the early 1990s, the France-PRC relationship became strained when France agreed on large arms sales to Taiwan in 1991 and 1992 (Casarina 2009: 35). In response, the Chinese authorities ordered the Paris government to temporarily close the French Consulate in Guangzhou in the following year (Rees 2009: 36). While the CNRS maintained its funding for educational relations with the People’s Republic of China, the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs reduced its China budget from 50 million francs to circa 30 million francs in the early 1990s (Bullock 1993: 620).

The Taipei office of the CEFC has functioned as an important academic contact point between France and Taiwan. For instance, one of the first pioneers of Taiwan Studies in Europe, Fiorella Allio, held the directorship of the CEFC from 1998 to 2003. During her time as director, she actively built on her extensive contacts with Taiwanese researchers to foster links between Taiwan and France and help integrate the CEFC within the academic circles of Academia Sinica, where the CEFC Taipei office is located. In 2014, the well-known Taiwan expert Stéphane Corcuff assumed the directorship of the CEFC. Corcuff has been a key figure in the development of European Taiwan Studies both on the national level in France and the European level. His appointment as director of the CEFC has thus added great momentum to the wider development of Taiwan Studies and the intensified cooperation between Taiwanese researchers and international academics. Through its interdisciplinary journal China Perspectives, the CEFC circulates new research findings on Taiwan and China among the academic community. Taiwan topics often feature in the regular seminars and special workshops convened by the CEFC. The centre has also built a special collection of books, articles, proceedings and news reporting on Taiwan, China and Cross-Strait relations.


At the university level, there are several instances of institutionalised Taiwan Studies. For instance, Jean Moulin University of Lyon III hosts the Taiwan Resource Center for Chinese Studies and offers courses on Taiwan film, history, culture, etc. In 1993, the CCKF supported the Institute of East Asian Studies in Lyon with funding to purchase a substantial amount of books published in Taiwan (Chung 2001). Teaching and events on Taiwan have been dependent on individual scholars’ initiatives and interests in the field. The relatively strong centralism of the French political system has also influenced the academic field. Until recently, every new degree programme at a French university had to get approval from the French Ministry of Education. There were also strict national guidelines stipulating what kind of undergraduate and postgraduate programmes could be set up. Thus traditional disciplinary teaching has remained dominant in French academia and cases of interdisciplinary projects or entirely new disciplines are quite rare (Bowen and Bentaboulet 2002: 554–556). Even within the field of Chinese Studies, it has been challenging to strengthen and institutionalise Taiwan related research. France looks back at a very long and proud tradition of classical sinology. This explains the strong philological orientation of Chinese Studies in France (Bianco 1995: 509). Compared to the United Kingdom, the shift towards an area studies model occurred much later and was introduced with greater reluctance.

However, universities are not the only important actors in the French academic system. A significant part of the research is carried out in specialised research institutions. The most distinguished and influential of them is the CNRS. The CNRS has supported the French Research Group on Taiwan (FRGT) from 2006 to 2009. The FRGT was a network of scholars working on Taiwan in different parts of the country. French Taiwan Studies have also been institutionalised in the Francophone Association of Taiwan Studies (Association Francophone d’Études Taïwanaises 2016). Many Taiwan Studies programmes in Europe are mainly funded by the Taiwanese government. The French projects seem quite special in the way they have successfully secured funding from their own government.

In spite of bureaucratic obstacles, leading scholars in France have consciously worked on the institutionalisation of academic Taiwan Studies. This becomes also evident in the way Taiwan Studies is legitimised through conscious reflection on the academic value of the new research field with regard to the wider academic community. For instance, the FRGT characterised Taiwan as a “laboratory of identities where new forms of cultural belonging to the Chinese world and to a national Taiwanese identity are conceptualised and formed.” According to the website of the research group, Taiwan’s special circumstances can reveal new aspects of identity formation beyond the ethnic nationalist paradigm and thus be of relevance to the broader social sciences (University of Provence 2010).

A more recent article by Stéphane Corcuff (2012) suggests the anthropological concept of liminality as a way to conceive of Taiwan’s geopolitical relation to China. Being a liminal space, Taiwan is not just a recipient of the discourses of the bigger entity, but is in itself an active producer of meaning in the relationship of the two. As Corcuff summarises, “geopolitical liminality here defines an asymmetric interdependence where the small entity has something to say in the couple formed with the bigger entity, thanks to the historical and cultural thickness of their geopolitical relation over time” (62).

TAIWAN STUDIES IN GERMANY

Germany has seen individual Taiwan Studies initiatives early on, but most of these projects developed relatively independently of each other and without strong coordination. This may not be surprising given the federal system of the state, which is also reflected in the structure of the academic field. One of the Taiwan Studies pioneers in Germany was the political scientist Jürgen Domes, who began to look at Taiwan in his research in the 1960s. By the late 1980s, he also frequently visited the Xiamen Institute of Taiwan Studies and engaged in academic discussions with Chinese professors working there (Chen Kong-li, personal communication, 2008). At Saarbrücken University, Jürgen Domes established a Research Unit for Chinese and East Asian Politics, which featured many Taiwan related topics.

In the beginning of the 1990s, the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation funded a special research project of the Max-Planck Society titled “The Austronesian Arrival – Research Project to Study the Connections between Taiwan and the Papua New Guinean Populations of the Trobrianders and the Roro.” The CCKF also sponsored a Distinguished Lectureship on Culture and Society in Contemporary Taiwan at the University of Heidelberg. The well-known Taiwanese writer Lung Ying-tai taught about Taiwanese literature of the Japanese colonial period (Chen 1994). Axel Schneider established a special Taiwan Study group, which compiled news, journal articles, monographs and online sources on the island. He also taught courses on Taiwan’s economy and political transformation (Axel Schneider, personal communication, 2010). Other CCKF-supported projects on Taiwan included “The Other China” at the University of Munich and the “Twentieth Century Literary History Project” at Bochum University.


Bochum became a very influential centre of Taiwan related research in Germany. The chair of the Department of Chinese Language and Literature at the university, Professor Helmut Martin, had a special interest in Taiwan literature and encouraged the translation of several Taiwanese works of the 20th century into German language (Henning Kloeter, personal communication, 2008). The emphasis on literature made it relatively easy to embed the new research area into the existing Department of Chinese Language and Literature. Taiwan research framed as studies on Taiwan literature and culture was much more in line with the philological orientation of Chinese Studies in Germany than a social science based area studies model would have been. Helmut Martin tried to raise Taiwan’s profile in the German National Association of Chinese Studies. Shortly before he died in 1999, he formulated the theme of the annual meeting of the association as “China Studies: China and Taiwan in the Public Sphere? Paradigm Change in Media, Politics and Academia.” One of the challenges of individual Taiwan Studies Projects in Germany has been the strong dependence on a few key individuals driving those initiatives. Very often Taiwan Studies activities quickly disintegrated once the person in charge passed away or moved to another institution. The early projects also emerged at a time when Taiwan Studies was still a contested concept domestically in Taiwan. A systematic effort of the Taiwanese government to support the institutionalisation of the field really only became visible with the establishment of the SOAS progamme carrying the title Taiwan Studies.

Nearly a decade later, in 2008, the political scientist and Greater China expert Gunter Schubert established a new Taiwan research institution in Tübingen under the name European Research Centre on Contemporary Taiwan (ERCCT). Other institutions of Taiwan Studies had already been set up both in Taiwan and Europe and been operating for a few years. For the ERCCT, Schubert could thus draw from the experience of other centres and also think about how to situate the ERCCT within the wider European context. Schubert got partly inspired by the Taiwan Research Center at National Chengchi University in Taiwan when he first developed the proposal for a new Taiwan Studies institution (Gunter Schubert, personal communication, 2007). On the ERCCT website, the centre is consciously positioned in the wider European academic field. As the ERCCT website states, “Taiwan studies in Europe must be promoted vigorously to become more present and institutionalised. Setting up specific Master’s programmes, organising workshops, conferences and public lectures, and publishing academic papers on Taiwan-related issues are all good and necessary activities in this direction, but they are not enough. Equal attention has to be paid to the promotion of empirical research on Taiwan, especially at the PhD and postdoc levels. At the same time, postgraduate Taiwan studies should be more centralised in order to enable students to get as much research-related feedback as possible” (Eberhard Karls Universitat Tubingen 2009). The proposal suggests a differentiation of tasks on a European scale and specialisation of the centre as a hub for postgraduate research on Taiwan. The centre is jointly financed by the University of Tübingen and the CCKF for Scholarly Exchange. In 2014, it was selected as one of four Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation Overseas Centers and has since carried the title European Research Center on Contemporary Taiwan – A CCK Foundation Overseas Center (CCKF-ERCCT).

TAIWAN STUDIES IN OTHER EUROPEAN COUNTRIES

Germany, France and the United Kingdom have been very influential countries in the construction of European Taiwan Studies, but they are not the only players in the field. There is a whole range of projects in other European countries. In Austria, for instance, a Center of Taiwan Studies was set up in 2009 with support from the Austrian Science Fund and the National Science Council of Taiwan (Astrid Lipinsky, personal communication, 2009). The Vienna Center of Taiwan Studies, managed by Astrid Lipinsky, has organised a range of conferences, lecture series, Taiwanese film nights, and teaching cooperation with Taiwan (Vienna Center for Taiwan Studies 2016).

The Taipei Economic and Cultural Office in Vienna (TECO) and the Taiwan Foundation for Democracy (TFD) have also supported a Taiwan Study Center at Ljubljana University in Slovenia (Taiwan Study Centre 2016). The director of the centre, Saša Istenič, has developed two accredited courses that focus on Taiwan and has also brought Taiwan-related lectures into other undergraduate and postgraduate courses offered at the University of Ljubljana as well as universities in Croatia. The centre has organised Taiwan-related lecture series, workshops, exhibitions, movie screenings, etc.

In the Czech Republic, the Chiang Ching-kuo International Sinological Centre in Prague has run lecture series on Taiwan with invited speakers from Taiwan. Táňa Dluhošová has promoted Taiwan Studies in the Czech Republic since the 2008 EATS conference was held in Prague. She taught Taiwan-related courses in Charles and Masaryk Universities and organised a number of academic conferences. In 2011, she received the prize of the French-Taiwanese Cultural Foundation for promoting Taiwan Studies in Central and Eastern Europe. She is now a research fellow at the Oriental Institute of the Czech Academy of Sciences and current director of the newly set up Research Center of the Oriental Institute in Taiwan at Academia Sinica, which is an important step in the development of Czech-Taiwanese academic cooperation.

In 2013, the Centre of Asian Studies at Vyutautas Magnus University in Kaunas set up a new Taiwan Centre in cooperation with National Chengchi University in Taiwan and the Taipei Mission in the Republic of Latvia. The coordinator of the Taiwan Centre is Agnės Budriūnaitės. Besides raising awareness and knowledge of Taiwanese culture and society in Lithuania, strengthening Taiwan-related resources at the Taiwan Centre and pursuing international collaborations in Taiwan Studies, the website lists close academic relations between Lithuanian and Taiwanese institutions among its main aims (ASC Centre for Asian Studies 2016).

Most recently, in May 2016, a new Taiwan Studies Centre was established at the Institute of Middle and Far East Studies at Jagiellonian University in Kraków with support from the Taiwan Foundation for Democracy. The coordinator of the centre is Adina Zemanek. The online introduction to the project mentions Poland’s democratic transition as an experience that should put Polish researchers in a very good position to examine Taiwan’s political transformation from a military dictatorship into a democracy. The website further highlights European and Asian academic exchangeas one of the key goals in an increasingly transnational academic world (Taiwan Studies Centre of the Jagiellonian University 2016).

This brief overview of Taiwan Studies institutions in Europe is far from complete. There are many more academic initiatives and events related to Taiwan taking place. The purpose of presenting a few important institutions of Taiwan Studies is not so much to provide an exhaustive list but rather to show that there now is quite a variety of institutions in Europe, with very distinct profiles. The expansion of academic Taiwan Studies in Europe cannot be explained without taking into account the personal commitment and efforts of the individual Taiwan scholars involved. In this context, it is also important to mention those scholars that have initiated special projects on Taiwan that are not linked to a specific institution. For instance, Ming-Yeh Rawnsley’s workshops on Taiwanese film have taken place in various universities. Other key scholars like Stéphane Corcuff, Jens Damm and Ann Heylen have provided strong links between Europe and Taiwan through their institutional affiliations in Taiwan and their contributions to European projects from Europe as well as Taiwan. There are many highly active individuals and various research projects occurring at the same time. This situation could have easily led to fragmentation of the Taiwan Studies circles in Europe and resulted in a weak assembly of largely isolated small Taiwan Studies units in various countries. However, Taiwan Studies in Europe have developed a very effective mechanism to synergise Taiwan Studies activities through the creation of a Europe wide network of Taiwan Studies.

THE EUROPEAN ASSOCIATION OF TAIWAN STUDIES (EATS)

From early on, Taiwan Studies in Europe have worked on building networks and cooperation across Europe and to institutionalise those links through an official association of Taiwan Studies. In 2004, SOAS hosted the first European Conference of Taiwan Studies, funded by a grant from the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation. The first conference on a European level also marked the establishment of the European Association of Taiwan Studies (EATS). EATS has been partly inspired by the North American Taiwan Studies Association (NATSA), where some of the key figures in European Taiwan Studies such as Dafydd Fell, Ann Heylen and Stéphane Corcuff first met.

One of the main objectives particularly of the first conferences was to find out who was studying Taiwan in Europe and to bring those scholars together in a special Taiwan Studies meeting. Over the years, the EATS conferences have been held in different regions of Europe also with a view to broaden participation in European Taiwan Studies beyond the core countries of the United Kingdom, France and Germany. The host cities of EATS conferences include London, Bochum, Paris, Stockholm, Prague, Madrid, Ljubljana, Sønderborg, Lyon, Kraków, Portsmouth, and Venice (to be held in 2017). The organisers of EATS have steadily worked on strengthening the institutional basis of the association. Initially, EATS was administered by SOAS in London. At the Paris meeting in 2006, the association endorsed a constitution and elected an Executive Board. Since 2010, the association has been operating as an independent association registered in Tübingen. The biannual EATS Newsletter, edited by Ming-Yeh Rawnsley, further contributes to the strengthening of the EATS network. European Taiwan Studies have also become more visible in terms of publications. Several EATS conferences have resulted in special journal issues and edited volumes. There is now also a major new book publishing venue for research on Taiwan with the Routledge Research on Taiwan Series, edited by Dafydd Fell. In 2018, the publisher Brill will launch a new International Journal of Taiwan Studies with Ming-Yeh Rawnsley as the editor.

In addition, EATS has worked on cultivating a new generation of Taiwan Studies researchers. For instance, the organisers of the annual conferences have tried to maintain an approximate 50:50 balance between faculty members and PhD students (Fell 2013: 3). A special MA panel gives younger students an opportunity to present their dissertation research and get feedback from senior colleagues in the field. In addition, EATS has also been involved in a range of special events, e.g., the 2010 “Graduate Teaching Workshop: Historical Legacies of Taiwanese Culture” in Brno. Since 2011, EATS has also awarded the Young Scholars Award to the best conference papers by junior scholars. Since 2016, BA and MA students can submit their dissertations to be considered for the newly launched EATS/MOFA Taiwan Studies Dissertation Award, which is supported by the Taiwan Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

CONCLUSION

Compared to other parts of the world, academic Taiwan Studies have evolved relatively late in Europe at a time when Taiwan actively embarked on academic diplomacy to gain international support. Taiwan Studies as a field has been actively promoted and coordinated by individual scholars who could build on experience gained in Taiwan Studies institutions in the US. The diversity contained within the entity of Europe is reflected in the variety of Taiwan Studies institutions. A key element to the successful institutionalisation of Taiwan Studies has been the creation of a Europe wide network as it has allowed European Taiwan Studies to allocate resources and facilitate exchange. By now, Europe has become one of the most vibrant sites of academic Taiwan Studies.

However, the quick expansion of the academic field of Taiwan Studies might also imply a potential weakness. The more extensive the institutional infrastructure has become, the more the question arises what ultimately legitimises this new academic field. To an outsider, European Taiwan Studies might simply appear to be an insular, self-referential academic network. This risk is enhanced by the fact that Taiwan Studies continue to depend on funding from Taiwan. As a liberal democracy, Taiwan is relatively well positioned to support academic research in European countries whose political values it shares. The strong support from Taiwan for academic studies in Europe also ensures close connections between scholars based in Europe and the area that they study through academic exchange, visiting lectureships, collaborative grants, etc. Still, particular financial resources enable certain questions to be posed, while others can be ignored. Therefore, there is an inherent incentive to diversify sources of funding.


Given that the institutionalisation of Taiwan Studies has been pursued so deliberately, it may be necessary to make assumptions and expectations of the theoretical conceptualisations of the expanding field more explicit. Individual Taiwan Studies institutions and scholars in Europe have already developed very interesting conceptualisations of the field, which could probably be broadened. One way of making the field relevant to those outside the Taiwan Studies circles is through publications that have gone through peer review and that can reach a wider audience. The EATS has put a lot of emphasis on this aspect and launched an extensive research project on compiling a comprehensive list of publications resulting from EATS conferences.

Stronger dialogue with other disciplines could be reached by more topical projects where non-Taiwan experts from the established disciplines collaborate with those specialising on Taiwan. Similarly, cross-regional works and comparisons could help to foster exchange between those working on Taiwan and those studying other regions in the world. There are already very interesting projects taking place such as the e-journal Taiwan in Comparative Perspective or the EATS conference on Taiwan and Its Neighbours in 2013, and there seems to be room to expand those activities.

NOTES
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ABSTRACT

The Malaysia-born, Taiwan-based filmmaker Tsai Ming-liang’s Visage (2009) is a film that was commissioned by the Louvre as part of its collection. His move to the museum space raises a number of questions: What are some of the implications of his shift in practice? What does it mean to have a film, situated in art galleries or museum space, invites us to think about the notion of cinema, spatial configuration, transnational co-production and consumption? To give these questions more specificity, this article will look at the triangular relationship between the filmmaker’s prior theatre experience, French cinephilia’s influence, and cinema in the gallery, using It’s a Dream (2007) and Visage as two case studies. I argue Tsai’s film and video installation need to be situated in the intersection between the moving images and the alternative viewing experiences, and between the global and regional film cultures taking place at the theatre-within-a-gallery site. While Tsai’s slow film aesthetics can be traced in relation to his prior theatre practice, his installation and film in the gallery are grounded in the belief that cinema needs to be resurrected in the museum. The interrelations between Tsai’s video installation and feature films show that they originate from, and are still part of, love for cinema. Tsai’s move to the museum space exemplifies the possibility for the future of cinema: it may lose its exclusivity of the collective experience in the movie theatre, yet still privileges the architectural situation of cinema.

Keywords: Tsai Ming-liang, French New Wave, cinephile, installation, movie theatres


Tsai Ming-liang’s unique filmmaking has garnered both cinematic and curatorial acclaim. As one of Taiwan cinema’s noted art house directors, his work in the last decade has extended from that of feature length to short art films and installation, such as It’s a Dream (2007), Erotic Space (2010), The Theater in the Boiler Room (2011), and the Walker series (2012–2014).1 Prior to his crossing over to the art gallery, in his films Tsai highlights the cinematic echoing and intertextual citation of French New Wave and New German Cinema, particularly of François Truffaut and Rainer Werner Fassbinder.2 The connection between French cinema and Tsai’s work can be traced back to What Time Is It There? (2001, hereafter What Time), a film that is said to be haunted by the ghosts of European art films.3 In What Time, the protagonist Hsiao-kang (Lee Kang-Sheng, Tsai’s signature actor) is seen falling asleep in front of a TV playing Truffaut’s Les quatre cents coups (1959); later, the iconic French New Wave figure Jean-Pierre Léaud—best known for playing Antoine Doinel in Truffaut’s series of six films—has a cameo scene at the end of the film. At the festival scene, What Time was competing for Palme d’Or at Cannes Film Festival, and went on to win 12 awards for best director, best picture, and best cinematography at festivals worldwide.

Tsai’s later films were seen as the ultimate exploration of pure cinematic form, a departure from his early focus on post-colonial Taipei and its social critique.4 Such is the hallmark status of Visage, as the Louvre’s first collection of the moving image. The all-star cast of Visage includes Jean-Pierre Léaud, Fanny Ardant, Jeanne Moreau, and Laetitia Casta, and this film certainly epitomises the highest form of recognition Tsai received in France. When asked by Henri Loyrette, the Louvre director at the time, “What are you planning to film?” Tsai’s initial response was: “I wanted the film to feature Jean-Pierre Léaud and Lee Kang-Sheng, and they will meet on the museum’s grounds.”5 Tsai has never shied away from his obsession with Lee as his muse and his admiration for Truffaut’s films. For the director, Visage not only pays tribute to Truffaut, but also restores the time-gap between Truffaut’s death and the aged Léaud. Tsai didn’t choose Léaud because he expects him to be a box-office magnet; he chose him because he is eager to show the aging side of him, and of French New Wave (figuratively), in his highly reflexive and referential film.

If Visage illustrates a move to bring filmmaking practices and the museum space closer, the importance of approaching Tsai Ming-liang as a transnational auteur is the possibility of a critique of the intricacies between exhibition practices and the question of “Qu’est-ce que le cinéma” in today’s ever-changing, multi-media environments. Additionally, for a film to be commissioned by the Louvre represents film festivals’ consequential influence on fostering international cinephilia because of the role they play in helping a film transition from local production to the global art market. Tsai’s making of Visage is not coincidental nor an occasional exploration with alternative viewing conditions in art galleries and the museum space. Instead, Visage should be viewed as a continual exploration of the many themes from Tsai’s body of work, particularly his love for the movie theatre. Chiang Ling-ching argues Tsai is to date the only film director in Taiwan who has translated his work into installation that were exclusive for art galleries, while continuing to produce feature films for traditional theatrical release.6 Chiang further posits the reason he stands out from other media artists is because he enters the art gallery as a film auteur, which allows him to transplant his signature slow style—long shots and long takes—to a new exhibition space.7 Tiago de Luca also points out “it is striking that many filmmakers who have crossed over to art galleries in recent years are often placed under the slow cinema umbrella, and that they often recycle their own cinematic works.”8 Specifically, Luca is claiming how Tsai’s slow style—among other filmmakers in this group such as Béla Tarr, Abbas Kiarostami, Lav Diaz, and Apichatpong Weerasethakul—allows a “remarkably smooth transition to the art gallery and the museum as more and more directors associated with the trend make films and installations for these spaces,” when “international film festival has been over the past two decades the institutional and culture home of slow cinema.”9

In this article, I propose Tsai Ming-liang’s ventures into new exhibition spaces might be more fruitfully understood as a meta-reflection on the triangular relationship between his theatre experience, the French cinephilia, and cinema in the gallery. I argue Tsai’s film and video installation need to be situated in the intersection between the moving images and the alternative viewing experiences, and between the global and regional film cultures taking place at this specific theatre-within-a-gallery site. While Tsai’s slow film aesthetics can be traced in relation to his prior theatre practice, his installation and film in the gallery are grounded in his belief that cinema needs to be resurrected in the museum. The interrelations between Tsai’s video installation and feature films show that they originate from, and are still part of, love for cinema. Susan Sontag has put it accurately: “If cinephilia is dead, then movies are dead too… If cinema can be resurrected, it will only be through the birth of a new kind of cine-love.”10 In other words, as film viewing today becomes more and more dispersed and individualised, Tsai’s move to the museum space exemplifies the possibility for the future of cinema: it may loses its exclusivity of the collective experience in the movie theatre, yet still privileges a certain architectural set-up of the movie theatre.


My intention here is to conduct a broader inquiry into the relationship between Tsai’s fascination for cinema and his mourning of the movie-going experience as he moved into the realm of film and video installation. In what follows, I start by tracing the key events that have put Tsai forward to his crossing over to art galleries, and situate them in the transnational context. I explore the ways the French cinephiles advocated his film styles, and helped to situate him in the global art market. Through Roland Barthes’ critique of the pre-hypnotic cinematic experience, I proceed to demonstrate how the experimental conditions of It’s a Dream and Visage are Tsai’s attempt to enter into dialogue with the gallery space, and the possibilities of alternative exhibition. I argue that these exhibitions are not simply about introducing cinema into the gallery. Rather, it is a process of thinking about how an alternative exhibition space can challenge our habitual viewing of cinema.

JOURNEY TO THE MUSEUM

The 22-minute short The Skywalk Is Gone (2002) marks as a prelude to the filmmaker’s subsequent explorations between art cinema and the gallery space. The Skywalk Is Gone is Tsai’s first attempt at short art film, which is also his first French commissioned film. As an epilogue to What Time, the film presents two parallel worlds: a young woman wandering around in Taipei, the modern, bustling capital of Taiwan, in search of a skywalk over a busy intersection that she once walked on; at a casting session, a young man is being asked to strip all his clothes off for a role in a pornographic film. The young man’s story is a prelude to one of the most controversial (and yet most commercially successful) films Tsai has ever shot in his career to date—The Wayward Cloud (2005). The Skywalk Is Gone stems from a real-life event of a torn-down skywalk—a long-term landmark bridging the iconic Shin Kong Mitsukoshi department store and Taipei’s grand central station. If the skywalk in What Time was a place of memory, the short film documented the disappearance of landmarks as the city plans to modernise the existing site. This film, like many of Tsai’s subsequent films after The Hole (1998), received help from foreign funding. Commissioned by Le Fresnoy, a public centre for the arts in Northern France that had exhibited many important contemporary art and experimental films, such as Bill Viola, Michael Snow, and others, The Skywalk is Gone advanced Tsai to join other global filmmakers to create gallery or installation versions of their cinematic works.

Tsai’s actual first hands-on experience with and crossover to art installation came around 2007, when the Cannes Film Festival wanted to commemorate its 60th anniversary. Gilles Jacob, festival president until 2014, commissioned a group of 33 well-known international directors to each make a three-minute film about their experiences with the movie theatre. Each took the interpretations of this assignment very differently, but most reflect a condition of viewing. Many include a film-within-a film, or question the death of cinema,11 while others, like Tsai, invoke the filmmaker’s own fascination and fetishisation of the theatre, the auditorium chairs, the floating dust in the cone of light from the projector, and so forth. Shot in an abandoned theatre in Kuala Lumpur, It’s a Dream draws on Tsai’s own childhood memories with grand movie theatres. This short film features a family sharing and eating durian fruit, an East Asian tropical delicacy, and a woman sharing pears on a skewer with the man sitting in the row behind her, all in a silent moment of contact, typical of Tsai’s oeuvre.

Shortly after It’s a Dream premiered in Cannes, the film travelled to Italy’s Venice Biennale, where Tsai participated in a group exhibition organised by the Taipei Fine Arts Museum of Taiwan at the regional pavilion. This work featured the extended 22-minute version (apart from Cannes’ three-minute short), and the original seats that were torn from the abandoned theatre were shipped to Venice as part of the installation. The red leather theatres chairs play a major role than being merely a backdrop “seating”: audiences were able to (re)create their own unique viewing experience in the pavilion. Tsai cannot hide his fondness for these seats when he describes them as not just any normal seats, but distinguishable in style; they are reusable and, as the spectator sit on the seats to watch the footage he made, “you are in my work,” he says to the audience.12

It’s a Dream also mobilises Tsai’s status as both a filmmaker and an artist. As this work was later acquired by the Taipei Fine Arts Museum as the first film to be part of its permanent collection, Tsai said in an interview with Noah Buchan from Taipei Times:


It’s the first time that I sold a video installation to a museum and this is the first time for a Taiwanese museum to buy a film as part of its collection. The Louvre was the first in the world to collect film. These events signal that we are now looking at film as a form of art.13



He goes on to say that “gradually, my movies find a home, and that is the museum.”14 For Tsai, there is evidently a move toward gallery space, as an attempt to bridge the gap between artists and filmmakers. In 2011, Tsai turned a boiler room in a former factory in Taipei into an exhibition space for his video work, titled “The Theatre in the Boiler Room: Art Installation.” In this exhibition, the filmmaker recycled auditorium seats and a large clock (a recurring motif in his films) that were abandoned by the historical Taipei City Hall. There is always an agenda behind Tsai’s works, whether they are cinematic or video art; he admits they are all “a conscious act of rebellion against the way cinema is perceived in today’s society.”15 One of his concerns is that historic movie theatres are gradually disappearing and becoming largely forgotten, and he is very much invested in the idea of using cinematic means to preserve time, history, and the artefacts and the experience of movie going. But the question remains: what are some of the implications of his shift in practice?

Tsai Ming-liang’s turn to the gallery does not necessarily mean leaving the studio; rather, it should be seen as a creative move toward expanding the format of cinema. In a talk Tsai delivered at National Central University in Taiwan, the filmmaker argued that, although auteur cinema had existed in Taiwan for about 25 years, “The Taiwan New Wave did not really succeed in creating a large cinephilic audience with a distinguished taste and artistic sense.”16 For Tsai, there is an apparent urge to be fully committed to creating films that challenge mainstream audiences and the spectatorship. While film is essentially a visual art,17 audiences do not usually expect to have to go to a museum or gallery to see films—it has been situated in a theatrical setting since the Nickelodeon era. Cinema since its invention has been placed in the darkened theatre, in which audiences are seated according to the fixed spatial arrangement of the screen, chairs and the projector. Commercial or artistic, mainstream or experimental, film screenings are likely to be equipped with a projector, even for visual artists such as painters, sculptors, and photographers who work outside the film industry. For example, when the German-born sculptor Isa Genzken made a short film in 1972 called Two Women in Combat (Zwei Frauen im Gefecht), she insisted that her film had to be shown in a standard movie theatre and not in the museum space. Other pioneers who experimented with moving images in the gallery space include Andy Warhol, Nam June Paik, Jonas Mekas, Valie Export, Martha Rosler, and most recently Stan Douglas and Pierre Huyghe, to name a few. While Tsai may not be making a groundbreaking move to make films for art galleries, what distinguishes him are the cinematic and theatrical dimensions in Tsai’s work.

FROM THE LOCAL THEATRE TO THE GLOBAL STAGE

Tsai Ming-liang’s film aesthetics can be traced in relation to his prior theatre practice. In fact, there is a mutual borrowing between the two media. Tsai’s first stage work was very cinematic: Instant Noodle (1982) was about a boy who loves films so much that he spends all of his money on film festival tickets and dreams about cinema at night.18 On stage, he projected classic movies by re-filming the movies with an 8mm camera. The filmmaker himself also acknowledges the theatrical presence in his films. In an interview with Shelley Kraicer, Tsai says:


[W]hen I started to make films I found myself pretty much influenced by the stage. It’s the long concept of space and time, and the stationary camera. The latter also had something to do with the locations I used. Usually I film in a small room, and as you know there is very limited space for me to move the camera around. On the other hand, if a character is moving outside in a larger space, the camera of course will follow him. So whether the camera moves or does not move has something to do with the characters. In that sense, I feel a kind of freedom.19



Tsai’s words pinpoint us to his distinct spectatorial positioning in his cinematography, rooted in the legacy of theatre. This dimension of performance can also be credited to the concept of “living theatre,” a style that was later adopted by Tsai to use in his televisual and filmic work. Living theatre refers to personal attitude in acting that engages emotions and provokes reactions from the audience. Because this kind of unconventional acting is not grounded in technical competence but personal emotions based on individuals’ life experiences, anyone can be an actor playing out his or her own everyday life. At the same time, the actor’s bodily movement interacts and reacts to its environment.

Weihong Bao also pointed out how Tsai’s films are consistent with his theatre practice, for example, The Hole continues the thematic and formal aesthetics from his one-man stage play, A Wardrobe in the Room (1984).20 Produced, directed, and acted by Tsai himself alone, this play is about a guy who talked on the phone with his long-distance partner while an invisible man in the wardrobe quietly listened to the phone conversation. Bao identified Yang Kuei-mei’s character in The Hole talking on the phone to an imagined lover parallels Tsai’s one-man theatre; meanwhile, the extreme isolation on stage is carried out in Lee Kang-Sheng’s solitary existence in the final spotlight scene, created by the hole.21 It is worth noting that this kind of acting—nonprofessional, personal, and monotonous—emblematic of Lee’s style, was once “too slow and boring” for Tsai when they first started working together on Rebels of the Neon God (1992).22 Although Tsai’s earlier stage works were often unpolished, his minimalist approach set the tone and predicated the potential for making modernist cinema. The way he managed the tension onstage and off-stage affected his future practice in filmmaking. Taking part in the modern theatre movement was an integral part of the experience, but his style had yet been fully explored, until he received an opportunity to direct his first feature length drama All the Corners of the World (1989) for public television.

Tsai’s authorial voice also benefits from a long cultivation of the unique French cinephilia tradition. The recent discussions on slow cinema provide an opportunity to raise some important but underexplored questions relating to international cinephilia and Tsai Ming-liang’s films.23 I am not suggesting here that, however, slow cinema equates to the French cinephilia. My intention here is to acknowledge this approach in providing more nuanced insights into the intersections of Tsai’s filmmaking style, including questions of the slow style, the made-for-festivals films, as well as their imbricated relationship.

Emerging at the moment when technology threatens to obliterate film’s materiality, slow cinema is characterised by its minimalism and slow tempo. This cinematic phenomenon is termed “slow” because it often takes too long for action to happen, not because of the absence of action. Here contextualised in a culture of slow cinema, Tsai’s films are a temporal site to meditate between stillness and movement. As a resistance to what Gilles Deleuze termed “the movement-image,”24 the viewing process involves “a trope of waiting that may, for some spectators, become a source of boredom.”25 This “boredom” lies in the technical use of static long takes (but not slow motion), identified as a hallmark of the cinema of slowness. What distinguishes Tsai Ming-liang among the group of slow cinema filmmakers (excluding predecessors such as Andrei Tarkovsky and Chantal Akerman), according to Song Hwee Lim, is the rich relationship between the French cinephilia and a cinema of the auteur that informs Tsai’s work. Tsai’s own fascination with the French New Wave is situated among the connoisseurship of art cinema that revolves around issues of class, taste, and intellectual culture. Connoisseurship, in other words, implies the politics of canons: how particular sets of standards and criteria were used for considering and approaching cinema and how tastes were made and constructed by the process of evaluation itself.

In Taiwan, Tsai’s film aesthetics—the unbearably long take, static camera, minimal dialogue, and incomprehensible story lines—have bewildered the viewers, and received both raves and criticism. Because of the lack of action and slow tempo, his works were perceived as “box office poison” by local audiences. What changed the local perception was when Tsai’s films began getting recognition at international film festivals in the 1990s, particularly those of Cannes, Venice, and Berlin. Domestic film critics, festival goers, and cinéastes often find themselves compelled to invoke the names of European auteurs as the lens through which to validate Taiwan New Cinema—François Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, Alain Resnais, Michaelangelo Antonioni, to name a few.26 European critics were also quick to claim their approval after Taiwan New Cinema made significant inroads into “A-list” festivals in Europe. The famous Cahiers du Cinema critic Olivier Assayas (and now acclaimed filmmaker) even implied that the French New Wave had been resurrected in Taiwan, thereby designating Europe, as the origin of the global new wave phenomenon.27

Being associated with both the French New Wave and Taiwan New Wave thus integrated Tsai into the vocabulary of critics and scholars who subsequently measured and marked him with other New Wave directors alike. For example, Olivier Nicklaus was probably one of the first to compare Tsai to Truffaut after viewing Rebels of the Neon God, about which he commented, “Lee Kang-sheng to Tsai Ming-liang is like who Jean-Pierre Léaud is to François Truffaut.”28 Guillaume Malaurie in L’Express referred to Tsai’s pessimistic approach and rich metaphors of homosexuality rendered in long sequences as “néo-Antonioniesque” (resembling Michelangelo Antonioni).29 Some compared the performances. In describing the last scene in Vive L’Amour (1994), Serge Kaganski wrote: “At the end [of the film], when the girl can no longer refrain from sobbing, reminds me of Jeanne Moreau in La Nuit (1961).”30 To Noel Herpe, certain moments in Vive L’Amour reminded him not only of Robert Bresson’s films, but also novels by Julien Green (American novelist who wrote primarily in French).31 French critics also liked to discuss some of the recurring themes and philosophical concerns in Tsai’s films, such as la durée (the Deleuzian duration), death, nostalgia, loneliness, emptiness, sleep, mediation, and silence. The most frequent and immediate response to Tsai’s c’est long, très long take is that it works as a stand-in for the director’s pessimistic look at the vanishing future of cinema: it is dark, ghostly, painful, and desperate.32 Without the outreach of festivals and attention to aesthetic qualities and motifs that are articulated and circulated by curators, film reviewers, journalists, and scholars, Tsai’s films would not have reached a wider international audience.

Tsai Ming-liang is one of many Taiwanese filmmakers who attained international recognition in recent years. Still, the recognition he received via the international festival circuit surpasses that of his predecessors. It is hard to imagine how Tsai would have attained this iconic status without entering the international festival circuit and receiving subsequent endorsements through awards, critical acclaim, and various forms of media exposure. The international visibility of his films ultimately led to the articulation and discussion of themes and visual styles in his films. These stylistic and thematic traits qualified his status as an auteur and set up a collection of anticipating qualities for his next film. In this respect, film festivals provide films with a set of perceived qualities otherwise unavailable outside those networks of exhibition. The favourable French connection and festival conditions thus contributed to the evolving and historically unique conceptions of Tsai Ming-liang’s films.

TSAI MING-LIANG’S MOVIE THEATRE

So how did Tsai Ming-liang end up at the Louvre? It is said that before the Louvre decided on Tsai, the museum curator went down a list of more than 200 directors before the Louvre made its selection. Tsai also believed that the Louvre wanted to work with him as early as 2004, after Goodbye, Dragon Inn (2003) was screened at Venice.33 Here I suggest the interrelations among the recent set of Tsai’s films and video installation present an intriguing point of entry into the peculiar dimension of Tsai’s artistic practice: that of the cinematic apparatus. In their chronological trajectory, the recurring theme that binds Tsai’s films together is his love for the movie theatre. In What Time, Hsiao-Kang, who sells watches on the streets of Taipei, wanders into an old movie theatre, steals a clock from the corridor, and sneaks into the auditorium, where he attempts to reset the clock—as he has been doing, bizarrely, throughout the film. Hsiao-Kang’s scheme is sabotaged by a dumpy man who follows him into the theatre and snatches the clock from him and lures him into the men’s bathroom, only to find the strange man standing naked in an open stall, with the stolen oversized clock covering his crotch area. It is humorous, whimsical, camp, and queer, all at the same time. In another scene, Hsiao-Kang is seen drinking a bottle of red wine (a way of bringing himself closer to the French culture) on a rooftop and climbs onto the clock tower, attempting to adjust the clock hands with an extended grip. Hsiao-Kang is seen performing a very Harold Lloyd-esque stunt; by that I mean a post-colonial reference to the famous clock tower scene in Safety Last! (1923) when Lloyd grabs the hands of a clock and can barely hang on to the tower. Here, the reference is not merely an intertextual reference to a film from the older silent period but also, through re-imagining and the queering of time, reflects a kind of dialogue between East and West about the modernity gap.


The intersection of time and space is further explored in Tsai’s next feature film, Goodbye, Dragon Inn (hereafter Goodbye), where the film consists shots and long takes of corridors, dark rooms, and bathroom stalls in the later demolished Fu-ho Grand Theater—the same movie theatre seen in What Time. The opening scenes of Goodbye, like the title, literally pay homage to a classic Chinese wuxia film: King Hu’s Dragon Inn (1967). This is done by intercutting and juxtaposing the illuminated screen in front, along with the darkened theatre, red auditorium chairs, and a crowd of spectators’ heads, producing reflexivity of the conditions of cinematic viewing. One who is certainly an aficionado of Tsai’s works would immediately spot a cameo appearance of Tsai’s head among the audiences watching Dragon Inn. Alternating between the screen and the spectator, the projection of King Hu’s film runs through the full length of Goodbye, with off-screen characters drifting around the theatre like ghosts. By the converging and colliding use of martial arts films from the glory days of Taiwanese cinema, Goodbye is really saying goodbye to the golden age of Chinese cinema.

If the example of Goodbye highlights both the conditions of film projection and the film itself as a text, then the reuse of theatre chairs in It’s a Dream demonstrates the traces and extension of “haunted cinema.” The peculiarity of this installation is not just about the memory of cinema but the space the seats inhabit. The way the seats are set up has little resemblance to typical theatre seating. Instead, the red cloth chairs are placed diagonally, with no rows of chairs lined up parallel to the screen or to others; the seats are intentionally set up to intersect with each other, disrupting the customary sense of viewing. As the director declaimed, the audience is participating in his work. When his film is placed in the white gallery space rather than the black movie theatre, the viewing experience has been transformed from the darkness of the movie theatre Roland Barthes proposed in “Leaving a Movie Theatre” to art appreciation in a white cube.34 Notably, when watching a movie in a theatre, one is less compelled to move about or leave in the middle of the screening, contrary to the flexibility the spectator would have in an art gallery because it is situated in a (seemingly) open space. In addition, the constant looping of the film screening removes the exclusive regulated relationship a theatre film screening would have with time and space. Art patrons enjoy this non-exclusiveness of the screening in that one could enter, leave, and re-enter the viewing at one’s convenience. In this respect, while Goodbye proclaims the death (or memory) of cinema, this installation of the theatre seats announced the resurrection of cinema. As Andrew V. Uroskie notes, in thinking about the postwar emergence of cinema in the gallery space as expanded cinema, “It is not a question of simply introducing cinema into the gallery situation. Rather, it was a process of thinking how the temporality and kineticism of the moving image might be divorced from its habitual situation within [the] commercial theatrical project.”35 This is not to say that all work placed in the gallery space is not theatrical, or that any work placed in a movie theatre should not be considered art. The point here is the emergence of a new institutional situation for moving images, one divorced from the theatrical viewing of cinema, an opportunity to re-approach cinema in this conflict situation.

While the spectatorial experience of It’s a Dream takes place in a mock theatre space, the deliberate disorientation of cinema viewing implies a more precise construction of the spectator as a conscious dreamer. The installation is composed of two elements that cannot be separated: the film on the screen and the chairs taken from a “dead” movie theatre. Just like the cinematic apparatus is a totality of what constitutes the viewing situations by ways of (1) the film itself; (2) the way moving images are constructed (cinematic language and techniques); (3) the conditions of film projection; and (4) the conscious as well as unconscious perceptual process of spectatorship.36 Tsai Ming-liang is deploying the concept of interpellation when he asserts that you, as the spectator, are in his work because, by sitting on chairs that are both in the work and outside of it, on screen as an imprint and off screen as actuality, the spectator is in a space watching a space that no longer exists, mutually reinforcing the spectator as always already the subject. When one sits on the chair watching the same chairs on screen, it not only provides a ruptured time-space, but also, because of the particular way chairs are placed, people can spend time observing their neighbours and let other art patrons block or disturb one’s view. Without the blackness of the movie theatre and the self-regulating courtesy to others to make the spectator’s entering a dream state a smoother transition, Tsai purposefully situates the spectator to be fully aware of oneself, of the viewing experience, and of the existence of the neighbours interfering with oneself. While the original spatio-temporality of the Malaysian movie theatre has entered into the cinematic space, the spectators actively making use of the real space is also a reconstruction and resurrection of the cinema. “It sounds like a contradiction,” Tsai says, “but movies need to leave today’s theatres in order to be resurrected.”37

When the spectator sits on the chair that is “borrowed” from the past, stripped from a foreign theatre, and stretched out from the onscreen space, this totality of viewing experience conjures rich possibilities for viewers to explore their own memories of cinema. Similarly, Visage is also about leaving the movie theatre and engages in a meta-cinematic cruising of memory and nostalgia. Visage is Tsai Ming-liang’s ninth feature film, and is also not his first transnational production between Taiwan and France. His fourth feature, The Hole, was commissioned by French production company Haut et Court and the European channel La Sept-Arte as part of their fin de millénaire series 2000 Vu Par (as a result, the film has two cuts: a 95-minute feature film and a 60-minute television version). Tsai’s eighth film, I Don’t Want to Sleep Alone (2006), was financed as part of the New Crowned Hope project, a project established by American theatre director Peter Sellars to celebrate the 250th anniversary of Mozart’s birth, and was loosely based the story on Die Zauberflöte (The Magic Flute). If these cross-cultural productions predicated Tsai’s working with the Louvre, it is also worth noting that instead of presenting the glamorous side of the museum, Tsai has his eyes set on the secret chambers, dusty shafts, and grimy underground tunnels. The film centres on a Taiwanese director, Hsiao-Kang, attempting to shoot a film on the Louvre grounds. The film-within-a-film is based on the story of Salome, the stepdaughter of Herod who asked for the beheading of John the Baptist. Like many of Tsai’s previous films, Visage deals with alienated people wandering around in an empty museum. The film also paints a vague, puzzling, but aesthetically pleasing picture that bears the least sense of narrative of all of Tsai’s films.38

While Tsai attempts to paint a pretty picture of many faces with cinema, the Louvre is the most important facade the director tries to visualise. Like the characters who wander in this labyrinth, struggling to find an exit, the film invites its onlooker to shuttle between narrow corridors, prowling in freight elevators, checking out a web of underground tunnels. While the film title literally translates to face, we are not really looking at the appearance of things, but exploring the façade of museum buildings that operate like organisms. Interestingly enough, among the vast collections and galleries, Tsai only opted to show the most famous Grand Gallery at the end, where Léaud climbed out of a hole in the Louvre wall below a Leonardo da Vinci painting of St. John the Baptist. Visage makes sense between what is shown and the gaps between the scenes, trying to break through isolation and parallel worlds. In other words, the film’s rich symbolism is rendered in the physical space and the actors reacting to the surroundings of unseen fears and urges. Visage in ways echoes Goodbye, which is filled with metaphors of ghosts and the living people. There is one scene with Jeanne Moreau and Fanny Ardant, who appear out of nowhere occupying the famous, luxurious oval dinner table in the room of Napoleon III’s apartment, while later the same composition is repeated, chairs empty, as if they simply vanished like ghosts. Visage is also a very referential film, containing nods to other filmmakers as if trying to recover its past lives. At one point in the story Lee Kang-Sheng is outside with Léaud and a little bird, and Léaud says about the bird: “Titi is a great director.” The conversation is followed by exchanges of directors’ names: Pasolini, Fellini, Antonioni, Orson Welles, Buster Keaton, Murnau, Truffaut, Carl Theodor Dreyer, Tarkovsky, and Kenji Mizoguchi. In Visage’s final segment, ghosts and fantasies manifest for a moment as characters perceive each other: Salome comes to kill Lee in a silent, seductive dance; Ardant comforts Léaud as they look into the mirror and tells him he will be okay; the model shuts off the apartment light as she says to her boyfriend, “Just look at me and you’ll love me.” As characters begin to reconcile, these three relationships symbolise people reaching for what they can’t see or even do.

Whether the characters are real or illusions hardly matters. Unlike Buster Keaton in Sherlock Jr. (1924) who climbs into the movie screen and lingers between different frames and landscapes, Visage is literally displaced in terms of the actual screening venues. When the film premiered in Taiwan, the screening took place, for the first time, at the National Theater Concert Hall in Taipei. Built in 1987, this hall is the most prestigious venue in the capital of Taiwan to host world-class musical, dance, and theatre performances, but never in its history had it shown cinema. To show a film in such an unusual space encourages a different kind of movie-going experience. Let us return to Barthes’ mediation on “Leaving the Movie Theatre.” Barthes argues that the captivating story on screen is produced by the mechanism and architecture of cinema. A successful cinematic event is one in which the spectator is perpetually fixed to the mirror-screen, temporarily gluing the cinephile’s gaze to the screen. Barthes describes this situation as pre-hypnotic and prefigured by the darkness of the theatre: “Not only is the dark the very substance of reverie; it is also the ‘colour’ of a diffused eroticism… it is in this urban dark that the body’s freedom is generated.”39 Most importantly, it is just not the naturalness of darkness, but where our bodies are at: “Whenever I hear the word cinema, I can’t help thinking hall, rather than film.”40 Barthes asks us to accept the hypnotic effects of cinema largely because of the darkness of the theatre and the architecture of the cinema experience (sound, the space of projection, the mass), making possible bliss of discretion (anonymous, populated, numerous). The fascination of the cinema requires us to divorce our minds from our bodies, in which the spectator is both conscious of and unconscious of the dream state one enters, facilitated by the darkness of the movie theatre. So what happens when modernist filmmakers attempt to move beyond the dichotomy of either transfixed by the mirror images or disruption to the mechanisms of projection?


“This is not the most appropriate site to show movies,” said Tsai on stage, as he gleefully introduced Visage to premiere at the National Theater Concert Hall on 22 September 2009. Tsai continued to remark apologetically to the audience that they might notice a few scratchy noises caused by the running film reel (because the projector was not set up in a separate room), or worse—when sound failed to synchronise during projection. Tsai’s concerns may be too trivial for anyone growing up watching films with a running projector (instead of the digital projection) or who has hands-on experience with filmmaking, but it is precisely the working of cinematic apparatus that makes most audiences forget their surroundings when watching a movie. Audiences are “stitched“41 into the diegetic world by a chain of cinematic techniques; in other words, spectators perceive the narrative from images and their symbolic meanings, and these registers do not require exploration of events happening outside the frame. So when a director like Tsai urged his audiences not to pay attention to what was happening in the actual space where his film was to premiere, he inadvertently highlighted his audiences’ senses to look out for any extra-diegetic incidents or technical mistakes, turning this ordinary viewing experience into an unordinary one. If going to the cinema evokes a site specific, pilgrimatic experience to cinephiles that is akin to going to the art gallery or museum to view the original paintings, Visage’s non-traditional exhibition venue highlights the space as the protagonist, and in such concept the space configuration is the main drive to the viewers’ sensory experience of image operations. In short, this exhibition practice decentres the aura of the movie theatres.

CONCLUSION

Situating moving images in art galleries, museums, or music hall shows how Tsai Ming-liang crosses the boundaries between cinema and theatre. These exhibitions represent not just Tsai’s move to recycle abandoned objects and places; he is also criticising the modern lifestyle of fast speeds, overconsumption and waste in which objects, along with the memories of using them, were simply disregarded. In What Time, the movie theatre is only part of the larger intersecting dislocation of time and space (Paris and Taipei, the traveller and the local merchant), and this temporal relationship of simultaneity is extended with Goodbye as it returns to an abolished movie theatre. It’s a Dream displaces patrons and spectators alike in between the darkened theatre and the white gallery. While the original spatio-temporality of the cinematic apparatus is preserved in Tsai’s feature length films, It’s a Dream and Visage represent a spatial practice that marks the transition from movie theatres to new exhibition sites—a move to prompt audiences to rethink the meaning of cinema. In the long run, what Tsai Ming-liang is doing is not just about embracing new ways of resurrecting the cinema, but about an alternative home to cinema (as opposed to the digital platform). Given the transnational nature of content and production, Tsai’s films offer a critique of the intricacies between exhibition practices and how audiences consume plural understanding of cultural flow and the moving image.
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*     Beth Tsai is a doctoral candidate in the Department of Cultural Studies and Comparative Literature at Stony Brook University. Her publications have appeared in Journal of Asian Cinema, Quarterly Review of Film and Video, and Film Appreciation. She is currently working on her dissertation titled “Transnational Images in a Global Frame: Film Festivals and Taiwan Cinema through the Lens of Hou Hsiao-hsien and Tsai Ming-liang.”

1     I am referring to Walker (2012), Walking on Water (2013), and Journey to the West (2014). These films feature Lee Kang-Sheng as a monk in a red robe walking unbelievably slowly through the streets of Hong Kong, Tsai’s hometown of Kuching, Malaysia, and Marseille, France. I am also aware of Tsai’s latest feature film Stray Dogs (2013) is quite reflective of this respect—a director gradually making his way into the museum by concentrating on making films for fine art museum, and features Taiwanese artist Kao Jun-Honn’s work in the film. However, this is beyond the scope of this article.

2     Tsai stated time and again his fascination with François Truffaut’s films in many interviews. For one, see Bordeleau, E., Chang, C-C., Lin, S. and Tsai, B., “On the Uses and Misuses of Cinema,” Senses of Cinema, No. 58 (March 2011), n.p.

3     Fran Martin, “The European undead: Tsai Ming-liang’s temporal dysphoria,” Senses of Cinema, No. 27 (July 2003), n.p.

4     I am suggesting a shift of focus but not necessarily mean that there is a void of social critique in his later works, such as Stray Dogs. This observation is made in relation to Tsai’s trajectory of filmmaking. For instance, in his first film, Rebels of the Neon God (1992) and the documentary he made four years later—both reflect an immediate concern about AIDS in Taiwan. Gradually, Tsai’s films move toward an elaborate treatment of disintegrated times, spaces, and human relationships, as Wen Tian-Xiang suggested, the films “digging deeply into modern subjectivity almost without any sense of historicity.” See Wen, T-X., Guangying dingge: Tsai Ming-liang de xinling changyu [Freeze-frame in light and shadow: The spiritual site of Tsai Ming-liang] (Taipei: Hengxing, 2002), 9.

5     Tsai Ming-liang, interview by Peter van der Lugt, International Film Festival at Rotterdam, 2010.


6     Chiang, L-c., “Architecture as the key to connect film installations and film aesthetics: Using Tsai Ming-liang’s works as example,” Journal of Taipei Fine Arts Museum, No. 23 (2012), 55.

7     Ibid.

8     de Luca, T., “Slow time, visible cinema: Duration, experience, and spectatorship,” Cinema Journal, Vol. 56, No. 1 (Fall 2016), 23−42.

9     Ibid., 24–35.

10   Sontag, S., “The decay of cinema,” The New York Times (25 February 1996).

11   de Villiers, N., “We are the World Cinema: Chacun son cinéma, ou, Ce petit coup au coeur quand la lumière s’éteint et que le film commence,” Senses of Cinema, No. 45 (November 2007), n.p.

12   Bordeleau et al. (2011).

13   Tsai Ming-liang, interview by Noah Buchan, Taipei Times (Taipei, Taiwan), 25 March 2010.
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15   Vagenas, M. G., “Filmmaker Tsai Ming-liang says his work should be appreciated slowly,” South China Morning Post (Hong Kong), 27 August 2013.

16   Bordeleau et al. (2011).

17   Ricciotto Canudo, the Italian-born film critic who started the Club des Amis du Septième Art in 1921, was the first to label cinema as “the Seventh Art.”

18   Kraicer, S., “Interview with Tsai Ming-liang,” Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique, Vol. 8 No. 2 (Fall, 2000), 579–588.

19   Ibid, 583–584.

20   Bao, W., “Biomechanics of love: Reinventing the avant-garde in Tsai Ming-liang’s wayward ‘pornographic musical,’” Journal of Chinese Cinemas, Vol. 1, No. 2 (2007), 143.

21   Ibid.

22   Bordeleau et al. (2011).

23   See Song, H. L., Tsai Ming-Liang and a cinema of slowness (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2014); de Luca, T. and Jorge, N. B. introduction to Slow Cinema, ed. de Luca, T. and Jorge, N. B. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016); Luca (2016).

24   Taken from Henri Bergson’s concept of duration (durée), Deleuze regards film as a particular kind of “thought” or “time” machine that allows thinking (or cinematographic thinking), though not unconsciously, to be made visible and meditated through cinematic images. Basically, Deleuze’s conception of cinema is a medium for imagining and imaging the world. See Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989).

25   Song, Tsai Ming-Liang, 16.

26   Here I refer to a group of domestic film critics who carried literary influences and Western theories into defending Taiwan New Cinema, including Peggy Chiao Hsiung-ping (film scholar and critic), Edmond Wong (director of Taipei Film Archive), Hsiao Yeh (novelist, writer, producer at CMPC), and Li Yu Hsin (film critic, journalist).

27   Assayas, O., “Notre Reporter en République de Chine,” Cahiers du Cinéma, No. 366 (1984), 57–66.


28   Nicklaus, O., “On retrouve les obsessions du cineaste : famille sclérosante, appartement vide et inondé. De film en film, on reconnaît les mêmes acteurs, en particulier [Kang-sheng Lee], qui est à Tsai Ming-liang ce que Jean-Pierre Léaud était à François Truffaut. Une reference,” La Croix (France), 25 March 1998. My translation.

29   Malaurie, G., “Tsai Ming-liang autopsie, au fil d’ellipses et de hors-champs signifiants, une jeunesse insoumise et pessimiste. Et égrène solitude, incommunicabilité, (homo) sexualité en de longs plans-séquences riches en métaphores (…) Parcouru de cercles d’attirances, de répulsions et de sentiments dévastés, le style néo-antonioniesque de Tsai Ming-liang s’imposait déjà en 1992 et en imposait. Il s’est depuis, amplement confirmé,” L’Express (France), 26 March 1998. My translation.

30   Kaganski, S., “A la fin, quand la jeune fille ne peut plus sèpêcher de sangloter, telle Jeanne Moreau au bout de La Nuit…” Les Inrockuptibles (France), 5 April 1995. My translation.

31   Herpe, N., “Vive l’amour, l’enfer du même,” Positif No. 410 (April 1995), 25.

32   Morice, J., “[…] c’est d’un pessimisme glaçant quant à l’avenir du cinéma… obscure et fantomatique,” Télérama (France), July 21, 2004. My translation.

33   Tsai, Taipei Times, 13.

34   Barthes, R., “Leaving the movie theater,” in The Rustle of Language, trans. Howard, R. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), 345–349.

35   Uroskie, A. V., “The philosophical toy as model: Duchamp, Breer, and the postwar emergence of cinema in the gallery space,” Secuencias 32 (2011), 35.

36   Stam, R., Burgoyne, R. and Flitterman-Lewis, S., New vocabularies in film semiotics (New York: Routledge, 1992), 145.

37   Tsai, Taipei Times, 13.

38   Michelle Bloom has already provided a detailed intertextual reading of Visage and Sinofrench culture, invoking readings of Truffaut’s films, Oscar Wilde’s Salomé, 1940s Shanghai music, and the painting of Leonardo da Vinci’s St. John the Baptist. For the sake of the limited space in this article I will not repeat the arguments here. My attention, however, is given to the façade of the space within the film and of the exhibition practice. See Bloom, M., “The intertextuality of Tsai Ming-liang’s Sinofrench film, Face,” Journal of Chinese Cinemas, Vol. 5 No. 2 (2011), 103–121.
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Nicholas Tarling is one of the foremost historians of the role of the British in Southeast Asia during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Wellestablished in his field of expertise specifically focusing on British policy in and towards Malaya / Malaysia, Indonesia, Siam / Thailand and Myanmar (Burma), he has authored and edited close to 40 books including the two volume The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia (Cambridge, 1992), and more than 90 scholarly journal articles in an academic career spanning more than half a century.

Nick, as he is affectionately known, is the quintessential scholar: a consummate researcher and a prolific writer. Poring through literally miles of archival documents is but second nature to him; likewise putting pen to paper for his findings, analysis, interpretations, thoughts and opinions to churn out manuscript after manuscript for publication. Apart from history, his forte, Nick wrote on higher education and on the performing arts (music and theatre).

Born on 1 February 1931 in Iver, south Buckinghamshire, England, Peter Nicholas Tarling is the second child of Ronald William Tarling (1901-67) and Doris Nevill Tarling, née Bibbye (1903-2002). Nick’s elder brother, Michael, is four years his senior, and his younger siblings are Francis (b. 1936), Julian (b. 1939), and Fiona (b. 1940). He had his secondary education at St Albans School. At the age of 18 he entered Christ’s College, Cambridge where he graduated in 1952 with a BA, and subsequently obtained the MA and PhD in 1956 under the guidance of Dr Victor Purcell, who had long served as a colonial officer in the Malayan Civil Service (MCS). His doctoral thesis was ‘British Policy towards the Dutch and Native Princes in the Malay Archipelago, 1824-1871’.

Nick began his academic career as an assistant at the Royal Historical Society, London (1956-7). Thereafter he left England for Australia where he took up appointment as Lecturer, than Senior Lecturer, in History at the University of Queensland, Brisbane (1957-65). Moving further afield he became Associate Professor of History at the University of Auckland, Auckland (1965-8), and subsequently Professor of History (1968-97). Upon his retirement in 1997 he was appointed Emeritus Professor at the University of Auckland. Made a Fellow of the university’s New Zealand Asia Institute (NZAI) in 1997, he was its Acting Director in 2001. In 2002 he was Acting Director of the university’s International Office. Following his retirement he spent half a year (1997) as visiting Professor at Universiti Brunei Darussalam. Between 1997 and 2002 he was Honorary Professor at the Centre for South-East Asian Studies, University of Hull. He is a Fellow of the Borneo Research Council.

Without over exaggeration, Nick served on practically every committee and held every position at the University of Auckland including dean, deputy vice-chancellor and acting vice-chancellor. His more than three decades service saw him chairing scores of university committees, elected to the Senate, and as the university’s Public Orator.

Off the University of Auckland campus Nick served on three University Grants Committee sub-committees—the Overseas Students Admissions Committee, the Scholarships Committee, and the Curriculum Committee—and also on the University’s Entrance Board. He also served on several committees at the ministerial and departmental level in the field of secondary and tertiary education. He was active in the New Zealand Vice-Chancellors Committee and contributed as a member or chair in various subcommittees.

Whilst at Brisbane and Auckland Nick conducted courses on Southeast Asian history at the undergraduate and postgraduate levels, and supervised a string of MA and PhD candidates. He also taught modern European history focusing on the causal factors leading to the outbreak of World War I (1914-18). Late nineteenth and early twentieth century modern Japanese history was one of his other teaching specialities.

For many years Nick served as a member on the editorial boards of academic journals: Journal of Southeast Asian Studies (Singapore), Itinerario (Leiden), Modern Asian Studies (Cambridge), The International History Review (Vancouver), Borneo Research Bulletin (Portland), and the e-journal International Journal of Asia-Pacific Studies (Penang). For nearly three decades he was associate editor of New Zealand Journal of History (1967-96).

As founder-chairman of the Auckland History Teachers Association (1971-4), Nick was instrumental in uniting secondary and tertiary history teachers under one umbrella organization. He was reappointed to the chair in 1979-81 and 1983-5. He was founder-president of the New Zealand Asian Studies Society (1972-8) with reappointments in later years. In 1995 he was made a life member.

In organizing academic conferences Nick was a veteran. He chaired the organizing committee for the inaugural New Zealand Studies Conference in 1974, 1979, 1987, and 1995. He was organizing chairman of the 49th Congress of the Australian and New Zealand Association for the Advancement of Science (ANZAAS) in Auckland, January 1979 where some 4200 delegates participated. In 1983 he chaired the University of Auckland’s centenary celebrations.

While in Brisbane Nick was a member of the University of Queensland Staff Association. When in Auckland (1968-9) he was president of the Auckland University Senior Common Room. He was involved with the Association of University Teachers (AUTNZ) from 1965 acting as national president (1970-1 and 1973-4), and led a delegation to visit the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1974.

From its foundation in 1971 Nick was a member of the Auckland Teachers Colleges Council until 1980, and also served on various committeesof the now defunct North Shore Teachers’ College. He also contributed to adult and continuing education conducting classes in history in Brisbane and in Auckland.

Outside academic pursuits on and off campus Nick’s love of music and the theatre witnessed his involvement in the performing arts. In Brisbane he joined the Twelfth Night Theatre and the Queensland Symphony Orchestra Advisory Committee. Ever the teacher he offered courses and organized seminars on opera in Auckland, and annually led a study group to the Australian Opera in Sydney. Furthermore Nick served as academic leader of opera tours to Europe (1997, 1999, 2001 and 2006).

Nick was active on the stage in Auckland with his involvement in staff-student groups like the University Theatre Workshop and the revue club as well as off-campus organizations like the Mercury Theatre (its trustee, 1978-92) and Howick Little Theatre. He celebrated his 100th production in 1983. In recent years he has played roles such as Sir in The Dresser and C. S. Lewis in Shadowlands. He has participated in some 20 programmes of music and dramatic readings, performed publicly in Auckland, and for Elderhostel groups.

While in Brisbane Nick was involved in broadcasting on Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC). When in Auckland he spoke on radio and television on current affairs, historical, musical and literary topics and issues; his Sunday morning ‘Opera Hour’ ran for an astonishing fifteen years. The Auckland Philharmonia benefited from his pre-concert talks.

Nick served as a trustee for the Auckland Opera Trust. He was also for many years the chairman of the Friends of the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra. In 1975 he was appointed to the Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council; later became its deputy chairman and chaired its music panel and its committees on regional development, orchestras and operas. The Minister of Internal Affairs made him chairman of the Northern Regional Arts Council and a member of the Ministry’s Cultural Facilities Committee that handed out Lottery funds for construction, renovation and refurbishing schemes. He also chaired the New Zealand Broadcasting Council Orchestral Advisory Committee (1976-8) that was responsible for the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra, the Schola Musica, and the National Youth Orchestra. He headed the executive committee of the Symphonia of Auckland between 1978 and 1980, was a trustee of Auckland Opera / Opera New Zealand till 1997, and a member of the North Shore Theatre Trust (1995-9).

Nick continues to fascinate with his involvement in the community. While in Brisbane he was a member of the Aboriginals’ Advancement League, an activist group promoting native Australian rights. In New Zealand although not a Mason, he was patron of the Masonic Lodge of the Liberal Arts. He also assisted the Masonic Education Trust.

Peter Nicholas Tarling was a recipient of the Queen’s Jubilee Medal in 1977. He was made a Member of the New Zealand Order of Merit (MNZM) in 1996 shortly before his retirement. His alma mater the University of Cambridge awarded him Doctor of Letters (Litt.D) in 1974. The University of Auckland that he served for more than three decades honoured him with an Honorary Doctor of Letters (Hon. Litt.D) in 1996. He was elected Fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society (1963) and Fellow of the Royal Historical Society (1963).

Nick travelled extensively throughout Southeast Asia with repeated visits particularly to Malaysia and Singapore as well as to Brunei, Myanmar and Cambodia. On a Carnegie grant he spent three months in 1963 in Canada and the United States. He delivered papers in almost all the International Association of Historians of Asia (IAHA) conferences, delivered addresses at Kyoto University, the Institute of Oriental Studies in Moscow, the Institute of South Asia in Heidelberg, and in various other institutes and centres. The National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore appointed him external assessor in 2005.

As Emeritus Professor, Nick is currently attached to the New Zealand Asia Institute and continues to undertake research, writing, and publishing as well as being active in the scores of recreational and community interests that he has nurtured over the years.

PUBLISHED WORKS BY NICHOLAS TARLING

Nick is a tireless researcher and diligent and consummate writer despite his other undoubtedly heavy administrative commitments in his pre-retirement days. Some time back I remembered requesting him for an essay or two and within a fortnight he delivered the pieces he had promised much to my (any editor’s) unabashed delight. He religiously keeps to deadlines and submits his manuscripts according to required house-styles of publishers and journals hence allowing editors to have longer coffee breaks—perhaps a scone or doughnut or two—to savour. Over more than five decades of dedicated scholarship, the following pages record his prolific output that has contributed to our greater understanding of events and issues.
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A celebratory conference of this kind should allow the keynote lecture to be somewhat more personal than normal. It is with that in mind that I have linked the theme, ‘Southeast Asia: Past, Present and Future’, to the person whose birthday we are celebrating. I do not know if I can do that successfully but will try by pursuing some of Nick’s [Nicholas Tarling] and my own life and professional experiences with imperial themes in Southeast Asian history. Why ‘imperial themes’? Would not that be too much of a bias towards the past? It would seem to ignore the conference theme to include both the present and the future. Of course, I have an historian’s weakness for what is past; in this case, even ‘privileging’ a past paradigm that Southeast Asians today might prefer to forget. My excuse is that the party is for Nick, who is even more the historian than I am, and this is a rare opportunity for me to connect with him in the Southeast Asian context. But I shall not only talk about the past. I also hope to show that there are imperial themes in different contexts and different kinds of empires. Many of us wish to see the end of empires forever, and indeed some kinds of empires may have come to an end. But imperial themes are pervasive and resilient and may be more present than we think, and more relevant for the future than we would want. I recall suggesting a few months ago, when commemorating the end of the Second World War in Asia, that the kind of empire that the Japanese had tried to establish in Southeast Asia between 1941 and 1945 was gone and never to return. My audience thought that was wishful thinking and pointed out other imperial possibilities that might be subtler but no less imperial. I agree, though I still think that the old-style territorial empire that the Japanese tried to create will not be repeated. Indeed, the word empire is used today for many things: not only political entities but also business, financial, media and cultural empires and there are vague but cognate concepts in words like neocolonialism and neo-imperialism. I do not, however, wish to get into those areas in this lecture, but will concentrate on empires that project political power and influence.

Nick is a son of the British Empire while my father was born just before the collapse of the Manchu Qing Empire, both once powerful albeit in quite contrasting ways. However, I grew up in Malaya as a subject of Britain’s global outreach, so there are some differences and similarities in Nick’s and my perspectives. Thus, in approaching the topic of imperial themes, I shall begin with some reflections drawn from our two life experiences of empire from the centre and from the edges. After that, I shall explore three sets of changes and talk about, viz. empires becoming colonies, empires becoming nations, and finally, nations becoming empires. I shall then end with some reflections on future imperial themes.

Let me begin with the two of us finding ourselves in Southeast Asia. Nick started as an historian when the modern British Empire was still actively transforming itself into a commonwealth of nations. Britain was in the midst of orchestrating the establishment of a new class of sovereign states that would be friendly to their former imperial master. Nick would have studied in school the formative years of that empire, and probably a fair amount about the classical Athenian, Persian and Roman empires. Along the way, he was likely to have compared British imperial progress with those of Britain’s rivals. I do not know how much of a classical scholar he was in school. If he were one, the rhetoric of the Roman Empire at its height would have shaped the language and imagination of the budding historian. Also, I know how much Nick loves the theatre. If that love had come early, then I would expect him to have absorbed the imperial cadences in Shakespeare’s powerful words (and the images they conjured), from plays that I had also read such as Henry V, Julius Caesar, and Anthony and Cleopatra. When I think of Nick having done all that before he first stepped into the British archives, I can see why he is such a dedicated historian. I even wondered had he been born earlier, whether he would been content to be an historian of empire, whether he would not have been an empire-builder himself. Why act on a stage when you might have been, if not a Stamford Raffles or James Brooke or Frank Swettenham, at least George Orwell or Leonard Woolf? Nick, in any case, came on the swelling scene in time. He studied with Victor Purcell at Cambridge, and Purcell would have provided him with a rich personal perspective of the British Empire in multi-communal Malaya / Malaysia, when the last generation of imperial officials staged one final dramatic effort at state building in Southeast Asia.

In comparison, my imperial experiences were somewhat miscellaneous. I was born in the Netherlands Empire in the East Indies and grew up in Perak when it was a British quasi-sovereign protectorate (as a schoolboy, I always wondered what was being protected, British imperial interests or a nominal Malay sovereignty). Then there was an interlude during which I encountered the Japanese empire. Perhaps it was not typical of all empires at war, but I learnt from those three and a half years how bad empires could really be if they tried, and also how short-lived some empires could be. When that ended in 1945, the British returned, not quite in a blaze of glory, but they showed us how adaptable and resilient they were by setting out to re-invent what they would have to leave behind. I was never sure that we were being ‘de-colonized’ it felt more like we were ‘de-imperialized’. Hence I had a second dose, this time of a chastened imperial power divesting itself of the burden if not the memory of empire.

Thus my education was a mixed bag, and even the imperial themes of my youth were contradictory. The only constant was that I was directed by what I was taught and what I lived through to question the glories of empire and ultimately welcome the end of empires. For example, the only history I remember learning in school was that of the British Empire, taught out of a very dull textbook by a teacher who was dutiful but obviously bored. The only correctives for me came from two sources. One was the Chinese classics that my father taught me during the Japanese occupation that introduced me to some notions of an ancient empire in China. The other was from the stories I heard from my Malay friends in school about the Malacca Empire from which the state of Perak claims to have been descended. Thus I was not in any way prepared for the serious study of history and the thought of being an historian never occurred to me.

When I first met Nick, he was in the enviable position of having direct access to the rich archives that all historians dream of. He had just started then but, as we all know, he has over the past 50 years made excellent use of these archives in the most systematic way. This was a great time for the imperial historians of Western Europe. There was a closure. The story, after centuries of splendid as well as dubious beginnings, now had an ending. The five acts were all there, the bodies could now be counted and the historian was ready to step up to say his piece as the curtain came down. In this case, he was free to analyze pithily the great and foul deeds or to draw a moral lesson for our times.

My fate was different. My generation in British Malaya was being prepared to face a new beginning, a nation-state modeled on those in Europe but, unlike them, given universal suffrage from the start, with our multiple communities filled with great hopes and even greater anxieties. Malaya was to be an example of what Rupert Emerson called the process ‘from empire to nation’. But before I confronted that process, I had gone to China to study in the National Central University at the capital of a dying regime, the Nationalist government of Chiang Kai-shek [Jiang Jieshi, 1887-1975]. I was witness to a recently failed empire that was also a failed state still struggling to build a nation. In order to avoid being caught in the civil war that the Chinese Communist Party was to win, I returned to Malaya. The new Federation was then in the midst of a communist insurgency that challenged the kind of state that the British wanted to set up. At its climax, this had led to the killing of the British High Commissioner, Sir Henry Gurney [1948-51]. Despite that, I was introduced to a hopeful experiment, to British ingenuity busily nation-building on the foundations of a colonial state. At the University of Malaya, then in Singapore, I was fortunate to study with two remarkable historians. One was the historian of British India, Eric Stokes, who probed the underpinnings of the ideas behind Victorian imperialism. The other was Cyril Northcote Parkinson, the naval historian, who traced the decisive factors in British trading power that led them to Singapore and the opening of the China market. However, my taste for British imperial history had been killed at school. So I chose a different tack. My stay in Nanjing had drawn me to a puzzling question, why did the Chinese empire not simply become a nation-state in the first half of the twentieth century? So I began to study that generation in China who helped to abolish the ancient empire and got it to re-name itself a republic. Not only did this empire fail to become a united nation, but the nascent republic was also dogged by civil wars and foreign invasions. As a result, only a small part of its records were preserved and what survived in its divided archives was not open. Furthermore with the communist victory in China in 1949 and the anticommunist war in Malaya, it became impossible for me to study modern China without being suspected of harbouring ‘terrorist’ sympathies. By this time, I was determined to be a student of history, so I chose to examine the nature of the ancient Chinese empire instead, with an eye on the relations of that empire with Southeast Asia. Thus Nick and I, coming from different directions and looking at different time-scales, came to meet in Southeast Asia.


EMPIRES BECOMING COLONIES

Let me now turn to my first point about empires becoming colonies. Neither of us, however, did research on the native empires of the region. We studied empires that had strong state foundations elsewhere whose origins and trajectories of growth were quite different. Nick’s world was global with many nation-state protagonists each capable of reaching out faster and further than before. By the end of the eighteenth century, the British East India Company had consolidated its trading empire beginnings and was on the verge of transforming itself into a national empire built on industrial capital. As for me, I looked at a continental Chinese empire that consistently turned landwards. Even though it never lost its trading links with Southeast Asian ports, the Confucian state did not encourage state-to-state relations. It chose instead to slot Southeast Asian polities loosely into a tributary system that was originally invented for China’s own internal use and thus kept the relationship somewhat feudal between rulers. All the same, both Nick and I were aware that there were native imperial themes at work in the region and followed the work of our colleagues with great interest, notably historians like Georges Coedes and Oliver Wolters on the Hindu-Buddhist states, scholars who did so much to stretch our imaginations about the imperial functions that these states performed. It was not a coincidence that we both concentrated on maritime Southeast Asia. This was the easternmost part of the British Asia that Nick focused on. I, of course, was born and grew up in the middle of that Malay world.

You may have noticed that I have used the word empire for very different kinds of states and that I was careful not to use its twin, the word imperialism. In fact, the definitions of empire are many because there have been so many empires in history but many of them could not be said to have been imperialist. Historians and political scientists have argued endlessly about what is common to all of them. For example, what do the ancient empires of India, China and Persia have in common with the modern British, Dutch and Japanese empires of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries? I shall come to that later. What about those empires in pre-modern Southeast Asia? The word empire has been used readily in our history texts today for the Angkor (or Zhenla-Khmer) and the Siamese empires on the mainland and Sri Vijaya, Majapahit and Malacca empires in the archipelago. One might add Vietnam if only because it is a reminder how elastic the term empire can be. There were empires to which other states paid tribute while they in turn offered tribute to the larger Chinese empire.


I must admit I knew little about the local imperial polities before I went to university. I should have known more about Malacca. It was the closest both in geography and in spirit to the state of Perak where I went to school, but most non-Malays of my generation knew less about that empire than about the Portuguese capture of its capital in 1511. It took me years to understand the significance of Malacca’s links with the empire of Sri Vijaya and its relations with the imperial states of Java, Siam and Ming China, and even longer to realize that, as empires, all these were very different from one another. I need hardly say that the European and Japanese empires that I had personally lived under were not at all like any of those mentioned.

As we know, parts of these empires ended up as examples of European colonies. But what do words like empire and colony mean here, especially when they are juxtaposed? If what the Portuguese strung together in the sixteenth century across wide expanses of ocean was an empire, and similarly what the Dutch did the next century was another empire, what does it mean to say that Malacca was a Portuguese colony and Batavia a Dutch colony? In fact, the Malay and Javanese empires did not disappear. The names changed and their centres moved but the traditions, the claims, the aspirations, and even the core elites, could trace their roots back to the same imperial origins. In a tradition that emphasized a mobile core, one empire’s centre could become another empire’s periphery and be regarded as the latter empire’s domain. When threatened or defeated, new imperial centres could be found, established and defended afresh. Thus the empires of the archipelago had their own characteristics. Wolters decided to give them a special name. Inspired by the stories of several Sri Vijayan capitals that were precursors of the later Malay capitals, both on the peninsula and widespread across the Java Sea, he turned away from conventional references to vassal and satellite polities, and drew analogies with the concept of the mandala polities of South Asia. His analyses were most enlightening, but nothing could detract from the fact that the overarching frame was imperial, even if uniquely so.

This is not the place to debate the semantics of empire. My focus is on imperial themes. For maritime Southeast Asia, the theme was that of imperial mobility made necessary by weak state structures. A system of portable institutions was feasible because they were built on maritime trade. Such institutions appeared soft and plastic but they were stuck onto lightly assembled and resilient frames. In that way, people, genealogy and economic performance were more important than location and longevity. The loss of a port-city was replaceable, and sacred sites could be re-consecrated elsewhere. Clearly this was not the norm when compared with the larger and more stable empires of the period, but its strategy of survival persisted through the early centuries of European expansion from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries.

The land-based empires on the mainland did not support this form of imperial agility. The Hindu-Buddhist Khmers and the Sailendras in Java did move their centres from time to time, but their monuments were more grandiose and permanent and had to be fiercely defended. Similarly, the Vietnamese came south and took the lands of the Cham rulers, and employed the highly structured model of the Chinese. They too settled for imperial grandeur. As for the empires that succeeded the Khmers and the Mons on the Menam and Irrawaddy valleys, the Siamese and later the Burmese did no less to fortify each new city as they expanded their respective realms. They were thus less vulnerable to the modern maritime powers that came from the West who, in any case, got enough of what they wanted from the Malay networks of the archipelago. The mainland empires were not challenged for over 200 years. Only a new kind of empire would want to try to breach their walls. This was eventually developed in Europe by the British and the French during the nineteenth century, the product of high industrial capitalism. And it needed their brand of overwhelming power to turn these native empires, with the exception of Siam, into what was to be called colonies, in these cases, really subjugated states.

EMPIRES BECOMING NATIONS

This takes me to the second idea of empires becoming nations. I lived through the years of global decolonization and observed the process of turning former parts of empires into new nation-states. Nick’s work on Britain’s efforts to de-colonize while seeking to retain residual influence as long as possible was exemplary in reinforcing the image of orderly imperial retreat. I was so impressed by British success compared to Dutch failures in Indonesia and the French disasters in Indochina that I took for granted that that was the ideal way for empires to disband. More than that, the British Empire withdrew to become the Commonwealth of Nations. Despite adopting the broader Commonwealth name, Britain remained but a nationstate. Thus empires not only spawned nation-states but could also return to being one again. I found this intriguing because it was clear that this did not apply to empires that had never been nation-states in the first place. I was thinking of the China that I was trying to study. Sun Yat-sen [Sun Zhong Shan, 1867-1925] and his Nationalist Party thought they could take off their imperial coats and raise the republican colours, and thus make China a new nation-state. What they did not expect was that the national empires that impinged on China’s sovereignty at the time saw China as a dying empire that could be reduced to several nation-states. By their definitions, there was ‘China Proper’ and there were the others that all qualified to be nation-states by right. Certainly, unlike the maritime empires, adjacent territories on the edges of empire were more difficult to detach. Britain looking north from India and Russia looking south from Siberia challenged each other to do just that and the stalemate between them helped to save territories like Tibet and Xinjiang from being removed from China. And between French and British competing interests, most of the original province of Yunnan stayed within Chinese borders. In that context, the Russians did help establish the Mongolian republic and the Japanese colonization of Taiwan has left a separation that haunts China still. On the other hand, the rival ambitions of the Russians and the Japanese prevented China from losing the provinces of Manchuria permanently.

As it happened, it had not been possible for me to do research on modern China in Malaysia. So I looked at the Chinese empire in its trade with the Southeast Asian ports of the South China Sea. They led me to the origins of the tributary system devised for a tianxia, or ‘All Under Heaven’, that John King Fairbank called ‘the Chinese world order’. This new term suggests that, by the criteria that defined empires in European history, China was not quite the kind of empire they were familiar with. All the same, as shorthand, everyone used the word empire for China until 1911. What is interesting is that, long after 1911, the shadow of empire still seems to follow China around. No matter that, officially, all countries recognize China as a large multi-nation state and accept its international borders, and it has been easy for regions like Southeast Asia to be pointed to as targets of a future ‘China threat’ because of its imperial past.

It is true that the Qin-Han Empire advanced into the Red River valleys of northern Vietnam over 2000 years ago and stayed over 1000 years. It is true that, for some 600 years, the kingdom of Dali and the tribal statelets of Guizhou and Yunnan were gradually incorporated into Ming and Qing imperial provinces. It is also true that vague terms like feudal and tributary relations, vassalage and suzerainty, left us unclear whether they might be used again in future relationships. I had gone on to study North China during the late Tang and Song dynasties, covering a period when the Chinese empire was weak and divided. This was when Chinese emperors paid tribute to other emperors stronger than themselves. My study led me to examine other manifestations of empire in Asia. For example, the Mongol conquest of China under the Yuan dynasty led to aggressive activity in Southeast Asia, including the invasion of Burma, Vietnam, Champa and Java (and Korea and Japan as well). The climax of these actions came after the Mongols were driven out when the Ming emperor Yongle [1402-24] sent the eunuch admiral Zheng He [Cheng Ho, 1371 / 1375-1433 / 1435] on naval expeditions to the Indian Ocean and the coast of East Africa. (I suggest that you do not trouble yourselves with the unfounded claims that his ships visited New Zealand!) I studied the reasons for Emperor Yongle’s fleets to travel to and through Southeast Asia and it was clear that he had extended the tributary system across the oceans in an unprecedented way. The decision, however, was his and, after his death, there was no sustained interest in maritime affairs or in political relations. There remained some official trade with Southeast Asian kingdoms, but the only naval forces left were maintained to fight piracy on the Chinese coasts and, under the Manchu Qing rulers, to capture Taiwan from the Ming loyalists there.

This imperial theme touched the region lightly and surfaced from time to time, most notably when armed Chinese and Japanese trading consortia under Zheng Chenggong [Koxinga, 1624-62] and his father had threatened the empire during the Ming-Qing transition of the seventeenth century. After that, China passively accepted that several Southeast Asian ports were garrisoned by Europeans and was content to limit or deny these traders any rights in Chinese ports themselves. The lights of empire began to dim for China by the end of the eighteenth century although the mandarins were still unaware of the power shifts the British had made in the region. Yet it remained an empire where Manchu invaders ruled over the Han majority and the idea of nationhood, as we understand it, was not much more than a strong sense of multiple local Han ethnicities. Thus I came to understand how difficult it was for an empire to become a nation-state if it was never one in the first place. From that point of view, imperial Britain’s experiments at nation building, however imperfect they have been, provided a far stronger base for nationhood than anything imperial China could have done for its own peoples. But, now that the Chinese are embarked on their nation building tasks, will they understand what it means to be a mere nation-state? Will they be content to be that or will they learn from Europe and Japan that nations could be aggrandized to become empires?


NATIONS BECOMING EMPIRES

Let me now turn to how nations became empires and look at the changing imperial themes brought by the Europeans to Southeast Asia. The earlier empires were primarily trading ventures initiated by kings or merchants before the age of nation-states. This was certainly true of the Dutch and English East India companies that competed aggressively in the archipelago. Each went on to take imperial shape and evolved imperial characteristics over a couple of centuries. Before the Dutch and the English, the Portuguese and Spanish did have missions that could be traced to deeper medieval roots. The Portuguese proclaimed to have come to the East in search of ‘Christians and gold’, and this was also the understanding of the Spanish crown. This mission survived from the spirit of the Crusades, an outreach of the struggles over trade and the Holy Land. It gave the Spanish settlements in the Philippine islands a distinctive imperial theme that the Portuguese tried less successfully to match in their small toeholds off the coasts of India, China and the Malay Peninsula. The side commitment to find Christians, however, remained and served as an ideological sub-text common also to the European peopling of the Americas. It carried an imperial theme that was pre-national but was both universal and enduring, and elements of this mission to bring the truth to less fortunate natives have survived till the present day.

By the eighteenth century in Southeast Asia, the trading roles of the Dutch and the English had become dominant. Gold was acknowledged to have been more important than Christians, especially with the rise of the country traders bypassing the English East India Company. A century later, with the success of the industrial revolution in Britain, the shift was decisive and one could speak of capitalist empires in search of markets, primary resources and ultimately territorial control. This was certainly truer of Britain than of the Netherlands. The greater need to provide and support the factories of the former pushed the British to go further than any other trading empire in history. This is the story that Nick and his colleagues had to tell. Clearly, there were new imperial themes during the nineteenth century that transformed the nature of empire in Asia. The British led the way. They took on more onshore responsibilities in India and turned the tea and opium trade into casus belli, and they dominated the maritime routes through Southeast Asia and subordinated the Chinese empire to a different imperial framework.

Economic power was the key, but the shift from commercial ventures to industrial needs whether markets, mines or plantations, were not nearly as dramatic as what was the really new feature of the empires of the nineteenth century. Nick drew attention to this point in one of his earliest essays, written almost fifty years ago, ‘The Relationship between British Policies and the Extent of Dutch Power in the Malay Peninsula, 1784-1871’.1 I read this when I was still freshly under of the influence of Parkinson’s majestic two volumes, Trade in the Eastern Seas, 1793-1813 and War in the Eastern Seas, 1793-1815, about the rivalry between the two foundation nation-states of the modern world, post-Napoleonic France and Britain. Nick’s thesis showed that the Dutch nation-state was thereafter adjunct to its larger neighbours and this determined the future of its empire in Southeast Asia. What really changed was that companies, merchants, wealth and profits were no longer the key determinants of power shifts. The consequences of British national victory over the French was the emergence of national empires, a model that spread the link between empires and national pride and glory to other rising nation-states in continental Europe and ultimately to the United States of America.

What are national empires? Aren’t all empires national? Obviously there cannot be such phenomena before the creation of nation-states. For example, it would be totally anachronistic if not absurd to describe Sri Vijaya, Majapahit or Malacca as national empires; likewise with the Angkor-Khmer, the Siamese or the Burmese. The only exception may be the Vietnamese because their identity hinged on differentiating themselves from the ‘Chinese’. It did not matter to them whether Han, Mongol or Manchu elites ruled the larger empire to their north. Vietnam survived as what D. G. E. Hall called a proto-national state. That, however, did not save them from becoming part of the French empire in Asia, and France was the classic national empire, something that Asia was only just beginning to encounter.

It is at this point that national imperialism was added to the original imperial themes. It not only had its source in industrial capitalism, as J. A. Hobson [1858-1940] and V. I. Lenin [1870-1924] were later to argue, but was strongly linked to the rising urge to national aggrandizement and ultimately to exaggerated claims to political, technological and even cultural and racial superiority. I emphasize the ‘rising urge’ because I do not suggest that this was the origin of national empires. Commercial competition was central long before national pride and glory became factors in empire building. It was only after the end of the eighteenth century that British national ardour to defeat and keep out the French, and then the German, the Russian and any other likely rivals, became a primary concern. And that was to engage Britain for the next 150 years. At first, Britain’s Indian empire was the challenge, if not the only model, for other ambitious powers. But this developed into a British-led battle for greater share and control of the markets of China. Soon each European nation-state would join the race to capture as much as possible of that market before others arrived. In that context, Southeast Asia seemed to some to have become a sub-plot in the imperialist play.

However, Nick has written much on these developments to correct such a description. He unfailingly searched the archives to prove that the region was never a sub-plot but a key link connecting the new imperial themes of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries. His series of studies took us step by step through all the ins and outs of the British Empire at its zenith and they have provided much of the evidence we need to show that Southeast Asia was a vital part of the globalizing chain of modern empires. In so doing, he has also enabled us to read the writings of Eric Hobsbawn, Linda Colley and, more recently, Ben Anderson, with specific reference to the model of British nation-formation and the changing roles that new projections of imperial power played in the politics of the Malay peninsula and archipelago. Nick has now followed that up with studies of later British efforts at state building and their belated efforts to decolonize the territories under their control or protection. The goal was to mould them into nations despite the harsh reality of having helped to draw new national borders with little historical validity.

Two of the imperial themes concerning nations becoming empires deserve attention. The rich documentation of national empire building is invaluable, showing how a maritime trading empire grew to become the world’s greatest naval power and shaped the British imperial nation. That united and confident nation continued to grow almost unchallenged for at least half a century. It set high standards of national superiority, the idea that the nation-state was the most efficient instrument of imperial power. Some would argue that this also led to arrogance and complacency. Then came the challengers all impressed by Britain’s success and by the efficacy of the nation-state model. Several of these sought to become national empires themselves, notably industrial Germany, the United States and Japan. Even the large and ponderous Russian empire expanded overland towards British spheres of control and influences only to be replaced by an even more threatening Soviet power. In short, national empires encouraged rivals who were intent on making their own nation-states stronger and greater.

The second theme could be framed as a question: will new aspiring nation-states have the capacity to be national empires in the post-Cold War world? The question has been asked since the European powers began to withdraw from their empires in Southeast Asia half a century ago. There was a rejuvenated nationalist China followed by a messianic communist China, there were international revolutionary movements within Southeast Asia that had attached themselves either to the Soviet Union or to the People’s Republic of China. Although every nation-state rejected the idea of empire after the end of the Second World War, there were no guarantees that some imperial forms would not return or new imperial themes could not be invented. The most powerful nation-states after that war were the United States and the Russian core of the Soviet Union. Although in some eyes, one was benign and the other evil, how different were the two from behaving like national empires in the deadly rivalry that energized them?

What is at stake is the nature of the international system that was predicated on the universal acceptance of nation-states as primary political units hereafter. When countries vary so much in size and power, it is difficult to believe that the system can ensure equality among nations. The example of a Western Europe weary of war and empire could be a catalyst to warn against future glorification of old nation-state values, but much more influential is the dynamic engine of growth provided by the United States that has already transformed East and Southeast Asia and seems willing to do the same elsewhere. With the coming rise of China and India, there is more economic growth forthcoming. This brings me back to the contrasting experiences that Nick and I have been studying. On the one hand, there is the Anglo-American model sharing the outgoing European tradition of ‘Christians and gold’ that had opened up the American continent and swept up on the shores of Southeast Asia. On the other, there is the populous Chinese example of a former empire yet uncertain about the kind of nationstate it expects to become. The former now has gold enough to turn attention to a mission of values. The latter still has to guard against making the same mistakes that new rising nations had made only a few decades ago. My study of Chinese history suggest that the lesson has been learnt, that China’s acceptance of international norms comes not only from national interest but is also influenced by the system of political and social values that had shaped its relations with Southeast Asia for more than 2000 years.

Southeast Asia’s present is still based on how it adjusts to Asia’s new confidence, how much to retain of its imperial experiences and how much it can organize its nation-states to deal with global markets and the national powers that could have imperial potential. It is unlikely now that its Asian neighbours will follow the nineteenth century European example of national aggression or the twentieth century revolutionary impulse to determine the regime changes of other nations. There has been enough history written about the horrendous disasters of the two centuries to alert the region’s leaders to cooperate with one another. It is time to consolidate the regional groupings that could protect the region’s long-term interests. The imperial themes that the region has been through have been varied. Their histories can be conjoined to help us outline some future scenarios. I believe Nick’s birthday has provided us with an opportunity to pool the many fields represented here to reflect our present and help construct our future.

NOTES

1     Australian Journal of Politics and History (AJPH), 4, 2 (November 1958), pp. 179-92.
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