

true



BOOK REVIEW

Maszlee Malik. Foundation of Islamic Governance: A Southeast Asian Perspective. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2017.

© Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 2018

Published online: 15 January 2016

To cite this article: Fontaine, R. 2018. Book review: Foundation of Islamic governance: A Southeast Asian perspective. International Journal of Asia Pacific Studies 14 (1): 251–254, https://doi.org/10.21315/ijaps2018.14.1.10

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.21315/ijaps2018.14.1.10

At first, this reviewer was reluctant to pick up this book. He was not very interested in Islamic political economy and he was not sure what he could gain by reading this book. He turned out to be completely wrong. Maszlee Malik has written a superb book that provides an intellectual framework for anyone interested in deconstructing Western paradigms in the social sciences, economics and management. He proposes an Islamic alternative that goes beyond Islamic political economy but touches at the core of how the Muslim world might look like in the future. This reviewer proposes to first outline the various chapters before making some further observations.

The book is composed of an introduction and eight chapters. These are: Introduction; Chapter 1 (Governance: Definitions and conceptual framework); Chapter 2 (Deconstructing the concept of good governance); Chapter 3 (Religion and governance: A philosophical enquiry); Chapter 4 (Ontological and epistemological sources for Islamic governance); Chapter 5 (New approach to the texts: Epistemological methods-related concerns); Chapter 6 (Contribution of Muslim scholars in the development of knowledge base for governance); Chapter 7 (Architectonics of Islamic governance: Locating the axioms, foundational principles and working mechanisms); and Chapter 8 (Articulation of Islamic governance).

The titles of the chapters indicate the only problem with the book. Its academic style can be off-putting for readers. However, once this reviewer got used to this somewhat formal style of writing, reading this book became very instructive.

In the introduction, Maszlee sets the problem. Over the last two centuries, Western societies have pushed religion outside the public discourse. Due to their political and economic power, they have exported their beliefs about governance to the rest of the world. At the same time, religion is making a comeback. Will this be a repeat of history? This seems to be the fear of Western intellectuals. Will society return to the Dark Ages? Or will religion be a positive force for change but without a return to the past? To make a positive contribution to this debate, Maszlee argues that Muslim scholars need to look at their sources in a new light.

The first chapter, probably the least interesting, starts by defining various concepts—like governance, modernity and so forth. This experience is a reminder that almost all social sciences are rooted in the Western historical experience. This reviewer realises that definitions are important, but the first chapter lacked anything concrete to get excited about. Perhaps Maszlee should have merged the introduction (which set up the problem nicely) with the first chapter to better hook the reader. This reviewer felt somewhat disappointed by the first chapter.

The second chapter is much more interesting. First of all, it is well researched. For example, this reviewer did not know that the “colonialist mindset” actually originated with the ancient Greeks. Second, Maszlee systematically deconstructs many concepts—such as governance, modernity, development and science—and shows how they are rooted in a European-centric worldview. A certain humour runs through this chapter—for example the discourse on development is defined as “a set of practices and beliefs that are part of the Western political and cultural imagination” (47)—that makes this chapter much more engaging.

The third chapter was more serious. Can religion be a force for positive change? In this chapter, Maszlee shows that religion is not a monolithic concept. The European experience was somewhat unique and has framed the way religion and governance are viewed. However, religion is already a positive force in many parts of the world. For example, in Central and South America, “theologies of liberation” have really helped the people deal with poverty and fight against injustice instead of simply connecting with the sacred. Similarly, many Islamic movements are working hard to benefit their communities in various parts of the Muslim world. This reviewer would have like more explanations and more numbers to back up the claims that Maszlee was making. It’s almost as if he knows his subject so well, he forgets that other readers might not be as familiar and that extra explanations enhances his points.

The title of the fourth chapter—“Ontological and epistemological sources for Islamic governance”—was somewhat vague but it turned out to be a thorough discussion about tawhid and other related concepts. Muslims are so used to discussing tawhid within the framework of theology that one forgets that tawhid is a broad concept with multiple implications and applications. Maszlee does a good job at explaining the original meaning outside of the framework that Muslims are used to. Maszlee’s argument seems to be that if Muslims scholars are going to make a positive contribution, they have to take concepts—like tawhid—but apply them more broadly. This highlights the fundamental problem with the Western discourse on governance. It assumes that there is only this world. The practical implication of tawhid is that before making any decision, Muslims would think about the consequences in this world and the next, for themselves and the society around them. Towards the end of the chapter, Maszlee raises an issue that runs through the rest of the book. Are Muslims encouraged to work together with non-Muslims for the common good? Maszlee reviews the historical evidence to support his points. At the stage, this reviewer was thoroughly engaged with the book and reading it slowly and carefully.

The fifth chapter focuses more on some technical issues—such as whether legal rulings should reflect a deontological or a consequentialist perspective. There is a rather interesting discussion on the evolution of the maqasid al-shariah. However, this chapter was quite brief so maybe some additional material could have helped readers better appreciate the points being made.

The sixth chapter reviews the contributions of classical Muslim scholars to the field of governance. Maszlee briefly reviews the contributions of al-Mawardi, al-Juwaini, Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Khaldun among others. The approaches of newer scholars in the 19th and 20th century is also analysed. It is clear that many decisions made in the past were based on ijtihad due to contextual considerations at the time. The question is whether Muslims today are going to replicate these decisions or develop a new set of decisions based on sound ontological and epistemological principles but reflecting current contextual factors. This reviewer found this historical perspective very useful, well-organised, comprehensive, yet concise.

The seventh chapter is by far the most fascinating chapter in the book. It is also the longest as it is about 60 pages long. It reviews the key axioms that underpins Islamic governance. Many of these axioms are well known—such tawhid, amanah, ukhuwaah and the like—but this reviewer was quite impressed with Maszlee’s analysis of the importance of sustainable development. This is a new theme in economics and management. But there is no doubt that the current economic system is completely unsustainable and destroying the planet in process. Unless there is a complete shift to sustainable development, humanity is committing a form of collective suicide. Unfortunately, many business owners only see the short term. They don’t seem to realise that there is a contradiction between running a halal business and destroying the environment at the same time. This addresses a key issue in Maszlee’s work. To solve many social problems, Muslims need to apply the principles of maqasid al-shariah in a broader manner. This chapter left this reviewer extremely satisfied.

The eighth chapter ties some lose ends in the analysis. For example, Maszlee analyses the role of ulama over the centuries. Maszlee’s main point in this last chapter is to make sure that the recommendations are practical.

Overall, this reviewer has benefited tremendously from reading this book. Maszlee did an excellent job deconstructing Western concepts related to governance and development. He then did an equally excellent job at presenting an Islamic perspective that reflects the contributions of previous scholars but also providing new avenues for research. For most readers, many of the concepts will not be new but the organisation of the concepts allows readers to develop an overall picture that is very useful. This book is therefore very useful for any Muslims wishing to better understand the Islamic perspective to social sciences. It is also useful for Muslims interested in fiqh who wish to link existing rulings to a bigger picture. Last but not least, Maszlee deserves a lot of credit for persuading a renowned publisher like Routledge to publish his work.

Rodrigue Fontaine

International Islamic University Malaysia
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Prerna Singh’s book comes with some trailing glory: It won the 2016 Woodrow Wilson Foundation Award of the American Political Science Association, and was also a co-winner of the 2016 Barrington Moore Book Award of the American Sociological Association. It deals with some important questions: Why do some Indian states have better social service provision and welfare outcomes than others? What are the conditions that promote social welfare? What best explains the stark variations in educational and health outcomes within India? How might it be possible to improve outcomes in laggard states such as Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and Bihar towards those achieved by Tamil Nadu and Kerala?

The comparisons between these three north and two south Indian states are well known to economists, public health specialists and educationalists, but there are few good explanations out there that try to account for these differences. In the field of political economy, one of these—increasingly challenged—is that public goods are less likely to be delivered in settings of social diversity, as indicated by caste, religion or ethnicity. Singh’s contribution to the debate is that “subnational solidarity fosters a sense of collective welfare, promotes political awareness and participation, and encourages popular monitoring of public goods” (55). “Subnational solidarity” emerges if challenger elites choose to develop common symbols such as “common history, memories, myths, culture, and language” (30). As a result, dominant (national) elites can be cast as an “out-group” against which collective popular actions can be mobilised. Such a process can reduce the significance of social heterogeneity. Clearly, it is “invented,” in Benedict Anderson’s terms, not a result of primordial sentiments. This does, of course, also raise the question of whether those dominant elites (perhaps—as in India—often located unevenly across the country) can use the same methods by casting foreign outsiders in the same terms, and Singh uses the familiar example of the strengthening of the welfare state in Britain as a result of the collective identities forged during the second World War. But in the Indian context, it also means that challenger elites in Uttar Pradesh (for long regarded as the dominant political state, not just because of its population, but also because it was a key base of the nationalist movement) have found it difficult, if not impossible, to forge this kind of subnational solidarity (discussed by the author in Chapter 5).

Her theory is set out in two versions, one “top-down” and one “bottom-up.” The top-down model is concerned to spell out how local elites may come together and “transcend, but not necessarily abandon, their subgroups” (36). As they feel the psychological effects of this identification with subnational groups, and experience ethical obligations of this wider community membership, they support collective welfare schemes and push for them to be included in the policy agenda, leading to progressive social policies. In the bottom-up mechanism, collective welfare support from the top facilitates emotional arousal, mobilisation by subnational movements, greater political consciousness and then greater involvement in public services (37–41).

Singh shows strong correlations between her indicators of subnational solidarity, social development expenditures and welfare outcomes (literacy, good health indicators, etc.) over time: she accepts that the existence of good social policies can help, in their turn, to generate subnational solidarity, but argues that the creation of subnational solidarity has come first. This claim is supported by a raft of indicators, for example of subnational consciousness through linguistic, political mobilisation, the presence or absence of separatist movements, and aspects of party politics, across all the larger Indian states from 1960–2000. A data appendix to Chapter 6 should satisfy the methodological purists who might wish to be assured that all the correct statistical tests have been carried out.

Not content with her analysis of India, Singh widens her net to look at two other cases of subnational solidarity—Quebec (249–251), and Scotland (251–255). For Quebec, she notes how through the 1960s, politicians began to demand that Quebec’s historical distinctiveness, in terms of language and religious institutions, should be recognised in more autonomy that would also allow its more egalitarian spirit to flourish. Scotland, similarly, has a separate history and retains local social institutions in the church, education, law, and banking that differ from those in England. Scottish politicians have laboured to enhance this sense of separateness, but only really became successful in the 1980s and 1990s, when they won increasing levels of regional autonomy. Singh makes great play with how the claim of an egalitarian spirit was used to mobilise support, and to the specification of that claim in terms of a stronger commitment to a welfare state. But she does not discuss why or how, in practice, health and educational indicators for Scotland are not noticeably better than those in England, and in some cases, are worse.

There is much to be appreciated in this contribution. Despite—or perhaps, for some readers, because of—considerable repetition of the main arguments, the book is well written and does its best to carry its audience along through some complex arguments using statistical modelling. As an example of a particular kind of political science (and linked versions of political sociology) it is welcome because it attempts to integrate a close historical enquiry with the analysis of quantitative datasets. What is not so well handled, however, are aspects of the everyday politics of these states. There is, for example, no reference to violence on the part of “challenger elites,” as part of the everyday political experience of those not included in the subnational project—Muslims in Uttar Pradesh, Dalits and Adivasis (neither of whom warrant an index entry) in Tamil Nadu or Bihar, for example. Similarly, I am not convinced of the effort to link the state-wide indicators to the everyday processes through which health and education policies are implemented. As Singh notes, “the lack of… systematic data across states over time on citizen levels of socio-political consciousness and activism and involvement with schools or health centres” makes it impossible directly to test—in ways she would like—the “bottom-up” version of her theory. There is evidence, but not of the kind she is happy to use, on these issues, and it occasionally surfaces, as in the use of ethnographic material of her own (relegated to a footnote on 144) on how local people in Kerala engage with public services, and have done so since the 1950s. More use of such material would have provided more intuitive feel for how her arguments play out in the everyday, but, perhaps, would also have required a much larger or very different book.

Roger Jeffery

University of Edinburgh, UK
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ABSTRACT

Japan, South Korea and Taiwan inhabit an insecure world, both objectively and in terms of how threats are perceived through historically shaped beliefs. A similar conceptualisation of “comprehensive security” forms an intellectual basis for foreign policy in all three countries. In addition to maintaining armed forces, threats are met through strengthening the national economy, and attempts to influence other states and enhance national prestige. Accordingly, the human security policies of these three countries seek comprehensive security through acquiring influence and prestige. None of the three gives substantive attention to the novel, challenging aspects of human security. This is problematic, as all three have a clear interest in the success of the key premises of the human security discourse given their precarious geopolitical situations.

Keywords: Foreign policy, security, East Asia, aid, strategic culture

INTRODUCTION

Discussion over human security is notoriously diffuse, posing a challenge when seeking to understand its role in the politics of particular countries and regions. More than 20 years after the publication of the Human Development Report, the debate on human security is still very much in flux. As Breslin and Christou (2015: 1) note, there is significant variation in the way the term has been “constructed, received and appropriated,” and the breadth of the term drives a seemingly endless debate over its usefulness (Curley 2012: 527). Yet despite this lack of agreement over what human security is, the concept continues to draw considerable governmental and intergovernmental (not to mention academic) attention. Why?

An obvious—yet key—reason is because it is useful. The term human security has been described as a fad or a catchphrase used too often and too loosely (Edström 2003: 211). Arguably, the term’s indeterminateness is in part functional (Paris 2001: 88). Sometimes it plays the role of jargon, with all of the attendant social roles that entails. But it can also be put to use in more profound ways. For example, Job and Evans (2008: 364) note that the term can be used to advance harmful agendas, citing China’s rhetorical justification for its repressive policies against minorities.

What makes human security a useful tool? The term human security generated initial excitement and interest where it challenged perceived “traditional” security ideas. For example, in 2001 then Secretary General of the United Nations (UN), Kofi Annan, spoke of an evolving “new understanding of the concept of security” that instead of seeking to protect national territory from external enemies, aimed to protect communities and individuals from “internal violence” (UN 2001). A new understanding was evolving, but not in the way Annan characterised. Putting aside the abstractions of International Relations theorists, real-world states (and their antecedents) have always prioritised the security of (some) human beings over territory or sovereignty (the ruler and an inner elite at a minimum) (see for example Krasner 1999). People have also long recognised the threat states pose to their citizens, and the violence that poverty does to human happiness (hence the concepts of negative and positive human rights; see for example Hershkoff (2002)). And the concept of a state (or its human constituents) having responsibilities toward non-nationals is obliviously not new either, for example see the domestic debates on the morality of imperialism in the United States at the turn of the 19th century (Healy 1970: 127). So, the novelty of human security depends on the depth and breadth that such security to people inside and outside the territory of the state is extended, not the mere recognition of its importance.

To simplify for the purposes of clarity, human security presents two main challenges in terms of this depth and breadth. First, the discourse pushes countries to extend (in breadth) some of the concern they have for their own nationals to those of other countries and the stateless. This has significant implications for countries neighbouring civil wars or violent, repressive regimes (e.g., the signatories to the African charter; see Kioko (2011)). But it is also a challenge to the Global North (i.e., the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) members) that are (usually) geographically distant from zones of human insecurity in the South. Of course, OECD countries already display some concern for non-nationals, as demonstrated in their eschewal of war crimes and unnecessary casualties during war or in their Official Development Assistance (ODA), peacekeeping and refugee policies. Often the degree of concern appears proportional to the geographic proximity, with proximity doing much to determine national interest perceptions (Hill 2003: 170). So the novel or pointed aspect is that which pushes these states to invest their resources (including their military might and lives of their military personnel) with less regard for traditional views of national interest (or the interests of state nationals) and more regard for the interests of humanity as a whole. It is worth noting here that this could include the costs of violating or infringing on another state’s sovereignty, something powerful states are willing to do where their national interests require it, such as the American raid that killed Osama bin Laden in Pakistan or the Russian takeover of Crimea (see, e.g., Berkowitz 2011; Allison 2017).

The second challenge is more pointedly directed at governments in the Global South, which are effectively being told that they should extend (in depth) better protection to their own nationals (such as those from outside the favoured ethnic or social group) or possibly face interventions of various kinds and degrees. At its pointiest and most controversial, this could be a warning to leaders that abuse their citizens that the norm of state sovereignty is now a less effective moral defence against interventions. This issue of humanitarian intervention is undoubtedly the most controversial within the human security discourse (Evans 2004: 272; Fukushima 2008: 48). However, this pressure on states in the South to extend security downward may be more invitation than coercion, and the intrusion from the North need not be violent or even unwelcome. For example, it may take the form of extra aid funding or governance training for officials.

Some countries for some periods of time and to varying degrees pushed harder in terms of these dimensions of breadth and depth. The Canadian government stands out in this regard (e.g., Suhrke 1999). In a 2002 publication, the Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade stated that:


Our objective is to build a world where universal humanitarian standards and the rule of law protect all people; where those who violate these standards are held accountable; and where our international institutions are equipped to defend and enforce those standards (Gilson and Purvis 2003: 195).



Notably, all of the accomplishments of the human security discourse listed by Paris (2001: 88) were achieved to a significant extent due to the participation and leadership of Canada, such as the 1997 Ottawa landmine treaty and the establishment of the International Criminal Court.

Another significant player in the human security field, Japan, has exerted perhaps even more energy in trying to define the agenda. But as will be discussed below, Japan appears to be less interested in extending security in terms of breadth and depth. Indeed, Japan appears to have been more inclined than Canada to mitigate the most novel and challenging aspects of the human security agenda.

This article aims to make a modest contribution to the literature by exploring how pre-existing priorities and concepts influenced not only this Japanese approach to human security, but that of its Northeast Asian neighbours, South Korea and Taiwan, as well. The straightforward thesis is that these three countries have adopted a similar approach to human security because they have a similar strategic culture in which the concept of comprehensive security contributes to shaping foreign policy behaviour. The role of culture in determining security policy is well established in the literature (e.g., Glenn 2009; Johnston 1995; Snyder 1977). Meyer (2006: 20) defines such “strategic culture” as the norms, ideas and patterns of behaviour shared among actors and social groups that shape security and defence goals. The possible influence of such strategic cultures are not limited to security policy, narrowly defined, and I apply this framework to place a country’s human security policies in the context of its wider foreign policy.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. The next section briefly discusses the development and content of the concept of comprehensive security. This is followed by an examination of the use of human security as a tool in the comprehensive security policies of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. After this, the implications of these three case studies for our understanding of the human security concept in East Asia are discussed. The final section concludes and notes the risks in adopting an instrumental approach to human security in Northeast Asia.


TRADITIONAL SECURITY IN JAPAN, KOREA AND TAIWAN: COMPREHENSIVE SECURITY

At the risk of oversimplification, it is helpful to clarify our discussion of a Northeast Asian comprehensive security approach to foreign policy by sketching the evolution of the idea of “rich nation, strong army” (富国強兵).1 This phrase originated with the ancient Chinese Legalist philosophers. In modern times from the early 19th century, it has been used by Chinese in discussions on restoring China’s power (Deng and Wang 1999; Schell and Delury 2013). Meiji reformers in Japan adopted the saying as a slogan pointing the way forward to secure Japan after their exposure to Western models and ideas (e.g., Ch’en and Kowashi 1984), in particular the ideas of thinkers such as Friedrich List and their linking of economic nationalism with national security (Sheldon 2002: 97). It is worth pointing out that the Japanese iteration of the concept would influence its Korean and Taiwanese colonies, as well as the Chinese Kuomintang (KMT) government that would control the Republic of China on Taiwan after 1949 (Moore 2013: 5).

In Japan, the postwar policies that would evolve into what came to be known as comprehensive security, “drew on the Meiji idea of ‘rich nation, strong army’ but infused it with liberal internationalism” (Samuels 2007: 56). This concept of comprehensive security sees economic security as at least as vital as military security, with diplomacy and other policy instruments all being brought to bear in addition to the military in securing the nation (Samuels 2007: 56–57). The term “comprehensive security” would wane in use, but continued to serve as the basis and framework for Japan’s security policy in subsequent decades (Kaji 2015: 55).

The policies of Korea and Taiwan have developed in a remarkably similar direction to Japan. The concept of “rich nation, strong army” resonated with the governments in Taiwan and South Korea, which faced formidable security and economic challenges of their own (see for example Cho 2008; Moran 1998; Rhyu and Lee 2006). In the case of Korea, this idea carried over to a policy of “developmental realism,” that married hardnosed realism abroad to domestic developmental statism (Cho 2008). “Rich nation, strong army” remains a key pillar in Korea’s strategic culture (Kim 2014).

Today, a similar conceptualisation of “comprehensive security” forms an intellectual basis for foreign policy in all three countries. For example, in 2008 the Korean government’s expressed “foreign policy vision” sought to promote peace, achieve economic development and enhance national status through giving international aid (Kang 2008). And in Taiwan’s ODA white paper (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, MOFA (Taiwan) 2009b), Foreign Minister Affairs Francisco H.L. Ou stated:


Diplomacy’s primary objective is to seek to maximize a nation’s interests, and ensure its survival and development. Providing aid to foreign countries forms an important part of this… (3)



This concept of comprehensive security—and the shared value orientations and beliefs that underpin it—act as a mediating factor that shapes the human security policies of Japan, Korea and Taiwan in similar directions depending on the context.

HUMAN SECURITY AS A COMPREHENSIVE SECURITY TOOL IN JAPAN

Several commentators have seen parallels between Japan’s concept of comprehensive security and human security, and therefore the intrinsic “Asianess” of the human security concept (Guan 2012). Most notably, Acharya (2001: 451) argued that comprehensive security is the nearest conceptually to human security, and that comprehensive security “can claim even stronger Asian roots because it was developed by Japan.” Song (2014b: 6) sees in Japan’s comprehensive security both a “traditional statist notion” of military cooperation (with the US) and a “non-traditional” attention to economic, energy and food issues.

However, such a comparison must be done cautiously. First, as noted above the concept of comprehensive security developed in dialogue with Western ideas. Not only Germans like Friedrich List but Americans such as Alfred Thayer Mahan also stressed the economic aspects of national security, and influenced Japanese thinking (see, e.g., Yoshihara and Holmes 2006: 27–30). Japan’s postwar leaders inherited an insecure, competitive worldview from imperial Japan, as well as expectations of elite strategising and vigorous external activity to secure the nation. This meant that the decision to not (re-) build up the military had to be justified; if elites were not going to secure the nation through the military, then how were they going to do it? This securitised aspects of the policy discourse that most other advanced countries did not feel the need to subsume under the rubric of a unified “security policy.” So diplomacy, investment, ODA and so on were viewed as tools—wielded by elites—to secure the Japanese nation. Obviously, this kind of elite-led nationalism is very different from the progressive aspects of human security discussed above.

The human security normative discourse has done little to move Japan beyond this traditional posture. Japan has a long tradition of valuing the security of people belonging to what the elites considered the “Japanese nation.” Akami (2006: 162) argues that within this discourse, rather than as individuals, the “Japanese people” are defined collectively and identified as belonging to a homogenous national society. Also, as noted above, there is a long-held policy of reaching out to influence the world through ODA and diplomacy. Hence, Kaji (2015) can find an espousal of what she considers human security ideas in Japan’s 1946 constitution. Rather than seeing human security as an aim in-of-itself and moving to appreciably extend human security within Japan or aboard, human security has been seen largely as a tool to continue to pursue pre-existing domestic and global aims. The policy stakes are not low: contributing to the comprehensive security of the Japanese nation, and the legitimacy of the Japanese state both domestically and internationally (Gilson and Purvis 2003: 193–194; 200).

Japan was one of the few states that quickly adopted the term human security after the landmark 1994 UNDP report was released (Kaji 2015: 48). According to Edström (2003: 213), a reason for Japan’s interest was the impact of the Asian currency crisis on regional perceptions of security.

However, again, it would be a mistake to overstate actual conceptual changes. A far more salient crisis driving these changes was what policymakers perceived to be Japan’s declining influence. The Japanese government saw an opportunity to leverage human security into increased international status (Ho 2008: 103).

An initial trigger for this policy was the 1990–1991 Gulf War. Japan provided financial support rather than troops for the US-led coalition, a move which was derided as chequebook diplomacy (Hughes and Krauss 2007). The trauma of this episode drove Japan do better in terms of its contribution to international security (Ho 2008: 102; Kaji 2015: 55). According to Evans (2004: 271) human security was seen as a way to put a more “compassionate face” on its existing aid program while at the same time playing a more proactive role in international security in a way that would not alter its alliance relationship with the US or necessitate a change in Japan’s constitution. This is in contrast somewhat to the Canadian government, which has been criticised for using the human security discourse to make Canadian ODA more self-interested through securitisation, undermining the ethical rational for development assistance (Brown 2016: 121).


The next major spur was the failure to secure an expanded United Nations Security Council (UNSC) with an anticipated permanent non-veto seat for Japan. This difficulty and the poor showing of Japanese candidates in elections for executive positions in major international organisations caused Japan’s UN Ambassador Kenzo Oshima to express concerns over Japan’s declining international status and influence (Ho 2008: 102). According to Ho (2008: 103), Japan saw the human security discourse as a means to win a UN Security Council permanent seat as a promoter of international norms.

For the most part, the Japanese government focused on changing foreign perceptions of its policies rather than changing the substance. According to Ho (2008: 103), human security allowed Japan to demonstrate its strong support for international security without requiring the use of its armed forces, and in a way consistent with pre-existing aid policy. Carvalho and Potter (2016: 89) described the emergence of the concept of human security as a “godsend” for Japanese policymakers, as it allowed Japan to claim a greater contribution to maintaining international security through the existing foreign policy doctrine.

This meant that Japan’s human security discourse would be laid over the top of existing policies. It would also be done in a way that allowed Japan play a larger role without alarming its neighbours or its own public (Lam 2006: 143). In the early 1990s, before the global human security discourse took off, Japan had already identified global issues, democracy, human rights, poverty reduction, and sustainable development as important parts of its policy (Kaji 2015). Japan’s conception of human security grew out of its development assistance policies. It was very important to the Japanese government that the use of force was not included in its concept of human security (Ho 2008: 104).

Like its aid policy, this human security policy would be win-win. It would provide more comprehensive security for the Japanese state (and “nation”) and more comprehensive security for its partner states. In Acharya’s formulation (2001: 453–454), comprehensive security expanded the breadth of state security threats, while human security expanded the breadth of security referents, with a focus on justice and emancipation. So for Acharya, the comprehensive security framework must be “reworked and extended vertically” to protect (sub-national) individuals and communities if it is to be synergic with the new concept of human security. However, for the most part, Japan would not rework and extend its conception of security vertically. Rather, if aspects of the human security discourse undermined its comprehensive security or that of its foreign government partners, then those aspects would be resisted or subverted.


So, Japan’s human security is a balance between three, often opposing, goals: 1) to be as high profile as possible with Western countries; 2) to not challenge or offend developing country governments; and 3) oppose human security developing as a norm that would oblige Japan to change its policies (and increase protections for non-nationals) or isolate Japan if it did not change its policies.

Key to making this balancing act work was to neutralise the part of the human security discourse focused on Northern interventions to protect people from fear in the South. The Japanese government made a concerted effort to promote the broad version of the concept. And, it criticised undue focus on freedom from fear as opposed to freedom from want (Evans 2004: 270; Acharya 2001: 446). Japan’s approach was welcomed by Asia-Pacific governments wanting to distance human security from human rights and humanitarian intervention (Acharya 2001: 447–448). So while Canadian scholars and policy makers viewed the “Responsibility to Protect (RtoP)” as part of the human security agenda, their Japanese counterparts sought to separate RtoP and human security as complimentary yet distinct agendas (Curley 2012: 534).

Japan was largely responsible for establishment of the “commission on human security” which wrote the report Human Security Now (Kaji 2015: 48). The report prioritised the “freedom from want” dimension and eschewed discussion of the issue of humanitarian intervention. The commission also stated that the idea of human security complemented state security and did not conflict with the sovereignty principle (Ho 2008: 106).

However, even within the “freedom from want” domain, the report pushed the agenda away from increasing Japan’s responsibilities. The major thrust was that human security is not just about poverty, but “downward risks” such as currency crises and natural disasters (Kaji 2015: 48). These are areas directly impinging on the human security of Japanese nationals and that are already a high priority for Japan. They are also areas in which Japan would like to assume more leadership.

In short, there is surprisingly little substance to Japan’s human security policy. Japan has invested considerable effort in mainstreaming the concept and bringing opposing parties together in consensus definitions (Kaji 2015). And Edström (2003: 217) wryly points out that organising conferences is “a key undertaking for Japan in its efforts to promote human security.” However, Japan’s human security policy yields few concrete results. Aid effort has remained below the DAC average (Atkinson 2017: 257). Domestic efforts to empower NGOs and protect marginalised groups such as victims of human trafficking or refugees remain poor (Gilson and Purvis 2003; Ho 2008). According to Sachi Takay, to date, the government still does not view irregular migrants in Japan as a vulnerable group to be protected. Rather they are usually seen as a threat (Takay 2014: 23). So, while the Japanese government has represented human security as “one of the important pillars of Japan’s foreign policy” (Takay 2014: 23), Kaji (2015: 54), a veteran of Japan’s MOFA and sympathetic to Japanese policy, can note only the promotion of universal health coverage and the renaming of small grassroots projects that began in 1989 as examples of Japan “implementing human security.”2

It is also important to note that the most significant policy change, involvement in UN peacekeeping and US military efforts has little to do with the normative power of human security. Rather, it was pressure from the US and domestic forces pushing Japan toward a more normal military that was key. Under Koizumi, Japan transformed itself into a more willing and active US ally. After the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Japan dispatched forces to provide non-combat logistical and reconstruction support in Afghanistan and Iraq. This came along with many other steps to normalise Japan (Hughes and Krauss 2007: 158). The term human security served as a useful umbrella that could bridge the existing policies of providing ODA and engaging with regional states on non-traditional security issues, with the growing use of Japan’s armed forces abroad. According to Oros (2017: 1), this “security renaissance” driven by new power realities in the region—not human security discourses—is now at the point that “Japan is back” in terms of military security. Interestingly, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s attempts to check rising Chinese influence (a quintessential traditional security issue) has involved adopting democracy and human rights-related values-based diplomacy (Hughes 2015: 80–81).

HUMAN SECURITY AS A COMPREHENSIVE SECURITY TOOL IN KOREA

Conceptually, the reaction of Korean policymakers to the human security discourse is remarkably similar to those of their Japanese counterparts. However, there are major differences in terms of interests, and this took Korea’s human security policy in a somewhat different direction.

In particular, Korea is not under the same pressure as Japan to recast itself as a security actor. A clear example is Korea’s contribution of a 154-member medical team to the Gulf War. This was the first major deployment since large scale involvement in fighting on side of the US in the Vietnam War. This Gulf War deployment was lauded despite its small size and non-combat role (Bridges 1992). In the post-Cold War era, Korea would increase its involvement in peacekeeping and make significant contributions to the US’ military efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan (Bowers 2014). Moreover, Korea arguably plays a major security role in the eyes of the US and its allies simply by maintaining its heavily armed face off with North Korea. In addition, unlike Japan, Korea has no pretensions on creating a permanent seat for itself at the UNSC. These differences in interests mean Korea has significantly less need to propagate the term human security or put itself at the centre of international discussions on the concept. Hence, it is not surprising that Kim, Bae and Shin (2015: 1) found that the Korean government rarely uses the term “human security.”

Nevertheless, in common with Japan, Korea clearly uses human security instrumentally in the service of pre-existing concepts. Job and Evans (2008: 364) see Korea as embodying the region’s “most liberal, or ‘liberating’, notion of human security” focused on “alleviating the humanitarian and political plight of North Korea’s citizens.” However, the notion of helping North Koreans clearly predates and overshadows human security within Korean policy thinking. So rather than being simply a “notion” as Job and Evans describe it, human security is a label applied to a more important, hierarchically higher, “notion” of helping North Koreans. And whether or not policies toward North Korea constitute human security policy is complicated by the fact that—in the minds of at least some South Koreans—the people of both Koreas belong to the name “nation.” Under the South Korean constitution, North Koreans automatically become citizens after transitioning through a process of interrogation and settlement programmes (Song 2014a: 149–150). As discussed above, the impulse to secure one’s own nation is quite different from what makes human security novel and accepting North Korean defectors or refugees is as old as the division of the peninsula itself.

It is also important to note that President Kim Dae Jung’s policies that Job and Evans (2008: 365) saw as transforming South Korean policies towards the North from a traditional paradigm to a human security one would segue into a more hard-line approach in subsequent administrations. According to Grundy et al. (2012), such a hard-line approach constitutes a failure to protect the interests of women and children in North Korea. In sum, it is not at all clear what Korea’s policy toward the North tells us about its approach to human security.

Tellingly, Korea is much less willing to talk about freedom from fear outside of the context of North Korea. For example, in stark contrast to its promotion of its economic development success, Korea does not take active measures to promote its achievements in democracy, human rights and the rule of law as it does not want to create friction with ODA recipient governments (Lee 2015: 1). Like Japan, Korea uses the term “human security” as a label for its various foreign policy activities and to signal that it is an authoritative international actor. For example, MOFA used the term “human security” in policy documents in reference to broader discussions on foreign policy, and President Park Geun-hye used the term in public speeches in reference to overall foreign policy goals (Kim, Bae and Shin 2015: 14). Foreign Minister Yun Byung-se stated that the global policies of the Park Administration “reflect the belief that peace and prosperity of South Korea and the world are indivisible, and that there has been a global paradigm shift which emphasizes the importance of human security” (Kim, Bae and Shin 2015: 14). Korea is a country whose peace and prosperity is indivisible from the world more than most, due to its reliance on the US (and increasingly China) for security and its export dependence. It is not likely that the human security discourse has done much to further sensitise Korea to such linkages. Rather than a paradigm shift, the minister is actually responding to a rhetorical shift, one that Korea feels compelled to follow.

There has also been some rebranding of ODA as human security activity. Kim, Bae and Shin (2015: 14) found that MOFA and its Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) use the term in relation to ODA, but not the more powerful and influential Ministry of Strategy and Finance (MOSF) and its Economic Development Cooperation Fund (EDCF). Like Japan, the Korean government’s engagement with the human security discourse is superficial. According to Kim, Bae and Shin (2015: 14), civil society actors in Korea doubt whether ODA activities reflect human security.

Again, in common with Japan, Korea uses the term as a label for nontraditional security (NTS) threats, most importantly terrorism, environmental degradation, transnational crime, internal conflict, poverty, and disasters. And it considers APEC meetings on these types of threats as “human security” activities (MOFA (Korea) 2008). Particularly important was the outbreak of the MERS virus in 2015. The outbreak caused considerable public concern and negatively affected the tourism industry. The government received considerable public criticism for its response. The term human security was used by the government to signal it as a major priority that requires cooperation with official foreign actors, and to justify government mobilisation and force better cross-government cooperation.


HUMAN SECURITY AS A COMPREHENSIVE SECURITY TOOL IN TAIWAN

Taiwan’s initiation into the human security discourse was somewhat slower and more hesitant than Japan or Korea (Evans 2004: 269). Evans (2004: 271) states that unlike new democracies Thailand, South Korea, and the Philippines, “In Taiwan, where there is a strong civil society and functioning democratic institutions, the concept is only just beginning to get attention.” In a subsequent publication with Job, Evans (2008: 369) argued that Taiwan’s focus on “hard security agendas” has hampered the development of a human security perspective. Kuo Kuo-wen (2010), a high ranking official3 in one of Taiwan’s two main political parties, agrees that compared to many countries, Taiwan, whether in terms of academia, government or the public, has little experience promoting the concept. There is also a continuing undercurrent of cynicism toward the debate (e.g., Tan 2016).

However, beneath the surface there are remarkable similarities in Taiwan’s approach with that of the other two countries. And in common with Japan and Korea, Taiwan almost reflexively views human security through the prism of how it relates to Taiwan’s comprehensive security. For example, Kuo Kuo-wen (2010) states that in Taiwan human security is regarded as part of comprehensive national security, with mainstream thinking still placing the “state” (guo 國) at the centre. In terms of policy, human security is a foreign policy issue only to the extent that it relates to Taiwan’s efforts to join the World Health Organization. Kuo (2010) suggests that Taiwan learn from Japan’s approach to human security as a “policy tool” (政策工具) to expand Taiwan’s “international space” (外交空間) in the face of Chinese pressure, and thereby “the interests of Taiwan people can be more protected by the international system.”

Much of the difference that Job and Evans identify can be understood as a difference in interests rather than beliefs. Like Korea and unlike Japan, Taiwan has no need to rebrand itself as security actor. Taiwan’s international isolation and threat from China (which it faces with no formal US security guarantee—unlike Japan and Korea), means it is all but immune from being accused of “not pulling its weight” in terms of security. Taiwan faces no pressure to support US military actions or UN peacekeeping. On the contrary, it is barred from participation. Also, unlike Korea, it has no North Korean human security disaster on its border.

But to the extent that human security is a useful tool within this different context, Taiwan applies it much like Japan and Korea. Most notably, human security serves as a label for NTS threats related to globalisation that require regional collaboration. This is Job and Evan’s (2008: 365) “third characteristic feature” of Northeast Asian human security, where “the threats are ‘nontraditional’ security phenomena and their referent is the community, [while] the modalities of response are those of the traditional security paradigm.”

Like Korea after MERS, the Taiwan government has used human security to signal a committed, whole of government approach to a problem that requires transnational cooperation. This can be seen in Vice President Annette Lu response to SARS (Presidential Office 2003a). Where transnational cooperation is not an issue, the traditional lexicon is preferred. Most notably, following public criticism of the Ma Ying-jeou administration’s response to Typhoon Morakot disaster, the president and the Ministry of National Defense announced that disaster prevention and relief would be the military’s “core mission” (China Times 2009).

In keeping with Japan and Korea, Taiwan has re-labelled existing ODA activities as Human Security activities. The 2009 white paper summary vaguely states that the third goal of Taiwan’s ODA is “safeguarding human security,” listing a series of threats without making any attempt to explain how its ODA addresses these (see MOFA (Taiwan) 2009a).

Again, like Japan and Korea, Taiwan sees human security as a tool to influence other countries. The authors of report commissioned by the National Development Council, Zhou et al. (2015), perceive that human security has allowed the Nordic countries, Canada, Japan and other countries to “expand” their foreign relations. The authors see Taiwan’s “comparative advantage” deriving from Taiwan’s successful development. Aid to its allies can therefore usefully become “the core value of Taiwan’s international image.” Taiwanese scholar Lin (2003) argues it is a way for Taiwan to follow the example of other countries in creating an international niche.

Taiwan participates in human security activities and discourse as means to maintain its profile within APEC, perhaps the most important international organisations to which Taiwan belongs. For example, in a speech ahead of the APEC meeting in 2003, President Chen Shui-bian stated that Taiwan has an obligation to promote human security commensurate with its important global role, and must highlight this role in order to develop international cooperation (Presidential Office 2004).

In addition, activities at APEC such as contributing US$700,000 in human security funding and initiation of a Human Security Sub Fund (MOFA (Taiwan) 2015) can be seen, at least in part, as participating in a process which is more important to Taiwan’s security than the particular outcomes.


A unique and important feature of Taiwan’s use of human security is to highlight the unfairness of its continuing international marginalisation due to Chinese pressure. For example, in 2003 President Chen argued that:


Taiwan, as a member of the international community, eager to start the new century by making a more positive contribution to the human security of the international community, does not want the absence of cooperation. However, Taiwan’s active participation in international processes is often opposed by China for political reasons. China’s political stance and methods to exclude Taiwan definitely do not help humanity face the current “transnational”, “networking” security threats (Presidential Office 2003b).4



This argument carries considerable force (see e.g., Job and Evans 2008: 370).

However, at the same time, the sovereignty deemphasising aspect of the human security discourse can be used to pressure Taiwan to put aside sovereignty and find pragmatic solutions as a way to mitigate these risks (see e.g., Job and Evans 2008: 370). Hence, this conceptualisation of human security as transnational non-traditional security problems can be a rhetorical device to argue for change to the status quo of Taiwan’s international marginalisation. Or, it can be used to find ways to technically manage the problems caused by this China-imposed marginalisation without addressing the isolation itself, thereby further cementing the marginalisation of the Taiwan state. Indeed, the malleability of the human security discourse means China is even able to frame its unification policy (backed by an overt threat of force) as a human security policy. The Chinese government does this through connecting the “human security challenge” of terrorism to two other “evil forces,” religious extremism and separatism (Breslin 2015: 257). Breslin (2015: 257) notes that this makes a war over Taiwan independence a Human Security issue in China.

Turning to the domestic side, there are also significant parallels with Japan and South Korea. The human security of Taiwan’s nationals has made remarkable progress in recent decades. Taiwan ranks with Japan and Korea as among the wealthiest and freest countries in the world. This is in stark contrast to the other main Northeast Asian countries, China and North Korea, which rank among the very worst in the world in terms of freedom and representation (Freedom House 2017; Reporters without Borders 2017; World Bank 2017). However, protection for migrants and workers and the impact of its deep water fishing industry on the human security of non-Taiwanese has been strongly criticised (McKinnel, Chiao and Lee 2016; Henley 2016).5


DISCUSSION: HUMAN SECURITY IN EAST ASIA

The cases of Japan, Korea and Taiwan demonstrate the pitfalls of treating human security straightforwardly as a norm that drives behaviour. In reality, other domestic norms can, and often do, drive an instrumental use of human security. So Evans (2004: 270) claims that the “norms of human security have made inroads in the established mind-sets of [East Asian] governments” is potentially truer in reverse; it is the established mind-sets of governments that have made inroads into the norms of human security. Different countries interpret human security differently due to their divergent historical experiences and domestic politics (Lam 2006: 146). So as Curley (2012: 530–531) notes, seeing human security as influencing Japan is too simplistic. The human security agenda Japan has pursued is one consistent with its wider foreign policy and bureaucratic imperatives.

Moreover, while Song (2014b: 6) is correct in claiming that Japan initiated the Asian approach to human security, in the cases of Korea and Taiwan this influence has potentially been more as a policy model than as a socialising agent of a new human security norm. Just as Japan’s definition of human security promotes a leading role for Japan (Lam 2006: 146), it is also seen as beneficial to the influence of Korea and Taiwan in those countries.

A look at China’s approach to human security helps illuminate these issues. East Asian democracies have emphasised human security more than the autocracies (Peou 2008). However, autocratic China has also drawn on Japan as a model of how to manage the human security discourse. There are Chinese scholars who see the human security discourse as a Western attempt to impose liberal preferences on China. But for other scholars, Japanese conceptions of human security provided an ambiguity that allows Chinese analysts to focus on socio-economic issues and avoid problematic political issues. In this way, as with other concepts such as human rights, nationalism, legitimacy and sovereignty that have entered China from the West and become naturalised to Chinese discourses and thinking, human security is being “nationalised” to Chinese conditions. The result is “to expand the understanding of what might constitute [human security] (and how it should be guaranteed) so far that the concept becomes all but pointless and redundant. And in many respects, this is the whole point of the exercise (for some at least)” (Breslin 2015: 243–245). Japan, too, “nationalised” human security to make it fit for Japanese purposes. The strategic culture of comprehensive security is important in determining how this purpose is conceived. And this Japanese disarming of the term and concurrent instrumentalisation facilitated Chinese efforts to disarm it even further.

This view of comprehensive security as the mind-set and human security as the instrument has several important implications for our understanding of the human security discourse. First, it is not very helpful to delineate an “Asian version” of human security. Kivimaki’s (2014) discussion is representative of this problem. He identifies the five elements of the “Asian version” of human security as follows (Kivimaki 2014: 78–79):


	Focused on the survival and well-being concerns of human beings as individuals or as a humanity (as opposed to a state);

	Relevant threats are not only national, but transnational. Unlike traditional threats, sources of threats are not always an intentional agent (e.g., a virus). Or threats take a form that are rarely negotiated with, like criminals;

	Threats may be of a novel kind;

	The focus is on “other-help,” as opposed to the self-help of traditional security;

	Non-military responses are emphasised; most importantly, development.


All of these elements are visible in how Japan, Korea and Taiwan “do” human security. However, more interesting than what they do, is why. Kivimaki’s (2014: 79–80) explanation of this ideational driver is worth quoting at length:


[For] some (mostly Western) theorists, the focus on human beings replaces the focus on national security while for others (mostly East Asian scholars), national security is instrumental to human security. The role of the state as a threat to or an instrument of human security is a fundamental alternative ontological premise of human security…. In the East Asian debate on human security, the instrumentalist concept is the mainstream one. According to this view, states are instruments (but not the only ones) of human security and thus national security is also important for human security.



By aggregating “East Asia,” Kivimaki is conflating the views of the potential interveners and intervenees in a way that is not done for the “West.” Southeast Asian elites have attempted to control the human security discourse, fearing its potential to undermine their legitimacy or the actions of external actors to address human rights abuses (Curley 2012: 532). Except in areas such as migrant protection mentioned above, international pressure over human rights is significantly less of an issue for Japan, Korea and Taiwan than it is for Southeast Asian governments. As Nishikawa (2009: 231) notes, Southeast Asian policymakers see human security as compatible with state security to the extent that state security generates human security. But there is tension between the two, and state violence at the expense of human security is likely to continue until this is reconciled.

True, emphasis on “freedom from want,” through “good governance” supports the role of a strong state (Howe 2013). However, rather than principle or development theory, what matters more is the benefit Northeast Asian officials see accruing to their state and its citizens through provisioning friendly support to Southeast Asian governments. The shared belief in the importance of the state is coincidental and somewhat meaningless in terms of East-West dichotomies. Western governments also see the state as critically important. Indeed, much of the rationale for the human security discourse is precisely this problem of what to do when a government is not fulfilling its indispensable role. Furthermore, Northeast Asian governments’ cognisance of the important role of the state does not drive them to better extend state protections to migrants. Rather, at least in part because they do not prioritise such protections (and indeed in part see a lack of protections for migrants as beneficial to their national economic vitality and the social wellbeing and cohesion of their citizens), they withhold some of those resources which they extend to their own nationals.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, I have argued that due to similar beliefs, histories and interests, Japan, Korea and Taiwan share considerable commonalities in their respective approaches to human security. In particular, they each adopt an instrumental approach to the human security discourse aimed at enhancing their comprehensive security.

It should not be a surprise that these three countries have shied away from the more challenging aspects or interpretations of human security. All of the reasons that Curley (2012: 537) predicts it unlikely the “human security agenda will be a priority in regional dialogue” involve Japan and/or Korea. Curley neglects Taiwan, but its security environment is at least as perilous. In such a situation it is understandable that policy makers make the most of the tools at their disposal while continuing to prioritise their own national security.

However, this instrumental approach is not without costs. Howard-Hassmann (2012: 88) persuasively warns that subsuming human rights under human security can undermine citizens struggling for their rights against their own states. Nevertheless, the important contribution of human security in shifting the focus away from protecting states to protecting individual human beings should not be overlooked (Alkire 2004: 359–360). In contrast to the top-down traditional view of security, human security is a bottom-up concept that prioritises people and their well-being (Edström 2003: 211–212). And as Job and Evans (2008: 359) note, human security’s fundamental premise—that the safety and well-being of civilian populations should be the priority—has been increasingly accepted in the region.

Japan, Korea and Taiwan should embrace and foster this fundamental shift in focus. All three countries live in a dangerous neighbourhood, and face the threat of large scale warfare to an extent much greater than most other developed countries. It is in these countries’ interests that the human security discourse continues to contribute to making nationalistic and revanchist wars and threats unacceptable. This long-term view should trump short term concerns to maintain traditional elite-led, nationalistic comprehensive security policies.
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*     Joel Atkinson is an Associate Professor with the Department of Chinese Studies at Hankuk University of Foreign Studies’ Graduate School of International and Area Studies (GSIAS) in Seoul, where he researches and teaches East Asian international relations. He received his PhD from Monash University in Melbourne, Australia. He is the author of Australia and Taiwan: Bilateral Relations, China, the United States, and the South Pacific (Leiden & Boston: Brill). His research has been published in Development Policy Review, The Pacific Review, Pacific Affairs, the Australian Journal of International Affairs, and elsewhere.

1     Read as fùguó qiángbīng in Chinese, fukokukyōhei in Japanese, and bugug gangbyeong (부국 강병) in Korean.

2     Lam Peng Er (2006: 143–144) makes a stronger case for Japan’s contribution: “Tokyo’s provision of political good offices to consolidate peace and assist in the reconstruction of certain civil war-shattered societies in Southeast Asia can indeed be interpreted as falling within the rubric of human security because thousands of lives and their betterment are at stake.”


3     Kuo Kuo-wen (郭國文) is also known as Robert Kuo. He was a Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) Central Executive Committee member at the time. He was a Tainan City councillor and Tainan branch director for the DPP, and previously secretary general of the Taiwan Labor Front (台灣勞工陣線). He is now deputy labour minister in the Tsai Ying-wen administration.

4     Translation by the author. Original Chinese is “台灣作為國際社會的成員，渴望在 新世紀開始之際，對國際社會之人類安全，做出更積極的貢獻，不願在國際社 會合作中缺席。然而，台灣在積極參與國際的過程中，經常由於中國基於政治 理由，反對台灣的參與。中國這種基於政治主張，排除台灣的作法，並無助於 當前人類在面對「跨國化」、「網絡化」安全威脅問題的解決.”

5     For a comparable international critique for Korea see Amnesty International (2014).
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ABSTRACT

The dominating and often contradicting tendencies of the early post-war Hokkaido were the continuing otherness, foreignness and distinctiveness from the rest of Japan, and the growing integration into the nation state. In other words, Hokkaido became more tightly connected to and more a part of Japan than ever before, but it clearly retained its peculiarity and was not simply a region or prefecture among the others. This study of Hokkaido is built on the premise that rather than being ahistorical and unchangeable entities, regions can be considered as spatial manifestations of social processes and they have to be conceptualised and analysed empirically as a part of the historical development of the society. It utilises the institutionalisation of region model when analysing how a region is constructed and how it is connected to the observable political, legal, social, economic, cultural, educational and administrative practices. The model consists of four interlocked stages (territorial shaping, symbolic shaping, institutional shaping, and establishment of region) that can be abstracted for analytical purposes and is tested here as a device to perceive the importance and understand relations between the various processes contributing to the making of the region.

Keywords: Region, institutionalisation, identity, Hokkaido, Japan

The concept of a region has become an important catchphrase in academic and political discourse during the past decades. Instead of being stable spatial territories with fixed identities or ahistorical and unchangeable entities, regions are conceptualised as social and historical processes and as socially constructed objects, the meanings and characteristics of which are in continuous flux (Garcia-Alvarez 1998: 117–128; Paasi 2009: 121–141). Meanwhile, questions concerning the characteristics and the future of different (mainly rural) regions in Japan have attracted a growing attention. This is undoubtedly due to the long-lasting processes of urbanisation, capital and technology intensive industrialisation and aging society contributing to regional shrinkage and sudden events such as the crisis succeeding the great Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami that shook the very foundations of local societies.

While the studies concerning the past, recent or current developments in Japanese regions have successfully observed the origins and consequences of various changes, they have not necessarily been peculiarly theory-oriented. In other words, they have often failed to recognise the processes through which regions are constructed and understand how they are connected to the observable political, legal, social, economic, cultural, educational and administrative practices. One of the most advanced attempts to solve these questions among geographers is provided by Anssi Paasi’s model built around the institutionalisation of regions. This model considers regions as spatial manifestations of social processes, and emphasises that regions have to be conceptualised and analysed empirically as a part of the historical development of the society. It describes institutionalisation as a process during which some specific level of the spatial structure becomes an established entity, which is identified in different spheres of social action and consciousness and which is continually reproduced in individual and institutional practices (Paasi 1986).

This study concentrates on Hokkaido and utilises the model of the institutionalisation of the region to analyse the reconstruction and redefinition process of the region during the decades following Japan’s defeat in the Second World War. During those years, the northernmost island of Japan encountered drastic changes both in its internal and external conditions. The increase in its population with the inflow of new people from lost colonies and from devastated areas in central and southern Japan, and the outflow of Korean and Chinese forced labourers, new administrative structures, its altered position in the structure of the Japanese economy—which was experiencing a major readjustment—and, for example, adaptation to the new geopolitical position, were all factors challenging the definitions and shared understanding concerning a region which was less than 100 years old. In other words, the model that decomposes the concept of region analytically into pieces which characterise its historical and social nature, is utilised here to illuminate the complex and rarely studied circumstances of post-war Hokkaido. It is, however, assumed that the usability of the model is not limited to the mentioned spatial and temporal context. On the contrary, previous attempts to utilise this model in various non-Asian contexts, seem to speak on behalf of its flexibility and wide applicability (Garcia-Alvarez 1998; Hamin and Marcucci 2008; Jaakson 2000; Macleod 1998; Metzger 2013). Despite the incorporated structural elements, the model is not as mechanical as it may appear at the first glimpse and it does not force the complex processes to fit into an oversimplified mould.

The model introduces four stages that can be abstracted for analytical purposes from the process of the institutionalisation of regions. This does not, however, mean that these stages (territorial shaping, symbolic shaping, institutional shaping, and establishment of region) would necessarily follow each other or that their order would be pre-determined. In fact, in most cases, various processes occur simultaneously. The model also leans on a concept of regional identity which is to weave elements that have become significant in the institutionalisation process together. This concept can still be deconstructed to consist of both the regional identity of the inhabitants, or regional consciousness referring, for example, to the feeling of togetherness and the shared idea of and identification with community, and the concept of the identity of a region. The former does not, however, automatically refer to the existence of a unisonous Hokkaido or imply that all the people in Hokkaido would have shared same ideas and conceptions. On the contrary, the very foundations concerning the understanding of the history and meaning of the region of the indigenous Ainu people, for example, differed greatly from those of the majority.1 While recognising the need to address the Ainu when discussing the history of Hokkaido, this study does not focus on Ainu. The question of the past and present of the indigenous people of Japanese archipelago (northernmost Japan), the Kurile Islands and part of Sakhalin Island have already inspired several excellent studies. It can even be claimed that this topic dominates Hokkaido-related research literature published in Western languages.

The identity of region refers to the images held either by the local inhabitants or those living outside the region. It points to those elements of nature, culture and people that are used in the discourses and classifications of science, politics, cultural activism, regional marketing, tourism, governance and political or religious regionalisation. The aim of such classifications is often simply to distinguish one region from others (Paasi 1986: 131–138; Paasi 2009: 121, 134–136, 140–141).

Finally, when discussing the peculiarity of Hokkaido, I make comparisons between this region and the rest of Japan. However, I am not suggesting that the rest of Japan would form or would have formed one entity without variations. Obviously, there are also other regions with peculiar characteristics (Okinawa can be mentioned as the most evident example). In fact, one could claim that all regions are somehow unique. Therefore, these comparisons are to be understood as practical means to demonstrate differences between Hokkaido and what was considered typical or distinctive to the early post-war Japan.

DETERMINING THE TERRITORIAL SHAPE OF HOKKAIDO AFTER THE DEFEAT

Territory and borders limiting it form the most tangible aspect of a region and a suitable starting point for the analysis of the institutionalisation of regions. While Hokkaido as an island may appear to be a territory with an unambiguous definition, the process leading to an assumption of its territorial shape has been anything but straightforward. In fact, the territorial shape of Hokkaido is an unsettled question even today. Namely, most of the Japanese maps describing the territory of Hokkaido include the disputed islands of Kunashiri, Etorofu, Habomai and Shikotan, located northeast of Hokkaido and occupied and administered by Russia, just as they include, for example, the small islands of Rishiri and Rebun,2 the status of which, as inseparable part of Japan and Hokkaido, is not questioned.

The first stage of the institutionalisation model assumes that the existence of a region always draws on a certain territorial shape that emerges along with history or is simply decided ad hoc. It refers to the development of the social practices through which the region achieves its boundaries and will become identified as a distinct unit in the spatial structure of the society. The boundaries may, however, change and the territorial shape of a region at a given time does not necessarily disclose very much about its past. Therefore, it is important to be aware of the history of such boundary changes, as expectations and conceptions concerning the region can comprise elements which appear not to belong to that region at the time but which may have previously been part of it. The existence of boundaries as a basis for social classification is also considered a requirement for the emergence of a regional consciousness among inhabitants (Paasi 1986: 124–125; Paasi 2009: 134). When deconstructed into the form of research questions, the model guides one to ask: through which kind of processes was the conception or idea concerning the territory of Hokkaido born and produced at the beginning of the post-war period; how widely was this conception shared among the Hokkaido people and did it differ from the ideas upheld outside the region; and how have the new boundaries challenged the historical conception concerning the scope of the territory.

Hokkaido’s status as a territorial entity has changed greatly during the past 200 years. The area inhabited by the Ainu, or at least the southernmost parts of it, gradually became incorporated into the Japanese cultural sphere during the Tokugawa-period (1600–1854). A major player in this process was the Matsumae clan, which enjoyed formally institutionalised exclusive rights to trade with the Ainu until the end of the 18th century. The need for a new kind of approach emerged, however, when the activity of the Western Powers around the island awakened the Tokugawa Shogunate in Edo—modern day Tokyo—causing it to strengthen its presence in the North (Irish 2009: 52–54; Walker 2001: 37–41, 97–98, 126–127, 175–176, 227–228).

In 1868, approximately a decade after the Western Powers had forced Japan to open its ports and accept many unequal treaties, the domestic restlessness led to a civil war. After the dethronement of the Tokugawa administration, a new ruling elite acting in the name of the Emperor emerged. While the northern island was not at the centre of the so-called Meiji-Restoration, it acted as a stage for the final act of the civil war. The effects of the reforms that transformed Japan from a feudal agrarian society into a modern industrialised nation state during the second half of the 19th century were, however, strongly felt in Hokkaido, which officially became a part of the territory of Japan from 1868 onwards. In fact, Hokkaido has been called modern Japan’s first foreign conquest and its incorporation into the territory of Japan is sometimes referred to with the term and concept of “domestication” (Blaxell 2009; Irish 2009: 77–83, 97–105).

The immigration promotion activities were an example of policies dealing especially with Hokkaido. One reason behind the emerging interest in the increase in Hokkaido’s population (Japanese or Waijin population, not the number of native Ainu) was connected with the eastward expansion of Russia. The treaty that had been agreed between the two states in 1855 placed the demarcation line in the middle of the Kurile Island chain,3 between Etorofu and Uruppu. The new treaty of 1875 resettled the border with Russia by stating that Sakhalin belonged to Russia and all the Kurile Islands belonged to Japan. While the Treaty of Portsmouth at the end of the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905) affected the status of southern Sakhalin, the territory of Hokkaido was later contested only after Japan’s defeat in the World War II (Bukh 2010: 51, 54; Irish 2009: 82, 116).


Contrary to Germany, the defeated Japan was not divided between the victorious Allies and Hokkaido remained an inseparable part of the territorial entity under the predominantly American occupation. Thus, the plan of the Soviet Union to take over Hokkaido as its own occupational zone did not materialise. The Soviet Union had joined the war against Japan on 9 August 1945 and rapidly occupied vast areas, including the Kurile Islands, which had been under the rule of the Japanese Empire. During the war, the American planners of post-war East Asia had argued that Japan had a strong claim to the southern group of the Kurile Islands on the basis of nationality, self-determination, geographic propinquity, economic need and historic possession and recommend that they should be retained by Japan.4 However, the Kurile Islands and Southern Sakhalin were mentioned in the Yalta Conference as a territory which the Soviet Union was to receive in exchange for participation in the war against Japan. The Potsdam Declaration stated in June 1945 that Japanese sovereignty was to be limited to four named main islands, but referred also vaguely to other minor islands. The exact definitions concerning nationality and territory caused problems for the occupation authorities at the beginning of the occupation, for example, in questions of reparations and elections. The confusion of the autumn of 1945 was solved when the occupation authorities defined the area over which the Japanese Government held governmental or administrative authority on 29 January 1946. On this occasion, the Kurile Islands were excluded (Bukh 2010: 56–57; Compel 2006).

This did not, however, prevent the outbreak of various grassroot movements in Hokkaido demanding the return of the Soviet-occupied territory almost immediately after the war. Nemuro, which is the region geographically closest to the lost territories and where most of the former residents of the islands resettled, became the focal point for such activities. While some groups demanded the return of all of the Kurile Islands, others focused on the islands of Kunashiri, Etorofu, Habomai and Shikotan, or strove only for the restitution of the latter two mentioned. The other end of the spectrum was formed by those longing also for the return of Southern Sakhalin. Besides the geographical scope of the territory, these groups had divergent objectives reflecting the, predominantly economic, interests of their members. Some of the groups were formed by individuals who had escaped or been deported from the Soviet-occupied territories whereas others included those who had vested interests related to the territory. Therefore, some movements were interested in the islands per se, whereas others emphasised the waters surrounding the islands as a source of fisheries. The methods through which these groups attempted to achieve their objectives reached from petitions to the occupation authorities and the Japanese government to the organisation of rallies (Bukh 2010: 57–58; Bukh 2012: 483–509).

While the heightening of Cold War tensions between the US and the Soviet Union made the international climate challenging for any settlement, the Kurile Islands did not disappear from the political agenda in Hokkaido. Besides the small civic society organisations, the Hokkaido prefectural government—under the leadership of socialist Governor Tanaka Toshifumi—became active from 1950 onwards. The main factors contributing to the decision of the Tanaka administration to engage in the territorial issue were the fear that the central government might give up the Soviet-occupied territories during the peace settlement, perception concerning the economic importance of the islands for the development of Hokkaido, and a conflict between the conservative central government and a socialist governor who utilised the territorial conflict as a platform to criticise the leaders in Tokyo. Furthermore, the issue of desired policy regarding the settlement of the territorial dispute became entangled with party politics in Hokkaido (Bukh 2012: 491–492).

A major settlement was achieved at international level in 1951 when Japan renounced its rights to Sakhalin and the Kurile chain in the San Francisco Peace Treaty, which was not signed by the Soviet Union. However, the exact geographical scope of the Kurile Islands was not defined in the treaty, just as it had not been defined at the Yalta summit. Japan kept persistently demanding the return of the four southernmost islands, arguing that they did not constitute part of the territory it renounced in the Peace Treaty. Although the agreement made led to anti-government mass demonstrations, activists in Hokkaido were not united. Many of the local groups in Nemuro criticised the Hokkaido Government for running its own movement with political aims. In addition to this, Nemuro city’s stance toward territorial conflict differed from that of the prefectural government. What the local people urgently wanted, was a treaty enabling safe fishing activities in the nearby waters. In exchange, they were ready to be satisfied with the return of Habomai and Shikotan (Bukh 2010: 59; Bukh 2012: 488, 490, 493–495).

When the news concerning a two-island agreement with a swift resolution of fisheries-related issues were reported during the Soviet-Japanese talks in 1955, it was warmly welcomed among many Hokkaido people and local organisations. As the peace treaty negotiations continued, confidence concerning the restitution of part of the lost territory rose in Hokkaido and the prefectural administration even established a new department to plan the reconstruction and development of the territories to be returned (Bukh 2010: 59; Bukh 2012: 488, 490, 493–495). However, this kind of optimism turned out to be premature. The Japanese Government was not united in its stance toward the settlement based on the reversion of two smaller islands. Furthermore, the US Government’s opposition to the plan is also mentioned as a factor complicating the negotiation process (Togo 2005: 234–236).

Eventually, the Soviet-Japanese talks did not lead to a peace treaty and the role of the territorial dispute as a key political issue in Japan diminished. The Hokkaido Government-based deviations from the state policy came to end as well when the candidate representing the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) was elected as the new Governor of Hokkaido in 1959. While general interest in the area—referred by the term “Northern Territories” despite their location east of Hokkaido—decreased in the 1960s, the role of local Hokkaido-based actors with a pragmatic rationale declined and the territorial dispute became a national-level political issue (Bukh 2010: 59–61; Bukh 2012: 495–499).

The Hokkaido-based discussion concerning the territorial sphere of Japan was not limited to the future of the Kurile Islands. Nevertheless, despite many similarities—such as the significant role of the repatriates who had mainly resettled in Hokkaido, the relation to regional politics in Hokkaido, and the question of access to the former fishing grounds—the debate concerning Southern Sakhalin or Karafuto seems not to have involved discussion about the territorial borders of Hokkaido. Rather, the area was considered an independent Japanese regional entity, the history of which as a settler colony had a great resemblance to that of Hokkaido. Therefore, the role of a proxy site of memory for Karafuto—which Hokkaido assumed during the post-war decades—is understandable (Bull 2013: 133–149; Bull 2015: 63–79; Seaton 2015: 119–140).

The questions concerning territorial shape in early post-war Hokkaido can also be approached as an internal issue. Within this context, the process of deinstutionalisation of a region, referring to a situation where a region ceases to have official status in the regional system or in the broader social consciousness, becomes topical (Paasi 1991: 243; Zimmerbauer et al. 2012). Hokkaido’s existence as a one united administrative entity was challenged in the mid-1950s. On 20 October 1955, the Investigation Special Committee of the conservative Democratic Party of Japan, also including Hokkaido-based politicians, set out an argument calling for the split of Hokkaido—which was a giant among the existing prefectures as far as the acreage was concerned—into five prefectures with prefectural capitals in Sapporo, Asahikawa, Hakodate, Muroran and Kushiro (Fujino and Asada 1982: 76–79).


While the conservatives also initiated a competing proposal dividing Hokkaido into six prefectures, the administration of Governor Tanaka strongly opposed these plans. Most of the Hokkaido newspapers were also against the plan to divide the existing prefecture, but it had its supporters in Hokkaido. This movement was based on anti-Sapporo emotion that was centred in Asahikawa and surfaced from January 1950 onwards. At that time, representatives of various regions in Hokkaido gathered in Asahikawa to establish an association striving for the division of Hokkaido into four prefectures. This movement resisted the fact that Hokkaido’s development, administration and economic activities were strongly concentrated in Sapporo—the rapid post-war growth of which paralleled the development of such urban areas as Tokyo, Yokohama or Nagoya. The disappearance of the proposal from the political agenda was not, however, due to local resistance or a lack of support, but rather because of changes in the political conditions in the centre—within the dominating LDP, which was established at the end of 1955 (Fujino and Asada 1982: 72, 76–79; Hiraku 2011: 223–227).

It should be emphasised that the criticism concerning Hokkaido’s position as a prefecture did not unambiguously diminish the significance attached the region itself. On the contrary, the supporters of the division plan argued that such action was needed to secure the effective development of a Hokkaido which was highly dependent on government subsidies. Furthermore, the fact that Hokkaido was governed by a socialist governor at the beginning of a post-war period, may also explain why the representatives of the conservative central government would have been ready to the split the prefecture or place Hokkaido under the government’s direct control with special administration including a nominated Governor (Fujino and Asada 1982: 78).

EVOLUTION OF TERRITORIAL SYMBOLS

Hokkaido was born on 15 August 1869 when a group of political leaders in Tokyo decided that the island north of Honshu, which had previously been known as Ezochi—“barbarian land”—would be renamed Hokkaido (Mason 2012: 24, 26; Seki 2006: 25–92). The process of naming, on the other hand, is an example of the symbolic shaping that forms the second stage in the institutionalisation of regions model. During the formation of the conceptual or symbolic shape of a region, certain structures of territorial symbols become established. Although the meanings associated with them will always be constructed individually, these symbols–expressing and strengthening the idea of the existence of a specific region and regional identity—canonise an apparatus for distinguishing the region from all others (Paasi 1986: 114, 125–130; Paasi 2009: 135). But what are these symbols?

With regard to regions, territorial symbols are usually more or less abstract expressions of group solidarity embodying the actions of political, economic and cultural institutions and so on. On the other hand, nature is often transformed from being just a basis for material production, exchange and consumption, to a more abstract manifestation in the form of a landscape. Landscapes thus become parts of the iconography of “regionhood” and they can be canonised along with other signs of the physical world and symbols of the human world. Besides the stereotypes concerning environment, the symbolic shape may also consist of ideas concerning the characteristics of the population. As far as the actions of the inhabitants of a given region are concerned, the symbolic shaping is manifested in the emergence of organisations and associations which make use of the territorial symbols of the region in their names and actions. Namely, the spatial diffusion of the network of associations carrying the name of a given region is considered a good indicator of the level or regional consciousness. The same can be said of companies, which employ specific territorial symbolism as an indicator of a common identity and of the limits of their market areas (Paasi 1986: 114, 125–130; Paasi 2009: 135).

“Hokkaido” had appeared in the names of administrative units and private businesses before and during the war, but the early post-war years witnessed the emergence of important actors symbolising the unity of the region and its distinguished position. The Hokkaido Development Agency and the Hokkaido Development Bureau—discussed in detail on the coming pages—were examples of official institutions strengthening the idea of a region administered and developed as an independent entity. It should be remembered that the appearance of “Hokkaido” in the names of such organisations could not be regarded as a truism. Namely, during the process that eventually led to the establishment of the post-war Hokkaido development system, the occupation authorities once particularly ordered the word “Hokkaido” to be dropped from the name of the new committee contributing to the development of the region (Saunavaara 2014). Although a detailed analysis of the enterprises and corporations including “Hokkaido” in their names during the early postwar period is omitted this time, examples such as Hokkaido Bank (Hokkaidō Ginkō) as a major regional credit institution, Hokkaido Colliery & Steamship Company (Hokkaidō Tankō Kisen) as a subsidiary of the Mitsui zaibatsu, and Hokkaido Butter (Hokkaidō Bataa) first as a company and then as a nationwide brand representing the local agriculture, can be mentioned.

Hokkaido, among other prefectures, gained many official and concrete symbols in the 1960s and 1970s in the form of a bird, tree, song, flower, and type of physical exercise of the prefecture (Hokkaidō 2016). However, their visibility and recognisability remained modest when compared with the flag of Hokkaido enacted in 1967. Despite being a new symbol, the flag drew from regional history and made a strong reference to the past through the pictorial motif of a red star against a blue background. The new flag, in other words, renewed the theme of the flag of the Kaitakushi or the Bureau of Colonial Affairs dating back to the Meiji-period (Hokkaidōjin 2016; Irish 2009: 164–165).

Just as the institutionalisation model suggests, next to these officially recognised symbols, a peculiar iconography consisting of symbols inseparably connected to the landscape and people of Hokkaido developed. Some of the strongest examples of the existence of such emblems can be seen in the works of graphic designer Kuriyagawa Kenichi, who was born and raised in Hokkaido. Kuriyagawa’s tourism posters including icons conveying the wide image of Hokkaido won fame and reached wide audiences around Japan during the early post-war decades. While some of the posters were ordered by local actors and advertised attractions of the given location, Kuriyagawa also produced an array of pictures with a plain text reading “Hokkaido” on them. These posters illustrated a region with distinguishing characteristics. Besides the snowy mountain landscapes, making reference to the cold climate, Kuriyagawa’s posters repeatedly portrayed symbols—such as animal husbandry, the dairy industry, pasture land, western agricultural machinery and clothing – referring to a form of landscape and agriculture that was typical for Hokkaido but differed from the rest of Japan (Kamata 2012: 51–53, 77–99, 152–154). Therefore, these posters, together with the cover picture of Nagai Yōnosuke’s and Okaji Ichirō’s book, entitled Hokkaidō (1962), for example, can be considered a continuation of the tendency to present Hokkaido as an image of the American-type frontier which carries the popular notions of vast lands of freedom and independence. An early example of the custom to equate Hokkaido with the American frontiers can be found in the illustration of the Hokkaido Colonial Magazine published in 1880, i.e., already several years after the American style agriculture and architecture had been promoted in Hokkaido under the command of Horace Capron who was an advisor of the Bureau of Colonial Affairs born in Massachusetts. (Nagai and Okaji 1962; Day 2012: 25–26, 66; Irish 2009: 145–148).


The “factual correctness” of the message conveyed through these pictures cannot be denied. Hokkaido has been, and still is, a major production area for dairy products in Japan, and the Milk Land Hokkaido (2016) campaigns boosting the consumption of milk in Japan continue to feed this image even today. However, this discourse hides the fact that Hokkaido—which was and, allegedly, still is viewed as the northern frontier of Japan with a deep-rooted sense of otherness (Day 2012: 12, 25–26; Hansen 2014; Nagai and Okaji 1962: 235)—has gradually become a major production area for one of the strongest symbols of Japanese culture, land and identity, namely rice (Blaxell 2009; Ōnuma 2004: 9–41). While rice and rice cultivation in paddy fields may appear as the ancient symbols of Japaneseness, the notion of Japan as a unique rice culture has remained a common and omnipresent theme in Japan (Blaxell 2009; Hansen 2014: 56–57). In fact, many early writers of the Nihonjinron—literature on Japaneseness which emphasises Japanese uniqueness and homogeneity and gained popularity in the late 1940s and 1950s onwards—explained different cultural patterns, the group-oriented nature of society and the highly communal way of life through rice cultivation that had required cooperative labour among Japanese (Morris-Suzuki 1995: 776; Siddle 2014: 19; Yoshino 2004: 249–251).

Despite the severe challenges caused by the climatic conditions, the history of attempts to cultivate rice in Hokkaido is tightly bound to the history of state-led reclamation and development policies. Therefore, the decision not to illustrate the attempts and achievements with regard to the cultivation of rice was a conscious choice made by the artist. Obviously, this decision may be based on the preferences of the organisations5 which utilised these paintings in their advertisement, but it may also refer to the consciousness of the Hokkaido people. In any case, the lack of motifs referring to rice in the pictures drawn by the celebrated interpreter of the emotions of the Hokkaido people clearly conflicts with the message communicated in the early post-war period elementary school and high school textbooks approved by the Ministry of Education. Here, the official narrative describing the successful introduction of rice cultivation plays a central role in the pages or paragraphs dedicated to Hokkaido.6

As far as the ideas concerning the peculiar characteristics of the Hokkaido people or Dosanko—a term literally referring to a Hokkaido born child—during the early post-war decades are concerned, the description provided by Nagai (Professor of Hokkaido University born in Tokyo) and Okaji (Professor of Hokkaido University of Education born in Shiga) can be taken as a starting point. Besides discussing the Hokkaido-specific vocabulary and way to express one’s feelings, for example, this publication also pays attention to the appearance and temperament of Hokkaido people. When explaining why the physical attributes of the dosanko do not significantly differ from those of people living in Honshu, the authors emphasise the young history of Hokkaido and refer to studies comparing people who had migrated to Hokkaido and the population of their original home regions. When explaining the local manners and customs, the authors describe Hokkaido as a cocktail of people or a melting pot of Japan where individuals and groups from various parts of Japan are mixed together. Yet, they are ready to argue that the rough nature and history of reclamation hold some explanatory value when analysing the so-called frontier spirit and the kind-heartedness of the dosanko (Nagai and Okaji 1962: 62–101). The reliability of these claims is insignificant from the perspective of the current study. The point worth noticing here is the existence of the widely shared conception concerning the peculiarity of the people born, raised and living in Hokkaido at the beginning of the 1960s. This conception has later turned out to be enduring. Namely, the term of dosanko is still in use and many of the attributes associated with it have remained unchanged (Seaton 2016: 55).

When Seaton discusses the contemporary images of the nature of dosanko, he brings forth the absence of Ainu from the narrative describing the roots of modern-day Hokkaido inhabitants’ nature. In other words, besides the rice or lack of it, also the existence Ainu could have challenged Hokkaido’s suitability to the canon of Nihonjinron literature emphasising the uni-racial and homogenous composition of the Japanese. However, their existence was simply ignored, together with other minority groups incorporated during the colonial period, when emphasizing homogeneity (Seaton 2016: 55; Siddle 1997: 26; Yoshino 2004: 251–253). Obviously, the existence of Ainu was still known by Japanese. When Nagai and Okaji (1962: 1–4) begin their book by describing the Hokkaido-related symbols that are known by the Japanese, they list Ainu next to wilderness, poplar trees, lily of the valley, stock farms and silos.

PECULIAR INSTITUTIONS, SENSE OF OTHERNESS AND LOCAL PRACTICES

The third stage, called institutional shaping, refers to the development of informal and formal institutions that maintain the image of the region. The model suggests that these institutions are needed to produce and reproduce other shapes and regional consciousness, and they may exhibit regional or local practices, or be formal social, political, economic or administrative organizations (Paasi 1986: 126; Paasi 2009: 135). Because the expansion of the number of such institutions is considered significant, and because Hokkaido formed an exception to the Japanese administrative system where organizations functioned in a particular policy field and their mandate covered the whole country, attention can be first paid on the emergence and development of the post-war Hokkaido development system. Within this system, the boundaries between various ministries and government agencies were taken down for the sake of administering and developing a territory with physical borders (Koiso and Yamazaki 2007: 12).

The assimilation of the status as a “normal” prefecture at the beginning of the post-war period could be considered an end of Hokkaido’s peculiar position among the regional entities within Japan. However, the enactment of the Hokkaido Development Law (1950), and the establishment of the Hokkaido Development Agency (1950), and the Hokkaido Development Bureau (1951), can be seen as a continuance of Hokkaido’s unique legal and administrative standing. While the history of the region consisted of periods of Matsumae rule and the short lived Ezo-Republic—which was established and destroyed during the final act of the Meiji Restoration—the making of Hokkaido really started from the establishment of the Bureau of Colonial Affairs in 1869. This organisation was in charge of the colonisation of Hokkaido until 1882, when it was disbanded. The first, at least partially failed, attempt was succeeded by a short period during which Hokkaido was divided into three prefectures. Yet, a more stable situation was achieved only after the Hokkaido Agency was established in 1886 and it began to direct the reclamation and development activities (Saunavaara 2014: 135–137).

Next to the development policies, guided by two fifteen-year plans during the first half of the 20th century, Hokkaido’s position as a part of the local government system and the local people’s position as the citizens of Japan, evolved as well. Hokkaido was not an exception to the pre-war practice where heads of the prefectures were nominated by the central government. Yet the special laws that governed Hokkaido gave its executives more authority than governors possessed elsewhere. The rights and duties of people living in Hokkaido also differed from those in other parts of the state.7

The occupation authorities who assumed power after the unconditional surrender were committed to decentralisation and reform of the local governance system. The new Constitution and the Local Autonomy Law of 1947 were major building blocks for a system that recognised Hokkaido as one of the fully-fledged prefectures. Interestingly, the 1947 law still contributed to Hokkaido’s peculiarity discourse as the northernmost prefecture was referred to with a character 道 or “dō.” Thus, Hokkaido still stands out as one of the abnormal prefectures, together with Tokyo (referred to as 都 or “to”) and Osaka and Kyoto (referred to as 府 or “fu”), which are not referred to with a regular character of 県 or “ken.” Due to the legislative changes, reforms such as universal suffrage in all elections, and the possibility determine the governor in popular elections, were applied to Hokkaido as well. However, the development of unique administrative institutions and the emergence of peculiar regional interest groups affecting the voting behaviour of the local electorate were soon to highlight the differences between Hokkaido and the rest of Japan.

The prelude to a complex process leading to the creation of the postwar Hokkaido development system was witnessed in the spring of 1947 when the Japanese Government decided to establish the Hokkaido Development Agency. These plans were against the will of the occupation authorities, who intervened and banned the creation of such an organisation. However, the perception concerning the necessity of a unit which would coordinate the comprehensive development of Hokkaido did not disappear and eventually the discordant occupiers accepted the Hokkaido Development Law that stipulated the establishment of the Hokkaido Development Agency (Banno 2003; Saunavaara 2014). Meanwhile, the Hokkaido electorate voted in socialist Tanaka Toshifumi as the popularly elected governor at a time when most of his colleagues represented conservative stances. Furthermore, the Hokkaido people gave exceptional support to regionally strong but nationally weak political parties representing the cooperative principle and the interest of the farming population (Saunavaara 2015: 157–161).

These narratives merged in the spring and summer of 1951 when Governor Tanaka beat the candidate supported by the united conservative front. Nevertheless, soon after the re-election of the socialist Governor, the conservative government amended the Hokkaido Development Law and established the Hokkaido Development Bureau. This process curtailed the power of the governor as various Hokkaido administrations were incorporated under the direct jurisdiction of the central government. Eventually, Governor Tanaka was re-elected in 1955 and the socialist continued to poll exceptionally well in Hokkaido even after major rearrangements in the Japanese political party field in 1955. This did not mean, however, that the party organisation would have been unusually strong in Hokkaido. On the contrary, from the very beginning, the success of the socialists in Hokkaido had been based on the strength of the labour unions, and many of those who voted for the party identified primarily with the union which they were affiliated (Saunavaara 2015: 163–164).

The significance of the labour unions was obvious in Hokkaido from the very beginning of the post-war period. The Hokkaido coal mines in particular formed the forefront of the workers’ movement in Japan. The unionisation in the rest of Japan was not only lagging behind Hokkaido, but it also took a different form. The Hokkaido miners departed from the traditional model and formed a union organisation that was not confined to one mine or enterprise, but encompassed all mines in the region (Itabashi 1992: 162, 166; Moore 1983: 33–40, 44, 46; Takemae 2003: 312). The socialists also owed their post-1955 success to an organisation called the Hokkaido Farmers’ League (Hokkaidō Nōmin Dōmei), which was the mother organization behind the farmers’ party movement until 1952. These parties were built on a cooperative principle and they were able to challenge the nationally dominant conservative and progressive parties in Hokkaido. After the collapse of the last independent party, the majority of the former supporters of the various Hokkaido-based Farmers’ Parties found their way into the ranks of the Socialist Party (Saunavaara 2015: 156–159). The significant post-war political role of the Hokkaido Farmers’ League is not surprising because its presence can be seen as a continuation of the pre-war activities of agricultural and cooperative organisations, incorporating a strong tradition of supervision by the agricultural administration and of association with the political parties (Babb 2005: 177–179, 186–187; Mulgan 2000: 39–43).

When the spatial structure is analysed through the form of the features of production, consumption and exchange, attention cannot only be paid to the Hokkaido Comprehensive Development Plans, the first of which covered years between 1952 and 1961. Although these documents were the forerunners to national-level plans first enacted in the 1960s, and clearly showed what the Hokkaido Development Agency viewed as a desired course in the development of Hokkaido, they were not the only factors contributing to the evolution of Hokkaido’s position within the Japanese economy. On the contrary, the first plan lacked funding and its achievements were critically discussed among policy-makers and the general public during the second half of the 1950s (Koiso and Yamazaki 2007: 111–112, 118; Ōnuma 2004: 24; Yamazaki 2006: 71–74). Meanwhile, a great variety of measures defining the core of economic activities in Hokkaido had taken place well before these plans were even drafted.


To understand these measures and the spatial arrangement of industries, the concept of regional industrial identity can be included in the analytical framework. The regional industrial identity can be examined as a social code that arises from the shared understandings of residents and external audiences about the suitability of a region for particular kinds of business activity. In addition to this, it influences decisions about where to locate investments. Therefore, the regional economic development does not depend only on actual natural, industrial and institutional resources but also on the perceptions of regional economies, including their capacities for future economic development, that observers, including both the residents of a region and external audiences, hold. Such perceptions are argued as deriving principally from understandings of the kinds of businesses that already exist and thrive in a region (Romanelli and Khessina 2005: 344–358).

When reflected against this kind of argument, it is less surprising that continuity from the pre-war and wartime period to the post-war period was a distinctive feature for Hokkaido’s economic structure. While the general interest in Hokkaido’s economic possibilities and its untapped natural resources peaked during the occupation period—not least because Japan had lost Karafuto and conquests in continental Asia—neither public actors in the form of the occupation authorities and the Japanese Government nor major private enterprises initiated any significant attempts to diversify Hokkaido’s economy and industry. The three main themes that dominated the discussion on Hokkaido’s contribution to post-war reconstruction both within the Japanese Government and within the GHQ/SCAP were agricultural production and land reclamation, the development of the coal industry, and immigration of new population. Yet the ideas concerning the rapid population increase, the existence of new land suitable for reclamation, and the importance of coal had already existed as the basis for economic policies concerning Hokkaido during the pre-war decades. The public policies reflected the traditional understanding of the key features of industrial activity in a region and strengthened the existing regional industrial identity. In the meantime, neither the investments of individual private enterprises nor the development of different fields of industry challenged the structure whereby Hokkaido mainly exported primary sector products to Japan’s industrial heartland and imported manufactured goods with a higher degree of processing (Banno 2003: 146–147, 165; Kobayashi 2010: 27, 38, 46; Koiso and Yamazaki 2007: 13; Ōnuma 2004: 18, 23–24).

The institutionalisation model suggests that the significant institutions in relation to the conceptual and symbolic formation are those which shape and control the content of the everyday symbolic environment and experience. With regard to nation-states, the formal education supplied by schools is recognised as the most important factor. Education in geography and history are identified as particularly significant media for socialisation and social reproduction, as these subjects impart fundamental notions of the world, the control of space and its historical basis to children. In other words, these subjects give political content to socio-spatial entities and define the major dimensions of national territories (Paasi 1986: 128).

A small group of Hokkaido-related themes and discourses can be identified in the analysis of early post-war elementary school and high school textbooks describing the geography and history of Japan. Besides the previously mentioned distinctive emphasis on the narrative describing the successful process that made rice cultivation possible in Hokkaido, the exceptionally cold climate and its effects, the foreign model and practices in the development and agriculture of Hokkaido, the importance of Hokkaido coal and, for example, the fact that Hokkaido was not a suitable production area for silk, were repeatedly highlighted.8 These kinds of characteristics may be a part of what, for example, Moriyama Daidō, a famous photographer born in Osaka in 1938, has described as the “image of the north” that allured him from his elementary school days (Kim 2015: 348).

Besides textbooks, the institutionalisation model identifies the importance of literature in the creation of external and internal identity of regions (Paasi 1986: 129). Therefore, the analysis of Hokkaido’s appearance in literature and the characteristics of circumstances for publishing and printing activities at the beginning of the post-war period are significant. The exceptionality of the latter was based on the effects of the war. The early prosperity of Hokkaido’s publishing industry was based on the fact that almost all printing facilities in big cities in central and southern Japan had suffered war damages, many paper mills were located in Hokkaido and the poor transportation conditions hindered attempts to export paper to other islands. However, the period during which many prominent publishers temporarily re-located to Hokkaido remained short. At the beginning of the 1950s, the number of active companies in Hokkaido dropped and publications concerning agriculture and education regained their dominance among the volumes printed by the Hokkaido-based companies (Hokkaidō 1977: 1488–1489).

In her work focusing on the representation of Hokkaido in modern Japanese literature, Noriko Agatsuma Day (2012: 1–30, 186–190. See also Seaton 2016: 65.) concentrates on works which are set in Hokkaido. She observes differences in works authored by writers from the metropole and writers from Hokkaido and describes the existence of an ambiguous duality that derives from Hokkaido’s position as an internal colony. Day argues that Hokkaido contributed to shaping national identity and national literature by being the “other” or “different” in contrast to what was described as being nationally or ethnically “authentic” Japan in this colonial literature. While mainly concentrating on the years between the 1880s and the 1930s, Day argues that the characteristics of Hokkaido’s colonial representation are carried on through the post-war period. While not emphasising the wartime promotion of settler colonies in literature, Day mentions, for example, Takeda Taijun, who visited Hokkaido in 1946 and kept depicting Hokkaido in his works as an outside world that was different from traditional Japan. Meanwhile, Kaikō Takeshi’s famous Robinson no matsuei (Descendant of Robinson), published in 1960, depicted a man’s struggle in the wilderness of Hokkaido immediately after the end of Second World War. This work illustrated the disappointment and hardship of many immigrants moving to Hokkaido after the defeat, but it also resembled earlier works describing the destiny of those who went to Hokkaido at the beginning of the Meiji period.

While the wide readership formed the linkage between individual novels and short stories and consciousness concerning the regional characteristics of Hokkaido, the appearance of the concept of “Hokkaido literature” in the 1950s was a process that mainly affected the cultural and academic elites. Still, the emergence of the concept combining any literary works on Hokkaido and/or by Hokkaido-related writers and the concrete efforts to compile volumes of Hokkaido-related literary history and literary anthologies, can be understood as a part of the institutionalisation process defining and redefining the meaning of Hokkaido and its relation to the discourses of Japan and Japaneseness. Day concludes that the strong desire to collect Hokkaido-related literary works during the post-war decades exemplified the regret that literary works on Hokkaido—and possibly Hokkaido itself—had not received proper recognition from Tokyo (Day 2012: 1–30, 186–190).

The emergence of the notion of “Hokkaido photography” took place in the 1960s when historical photographs of Hokkaido were reinterpreted by post-war avant-garde artists. The artists studied the photographs of the early Meiji-period, which had originally been taken to support the intensive survey and systematic documentation of Hokkaido colonisation. They hailed these pictures, where the focus was not on the general features of landscapes but on the sites of modernisation, as the origin of documentary photography in Japan. Therefore, the pictures that had previously been distributed and displayed for the sake of reporting the development and promoting the migration to Hokkaido were now in the spotlight because of their aesthetic value. Nevertheless, according to Gyewon Kim, this kind of reframing eventually resulted in the romantic projection of the first colony as a remote exotic zone. Hokkaido stood for a land of miracle, just as the documentary photography of the north looked miraculous itself (Kim 2015: 348–349, 351, 354, 362–363).

The institutionalisation model also guides one to pay special attention to the mass media of the regions and especially the newspapers, which bear strong economic ties with their market areas, are normally significant in regional consciousness and engender shared experiences (Paasi 1986: 129). The role of the leading regional newspaper also appears to be highly significant in the context of Hokkaido. Namely, although its origin was in the wartime policy that had brought all newspapers appearing in Hokkaido together,9 the rapid development of Hokkaido Shimbun took place during the first post-war decades. As new branch offices in different parts of Hokkaido were opened and the circulation and number of pages increased, it soon became a nationally recognised actor and a regionally dominant media organisation. Hokkaido’s remote location added to the importance of Hokkaido Shimbun because it took two to three days to deliver any of the three major national newspapers from Tokyo to readers in different parts of Hokkaido. This situation remained until 1959 when the printing of Yomiuri Shimbun, Asahi Shimbun and Mainichi Shimbun began in Hokkaido. Besides the smaller local newspapers, the hegemonic position of Hokkaido Shimbun was also challenged by organisations representing other media technologies. While Hokkaido Broadcasting (HBC), which started radio broadcasting in 1952 and television broadcasts five years later, brought along diversity in and competition between mass media organisations, it did not separate the regional producers and consumers of media (Hokkaidō 1977: 1481–1487).

REDEFINING THE MEANING OF HOKKAIDO, ITS PAST AND RELATIONSHIP WITH OTHER REGIONS

The fourth stage of the model refers to a situation where an entity is accepted as part of the regional system and the broader social consciousness. The establishment of a region has, however, different meanings on various spatial scales. It may refer, for instance, to the recognition of sovereignty of a state territory or the gaining of an administrative status or established role within a state or in a broader regional system. Yet it can also refer to the attainment of a peculiar identity, homogenising expectations concerning the region (Paasi 1986: 130; Paasi 2009: 136). It has become obvious that—no matter which one of the above mentioned definitions is used as a yardstick—the beginning of the Meiji period can be described as a major watershed in the historical establishment of Hokkaido. However, the beginning of the post-war period also consists of many significant features pointing toward the redefinition of the meaning of Hokkaido and its relationship with other parts of the regional system. Here, one should not get confused with the existence of manifold “establishments” of one region. While the established role is mentioned as the last phase, a region is still a continuous process without a completion or ending. Therefore, it is only natural that the conceptions concerning the existing or desired characteristics of Hokkaido which emerged during the immediate post-war years were eventually challenged.

The administrative status of Hokkaido as a prefecture became established during the first post-war decade and the main structures of the Hokkaido development system lasted until the beginning of the new millennium. The functions of the Hokkaido Development Agency were transferred to the new Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism in 2001, but the Hokkaido Development Bureau still exists today and the currently effective Hokkaido Comprehensive Development Plan was inaugurated in 2016. Meanwhile, the economic structure and role Hokkaido was occupying in the Japanese economy during the first post-war decade was soon challenged when Japan underwent the so-called rapid growth period. Although the importance of the primary sector remained greater in Hokkaido than in many other parts of Japan, the 1960s witnessed a radical decline in the number of people engaged in agriculture, forestry and fishery. A special emphasis was placed on the modernisation of the industrial structure and promotion of the heavy chemical industry, for example, but the growth rate of Hokkaido’s industrial output did not surpass the national average but rather fell behind it. The enlargement of the tertiary sector overpowered other sectors, but could not keep up with the pace of national development (Ōnuma 2004: 21–29).

Besides these domestic processes, the regional economy had to adapt to growing international competition. At the beginning of the post-war period, the most significant change in the actual industrial production and the general perception concerning Hokkaido’s economic possibilities was unquestionably bound to a major change in national energy policy at the end of the 1950s. The shift from domestic coal to imported oil had a huge effect on Hokkaido and wrecked the immediate post-war conception of a regional economy based on coal mining and food production. Despite the government engaging in a series of interventions designed to offer remedial assistance to a declining sector, mines were gradually closed during the following decades, businesses serving the coalmining communities disappeared, and these communities suffered severe depopulation although the population of Hokkaido was still slowly growing (Garside 2005: 186–203; Miyashita 2004: 135–155; Seaton 2010: 227–240).

The early post-war years also witnessed a redefinition of Hokkaido’s role in the international context, as it was on the borderline of the bipolar Cold War world. The speculations concerning possible Soviet aggression against the island and repeated incidents between American and Soviet planes in Japan’s airspace kept the people of Hokkaido alert. In addition to this, the US maintained troops in Hokkaido in permanent bases until the mid-1970s and the presence of the Japanese Self-Defence Forces remained exceptionally strong in the region (Irish 2009: 267–269; Sasaki 2015: 10, 158; Seaton 2016: 3). Thus, it has been suggested that, at least unofficially, the establishment of the Hokkaido region also had significance related to its location next to the Soviet Union (Koiso and Yamazaki 2007: 13; Sasaki 2015: 57). While the end of the Cold War altered this established geopolitical role, the continuous territorial dispute between Japan and Russia seems still to be the channel through which Hokkaido most often surfaces as a topic in international arenas.

Nevertheless, it is worth remembering that Hokkaido also attracted other kind of international attention at the beginning of the post-war period. The funds appropriated by the World Bank in the mid-1950s for the sake of the development of local agriculture (Koiso and Yamazaki 2007: 106, 109–112), for example, can be considered an early sign of interest in the regional development of Hokkaido. However, the Sapporo Winter Olympics in 1972 were undoubtedly the single most important event demonstrating international recognition of Hokkaido and its well-established position as a highly-developed regional entity.

It has been shown above that many of the institutions that produce distinction and emphasise the peculiarity of Hokkaido even today had their origin in the early post-war years. Yet for the sake of underlying the nature of region and regional identity as a continuous process, changes in the ways of conceptualising and narrating the past of Hokkaido can be pointed out. The years preceding and succeeding the celebration of Hokkaido’s centennial in 1968 witnessed the emergence of various institutions, which have played a major role in educating both locals and outsiders about the past of Hokkaido and the publication of works, which defined the conceptual and terminological parameters for the coming discussion on the history of Hokkaido (Mason 2012: 147; Seaton 2016: 66–67).


The Hokkaido Historical Museum (Hokkaidō Kaitaku Kinenkan), funded and managed by the prefecture, opened its doors in the Nopporo Forest Park outside Sapporo in 1971 and initially displayed a typical version of the development narrative. Similarly, the nearby Hokkaido Centennial Tower (Hokkaidō Hyakunen Kinen Tō) that was completed already in 1970 represented what has been called the “dominant narratives” or “official history” of Hokkaido. The Historical Village of Hokkaido (Hokkaidō Kaitaku no Mura) formed the third part of this entirety describing the development narrative of the region. Meanwhile, the huge project of writing the New Hokkaido History (Shin Hokkaidō Shi), consisting nine volumes with each volume running to over 1,000 pages, formed another format through which to instill the official history (Mason 2012: 151, 155; Seaton 2016: 66–67; Siddle 1997: 28–29).

Nevertheless, the local historians of Hokkaido began to challenge this kind of “mainstream representation of Hokkaido” the 1970s onwards. Their counter narrative stressed the viewpoints of the colonised and criticised the development narrative by emphasising the nature of the process as colonisation and conquest. While receiving local success in the 1980s, the endeavour of the local historian was carried on by various foreign scholars publishing in English in the 1990s onwards (Seaton 2016: 2, 27, 34–35, 70). Mason’s reading of the situation is a bid more pessimistic. She argues that the dominant narratives of Hokkaido’s history that deny Hokkaido’s status as a colony, remove the traces of Ainu and endorse the idea that the Japanese civilisation extended its technologically advanced skills to an undeveloped region, were first constructed during the Meiji period and are still adopted and adapted in a variety of sites, institutions and media in contemporary Japan (Mason 2012: 2–5, 15, 147–148, 182–184. See also Siddle 1997: 17.). Furthermore, in his study based on the analysis of junior high school history textbooks published in 2006, Henck (2015) concludes that the textbooks provide a highly sanitised version of events that disguises the colonisation and exploitation of Hokkaido by the Waijin.

CONCLUSION

The dominating and often contradicting tendencies of the early post-war Hokkaido were the continuing otherness, foreignness and distinctiveness from the rest of Japan, and the growing integration into the nation state. In other words, through various processes Hokkaido became more tightly connected to and more a part of Japan than ever before, but it clearly retained its peculiarity and was not simply a region or prefecture among the others. While this kind of regional status could easily be simplified just as a “natural” continuity, one should remember that the beginning of the post-war period was a whirlwind during which all aspects of Japanese society were contested and many fundamental structures of pre-war Japan were dissolved.

Less surprisingly, diversity is an epithet which can be attached to the concept of regional identity. Then again, the existence of an all-encompassing universally-shared regional identity in any given spatial and temporal context is an oxymoron and regional identity is still only one element in the complicated constellation of identifications that people normally possess. In the case of the early post-war period, the inhabitants of the region held various notions concerning the actual or preferred characteristics of Hokkaido, but the idea concerning the distinctiveness of the region seem to have been widely shared by both the local inhabitants and people living outside of it. In other words, the idea of Hokkaido’s peculiarity was a deeply-rooted notion rather than just a tool that was used, for example, when the representatives of the people of Hokkaido attempted to secure maximum income transfers from the central government.

The often-mentioned sense of continuity suggests that the temporal othering was not a major element in the constitution of Hokkaido’s immediate post-war regional identity. In other words, it was the rest of the Japan as a spatial other rather than the pre-war Hokkaido as a temporal other, which played the most significant role in the collective or community identity construction. However, this kind of conclusion may partly reflect the theoretical foundations of this particular study. Furthermore, the breakaways from the so-called official or dominant narratives vis-à-vis the Ainu in the 1970s, for example, can be understood as indicators of change emerging during the later decades.

Although the institutionalisation of regions model consists of steps, it is not—and it does not claim to be—a tool for emplotment which can be used to narrate the process through which regions come into being and evolved. Rather, it appears as a device helping one to perceive important processes and understand relations between them. As a flexible model it does not exclude much, but rather awakens its utiliser to acknowledge different political, economic, cultural and societal processes and their interconnectedness. Thus, it seems likely that many researchers can refer to it and acquire the features of the model which are the most fitting for the spatial and temporal context of their own research. Whether this is a strength or a weakness for a theory can be discussed. Although the conceptual flexibility may, in the worst case, lead into ambiguity, the decomposition of the region(-building) based on the institutionalisation model can firm up the conceptual foundations of an analysis and pave the way for fruitful comparative studies where the complex processes in comparison are broken down into meaningful components.

NOTES

*     Juha Saunavaara is an assistant professor at the Hokkaido University Arctic Research Center, Japan. He earned his MA and PhD at University of Oulu, Finland (History) and University of Turku, Finland has granted him with a title of docent (specialisation: Japanese Studies, especially contemporary history). While preparing this article, he taught at the University of Oulu Department of History, hold a position as the Academy of Finland Postdoctoral Researcher and visited Hokkaido University Public Policy School. His past and current research fields include regional development of Hokkaido and other northern regions, relations and cooperation between Arctic and non-Arctic actors, democratisation and Japan’s post-war political history. He has published various peer-reviewed journal articles and chapters in edited volumes representing the fields of Japanese and Asia-Pacific Studies, Arctic studies, international relations, and history. He is a Finnish national, who has a deep personal and professional commitment to Hokkaido.

1     The studies of Richard Siddle (1997), Brett L. Walker (2001) and Michele M. Mason (2012), all of which are utilised as valuable sources, can be recommended for those interested especially in the role of Ainu in the history of Hokkaido.

2     These islands are located roughly 20 and 50 km (about 12 and 31 miles, respectively) west of the northern peak of Hokkaido.

3     Referred as Chishima in Japanese.

4     G. Blakeslee, IDACFE, CAC-302, 28 December 1944, Japan and Territorial Problems: The Kurile Islands, 2-A-91. The occupation of Japan – U.S. Planning documents 1942-1945, ed. Iokibe, M. (Kobe: Congressional Information Service and Maruzen).

5     For example, Hokkaido Tourism Federation, Japan Railway, and Sapporo Railway Administration Bureau.

6     This analysis is based on following textbooks: Tochi to ningen. Watashitachi no seikatsu (3). Monbushō, 1947; Kikō to seikatsu. Watashitachi no seikatsu (4). Monbushō, 1948; Shakaika 5-nen: kōgyō to seikatsu. Gakkō tosho kenkyūkai, Gakkō tosho kabushiki kaisha, 1950. Monbushō kenteizumi kyōkasho; Shakaika 5-nen: mura no seikatsu – machi no seikatsu. Gakkō tosho kenkyūkai, Gakkō tosho kabushiki kaisha, 1950. Monbushō kenteizumi kyōkasho; Kōdō gakkō jinbun chiri (jō), Iimoto Nobuyuki, Kōgakusha 1951. Monbushō kenteizumi kyōkasho; Kōdō gakkō jinbun chiri (ka), Iimoto Nobuyuki, Kōgakusha 1951. Monbushō kenteizumi kyōkasho; Jinbun chiri, Tanaka Keiji, Nihon Shoin 1951. Monbushō kenteizumi kyōkasho; Gendai nihon no naritachi (Jō), Wakamori Tarō. Jitsugyō no Nihon Sha. Monbushō kenteizumi kyōkasho; Gendai nihon no naritachi (ka), Wakamori Tarō. Jitsugyō no Nihon Sha. Monbushō kenteizumi kyōkasho; Jinbun chiri - Shūteihan, Tanaka Keiji, Nihon Shoin 1952. Monbushō kenteizumi kyōkasho; Shin nihonshi, Ienaga Saburō, Sanseidō Shuppan, 1952. Monbushō kenteizumi kyōkasho.


7     For example, those inhabitants of Hokkaido who met the general requirements gained the right to vote and elect their representatives in the national Diet only in 1902—a decade after the rest of Japan. The application of the Conscription Law of 1873, on the other hand, took decades to cover all of Hokkaido. Banno 2003: 30–31; Day 2012: 17; Irish 2009: 217; Steiner 1965: 45.

8     This analysis is based on the textbooks introduced in Footnote 6.

9     The policy that aimed at the amalgamation of all competing actors within one prefecture as one dominating entity was not limited to mass media. In the case of Hokkaido, the results of this overpowering approach can be seen, for example, in the unification of all dairy factories in 1941. Hokkaidō 1977: 256–259; Nakahara 2004: 63–85.
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ABSTRACT

This study is devoted to understanding the adjustment issues Japanese and Korean international students face in Thai international higher education. An exploratory study of 15 visiting Korean college students and 15 visiting Japanese college students in Thai international programs was conducted using qualitative methods. A series of 30 face-to-face in-depth interviews regarding the participants’ sociocultural adjustment to their host community was conducted in 2015–2016. Participants responded to open-ended questions regarding their adjustment experiences and perceptions of the host culture. The interview data was thematically coded into several categories. Participants’ experiences were diverse and ranged from very subtle forms of discrimination and stereotyping to sexual harassment. The most frequently reported impediments to sociocultural adjustment included Thai language issues, excessive undesirable attention from the host community, academic adjustment, and difficulty establishing friendships with the host nationals. The most commonly reported coping strategies reported were the use of social support networks and social isolation from the host community. Implications for international relations departments and international programs within a Thai context are discussed.

Keywords: International education, Thailand, higher education, culture, ethnicity


INTRODUCTION

As a result of the recent growth in globalisation and the internationalisation of higher education, cross border student mobility has increased dramatically (Altbach and Knight 2007). Therefore, international higher education campuses and classrooms are rapidly becoming more ethnically diverse (Bass and Bass 2008) and researchers are taking notice. International students have become the focus of growing interest among educational researchers (Seeber et al. 2016). However, this was not always the case. Historically, the importance of the youth and student market was largely ignored because of the assumption of its low market value. However, the modern sentiment favours youth and student travellers with more research into students’ habits (Richards and Wilson 2003). The first World Tourism Organisation conference on youth tourism, which took place in November 1991, was one of the first to internationally emphasise this market segment (Richards and Wilson 2003). Additionally, the World Youth Student and Education (WYSE) Travel Confederation was established in 2006 when the International Student Travel Confederation and the Federation of International Youth Travel Organizations (FIYTO) joined forces. The development of global organisations supporting the growth of the youth and student market exhibits the significance of the segment (WYSE 2006). More recently, as a result of changes in the global economy, many university students seek overseas study possibilities in hopes of improving their opportunities, skills and capabilities (Yusoff 2011).

For many years Thai higher education has been attempting to increase the number of international students (Rujiprak 2016). As the number of international students in Thailand has increased, this has led to Thailand becoming a regional international education hub (Cochrane 2014). In 2009, almost 3.7 million tertiary students enrolled outside their country of citizenship, representing an increase of more than 6 percent on the previous year (OHEC 2011). South Korean student enrolment in international programs in Thai higher education increased over 30 percent from 340 students to 493 students between 2008 and 2012; whereas Japanese student enrolment decreased by 9 percent from 403 in 2008 to 369 in 2012 (OHEC 2012). The increasing numbers of students studying outside of their home country (Rizvi 2011) has led to a growing expectation that many higher education institutions, whether in Western nations or in Southeast Asia, will continue to have a rising number and proportion of inbound international students. That said, there is a distinct lack of information available regarding the sociocultural adjustment demands experienced by Asian students studying within other Asian international programs.

International student relevance to higher education is increasing due to their ability to contribute economically through often exorbitant tuitions rates at many schools, their ability to enrich the cultural diversity of the classroom and campus, and their ability to assist in the development of intercultural competence for all involved. However, many international students struggle with their pursuit of an international degree (Ozturgut and Murphy 2009). The majority of research involving Asian international students is conducted in Western nations. However, given the rapid expansion of internationalisation in Thai higher education, it has become important to gain further insight into the adjustment demands faced by various groups of students enrolling in Thai international programs. Therefore, this article intends to fill the gap in available literature through the articulation of an exploratory analysis of Korean and Japanese international student sociocultural adjustment to Thai international programs. This analysis begins with a description of international education in Thailand and discusses the adjustment demands Korean and Japanese international students encounter. The final section examines the specific comments of 15 Korean students’ and 15 Japanese students who reported on their experiences while studying in international college programs in Thailand.

DIMENSIONS OF ADJUSTMENT

Defining important terms such as “adjustment” has proven difficult although adaptation, acculturation and adjustment have all been used to describe the same process (Ward and Searle 1991). Ward (1996) argued that adjustment is best understood in terms of stress and coping frameworks while adaptation is best understood within the framework of socials skills and culture learning. Adjustment is a complex process of overcoming obstacles, responding to the host culture and problem solving. While sociocultural adaptation typically follows a standardised learning curve (Ward and Kennedy 1999), there is limited consensus on the stages of adjustment and there is yet no clear model of cultural adjustment. Early works (Lysgaard 1955; Oberg 1960) describe a U-shaped curve model of adjustment featuring four stages, honeymoon, crisis, recovery and adjustment. Researchers such as Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963) proposed a W-curve model which includes the final stage when travellers return home and Brown (1980) followed the multi-stage theory of adjustment. Adler (1975) also suggested a five-stage process: contact, disintegration, reintegration, autonomy and independence. Further work by Torbiorn (1994); Mohamed (1997), continue to explore adjustment as a series of stages. In 2007, Townsend and Wan supported the U-curve model. However, more recent research (Brown and Holloway 2008) implemented ethnographic research models and found that the U-curve model of adjustment was not followed by the sample, instead negative psychological factors were seen to be more influential and emphasis was placed on nervousness, anxiety, stress, uncertainty, feeling adrift and weather at the beginning of their stay.

An alternative to the curve or sequential models of adjustment is exemplified by the research of Berry and associates (Berry et al. 1989) who proposed the concept of psychological acculturation as two dimensional; maintenance of original culture and maintenance of relationships with new groups and further divided these dimensional responses and identified four acculturative strategies: integration, separation, assimilation, and marginalisation. This conceptualisation of adjustment allowed individuals multiple cultural affiliations with the host culture without necessarily limiting or reducing any identification with their culture of origin (Swagler and Jome 2005). A criticism of Berry’s work is that it does not go far enough to explain the variations of acculturative impact in regard to differences in ethnicity, context and individual variables on participants within his model. It is these individual differences which make adjustment a subjective phenomenon. This led to further exploration of social identity theory which explored individual perception of self and personal identity (Tajfel and Turner 1979; Phinney 1990) in comparison to host nation attitudes of self and personal identity. Following the research of Berry and associates, Searle and Ward’s research began to explore those travellers who voluntarily visited new cultures and investigated the elements of culture shock (Searle and Ward 1990). They argued that sociocultural adjustment is the natural outcome of acculturation; while psychological adjustment is far more complicated as there are many variables which influence an individuals’ adjustment, whereas sociocultural adjustment can be measured in terms of how individuals perform in daily tasks in a new culture. The subjective nature of adjustment is an essential area of inquiry as the relationship between individual psychology and the host culture will have an impact on the adjustment process. The work of Bhatia (2011) has called on the use of narrative psychology to understand the process of adjustment through the analysis of the subjective self and an individuals’ sense of identity construction to understand how one conceptualises the experiences of cross cultural transition.


SOCIOCULTURAL ADJUSTMENT

Sociocultural adjustment is often viewed as the degree of comfort and familiarity an individual has within the host culture (Black 1988). Sociocultural adjustment can be broadly classified into two categories; intrinsic factors such as individual characteristics and external factors such as the degree of difference in the new environment or organisation. There is a large body of work which has examined the factors associated with international student adjustment (Brisset et al. 2010; Chirkov et al. 2008). Fritz et al. (2008) analysed different groups of international students in North America and addressed which stressors affected each group as well as the linguistic and financial influences on the groups. Ward (2004) explored the importance of host language skills and “the quality and quantity of intercultural interactions” (190). As with many other research examples, Asians reported more problems with language whereas Europeans experienced more problems in regard to homesickness. Further studies by Pantelidou and Craig (2006) concluded that social support is highly correlated with adjustment as is gender. An analysis of international student retention reveals that men are more likely to experience sociocultural adjustment, as are the extroverted (Fritz et al. 2008; Pantelidou and Craig 2006). Rosenthal et al. (2007) claimed that adjustment was influenced by many factors not related to country of origin such as self-esteem, age, gender (women scored higher in shock and distress compared to men) and previous international exposure. The results of Wang (2009) also demonstrated that female international students experienced more difficulty adapting than men and displayed less resilience than the male participants. Previous research on sociocultural adjustment emphasized the positive influence of socialising with host nationals (Swami et al., 2010); however, there is also evidence that this socialisation can be distressing and may impact academic achievement (Greenland and Brown 2005). Research using qualitative methods explored adjustment issues related to loneliness (Sawir et al. 2008), discrimination (Poyrazli and Garhame 2007), feelings of alienation (Major 2005) emotional adjustment problems (Ang and Liamputtong 2008), academic setting (Townsend and Poh 2008) and language (Trice 2003). Several studies indicated that social support (Chirkov et al. 2008; Jung et al. 2007; Lee et al. 2004; Sumer et al. 2008; Toyokawa and Toyokawa 2002) and self-efficacy (e.g., Li and Gasser 2005) are crucial factors in international students’ adjustment. Previous studies have also confirmed many international university students are not satisfied with their multicultural relationships (Choi 1997) and expressed the need for local assistance with sociocultural adjustment (Nesdale and Todd 1997). These studies were done in Australia, Europe, the United States and Canada. Regrettably, less attention has been paid to these issues in Thailand.

JAPANESE AND KOREAN CULTURAL INFLUENCES IN THAILAND

Korea and Japan share some cultural similarities with Thailand such as collectivism, an interdependent self-construal, conflict avoidance, high power distance, and elements of Confucianism (Kim 2001). While there is a tendency to approach these student samples from a cultural proximity perspective, there are distinct differences between these cultures and other Asian nation’s cultures. Although the Japanese invasion and subsequent occupation of Korea from 1910–1945 did result in great political and social conflict, much of the shared history of these nations is just as unknown to the Thais as the Thai participation in the Korean War in the early 1950s. However, this article does not set out to detail the distinctions in national culture among these nations. The purpose of this inquiry is to determine what, if any, differences exist among the adjustment issues encountered among Japanese and Korean international students.

A particularly interesting phenomenon to explore within this context is the impact of the “Korean Wave” and the resulting perceptions of Koreans while in a Thai community. “Hallyu,” or the Korean wave, began in China in the late 1990s (Jang 2012) with a long list of Korean television series, movies, songs and various other Korean media which shifted the Thai public attention from American and Japanese media which was prevailing to Korean media (Visser 2002). Prior to this, Japanese media, particularly manga and anime, largely dominated the Thai market (Tidarat 2002). This wave of Korean programs quickly began to dictate television airtime in Taiwan, Singapore, Vietnam, Indonesia and Thailand throughout the late 1990s and early 2000s due to the higher quality and lower costs when compared to Hollywood and Tokyo. By the early 2000s, K-pop outsold J-pop. The Korean film and music stars quickly became household names in Asia and began to influence fashion, cosmetics, and cosmetic surgery spending (Kim 2009). Popular Japanese video games were quickly replaced with the Korean game Ragnarok in 2001 (Thamdee 2007) and the intensity of all things Korean was further buttressed by the co-hosting of the World Cup in 2002. In 2005 a television series entitled Dae Jang Geum arrived in Thailand and was an immediate hit. Thailand’s Channel 5 television reported a 184 percent profit increase following the release of the Korean drama (Amnatcharoenrit 2006). It was at this time that Chulalongkorn University, the oldest and most prestigious university in Thailand, began a Korean language program for their students. Since then the Korean wave has only grown.

In 2012 the Korean musician Psy released “Gangnam Style” which became the first YouTube video to reach 1 billion views. Both the song and the dance movements associated with the video were imitated by many Asian political leaders and have influenced global pop culture. While both Japanese and Korean media have a history of popularity in Thailand, current trends favour the modelling of all things Korean. The Korean wave changed the Thai perceptions of Korea and led to a boom of Korean fashion outlets, restaurants, language schools, cosmetics and all Korean products.

Much of the literature available on Japanese and Korean international student adjustment has been conducted on international students who enter Western English speaking academic settings such as Australia, England or the United States. Additionally, there is a smaller body of research which focuses on Asian international students relocating to an Asian academic setting. As such it is important to identify the sociocultural adjustment issues these students face in Thai international higher education programs.

METHODOLOGY

A qualitative case study design was chosen to elucidate the details of the participants’ experiences in Thailand. The questionnaire in this study was adapted from Ward and Kennedy’s Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS) (Ward and Kennedy 1999). Due to the limited sample size involved in the study (30 participants), the original 29 SCAS item list with a five-point Likert response scale was customised into a qualitative study by transforming each item into an open question form. This adaptation allowed for the development of a semi-structured open-ended interview with each participant. The initial questions were framed in an open-ended non-directive style to establish rapport with the participants. Particlar emphasis was placed on the challenges the particpants discussed through more probing inquiry. All participants were asked about their experiences and reponses to their new milieu. One on one semi-structured interviews were conducted in English with the particpants. English is the language of instruction and assessment at international programs in Thailand and all international students are requiered to pass either TOEFL or IELTS prior to admission. The inteviews lasted approximately 30–45 minutes.


PARTICPANT SELECTION

Participants who were eligible for interviews met two criteria: (1) are Korean/Japanese nationals studying at Thai international colleges; and (2) do not speak Thai. Fifteen Korean and 15 Japanese international students volunteered after being contacted by the researcher at the international student orientation seminar at the beginning of each academic semester. Following participants’ contact with the researcher, all were informed of the purpose, scope and the time commitment required of them. Participation in the study was purely voluntary. All participants were reminded of their right to withdraw from the study at any time. One week after each interview, the participants were given a transcript and the option to remove, edit or add to their comments. This purposive selection process ensured both convenience and representativeness (Linclon and Guba 1985). All of the applicants were visiting students aged 18–23 years old studying in social sciences and business courses in Thai international programs.

DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

Thematic identification and coding provided a rich description of the naturalistic data. As standard practice, each interview was audio recorded on then transcribed (Erlandson et al. 1993). Each interview transcript was read multiple times and the initial analytical notes were made in the left margin of each page. The right margin was used to idenitfy emerging themes and key concepts or phrases which captured the spirit of the adjustment experience. Specific attention was given to common or overlapping themes. This thematic data analysis was intended to identify frequency, specificity and emotionality of participant responses (Krueger and Casey 2009). As more themes evolved it became necessary to combine major themes with subordinate themes. All of the themes for each interview were compared to the transcripts from other interviews to create a consolidated master theme group.

RESULTS

There was agreement among most participants that adjustment to Thailand was not as difficult as they had originally expected. Participants also agreed that some adjusment issues were inevitably problematic such as weather conditions. However, four common themes related to adjustment demands emerged from participants: i) language issues, ii) academics iii) social issues, and iv) making friends. In the section below, each of these issues is discussed with direct quotes from the participants.

LANGUAGE ISSUES

It is important to note that Thailand is a unique environment for international students. Most students arrive from overseas as non-Thai speakers as well as being non-native English speakers. This means that most international students speak at least three languages a day (i.e., their mother tongue (Korean or Japanese), English while in class and Thai while in society). This adjustment demand was the most common issue among participants. While the Korean and Japanese students arrived with the necessary level of English, they had little to no understanding of the Thai language which often created a barrier in social situations. As the majority of the student population is Thai, the Thai language is most commonly used outside of the classroom. During other on campus activities such as clubs, sports and eating Thai is the most common language heard on and off campus.

A third-year male Korean student commented:


Honestly, if you are not a Thai, it is really difficult to join any groups. Even in school where clubs are compulsory, it’s hard for foreigners to fit in because the majority of the students are Thai and they’re speaking only in Thai. They know we are weak in speaking and listening in Thai but they keep speaking in Thai. I have tried going to clubs but I stopped because they all spoke in Thai. I still don’t understand why they invite the foreign students and then do everything in Thai. Why do they ask us to join and then speak in a language we can’t understand?



A second-year female Japanese student further remarked:


Yes, language is a big problem for me. I have to switch to English at school, Thai in the canteen and then I get home and I can relax and go back to Japanese. It’s confusing and tiring.



The issue of Thai language was perhaps most problematic when used in the classroom. This was a frequent source of frustration among the participants. For example, one Korean student expressed his disappointment:


If you ask if I’m happy with my life in Thailand and living away from home, I would probably say yes, but I don’t think I am pleased with my life in university and having to take classes with Thai students. I am not saying I don’t like them, but I feel uncomfortable working in classes with Thais. Even the teachers are Thais and some lecturers speak a lot of Thai in class, often asking and answering questions in Thai.



While in the classroom English is supposed to be the lingua prima in international programs, once the students leave the classroom Thai becomes the language of survival. This is particularly problematic for day to day purchases and excursions. For example, one third year male Korean student stated the following:


The security guards, accounting and other university staff in the international relations department cannot speak English or Korean so when I need help or if I get lost on campus it takes hours to find my way back. The signs are in Thai, the menus are in Thai and even the taxi drivers really only understand Thai. So, I’m learning Thai now so I can survive.



Many of the respondents’ comments on the difficulty of language in the Thai setting were similar as previously reported in Trice (2003) as well as the resulting feelings of alienation (Major 2005). The lack of participation in clubs with host nationals limits opportunities for the development of social support (Toyokawa and Toyokawa 2002). Therefore, participants chose to cope with this aspect of linguistic isolation through the development of relationships with other international students who either spoke their native language or conversed in English.

ACADEMICS

Participants were asked to reflect on the impact of the university environment and how the classrooms or academic situation influenced their overall sociocultural adjustment.

One Korean student summarised the most common response among the participants:


Even though this is an international college, it feels Thai. It has a lot of Thai influence, like the uniform and the culture and the teachers. I thought it would be less Thai and more international or Western. It’s not bad but it takes a while to adjust to.



Many of the respondents commented on the similarity of academic cultures and the need to show deference to the teachers. This cultural similarity (Swami et al. 2010) may have acted as a buffer from some of the stressors which impact participants from Western nations who are not as familiar with Confucian principles and appropriate classroom etiquette from the Thai perspective. International higher education in Thailand is different than programs in Western nations. The Thai system includes mandatory uniforms, class attendance, participation in clubs and other activities. Many students do not ask questions as a sign of respect for their teachers and public disagreement is strongly discouraged. A Korean student made the following observation:


The education system in Thailand is very similar with Korea’s education system. Both countries’ education is based on memorising what is in the textbook instead of discussion or activities. This makes it easy for Korean students to focus on their studies in Thailand. Korean students also easily understand the hierarchy between teachers and students and older students and younger students. I can socialise with the other Korean exchange students more because I don’t have to worry about school.



The course load and requirements were not considered a stressor among the students interviewed but many commented on their discomfort with academic group work. A Japanese student complained:


We are all part of a group project but not everyone is working the same. Sometimes I think they are taking advantage but I can’t say anything and in the end we all get one grade even though someone did nothing. It’s not fair but we have to accept this. In Japan we don’t do it like this.



SOCIAL ISSUES

Since the Korean wave hit Thailand in early 2000s, Korean media has been very popular (Ubonrat and Shin 2007). This has influenced the experience of Korean international students in Thailand. Many of the female respondents commented on feelings of discrimination as discussed in Poyrazi and Garhame (2007). The Korean wave clearly had an impact on the host nationals’ treatment of the visiting Korean students, particularly the female students. A fourth-year Korean female student expressed her disappointment when she said:


It is an everyday life of experiencing staring, stalking, being called “Korean” and being looked at as a Korean, not a friend. The biggest issue is when I am eating or doing a presentation and someone takes my picture. I know it’s going into social media and it’s going to be a gossip. I really don’t like that students here gossip about Koreans so much. I’m not famous, why are they taking my picture?



Many respondents commented on the status of Koreans in Thailand today. For example, a Korean female student commented:


People just see me and know I’m Korean so they want to be friends with me. Maybe they think they will have higher status if they hang out with Koreans, I don’t know but it doesn’t feel genuine. Basically, the only reason they want to be seen with me is I look Korean. It’s obvious and pretty shallow.



Many of the female Korean respondents complained of excessive attention from the host nationals. This was particularly distressing when the host nationals took photographs with their cell phones and created chat rooms to discuss the visiting students’ appearance. While many of the participants explained that they thought this was due to the Korean wave, it was no less distressing. One student illustrated this potentially humiliating experience:


Once, I was working in a group of five. My group members were at the library first. When I got there, I saw two girls looking at my photo on their phones and talking about it. When they saw me they were shocked but pretended they were doing something else. I later heard that someone set up a chat room about me and my friends. There were many situations like this.



Another Korean female student made a similar observation:


As a Korean woman, I get a lot of unwanted attention. I think it’s because I have white skin and Korean fashion. I’m usually fine on campus but most Korean women don’t walk around off campus or, if we need to, then we hang out in packs and try to do our grocery shopping together and come back together. It feels safer in groups.




The Koreans in this study chose to travel in groups as a coping mechanism to avoid the unwanted attention. The Korean participants did not report a sense of danger or possible violence, their avoidance of host nationals was based on an avoidance of social bullying and a need for a sense of emotional security. On the other hand, the Japanese perception of socialising with the host culture was equally problematic but for different reasons. The primary concerns regarding socialisation reported by the female Japanese students was safety and other issues related to vigilance. A female Japanese student said:


Maybe because I’ve heard many stories about crime especially sexual crimes in Thailand, from my university in Japan, the office staff had an orientation for the students coming to S. Asian countries, about those crimes and how to be careful. They told us to take care of ourselves because it’s very dangerous here. I don’t want to think badly about Thais but I feel I have to be aware all the time.



Similar to the Korean females reports of safety issues off campus, the Japanese females also commented on regularly being stared at and receiving unwanted attention from local men. One Japanese female commented:


There are many places where I feel uncomfortable. At school, it’s fine but not off campus. I feel much safer in Japan. I feel very safe inside the university but once I go out it’s kind of shady and if I walk alone or take a taxi alone I feel very uncomfortable and sometimes in markets I grab my bag in front of me so nobody can steal it. It’s not everywhere but I’m always cautious when I go off campus.



The issues regarding the safety of socialising off campus were a concern only to the female respondents which supports previous research regarding the gender and sociocultural adjustment (Fritz et al. 2008; Pantelidou and Craig 2006). Female participants consistently reported more distress than the men, particularly regarding the intensity of unwanted attention they received. Both the Japanese and the Korean men said they felt comfortable walking at night and did not worry about crime in Thailand. Additionally, during the interviews many of the Japanese and Korean men made a similar observation regarding the potential dangers for women going out alone or those who are not accompanied by their male counterparts.


FRIENDSHIP

Many of the participants discussed the lack of genuine friendships with host nationals. The respondents often said that they spent much more time with international students than locals. The Japanese formed their own group and the Korean formed their own group and both groups had limited friendships with the host community. When asked to explain, both the Koreans and the Japanese commented that the Thais act much differently in class and outside of class. Many of the respondents said that while the Thais were very polite and conservative in class, as soon as they left campus their behaviour changed dramatically. One male Japanese student commented:


In class they’re quiet but it’s kind of interesting to see them acting really differently because they spend so much time on social media. They always take pictures of themselves. When I go out with Thai students, they spend hours just taking photos or looking at Facebook. They take a hundred pictures of themselves and then share it. I sometimes feel bored because they just keep taking pictures of themselves but I know they have another side too, so I want to see that side, not the selfie side.



A Korean woman shared her opinions on developing relationships with the host nationals as:


It’s difficult to have a true friendship here. Many people just want Korean friends but then when we hang out everything is in Thai and all they do is take selfies with me and post it on Facebook. I feel like I’m being used, so I just hang out with the other Koreans or the international students. It’s shallow and I think people are trying to promote themselves in a fake way. I think I have to accept that it’s a selfie culture.



DISCUSSION

Administrators and faculty hope that the influx of international students results in the addition of varying perspectives and ethos which enhance classroom experiences, allow for the development of a more intercultural understanding of and appreciation for diversity and the ability to embrace people from all over the world. The participants in this study did contribute to the academic prestige, financial revenue and cultural exchange for the host universities involved. Both the Korean and Japanese international students in this study had generally positive comments about their experiences in Thai international programs. Many students said they would recommend this to friends and would look back with fond memories regarding their experiences here.

The first and most prominent adjustment barrier which emerged was language. International colleges in Thailand utilise English as the language of the assessment, admissions and classroom discussions. This study revealed that both Korean and Japanese students are often in situations where Thai became the language of communication during activities and this placed these students at a disadvantage socially. The use of Thai language as a fundamental element of adjustment is an issue for administrative bodies as marketing Thai international programs and events based on the use of English can be viewed as problematic and perhaps disingenuous. It has been argued (Swagler and Ellis 2003) that a failure to understand language often means there is a failure to understand the culture as well. Previous research on the importance of host language ability involving Japanese and Korean participants conducted in the United States reached similar conclusions (Cox and Yamaguchi 2010; Huang and Rinaldo 2009; Lee and Carrasquillo 2006). This may indeed be the case of Korean and Japanese students in Thailand and their comments regarding the selfie culture. Perhaps if the visiting students had more Thai language skills and could socialise with the hosts more comfortably, then there would have been more conversations and less selfies and social media focused experiences for all involved.

The academic aspect of studying in Thai international programs was not particularly distressing as most participants agreed that adjustment was generally smooth with a few minor exceptions such as the uniform policy. The similarity in scholastic culture and background made academic adjustment fairly easy for the students with the other exception of group projects. Within this context, both groups of students complained of free riders and the lack of equitable participation among all members of the group. Most of the Korean and Japanese students chose to befriend others of the same nationality or other international students. This is not a positive aspect of the research as interacting with the host culture and participating in social events can have a positive impact of sociocultural adjustment (Searle and Ward 1990). Regarding social adjustment, one of the surprising issues which impacted the experiences of particularly Korean females in Thailand was the Korean Wave. Many of the respondents complained of discrimination, sexism, stereotyping and various other forms of prejudice. The findings in this study support previous research on the negative impact of discrimination (Poyrazli and Garhame 2007), social alienation (Major 2005) and the resulting emotional adjustment problems (Ang and Liamputtong 2008), as well as perceived prejudice. This theme emerged particularly strongly among female participants who engaged in social avoidance defense strategies and group travel precautions to prevent further unwanted attention. Previous research has concluded that social support is an important variable in regard to international adjustment (Baba and Hosoda 2014, Ward et al. 2001; Yusoff and Chelliah 2010). Therefore, if Korean and Japanese international students develop or receive more social support from the host community it is probable that they will experience improved sociocultural adjustment.

Previous work (Ataca and Berry 2002) found that humiliating events which can trigger psychological issues and have a negative impact sociocultural adjustment. As evidenced from this research, the Korean students’ response was often to avoid interaction with the host nationals. Even when the stereotypes were positive, the Korean students felt it was depersonalising and socially alienating. Goldsmith and Baxter (1996) reported that gossip was the most common form of daily talk among college students. Gossip serves an important social function albeit sometimes harmful to the recipients. In this research, the Korean international students considered gossip as a form of indirect aggression. Previous studies (McAndrew 2008) have shown the negative impact of gossip. In contrast to previous research which posits that gossip can facilitate social interaction among international students and is related to sociocultural adjustment (Yeh and Inose 2003), this research found that gossip had a negative impact as it was perceived as discrimination and thus decreased social interaction between the host and the Korean students. In conclusion, while the participants did adjust to academic life in Thailand they did not adjust to their host culture well. Most respondents chose to avoid interaction with their hosts outside of the classroom and created an international bubble filled with English, Korean or Japanese and other international students to facilitate their overall adjustment and maintenance of in-group social support.

CONCLUSION

There has been a considerable increase in the number of international students in Asian programs. The increasing diversity of international students in Thailand classes is also a global phenomenon (Bass and Bas 2008; Hames 2007). Using qualitative methods, this study aimed to address the paucity of research regarding Asian international students in programs in Thailand. As noted earlier, the increase in students studying abroad (Rizvi 2011) has created the likelihood that many tertiary education institutions, particularly in Asia will experience a rising number and proportion of inbound international students. This is evidenced in the Thai Office of Higher Education (OHEC 2012) which stated that S. Korean student enrolment in international programs in Thai higher education increased over 30 percent between 2008 and 2012. This study of Korean and Japanese international students has, in a small but substantive manner, filled the gap in international educational adjustment within the Thai context. Further elucidation of the other visiting students’ sociocultural adjustment based on nationality, ethnicity or other defining characteristics is critical to understanding and improving the quality of experiences students have when visiting Thailand. It is therefore important to address the ways in which tertiary institutions facilitate the transition of such students within the host institution. Research suggests that a number of ways that have been demonstrated can enhance the induction of international students in the host institution, such as improving the teaching strategies and quality of education, expanding the offering of specific courses and overall availability of programs, providing a greater ratio of international faculty and supporting staff, and enhancing international partnerships, but student and employee retention is also an integral component of this process (Stohl 2007; Ramachandra 2011). If international programs in Thailand wish to retain this important student’s segment then more attention should be given to the factors which hinder their sociocultural adjustment.

NOTES

*     Douglas Rhein is the Social Science Division Chair at Mahidol University International College, Thailand. He was born in America and attended university in United States, Thailand, England and Australia majoring in psychology, communications and education. Douglas lectures in many areas of psychology at Mahidol University International College. He regularly works with the public and private sector conducting workshops throughout Asia. Areas of training include education, leadership, intercultural management and operations issues.
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ABSTRACT

Modernisation and easy connectivity across spatial boundaries are providing greater opportunities for retirees to migrate abroad. In Malaysia, the Malaysia My Second Home (MM2H) program has been gaining popularity over the last 14 years. It is a government initiative designed to promote the country as a retirement haven for affluent foreigners. By studying the Japanese retirement community in Penang, this paper examines the role and significance of the program in supporting retirement migration. It further identifies the concerns and contributions of the Japanese retirees as they build their “second lives” in Penang. While the MM2H program has undergone several enhancements, discussions on the experiences of the Japanese participants and research observations have highlighted several concerns that require further improvements. The lack of policy coordination between the various sectors catering to the expanding needs of foreign retirees, for example, reduces the chances of maximising participants’ contribution to the local economy. The ability to track and monitor the movement of participants is equally, if not more, important as promoting and enticing new ones.
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INTRODUCTION

Rapid urbanisation coupled with continuous economic globalisation has led to increased modernity across various parts of the world. Technological innovations and cheaper transportations, particularly of budget airlines, are shrinking time and space and reducing physical boundaries that have separated people and nations for centuries. This naturally contributes to the creation of transnational communities as migration intensifies (Castles 2002). Geographical knowledges and perhaps creolisation caused by the ingress of foreign cultures, particularly of food choices, further transforms cities into cosmopolitan enclaves (see Hannerz 1992; Friedman 1995; Cook and Crang 1996; Rohlen 2002).

Penang has a rich history in cultural cosmopolitanism, not only because it served as a colony of the British Empire but it was a significant entrepot that witnessed the fusion of diverse identities (Loh 2009). Malaysia’s involvement and integration in the world economy has further propelled the growth of its cities and improved the quality of living of its people. Vibrant Malaysian cities like Penang and Kuala Lumpur should have joined their Asian and Western counterparts as attractive places to live in. Yet, it is absent from international rankings such as Mercer’s 2016 quality of living survey, which showed that only two Asian countries (Singapore and Japan) made the list of 50 top cities in the world (Mercer 2016).1 The ECA International’s survey of the world’s most expensive cities ranked Georgetown (Penang) at 231st compared to Zurich (3rd), Geneva (4th), Beijing (9th), Seoul (10th), Oslo (11th), Tokyo (16th), Singapore (19th), and Yokohama (28th) (ECA International 2015). These surveys indicate that well developed cities provide the best quality of living. Such expensive cities would charm expatriates with flamboyant lifestyles but for retired migrants, the cost of living including affordable housing is a more essential concern.

Hence, surveys that factor in the cost of living apart from health, safety and other concerns would be more appropriate and real. This is where Malaysia becomes attractive and helps explain why Japanese retirees migrate despite having some of the best cities at home. Various retirement migration studies have shown that cost of living is an important factor affecting decisions to migrate (see Longino and Smith 1991; Haas and Serow 1993; King, Warnes and Williams 2000; Rodriguez, Fernandez-Mayoralas and Rojo 2004). It is not merely a push factor but also a pull factor (Haas and Serow 1993) that is often used by the tourism sector as a promotional tool. As the pace of life slows down, elderly migrants may seek to move away from highly urbanised and fast paced lifestyles into smaller towns, the countryside and even the coastal areas with natural amenities to enjoy the quieter and more peaceful ambiances (see Gurran 2008; Murakami, Gilroy and Atterton 2009).

While Malaysia, as a developing country, may not have cities capable of competing with other countries’ well developed cosmopolitan cities as reflected in the rankings surveyed by Mercer and the ECA International, it is bestowed with factors favourable for the development of retirement migration in the country. The rapid increase in the aging population worldwide provide invaluable opportunities for Malaysia to focus on this particular segment of migration by wooing retirees from developed nations and providing them with the standard of living that they seek for. Their presence would contribute to the growth of the local economy. To do so would require effective policies and coordination as well as support from multitude of actors ranging from the highest level of government to those in tour agencies, hospitals, real estates and the renovation businesses.

Government policies on retirement migration plays a crucial role not only in addressing immigration issues that blocks international mobility but also the perks or benefits that entice retired migrants to stay long term. In Malaysia, the Malaysia My Second Home (MM2H) program is at the centre of a government-led effort to bring in more qualified long-term stayers. The paper asks: What policies have the government put in place in developing the country as the preferred destination for retired migrants? What administrative issues have the government faced and subsequent policy changes offered over the course of time? The paper further looks at the participation of Japanese retirees and their lifestyles to better understand the significance and challenges of the program. Although they are now statistically the second largest participating group behind China, there is a rich history between their participation in the program and the evolution of the program itself. They were the key targets when the program started and their support to the program, particularly for the age group 50 years and above, have remained steadfast even as the program evolved beyond its original intention.

This paper is divided into four interlocking sections. The first section provides an outline of where Malaysia stands in the area of retirement migration and a brief historical account of the Japanese community in Penang. The second section provides an in-depth understanding of the motivation behind the MM2H program and discusses the policy changes and issues that have occurred over time. The third section seeks to identify the pull and push factors that have encouraged Japanese retirees to choose Penang as their desired location and explain the social networks and support system that they require in carrying out their daily lives and building social goodwill with the local residents. The last section summarises the discussion with an evaluation on the MM2H program and issues pertaining to Japanese participants’ contributions.

RETIREMENT MIGRATION AND THE JAPANESE COMMUNITY

Malaysia has been continuously listed favourably in international retirement surveys. The International Living magazine that provides information on how to live a more fulfilling life offshore at a lower cost ranked Malaysia at 19th placing in 2010 but jumped to 4th place out of 19 best countries to retire in its 2011 global retirement index. In 2016, Malaysia remained at fifth place out of 23 countries (see Table 1; International Living 2016). The survey offers a very different set of countries when a range of key indicators from real estate and government provisions to healthcare and weather are taken into consideration. These indicators eliminate expensive developed nations like Japan, Austria, Switzerland and even Singapore, featuring middle to upper middle income countries instead.

In another ranking, Kathleen Peddicord of Live and Invest Overseas came up with a closely similar list of countries naming Malaysia, Thailand and Vietnam as the only Asian countries to make the top 18 destinations (others in the Americas and Europe) for Americans to retire (New Straits Times 2012). In 2013, Georgetown (Penang) was named by Live and Invest Overseas as the top four best places to retire out of 21 destinations in the world (The Huffington Post 2013). While these surveys may establish Malaysia as an international retirement haven, it says little, if any, of the destination preferences for Japanese retirees.

The Japanese government has been encouraging Japanese retirees to live abroad since 1986 and the idea was, according to Toyota and Ono, inspired by “foreign retirement communities in Spain” (2012: 168). The Long Stay Foundation (LSF), a public corporation under the Japanese Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI), has been carrying out annual surveys on Japanese interested to live abroad. It terms them as “long-stayers”—those who go abroad to live (rather than to travel) for a long period (defined as more than two weeks) with an intention to return to Japan. Its 2009 survey found that, under the age group of 40 years and above, those who chose Malaysia (2086 people) outweigh those who chose Australia (1157), Thailand (1102), Hawaii (1032), New Zealand (871) and other countries as their preferred destination (LSF, 2009: 7).2 Table 2 shows the preferences of the Japanese in their choice of destination with Malaysia continuing to remain as the most favoured.

Why is Malaysia a top choice for Japanese retirees? Megumi Ono found in her studies that Japanese retirees enrolling themselves in the MM2H program chose Malaysia for its “low cost of living, good climate and geography, a good living environment, efficient visa systems, availability of care for the elderly, satisfaction from ikigai (reason for living) activities and the existence of Japanese communities” (2008: 157). Associations such as the Japan Club in Kuala Lumpur provide opportunities for retirees to socialise, settle in to their new environment, and stay energetic through various planned activities (Shakuto-Neoh 2014). Wong and Musa (2014 and 2015) concur with Ono but expanded the list to include other factors such as political stability, meaningful second life, ease of communication and friendly people. In addition to the above, the LSF views active promotions of Malaysia and the MM2H program carried out by the Malaysia Tourism Promotion Board as an equally important factor in influencing the retirees’ preference (personal comm. January 2017).

Two common terms used in migration studies are “long stay tourism” and “lifestyle migration.” The former fits the notion of people who travels to a particular foreign land initially under a tourist visa and ended up settling there for a long period of time but without the intention to gain permanent residency or citizenship. Studies by Hongsranagon (2005 and 2006) and Ono (2008) utilise this term to explain retirement migration of the Japanese. The latter, write O’Reilly and Benson, is “about escape, escape from somewhere and something, while simultaneously an escape to self-fulfilment and a new life” (2009: 3). This term has been actively employed to explain the influx of Japanese migrants in Australia (Sato 2001; Nagatomo 2009), the privileged Western expatriates living in Indonesia (Fechter 2007) and the affluent foreigners converging in rural areas in New Zealand (Fountain and Hall 2002). In short, it is to enjoy a better way of life whether for spiritual or material gains. For the purpose of this paper, retirement migration incorporates the elements of these two terms and is understood as the movement of Japanese retirees into Malaysia under the MM2H program with the objective to start a new life and stay long term.


Table 1: Top 23 countries to retire in 2016.
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Source: International Living (2016).


Table 2: Top 10 preferred destinations for Japanese long stayers.
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Source: Adapted from LSF (2009) and Personal communication (January 2017).


The Japanese Community in Penang

The Japanese community in Penang can be traced back to the late 19th century. During the Meiji era, “Malaya was a refuge for vagabond sailors and a dumping ground for enslaved prostitutes from Japan” (Yuen 1978: 163). Female migrants outnumbered males with prostitution being the major business as it was a legal trade in the Malay Peninsular until 1920 (Shimizu 1993: 66). The brothel activities in colonial Penang spawned a host of supportive businesses from photo studios, hair salons and grocery shops to hotels, dentistry and pharmacies run by the Japanese community (Liang 2002).3 The small but spirited community was well engaged with the locals and “they brought in new ideas and modern equipment to Penang” (Liang 2002: 10). The Japanese Charity and Youth Club was set up to foster togetherness and enhance their social welfare before a more formal Japanese Association was established in 1915 to represent their needs and interests (Liang 2002: 8). From 1920 until the outbreak of the Second World War, male migrants increased while females dropped drastically and commerce shifted towards trading (cheap product imports from Japan) and agriculture (rubber plantation) (Shimizu 1993; Liang 2002).

Penang began to see the development of a new Japanese community made up mainly of white-collar expatriates from the 1970s onwards when it embarked on an export oriented industrialisation process and opened its doors to foreign direct investments. This process encouraged Japanese multinational corporations engaged in manufacturing and trading industries to invest in Penang. The steady increase in the Japanese populace led to the formation of the Penang Japanese Association in 1978 to look after their wellbeing. The subsequent introduction of Malaysia’s Look East Policy (LEP) in 1982 and events following the 1985 Plaza Accord further accelerated Penang’s growth and thereby their population.4 If the pre-war Japanese community is considered as economic migrants, the present community can be considered as lifestyle migrants as they are better educated and highly skilled.

There are about 2,000 Japanese currently living in Penang with an estimated figure of about 500 of them as retired migrants under the MM2H program (The Star 2006). With a long historical involvement of the Japanese community in the socio-economic development of Penang and their experiences in living and working there, it can only be expected that more will choose Penang as their second home. Before discussing further on Japanese retirees in Penang, it is necessary to illustrate the role and development of the MM2H program in relation to retirement migration.


THE MM2H PROGRAM

The MM2H program (henceforth MM2H) is a government initiative designed to promote the country as a retirement haven for affluent foreigners. Though started in 2002, it was more of a rebranding exercise following previous efforts. Prior to 2002, it was aptly known as the Silver Hair Program (SHP). The exact date of its inception remains unclear although there have been reports suggesting that it started in 1987 (Edwards 2001; Chan 2004). The Malaysian Ministry of Tourism and Culture’s (MOTAC) earliest available data on successful applicants dates back to 1996 and this has often been used by researchers as the date of inception. As MOTAC only took over the handling of the MM2H from the Immigration Department (ID) of the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) in June of 2006, it is neither aware of the existence of a policy paper on the SHP nor able to confirm the actual date of commencement. Therefore, the year 1996 may mark the first availability of statistical data but it does not necessarily represent the initiation of the SHP.

What is evident is that the SHP was initially formed to target senior citizens of a specific group of countries, i.e., the United Kingdom and Japan, apart from a few other Western European nations. These were countries that Malaysia has close historical and economic ties with. The LEP further provided the motivation in the case of Japan. It marked Malaysia’s interest in international retirement migration and intention to help ease restrictions for financially independent foreign retirees to move into and experience the country’s diverse cultures, and to contribute to the local economy and community development in the process.

Several provisions were introduced under the SHP. Applicants must be 55 years old and above, which were considered as retirees and semi-retirees. They were not allowed to work and were required to open a bank deposit account of RM100,000 for singles and RM150,000 for couples upon approval of their application. Successful applicants were required to show proof of their monthly pension incomes of RM7,000 (for singles) or RM10,000 (for couples) and would only be allowed to stay for a maximum period of 15 years. Subsequently, several minor changes were introduced to appease calls from interested foreigners who saw the provisions as restrictive. The age limit was lowered to 50 years and limitations to the length of stay were removed. In 1999, nationality restrictions were lifted, allowing applications from non-targeted countries.

Based on the availability of data from 1996 to 2001 (see Table 3), only a total of 828 principal participants were approved under the SHP, of which the Japanese participants made up a mere 9.5 percent. One of the main problems was the lack of promotion and marketing of the program abroad. To create more awareness and increase promotional efforts, the ID encouraged private companies, particularly those involved in property development, to participate in supporting and sponsoring the program. The Country Heights Quality Life Services (CHQLS), a subsidiary company of Country Heights Holdings Berhad, was one of several companies involved. In June 2000, the CHQLS took up the idea and set an ambitious target to bring in 20,000 participants in 3 years as well as to spend RM20 million “on promotional and marketing activities worldwide” (Travel Weekly 2000).5 Although the targeted figure was not achieved, there were an expanded participation from other countries such as Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore and Indonesia.6

Table 3: Participants under the Silver Hair Program.
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Note: Figures are of principal participants (exclude spouses and dependents).

Source: MOTAC website.

More gradual changes were introduced to the program. The ruling on yearly renewal of social pass and visa, for example, was relaxed in December 2001 by allowing participants to obtain a 3-year visa instead (Edwards 2001). In 2002, the SHP was improved and rebranded as the MM2H. Instead of limiting the program to only the retirees, the ID decided to introduce two age categories–one for those 50 years and above and the other for those between 18 and 49 years. The former is meant for retirees similar to the SHP while the latter is a new initiative meant to fulfil the growing demands of younger individuals who were still employed but wanted to make Malaysia their vacation home. The gap between the former and the latter is tapering with the former constituting 56 percent while the latter at 44 percent, suggesting that the MM2H no longer remains largely a retirement program.7

In April 2006, a string of new benefits was announced by the Malaysian government. Successful applicants would enjoy a 10-year social visit pass and multiple-entry visa and be guaranteed renewal for another 10 years if they do not violate the Malaysian laws. This relaxation of immigration rules gives tremendous mobility to participants to freely travel in and out of the country. They will have the chance to make Malaysia their home base and travel around the region with ease. Participants are also entitled to 80 percent housing loan for the purchase of residential properties and can do so without approval from the Foreign Investment Committee. As icing on the cake, they are allowed to bring in a maid from their home country, obtain student passes for their school-going children to study at local universities, and ship their own cars over or purchase locally assembled ones free of import and excise duties. The latter point is an irresistible incentive that Malaysians could only dream of as it will translate to a 35 percent saving of the market value.

Despite enhanced incentives, the ruling barring participants from working or earning an income had remained. By the end of 2008, the number of participants has swelled to over 12,000 and there was a growing call for more flexibility primarily on the permission to work. The ID issued a circular in February 2009 with new inducements:


	Participants aged 50 and above are allowed to work not more than 20 hours per week but they must possess specialised skills and expertise that are required in the critical sectors of the economy.

	Participants of all ages can invest and participate in business, subject to existing government policies, regulations and guidelines.

	Foreign spouses of Malaysian nationals can choose either to participate in the normal Spouse Program or apply for the MM2H.

	The 10-year social visit pass will be extended to participants under the SHP and MM2H prior to April 2006.

	Employment pass holders are exempted from the “cooling off period” but must apply for the MM2H program 3 months before expiration of their passes.

	Participants will receive identification cards with permanent address in Malaysia that can be validated from the tenancy or sales and purchase agreement.

	The age limit of unmarried dependent children is raised from 18 years to 21 years.8




Table 4: Participants under the MM2H Program.
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Note: Figures are of principal participants (exclude spouses and dependents).

Source: MOTAC website.


A total of 32,737 principal participants have been recorded from 1996 to December 2016. As Table 4 indicates, Japan features very strongly among the top countries contributing to the MM2H program with 12.8 percent, ranking second behind China. From 2006 to 2012, Japan topped the list with a total of 2,168 participants compared to China (1,856) and Bangladesh (1,382) before being overwhelmed again by China.

Compared to the SHP, the MM2H program has gone through numerous improvements and streamlining particularly in the past several years since being taken over by MOTAC. In offering a more comprehensive approach to the program, MOTAC created a One-Stop Center (OSC). The aim was to provide better integrated services by centralising all relevant information pertaining to the MM2H and having an in-house immigration unit. The need for an OSC partly came from the demand of applicants as well as agents to have access to the necessary procedural guidelines and benefits under a single package. It is thus intended to speed up the approval process and to also serve as a dedicated point of reference for individuals interested in applying directly to MOTAC. However, there were hiccups in the implementation process due to a number of factors such as the lack of funding for the MM2H program, the small workforce entrusted to manage the program, the lack of coordination among the different ministries and governmental departments, and the unstable policy guidelines that confuses applicants and agencies at times.

The role of agents was important in helping to promote the program. Initially, the government was dependent on appointed agents from the private sector and individuals to promote, market and sponsor prospective applicants. Some property developers took up the opportunity of becoming agents as a way to market their high-end properties to prospective foreign buyers. Due to the lack of regulation, new agencies mushroomed to take advantage of the demand as the news of the MM2H spread and the program became more popular with foreigners. Issues related to unclear visa procedures and concerns with unscrupulous agents inevitably arose. In June 2007, better regulations were put in place whereby all applications must be submitted through licensed MM2H agents. Non-licensed agents were given time to apply for their licenses which is renewable annually. This was seen as a step forward as it helped to reduce unscrupulous agents who were out to make a quick profit and prevent the reputation of the country from being jeopardised.9 In January 2009, MOTAC went a step further by allowing direct application to the dismay of some of the licensed agents. While such an option can help applicants to save on agent fees, most Japanese applicants continue to depend on agents due to their lack of fluency in English.


Moving the program from the MHA to MOTAC has further signified the government’s commitment in ensuring the sustainability of the program. Compared with the former which is primarily concerned with national security and safety issues, the latter is better suited to employ a more holistic approach that can link the needs of the program to the various sectors of the tourism industry and property markets apart from engaging in overseas promotional activities like expositions and roadshows. MOTAC’s expertise in the business of hospitality could well enhance the program in economic terms. Nevertheless, the MHA remains the final decision maker of the application process. Apart from the compulsory letter of good conduct requirement, applicant’s data are screened by the ID and the Royal Malaysian Police for any security violations. If in the past the MM2H Approving Committee consists of MOTAC officers and chaired by the Deputy Director General of the ID on a monthly basis to evaluate and approve applications, it is now chaired by the Deputy Secretary General of MOTAC on a weekly basis. During the meeting, decisions on whether to approve the applications are taken including comments on security considerations if any and will then be forwarded to the Director General of ID for endorsement. The latter reserves the right to reject any applications should new evidences of security violations were to be found, for example.

In addition, the MHA plays a pivotal role in matters pertaining to the decision on relaxation of conditions for visa approval. Policy matters including the terms and conditions of the program are solely within the jurisdiction of the MHA. Despite the existing benefits that have included the allocation for bringing in pets, applicants have continued to request for greater flexibilities especially in allowing them to work full time instead of the 20 hours per week restriction and on loosening the financial criteria.10 Comparably, the financial requirements for applicants below 50 years of age are more stringent than for those aged 50 and above because of the higher probability of having dependent children.11

While simplifying the process will most likely increase the number of participants, the MHA will need to assess and consider the negative implications that further relaxation may have on local employment and on the issue of attracting the right candidates. As Carrie Chan wrote, “…with its low financial threshold of US$26,300 (HK$210,000), the program seems designed to whet the appetite of corrupt bureaucrats wanting to leave China with their swollen pockets intact” (2004). China, Iran and Bangladesh are among the top five countries participating in the program although they were not originally the main targets for the MM2H scheme (see Table 4). With the program covering a wide-range of age groups, the MHA and the police force are wary of syndicates that may try to abuse the scheme by gaining easier access into the country to set up illegal businesses or distribute contrabands that could potentially add to the social woes of the country. There is now an indication by MOTAC that it will raise the financial requirements, especially on the fixed deposit amount, to attract good quality candidates (Lum 2017).

JAPANESE RETIREES IN PENANG UNDER THE MM2H PROGRAM

Japanese retirees interested in building their second lives abroad would normally receive information from television documentaries and travel guidebooks from their home country. While documentaries provide the images and understanding of how living abroad can be imagined, quarterly magazines like Rashin and Longstay and travel books like Chikyu no Kurashikata (Global Residents’ Travel Guide) provide the needed information to plan their journey (Ono 2008: 153–154). The Longstay magazine, published by the LSF, enables prospective applicants to receive up-to-date information in their own language and reduces surprises by preparing them for what to expect when they travel abroad. For those who are internet savvy, they will also be able to search and learn from other people’s experience through blogs written by individuals who may have participated in the MM2H program.

If such information is insufficient, prospective individuals can enrol themselves in seminars held regularly by the LSF in cooperation with the Japanese Ministry of Tourism. Interested individuals can also participate in yearly MM2H roadshows organised in part by the Malaysia Tourism Promotion Board (popularly known as Tourism Malaysia) and participated by MM2H agencies in several key cities such as Sapporo, Niigata, Kyoto and Osaka. These events will not only help them to make informed decisions from the myriad options laid before them but opportunities to discuss directly with MM2H agents on procedural and documentation matters to ensure a smooth application process.

Interestingly, not everyone finds the seminars and roadshows helpful. Some found them to be too costly and not necessarily beneficial. Instead of becoming too dependent on third party information, they prefer to experience firsthand by visiting and staying at a hotel in Penang, for example, for a few weeks not as a tourist but as a longstayer mingling with the locals. They may then move to another city, Ipoh or Kuala Lumpur for example, or to a neighbouring country and repeat the same process. They are individuals who are more adventurous and who believe that experiencing it firsthand is better than being informed by others. Once decided, they would then return to Japan, prepare their documents and start their application process.

Why Penang?

There are obviously various reasons for Japanese retirees to consider Penang as their second home. The three most important ones are warm weather, lower cost of living and safe environment. The balmy and sunny weather condition with stable temperatures throughout the year is of outmost importance especially for those who hail from colder climates in Japan such as Hokkaido and the Tohoku region. Some of the Japanese retirees have reported that they have found respite from joint pains, allergies and high blood pressures after moving to Penang, believing that the illnesses were caused by the harsh volatile weather and seasonal changes at home. For some others, it was simply to get away from the coldness as their body become less and less tolerable to freezing temperatures (MM2H participants, personal comm. June 2011).

Cost of living is another major factor since most of the participants are retirees and are fully dependent on their monthly pensions. Penang, despite high property prices, is relatively cheaper compared to Kuala Lumpur, Selangor and Sabah. Numerous hawker centres are spread across the island and the number of Japanese restaurants and upscale supermarkets selling Japanese products have increased in recent years. Being an island, amenities are in close proximity and are easily accessible through local transportation, i.e., public buses and taxis. This means that not only would they have the independence and freedom to move freely but could do so without becoming too fatigue due to long travel time. The high level of development and the compactness of Penang allow pensioners the opportunity to enhance their value for money in maintaining their economic lifestyles. Unlike foreign economic migrants, these retirees do have the luxury to choose places of their choice and many find Penang a place where they can double their “money power” to maintain decent quality living compared to their homes (MM2H agent, personal comm. May 2011).

A safe environment plays a major role in attracting Japanese retirees to Penang. Penang’s crime index has been in steady decline for the past few years and is relatively lower than most major cities in Malaysia. “Safe,” however, does not merely refer to crime but also to the absence of natural disasters such as earthquakes, flooding and tsunamis, and social unrests such as street riots as observed in neighbouring countries like Thailand. Furthermore, there are no strong anti-foreigner sentiments in Penang that could possibly threaten their safety. Penang has been historically accommodating to all types of foreigners since its inception in 1786.

Other reasons for considering Penang are its closeness to Japan compared to Europe since the ability to return home quickly due to an emergency is an important factor for some, its friendly and hospitable people, its range of food from street hawkers to high class restaurants, its top-notch hospitals and medical facilities, the presence of a Japanese community and being less cosmopolitan than Kuala Lumpur.

The growing ageing population in Japan will undoubtedly continue to serve as the source to fuel the MM2H program. More importantly, structural changes of Japanese families where elderly couples are increasingly being separated from their children and could no longer depend on their pensions to support their comfortable lives at home, and demographic changes with an increase in the number of singles and small family size that makes migration after retirement easier, as well as the need for affordable but quality care are seen as push factors encouraging elderly Japanese to leave their homes in search of a more rewarding second life abroad (Toyota and Ono 2012).

Social Networks and Support Systems

For any individuals who plan to stay abroad over an extended period of time, a network of support and social connection becomes highly essential. More so for elderly people who may feel lonely, isolated and even depressed due to language barrier and being in an unfamiliar surrounding far from home. Penang, and Malaysia in general, are made up of three major races (Malay, Chinese and Indian) and those who are conversant in Japanese are extremely small or close to none. So, who do the Japanese retirees turn to when they need to call for a plumber or an electrician? Who helps them communicate with doctors in a hospital when they are in pain? How do they build relationships with the local community?

Since most of the Japanese participants in Penang, at least those interviewed,12 have not worked or lived in Penang prior to participating in the MM2H program, they do not have any previous knowledge or experiences that they could rely on to help them settle down. A multitude of support groups are therefore required. They could be made up of government agencies, MM2H agents, clubs, associations, neighbours, hobbyists, friends and acquaintances. In Penang, some MM2H agents play multiple roles such as offering housing services to their clients by partnering with local real estate agencies. The agent acts as the middle person and interpreter and ensures that all the necessary paperwork is completed accordingly. The same agent can at times be requested by the retirees for help in recommending plumbers, electricians and interior designers for their homes, and even to accompany them to hospitals. They are initially dependent on their agents but as their social circles enlarge and support system develops, they become more independent and less reliant on the need for advices and suggestions from their agents. Certain private hospitals in Penang are aware of the growing number of Japanese retirees under the MM2H program and have taken proactive steps to hire Japanese speaking assistants and nurses to ensure smoother communication between the doctors and their Japanese patients, effectively reducing the role of MM2H agents as interpreters.

Another enticing fact about Penang is the presence of the Penang Japanese Association (PJA), which was formed in 1977. As an established club exclusively for the Japanese people in Penang, it serves as a support mechanism for the Japanese community and creates closer bonding through the organising of various events. Regular activities enable members to gather and exchange information not only about their lives in Penang but also about situations in their home country. Some Japanese retirees may find it more meaningful to form a small group among themselves and, for example, gather at a trendy café a few times a week to chat over morning coffee. Others may choose to volunteer themselves at social clubs set up by MM2H agents where retirees can organise weekly activities either among themselves or with the participation of locals. The activities could include travel tours, ikebana (flower arrangement), shodo (calligraphy), tea ceremony, Japanese drums and Japanese language. Keeping in touch with their own community is deemed as necessary in order to keep abreast of the latest news and to be aware of policy changes in the MM2H program specifically and the Japan-Malaysia relations generally that could have an effect on their situation (MM2H participant, personal communication, June 2011).

Depending on the interest of the retirees, local groupings such as golf clubs and Buddhist associations provide opportunities for them to meet local people and engage in stimulating exchanges. It also helps them build and expand their network of friends and even engage in passionate relationships through shared interests. The friendship between the retirees and locals are never clear. Although involvement in local associations can enrich the retirees’ socialisation process by keeping them active, language difficulties can form the barrier that limits the process. Thus, while some of them view exchanges with local communities positively, they find it hard to maintain a robust sustainable relationship (MM2H participants, personal comm. June 2011). The 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami, however, has arguably created a greater amity between the Japanese community and the local people of Penang when many Penangites who were shocked with the magnitude of the calamity came out in strong support of the numerous fundraising events held throughout Penang.

How well the retirees are able to enjoy their new lives is predicated on their ability to assimilate effectually into the local culture, which is in a way dependent on their individual outlook on—and experiences—in life. The Japanese equivalent of the English saying of “when in Rome, do as the Romans do” is gō-ni itte-wa gō-ni shitagae (郷に入っては郷に従え) and this raises the question of how prepared are they to change and adapt by accepting certain norms and practices of the local community. Punctuality, for example, is a non-issue in Japan but it can be in Penang since being late for several minutes is considered an acceptable norm. Public buses rarely arrive on time. Malaysian motorists have also been known for their disregard of pedestrians’ safety. Retirees who are exceptionally particular of their food such as the quality of water used in preparing rice could encounter a less pleasant experience. Similarly, those who have bad experiences such as an encounter with theft or quarrels with neighbours may end up leaving the program sooner than expected.

Evaluating the MM2H Program and the Japanese Contribution

One measurement of success of the MM2H program is its ability to attract participants from two targeted countries—Japan and the United Kingdom. Twenty years after its initiation, these two countries remained among the top five countries in the program, with a total share of 12.8 percent and 7.3 percent respectively (see Table 4). Participation from non-targeted countries such as China, Bangladesh, Iran, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, Pakistan and India further strengthens the notion that the program is attractive to other nationalities as well. The success of the program is tied to the good perception that the country enjoys as a retirement haven for foreign retirees. This good perception has been steadily built through multiple platforms from the role played by Tourism Malaysia in promoting the country abroad to cooperative institutions like the LSF, travel agencies, documentaries, print media, online rankings, blogs and the word of mouth. The LSF’s annual surveys (see Table 2) clearly demonstrate the continuous strength of Malaysia as the country of choice for Japanese retirees. The MM2H program and its incentives may not be the ultimate reason for the influx of longstayers but its presence helps to remove institutional barriers and facilitate retirement migration in Malaysia.

Another aspect that reflects positively on the program is in the area of foreign capital acquisition. With each Japanese participant requiring to maintain RM100,000 in fixed deposit for those aged 50 years and above throughout their stay, and assuming that all the 4,193 participants from year 2002 until December 2016 (see Table 4) are aged 50 years and above, they would have contributed to a capital inflow of RM419.3 million (USD95.3 million). Assuming the same but factoring in the total number of participants of 32,737 people (see Table 4), the total amount would have reached RM3.2 billion (USD727.1 million). Despite that, several questions remain. Out of 4,193 participants, how many continue to participate in the program and how many have opted out? Among those who still remain, how many are inside the country and how many have left and perhaps joined retirement schemes in other countries?

Tracking the whereabouts of the participants remains a big challenge since there is no travel restrictions imposed on them. A review of the MM2H scheme carried out by the then Penang based Socio-economic and Environmental Research Institute (now renamed as the Penang Institute) in 2008 found that while many procedural requirements have been relaxed, an “information-storing and tracking system” is needed to enhance collaboration particularly between government agencies and private enterprises and to keep track of the participants’ whereabouts (SERI 2008: 7). Some retirees may choose to settle down in a single place and assimilate themselves into the local community while others may use Penang as their base to either visit other destinations in Malaysia or travel to neighbouring countries by taking advantage of the cheap airfares. Some may have left for home but continues to hold on to their visas. As such, MOTAC only has records of those who have terminated their participation or when their visa period ends naturally.

Furthermore, it would be difficult to assess the contributions of the Japanese participants to the Malaysian economy without a clear idea of their movements. The program may be viewed as a visa approval process but its significance lies in the economic contributions of the retirees. Incentives on car and home purchases are meant to encourage spending. Likewise, paying rentals, food, shopping and travelling contribute to generating income and jobs for local residents.13 These are important contributions apart from non-monetary ones such as the sharing of their knowledge and expertise with the local community. Since 2007, MOTAC has kept a record of the addresses of MM2H participants based on their residential property sales and purchase agreements. This obviously only pertains to those who have bought properties and not those who chose to rent.

An area of contribution that is often overlooked is medical tourism. As elderly people, there are plenty of chances for them to contribute to the development of Penang as a medical tourist destination. Japan, Indonesia and Singapore are considered to be the three largest groups of medical tourists in Penang (Liew and Lim 2015). The relatively high cost of healthcare in Japan is a push factor for the elderly Japanese to look abroad for treatment. But unlike Indonesians who may seek treatment in Penang due to the lack of medical facilities in their home country, healthcare services in Japan are much more developed. In other words, Japanese elders would be more familiar and comfortable with the healthcare culture in Japan than in Malaysia. It is thus not surprising that unfamiliarity with Malaysian healthcare practices and language barrier remain a major challenge for them (see Kohno et al. 2016). Hence, promoting Malaysia as having “advanced medical facilities” alone may be insufficient in wooing Japanese retirees to fully utilise the healthcare services in the country without offering a more conducive environment where they could identify with the healthcare support system and communicate clearly with local doctors and nurses.

In Penang, a few private medical centres and hospitals have resorted to the hiring of Japanese speaking interpreters to assist Japanese patients. This may help alleviate patients’ anxiety and is a positive development that can further bolster the promotion of the MM2H program in Japan. There are obviously opportunities for close collaboration between the program and the healthcare industry. One participant suggested that an old folks home for the Japanese be set up in Penang and urged MOTAC to consider a specialised medical insurance package for those aged 50 years and above as a further incentive under the program (MM2H participant, personal comm. October 2011).15 The main objective is not only to provide participants with visas for long term stay but to retain them in the country for a longer period. The longer they stay the more they will be able to contribute economically and socially.

Incentives offered under the MM2H program are certainly not without concerns. While car purchase incentive for program participants seems to be a non-issue, providing MM2H participants with the opportunity to own properties has not been well received by some Malaysians who viewed the scheme as an easy way for foreigners to purchase properties and cause the house prices to escalate rapidly. The real estate sector in Malaysia is viewed favourably compared to other countries such as Thailand because foreigners are allowed to own land. The top three preferred locations for property purchase were Penang, Kuala Lumpur and Selangor.15

In Penang Island where land is considered scarce, property prices have increased tremendously in the past five years. Housing developers were accused of building too many luxury homes catering to wealthy individuals and not to low- and middle-incomers who were no longer capable of owning landed properties, driving many to purchase their homes on the mainland. Since land matters are within the purview of individual state governments, there have been calls for states to set higher minimum purchase prices for foreigners to prevent them from competing directly with Malaysians in the property market.

Nevertheless, there have been no clear supporting evidences that foreigners investing in high-end residential properties were the cause of overall skyrocketing property prices. To what extend finger-pointed foreigners are MM2H participants are even less clear due to the lack of data and the fact that there are hardly any property development projects that is specifically catered to the needs of the MM2H buyers (SERI 2008: 5–6). In fact, interviews conducted with Japanese participants indicate that most do not have the intention to purchase properties to live or for the purpose of making a profit, preferring instead to rent.16 This allows them to enjoy their lives in a carefree manner since owning a property is seen as too cumbersome and restrictive. One key advantage of renting is the ability to move to a different location easily should the need arises or when there are unavoidable problems with neighbours.

CONCLUSION

The MM2H program has undergone a series of structural improvements to support Malaysia’s aim of becoming a sought-after destination for foreigners to retire and call it their second home. Consistency in new entries into the program testifies to the popular interest shown towards the program and the country. The next step is to enhance the monitoring capabilities and devise new strategies including cooperation with various sectors of the economy to provide a more rounded experience for the participants and keep them in the country for longer periods of time. It is thus necessary to identify and be attentive to the various needs of the participants. The Japanese retirees in Penang appear to prioritise less on big item purchases such as cars and homes and more on the conveniences and choices that Penang is able to offer them. This include the widely availability of food, outlets, ample sunshine, public transportation and flight options as well as the unique social composition of warm and friendly locals and a relatively safe environment.

NOTES

*     Benny Teh Cheng Guan is an associate professor at the School of Social Sciences, Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM), Penang. His research interests include East Asian regionalism, ASEAN community building, traditional security, human security and the politics of free trade agreements. He is the editor of Foreign Policy and Security in an Asian Century: Threats, Strategies and Policy Choices (World Scientific, 2014) and Human Security: Securing East Asia’s Future (Springer, 2012).

1     The top five cities are all in developed nations, namely Austria, Switzerland, New Zealand, Germany and Canada. Kuala Lumpur is ranked in at 86th.

2     The other countries were Canada (818), Spain (439), Philippines (406), Indonesia (401) and United States (281).

3     The Japanese community converged around Cintra Street (and Kampung Malabar), a red light district known to locals as the Jipun Kay (Little Japan Street). The karayukisans (Japanese prostitutes) mainly came from impoverished regions of Kyushu in search of a better life (Liang 2002: 3). Out of 207 Japanese residing in Penang in 1910, 149 were females (out of which 126 were prostitutes) and 58 males (ibid: 2).

4     The Look East Policy was an initiative by then Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad for Malaysia to learn from the industrialisation experiences and work ethics of Japan (and South Korea).

5     The parent company, Country Heights Holdings Berhad, has set up a subsidiary company called Mines Express (MM2H) Sdn Bhd and is therefore still involved in the retirement program but no longer carry out heavy promotional activities.

6     For Hong Kong, there was a recorded figure of 29 participants (3.5 percent) for the period 1996–2001. Despite the lifting of restrictions on nationality, Japan, the United Kingdom and Western European countries continued to remain the main target groups.

7     The data are for the period from 2007 to 2015. The narrowing of the gap is clear when compared to the statistics for the period from 2007 to May 2011 with 67.4 percent for 50 years and above and 32.6 percent for below 50 years of age (MOTAC official, personal communication, May 2011).

8     The term “dependent” is broadened to include unmarried children aged 21 years and below, step-children, disabled children and parents.

9     To weed out problematic agents, they must first fulfill the minimum requirement of submitting 10 MM2H applications in a year in order to have their license renewed for the following year.

10   It would be unlikely for the MHA to allow full time work since it would not only require a working permit but the program itself is not designed to support economic migrants.

11   To qualify, younger applicants need to show proof of liquid assets worth at least RM500,000 and an offshore income of RM10,000 per month. Once approved, they will need to open a fixed deposit account of RM300,000 but are allowed to use half of the amount after a year for house purchase, children education and medical expenses. For the older group category, it is RM350,000 of liquid assets and an offshore income of RM10,000 per month but upon approval can either choose to open a fixed deposit account of RM150,000 and withdraw up to RM50,000 in the second year or show proof of a pension scheme of at least RM10,000 per month (usually government pension) approved by the MM2H program (MOTAC website).

12   About 10 in-depth interviews were carried out with Japanese participants and MM2H agents.

13   A recent study suggests that retirees under the MM2H program spend on average RM6,030 (USD1,370) per month. This figure however covers multiple nationalities. There was no specific breakdown of monthly expenditure based on nationality (Wong and Musa 2017).

14   Approved MM2H participants must hold medical insurance coverage but exemptions are given to those who are ineligible due to their age or certain medical history.

15   In 2011, the preferred locations based on the numbers of property purchased were Kuala Lumpur (52.5 percent), Selangor (20.3 percent), Penang (15.1 percent), Johor (5.07 percent), Sabah (1.94 percent) and others (5.09 percent) (MOTAC official, personal communication, May 2011).

16   This seems to be generally the case. Wong and Musa (2017) found from their survey of 504 MM2H international retirees that over 70 percent of them stay in rented properties.
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ABSTRACT

The question “why transplanted Western democracy in Southeast Asia could not thrive as intended” has yet to be answered. A possible answer to the question could be found in the dynamics of cultural encounter between the traditional Southeast Asian society and Western democracy. The case of the Muslim province of Lanao del Sur in the Philippines provides us an understanding how Western democratic institutions were translated and localised. The adaptation of Western democracy meant to restructure the political boundaries and especially for the Muslim Maranao to integrate into the bigger Christian dominated polity. Although the system of authority changed from the traditional to the so-called legal one, the traditional conception of social relations and authority still shape the Maranao politics. Western democratic institutions are observed only superficially. And the transformed Western democracy caused conflicts and armed struggle among the locals.

Keywords: The Philippines, Maranao politics, western democracy, localisation of democracy, hybridisation of democracy

INTRODUCTION

Southeast Asian countries, save for Thailand, experienced long periods of Western colonisation. During these times, various aspects of Western ideology and institutions such as individualism, capitalism and the rule of law were applied in the region. These became the bedrock for the modern political system of democracy, which began expanding in some Southeast Asian countries after achieving independence from the colonial rule. In the case of the Philippines, however, the Americans, who took over the Philippines from the Spanish in 1898, tried to transplant democracy through education and political tutelage during its occupation of the islands. It was only during the American colonial period that the entire Philippine archipelago came into being as one entity. During the Spanish colonial period of 1565 to 1898, the Muslim society in the Philippine Mindanao islands was not entirely subjugated. The ceaseless military campaign to conquer Muslim communities made the region isolated from the outside world for centuries. When the Americans came to control the area, the Muslims were seen to have been able to maintain and safeguard its old traditions, which were little tainted by Western influences. Philippine Muslim society then provides a valuable case where the dynamics of cultural encounter between the traditional Southeast Asian society and Western democracy may be observed. This study aims to understand how Western democratic institutions were translated and localised in a Muslim province of the Philippines, and focuses specifically on the province of Lanao del Sur in Mindanao.

The Muslims in the Philippines are composed of several ethno-linguistic groups or societies, which greatly differ from each other in history, culture, and language. Local peoples in the region used ethnic designators, such as Tausug, Magindanao, and Maranao to label themselves (Tan 1984: 12). Unlike the other two major ethnic groups, the Maranao of Lanao have not reached the degree of political centralisation by a strong sultanate. Their proximity to the lake gives them their name Maranao, which means “lake dwellers” or people residing in or within the vicinity of the lake (Barcenas 2000: 128). The Maranao pre-Islamic tradition is believed to be similar to the general model of Philippine society, the barangay system (Mednick 1975: 363; Saber 1967: 67). Earlier writers appropriately described Lanao as “the land of 1001 sultans and datus” for depending on the specific structural level one refers to, one does come up with countless sultans or datus (Baradas 1973: 278).

Today, the home province of the ethnic Maranao is Lanao del Sur, which is part of the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) of the Philippines. Lanao del Sur has a population of 1,045,429 (2015 census) and consists of 1,159 barangays, 39 municipalities, and 1 component city, the Islamic City of Marawi, the provincial capital. Lanao del Sur is known as the poorest province of the whole country, which also has the highest prevalence cases of rido (clan conflict) (Adam and Boer 2015: 12, 18). As a province of the Philippines, Lanao del Sur follows the democratic system of governance, and merits our examination, in order to understand the hybrid characteristics of democracy in the contemporary Southeast Asia.

In known literatures of Southeast Asian studies, the traditional polity of Southeast Asia has been described by way of concepts such as the mandala (Wolters 1982), galactic polity (Tambiah 1976), and the negara (Geertz 1980). The fluid network or alliance system among semi-autonomous localities was a common feature of the polity, roughly based on Hindu cosmology. The state functions as a ruling body quite different from the old Chinese or Western kingdoms which control peoples and territories through a centralised government. In Negara: The Theatre State in Nineteenth-Century Bali (1980), Geertz argues that the Negara was not a mechanism for extracting surpluses from the peasantry nor an administrative tool for the coercive execution of policy, but a continuing tableau vivant of Bali’s cosmologically-based conceptions of hierarchy. He also concludes that this model may be extended to most of the “Indic” states of ancient Southeast Asia and provides an essential corrective to the overly coercive-administrative view of the state dominant in Western political theory since the 16th century. Even though Islam has been a dominant religion among the Maranao since its coming to the region in the 17th century, the type of Maranao polity was closer to Geertz’ Negara than that of Arabian sultanate.

There are a number of studies about the changes of Philippine political system after the imposition of Western democratic institutions. For a broad perspective, Hutchcroft’s Colonial Masters, National Politicos, and Provincial Lords: Central Authority and Local Autonomy in the American Philippines, 1900–1913 (2000) explains the state characteristics that American colonisers introduced in the Philippines. He argues that American colonisers tried to obtain the support of the local elites rather than to implement a reform program without their help. This policy orientation was executed through extensive systems of patronage, and resulted in promoting local autonomy at the expense of central authority. A study of the early Philippine elections by Lande and Cigler, Competition and Turnover in Philippine Congressional Elections, 1907–1969 (1979), reveals that the Philippine election as the most important democratic institution modelled after the American system. However, it employed informal political structures and responded to voter behaviour in a manner fundamentally different from that of the Americans. The above mentioned two studies attest that the Western democratic system was suited to local conditions for the convenience of the colonial administration.


In Lanao local context, and with consideration of modernisation theory, Saber deals with the issue of the contrasting traditional and modern authority systems in his dissertation The Transition from a Traditional to a Legal Authority System: A Philippine Case (1967). He provides a complete picture of the transformation of traditional authority to legal authority in the Maranao society. He argues that the notion of “transition” does not mean a complete change of the traditional authority system. In practice, traditional authorities and legal laws are seen as moving toward the integration of some of their elements to provide a new pattern of normative control. However, he also admits that modern authority increasingly gains wider internal ground in the changing social system of the Maranao, and it coincides with the level of urbanisation. Two studies, Mednick’s Sultans and Mayors: The Relation of a National to an Indigenous Political System (1975) and Warriner’s Traditional Authority and the Modern State: The Case of the Maranao (1975) explain how traditional elites reestablish political status and exploit new institutions. Mednick argues that the national political system is not in conflict with the indigenous system because, on the local level, the roles of mayors and sultans are largely compatible. The practice of universal suffrage calls into being a new powerful figure, the sultan-mayor who possesses both traditional and modern sources of power. Meanwhile, Warriner’s study reveals how locals exploit newly-introduced modern institutions for preserving traditional powers and relationships. The aforementioned three studies are relevant in understanding the current practice of democratic institutions in Maranao society. The authors, however, only described the outward changes, and not the growing conflicting elements from within. The armed rebellion emerging from discrimination and marginalisation define anti-Westernisation movements and prove the failure of the Western democratic system in the region.

A recent study by Adam and Boer, Conflict Mediation and Traditional Authority in the Province of Lanao del Sur, Mindanao (2015), suggests the positive role of traditional authority in solving local conflicts. Adam and Boer argue that in Lanao del Sur, formal state structures are mediated through kin-based institutions, hereby shaping specific hybrid institutions. However, they argue, these hybrid institutions or other informal forms of public authority are not necessarily perceived as something problematic, but more pragmatic. The main advantage of these hybrid institutions is that they have historically and organically grown and therefore have strong social embeddedness, thereby generating a sense of continuity, trust, and order. Adam and Boer’s study simply confirms some institutionalists’ arguments, like institutional “recombination” by Scott (2001) and the “path-dependence” of institutional change by North (1990), and prescribes the positive role of traditional elements for solving the persisting social conflicts.

Today, the question why transplanted Western democracy in Southeast Asia, including the Philippines, could not thrive as intended, still remains. It may be an exaggeration to say that there has been no changes in the Philippine and Maranao democracy ever since its introduction. The collection of articles on the Philippines edited by Yuko Kasuya and Nathan Gilbert Quimpo, The Politics of Change in the Philippines (2010), attests that the accumulated political experience and the socio-economic changes gradually impact the various aspects of the Philippine democracy. However, the popular labels for Philippine democracy such as “cacique democracy” (Anderson 1988), “electoral democracy” (Diamond 2002), “low quality democracy” (Case 1998), and “low intensity democracy” (Gills and Rocamora 1992) are still relevant. Major keywords in articulating Philippine politics include “patron-client,” “bossism,” “horse trade,” etc., quite different from conventional Western democracy. The case of Lanao del Sur may not be representative of the current status of Southeast Asian democracy, but it could provide a new angle in understanding how Western democracy was adapted and practiced in the cultural context of Southeast Asia.

As a modern political system, the representative democracy was born and evolved in the course of struggle over the sovereign power between the autocratic king and the people in the Western civilisation, especially in the UK, France, and the US. After defeating the absolute power of the king, the people began to concern about the representation of the people and the prevention of the rise of any absolute power. These concerns have translated into the Western democratic principles and institutions such as civil rights, election and the rule of law. Although no clear consensus on the definition of democracy exists yet, some characteristics such as legal equality, political freedom and the rule of law have been identified as the indispensable elements (O’Donnell 2005). Larry Diamond (2009) defined democracy in two ways, “Thin” democracy as a procedural definition and “Thick” democracy as a substantive definition. “Thin” democracy is, basically, based on the conduct of elections. “Thick” democracy is elections plus other elements such as the various spheres of freedom and rule of law as well as a vibrant civil society. Diamond assumes that thick democracy is the logical and preferred outcome of thin democracy. The thick democracy could be the ideal type of Western “liberal” democracy, and according to Youngs (2015), it is a goal to achieve by the democrats in all regions of the world.


However, due to the analytical difficulties of substantive democracy, scholars tend to give more emphasis on the procedural definition of democracy (Huntington 1991; Schumpeter 1942). The periodic conduct of free elections became the most important criterion to judge whether a political system is democracy or non-democracy. Such minimum definition of democracy caused the emergence of various types of democracy aside from Western “liberal” democracy. As an example, scholars called the unique characteristics of Asian democracy as “Asian-style or Asian Model of democracy” (Benjamin 2007; Hewison 1999; Neher 1994). Even though many Asian countries adopt the basic institutions of Western democracy, the way of conducting them is different depending on their own standpoints. A number of reasons has been applied to explain why the differences occur.

In this study, two most important elements of Western democracy—election and the rule of law—were taken into account to explain the Maranao style of democracy. Election as a means to create a legal authority is an indispensable element in a democratic system. And the rule of law is related to the state capability to control the social issues, which is not only to keep the society safe, but also to make possible elections free and fair and to set the constitutional limit of the elected power (Maravall and Przeworski 2003). Any types of political system without these two elements could not claim to be a democracy. Apparently transplanting democracy means the introduction of these two institutions to a non-democratic society.

The analysis in this study mainly relied on existing documents and publications, as well as extensive interviews with people from the locality. The interviews were conducted during several field researches in Lanao del Sur and Manila from 2013 to 2016. The interviewees constitute various individuals, including intellectuals, politicians, datus and sultans, etc. The following section, Section Two, covers the historical background of the province of Lanao del Sur. Meanwhile, Section Three deals with the transformation of Western democratic institutions in Lanao del Sur and analyses the electoral practices and adherence to the rule of law. The last section offers a summary and conclusion.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE PROVINCE OF LANAO DEL SUR

The political set-up of the pre-Islamic Philippines was based on the barangay system or datuship. Datuship was somewhat feudal-type of social organisation where members were related to one another by kinship rather than political and economic ties. The different datuships, therefore, maintained political independence, although interdependence existed among them because of internal trade and necessary alliances against common enemies (Abdulrachman and Makol 2013: 25). The coming of Islam brought a new political institution, the sultanate. According to Filipino historian Cesar Majul, the Philippines began to adopt Islam in the early 14th century, with the Maranaos becoming Islamised in the early 17th century (Majul 1971: 56–78).

The introduction of the sultanate hastened the state process by providing a super-structure over the scattered datuships. This was true for Sulu and Magindanao area,1 but not Lanao. The system of sultanate in Lanao thrived alongside pre-Islamic social structure. The differences could be noted by way of topography. The Lanao region embraced Lake Lanao, which irrigates rich rice paddy land around it, and is surrounded by fertile upland areas. Such topography provides reliable subsistence and refuge from domination. Lake Lanao itself allows free movement in all boundaries, which makes political and economic dominance quite impossible (Bentley 1984: 651). Maranao polity resembled commonly found elements in traditional Southeast Asia. It is characterised by kinship ties of collectivism; sports a hierarchical structure, though not bureaucratic but consultative; is led by “big men”; has a mandala-style government where chiefs dominate the less powerful, among others (Abdulrachman and Makol 2013: 24).

The traditional Maranao society as a whole is called pat a pengampong (state), and it divided territorially four sub-pengampongs (sub-states), namely Bayabao, Masiu, Unayan, and Baloi. In terms of governing structure, the four sub-pengampongs are coequal in power and prestige. They are bound together in a sort of confederation or alliance, governed by an ancient order or law defining the relationship among communities and their members. The four sub-pengampongs have their own sub-units of suko (district), inged (township), and agama (village community). Each level of organisation from a sub-pengampong to an agama is governed by a pelokelokesen (council of elders), representing the interests of people. The elders who enforce authority function as a group with a not so clearly delineated executive, legislative, and judicial authorities. In general, interpersonal and interpositional connections or relations operate in different situations (Saber 1967: 72, 178).

Today, the four sub-pengampongs consists of 9 suko and 43 inged. According to Jamel Cayamodin, it is at the inged level where one can find political units with inheritable titles such as datu and sultan, etc. There are two categorical rankings of inged—the pegawidan (supported or superordinate), of which there are 15 sultans; and the pegawid (supporting or subordinate), of which there are 28 sultans (Cayamodin 2013: 80). The ingod is further subdivided into sectors, called agama,2 and again into bangon, the level of significant kin interaction (Baradas 1973: 275). According to Samuel Tan, the social organisation of Filipino Muslim societies was non-Islamic and followed the matrix of social organisations throughout the Philippine archipelago. It was also established in insular Southeast Asia but not in the rest of the Islamic world (Tan 1984: 11).

The authority system of traditional Maranao society is based on titular succession. If a datu or sultan dies, the members of one bangensa (community) would hold consultations to determine the legitimate successor to the throne (Cayamodin 2007: 75). The succession issue is one of the most frequent reasons for the clan conflicts, or the so-called rido (Adam and Boer 2015). The immediate kin group’s active role and interest in supporting the claimant rest on the fact that they too would benefit immensely when a member of the clan acquires the title. The individual’s validated rank, evidenced by the holding of a title, affects the ranks of all his relatives, as this shapes the way they are to be perceived by the rest of the villagers (Baradas 1973: 277).

When it comes to the rule of law, traditional Maranao relied on indigenous law such as taritib and igma, as well as Islamic Law. According to Moctar Matuan, the indigenous laws are themselves continuously influenced by Islamic Law. In fact, the word taritib and igma are said to have been adopted from two original Arabic terms: tartib and ijma. The former means arrangement or order while the latter refers to the consensus of jurists about a question of law at a particular point in history (Matuan 2007: 73).

Traditional Maranao society began to change under the American colonial rule, brought about by the Treaty of Paris of 1898. During the entire period of Spanish colonial rule, traditional Maranao society was relatively independent and isolated from the rest of the Philippines due to the sustained armed struggle against the Spanish (Benitez 1969: 10). The American military campaigns in Lanao began in 1903 and extended to 1906. The organisation of the Moro Province in 1903 was the first step to instituting American sovereignty in the Muslim world (Tan 1984: 67).

Political, social, and economic changes began in Lanao. Provincial and district institutions were created and the public school system was introduced; an American-inspired judicial system was put up alongside the imposition of the cedula (head tax). Christians were encouraged to migrate to Muslim lands and slavery was abolished (Che Man 1990: 23, 47). The new administrative structure, with its national, provincial, city, municipality, and barrio units, superimposed upon the social and territorial jurisdiction of the pengampong. The municipal board is responsible to the provincial board, and the mayor is responsible to the provincial governor. This hierarchical system of authority is different from that of the one followed by the “elders” who were not answerable to any superior external authority and non-existing central authority of the Pangampong (Benitez 1969: 14; Saber 1967: 102).

Under the colonial governmental organisation, the Department of Mindanao and Sulu replaced the special military administration of the Moro Province in 1914. It was again replaced by the Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes in 1916, through the enforcement of the Jones Law.3 The Bureau was abolished in 1930, and was replaced by the Commission for Mindanao and Sulu, as provided for in Commonwealth Act No. 75. It was an advisory agency to the national government, which dealt with the direct management of Muslim affairs under the Commonwealth (1935–1946)4 (Barcenas 2000: 139; Saber 1967: 76).

The policies adopted by the Commonwealth government included features which adversely affected the traditional authority system of the Maranao. For one, the government refused to recognise traditional titles. The policy of non-recognition of traditional authority was expressed in a memorandum by President Manuel L. Quezon, where he underscored the weakness in the policy adopted by the government in recognising datus by making them ex-officio officials of the government. This policy, according to Quezon, must be stopped and changed radically as it gives the impression that there is a dual government. Quezon instructed governors and municipal presidents in the provinces, under the jurisdiction of the Commissioner for Mindanao and Sulu, to deal directly with the people instead of with datus, settlers, leaders, or caciques (Barcenas 2000: 139).

Under the independent Philippine administrative structure, the ethnic Maranao predominantly inhabit the province of Lanao del Sur and some parts of its neighbouring provinces. The provinces of Lanao del Sur and Lanao del Norte were established in 1959 by way of Republic Act No. 2228. Marawi was designated as the capital of Lanao del Sur. The city was renamed the “Islamic City of Marawi” in 1980. By implementing the 1987 Philippine Constitutional provision (Art. 10, Sec. 15), the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) was established. In a 1989 plebiscite, Lanao del Sur voted to join ARMM, but the people of Marawi City voted not to join. Marawi City joined ARMM in 2001 following a plebiscite held after the 1996 Final Peace Agreement between the Philippine government and the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), an armed Muslim rebel group.


Currently, Lanao del Sur has two congressional districts and 40 municipalities (including Marawi City). The whole province is headed by a duly elected governor while each municipality is led by a mayor. These two districts have their respective representatives to the lower house of the Philippine congress. Each of 40 municipalities is further subdivided into smaller political units called barangay, and are led by an elected chairperson. According to Jamel Cayamodin, Lanao del Sur embraces three types of political system—the multiple sultanate system, democratic unitary system, and revolutionary Islamic system (Cayamodin 2013: 78). The following section deals with the reason why such a multiple political system emerged in a modern political system, and how the democratic system was practiced within the complex system of Maranao politics.

TRANSFORMING DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTION IN LANAO DEL SUR

Modernists assert that societies always emerge from its traditional beginnings. The contrast between traditional and modern social structure has been discussed extensively by way of various typologies, such as the status-contract society (Sir Henry Maine), kinship-political societies (Vinogradoff), gemeinschaft-gesellschaft (Toennies), and communal-associational relations (MacIver), etc., (Mckinney 1966; Redfield 1947). In the process of modernisation, it is natural that the authority system also changes from the traditional to the legal one, which affects all other aspects of the social structure (Saber 1967: 210).

Transplanting the Western democratic system to Lanao came along with the conscious efforts to change the local cultures and make it fit the modern governmental system. The public school system which used English as a medium of instruction was introduced for the younger generation, and Christian missionary activities spread around the region. The new administrative division imposed upon traditional kinship society restructured the political society into a territorial jurisdiction. Local administrators were first appointed by the central authority, and later on, the election system was gradually put into place to fill the various public positions. These changes happened not only in Lanao but also all around the Philippines. However, the impact was different because Christianised areas had already been put under a loosely centralised governmental system, as well as a limited election system during the Spanish colonial period. The Western educational system and Christian missionary activities were not entirely foreign to the Christianised Filipinos.


However, the Muslim Maranaos had to face a totally new system of government. The dominant authority of the appointed or elected public officials were superimposed on the traditional elites. Likewise, the role of the traditional elites in settling conflicts among their subordinates lost its ground due to the establishment of a legal police agency which represented by the modern government. In effect, the locus of power shifted from traditional leadership composed of the sultans and datus to modern political leadership exercised by the legal officials (Benitez 1969: 15). The newly-introduced modern institutions could only be perceived by the Maranaos as challenges or new opportunities depending on the situation.

The newly-introduced modern system of government operated under traditional local culture, which proved inconsistent. Fred Riggs called it a “prismatic model of society,” which refers to the “co-existence of traditional and modern cultural systems, each with its distinctive norms and practices.” Clashes between the traditionalists and modernists, along with organisational dysfunction, were expected to occur (Abdulrachman and Makol 2013: 29). The case of Lanao also confirms Riggs’ model, as explicated in according to various literature. In the process of acculturation, adults were usually too late for formal education and training, which compelled them to send their youth to modern institution of leaning and acquiring knowledge and power. This was the case of many traditional Maranao elites, who prepared their next generations to remain in power under the newly-emerging political system (Saber 1967: 184).

Unlike the traditional political system of Lanao where the authority was dispersed among various local clan leaders, the new authority system is hierarchical, where power emanates from the central government and cascades down to the local barangay level. Upon imposing a new rule of the game for acquiring political authority, some traditional elites who were receptive to the new political environment tried to reinvent themselves to fit into the new system. Competitions for the appointed or elected positions among the political aspirants become so severe that they utilised whatever means to win. The traditional values of unity and cooperation among elites have been replaced by competition and rivalry in power (Abdulrachman and Makol 2013: 30).

New political values and institutions loosened the grip of traditional social structures and practices in Lanao.5 The new system also changed the most important role of traditional leaders in conflict mediation. The legal position provided stronger leverage for conflict mediation. Traditional elites began to utilise the modern government apparatus to reinforce their power and influence both in the traditional and modern spheres. They coordinated with local government agencies in resolving conflicts and implementing government projects and programs. These functions were strengthened and became officially legitimised as they assumed political positions in the government (Barcenas 2000: 142; Saber 1967: 105).

As they competed for government positions, the clans also sought the support of powerful men outside of their communities, especially prominent political figures in Manila. Under such political environment, local political aspirants exerted effort to connect with outsiders, that the interest of the people from the locality became secondary.6 Due to the centralised political system, local politicians played the role of agents who carry out the central government’s programs in the region, even if these are contradictory to the interests of the locality people. A representative case in the earlier period was the facilitation and protection of Christian migrants to the Muslim area. This fact engendered increasing distrust of the traditional elites who turned to a government officer (Brown 1988: 72). Upon expanding the educational and political opportunity to the wider populace, the initial monopoly of political power by the traditional elites was increasingly challenged. The most prominent figures who challenged the traditional politicians were the scholar groups, the ulama, and the youth who had modern higher education.

The ulama groups abhorred not only the traditional elites’ manipulation of democratic institutions for their own interests but also the degradation of Islamic values by the influence of Westernisation. They believed that politicians gave a bad name to Islam and corrupted Muslims, by turning politics into an instrument of social degradation, criminality and other un-Islamic acts (Madale 1998: 19). They tried to find an alternative way from the international Islamic reform movement. A group of ulama organised an Islamic reform movement called “Kamilol Islam Society”7 in 1936 with the cooperation of some traditional elites (Midori 2009: 145). The Islamic social movement gradually affected local politics in Lanao. Some Islamic idealists also tried to engage in modern politics by running in local elections with Islamic party platforms. Examples of this are the Ompia (Reform) Party and the Ulama Party, among others (Panda 2009). Aside from them, there were also some people, especially the educated youth, who organised militant groups for armed struggle against the Philippine government. The Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) and the Moro Islamic Liberation Fronts (MILF) are representative cases. Both struggled for the establishment of an independent Islamic state at the most, or at least, the achievement of meaningful autonomy. Every government of the Philippines tried to resolve the armed rebellions through peace talks or military campaigns, but the conflict has yet to be settled until today.


The factors described above—the inclusion of the Muslim area to the Christian dominated Philippines, the imposition of the new political system, the Islamic Reform movement, and the outbreak of armed struggles—have affected the way of adaptation and transformation of Western democracy in Lanao. By examining the historical context and the operational mechanisms of the two key institutions of Western democracy in Lanao, the real features of localised democracy in Lanao del Sur would be unpacked in the following sections.

Elections in Lanao del Sur

When the Americans introduced elections to the Philippines, local elections came ahead of national election. The first local election in the Philippines under the American rule was the 1900 experimental municipal election which covered only a few peaceful barrios. This election triggered the formation of modern political parties in the Philippines. The local election for provincial governors was held for the first time in 1902, and it covered only 32 of the total 40 provinces. The first national election for the Philippine National Assembly was held in 1907 where suffrage was quite limited;8 Muslims and other non-Christian tribes were not included. In 1916 the US Congress passed the Jones Law (the Philippine Autonomy Act) which provided the basis for delegating the entire legislative power to the Filipino. In the 1916 national elections for the both chambers of Philippine Congress, Muslims and non-Christian tribes were still not allowed to vote. Filipino Muslims were formally included in the Philippine local election system from 1932 and the Philippine national election system in 1935 (Carlos and Banlaoi 1996: 12–52).

The first local election in Lanao province was the municipal election of Dansalan (hereafter, Marawi)9 in 1932. However, the election was stopped due to serious quarrels among the mayoralty aspirants, resulting in the death of four people. In the end, a non-Maranao, Soriano Dologmandin, was appointed mayor (term, 1932–1934), replacing the first appointed major, Bernabe Duran (term, 1929–1931). In the following local elections in 1935, incumbent Dologmandin won the mayoralty of Marawi. The first national election for Congress was held in 1935; a non-Maranao, Tomas Cabili, was elected, and served for two terms until 1941. According to Benitez, the elected mayors of Marawi mostly came from traditional elites; they were either sons or relatives of past and present traditional elite families10 (Benitez 1969: 20–24).

With only a few exceptions, the politics of Lanao has been controlled by a few political clans—the Alontos, the Dimaporos, and the Balindongs. Those clans descended from traditional sultans.11 The case of Mahid Mutilan was quite exceptional. He did not come from a traditional elite family. He hails from a poor family and represents the modern Islamic scholar with B.A. in Philosophy and Psychology and PhD in Theology. He founded the Ompia Party, basing its creed on Islamic principles and distancing itself from the corrupt political behaviour of the traditional elites. He was elected city major of Marawi in 1988, and governor of Lanao del Sur for three terms in 1992, 1995, and 1998. His success was initially possible because of the political climate change, brought about by the democratisation of the Philippines after the collapse of the 15-year Marcos dictatorship (1971–1986). The new political experiment led by the local ulama seemed to earn currency (Panda 2009). However, it did not take long before the traditional elites were reinstated in Lanao politics. In the 2001 local elections, the Alonto clan reclaimed the governorship of Lanao del Sur. The Ompia Party was mired in strife and was divided into several factions after the sudden death of the leader Mahid Mutilan in 2007. The failure of the new political experiments by the local ulama was mainly due to the deeply-embedded electoral practices among the Maranaos.

Under the Philippine political context, local politics heavily depended on the climates of national politics. The nomination of local candidates is usually done by the big men in Manila, mostly party leaders, who are capable of mobilising political resources such as network and election fund. Consequently, local candidates are encouraged to establish closer relations with the big men in order to be assured of party support. It is observed that one cannot even become a town mayor without having travelled to Manila, get a padrino, and spent so much money (Benitez 1969: 41; Madale 1986: 31). According to Maranao lawyer and public officer Sagad Mabaning (interview, 2 February 2016, Manila), it is still a prerequisite to amass economic resources to travel and socialise with the people in Manila when running for office in Lanao del Sur.

Once connection with national party leaders is established, candidates may start the campaign, mobilising all possible means to win local voters. The three G’s (Gold, Goons, Guns) are often mentioned by many scholars as integral in Philippine elections. These elements are particularly observable in the elections in Lanao del Sur. Maranao scholar Jamel Cayamodin (interview, 11 August 2016, Manila) reports that in election campaign periods, candidates for governorship would call on each municipal leaders to broker deals. Candidates and municipal leaders negotiate various deals like how much money to give and the benefits in case of winning. A candidate for city or municipality mayorship does the same to each barangay official, and a candidate for the barangay chairmanship does the same to each family.

A candidate also uses the system of reciprocity existing between the sultans and the followers. Even though traditional titles are only titular in the modern political system, the existing kinship makes it still meaningful in the political process. The sultans often play the role of patron by attending to the needs of the followers. As recipients of favours, the followers in turn are expected to support the sultans in whatever occasions. Reciprocity, as it operates between the sultans and the followers, is carried over into the political sphere. During elections, the sultans are considered political brokers of their respective communities. The sultans can easily mobilise the people to support any candidate during the election period12 (Benitez 1969: 45; Langco 2014: 116).

Being political brokers, the sultans decide whom to support. It is also an important consideration for them to support the winnable candidate. Once an agreement has been brokered, the sultans will mobilise relatives and bargain for their votes. Western democracy, which is founded on the rational choice of individual citizens, challenges the Maranao democracy, where collective rationality overrides individual preference. Adam and Boer described how such mechanism is practiced in the case of the municipal elections held in 2013 in the municipality of Kapatagan:


Different sub-clans were intensively discussing which candidate to support. When a final decision was ultimately made, a so-called kanduli (celebration) was organized to state openly support for one particular candidate that placed this sub-clan within the coalition of the “mother clan.” However, these alliances are never fixed and can easily change in the run-up to new elections (Adam and Boer 2015: 19).



Elections among Maranaos are battles that must be won whatever the cost. The incumbent officers privately utilise their official powers and prerogatives in the election process. This practice contributed in creating political dynasties in the Philippines. Lanao is not an exception. Elective positions are inherited from father to son or daughter, or husband to wife, and so on. In Lanao del Sur, the Alonto-Adiong clan is the strongest political dynasty.13 Political violence is often mentioned as commonplace in Philippine elections. ARMM, where Lanao de Sur belongs, rates the highest frequency of election-related violence (Co et al. 2013: 66). According to Matuan’s study, the six major causes of rido (clan conflict) in Lanao del Sur are politics (52 cases), land disputes (45 cases), maratabat [clan honor] (28 cases), retaliation (27 cases), accidents (26 cases), and drug related cases (25 cases). The cases of politics, maratabat, and retaliation are more or less related with elections. Election-related conflicts tend to escalate into full-blown rido and deaths for many people (Matuan 2007: 77–79). In Lanao del Sur, elections are scheduled to held regularly.14 The end of one election means the start of another campaign for the next elections. Elections are part of daily existence where friends become enemies and enemies friends depending on the political climate (Mednick 1975: 87).

What is the reason then for the Maranao elites’ obsession in with elective positions? In the Western democratic system, an election is a legitimate institution where a person of authority is selected. Unlike traditional Lanao leadership where inherited authority was widely distributed among community leaders, the Western democratic system is designed to organise a centralised hierarchical authority system. The higher position holds power and privilege. In a study on Marawi elections, Benitez notes that “candidates devise ways and means to win the struggle since victory means the enhancement of one’s maratabat and enjoyment of power, money, and patronage” (Benitez 1969: 44). Mednick also argues that “the Maranao traditional elites vie for government posts or ally themselves with office-holders in order to enforce traditional authority and outstrip rivals” (Mednick 1975: 87).

Jamel Cayamodin (interview, 4 August 2016, Manila), notes that Maranaos vie for government positions for “money and livelihood.” He reports that the “election is nothing but competition to get the Internal Revenue Allotment (IRA) and employment opportunities.” Based on the Local Government Code of 1991 (RA 7160), the Philippine government allocates the IRA to each Local Government Unit (LGU). Some local governments also have additional local sources of revenue such as property taxes and government fees. According to the financial report of the local government of Lanao de Sur, the IRA is pegged at 97.17 percent, 94.97 percent, and 97.81 percent in 2012, 2013, and 2014 respectively.15 This means that the IRA is the most important source of income in Lanao del Sur. It was observed that prior to the granting of IRA by virtue of the Local Government Code, few wanted to run for office in the barangay level. Since being granted the IRA, rivalries in barangay elections intensified, and the number of rido caused by political rivalry significantly increased (Matuan 2007: 79).

Adam and Boer (2015) report that in the municipality of Kapatagan, an arrangement of blood money payment exists where 50 percent had to be paid by the perpetrator and 50 percent by the mediator. This shows that eligible leaders must have enough money to mediate the conflicts. Traditionally, sultans and datus played the role of mediator, and they accumulated resources from the community land or taxation. However, such privileges were stripped under the modern government system. Quite remarkably, 50 percent of the blood money is simply understood by the Maranaos as money coming from the government, thus directly indicating the close relationship between the role of politicians as mediators and the fact that state resources are directly used in these practices (Adam and Boer 2015: 24). In the end, the potential use of public funds for personal reasons makes elections in Lanao del Sur a competition not for leadership in a modern democratic system but for paternalistic authority in traditional society.

The Rule of Law in Lanao del Sur

In order for a democratic system to operate effectively, Linz and Stepan (1996) emphasised that political power should be exercised according to the established procedures and norms. In addition, the system of checks and balances among the state, market, and civil society should be worked seamlessly. In other words, the Western democratic system could not stand alone without the established rule of law, which regulates not only the election process but also the exercise of political power.

When conflicts happen in traditional Lanao society, sultans or datus played the role of mediator, and judged based on traditional customary laws, called taritib. Any important decisions for the community were made with the consensus of the elders. In such rural, simple, and self-sufficient society, the role of the state represented by the traditional leadership was quite limited, its structure and function overlapping without clear distinction. The legitimacy of leadership came from the succession rule of taritib, and the exercise of power was personal and absolute without any defined accountability. On the contrary, the role of elected public officers under the Western democratic system is clearly defined by law, and the exercise of power is subject to legal and political accountability. In the classic literature on political culture, Pye and Verba (1965) classified the former as a parochial political culture and the later as participatory political culture.

In an earlier study about Marawi City politics, Benitez (1969: 34, 57) observed that what actually occurred, and still occurs, in the city’s political setting was the fusion of democratic political institution with traditional institutions and practices. Since most of the elected officials belong to respected and influential traditional elite families, their traditional status and roles remain in their respective localities. However, due to the inflation of traditional title holders in Lanao, not all sultans are elected. In the Philippine legal system, the title of sultan is nothing but “decoration.” The sultan of Tara says this: “The power of the sultan is grabbed by the mayors and barangay captains. They can give money to the offended party. The people lose their confidence in the sultan because we do not have money, can’t solve the problems. We lost power and control over people in the barangay” (Adam and Boer 2015: 24). This statement from the sultan of Tara’s shows that somehow, authority and legitimate power shifted from the dispersed traditional elites to the concentrated few legal officials.

Being “sultan-mayor” has become a position of prestige, influence, and authority, which combine traditional and legal authorities. No capable accountability systems are in place for traditional/legal officials in the Lanao del Sur. Parochial political culture common in the rural areas in the Philippines, as well as weak state penetration into the Lanao society, have resulted in conflict situations. Lanao del Sur is one of the heavily-affected areas by the prolonged armed conflicts ever since the Spanish colonial era. After the independence of the Philippines, the armed struggle by the well-organised Muslim rebel groups in the late 1960’s made the region a conflict zone where the line of legal authority is not very clear. In fact, the Philippine National Police is not the only rule enforcer in the area; rebel groups also act like quasi-police and engage in the public affairs.16

Today, there coexist three different types of laws among the Maranao—the traditional taritib, Islamic law, and Philippine law. The traditional taritib are still being widely practiced among people as far as family or clan-related matters are concerned. Islamic law is officially being implemented through the Sharia court, mostly for civil and religious matters. The Philippine law is applied to civil, criminal, and administrative matters. The distinction among the three justice systems is not very clear, and the rule implementation is not unified. Such multifold judicial system contributes to the deterioration of the rule of law, and it affects not only the peace and order situation but also the operation of democratic institutions such elections and governance.

It is said that the majority of the Maranao do not report the deaths of their kin to the Philippine legal authorities. In addition, not a single rido was solely resolved by the Philippine legal system. These indicate that the Maranao traditional taritib still remains to be a strong and effective means to resolve rido (Matuan 2007: 94). One local non-governmental organisation, Rido Inc., led by Sultan Abdul Hamidullah “Pogie” T. Atar, argues that the Maranao consider these formal institutions as alien and only imposed by a (post)-colonial state on a much older cultural tradition and social order which still enjoys high legitimacy among Maranaos (Adam and Boer 2015: 12). In an interview, Sultan Pogie (interview, 10 February 2015, Marawi City) lamented the lawless situation among the Maranaos. He conveys the following: “statistics indicate that the casualties of the armed conflicts have reached 120,000. However, other data tells us that the incidents of rido are indirectly related with the conflict situation, the unstable judicial system, prevalent poverty, and many others. The main reason for this is the lack of a system for conflict resolution.”

In the Western democratic system, elections are deemed most important as a way to place political accountability on elected officials. The strict and unbiased implementation of the rule of law is an important means to secure clean and fair elections. When such conditions are not fulfilled, the political accountability system fails to function and finds itself compromised. Maranao scholar and politician Armin Barra reports that various malpractices plague Maranao elections, from voter registration up to the vote counting. These include multiple voting (where paid voters are popularly called “flying voters”), vote-buying, and other violations by the election camps. By experience, Maranaos believe that the IRA would not be spent for its rightful purposes, only to be misappropriated by public officials. Another Maranao scholar, Ali Panda, argues that voters justify accepting money from the candidates, particularly those in power, since the money is from public funds anyway that were never used for the improvement of the city, municipality, or province. They see nothing wrong with this. In addition, the constituencies also receive money from other candidates because once they get elected, they will also do the same. Such belief makes vote-buying and selling a standard practice among the Maranaos (Panda 2009: 69).

When it comes to the legal aspect of accountability, the weak Philippine judicial system makes legal protests for electoral fraud or cases against the breach of public authority totally useless. There are some indications that show the low rating of the Philippine accountability system. The corruption perception index from the Transparency International shows that the Philippine ranks 134 out of 178 sample states in 2010. The voice and accountability index of the World Governance Indicators by the World Bank shows that the Philippines maintained a 40 percent to 60 percent downward trend from 1996–2009. The rule of law index from the World Justice Project shows that the Philippines ranks 8 to 12 out of 13 Asia-Pacific countries in every indicators.17 Ali Panda observes that Maranao candidates know that money counts in charges of election fraud and irregularities. Contenders usually receive the final decision coming from the Supreme Court when the next election is just around the corner (Panda 2009: 70). Under such a weak and slow judicial system, elections have become a battleground for privileges and power.

Today’s unstable rule of law condition in Lanao del Sur could be a side effect of the aforementioned cultural transmission from the outside world. Integration programs introduced by Americans, and much later, the Philippine government, were not completely embraced. This created a setback. The cultural incompatibility deepened the frustration of some sectors of the local populace, which resulted in prolonged armed conflicts. The conflict situation again diminished the power of state penetration in Maranao society. Due to the incompetent national judicial system, local customary and religious laws remained in effect among the Maranaos. Also, the multifold judicial system could not provide a solid foundation for the Western democratic system to operate as it is designed to be, but it provided participants with many loopholes to play around.

CONCLUSION: HYBRIDISATION OF WESTERN DEMOCRACY

When the West became a dominant power of the world, its ideology and culture spread abroad in the name of Westernisation or modernisation. Democracy as a system of government is an integral part of the Westernisation. The basic principles of democracy were formed based on Western individualism and rationality, etc. However, when democracy was transplanted to non-Western contexts, it did not thrive in many different cultural soils. Some democracies gave way to dictatorships, or created hybrid forms of government by accommodating the local culture. Various factors may affect the success or failure of adapting and assimilating the democratic system.

The transplantation of the Western democratic system in the Philippines was a modernisation project by the Americans. Modernisation theory predicts that traditional society will eventually give way to a modern-legal society (Mckinney 1966; Redfield 1947). However, as Abdulrachman and Makol (2013: 20) argue, the process of cultural change does not occur overnight. It entails a long process of acculturation, assimilation, and adoption. In the long run, many elements in the culture will resist the changes. There are some elements of indigenous culture that resist the influence of newly-introduced foreign cultures. If the beliefs and practices from the outside world are adopted in full scale, then, traditional practice would be replaced. But if it is adopted partially, it would result to a hybrid one.


In the case of Lanao del Sur, Western democracy was introduced not by the will of the locals but by external forces. The adaptation of Western democracy also came along with its integration to the bigger Christian-dominated polity as a cultural minority group. This shows that Maranao politics has become heavily dependent on external factors. Under the new political environment, locals began to perceive the local power elites’ behaviour and the national policies as pushing them to a corner. Such perception provides space for resistance. Sporadic armed conflicts not only deterred social and cultural exchanges with the outside world, but also weakened the penetration of state authority onto the local. All of these conditions affected the practice of democratic institutions in Lanao del Sur.

The traditional authority system with collective identities is still functioning in the process of elections. The benefits of electoral victory are shared by families and clans which supported the winning candidate. The power and privileges of the elected officials are not much different from those of the traditional rulers. The weak system of the rule of law, whether caused by the strong local tradition or the weak state power of law implementation, makes election campaigns a lawless battle among competing parties. Due to the weak judicial system, elections do not function as a means of political accountability, and elected officials wield almost absolute power in their constituencies. As much as the traditional elements affect the democratic system, the traditional elites, who shrewdly adapted themselves into new political environment, are the major players of the local power struggle.

In fact, the introduction of Western democratic system to the Maranao changed the system of authority from the traditional to the legal one. Democratic institutions operate on a regular basis. But practices are very different. Elections and the rule of law are observed only superficially. The traditional conception of social relations and authority still shape the democratic system in Lanao del Sur. Various factors contributed to the hybrid characteristics of democracy in Lanao del Sur. The unsettled peace and order situation and the economic underdevelopment may be easily mentioned. It is also true that such social and economic conditions could be the side effects of the process of transplanting a Western democratic system to the incongruent cultural terrain.

From a regional perspective, the Maranao case is not at all unique in Southeast Asia. Southeast Asians have absorbed outer civilisations throughout history, but the adoption process was not a dogmatic but more eclectic. This tendency has been witnessed in the way some cultures embraced Chinese Confucianism without gender discrimination and Indic Hinduism without the caste system. Western democracy that transplanted to Lanao del Sur could not take root and grow as it intended. The reasons could be found in the context that it was transplanted and the embedded local culture. In this respect, our understanding on the democracies in Southeast Asia needs to be based on the local cultural contexts.
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1     The emergence of powerful sultanates was closely related to access to political resources. Magindanao sultans exploited the strategic location at the confluence of riverine travel routes, where they could extract from passing traders the surpluses necessary to finance military strength and hold surrounding regions in tributary relationships. The Tausug sultans of the Sulu archipelago exploited a concentration of interisland trade routes for similar purposes (See Bentley 1984).

2     Earlier writings (Goodenough 1955; Saber 1975; Warriner 1964) treated agama and not inged as the main political entity. Scholars wrote that the agama had a set of offices, and attended gatherings where they facilitate or make decisions. They follow established procedures for decision-making and taking action. Differences have been noted as the traditional administrative structure was expanded in time.

3     The Jones Law, also known as the Philippine Autonomy Act, was an organic act passed by the US Congress. The law replaced the Philippine Organic Act of 1902 and acted as a constitution of the Philippines from its enactment until 1934. The Jones Law created the first fully-elected Philippine legislature.


4     The Commonwealth of the Philippines was established through the Tydings-McDuffie Act of the United States Congress. It was designed as a transitional government for 10 years, in preparation for the country’s full achievement of independence.

5     An example could be found in the case the sultan of Lanao, Bernabe Duran who was a non-Maranao and the first appointed Marawi mayor (term, 1929–1931). The sultan of Lanao was a new self-made title by the incumbent mayor, which has no basis in the tradition of the taritib that does not permit any person to a title that collects overall power and influence over the entire pangampong organisation. The person who created the title for himself gained such influence as a government official that his followers also recognised his self-made title despite the resentment of other sultans and datus (Saber 1967: 157–158).

6     Many interviewees like Dr. Armin Barra, Dr. Ali B. Panda, among others (interview, 29−31 July 2014, Marawi City), lamented such practice of Lanao politics.

7     The society follows universal Islam principles rather than the indigenous Muslim culture of the Maranao. The activities constituted a response to the “civilisation policy” imposed by American colonial authorities on the Muslim community of the Philippines, in the form of resistance (see more details in Midori 2009: 149–50).

8     Suffrage was given only provided to males aged 21 years old and above, residing for six months in their districts, had other qualifications such as holding office prior to 13 August 1898, owned real property worth at least P 500, and could read, write or speak English or Spanish (Carlos and Banlaoi 1996: 18).

9     The Americans developed Dansalan as the centre of colonial administration in Lanao, which renamed Marawi (currently the Islamic City of Marawi) and later became the capital city of Lanao de Sur.

10   The category of “traditional leader” in the context of Lanao del Sur is subject to huge inflation and may not reveal that much about the actual social position of a person in a certain community (Adam and Boer 2015: 11).

11   The Alonto clan descends from the Sultan of Bayabao, the Dimaporo clan from the Sultan of Royale House of Masiu, and the Balindong clan to Sultan Amer Macaorao Balindong.

12   Each person who claims membership in one agama believes that he has a right to vote there, no matter where he lives. Thus, on election day, there is much traveling around as each seek to vote in each agama (Warriner 1975: 78).

13   The most notable members of the Alonto-Adiong clan are the following: Alauya Adiong Alonto, the first Muslim Senator and signatory to the 1935 Constitution; Datu Birua Alonto, mayor of Marawi City in 1938; Domocao Alangadi Alonto, governor, congressman, and senator from 1958 to 1961; Abdul Ghaffur Alonto, governor of Lanao del Sur for two terms from 1960 to 1967; Princess Tarhata Alonto-Lucman, governor, Lanao del Sur from 1970 to 1988; Rashid Lucman, congressman; Mamintal Adiong, congressman and governor, Lanao del Sur; Abul Khayr Alonto, Speaker, ARMM; Ansaruddin Alonto Adiong, Assemblyman and Regional Governor, ARMM; Mamintal Alonto Adiong Jr., governor, Lanao del Sur from 2007 to 2016.

14   Various elections come one after another. These are: (1) national and local elections for President, Vice President, senators, congressmen, governors and mayors; (2) elections for barangay officials, (3) elections for ARMM governor, vice governor and assemblymen, and (4) the mid (presidential) term elections for congressmen, provincial, and municipal officials.

15   Typically for municipalities, the IRA accounts for 90 percent of total revenues. Since cities have more sources of local revenues, IRA ranges from 50 percent to 70 percent of their total budget. The figures are from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internal_Revenue_Allotment (accessed 1 September 2016).

16   During the field work in Lanao del Sur, the author encountered several check points controlled by armed rebel groups. He also had a chance to talk with an MILF member assigned in an establishment in Marawi City as a security chief (interview, 2 August 2014, Marawi City).


17   The data were excerpted from the websites of the respective institutes: Transparency International (Transparency.org), World Bank (GovIndicators.org), and World Justice Project (WorldJusticeProject.org).
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ABSTRACT

Malaysian cosplayers, as a subset of Asian cosplayers, engage in a visually performative activity which raises the issues of ethnic and gender performativity, among other identity markers. This is further contextualised within an “everyday-defined” experience of identity, in which its formation is influenced by non-“social power” agents such as popular narratives (Baharuddin 1996: 18; Baharuddin and Athi 2015: 268). In addition, cosplayers are noted to be affected by global cultural flows. Given its relevance to studies of cosplay, I use Bourdieu’s framework of cultural capital to outline the components which make up an established cosplayer. Using a snowball sample, I survey several tertiary educated and employed Malaysian cosplayers regarding the cultural capital they use to navigate the intersections of race/ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status. I compare the responses of my sample to that of cosplayers from international forums, and to the content of emerging counter-hegemonic popular narratives. My findings suggest that cosplay can be viewed as a form of public theatre, comprising rational and expressive elements.

Keywords: Cosplay, ethnic performativity, gender performativity, habitus, everyday-defined identity


COSPLAY AS A VISUAL NARRATIVE: MALAYSIAN COSPLAYERS AND THE “WORLD”

Costumes are indispensable in constructing a narrative, be it a work of art or an individual’s own personal history. Viewed as an action, costuming both reveals and conceals—and recognises the way material goods shape the experience individuals have of their bodies (Hann and Bach 2014: para. 4). Cosplay, an abbreviation of “costume play,” is defined as the act of “wearing clothing or costumes and playing the act that resembles characters in mass media” (Paidi et al. 2014: 166). Cosplay can also be extended to include clothing design, fabrication, makeup, prop making, and other costume-related skills (Rosenberg and Letamendi 2013: 9). Bainbridge and Norris (2009: para. 1) meanwhile, posit that cosplay contains “habitus,” which is a crucial part of taking on a character through lived practices such as “gesture and attitude,” inhabiting a character physically and mentally.

There has been debate in the literature as to where the exact origins of cosplay lie. While costumes have been used in the theatrical arts since classical antiquity, much of the arguments list Japan and North America as the possible place of origin of cosplay (Winge 2006: 66). According to Leng (2014: 90), “the tradition of Renaissance masquerades where participants base costumes and performances on certain historical periods or genres has a long-standing history in Western culture,” while others such Bruno (2002: para. 2) state that the term “cosplay” emerged in Japan in the 1980s. Some claim that it started with the Star Trek fandom in the US in the 1960s, while others theorise that it began in Japan originally but was transmitted to North America through anime and manga fan clubs (Bruno 2002: para. 2; Ledoux and Ranney 1997; as cited in Winge 2006: 66). Finally, some believe that writer Takahashi Nobuyuki, who attended the North American World Convention in 1984 which featured cosplay, spread this practice in Japan upon his return (Winge 2006: 66). Notably, there are several differences between Japanese and North American cosplay, which are featured in the table below:

This suggests that cosplay may vary in its practice and audience reception. In Malaysia, cosplay arguably emerged as a legitimate subculture as of late 2002 when the first anime, comic and video game conventions were organised (Paidi et al. 2014: 169).


Table 1: Differences between Japanese and North American cosplay (Winge 2006: 73).



	Aspect
	Japanese cosplay
	North American cosplay



	Performance of character on stage
	Often serious and imitates the character’s signature pose and motto
	Often humorous



	Premise
	Limited to the convention area
	May be extended beyond the convention area into more public spaces



	Social acceptance
	Viewed as a subculture, sometimes negatively
	Viewed as a part of the mainstream



	Availability of supplies
	Specialised districts
	Dealers at cosplay conventions




A cosplay community may be viewed as a type of fandom, which is defined by Jenkins (2002: 2) as “virtual communities” consisting of fans, in the way Anderson’s “imagined communities” (Anderson 1982) are conceived. “Imagined communities” here refer to the way members of the group collectively believe they possess a shared history and similar goals, regardless of whether they have met each other. Cosplayers today are digitally connected across geographical regions through the Internet. Within the globalisation paradigm, scholars have debated over the effects of cultural homogenisation through global mass media channels. The rise of prosumption and remix culture, however, have allowed for multiple interpretations of narratives, as well as subversions of established metanarratives. Given the globalising nature of cosplay, it fits into the current debates regarding individual identity amidst global cultural flows—such as the transformation or challenge of collective identity, where groups of people sharing a similar goal are concerned (Langman 2012: 135); a re-examination of the nature of geographical space and belonging (Humphrey 2012: 135); and rebalancing the flows of discourse between the North Atlantic and the Global South (Connell 2012: 185).

As a subset of Asian cosplayers who consume Western media, Malaysian cosplayers are noteworthy of study. However, this topic has been underexplored, with the exception of Paidi et al.’s 2014 study, framing Japanese cosplay in Malaysia as a subculture which is part of the mainstream culture rather than an attempt to subvert it. My study focuses on a community of cosplayers in Malaysia, who are digitally connected, of multiethnic but Asian descent, tertiary-educated, and are relatively affluent. I anticipate that as a growing practice crossing borders, cosplay has the potential to transform mainstream attitudes towards fixed social contructs. As Paidi et al. (2014: 178) also noted, cosplay can contribute towards the cultural capital of Malaysia, and thus in this study I have explored the cultural capital which a Malaysian cosplayer possesses.

Malaysia has a multicultural social context, comprising several main ethnic groups, often classified as the Malays, the Chinese and the Indians (Hirschman 1986: 555); as well as the indigenous groups whose majority is the Semai (Arabestani and Juli Edo 2011: 6), and in East Malaysia the Kadazan-Dusun (Defense Language Institute 2015: 62). However, these categorisations have been said to be a legacy of colonial discourse, and thus in our post-colonial climate, it is pertinent to analyse the effects of such discourse by focusing on popular narratives, which include cartoons, songs, poems, and other unofficial discourse, of which cosplay can be considered a part of (Baharuddin and Athi 2013: 268).

Gender and Ethnic Performativity

Two major social constructs influencing identity formation are race/ethnicity and gender.

Judith Butler envisioned gender as a performative act that is achieved through daily self-presentation in the book Gender Trouble. Similarly, race or ethnicity has a performative dimension (Hübinette and Räterlinck 2014: 501). In Malaysia, Philip (2003: 38) argues that constructions of identity, including ethnicity, performatively produce individuals as distinct racialised beings in a monolithic, internally homogeneous fashion. However, the author argues that the actual individual experience tends to be that of organic hybridity in which individuals are able to employ self-agency to mix and match social attributes (Philip 2003: 38). As cosplay too, is understood as a performative activity where members participate in “a play of performance before spectators” (Lamerichs 2010: para. 1.2), I conceptualise it as a “stage” where identities can be played out.

Because of its material aspect, cosplayers may face challenges in their practice, particularly where the “generalised other” of society acts as audience. Cosplay derives its ideal and material sources from narrative “worlds,” emphasising its visual attributes. Emulating the look of a character is an important, though not exhaustive part of successful cosplay. Often in fiction and its adaptations, a character is designed to possess a certain appearance such as hair colour, height, clothing style, etc., which indicates personality traits. However, when a cosplayer attempts to achieve visual precision (to appear exactly alike) in cosplaying a character of a different physical appearance, the results can appear to be controversial. Especially where racial stereotypes are concerned, film costuming practices such as “blackface,” “yellowface” and “whitewashing” had raised ire in the past (Miller 2014: 12; Nesic 2013: 41; Parungao 2005: 3). The use of intensely applied “skin colour” was associated with racist undertones, as the result usually appeared patronising towards the subject.

Beginning in the early 20th century, the portrayal of Asian characters in Western-Hollywood movies tended to involve an actor of Caucasian descent in make-up. The make-up was designed to resemble the “yellow hue” of Asian skin. Movies such as the Fu Manchu series1 portrayed Asian characters as caricatures, with heightened emphasis on “oriental” features (Parungao 2005: 3). Dr. Fu Manchu himself was a character designed to represent the threat of an Asian invasion of Britain during Victorian times (Wang and Underwood 2016: 2). At present, this stereotyping of Asian characters as villains continues to persist. In 2009, fans protested The Last Airbender’s casting of white actors as main characters, and the casting of Asian actors as villains (Lopez 2011: 431). As recent as 2016, there have been similar controversies ranging from the casting of a white female actress as an originally Asian character in Marvel’s Doctor Strange; backlash towards the potentially white casting for a live-action adaptation of Chinese legend Mulan; outcry over Caucasian actors appearing in a film about the Great Wall; and negative response towards a potential white actor playing Bruce Lee in a biopic. Even in Malaysia, a television parody of local US-based singer Yuna and global pop star Usher has been mired in controversy due to the parodists’ use of blackface.2 As this practice has been condemned by global civil society as being politically incorrect, filmmakers now struggle with representations of race on-screen.

Meanwhile, where gender is concerned, appearance modification can be seen in instances such as “crossplay,” which is defined as cosplay involving dressing up as the gender opposite to the cosplayer’s own affixed gender (Winge 2006: 71); or “gender-swap,” which is “playing a different gendered character from oneself” (Hussain and Griffiths 2008: 48).

As costumers themselves, cosplayers negotiating the issue of visual precision would need to be aware of the ramifications of their methods. Thus, in order to become a successful cosplayer, inhabiting cosplay as a lived practice, one needs to have knowledge of the chosen narrative, the character, the ability to recreate the character’s appearance (using politically correct methods) through individual resourcefulness, be part of a social network (whether strong or weak ties) in order to be invited to conventions or engage in themed photo shoots, and to be digitally conversant. Despite mentioning that cosplayers could come from any gender or ethnicity, these issues were not sufficiently explored by Winge (2006). Thus, taking all of the above into consideration, this paper aims to answer the following research questions:


	Objectified Cultural Capital: In the Malaysian context, what constitutes a cosplayer, in terms of skills, knowledge, abilities, and beliefs?

	Institutionalised Cultural Capital: Do social facts such as race, ethnicity, gender, or social class affect a cosplayer’s presentation of their chosen character?

	Embodied Cultural Capital: Within a global context, how do Malaysians, as Asian cosplayers navigate the intersectionality of narratives originating from the “West” and other regions, with regards to legitimacy of their portrayal of characters?


Cultural capital can be derived from a cosplayer’s mastery of textual, material, and performative dimensions (Bainbridge and Norris 2009: para. 36). These are attributes also included in Winge (2006: 66)’s definition of cosplay (social settings, character and role-playing, and dress). In addition, the social structures visible in the source narratives comprise institutions such as gender, race/ethnicity, and social class. Paidi et al.’s study highlighted the possibility of achieving multiculturalism through cosplay (2014: 178), noting that it “contributes to the cultural capital of Malaysia.” Finally, my three research questions above correspond to the three elements of cultural capital—institutionalised, objectified, and embodied. Thus, the theoretical framework chosen to encompass these social facts and phenomenological considerations is Bourdieu’s framework of cultural capital.

Bourdieu’s Cultural Capital and Field

Bourdieu (1984: 23) first coined the term cultural capital to describe the worldview, life experiences, and lifestyle preferences of select groups of people demarcated by their relations to the means of production (Chan et al. 2016: 26). Applications of Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital have been widely practiced in the study of class distinction as well as education (see Savage et al. 2013; Noble and Davies 2009; Bennett and Silva 2006, among others). The three aspects of cultural capital are the embodied—which are long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body; the objectified—which is possession of cultural goods (such as books); and the institutionalised—which is the legitimacy accorded to the other forms of cultural capital by social institutions such as education (Bourdieu 1986: 242; as cited in Chan 2016: 28).

Within cosplay, institutional cultural capital comprises one’s inclusion into social institutions like the family, gender, ethnicity, education, career, social network, and depiction by the mass media. The objectified form of cultural capital consists of the individual’s skills at costume-making (from design to execution) and experience. The embodied cultural capital meanwhile, includes the individual’s ability to perform the character much like an actor would—to be able to portray all the nuances of the character’s motivations, mannerisms, and actions in a premise that is not on stage nor on celluloid, and not necessarily contained within a “universe” or narrative. The embodiment of the character also has to include an element of interactivity, as audiences would be able to engage with the “character” removed from its immediate narrative “world.” It is thus possible to view cosplay as a kind of performance art.

Previous authors have conceptualised cosplay in Malaysia as a subculture, but their focus was not to highlight the specific set of material and ideal abilities required to become an effective one. There is also a lack of study examining the ability of cosplay to function as a dramaturgical stage enabling a deconstruction of “authority-defined” statuses. The material attributes correspond to Bourdieu’s notion of objectified cultural capital; the ideal attributes relate to embodied cultural capital; and the inhabitance of statuses is reflected in institutional cultural capital. Aside from these, cosplay is often mistakenly considered as a purely leisurely activity which is not profitable nor contributes to society—though I argue there is evidence that cosplay possesses a rational aspect and occurs in a specifically delineated locus of activity. This is what Bourdieu terms the “social field” (1990: 67), which entails “an historically generated system of shared meaning” (Iellatchitch et al 2003: 732; as cited in Walther 2014: 8) such as art, literature, music, science, etc.

Thus within the cosplay context, we can locate the individual based on their possession of habitus (Bourdieu 1977: 78) and capital (Bourdieu 1986: 241), within the praxis of their field (Walther 2014: 8):


[(habitus)(capital) + field] = practice



Which in my study translates to:


[(character embodiment)(skills and experience) + digital and face-to-face community] = cosplay




Habitus, which consists of the “embodiment of characters cosplayed,” interacts with capital which consists of “skills and experience,” and is located within the field of cosplay as a rational activity. These total up to form an effective cosplayer who is deserving of social recognition. Figure 1 depicts the cultural capital required for a cosplayer.
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Figure 1: Cultural capital of an “offline and online” Malaysian cosplay community.



In Figure 1, institutional cultural capital is divided into four categories relevant to cosplay, which are “race/ethnicity” and “gender”—of which both undergo performative hybridity, “social class,” and “social network/capital.” Meanwhile, objectified cultural capital is made up of skills and experiences such as costume construction; and embodied cultural capital is made up of the cosplayer’s understanding of the character. As the final product of the performative aspect is most visible within the “race/ethnicity” and “gender” categories, this makes the focus on institutional cultural capital larger.

Method

Because of the nature of the research questions, which aimed to explore the cultural capital possessed by a community of Malaysian cosplayers; responses of the “generalised other” of spectators/participants within the global cosplay community; as well as the former’s awareness of issues regarding visual presentation in the global context, a mixed method research design was adopted. This aimed to triangulate the Malaysian cosplayers’ perspectives on issues in cosplay, along with voices from the globally-connected virtual community, as well as narratives from the producers’ perspective. Thus, I adopted a combination of data from an in-depth survey, international forum discussions, and a social dynamic analysis of popular metanarratives. The purpose was to produce both a producer and a consumer perspective—which I considered important given the landscape of “presumption” or “remix culture” which permeates the digital sphere at present. The open-ended survey was designed to capture the phenomenological process of cosplay among my respondents, as it related to social institutions, material factors, and embodiment. The survey itself was an online questionnaire hosted on eSurveysPro, comprising 25 questions. The questions could all be answered in the online form itself, and because it was shared by J, it was also possible for the respondents to discuss it online with each other, enabling a “focus group discussion” environment. Respondents’ identifiable personal details were not collected to ensure their privacy. The term “they” is also used when respondents do not wish to be identified by a specific gender.

The questions comprised topics related to institutional cultural capital—such as the perception of the respondent’s friends, peers, and family towards their cosplay activities; the respondent’s view of cosplay in mitigating gender roles and ethnicity; their education, occupation, and how these intersected with their cosplay activities. Questions relating to objectified cultural capital included length of experience; existence of cosplay “superstars”; and those on routines, slang, and symbols unique to their fandom. Questions on embodied cultural capital included the cosplayer’s own life ambition; their favourite fandom and character; and the reasons for these. Questions on social capital included the size of the cosplayer’s cosplay network; while questions on economic capital involved the financial amount spent on producing a costume. Finally, they were asked about their perceptions of both the images from The Hobbit and Ice Fantasy provided below (Figures 2 and 3). Responses have been provided verbatim and have not been edited for typos or grammatical mistakes.

I gained access to the respondents of my in-depth survey, through J, a professional cosplayer who is also a professional performer. J has been cosplaying for more than ten years, constructs their own costumes and is highly regarded for their expertise, both in making costumes and for embodiment of character roles. J is also an actor, thus making them unique among cosplayers who are not necessarily professional performers. In total, eight respondents participated in this survey, who are profiled below. They are part of J’s social network, gathered through snowball sampling on social media. This network of cosplayers was chosen due to some of their senior members’ long-term participation in cosplay, both offline and online (which started in the Malaysian Lord of the Rings fandom since the early 2000s, having their own community website) and J’s ties to the local theatre scene. This made them veterans in the practice of cosplay and experienced in the process of accumulating cultural capital. On the continuum of dedication outlined by Winge (2006), my respondents appear to be located at the category of “cosplaying to socialise and to have fun,” committed to achieving visual precision where possible, such as in clothing; but also accepting hybrid constructions of race/ethnicity and gender, contextualised in the cosplayer’s local experience.

However, because the sample was small, the limitation of my study is that it cannot be extended as a generalisation of the entire Malaysian cosplay scene. As a snowball sample indicates respondents knew each other prior to the survey, there is also the likelihood of being influenced by each other’s opinions. Lastly, as it is not a stratified sample, the distribution of respondents according to institutional background such as ethnicity or gender is not representative of Malaysians or Malaysian cosplayers in general. Nonetheless, given the development of cosplay as an increasingly mainstream social activity, it may be possible for it to garner more institutional support in the future, perhaps evolving into a form of public theatre. Then, a large-scale study could be conducted to identify the extent of the cosplay population in Malaysia.

As for the internet forums, I took as my source the popular and long-established cosplay discussion board, Cosplay.com, “the world’s largest cosplay forum”3 established in 2002. This forum is a place where cosplayers can meet virtually; post photographs of their cosplays, exchange feedback, network, and invite each other to events. The issue of negotiating one’s cosplay around social constructs such as race, ethnicity, and gender has been discussed widely on this forum.

Finally, for the case study, I focused on two sources of narratives—one emerging from the West, in which characters possessing a “Caucasian” appearance are contained; and another of Asian origin, in which characters possessing a “Asian”-hybrid appearance are contained. To fulfil the requirements of the former category, Lord of the Rings was chosen, as was its close visual contemporary, Ice Fantasy. The Tolkienverse is also a fandom that J’s social network is familiar with and has cosplayed. Aside from this, the Lord of the Rings and Hobbit trilogies have been screened in Malaysia and is easily identifiable by the public, thus making it a recognisable form of cosplay. I analyse these two narratives from the visual and social dynamic perspective, highlighting potential challenges for a cosplayer of Asian ethnic origin attempting to achieve visual precision.

The respondents belonged to the Generation Y age cohort.4 Of the eight respondents who participated in the focus group interview, one identified as male, one as genderfluid5 and biologically female, one chose not to disclose their gender, and the rest as female. In the case of respondents who did not wish to be identified by a particular gender, I refer to them using the pronoun “they.” However, for those who do identify with a particular gender, I use the pronouns “she” or “he.” All identified with the Asian ethnicity, (except for the participant who chose not to disclose their affiliation) with the majority being Malaysian Chinese and one ethnic Malay. With the exception of one, all respondents had undergone some form of tertiary education, ranging from the diploma level up to the postgraduate level. There were two research students, two artists, two from the information technology industry, one from the auditing field, and one in the teaching field. Length of experience in cosplay ranged from between slightly over a year (at the time of this study) to nearly ten years. Some were currently cosplaying characters from Western-Caucasian narratives, and some from Japanese anime or video games.

Findings

To establish the context for the findings described above, let us take a look at the following case study of two different source narratives, both of the fantasy genre. These are, as mentioned, one narrative where characters possessing a “Caucasian” appearance are found; and another where characters possessing a “Asian”-hybrid appearance are found. For the former, I chose the Tolkienverse, which includes narratives such as Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit by J. R. R. Tolkien; and for the latter, City of Fantasy by Guo Jingming. The former is a popular source of narrative for cosplayers, while the latter is a close visual parallel.

The world inhabited by the characters of Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit is called Middle-Earth. Its occupants consist of species such as Elves, Humans, Ents, Orcs, and Hobbits (Bogaert 2015). It was created by J. R. R. Tolkien in 1937.6 These were then adapted into film by Peter Jackson with the Lord of the Rings and Hobbit trilogies (Bogaert 2015). Subsequently, many other creative works have been inspired by the Tolkienverse.

Cosplayers are likely to pay much attention to the aspect of costume design. From the perspective of a cosplayer, one can note similarities between the visual detail of these two narratives, despite their different contextual origins. In an article in the Malay Mail dated 9 February 2016, the similarities between Lord of the Rings/The Hobbit and Ice Fantasy (TV adaptation of City of Fantasy) were mentioned.7 The writer noted that the characters of Ice Fantasy resembled “Chinese elves” in a LOTR-ian universe “where only elves existed.” To elaborate further, let us compare the social dynamics in both universes—Tolkienverse and City of Fantasy-verse, which hold the narratives in place. The following is a comparison of the social constructs that exist in both “worlds” which bind characters to their social identity.
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Figure 2: Thranduil from The Hobbit.8
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Figure 3: Ka Suo from Ice Fantasy.9




Table 2: Comparison of social dynamics in two selected fantasy narratives (with reference to Saxey 2009, Farrell 2009, Moe 2016, and Melanson 2016).



	Social fact/narrative
	Tolkienverse (LOTR/Hobbit)
	Ice Fantasy (City of Fantasy)



	Gender
	Masculinity is expressive (Saxey 2006)
	“Asian Masculinity” (Kam 2003)



	Social class
	Social, political, and economic issues explored through allegory (Melanson 2016)
	Concentrated on the struggle within the elite



	Race/ethnicity
	Interracial friendships (Moe 2016) Colour and physical attributes used by Tolkien to differentiate good/evil characters (Rearick 2004)Races of Hobbits, Men, Elves, Dwarves, Orcs, Half-Elven (Farrell 2009)


	Contains two or more races, e.g., the “Ice” tribe and “Fire” tribe, who are distinguished by physical appearance. Has mortals and immortals.




These are the visual and embodied attributes in the narratives that a cosplayer needs to pay attention to. These may or may not differ from the social dynamics which are experienced by cosplayers outside of cosplay. However, as Bainbridge and Norris (2009: para. 14) argue, the fact that the cosplayer chooses the character to be cosplayed, represents a form of identity politics, in that they are aligning themselves with the chosen character. While it is certainly acknowledged that cosplayers are not living within a feudal society, their choice of positioning their characters within the continuum of social power may resonate with personal struggles. In addition, the performance of race/ethnicity or gender, which are forms of institutional cultural capital also affect their identification with the chosen characters.

Given its pre-eminence in developing the cosplayer’s own self-identification, the following section thus begins with the institutional cultural capital of my respondents, before covering the objectified and embodied aspects. Gender and race/ethnicity, which are subsets of institutional cultural capital, make up the visually performative aspects of cosplay.


INSTITUTIONAL CULTURAL CAPITAL

This section answers the research question, “Do social facts such as race, ethnicity, gender, or social class affect a cosplayer’s presentation of their chosen character?”

Social Class

To locate the position of cosplayers within mainstream society, another application of Bourdieu would be useful. Hills (2003: 21) applied Bourdieu’s discussion of “fandom,” where he outlined four levels of fandom participants according to position in the social hierarchy. According to this categorisation, existing fandom participants would largely consist of the “dominated fraction of the bourgeoisie,” while those who wish to become fandom participants but lack capital, would consist of the “petit bourgeoisie.” Both are subcategories of the middle class. Although Malaysians do not identify strictly with social class (Carstens 2014; in Chan 2016: 53), nonetheless it is helpful to imagine where the majority of cosplayers might be situated within a socio-economic division of society. My respondents spent on average between RM201 to RM500 on material per costume. The average monthly disposable salary in Malaysia is RM3,500. Thus they spent at maximum one seventh of the average Malaysian monthly disposable income, in estimate. Certainly, it is acknowledged that in my sample, the majority of respondents possessed full-time jobs (mostly white-collar ones such as teacher, audit assistant, IT personnel, or graphic designer) or were currently enrolled in tertiary education. They were also centred within urban areas and did not mention having financial difficulties. Their cosplay participation was enabled by their positioning within the middle class. It is likely that there might be economic barriers for individuals of lower income groups to participate effectively in cosplay, especially to achieve visual precision. This includes both finances and leisure time. However, I will not attempt to generalise that cosplay is strictly a middle-class activity, as its very nature implies resourcefulness and a DIY ethos. At the same time however, this quashes negative public perceptions that cosplayers are “idle” or “unemployed,” as my sample of long-time cosplayers show that they are in fact gainfully employed, which in turn facilitates their expenditure on costumes. In addition, there are instances of full-time cosplayers who earn income (break-even profit at most, with the exception of a few “superstars”) from their appearances at events. This partially confirms Winge (2006: 68)’s observation that cosplayers may come from varied educational backgrounds and occupations.


Race/Ethnicity

My respondents acknowledged the challenge of achieving visual precision in cosplaying characters from Western-Caucasian narratives, which have been legitimised by their portrayal on-screen by Caucasian actors. They agree that Western-Caucasian characters are more recognisable. In this case, the use of makeup helps them achieve visual precision. They also claim a preference for a modification of the character, resulting in hybridity. Finally, they acknowledge there is racism involved, where there exist cosplayers who judge each other based on the disparity between the cosplayer’s own skin colour and that of the character.

My first respondent is a female Chinese Malaysian, “often mistaken for being American through speech and for being Japanese through appearance.” She has been cosplaying for ten years, and spends between RM201 to RM500 per costume. She is tertiary-educated and is a freelance graphic designer/illustrator/art teacher.


Racism is still active among cosplayers, and different colour skin cosplayers are being judged when cosplayer a character fairer or darker than their own. Some wow, some boo. As for me, it is efforts and love of a character that counts best.



The second respondent chose not to identify with any gender or ethnicity, and is an audit assistant with tertiary education. They have cosplayed for four years and also spend between RM201 to RM500 per costume.


I understand the hardship to looked “real” as the character. But for me, I don’t really mind it. I’ve seen dark skinned people cosplaying asian characters and still looked great in the costume. I don’t really mind at all.



Within the forum Cosplay.com, the concept of “cosplaying a character of a different race” was also explored. This conversation thread was started by a cosplayer who wished to play a certain character of a different skin colour to their own physical one, but was worried about the social ramifications of doing so. It also featured a discussion of a German cosplayer who managed to accurately capture the look of a character, Michonne from the Walking Dead—and was heavily lambasted for her use of makeup. The discussants on this thread pointed out it would be better not to alter one’s skin colour because at present “anything even resembling blackface, yellowface or brownface will get you in trouble.” Another discussant mentioned that the act of applying makeup to resemble skin colour “exoticises and fetishises” the character’s race. Others mentioned that certain cosplayers only choose to cosplay characters whose skin colour already matches their physical one. Some also agreed that a good costume would be recognisable regardless of the cosplayer’s physical attributes, indicating hybridity.

The diversity of races in fantasy narratives mirrors this issue. Given that fantasy worlds such as the Tolkienverse were conceived in the West, and has been adapted into cinema where the casting of actors is largely white, the legitimised image of these characters are recognisable as Caucasian. As the Tolkienverse map and landscape also resembles Europe, the imprint in the viewer’s minds would be led towards an imagination of a Western-Caucasian universe. However, this is subverted in Ice Fantasy, where the characters possess a hybrid image of “Western-Caucasian elves” played by Chinese actors. The resulting image appears to have a Pan-Asian bent. In this way, the characters’ visual appearance is no longer dichotomised as either “Western-Caucasian” or “Asian.” This may suggest that cosplayers need not struggle anymore with achieving visual precision.

Digital spaces also allow for the development of discourse, as can be seen in Cosplay.com. There is in fact, such a phenomenon as “postcolonial cosplay” which takes place as a response to the phenomenon of “steampunk cosplay,” which is set in the golden era of British imperialism during the Victorian period (de Bruin-Molé 2015). For instance, sub-genres such as “alternate empires” are created in order to celebrate that other civilisations, including Asian ones, co-existed with the British Empire during this time period (de Bruin-Molé 2015: para. 9). In the case of Ice Fantasy, it provides a Pan-Asian visual parallel to that of the Tolkienverse, reducing the visual hegemony of one type of ethnicity over another. The findings support Miller (2014: 2)’s assertion that “cross-racial cosplay can function as a political movement for the visibility of bodies of colour, in popular culture media.” The case of Malaysian cosplayers negotiating the cosplay of “Chinese elves” opens up a new interpretation of cosplay that is based on hybridity of appearances.

Scholars such as Ibrahim (2004: 116) and Baharuddin (2001: 357) highlight that the construction of race and ethnicity in Malaysia is largely influenced by colonial conquest of “epistemological space.” The effects of British colonisation in which occupational groups were divided according to essentialist notions of race and ethnicity have lingered in the public consciousness, and is seldom questioned (Baharuddin 2001: 358). During the colonial administration, this “ethnic interpellation” had replaced notions of class consciousness, where Malaysians were led to identify with racial or ethnic groups instead of social class (Ibrahim 2004: 120). This “divide and rule” colonial discourse also resulted in a general consensus that “whiteness is superior” among Malaysians (Abdul Aziz 2016: 7). However, cosplay represents a dramaturgical stage where such anxieties can be overturned, as cosplayers are able to insert their own interpretations of socially constructed concepts such as race and ethnicity through the practice of hybridity. This can be done through the subject’s engagement in the translation of discourse in performing a particular race (Tate 2015) through popular narratives such as cosplay.

Gender

Cosplay is an avenue for individuals to experiment with their presentations of gender. While the majority of cosplayers may cosplay characters of the gender they are affixed with, I chose to interview my respondents about their experiences with “crossplay” given the focus on how gender is a performative act.

The first respondent below is a female Malay Muslim tertiary-educated kindergarten teacher who has been cosplaying since May 2015. She feels that her friends, peers, family and the public are generally positive towards her cosplaying. She only spends up to RM50 on a costume. She agrees cosplay is a way to escape traditional gender roles. Because she is required to cover her aurat, or practice modesty, she is creative in her use of scarves and cowls as hair. A desirable cosplay experience for her involves recognition, especially when a little girl recognised her Batman cosplay and wanted to take a photograph, but felt shy, upon which the girl’s mother said “Batman is a girl too, so don’t be shy.” An undesirable response meanwhile, was when a person approached her saying she is “not Batman, but Batgirl.”


As Female Thranduil, I just imagine myself as a Queen with a Kingly Elven attitude. Regal, a bit snobbish and untrusting of the normal folk, people would say I’m in the character. Most of the cosplay I have are my own interpretation of gender. such as Batman and Thranduil, I used shawls as cowls and long hair yet for some people they usually say that I’m creative at creating illusion of hair which is fine with me because I’m a Muslim woman covering my aurat (my modesty).



A second respondent is a male Asian tertiary-educated IT support staff who claims that ethnicity and nationality do not matter since he cosplays masked characters. He has been cosplaying for two years. He claims that originally his colleagues thought his cosplay was “some kind of time-wasting childish hobby,” but when they saw his Deadpool costume they became impressed. He spends between RM201 to RM500 per costume. He eventually cosplayed a gender subversion of Deadpool—Maidpool—a combination of a maid costume with the Deadpool character. He did not elaborate much about gender save to say that doing so felt normal.


Dressed up as Maidpool—combination of Deadpool with maid costume. Feels normal.



While some have experienced crossplay, others have yet to, but are mostly open towards their own and other cosplayers’ likelihood in participating. However, they also note that it appears to be more socially acceptable for women to cosplay as men, and not so much the other way around. Loke (2016: 18) who studied the phenomenon of crossplay in Penang, Malaysia, found that it is “frowned upon” by non crossplay cosplayers and mainstream Malaysian society. Similarly, in the United States, Leng (2014: 103) demonstrated that attitudes towards male-to-female crossplay are generally less tolerant. Nevertheless, some of my respondents agree that cosplay provides an outlet to escape traditional gender role expectations.

This concurs with Truong (2013: para. 1)’s conception of gender as an “achieved” status (following West and Zimmerman 1987). In Truong’s research, he found that a male cosplayer crossplaying a female character was able to embody a different form of femininity than that in “normal cross-dressing.” Others viewed crossplay as part of a challenge they were keen on. These cosplayers also believed that daily social identities are not “ascribed” but achieved on an everyday basis. As argued by Butler (1990: 142), gender is achieved by one’s daily choice of self-presentation rather than a “pre-existing” self prior to the “cultural field that it negotiates.” Thus, my respondents experience identity formation from the “everyday-defined” approach, in which social realities are experienced and “redefined, reconstructed, and reconstituted” (Baharuddin 1996: 18).

On Cosplay.com, there is a conversation thread dedicated to both “gender-swap,” and an entire sub-forum dedicated to “crossplay.” The former refers to the act of changing the gender of the character, while every other attribute of the character remains the same. The latter refers to a cosplayer who is biologically male cosplaying a character who is biologically female, or vice versa. In the crossplay sub-forum, there are threads on how women can accomplish the look of a male character, and how men can accomplish the look of a female character. Topics such as chest binding methods, creating curves, obscuring the hips, waist, and posterior; and shirtless cosplay are discussed. These discussions are geared at achieving a more convincing performance of gender. It is created based on the assumption that there are no barriers to achieving the look of any gender regardless of the cosplayers’ own physicality.

Social Network/Social Capital

Social capital is a term developed by Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), Putnam (2001) and Coleman (1988), to indicate an individual’s resources based on the opportunities enabled by the number and type of people they know. Bainbridge and Norris (2009) conceptualise cosplay as form of social networking. Hills (2002; as cited in in McCudden 2011: 12) notes that scholars who have used Bourdieu’s theoretical framework in studying fandom have focused only on cultural capital and have ignored social capital. Similarly, McCudden (2011: 60) addressed this concern by emphasising the importance of social capital in creating fandom hierarchy. Hence, my study included the element of social capital which manifests as the cosplayer’s social network.

The social lives of my respondents did not only revolve around cosplay, but was balanced out in other areas such as work and study. Their social network consisted of cosplayers and other friends, which they interacted with both online and offline. In terms of membership of the overall virtual-physical cosplay community, they reported that it was very large, to the point of not being able to recognise everyone in person, and as far as the digital world could stretch.

My first respondent is a female Chinese Malaysian who works in information technology (IT). She is tertiary-educated and has cosplayed for ten years, also spending in between RM201 to RM500 per costume. The majority of her friends are cosplayers and they do meet up for other interests. She lists a few cosplay “superstars” in her community such as “A” or “YS”. She notes that her cosplay circle has grown so large that she cannot recognise everyone she knows.


If Malaysia wise, it is pretty big now. I used to be able to recognise almost everyone in 1 event, now I can’t even find most of them. As for my own circle, I would say moderate. I have some close ones and some acquaintances so it’s a mix.



My second respondent is a genderfluid Chinese Malaysian postgraduate researcher. These respondents have been cosplaying for a year and spends between RM50 to RM100 per costume. They balance their life with cosplay well, in that cosplay enhances their professional confidence, but they feel challenged when colleagues and superior misunderstand cosplay. While they have a mix of cosplay and non-cosplay friends, they believe they mix better with cosplayers and cosplay supporters. For them, cosplay is about meeting fans from similar fandoms and not about being famous. Their network is:


As big as the internet and who is on which fan page, and who I know in real life.



Besides this, there are conventions held in Malaysia, mostly in capital city Kuala Lumpur, which act as avenues for cosplayers to meet and display their costume-making skills and character embodiment, as well as to interact with fans. One such convention is the annually held Comic Fiesta, which is described as:


[…] one of Southeast Asia’s largest and longest-running animation, comics and games (ACG) event. We gather tens of thousands of comic artists, illustrators, cosplayers and fans of the culture every year.



Some Malaysian education institutions also support cosplay, such as local private university, HELP University which organises the annual Cosplay, Comics, Anime and Games Exhibition (C2AGE). This indicates that cosplay is viewed as a legitimised part of the mainstream youth culture. Similarly, Paidi et al. (2014: 178) note that cosplay is not deviance, but a subset of the mainstream Malaysian society. However, the actual extent of cosplay in Malaysia is hard to gauge, though attendance at conventions may provide a rough estimate, which Comic Fiesta (2016) claims is in the “tens of thousands.”

OBJECTIFIED CULTURAL CAPITAL

Having explored the social dynamics relating to my respondents’ lives and character choice, I now answer the research question, “What constitutes a cosplayer, in terms of skills, knowledge, abilities, and beliefs?”

Skills

Winge (2006: 67) outlined four basic components which make up a cosplayer’s repertoire. These are the cosplayer themselves, social settings, a chosen fictional character, and dress—which include hair, costume, makeup, and accessories such as weapons (Winge 2006: 67). Research is also necessary regarding the character, especially with concern for detail; and is achieved by a close reading or viewing of the text (Winge 2006: 68). The depth of research would be guided by the goal of the cosplayer—which Winge (2006: 68) categorised as ranging from those who wish to participate to socialise and have fun, to those who are “obsessed” with the chosen character, as are those in between.

In my sample, the ability to achieve visual precision was given much importance in determining the status of a cosplayer in their community. This included the material aspect such as attention to detail, e.g., “appealing craftsmanship” as well as the cosplayer’s physical appearance such as having a “pretty face” or “six pack” or cosplaying “the most recently popular characters.” This suggests that cosplay stresses the visual factor behind self-presentation. My respondents did not take this aspect too seriously however, stressing that ultimately “having fun” was the ultimate aim.

Other skills included the use of slang, such as “costest” which meant testing makeup, costumes, and props for a new outfit; “photog” which meant photographer; or “noob” which meant newbie. Some slang were more specific, such as “chimichanga” for the Deadpool fandom. In-jokes were also known to be told within the specific fandom. The first respondent is the cosplayer who works in the field of IT.


I would say maybe “saikang” for helpers during photoshoots. “Taobao it” which means just buying your wig, costume of taobao or online in general “send it to aunty to sew” which means send the costume to your tailor (whoever your connection is).



The second respondent is the cosplayer who dresses as Maidpool.


Chimichanga, taco, merc with the mouth.



However, some cosplayers also gained recognition for their social networking skills, such as being helpful to other cosplayers. The third respondent is the audit assistant:


There are several cosplayers who deemed to be “stars” but most of them are worthy for such title. In my opinion, to be a star, you must have the “it” factor. It could be how awesome your cosplay looked like, due to prop making and level of details, taken into pictures or videos. Or also they went into competition after competition and emerged as an attraction whenever they performed. It doesn’t depend on looks thoroughly. Plus, if fellow peeps adore ya, you can be a star also, for a good reason of course.



On Cosplay.com, cosplayers share photos of their works-in-progress, consulting each other for feedback and advice. For example, cosplayers advocate doing a lot of research of the time period if attempting historical costumes. Some forum members are particularly helpful, posting tutorials on how to make specific costume types. In this way, cosplayers get to pre-empt the audience’s response towards their costume construction, and learn from others’ experiences.

There is no discrimination based on seniority of experience, though having more experience certainly helps the cosplayer to improve, based on trial and error. Cosplay also has a creative aspect because the process and materials of costume-making are left entirely to the cosplayer. It appears to be an instance of DIY culture, although it is not intended to defy the norms of mainstream society, unlike subcultures such as punk.

EMBODIED CULTURAL CAPITAL

This section answers the research question, “Within a global context, how do cosplayers navigate the intersectionality of narratives originating from the “West” and other regions, with regards to legitimacy of their portrayal of characters?”

Embodiment of Character

As earlier outlined, Winge (2006), Lamerichs (2010), and Bainbridge and Norris (2009) stress the importance of habitus in the performance of cosplay. Habitus can be best be acquired by a thorough understanding of the character, which in turn stems from personal identification. In general, my respondents chose to cosplay the characters in fandoms they identified with. Some were enthralled by the narrative since a younger age and developed a liking and understanding of the character. It also depended on whether they felt they could interpret the character.

My first respondent is the audit assistant who claims they grew up playing the video game which they now cosplay:


I grew up playing The King of Fighters, and many SNK games in fighting genre. I took up KOF as an alternative to Street Fighter, and ever since then I enjoyed playing KOF because of its unique set characters and storylines. My favourite character from the series is Kyo Kusanagi, because he has flaming fighting techniques! And he looked cool as well.



My second respondent is the freelance graphic designer/illustrator/art teacher who has been admiring the character Rinoa Heartilly from Final Fantasy since it first debuted in 1999.

Respondents were also asked about their perception of the visual similarity between the Tolkienverse and Ice Fantasy characters. Generally, respondents were excited about the phenomenon, noting that there were indeed similarities, but as expected, their trained eye for detail caught differences.

The following respondent is the art teacher, who perhaps unsurprisingly noticed the artistic detail:


Design and concept is similar, but there are properties that differentiates the two apart from crown, side characters, costume details and weapons used. Given both is popular, they can be sometimes mistaken and also easily told apart who they are and where they are from.



My second respondent is the IT professional:


…can easily say I love both? If it’s about their race I would say why bother poking at this area? Cosplays are for everyone. If in terms of the details and quality of costume? Well… Thranduil definitely won in there but doesn’t mean the Ice Fantasy set is any less amazing.



This issue was problematised on one Cosplay.com thread. The thread starter asked if one should “act like the character you are cosplaying,” claiming they did not do so and whether that made them a bad cosplayer. Responses indicated that there was no absolute need to, and that it was the cosplayer’s own prerogative, although it is “probably a good idea for the camera when someone takes a pic.”

They also mentioned that it would be preferable when interacting with a fan, although there is no obligation to remain in character the entire time. This is echoed by my respondents who, while making effort to embody their character of choice, state that ultimately the aim of cosplay is to “have fun.”


CONCLUSION

Malaysian cosplayers, as a subset of Asian cosplayers, are made up of multiethnic members of Asian descent. As can be seen, cosplayers perform in face-to-face settings such as in gatherings with friends or cosplay conventions, and extend their interactivity to digital worlds such as in Cosplay.com. Attendance at a convention such as Comic Fiesta helps them acquire an audience, as well as exchanging social contacts. They need to be sufficiently affluent though not necessarily wealthy. My respondents were after all, professionals or were studying to become one.

Collectively, they face the challenge of achieving visual precision when cosplaying characters who possess legitimised Caucasian images, such as in the case of the Tolkien-movie verse. This is especially so in the example of visual narratives such as movies, unlike textual narratives which can be open to visual interpretation. Narratives are the source of cosplayers’ performances and in turn are channels for forming one’s “everyday-defined” social reality. Thus, elements of race/ethnic and gender performativity are particularly important in the complete embodiment of a cosplayer. For instance, our respondent can change from a mild-mannered lady to Batman, a tough masked hero of the opposite gender. The mask obscures any physical connotation of race, while the fictional setting of the character is not associated with any particular ethnicity or way of life. Where visual social facts are concerned, cosplayers’ attitudes towards race/ethnicity and gender suggest an acceptance of fluidity and hybridity, much like Connell (2012)’s description of globalised society. A sense of humour is also situated in the cosplayers’ acknowledgement of “super-diversity” (Vertovec 2007), which enables deliberate subversions of original characters, such as in the case of the male cosplayer cosplaying Deadpool as Maidpool. Ultimately, cosplay also acts as a visual stage where cosplayers are able to engage in a dramaturgical reinterpretation, subversion, or reinvention of identity.

Thus, we can conceive of cosplay as a specific social field which requires its own unique cultural capital. While the process of acquiring these may be practiced rationally, the performance of the end product takes on an expressive quality. Described in Bourdieusian terms, we derive the following:



[image: art]

Figure 4: Expressive Rationality as demonstrated by Malaysian cosplayers



Based on this case study of a specific cosplay community in Malaysia, cosplay can be conceptualised as a practice which carries a specific habitus, which is an understanding of the transitivity of ethnic and gender-based performances at an “everyday-defined” level. This suggests that akin to theatre, this performance can be changed on a daily basis depending on the context. It is not anchored to an assumption of an “authority-defined” position, such as having to match one’s affixed ethnicity or gender to the character played on-screen. This is especially crucial given Malaysia’s pluralistic society (Ibrahim 2004). This habitus informs the use of capital, which in this case is the specific set of skills, such as costume construction, to complete the “front stage performance.” These occur within a specific field of activity which includes cosplayers who act as both performer and audience, their institutional agents—family, peers, and colleagues, the general public (such as at conventions) and the Internet. Recognition comes when the audience demonstrates a positive response towards the performance of the character—such as acknowledging the accuracy of the costume. As a performative practice, it has the potential to ameliorate fixed social constructions of gender and ethnicity.

NOTES

*     Rachel Chan Suet Kay is a research fellow at the Institute of Ethnic Studies (KITA), Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. She received her PhD in Sociology and Master of Arts by research from the University of Malaya, and a BSc (Hons) in Sociology and Diploma in Economics from the University of London. Her research areas lie in Malaysian Chinese identity, cultural capital, popular culture, and subculture. Her articles have been published in Kajian Malaysia, Sarjana, Educate∼ (University College London), and Glocalism. She is co-editing a volume called Discourses, Agencies, and Identities with Wan Zawawi Ibrahim, and is working on the publication of her PhD thesis in book form, tentatively titled The Convergence of Chinese and Western Values as Global Habitus. Since 2010, she has been presenting papers at local and international conferences annually.


1     Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu, YouTube video, 1:21:09, from a film distributed by Paramount Pictures on 10 August 1929, posted by HarveyKent, 12 November 2012, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ytZDepcxjMA (accessed 1 May 2016).

2     To which Yuna chastised the television programme and strongly criticised the use of blackface. “Astro show apologises over blackface parody of Yuna-Usher clip,” Malay Mail Online.com, 5 August 2016, http://www.themalaymailonline.com/malaysia/article/astro-show-apologises-over-blackface-parody-of-yuna-usher-clip#gtZOWocGWqfyl77v.99. (accessed 10 August 2016).

3     This is Cosplay.com’s tagline.

4     According to Masnick (2012) of the Harvard Joint Center for Housing Studies, Generation Y birth years can be “anywhere from the mid-1970s when the oldest were born to the mid-2000s when the youngest were” (cited in Bump, P., “Here is when each generation begins and ends, according to facts,” The Atlantic.com, 25 March 2014, https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2014/03/here-is-when-each-generation-begins-and-ends-according-to-facts/359589/ [accessed 16 June 2017]).

5     “Genderfluid” was the term used by my respondent. It is can be understood as “a presentation of self that challenges gender binaries of dress and expression while maintaining one’s gender assigned at birth” (Alfrey and Twine 2016). Some also prefer to use the pronoun “they.” Booker, L., What it means to be gender-fluid, CNN.com Edition, 13 April 2016, http://edition.cnn.com/2016/04/13/living/gender-fluid-feat/index.html (accessed 16 June 2017).

6     Books by J. R. R. Tolkien - The Hobbit. Tolkien Library, http://www.tolkienlibrary.com/booksbytolkien/hobbit/description.htm (accessed 1 May 2016).

7     Ice Fantasy TV drama is overrun by Chinese elves (video). Malay Mail Online, 9 February 2016, http://www.themalaymailonline.com/showbiz/article/ice-fantasy-tv-drama-is-overrun-by-chinese-elves-video (accessed 1 May 2016).

8     Source: The third and final “Hobbit” movie is being re-named “Battle of the five armies.” Bibliomantics.com, https://bibliomantics.com/2014/04/24/the-third-and-final-hobbit-movie-is-being-re-named-battle-of-the-five-armies/ (accessed 19 September 2017).

9     Source: Ice Fantasy. AminoApps.com, http://www.aminoapps.com/page/k-drama/371880/ice-fantasy (accessed 30 March 2017).
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ABSTRACT

Land grabbing is a serious issue in Cambodia, where land concessions covered approximately 65 percent of the total arable land in 2013. Because of the 36,000-hectare land concession in the Botum Sakor National Park granted by the Cambodian government to a Chinese company, more than 1,400 primarily fishing families have been relocated to new villages built inland, approximately 20 km from the coast. Using a case study research design, this paper provides a unique glimpse into the lives of those relocated by assessing their living conditions, livelihoods, food security, housing and access to basic services approximately four years after the relocation. The results show that those affected by the land concession are worse off than they were before the relocation and will likely remain so in the short to medium term. They have lost their livelihoods, their food and nutrition security have worsened, and their access to both health services and education is problematic. The roads and houses in the relocation sites are poorly built. There are limited water sources in the relocation villages, and the water does not meet the national standards for drinking water. Although some families did find jobs with the investment project, they were concerned about its long-term prospects.

Keywords: Large-scale land concessions, land grabbing, relocation, food security, Cambodia.

INTRODUCTION

Land grabbing is a serious issue in Cambodia. The 2007–2008 global financial and food price crises and the growing demand for energy increased land investment by transnational corporations, international financial institutions, foreign governments, local business elites and other investors in developing countries, including Cambodia (De Schutter 2011; Deininger 2011; UNDESA 2010), the land appropriation, often combined with forced evictions, had already been occurring in Cambodia since late 1990s. Other factors such as Asian money laundering and elite capture have driven land grabbing in Cambodia (Baird 2014). However, the consequences for small-holding farmers and indigenous people are same, regardless of who is responsible or what the driving forces for the land dispossession are; whether an investment was made to feed people in another country or escape the vulnerabilities of the stock market—issues identified as part of the global land grab meta-narrative; by Chinese companies investing in logging or building hotels, casinos and housing complexes; or, as described by the Cambodia Daily, the Vietnamese military assuming control of border areas inhabited by indigenous people (Blomberg and Roeun 2015).

Alliances among foreign investors, local business elite and state officials have enabled opportunities to be seized for appropriating resources and land grabbing in times of open markets and high indebtedness in developing countries (White et al. 2012). The governments of the Global South claim to sell land or provide long-term land leases or concessions to boost national economic growth and government revenue, promote agriculture intensification and agro-processing, for job creation, to increase export or to attract foreign direct investment (Cotula et al. 2009). Cambodian Land Law codifies land concessions1 as a mechanism for the government to grant state land for agricultural and industrial-agricultural exploitation (RGC 2005). The Cambodian government considers granting economic land concessions to private companies as its major strategy for economic development with the aim of (RGC 2014):


	Developing an intensive agricultural base and promoting capital investment in industrial-agriculture;

	Increasing employment opportunities in rural areas, intensifying and diversifying livelihood opportunities and natural resource management; and

	Generating revenue from concession fees, taxation and other charges.


There is frequently an assumption of either an abundancy of land or of the existence of idle, marginal, underutilised, fallow or vacant land in countries conducting large land deals. However, such land is often utilised by indigenous and other rural communities that do not have formal land rights (Borras and Franco 2011; Schneider 2011; Scoones et al. 2013; White et al. 2012). Their land use rights are often not codified in “modern” law and are non-existent in any formal legal terms but are based on local traditions (UNDESA 2010); alternatively, in the case of Cambodia, people might have the right to use the land based on the existing legislation but have not formalised it. These land users are marginalised from formal land rights and access to the law and institutions (Cotula et al. 2009). Large-scale land investment often lacks transparency and adequate consultation processes and is characterised by uneven access to information and failure to implement the domestic legal framework, which is often relatively well developed on paper, resulting in widespread conflict over land ownership and use and in the marginalisation of the affected communities (Cotula et al. 2009; Schneider 2011; Subedi 2014; UNHRC 2012).

The land concessions have major potential consequences for both economies and livelihoods (Scoones et al. 2013). Their social and economic impacts on local communities could be disastrous, especially when combined with forced evictions, displacement without fair and just compensation or prior public consultation, involuntary resettlement or poorly planned relocation of people from their homes and farm lands. Loss of land tenure deprives vulnerable people of their livelihoods, as a multidisciplinary World Bank team showed in 19 case studies from four continents (Deininger 2011). Large-scale land investors rarely employ numbers of people equal to those who lose their land tenure (UNDESA 2010; Deininger 2011). Most relocation areas do not provide affected communities with access to adequate public services and infrastructure, health services or schools, as the Forest Peoples Programme has documented in cases in Malaysia (Toh 2013) and Cambodia (Khiev 2013).


Major environmental problems, ranging from the destruction of forests to severe impacts on biodiversity to water resource pollution, result from related land use changes. The heavy use of pesticides and chemical fertilisers causes water pollution, poisons fish and increases the water shortage problem in communities affected by land concessions (Ravanera and Gorra 2011). Areas of spiritual and cultural significance for indigenous communities, are often encroached or destroyed, as documented empirically in concrete cases in Cambodia and Laos by Hanssen (2007), Prachvuthy (2011), and Neef et al. (2013). However, if the land concessions are regulated to mitigate negative impacts and maximise opportunities and if the projects are well-executed, they can generate large benefits that can be shared with local people (Deininger 2011; Borras et al. 2013).

According to Haakansson et al. (2011), approximately 56 percent of all arable land in Cambodia has been given to private companies for agro-industrial use, and Khiev (2013) claims that by 2013, such land concessions had already covered approximately 65 percent of the total arable land. Although some of these lands were gained for speculative purposes and were not developed, the communities have been evicted or are under serious threat of eviction and dispossession. Land concessions for agro-industrial use and other purposes supposedly meant that more than 22 percent of the country’s total surface area was in the hands of private investors by the end of 2012 (Khiev 2013) though a significant proportion of these were awarded for mining exploration and will not be developed further. More than 770,000 Cambodians have been affected by land grabs and resulting conflicts over natural resources (ADHOC 2014).

Land grabbing occurs in many different manners based on the specific social, environmental, economic, legal and geopolitical circumstances, with important regional differences within countries. This paper illustrates how the practice of large-scale land concessions impacts local marginalised communities in southwestern Cambodia, an area that is largely overlooked by researchers due to its relative inaccessibility.

The research questions were formulated as follows:


	How have the livelihoods and income-generation opportunities and food and nutrition security of communities affected by large-scale land concession changed after relocation and compensation? Have the affected communities found long-term job opportunities with the land concession project?

	How have the living standards, including housing and tenure security and access to basic services such as education, health care, transportation and water/sanitation of the communities affected by large-scale land concession changed after the relocation and compensation?




This paper examines an infamous large-scale land concession in the Botum Sakor National Park in Koh Kong province, where the Cambodian government granted an economic land concession to Union Development Group (UDG) Company Ltd. More than 1,400 families in 12 coastal communities were living on the land in question, and most have been relocated to 10 new inland villages, approximately 20 km from the coast.

Cambodia: Socio-economic Overview

Eighty percent of the 15.1 million Cambodian population live in rural areas (World Bank 2014) and are dependent on natural resources and subsistence farming is the most prevalent form of livelihood. According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (2011a, 2011b), 50 percent of the population is engaged in fisheries during certain periods of the year, and this sector provides approximately 75 percent of the total animal protein intake for the population.

Cambodia has recorded healthy economic growth in recent years and the per capita GDP based on purchasing power parity is almost USD3,000 (World Bank 2014). Inequality has increased, in part due to the growing concentration of productive assets, especially land (USAID 2011).

Although one quarter of the country’s total area has been recognised as protected (World Bank 2014), the rate of deforestation is one of the fastest in the world, with an average annual deforestation rate of 2 percent since 1970 (USAID 2011). Deforestation and the subsequent expansion of permanent low-land monocultures have severely disrupted the agro-ecosystem stability and affected the landscape-wide environmental stability and resilience (Khiev 2013).

Table 1: Selected socio-economic indicators.



	Indicator
	Cambodia



	Population (2013 est.)
	15.1 Mil.



	% Population living in rural areas (2011)
	80%



	GDP per capita PPP (2012 est.)
	3,000 USD



	% Labour force in agriculture (2010 est./ 2011)
	56%



	% Population engaged in fisheries (2011 est.)
	50%



	Gini coefficient
	37.9%



	Protected areas (% of country’s total area)
	24%



	Average annual deforestation rate (1970–2010)
	2%




Sources: World Bank (2014), FAO (2011a), USAID (2011).


Historical and Legal Aspects of Land Tenure in Cambodia

Attempts to introduce formal private land ownership by the French colonial administration in the late 1800s and the first half of the 20th century and by post-colonial governments were partially successful in the rice-growing plains but were largely unsuccessful in upland and forest areas (Sophal and Acharya 2002). Even where settled agriculture was the norm, the notion of land as private property contrasted with traditional ownership practices (Haakansson et al. 2011). The Khmer Rouge regime abolished private property in 1975, uprooted communities from their traditional lands, destroyed most land records and nationalised all the land. Recognition of private ownership of land began again only in the mid-1980s (Sophal and Acharya 2002; Engval and Kokko 2007; Westeröd 2010). The Land Law introduced in 1992 allowed people to apply for land certificates; the land ownership was limited to 0.2 ha for housing and possession was restricted to up to five ha agricultural land; if such agricultural land was left vacant for more than three years, it reverted to state ownership (Sophal and Acharya 2002; Engval and Kokko 2007). At the end of the millennium, approximately 70 percent to 80 percent of the total rural population possessed agricultural land, but only 1 percent had legal title to their land (Boreak 2000).

The 2001 Land Law provided for more widespread granting of land titles; those who occupied and enjoyed uncontested possession of land for at least five years prior to 31 August 2001 and met other conditions gained legal possession rights that could be transferred to full ownership (RGC 2002). However, implementation and enforcement of the law has been problematic. According to Westeröd (2010), at the end of the first decade of the third millennium only 10 percent of Cambodian land had been officially titled. Although significant progress has been made, there are concerns about the exclusion of households and communities from land titling (UNHRC 2012). The 2001 Land Law recognises five categories of land: private land, state public land, state private land, common property and indigenous land. State public land cannot be subject to sale, transfer and economic or social land concessions. If state public land loses its public interest value, it may become state private land through formal re-classification. Such state private land may be subject to long-term leases, economic or social land concessions, sales or transfers of rights (RGC 2002). The Protected Areas Law, which came into force in January 2008, introduced a new zoning system of protected areas to effectively manage their conservation and development. They were divided into four distinct zones: core zones, conservation zones, sustainable use zones, and community zones. No clearance or building is allowed in the core or conservation zones and any development within the sustainable use or community zones can only take place with government approval (Subedi 2014). The UNHRC (2012) reports that concessions granted to private companies within protected areas covered more than 500,000 ha, whereas Khiev (2013) specifically recorded 18 economic land concessions covering 272,597 ha.

Land Concessions in Cambodia

Official and publicly available data on land concessions are incomplete and are not updated regularly (UNHRC 2012). It is estimated that 3.9 million ha of land, equivalent to 22.1 percent of the country’s total area, have been handed over to private investment, of which at least 2,657,470 ha was transferred by the government to private sector investors by the end of 2012 in more than 300 land concessions (Khiev 2013; UNHRC 2012). However, official statistics on economic land concessions published by the government in June 2012 listed 117 companies with only 1,181,522 ha from January 1996 to 6 June 2012 (UNHRC 2012). By 2013, land concessions for plantations of inter alia sugarcane, rubber, cassava, acacia, eucalyptus and palm oil under private sector investment covered approximately 65 percent of the total arable land (Khiev 2013). Many of these land concessions have been only partially developed or are undeveloped and were motivated by speculative or unproductive purposes (Toh 2013; USAID 2011; Löhr 2011).

Cambodia is prone to weak implementation and enforcement of the law; this:


… made it possible for influential individuals… and groups to acquire large landholdings (USAID 2011).



The Cambodian economy is controlled by a new elite—a sprawling network of Cambodian People’s Party politicians, military brass and business families with patronage to Prime Minister Hun Sen and his close associates (Strangio 2014). This well-oiled system extends throughout Cambodian society and is widely accepted because it is how Cambodians understand the nature of power (omnaich), as not only being rich but also being above the law (Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox 2013).

The 2001 Land Law stipulates that the maximum size of an economic land concession is 10,000 ha, but many times this amount have been granted. As Global Witness (2013) reported, Vietnam Rubber Group and affiliated companies appear to have been allocated over 16 times the legal limit of land. Some investors circumvent the limit by creating several different companies, which is illegal, too. Given the widespread criticism of the implementation of Economic Land Concession (ELC) policy, Prime Minister Hun Sen issued a moratorium on granting economic land concessions in May 2012 and called for a review of the existing land concessions, stating that they would be cancelled for companies that fail to comply with applicable procedures and contracts or that conduct illegal logging, encroach on land outside the land concession or leave the land vacant for resale (Subedi 2014). However, land concessions were granted even after this moratorium, with the justification that these leases were already being processed when the moratorium was declared; Khiev (2013) noted 33 such land concessions covering 208,805 ha, and UNHRC (2012) highlighted five concessions in protected areas.

METHODOLOGY

The methodology is based on a case study of the Botum Sakor National Park in Cambodia’s Koh Kong province as the study region. Established in 1993, the 171,250-ha Botum Sakor National Park is Cambodia’s largest national park. In recent years, the Cambodian government has reclassified large tracts of land into sustainable use zones and granted economic land concessions within the National Park to at least nine private companies for agro-industrial crop planting and eco-tourism, commercial development, water reservoirs, and hydropower dams (UNHRC 2012).

Koh Kong province is in the southwest and has a long, undeveloped coastline on the Gulf of Thailand and a mountainous, forested and largely inaccessible interior. The national parks, waterfalls, mangrove forests, islands and coral reefs have primarily been marketed as an eco-tourism destination in recent years. Koh Kong’s economy largely benefits from cross-border trade and the tourist industry. The livelihoods of most rural people depend on agriculture and the forest or on fisheries in coastal areas. The main crop is rice cultivated on more than 9,000 ha, followed by fruit and permanent crops grown on almost 7,000 ha (CDC 2015). The annual fish production is estimated to be 34,600 tonnes of saltwater fish and 11,000 tonnes of freshwater fish, followed by limited aquaculture (CDC 2015). According to the FAO (2011b), the fisheries communities of Koh Kong are slightly better off than others in the country due to more productive fishing grounds.

The field data were collected in September 2014 by a team of nine development practitioners combining several qualitative methods: 10 focus group discussions with 151 community members (54 percent of whom were women) conducted at each relocation site, 12 key informant interviews with selected government officials at provincial and district levels, including the provincial Vice-Governor and community leaders, service mapping (with geo-tagging) of key basic services (e.g., health, education), community observations and five in-depth interviews with affected individuals. Additionally, a water sample from one randomly selected well was taken in March 2015 for a physical and chemical analysis conducted by the Industrial Laboratory Center of Cambodia in Phnom Penh.

The primary methodological approach of the field data collection was focus group discussion because of the qualitative rather than quantitative nature of the research. The research team used convenience sampling and attempted to include approximately 10 percent of the relocated families in the focus group discussions. The semi-structured discussion between focus group discussion participants provided the researchers with an opportunity to hear issues that may have not emerged from their individual interaction with the researchers. The interaction among the participants led to increased emphasis on the participants’ perspectives rather than those of the researchers and permitted discovery of aspects of understanding that often remained hidden in the more conventional in-depth interviewing method. As Liamputtong (2012) wrote, focus group discussion enables an examination of how and why people think the way they do about the issues that are important to them without pressuring them into making decisions or reaching a consensus.

Key informant interviews and in-depth interviews were added to obtain additional perspectives and triangulate the data collected through other field work methods and desk research.

To obtain a better understanding of the history and background of the Botum Sakor National Park economic land concession, the fieldwork data were supplemented with a review of a range of secondary sources: publicly available information from the Cambodian government, Cambodian English-language media, the “Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Cambodia, Surya P. Subedi. Addendum: A human rights analysis of economic and other land concessions in Cambodia” presented to United Nations Human Rights Council as well as reports from Cambodian national NGOs.


Table 2: Focus group discussions conducted.



	District
	Village
	Participants





	Total


	Females





	Kiri Sakor
	Peam Kay
	15


	6





	Kiri Sakor
	Preak Smach
	16


	7





	Kiri Sakor
	Kien Kralach
	20


	9





	Kiri Sakor
	Tani
	12


	5





	Kiri Sakor
	Pnhy Meas
	23


	14





	Kiri Sakor
	Cham Lorng Kor
	11


	7





	Botum Sakor
	Tanoun
	18


	9





	Botum Sakor
	Bak Roneash
	14


	12





	Botum Sakor
	Toul Por
	7


	6





	Botum Sakor
	Preak Kjong
	15


	7





	Total
	
	151


	82






The paper also relies on dozens of semi-structured interviews with key NGO workers that were conducted between 2011 and 2016 and helped inform our understanding of land grabbing in Cambodia; their information is described in the discussion section.

The methodology implies that this study has the following limitations:


	The description of the ex-ante situation of the relocated communities relies largely on the information reported by the people affected by the land concession and thus could contain several potential sources of bias because no independently verifiable baseline information on the situation, living conditions, livelihoods, and housing was available prior the relocations.

	As with other land concessions in Cambodia, there is a general lack of transparency and information surrounding this land concession. The data provided by the Cambodian government remain incomplete and are not easily accessible by the public.


RESULTS

Granting of a Land Concession to UDG

In April 2008, 36,000 ha were excised from the Botum Sakor National Park and reclassified as state private land by Royal Decree (RGC 2005) and thus became eligible for long-term land concessions. One month later, a 99-year lease contract was signed with UDG for the construction of a commercial development zone and resort to attract tourists and additional investment (UNHRC 2012; ADHOC 2012). This land covered a large portion of the coast in Kiri Sakor and Botum Sakor districts as well as 12 villages. Under the contract, UDG was authorised to develop infrastructure that would support the tourism sector, including casinos, condominiums, apartments and resorts, and to clear forest areas during the development (UNHRC 2012). However, villagers and some opposition politicians claimed in the Cambodia Daily:


… that large parts of the concession have been instead turned into plantations for cassava and palm oil trees (Crothers and Reaksmey 2014).




[image: art]

Map 1: Relocation sites in Botum Sakor and Kiri Sakor districts.



The Cambodian government was made responsible for the administrative functions associated with relocation and compensation and UDG was to bear the costs of compensation and construction of the relocation site. In August 2011, the government issued a sub-decree to reclassify an additional 9,100 ha as a sustainable use zone and granted a second land concession to UDG to develop a water reservoir and hydropower plant (UNHRC 2012). The communities were relocated away from the coastal areas, although many of the communities depended on access to the Gulf of Thailand for their food and income. The villages affected by the land concession had been in existence for generations—the community members are a mix of families who settled in the area before the Sihanouk regime in the 1960s (UNHRC 2012).


According to Cambodian NGO ADHOC (2012), the affected communities were not consulted about the project and its potential impacts but only noticed company representatives and governmental officials travelling throughout their communes and measuring land before the contract was signed in 2008. Some people became aware that:


… of this only when the company came to gradually clear, dismantle, and burn down their houses from the beginning of 2011… Though people filed complaints with the local authorities and relevant institutions at national level…, there has never been any proper resolution.



The communities were reportedly officially informed of the project for the first time in November 2009 during a visit by government officials and UDG representatives (UNHRC 2012). They were informed that they were on state land and were therefore obligated to move. They were offered relocation (a single-family house at the relocation site approximately 20 km from the coast and the allocation of residential and farming land) and compensation, depending on the status of the land and the level of documentation that the household possessed (between USD250 and USD 8,000 per ha of farmland). Negotiations for compensation packages took place in 2010, and approximately 1,000 families were relocated in 2011. Some families resisted relocation and continue to do so, and some of the villagers reported that they accepted the compensation under pressure, threat, or lack of information or alternatives (UNHRC, 2012). Crothers and Reaksmey (2014) quoted the NGO Forum in the Cambodia Daily that:


…398 of the 1,963 affected families have yet to receive any compensation for loss of land.



The resistance of the communities affected by the relocation was described by Touch and Neef (2015) using the land concession in Botum Sakor National Park as a case study. The villagers tried to challenge the actions of UDG and its high-level government backers through a combination of open and collective defiance, advocacy resistance, everyday politics and official resistance, albeit with limited success. In May 2010, approximately 200 families travelled to Phnom Penh to submit a complaint and call on the Prime Minister to intervene in the land dispute and redress the inadequate compensation packages. In December 2011, National Route 48 was blocked for eight hours by relocated families. In March 2012, community members travelled to Phnom Penh to participate in the ASEAN People’s Forum and submit a complaint to the Chinese Embassy. They were briefly detained at the police commissariat and escorted back to their villages. In February 2014, UDG security guards, backed by soldiers, reportedly destroyed 44 houses in Tanoun and Koh Sdech communes, which resulted in a protest by 100 villagers who stayed outside the UDG offices for two days. Violence erupted again in November 2014 at UDG construction sites, where some defiant protesters remained. In two separate incidents, UDG security guards reportedly destroyed 17 houses of residents that had resisted relocation.

Land Tenure Security, Housing and Sanitation at the Relocation Site

The relocation site is spread over 4,000 ha deep inside the Botum Sakor National Park, approximately 20 km from the coast. According to key informant interviews conducted, 1,412 families or 5,791 individuals had been relocated as of September 2014. However, according to focus group discussions and in-depth interviews, some families later migrated from the relocation site, leaving an estimated 10–20 percent of the houses empty, as observed by the research team.

Based on the findings from key informant interviews and focus group discussions, relocated families were offered 0.5 ha of residential land with a 6.5 m by 7.5 m constructed wooden house and a two or three ha plot of farmland. Focus group discussion participants across all communities felt insecure with their land entitlement because the land is officially a protected area that has yet to be transformed into state private land so land titles can be issued to those affected. At the time of research, they did not possess the land tenure certificate for their farm lands, only a temporary title for the housing land. Many families reported during focus group discussions that the land provided was not usable for farming without heavy ground work to clear the forest, which they could not afford. Some families reported that their allocated farmland was as far as 5 to 6 km away from their house. It was reported during several focus group discussions that a few families had sold this allocated farm land because they needed the cash to feed their families.

It was reported and confirmed by research team observations that the housing provided was of poor quality. Many villagers raised concerns about how it would cope in strong winds and other severe weather conditions. The field team observed that at least two houses had already collapsed during storms, according to information provided by the occupants of the neighbouring houses. The research team observed that approximately 30–40 percent of the houses in the relocation villages were in poor condition, with the roof, windows or walls partially removed by wind or rain. The team also documented incidences in which it was no longer possible to access the houses because large crevices had opened between the road and the property. Some families have installed makeshift bridges to overcome this, but others have abandoned their homes. A small minority of families had invested their own money into upgrading, extending or maintaining their houses. No electricity system reached the villages, so they relied on generators and car batteries. None of the houses provided included a sanitation facility, and although some people found the means to build them themselves or received assistance from the Provincial Department of Rural Development, an estimated 95 percent of households practiced open defecation. It was observed that, on average, the communities had approximately 5 to 6 latrines.

During the semi-structured interview, the provincial Vice-Governor acknowledged that the living conditions of the displaced communities were worse after the move than before.

Food Security, Nutrition and Livelihoods

One of the most significant challenges reported during the focus group discussions and in-depth interviews was the change in livelihoods and income-generation opportunities resulting in negative impacts on food security and nutrition. Many families, such as that of 32-year-old Sao Buntheat with two children, had relied on fishing and farming low-lying agricultural lands in coastal areas and were often unable to continue these activities once relocated.

Focus group discussion participants from all villages unanimously agreed that there has been a significant shift in the types of food they eat since the relocation. The mere distance from coastal areas has had a reported negative impact on dietary diversity. Previously, they were eating rice, fish, seafood and vegetables that they caught or produced themselves. In the low-lying coastal areas, many villagers had their own small gardens and grew a range of vegetables, farming rice, with a reported production of over three tons of rice per season per household, and corn and catching fish, meaning that they had relatively plentiful access to diverse food. Since the relocation, only a limited number of villagers have established home gardens, and they no longer produce rice. Fish has been substituted in some peoples’ diets with meat bought infrequently from the market.

Since the relocation, most families have shifted from subsistence economic activities—largely producing their own food—to certain degree of market dependency that has had negative effects on the households’ budgets; villagers need to spend more buying food than prior to relocation. Some focus group discussion participants reported that they had a shortage of food during certain periods because they had no money. Despite the challenges of accessing a variety of food stuffs, they did not report any signs or symptoms related to malnutrition such as stunting or wasting in children and these were not observed by the research team during their time spent in the communities.

The focus group discussions were unanimous that their current livelihood activities could not provide the same level of income as previously (which some reported to be as high as USD10–15 /day). Ms. Thoeun Khorn, for instance, whose family was relocated from Preak Kjong village to Tanoun commune told the researchers that before relocation her family produced 3 tonnes of rice per season and corn and other crops year round but:


… has been unable to utilise the agricultural land provided as part of the compensation package from the company due to its being hilly and forested.



As many as 20 percent of the focus group discussion participants’ households found work as hired labour with UDG, which paid USD150/month. Some Tanoun villagers who worked as golf caddies and hotel cleaning staff reported earning as much as USD200/month. However, many of them raised concerns about their long-term job security. Other existing income-generation opportunities at the relocation site were irregular as noted in focus group discussions, key informant interviews, in-depth interviews and research team observations; they included selling unskilled labour in the community, small-scale enterprise activities such as grocery shops or recycling, forest-related livelihoods, including the illegal harvesting of forest trees for house construction and producing charcoal, and income-generation activities linked to collection of non-timber forest products such as rattan, mushrooms, herbs and honey. Forty-nine-year-old Mr. Sok Phan, living with his wife and four children, reported that he could only find very low and irregular income from collecting non-timber forest products and his unskilled labour. He was considering migration to another area to meet the family’s needs.

Respondents agreed that many of the community members continue to fish and that it remains their primary source of income. However, they noted that there were additional costs associated with this because they had to travel using roads that were in poor condition. Some of the fishing families did not regularly stay at the relocation site and have returned to their old villages to stay with their former fellow community members who resisted relocation or have set up a temporary shelter to fish. Due to the difficulty in securing livelihoods, it was often seen as necessary for children to participate in such livelihood activities, in lieu of attending school.

Participants identified potential opportunities for new, alternative livelihoods (animal husbandry or farming cash crops such as cassava, cashew, jackfruit, mango, aromatic culinary herbs, and pineapple) but they often felt they lacked the necessary technical skills or start-up capital required.

After the relocation, many families found it difficult to support themselves and consequently had to spend their savings and survive on the dwindling financial compensation they received. They estimated that the number of families indebted with micro-financial institutions2 was 10 percent in Tani, over 50 percent in Pnhy Meas, 60–80 percent in Peam Kay, 70–100 percent in Toul Por, 99 percent in Tanoun and 100 percent in Cham Lorng Kor and that their ability to repay was uncertain, given the lack of income-generating opportunities.

Access to and Quality of Basic Services and Water

In some villages, the roads are worn away by rain or flood water, making transportation between and within villages very challenging. At least two areas visited by the research team were passable only by a four-wheel drive vehicle or on foot.

During discussions and interviews, community members identified the poor state of the roads and the associated high cost of transportation as a significant barrier to accessing health care services. No new health care facilities were constructed as part of the relocation, and residents must travel to health care facilities outside the relocation areas, i.e., a health post in Preak Smach and health centres in Thmor Sar, which is reportedly often closed, and Koh Sdeach, both of which are more than 20 km from most of the relocation villages. Moreover, the health centre in Koh Sdeach is located on King Island, off the west coast of Kiri Sakor, and getting there requires a 15-minute boat crossing that can be dangerous or impossible during bad weather. The physical condition of these health facilities was found to be inadequate when visited by the research team. The health post in Preak Smach is in a converted house that was in a dilapidated state with virtually no equipment, supplies or material. At the time of the research team visit, the post was unstaffed, overgrown with grass and appeared to have been unused for some time. Focus group discussion participants also commented negatively on frequently absent health workers, particularly at this health post. Two-months-pregnant Ms. Thoeun Khorn planned to go to Thmor Sar commune for antenatal care and delivery, which is approximately 30 km from her new home.

One-hundred-fifty water sources, open and tube wells, were constructed, mostly by UDG according to findings from key informant interviews. Additional wells have been added in some communities, e.g., in Preak Kjong, as observed by the research team. However, focus group discussions stressed that access to drinking water remained a challenge, especially during the driest months of March and April when the wells dried up and families had to travel 400 to 500 m to fetch water from streams or other available sources. It was observed by the research team that only 5 wells serve a community of 79 families in Tanoun. Some people in the focus group discussions mentioned that they did not consider the water potable because of its strong metallic and mineral taste, which was confirmed by the research team. Rain water or river water were thus preferred drinking water sources. The water test conducted in March 2015 from one of the randomly selected wells in Tanoun village showed that the water did not meet national standards for drinking water in at least four characteristics: Ph 5.58 (the standard is 6.5–8.5), Fe 8.68 mg/L (the standard less than 0.3 mg/L), NO2 22 mg/L (the standard less than 3 mg/L) and turbidity 57 NTU (the standard less than 5 NTU).

The educational infrastructure varied greatly by community, from brand new, not yet open schools with sanitation and other facilities to run-down wooden structures that required repair to no schools within easy walking distance. Four schools were constructed by UDG and two more buildings were constructed by NGOs. According to Mr. Sien Sok Ry, the principal of Peam Kay School, there were only two wooden school rooms in the village but the school must accommodate more than 150 children from grades 1 to 6. Whereas most people in the focus group discussions and in-depth interviews felt that the access and quality of education has worsened compared to the pre-relocation situation, one community reported that because they were now closer to a school, it was thus easier for their children to attend than before the relocation. In the case of another village, the nearest primary school was reportedly 8 km away. In most cases, children had to travel 2–3 km to reach a school, often walking along dangerous roads and through flooded areas. The research team observed that the sanitation facilities were not functioning in Peam Kay School and that there was no water available.


BOTUM SAKOR CASE STUDY IN RELATION TO OTHER ECONOMIC LAND CONCESSIONS IN RURAL CAMBODIA

The economic land concessions in Cambodia suffer from a lack of free, prior and informed consent of affected land-users. The case study of Kiri Sakor and Botum Sakor districts confirmed the findings documented in Srae Ambel district by Haakansson et al. (2011) and by Neef et al. (2013) for several land concessions in Kratie province.

In terms of compensation, the affected communities in the Kiri Sakor and Botum Sakor districts received 0.5 ha of housing land with a built house, 2 to 3 ha of farm land (though forested and without legal title) and financial compensation of USD250 to USD8,000 per ha of farmland. They were relatively better treated than others in Cambodia. Borras and Franco (2011) documented the land concession in Omlaing commune in Kampong Speu province where:


Each household was given USD25 disturbance compensation and dumped in a resettlement location lacking in both infrastructure and suitable farming potential… Most of the villagers who had farms inside the contested land and who had been settled there for a long time were offered USD100 per hectare compensation for the irrigated rice lands.



Chev et al. (2011) reported that in Choam Sangke commune of the same province, 35 percent of households were granted less than 0.5 ha, 16.7 percent were granted 0.5 to 1 ha, 18 percent were granted more than 1 ha and 10 percent were evicted without any compensation. All of the families had to rebuild housing at their cost. Prachvuthy (2011) documented in Mondulkiri province that:


Compensation has been USD200 per hectare depending on the family, with families… of village chiefs or local authorities, receiving better compensation.



In the case of Srae Ambel district, the farmers were offered only “a small compensation” for the loss of crops, not the value of the land, because the farmers did not possess land titles (Haakansson et al. 2011).

The 20 percent of people who found work with the investor in the Botum Sakor National Park land concession is relatively high compared to other land concessions in Cambodia and at USD150–200/month they also earn much more than is common elsewhere. However, there are still concerns in the affected communities of Botum Sakor about how long the job opportunities with UDG will remain available. Chev et al. (2011) reports that in Choam Sangke commune in Kampong Speu province, only 9 percent of people found work with the investor in 2006 and that the number decreased every year to 2 percent in 2010, earning USD1.5/day. Moreover, the work was seasonal and lasted only 2 to 3 months. In the case of the Srae Ambel district land concession:


Some people who lost all their land have had no choice but to work on the plantations. The pay is low and the work is irregular. When working at the Ly Young Pat’s sugar plantation (one) can earn EUR1.7 per day, but (one) will only have work 3–4 months a year (Haakansson et al. 2011).



The Guardian reported from the Koh Kong sugar plantation that many villagers seek work from the very company they are now suing in British courts for evicting them (Hodal 2013).

Indigenous people affected by land concessions in Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri provinces interviewed by Prachvuthy (2011):


… agreed that companies had provided employment, albeit limited—they observed that companies prefer hiring in-migrant workers to hiring indigenous people, as the former are more productive and agree to lower wages.



The initial wage per day was approximately USD5 but a few months later, after bringing in outside workers, this decreased to USD3.65. Interestingly, in the case of the Botum Sakor National Park land concession, strong resentment against working for the company responsible for the eviction was not observed, unlike that observed by Neef et al. (2013) in Kratie province, where villagers reiterated their strong determination that they would not work for the concessionaire. During interviews with indigenous people affected by land concessions in Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri provinces, Prachvuthy (2011) found that 76 percent of the respondents were unwilling to work for the concession company because the work was hard “with no freedom” and the:


… lack of experience with wage labour… made working on a plantation hard for them, particularly as workers have to get up very early to travel to work and have limited time for lunch…, and too angry with the company for taking their land and destroying their spirit forests…; 58-year old man said that I and my generation will not work for those concession companies even if we are starving.




As was the case in other land concessions in Cambodia, the relocation of affected Botum Sakor National Park communities had disastrous effects on their livelihoods, income-generation opportunities and food security. In Srae Ambel district:


… food insecurity has increased as farmers have lost valuable farmland, grazing land and access to the forest. Affected farmers can no longer grow enough food to sustain their families. Poverty has risen in the area because the farmers have no more or little land left to cultivate (Haakansson et al. 2011).



People in Botum Sakor and Kiri Sakor districts who want to continue their original livelihoods—fishing—must travel 20 km (or stay illegally in basic shelters close to the sea). As with the indigenous people of Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri provinces, some families had to travel 20–35 km to collect non-timber forest products, their source of livelihoods, after the land concessions were awarded (Prachvuthy 2011). Interestingly, non-timber forest products and timber or firewood have been identified as a potential source of livelihoods and income for the relocated people of Botum Sakor and Kiri Sakor districts whereas in other documented cases, land concessions meant that people lost this opportunity or that it became more difficult for them (see Chev et al. 2011 for Choam Sangke commune in Kampong Speu province, Prachvuthy, 2011 for Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri provinces and Neef et al. 2013 for Kbal Damrey commune, Kratie province). Families in the Botum Sakor National Park are indebted with various micro-credit schemes and face difficulties in repaying loans due to the loss of income sources, as documented in Srae Ambel district (Haakansson et al. 2011). There is increased pressure to keep children out of school in the relocation areas of the Botum Sakor National Park to help with income-generation for the family, as observed in Srae Ambel district (Haakansson et al. 2011) or the Guardian who interviewed 38-year-old mother Chea Sok, who was affected by the sugar plantation concession:


I had to pull my kids out of school and send them to work on the plantation after they took our land away because we couldn’t afford to eat (Hodal 2013).



Except for one village where it is easier for children to attend school than before the relocation, the public infrastructure and access to basic services has worsened in the Botum Sakor National Park. Conversely, Prachvuthy (2011) recorded that in Mondulkiri and Ratanakiri provinces:


…companies had helped improve infrastructure in indigenous communities, through road, school and health centre construction.



Interestingly, although the investors or Cambodian government should be responsible for building public infrastructure at the relocation sites, NGOs sometimes stepped in. An NGO worker whose organisation started building health clinic and sanitation facilities in the relocation areas of Botum Sakor and Kiri Sakor districts told us:


UDG has given money to the government to build decent infrastructure in the relocation sites but the infrastructure has either not been built or has been built in very poor quality. We acknowledge that it is wrong and not very systematic to substitute the government but if we do not do it, no one will and lives of people will remain miserable.



UDG, through Mr. Wang Chao, its Communication Manager, confirmed in April 2015 that the issues of compensation and relocation are to be handled by the government:


UDG does not have the technical ability to solve these problems, company still lacks the capacity to solve the community issues because we have never done it before. The government is taking care of the relocation issues and promised to compensate those living legally in the area, and evict those who were living there illegally. We financially supported this, but the company cannot identify who is legal or not, and leaves that to the government.



CONCLUSION

This research was, as Scoones et al. (2013) described in their article, rather “quick and dirty” and involved a short fact-finding mission and rapid assessment. Some of the methods used, especially focus group discussions and observation, could have been influenced by the stances of those who facilitated the discussions or provided the observation data, by people who come from the INGO/UN background. Long-term, in-depth academic research using quantitative methods with established baselines, counterfactuals, comparative frames and careful sampling is necessary for more credible and authoritative data and analysis.

It will be important to see whether relocated people obtain land titles for the new lands because this could improve tenure security for some of them. The question also remains whether the affected people will be able to keep their jobs with the land concession project after it is developed. Further research might be needed to determine whether the selection of sites for the relocation inside the national park has led to further negative environmental impacts because the forest required clearing for the relocation sites and the influx of people will likely increase the number of incidents of forest clearing, poaching and environmental pollution in this environmentally sensitive area.

We conclude that there is clear evidence that most of those affected by the Botum Sakor National Park land concessions are worse off than before the relocation and will likely remain so in the short- to medium-term. However, as the coastal waters of Koh Kong are depleted by overfishing, switching to alternative livelihoods—if people are provided with necessary skills and start-up financial support—might represent an opportunity for sustainable long-term food and income security for those affected. Determining if this is the case would require further multidisciplinary research.

NOTES

*     Petr Drbohlav has more than 13 years of professional experience as development practitioner in Asia and Africa. He obtained his PhD in Sustainable Rural Development at the Faculty of AgriSciences, Czech University of Life Sciences Prague, focusing his research on land tenure, land grabbing and land reform in Southeast Asia. He possesses an MA in International Relations from University of Economics, Prague. His scientific interest and publications also focus on biogas technology in developing countries and development in general.

**    Jiří Hejkrlík, PhD, is lecturer and researcher at the Faculty of Tropical AgriSciences, Czech University of Life Sciences Prague. His field of research and teaching is related to agricultural and development economics. Current development and research project activities cover especially former socialists and post-Soviet countries of Eastern Europe and Central Asia.

1     In Cambodia, there is also a mechanism of so-called social land concessions intended as a redistribution of state-owned land to poor, land-less people. When referring to land concessions in this paper, unless otherwise stated, economic land concessions are meant.

2     Unfortunately, the research team was not able to determine what percentage of families took a loan from micro-financial institutions prior to the relocation, if the percentage has increased or if families took additional loans because of the relocation.
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ABSTRACT

Myanmar is transitioning to an open market economy, but very little is known about Myanmar consumers and their attitudes towards globalisation. Using Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and social identity theory, this study sheds light on the role Myanmar consumers’ cultural values and social identity play in consumer preferences. This study also explores the relationship between Myanmar identity and consumers’ perceptions of products based on country of origin and attitudes towards globalisation. Results from a cross-sectional survey of Myanmar consumers in Yangon (N = 268) reveal that consumers displayed cultural traits similar to the ones from their neighbouring Southeast Asian countries. In addition, Myanmar consumers in Yangon do not express any particular consumer animosity towards products from other countries and seem open to globalisation. Findings provide further insights into Myanmar culture and how to effectively communicate with Myanmar consumers.

Keywords: Myanmar, cultural dimensions, social identity, consumer preference, globalisation

INTRODUCTION

Myanmar, Southeast Asia’s fifth largest nation (Population Reference Bureau 2015), is undergoing a historic transition towards democracy. Prior to 2011, Myanmar had been closed off to much of the Western world. Economic and trade sanctions had limited Western companies from doing business there since the 1990s. However, political and economic reforms have brought Myanmar out of decades of self-imposed isolation, and many countries, including the United States and the European Union member states, have lifted their sanctions on the country. This has allowed for the emergence of an open market economy in Myanmar, and many multinational companies are looking to expand their businesses in Southeast Asia’s last “frontier market” (Dubyne 2010). More recently, in March 2016, Myanmar elected its first civilian president, ending a military dictatorship that lasted more than 50 years. With a population of 52.1 million and a rising demand for Western goods, Myanmar’s demographic profile is a strong indication of the growth prospects available to international consumer goods companies. However, very little research exists on Myanmar’s consumer market and consumer behaviour (Lwin et al. 2006; Rarick and Nickerson 2009).

This study investigates the influence of cultural values and social identity on the preferences of Myanmar consumers in Yangon. More specifically, this study seeks to understand the role Myanmar identity plays on consumers’ perceptions of products based on country of origin and attitudes towards globalisation. Culture and identity are intimately related and equally important when it comes to understanding consumer behaviour and developing effective marketing strategies to communicate cross-culturally. The findings help advance the customer-oriented approach to international marketing enabling multinational companies to present their products and services in a culturally relevant manner to audiences in Yangon.

This study utilises Geert Hofstede’s (2001) well-established cultural dimensions to gain important macro-level insights into Myanmar culture, values, and norms. These insights provide the foundation and data necessary to understand how Myanmar culture may influence the purchasing preferences of Myanmar consumers in Yangon. Furthermore, a basic awareness of Myanmar cultural values helps to determine the types of marketing strategies and tactics most likely to resonate with consumers. However, recognising the limitations of a macro-level cultural analysis in understanding individual consumption activity, this study is grounded in social identity theory, which allows for a more micro-level examination of the relationship between consumers’ social identity and their consumer preferences and attitudes towards globalisation. Furthermore, this study explores the influence of products’ country of origin on consumer preferences.

This paper presents the result of a cross-sectional survey of Myanmar consumers in Yangon. It begins by introducing the theoretical framework of the study, which reposes on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and social identity theory. This is followed by a discussion on the role a product’s country of origin can play on consumers’ preferences and may lead to consumer ethnocentrism or animosity. Next, the historical and cultural contexts of Myanmar are briefly addressed, before focusing more attention on Myanmar’s recent socioeconomic developments. The study’s research questions and hypotheses are formally presented, with a detailed description of the study’s methods. Results are discussed in terms of participants’ cultural dimensions, social identities, consumer preferences, and attitude towards globalisation. Lastly, practical and theoretical implications of the study, as well as limitations and future research, are considered.

LITERATURE REVIEW

As globalisation has led many companies to expand their businesses across borders, the need for understanding cultural influences on consumer preference and effective ways to communicate in diverse markets has become increasingly important. Intercultural or cross-cultural communication is an interdisciplinary field of research that “studies how people understand each other across group boundaries of various sorts: national, geographical, ethnic, occupational, class or gender” (Kramsch 2001: 201). Researchers dedicated to the study of intercultural communication seek to understand how people from different cultures act, communicate, and perceive the world around them (Philipsen 2003). Understanding the distinct features of a particular culture and its influence on individuals’ identity will provide marketing practitioners with a deeper appreciation for how and why consumers arrive at their purchasing decisions. Indeed, for a business to successfully market and sell its products internationally, it is important marketers understand the fundamental values, norms, and communication techniques used to accomplish daily affairs in the target market.

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions

Exploring the values and norms of diverse cultures provides important theoretical and practical insights necessary to successfully carry out an international marketing campaign. Recognising a need for cross-cultural comparison, a number of scholars have proposed various methods for operationalising and analysing culture (e.g., Hall 1963; 1981; Hofstede 1980; 1991; 2001; Lenartowicz and Roth 1999; Schwartz 1992; 1994), which have been applied in international marketing studies. The most well-known and widely used framework for comparing national cultures was developed by Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede (1980; 1991).

Through a statistical analysis of 116,000 questionnaires on work-related values from over 60,000 IBM employees in 70 countries, Hofstede proposed that cultures are comparable on four distinct dimensions: Power Distance, Individualism/Collectivism, Masculinity/Femininity, and Uncertainty Avoidance (Soares et al. 2006: 280). These dimensions are based on four fundamental problems which society faces: 1) the relationship between the individual and the group; 2) social inequality; 3) social implications of gender; and 4) handling of uncertainty inherent in economic and social processes (Steenkamp 2001: 30). In the late 1980s, on the basis of research by Canadian psychologist Michael Harris Bond who centred on Confucian values, a fifth dimension was added: Long-Term versus Short-Term Orientation (Hofstede and Bond 1988; see also Hofstede 1991 2001). Subsequent research by Bulgarian scholar Michael Minkov using data from the World Values Survey (Minkov 2007) allowed for the addition of a sixth dimension: Indulgence versus Restraint (Hofstede et al. 2010).

Hofstede’s original four dimensions are most pertinent to this study on the influences of culture and identity on consumer preferences. Indeed, while the latter two dimensions are important for understanding certain cultural characteristics, there is little research on their applicability to international marketing and consumer behaviour (Van Everdingen and Waarts 2003; Venaik et al. 2013). Therefore, this study only incorporates the following four dimensions into its research: Power Distance, Individualism/Collectivism, Masculinity/Femininity, and Uncertainty Avoidance.


Hofstede developed a country index scale, with equal one-point intervals ranging from zero to one hundred for each dimension, and based on his research, ranked countries based on where they fit within the scale for each category. Therefore, on any given dimensions, the scores are absolute, thus making it easy to compare and rank each dimension across countries (Hofstede, 1983). For example, a country with a score of 78 on the power distance dimension would have twice the power distance of one with a score of 39. In the following section, Hofstede’s four cultural dimensions are briefly described using his online “country comparison” tool (geert-hofstede.com) to reveal how the United States ranks in comparison to Asian countries, and the consequent implications on international marketing and consumer preference. The numerical value associated with each country’s score on Hofstede’s cultural index scale will be provided in parentheses (X/100) next to the country’s name.

Power Distance: Power distance can be thought of as the extent to which less powerful members of a society accept and expect that power is distributed unequally. A high score on this dimension indicates a society in which social inequalities are understood as the norm and therefore accepted, while a low score on this dimension indicates a society with a greater level of respect for social equality.

A society’s level of power distance has important implications for international marketing and consumer preference formation. For example, in a multinational study on the dimensions of humour in advertising, Alden et al. (1993) found that 63 percent of humorous television advertisements in Thailand (64/100) and South Korea (60/100), countries with high power distance, contain characters of unequal status, versus only 29 percent in the United States (40/100) and Germany (35/100), countries with low power distance. In fact, Mooij (2010) suggests the use of humour itself in advertising is more prevalent in countries with low power distance.

Social-economic hierarchy is another aspect of power distance which influences consumer behaviour. The more a society emphasises economic status differences, the more likely consumers will be to purchase products that are symbolic of those differences (Wuthnow et al. 1984). In most Asian societies, affluence is a relatively new phenomenon, and one’s position in society is determined largely by economic advancement. Therefore, displaying wealth through material goods and brands has become an important social marker (Wong and Ahuvia 1998). Mooij and Hofstede (2011) agree that, “in high power distance cultures, one’s social status must be clear so that others can show proper respect. Global brands serve that purpose” (182).


Individualism vs. Collectivism: The fundamental matter addressed by the individualism-collectivism dimension deals with the extent to which individuals are integrated into groups (family, community, country, etc.). Individualistic cultures value personal achievement and responsibility to oneself and immediate family, while collectivist cultures value group loyalty and social relationships over individual sentiments.

The concept of self as developed in the individualistic Western world includes “the person as an autonomous entity with a distinctive set of attributes, qualities, or processes” (Mooij and Hofstede 2011: 183). In most Western—individualistic—cultures, such as the United States (91/100), people tend to assess the identity of self and others based on personality traits and other individual characteristics such as age and occupation, and material symbols (Belk 1984). On the other hand, in collectivist cultures like Indonesia (14/100) or Thailand (20/100), “the self cannot be separated from others and the surrounding social context, so the self is an interdependent entity that is part of an encompassing social relationship” (Mooij and Hofstede 2011: 183).

Consumers attribute personalities to brands that fit their own cultural values, not the values of the brand’s producer (Foscht et al. 2008; Mooji and Hofstede 2011). People in individualistic cultures typically prefer low-context communication (explicit, concise), while those in collectivist cultures tend to prefer high-context communication (indirect, strong emphasis on trust and relationships). For instance, Han and Shavitt (1994) found that when benefits to the individual are highlighted in advertisements, Europeans and Americans are more persuaded to buy a laundry detergent than when benefits to the family are highlighted; the reverse is true for Koreans, who prefer laundry detergent marketed with communal rather than individual-value focus. Zhang (2010) explains, this can be thought of as “a cultural congruency effect because a certain ad appeal is congruent or coincides with one’s cultural orientation and, hence, creates a stronger preference” (71). Similarly, the collectivistic orientation of Koreans is related to the importance they place on a company’s corporate social responsibility efforts (Bae and Kim 2013).

Masculinity vs. Femininity: A high score (masculine) on this dimension suggests that a society is driven by achievement, competition, and success; while a low score (feminine) suggests that a society values quality of life and happiness over monetary or material success. In masculine cultures, such as the United States (62/100) “performance and achievement are highly valued; and achievement must be demonstrated, so status brands or products such as jewellery are important to show one’s success” (De Mooij 2004: 247). In contrast, feminine cultures, such as Thailand (32/100) or Sri Lanka (10/100), success is measured in quality of life (health, happiness, etc.), and standing out from the crowd is not admirable (Hofstede 2011).

Cross-cultural content-analytic studies of magazine and television advertisements have consistently shown that the portrayals of women and men’s roles in advertising differ by culture (Moon and Chen 2002; Sengupta 1995; Wiles and Tjernlund 1991). Through a content analysis of gender role portrayals in 400 web advertisements in the United States and South Korea, An and Kim (2007) found “a greater percentage of Korean ads featured characters in relationship themes, featured women as a main character, and portrayed them in family and recreational roles” (181). In terms of international marketing, these results validate the use of Hofstede’s masculine vs. feminine cultural dimension when determining appropriate advertising appeal related to gender roles.

Uncertainty Avoidance: Uncertainty avoidance measures the degree to which people feel threatened by uncertainty and ambiguity. A high score on this dimension indicates uncertainty-avoiding cultures and a low score indicates uncertainty-accepting cultures. People in uncertainty-avoiding cultures, such as Japan (92/100), tend to engage in behaviour and activities which are familiar and understood as being socially acceptable. There is a sense of unspoken rules and regulations in place, which help maintain order and harmony in everyday life. When this is disrupted, such as in times of crisis, people in uncertainty-avoiding cultures “demand decisive leadership” to re-establish the order (Haruta and Hallahan 2003: 143). On the other hand, members of uncertainty-accepting cultures, like the United States (46/100), tend to have a higher degree of acceptance for new ideas and a willingness to try something which deviates from “the norm,” whether it pertains to consumer goods, business practices, or food. In general, people in uncertainty-accepting cultures are more likely to perceive change as positive and innovative, whereas people in uncertainty-avoiding cultures view change as dangerous and something to be avoided (Mooij and Hofstede 2011; Paul and Kapoor 2008).

Hofstede’s cultural index provides a framework for operationalizing and analysing cultures on the macro (or national) level; however, there are certain limitations in its application. For one, its use implies that societies are relatively static and independent of each other. Briley (2009) suggests, in today’s globalised world, “societies and the values that underlie them are increasingly interconnected and potentially dynamic, rather than coherent and stable” (183). Secondly, on a more micro level, individuals’ values can shift from one moment to the next depending on the context of the situation at the time their values are elicited. In this sense, to truly understand consumer perception, motivation, and preference formation, we must also look beyond the macro-level of analysis and explore the cultural and ideological influences that impact individual consumption activity. To this end, this study relies on social identity theory, which postulates that people claim attributes that bring them closer to members of their own group (in-group) and distinguish them from the rest (out-group) (Tajfel and Turner 1979).

Social Identity Theory

Social identities are contextualised and refer to the component of one’s self-concept that is derived from actual or perceived membership in social groups. Social identities can be broad (e.g., gender, race, culture) or narrow (professor, athlete, mother). Identity profoundly shapes consumer behaviour (Alden et al. 2010; Markus and Kitayama 1991). Oyserman (2009a; 2009b), among other scholars (Belk 1988; Shavitt 1990; Shavit and Nelson 1999), suggests that “people routinely symbolize who they are and may become, as well as who they are not and want to avoid becoming, through consumption choices that can be self-symbolizing” (250). This concept is referred to as identity-based motivation, or the readiness to engage in identity-congruent action and to use identity-congruent mind-sets in making sense of the world (Oyserman 2007; Oyserman et al. 2006; Oyserman et al. 2007).

Social identities and consumer goods: In his research on the social identities that Myanmar urban residents display in public, Noack (2011) posits that “dress as visible identity in Myanmar is among the most important means to present who one is, what one aspires to, what one believes in and also what one is opposed to” (210). Dress can be used as a marker of identity in terms of ethnicity, religion, social class, gender, age and marital status, and is related to how one is perceived and treated. For instance, each Myanmar ethnic group has its own “national dress” to symbolise a unified ethnic identity. In that case, dress clearly acts to mark in-group membership (Tajfel and Turner 1979).

Noack (2011) also explores the identity conflicts young Myanmar urban residents may face in terms of social identities, especially for women, such as dressing modestly when representing an identity tied to their family and traditional societal expectations, versus dressing more fashionably when representing an identity tied to their own representation of gender and modern womanhood. If a member of a particular social identity/group violates in-group social norms, he/she “risks, at best damaging [his/her] reputation, and at worst being avoided and ending up in social isolation” (Noack 2011: 203).


The relationship between identity and consumerism is such that researchers have found that “aspects of identity that are temporarily made salient have been shown to influence consumer preference” (White and Argo 2009: 314). As Hannerz (1990) explains, consumers are often motivated to purchase brands that reinforce their membership in a specific global segment, such as a teenager, student, mother, and so forth; and/or purchase brands that reinforce their self-image such as intellectual, elegant, athletic, etc. The more important a particular identity is to an individual, the more attractive its associated products will be to that individual (Kleine et al. 1993).

In that context, it is not surprising that it has become common practice for companies to use identity-linking strategies in their marketing strategies. In other words, companies try to “link products and brands to target audience identities by highlighting relevant traits and characteristics, as well as gender, race–ethnicity, age, and culture-relevant values” (Oyserman 2009a: 276). These associations can be framed through product qualities as well as the terminology used to position the brand. Consider an advertising tagline from Secret deodorant—“Strong Like a Woman” or the classic slogan from Molson—“I am Canadian.” These marketing campaigns highlight a connection between one aspect of the consumer’s social identity and the brand (Bolton and Reed 2004; White and Argo 2009). Consumers’ social identities can also be related to consumers’ level of identification with their country, as illustrated with the latter example, or even their feelings towards other countries where consumer products are manufactured.

Ethnic identities in Myanmar: Myanmar is a very diverse country, with more than 135 different ethnic groups; Burmans/Barmars are the dominant ethnic group in Myanmar in general and in Myanmar cities in particular such as Yangon, which also include Indians, Chinese and other foreign residents (Dittmer 2010; Gravers 2014; Walton 2012). Ethnic identities represent particular socio-cultural norms to which their members adhere by (Holliday 2014; Walton 2012). Ethnic identities were one of the markers of difference during Myanmar’s colonial period, and continue to be viewed as a “badge of resistance” against the central government, thus reinforcing the salience of ethnic group memberships and the socially constructed identities associated with such groups (Bünte 2016; Holliday 2014; Szep 2013; Walton 2012). Since Myanmar began its transition towards democracy, progress has been made to promote a more inclusive society with membership to the country as the main unifying identity group; a process that Walton (2012) describes as “an effective merging of ethnic and national identity” (21).


However, as Holliday (2014) explains, ethnic identities “undergird a citizenship crisis that is one of the greatest challenges to the wider reform process” (412), as minority ethnic groups are expected to assimilate or at least conform to the majority ethnic group for the sake of national unity (Holliday 2014; Walton 2012). Indeed, the “difficulties in forming a coherent national identity” has hampered Myanmar’s efforts to modernise the country (Dittmer 2010: 20), as ethnic minority groups continue to mistrust the central government, which is seen as only representing the interest of the ethnic majority group (Bünte 2016; Gravers 2014; Holliday 2014; Walton 2012). Holliday argues that Myanmar should adopt a policy that “moves away from ethnic hierarchy” and that instead “embraces the notion of a range of diverse ethnicities couched within a broad commitment to one nation” (418).

The discussion on ethnic identities in Myanmar also needs to take into account religious identities, as the two are often tied together. Myanmar, which as mentioned above has been marked by ethnic conflicts, has also witnessed violence by members of different ethnic/religious groups, mainly between Burman/Bamar Buddhists and Rohingya Muslims (Holliday 2014; Szep 2013; Thawnghmung 2014). Burman/Bamar Buddhists have claimed a “superior citizenship” status over Rohingya Muslims, and disagreements on Myanmar’s pre-colonial borders and contemporary ones have led to questioning Rohingya Muslims’ citizenship status, as well as that of other Muslims, and justifying violence against members of Muslim groups (Holliday 2014: 408). Religious conflicts have been particularly violent in recent years against Rohingya Muslims, who have been killed and driven from their homes by “Buddhist-led mob violence” (Szep 2013: 2). As further discussed below, the conflict between Buddhists and Muslims is important to keep in mind because it directly affects Myanmar consumers’ behaviour based on the religious identities of business owners. Indeed, consumers’ social identities can lead to animosity based on the identities associated with a particular business and its products.

Product Country of Origin, Consumer Ethnocentrism and Consumer Animosity

Country of origin (COO) research explores what consumers feel when they are exposed to country of origin cues, how they form country images, and how such cues may influence their purchasing preference (e.g., Khan and Bamber 2008; Laroche et al. 2005; Verlegh et al. 2005). Nagashima (1970) defines country of origin images as “the picture, reputation, and/or stereotypes that consumers attach to products of a specific country. This image is created by such variables as representative products, national characteristics, economic and political background, history, and traditions” (68).

COO cues are operationalised through a number of extrinsic cues such as “made-in” labels, brand name, or packaging. One aspect of COO cues prominently featured in consumer behaviour studies is the perception that products manufactured in advanced western countries are more superior and higher quality than those from so-called developing countries (Bilkey and Nes 1982). These perceptions are largely attributed to the economic, cultural and political systems of the source countries (Wang and Lamb 1983). In other words, there is a positive correlation between perceptions of a particular country of origin and perceptions of the quality of this country’s products (Okechuku 1994; Thakor and Katsanis 1996; Verlegh et al. 2005).

Scholars also suggest that, at times, awareness of a product’s COO may induce some level of consumer ethnocentrism and/or consumer animosity, leading consumers to generate a preference for (or aversion to) domestic versus imported products from a specific country or region (e.g., Dmitrovic and Vida 2010; Ettenson and Klein 2005; Klein et al. 1998; Ouellet 2007; Russell and Russell 2006).

Consumer Ethnocentrism: Upadhyay and Singh (2006) explain ethnocentrism as a means of evaluating other cultures (out-groups) in relation to the standards of the culture a given individual belongs to (in-group). In this sense, ethnocentric consumers perceive their culture as superior and tend to perceive foreign-made products to be of poorer quality than those produced domestically (Hamin Elliot 2006; Wall et al. 1991). Another layer of consumer ethnocentrism relates to what extent consumers feel that buying foreign products is unpatriotic because of its adverse impact on local jobs and the national economy (Adorno et al. 1950). In this sense, consumers’ motivation for purchasing domestic vs. imported goods has less to do with a sense of “superior culture” and more to do with supporting the collective.

Consumer Animosity: Consumer animosity relates to the relationship between consumers’ feelings towards a country and consumer behaviour. Consumer animosity towards a country often stems from historical tensions between two countries in the form of war, territorial disputes, failed diplomatic relations, unequal economic or trade relations, religious conflict, etc. Nijssen and Douglas (2004) suggest that “economic animosity is more likely to be prevalent in small nations or economies, where the population may be discontent with the fact that their country’s economy is dominated by a larger and stronger country” (2). Economic animosity may lead to general animosity and in turn to reluctance to buy products from the country in question (Nijssen and Douglas 2004; Russell and Russell 2006).

Historical and Cultural Context of Myanmar

Rampant ethnic strife and political turmoil led military regimes to seize power in 1962 and 1988, thrusting Myanmar into a half-century of self-imposed isolation. During its time in power, the military repressed political opposition, such as placing Aung San Suu Kyi, general secretary and co-founder of the National League for Democracy (NLD) opposition party, under house arrest in 1989, where she remained intermittently for 15 of the next 21 years. In response to reports of human rights abuses under the military regime, the United States, European Union member States, and other Western countries imposed partial or, in some cases, complete economic and military sanctions on Myanmar in 1990. Hence, “many Western companies, especially those dealing with consumer goods and those that had retail businesses pulled out of Myanmar” (Lwin et al. 2006: 455). Examples of United States economic sanctions included a prohibition on the import of Myanmar goods and a ban on United States investments in Myanmar (Kipgen 2016; Martin 2012).

Myanmar’s future began to look up in 2011 when the military regime turned power over to a quasi-democratically elected president, Thien Sein. Since then, much to the surprise of the international community, the government has implemented a number of reforms supporting democracy and an open market economy. Thien Sein released political prisoners and allowed Aung San Suu Kyi and other opposition members to run for parliament. These shifts have been met by an easing of most Western sanctions on Myanmar, an increase in foreign direct investment and trade, and an expansion of multinational companies returning to city centres, such as Yangon and Mandalay, to do business, as “Myanmar’s pariah status quickly abated as a parade of foreign leaders visited the country and eased sanctions” (Chow and Easley 2016: 522).

Aung San Suu Kyi won a seat in the national parliament, and, as mentioned above, Myanmar elected a civilian president, Htin Kyaw, in 2016, which led the United States to keep easing sanctions against Myanmar in order to further enhance trade relations between the two countries (Mohsin and Olorunnipa 2016). While Htin Kyaw holds the title of president, Aung San Suu Kyi has been described as “the most powerful person” in Myanmar (Fuller 2015: 4) and clearly stated that she “will be above the president” and that she “will run the government” (Mydans 2015: 5).


Current Socio-economic Context

Consumer animosity in Myanmar: The often violent animosity between Buddhists and Muslims in Myanmar mentioned above led to the boycott of Muslim-owned businesses, mainly driven by the Buddhist monk-led “969 Movement” (Bünte 2016; Holliday 2014; Lall 2016). The 969 Movement has increased Burman/Bamar-Buddhist nationalism and anti-Muslim sentiments (Holliday 2014; Lall 2016; Szep 2013). As Holliday (2014) explains, a “chauvinistic Buddhist ‘969’ movement is flourishing and many communities are aggressively adorned with Buddhist flags, with some also marked by 969 logos signalling an economic boycott of Muslim traders” (405–406). The 969 Movement’s main message to its follower is as follows: “if you’re eating, traveling or buying anything, do it with a Buddhist” (Szep 2013: 7).

Myanmar consumers have also expressed animosity towards China and its products. The overall animosity dates back to the late 1980s, when Myanmar started to heavily depend on China for trade, especially after Western countries imposed sanctions on Myanmar (Alamgir 2010; Lall 2016; Martin 2013; McCarthy 2010), and China became Myanmar’s largest trading partner (Alamgir 2010; Chow and Easley 2016; Steinberg and Fan 2012). As the presence of Chinese companies in various industries such as construction, logging, mining and energy in Myanmar grew, Myanmar leaders and consumers expressed their dissatisfaction with the asymmetrical relationship between the two countries, perceiving China as “economically superior exploiters” (Noack 2011: 163) and a “threat to national sovereignty” (Chow and Easley 2016: 541). Myanmar consumers’ unfavourable views of China and Chinese companies continued to grow (Hongwei 2014; Zin 2012) and resulted in an overall perception of a “socio-economic intrusion” of China into Myanmar (Zin 2012: 122).

Concomitantly, the export of low-quality and counterfeit products to Myanmar, along with a series of food safety scandals pertaining to Chinese products, strengthened Myanmar consumers’ anti-Chinese sentiments and negative perceptions of Chinese products (Hongwei 2014). Myanmar consumers even expressed animosity towards Chinese businessmen, who were considered rude, “ignorant of local religions, culture and social customs,” thus directly affecting transactions with Chinese-owned businesses and purchases of Chinese products (Hongwei 2014: 5). As an illustration of anti-Chinese sentiment, Zin (2012) uses the anecdote of a Myanmar couple being reluctant to sell their house despite a very high offer because they were concerned that the buyer would be Chinese.


In contrast to those extremist approaches, Myanmar consumers can also use their purchasing power in less blatant, non-violent form, such as expressing political disapproval against the government by wearing certain types of clothing. For instance, “many young people discard ‘traditional’ dress in favour of something foreign precisely because the government does not want them to do so” (Noack 2011: 224).

Socio-economic development: In recent years, Myanmar’s government has shown some signs of democratisation, especially in terms of technology and access to information, such as claiming to have put “a complete end to prepublication censorship” in 2012 (Bünte 2016: 285). More recently, the International Monetary Fund (2016) projected that Myanmar will be the world’s fastest-growing economy in 2016, with a GDP growth of 8.6 percent that year.

Even though Myanmar’s middle class is small compared to that of its neighbours (Bünte 2016), the “few international companies who did establish themselves and have opened one or several stores in Myanmar are very successful in selling their branded garments to those who can afford them and wear them very proudly,” as years of isolationism made consumers desire foreign goods, which were themselves made popular by foreign movies and television shows from South Korea, the United States and Europe (Noack 2011: 147–148). For instance, Myanmar consumers in Yangon who identify as part of the young urban middle class use their buying power to follow the trend set by South Korean television shows as an expression of their modernity and status (Noack 2011).

Overall, Myanmar “has shown more hospitality toward foreign trade than other authoritarian regimes” (Alamgir 2010: 234). Indeed, the United States’ bilateral economic ties with Myanmar have already grown significantly since the start of reforms in 2011. An American Chamber of Commerce chapter opened at the end of October 2013; United States exports to Myanmar grew from USD48.9 million in 2011 to USD227.1 million in 2015; while United States imports from Myanmar jumped from zero to USD143.8 million for the same period (United States International Trade Data 2016). Leading global companies that have recently entered Myanmar include (United States) Coca-Cola in 2012, (United States) PepsiCo in 2013, (Dutch) Carlsberg-Heineken in 2013, and (United States) Ford Motor Co. in 2013. Coca-Cola, Carlsberg-Heineken, and PepsiCo have all established production facilities and bottling plants in Myanmar, helping to generate thousands of new jobs for local citizens.

As mentioned above, this study aims to explore attitudes towards globalisation of Myanmar consumers in Yangon and its relationship to their social identity. In addition, Coca-Cola is used in this study as an example of a globalised, United States product to investigate how Myanmar consumers in Yangon perceive a well-known United States brand sold in their country. Once sanctions were lifted, Coca-Cola was the first United States multinational corporation to re-enter Myanmar after more than 60 years. Not only has Coca-Cola been in Myanmar the longest, but it is also widely available and affordable for the average consumer.

Present Study: Research Questions and Hypotheses

In order to better understand how Myanmar consumers in Yangon conceptualise their culture, perceive products from different countries, and feel about globalisation, this study aims to answer the following research questions and test the following hypotheses:


RQ1: What are Myanmar consumers’ cultural values based on Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures?

RQ2: What is the relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their purchase intentions and perceptions of products based on country of origin?

H1a: There will be a positive relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their likelihood to purchase Myanmar products.

H1b: There will be a positive relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their perceptions of Myanmar products.

RQ3: What is the relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their attitudes towards globalisation?

RQ4: What is the relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their perceptions of Coca-Cola?

H2: There will be a positive relationship between Myanmar consumers’ attitudes towards globalisation and their perceptions of Coca-Cola.




RESEARCH METHOD

Overview

This study is intended to provide preliminary insights into the influence of Myanmar culture and social identity on consumer preferences. All participants lived in Yangon, Myanmar’s largest city (about 5.2. million people). Yangon is also Myanmar’s most cosmopolitan city due to the presence of international institutions and has some of the best infrastructure in the country that facilitates the commerce of consumer goods from western and other Asian countries (Noack 2011). Participants took part in a survey, either online or in person, approved by the institutional review board. All participants agreed to a consent form prior to proceeding to the survey, and all data were collected in Yangon from 10 September 2014 through 30 November 2014. Participants were recruited online and in person using network, snowball and convenience sampling techniques, thanks to the help of a strong network of personal contacts living in Yangon. Participants could choose to complete the survey questionnaire either in English or Burmese (Myanmar’s main official language). Resource limitations, coupled with low-internet access in Myanmar, restricted the overall scope of participant recruitment and data collection in Yangon. The World Bank (2015a) reported that only 21.8 percent of Myanmar’s population were internet users. Indeed, nearly all of the survey questionnaires were distributed to participants on paper and manually entered into an online data collection software.

Participants

A total of 301 participants completed the survey. For the present study, only participants who self-reported Myanmar nationality (N = 268) were retained for analysis. Of these 153 (57.10 percent) were women and 112 were men (41.8 percent). Three participants did not report their gender. Participants’ age ranged from 18 to 62 (M = 31.07; SD = 7.99). Participants ranged from university students, to low-wage factory workers, to middle and upper class citizens with diverse professional backgrounds. Overall, participants were well educated. Only 35 (13.06 percent) reported high school as their highest level of education, whereas 146 (54.5 percent) held a bachelor’s degree from a Myanmar government university and 45 (16.80 percent) had received a master’s degree from a Myanmar government university. Other participants had studied at international universities in Myanmar (n = 18; 6.71 percent) or at universities outside of Myanmar (n = 21; 7.82 percent). Three participants did not report their educational level. Women were more likely than men to have a college degree (X(1) = 7.70, p < 0.01). However, there were no gender differences for having studied outside of Myanmar.

Participants also varied in terms of annual income. Of the income brackets used, the lowest (less than 600,000 MMK [USD600]), and highest (more than 7, 600, 000 MMK [USD7,600]) brackets, each had more participants (n = 49; 18.3 percent and n = 47, 17.5 percent, respectively) than the intermediate brackets. Overall, participants’ median annual income was between 2,600,000 MMK (USD2,600) and 3,600,000 MMK (USD3,600), which is higher than Myanmar’s average annual income of USD1,280 (World Bank, 2015b), as is to be expected for residents of the country’s largest city. There were no gender differences for participants’ income. The majority of participants lived with their parents (n = 188; 70.1 percent). Similarly, the majority of participants (n = 207; 77.2 percent) had never lived or worked outside of Myanmar. Of those who did (n = 61; 22.8 percent), the two most popular countries were Singapore (n = 23; 37.7 percent) and Australia (n = 8; 13.1 percent). There were no gender differences for participants’ living situation or having lived or worked abroad.

Measurement

Cultural dimensions: As mentioned above, four aspects of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions were explored in this study: high vs. low power distance, individualism vs. collectivism, uncertainty avoidance vs. acceptance, and masculinity vs. femininity. Participants rated their level of agreement with one statement per dimension based on Hofstede’s (2001) cultural dimension scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The statements were:

“In general, everyone in my community has equal power (or authority) and status” (high vs. low power distance); “Group loyalty (either at school, at home, or in the workplace) is more important than individual success” (individualism vs. collectivism); “It is important to have instructions and procedures in place to guide everyday life” (uncertainty avoidance vs. acceptance); and “Quality of life and happiness are more important than material or monetary success” (masculine vs. feminine).

Social identity: Participants’ social identity was measured by adapting the three items from Cheek and Briggs’ (2013) Aspect of Identity Questionnaire that dealt specifically with social identity. Participants rated how important the statements were in their life (from 1 = not important at all to 5 = Very important). The statements were: “My social behaviour, such as the way I act when meeting people”; “My participation in Burmese culture and customs” and “My identity as a Burmese person.”

Country of origin consumer preferences: Ten countries were selected based on their proximity to Myanmar and current market penetration: Bangladesh, China, Great Britain, India, Japan, Myanmar, South Korea, Thailand, United States, and Vietnam. For each of the 10 countries, participants were asked to rate how likely they would be to purchase products from that country (from 1 = very unlikely to 5 = very likely), as well as rate their perceived quality of products from that country (from 1 = very low quality to 5 = very high quality).

Attitudes towards globalisation (global-mindedness): Global-mindedness was measured with six items adapted from Cleveland and Laroche’s (2007) Acculturation to Global Consumer Culture (AGCC) scale. Participants rated their level of agreement with statements such as “Globalisation is generally a good thing”; “I pay attention to the fashion trends of people in my age group that live in other countries” and “I am excited for new multinational companies to establish business in Myanmar” (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

Perceptions of Coca-Cola: Six statements similar to the AGCC ones were created to measure participants’ perceptions of and consumption of Coca-Cola. Statements included, “I have a positive image of the Coca Cola brand in Myanmar”; “I am familiar with Coca Cola’s corporate social responsibility initiatives in Myanmar” and “I would recommend Coca Cola to my friends and family.”

Demographic measures: Participants were asked to identify their nationality, gender, age, education level, living situation, income, and if they had lived or worked outside of Myanmar.

Data analysis: Data were analysed using SPSS version 22. Composite scores were created for the following variables: social identity (α = 0.69), global-mindedness (α = 0.71) and perceptions of Coca-Cola (α = 0.79). Data analysis mainly relied on descriptive statistics, t-Tests to explore potential gender differences, and correlations among variables pertaining to participants’ cultural values, social identity and consumer preferences to test the hypotheses, as well as to explore potential relationships between participants’ age and income, and their responses.

As results are presented, it is important to keep in mind that all data were collected in Yangon. Therefore, results represent an exploratory insight into the social identity and consumer preferences of a sample of Yangon residents, most of whom are college educated and belong to Myanmar’s middle class. While such demographic characteristics may not be representative of Myanmar’s population in general and rural residents in particular, participants in this study may be more representative of the type of consumers international companies/marketers are aiming to target. Indeed, recognising that “Myanmar’s rapid economic ascent and its equally fast growth in consumption have captured the attention and imaginations of many consumer products and retail companies” (Deloitte 2016: 3), Deloitte conducted a survey of Myanmar consumers with 200 households in Yangon and 150 households in Mandalay, the country’s two largest commercial city-centres.

RESULTS

Cultural Dimensions

RQ1 asked what Myanmar consumers’ cultural values are based on Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures. Descriptive statistics revealed that Myanmar consumers who took part in this study reported leaning towards a high power distance (M = 3.40, SD = 1.10), suggesting that they accept and expect that power is distributed unequally.

Consumers also reported a high level of collectivism (M = 4.14, SD = 0.81), suggesting that consumers perceive themselves and act predominantly as members of a cohesive group or community.

Consumers’ answers to the masculine vs. feminine cultural dimension suggested that Myanmar culture is more feminine (M = 4.27, SD = 0.78), suggesting that quality of life and happiness are more valued than competition and success.

Lastly, consumers reported a high level of uncertainty avoidance (M = 3.88, SD = 0.71), suggesting that their daily life is guided by spoken and unspoken social rules which help maintain harmony and order.

A series of independent sample t-Tests for each cultural dimension conducted based on consumers’ gender revealed no significant differences, thus suggesting that both Myanmar men and women felt the same way about their culture. However, consumers’ age and income were related to two cultural dimensions: power distance and masculinity/femininity.

There was a significant positive correlation between power distance and age (r = 0.13, p < 0.05), and between power distance and income (r = 0.16, p < 0.01). That is, the older consumers were and the more income they had, the more likely they were to accept and expect that power is distributed unequally.


Similarly, there was a significant positive correlation between the masculinity/femininity cultural dimension and age (r = 0.21, p < 0.001), and between the masculinity/femininity cultural dimension and income (r = 0.21, p < 0.001). The older consumers were and the more income they had, the more likely they were to value quality of life and happiness over competition and success. No other significant correlations were found between participants’ age and income and the other two cultural dimensions (individualism/collectivism and uncertainty avoidance).

Social Identity and Country of Origin

RQ2 asked about the relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their purchase intentions and perceptions of products based on country of origin. Overall, consumers reported high levels of identification with Myanmar culture (M = 3.98; SD = 0.73). No difference was found between men and women, and no relationships were found between consumers’ age and income and their social identity. Consumers reported that they would be most likely to purchase products (overall mean above 4.00) from Myanmar (M = 4.26, SD = 0.85), Thailand (M = 4.18, SD = 0.69) and Japan (M = 4.09, SD = 0.76). Participants rated their likelihood to purchase products from the United States fourth out of 10 countries (M = 3.97, SD = 0.94).

A series of correlations between consumers’ social identity and their likelihood to purchase a product from a particular country were conducted. There was a significant positive correlation between consumers’ level of social identity and their likelihood to purchase Myanmar products (r = 0.18, p < 0.01). No other significant correlations were found between consumers’ level of social identity and their likelihood to purchase products from other countries.

A series of independent sample t-Tests were conducted for each country based on consumers’ gender to explore potential gender differences in terms of purchase intentions. Results revealed only one significant difference for products from Bangladesh. Women (M = 2.01, SD = 1.09) were significantly more likely than men (M = 1.75, SD = 0.99) to be willing to buy Bangladeshi products (t(261) = −1.98, p < 0.05). No other significant differences were found for the other nine countries.

There was also a significant positive correlation between age and income and consumers likelihood to purchase products from India (r = 0.24, p < 0.001 and r = 0.14, p < 0.05, respectively). In addition, there were significant positive correlations between consumers’ income and their likelihood to purchase products from South Korea (r = 0.18, p < 0.01), Japan (r = 0.16, p < 0.01) and Great Britain (r = 0.13, p < 0.05).

In terms of perceptions of product based on country of origin, consumers gave the highest quality (overall mean above 4.00) for products from the United States (M = 4.52, SD = 0.61), Japan (M = 4.29, SD = 0.67) and Great Britain (M = 4.14, SD = 0.71). Participants rated the quality of Myanmar products eighth out of 10 countries (M = 2.79, SD = 0.76).

A series of correlations between consumers’ social identity and their perceptions of product quality based on country of origin were conducted. No significant correlations were found for any of the 10 countries, suggesting that consumers’ social identity does not influence their perceptions of product quality based on the products’ country of origin. However, a marginal positive correlation was found between consumers’ social identity and their perceptions of Myanmar products (r = 0.10, p = 0.091).

A series of independent sample t-Tests were also conducted for each country based on consumers’ gender to explore potential gender differences in terms of perceptions of product quality. Results revealed significant differences for products from three countries. For these three countries, women perceived the quality of products significantly higher than men: Bangladesh (M = 2.29, SD = 0.83 versus M = 1.85, SD = 0.79) (t(261) = −4.34, p < 0.001); Vietnam (M = 2.29, SD = 0.83 versus M = 1.85, SD = 0.79) (t(261) = −2.61, p < 0.01); and Myanmar (M = 2.98, SD = 0.67 versus M = 2.76, SD = 0.65) (t(225.39) = −3.32, p < 0.01).

Consumers’ age also affected their perceptions of product quality based on country of origin, as there were significant positive correlations between age and quality perceptions for products from Myanmar (r = 0.12, p < 0.05) and Great Britain (r = 0.13, p < 0.05). Lastly, the only significant correlation between consumers’ income and quality perception was a negative correlation for products from Vietnam (r = −0.12, p < 0.05).

H1a stated that there will be a positive relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their likelihood to purchase Myanmar products. The significant positive correlation reported above between the two variables supports the hypothesis, thus suggesting that higher levels of social identity are related to higher purchase intentions of Myanmar products.

H1b stated that there will be a positive relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their perceptions of Myanmar products. The marginal positive correlation reported above between the two variables partially supports the hypothesis.


Attitudes Towards Globalisation

RQ3 asked about the relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their attitudes towards globalisation. Overall, consumers reported above average favourable perceptions towards globalisation (M = 3.59, SD = 0.51). An independent sample t-Test revealed that women (M = 3.65, SD = 0.53) displayed significantly higher levels of global-mindedness than men (M = 3.51, SD = 0.47) (t(262) = −2.23, p < 0.05). No relationships were found between consumers’ attitudes towards globalisation, and their age and income. A correlation between social identity and global-mindedness revealed no significant results, suggesting that consumers’ social identity is not related to their attitudes towards globalisation.

RQ4 asked about the relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their perceptions of Coca-Cola. Overall, consumers reported neither favourable nor unfavourable perceptions towards Coca-Cola (M = 3.00, SD = 0.66). An independent sample t-Test revealed no gender difference between men and women’s perceptions of Coca-Cola. Similarly, no relationship was found between consumers’ perceptions of Coca-Cola and their age. However, there was a significant negative correlation with participants’ income (r = −0.17, p < 0.01). A correlation between social identity and Coca-Cola perceptions only revealed a marginal positive correlation (r = 0.11, p = 0.088), suggesting there may be a relationship between consumers’ social identity and their perceptions of Coca-Cola.

H2 stated that there will be a positive relationship between Myanmar consumers’ attitudes towards globalisation and their perceptions of Coca-Cola. A correlation between the two variables revealed a significant positive correlation (r =.15, p < 0.05), suggesting that higher levels of global-mindedness are related to more favourable perceptions of Coca-Cola, thus supporting the hypothesis.

DISCUSSION

The main purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of cultural values and social identity on the preferences of Myanmar consumers in Yangon. It aimed to understand the role Myanmar identity plays on consumers’ perceptions of products based on country of origin and attitudes towards globalisation. As more and more United States companies are conducting business with Myanmar and establishing facilities in the country, it has become vital to understand Myanmar consumers and how their culture may influence their consumer preferences.

Cultural Dimensions

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions offer some relevant insights into Myanmar culture, as consumers reported cultural traits associated with high power distance, collectivism, femininity, and uncertainty avoidance. Such findings are similar to how other Southeast Asian countries rank on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (The Hofstede Centre n.d.). Based on these findings, marketing and communication practitioners would be well-advised to tailor their messages to reflect social status (high power distance), importance of group loyalty and social relationships (collectivism), quality of life and happiness (femininity), and familiar, socially accepted behaviours and/or activities (uncertainty avoidance).

Consumers’ gender did not affect their cultural values. However, two cultural dimensions were related to consumers’ age and income: power distance and masculinity/femininity. The relationship between age and power distance may suggest that older generations are more accepting of unequal distribution of power in society. This is likely related to the hierarchal nature of Myanmar society, in which children are taught from a young age to be obedient towards their elders. Children accept that they are unequal to their elders and vice versa the elders assume a position of superiority and expect to be treated accordingly. From that perspective, as Myanmar consumers grow old, so would their acceptance of power distance.

The difference in power distance based on consumers’ age could also reflect a broader cultural distinction between generations, as younger generations, especially educated, middle-class consumers in Yangon who mostly took part in this study, have been more exposed to globalisation and have welcomed foreign products as a way to display non-traditional, more modern identities. Marketing research needs to keep exploring these consumers’ attitudes towards power distance as they grow older to further investigate these potential trends. Power distance differences also hold true for people with higher social status in society. For example, in Myanmar and other Southeast Asian countries, monks are always seated higher than non-monks and there are special greetings and vocabulary used to show signs of respect. Similarly, in formal business or governmental meetings in Myanmar, participants are always seated in rank-order in terms of who holds the highest position of power.


Furthermore, wealth and prestige in Myanmar is concentrated in the hands of a few. There is a significant and visible gap between the wealthy and poor in Myanmar, which can be seen by the enormous mansions found in Yangon’s “Golden Valley,” the high-end luxury cars that drive alongside the old broken-down taxis and buses used by average citizens, and by the upscale restaurants and night clubs frequented by the young, wealthy generation. This study found a correlation between power distance and income, which suggests that the wealthier people in Myanmar accept a position of greater power and act in a way that reinforces the differences between the wealthy and poor. This is particularly important when it comes to the purchasing preferences and consumer behaviour of members of those social groups.

Regarding the masculinity/femininity cultural dimension, older and wealthier consumers placed more importance on feminine characteristics, which emphasise happiness over competition. As Myanmar culture encourages people to care for each other, older consumers may perceive ideas related to feminine characteristics, such as cooperation and caring, as more valuable because they expect their children to take care of them as they grow old. Similarly, wealthier consumers may place more importance focusing on happiness because of their economic comfort and/or stability, as opposed to other consumers who may prioritise competition and material success because of their lower socio-economic position.

Social Identity and Country of Origin

Overall, consumers reported high levels of identification with Myanmar culture. From a social identity perspective, identification with Myanmar culture was more salient than their gender identity, as no difference was found between men and women. Furthermore, even though women in this study were more likely than men to have a college degree, both men and women displayed high levels of social identity. Similarly, consumers’ age and income did not affect their social identification with Myanmar culture. Consumers’ social identity was related to their likelihood to purchase Myanmar products, which may reveal a certain level of consumer ethnocentrism, especially considering that consumers did not rate Myanmar products as being of high quality. This may also be related to the fact that Myanmar products are typically less expensive than foreign products, and with limited disposable income consumers may choose to purchase Myanmar products based on price. As the Deloitte Myanmar Consumer Survey states, “generally, Myanmar consumers prefer local products as they desire the familiarity and lower price points” (Deloitte 2016: 16). However, there was no relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their likelihood to purchase products from other countries, thus suggesting no particular consumer animosity, which can be interpreted as a positive sign for international companies doing or intending to do business in Myanmar.

Lastly, there was also no relationship between Myanmar consumers’ social identity and their perceptions of product quality from other countries. In addition, consumers rated United States products as having the highest quality from a list of 10 countries. The relationship between consumers’ social identity and their perceptions of the quality of Myanmar’s product is not clear and needs to be further explored. Interestingly, Myanmar women rated Myanmar products as being of higher quality than Myanmar men did, even though, as mentioned above, all Myanmar consumers displayed similar levels of social identity and men and women were both as likely to purchase Myanmar products. Such findings need to be further explored in future studies.

Attitudes towards Globalisation

Overall, Myanmar consumers seem open to the idea of globalisation, which seems to be independent from their social identity, as well as their age and income, as no relationship was found among the variables. However, consumers’ gender identity may influence their attitudes towards globalisation, as women displayed higher levels of global-mindedness than men. This may also be related to education, as women were more likely than men to have a college degree, which may have made them more open to outside products. Indeed, for the two countries for which gender differences were found in terms of purchase intentions (Bangladesh) and product perceptions (Bangladesh and Vietnam), women displayed more favourable attitudes than men.

This study also used Coca-Cola as an example of a United States brand/product to explore consumers’ perceptions toward it. Consumers’ perceptions of Coca-Cola were neither favourable nor unfavourable, and were not related to consumers’ social identity. These findings reinforce the ones presented above in terms of consumer preferences based on country of origin, as Myanmar consumers’ attitudes towards globalisation and perceptions of Coca-Cola do not reveal any potential consumer animosity behaviour. However, the more income consumers had, the more likely they were to hold unfavourable perceptions of Coca-Cola. This may be related to the higher levels of power distance reported by wealthier consumers. As most people drink Coca-Cola, expressing unfavourable views of Coca-Cola and/or reporting not drinking Coca-Cola often may serve as a social differentiator for consumers who can afford more expensive and healthier drinks.

CONCLUSION

This study aimed to shed light on the role Myanmar consumers’ cultural values and their social identity play in consumer preferences. Despite years of isolation, Myanmar consumers in Yangon appear open to globalisation and their cultural values do not seem to conflict with the idea of a globalized economy. Women displayed more favourable attitudes towards globalisation than men, which may be due to the fact that women who took part in this study were overall more educated than men, and more women reported having studied outside Myanmar. These gender differences towards globalisation need to be further explored in future studies, taking into account education as well as other variables that may be related to global mindedness, such as exposure to international brands and products, or fluency in other languages.

Practical and Theoretical Implications

Results based on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions have practical implications for multinational companies that are, or plan to be, present in Myanmar. For instance, Myanmar consumers in Yangon displayed cultural traits exactly similar to the ones from Thailand, as well as several similar cultural traits to those of their neighbouring Southeast Asian countries. Therefore, international communication practitioners can learn lessons from successful campaigns in surrounding countries and apply them to Myanmar. In addition, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions themselves provide important insights into Myanmar culture that can serve as the basis for developing messages that would resonate with Myanmar audiences. Communication practitioners would also be well-advised to disseminate their messages online, as international telecommunication companies began to provide mobile services in 2014, increasing access to SIM cards that were previously controlled by the government (Freedom House 2015). Access to Internet is thus being driven by mobile technologies, and companies should be present on these platforms to reach out to and communicate with Myanmar consumers more effectively.

Findings from this study also provide useful insights for multinational companies setting up operations in Myanmar that plan to employ locals in their workforce, a common trend for companies currently operating in Myanmar, such as Coca-Cola, Heineken and Chevrolet. Western managers should analyse problems and interact with their employees with respect to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to establish a thriving workforce in Myanmar. As a collectivist country with high power distance, Myanmar employees view themselves as subordinate and “unequal” to their managers and see one-on-one direct feedback or disagreeing with one’s boss as disrespectful and disgraceful. Therefore, Western managers would benefit from utilising group dynamics to solicit feedback as opposed to one-on-one interactions. Furthermore, people in collectivist cultures tend to shy away from direct forms communication. In Myanmar, as in many Asian cultures, people will often say “yes” when they do not mean it because saying “no” directly can be seen as confrontational and impolite. Therefore, it is important for Western managers to use strategies to distinguish the “ambiguous yes” from the “genuine yes.” Setting exact times for appointments, sending reminders, and following up with employees to ensure that they are on tract are a few good examples.

Understanding that Myanmar is a feminine culture, not driven by individual achievement and material success, Western managers should be cautious when setting targets and developing incentive schemes based on performance. Indirect communication is almost always preferred in Myanmar. Hence, if an employee in the marketing department is struggling to meet his/her targets, using phrases like “we need to improve” or “our marketing department needs to improve” will be better received than a direct phrase like “you need to improve.” Once the problem is established as being collective (department-wide), a manager can then speak openly about how individual employees can help the group achieve its targets. Results from Hofstede’s cultural dimensions suggest that a successful workplace in Myanmar is based on building personal relationships, establishing mutual trust, and celebrating group achievements. Multinational companies can benefit from such results, as any company that wishes to be successful in Myanmar must first establish a successful workplace.

From a theoretical perspective, findings reveal that Myanmar consumers in Yangon strongly identify with their national identity and that in-group identification is related to consumer ethnocentrism. At the macro level, consumers’ age and income were more salient than their gender identity for two of the four cultural dimensions explored in this study: power distance and masculinity/femininity. In both cases, consumers’ age and social class identity were related to more acceptance of power distance and femininity characteristics, two cultural traits associated with Myanmar culture. More research is needed to further investigate (1) why those identities were related to those dimensions, especially given that there were no gender differences, and (2) why those same identities did not seem to affect the other two cultural dimensions (individualism/collectivism and uncertainty avoidance). Findings from this exploratory study suggest that consumers’ different types of identity can be of different salience levels based on social contexts, and the tenets of social identity theory offer a relevant framework to further explore the role those identities play. For instance, in the context of this study, segmenting consumers by age and income may be more important than segmenting them by gender. Lastly, consumers’ social identity was mainly related to their perceptions of Myanmar products, thus suggesting that social identity may be a concept mostly salient for products that are directly related to consumers’ in-group identities and may not function as well for products related to out-group identities, such as products from other countries.

Limitations

Overall, findings from this study paint an optimistic picture of Myanmar and its consumers for multinational companies. These results are particularly relevant for these companies because the sample population of this study, mostly educated, middle class consumers living in Myanmar’s largest city, would be the type of consumers multinational companies would be most likely to target to buy their products. However, this also represents a limitation of this study, as participants may not be representative of other Myanmar consumers who do not live in Yangon or in a large city. Even though results from Hofstede’s cultural dimensions are similar to the ones from other Southeast Asian countries, it is important to keep in mind that participants were not recruited using a random sampling. For instance, participants’ education level, the majority had a college degree, is not reflective of the broader Myanmar population. As Alamgir (2010) explains, “the regime spends only 1.4 percent of GDP on health and education, which is less than 50 percent of what the next poorest member of ASEAN spends” (251).

This study also only investigated Myanmar culture at a macro level, focusing on consumers’ social identity, which may overlook consumers’ individual differences. Future research should also take a more micro-level approach and explore consumers’ personal identity. The use of “Burmese” as opposed to “Myanmar” in the questionnaire, especially when measuring social identity represents another limitation of this study. While the government changed the name of the country from “Burma” to “Myanmar” in 1989, claiming an effort to deemphasize the connection that “Burma” had with the majority “Burman” ethnic group, scholars have pointed out that “Myanmar” is a Burmese language word used to refer to the country (Walton 2013). Despite this, some non-Burman ethnic groups “prefer the new name as it is less associated with the Burman (or Barmar) majority ethnic group” (Dittmer 2010: 2).

This study also solely relied on quantitative data obtained from a cross-sectional survey. Future research should use qualitative methods, such as in-depth interviews, to further explore the influence of Myanmar consumers’ cultural values and social and personal identities on their consumer preferences. Lastly, due to its exploratory nature given the dearth of studies focusing on Myanmar consumers’ preferences, this study mostly gathered data pertaining to Myanmar consumers’ overall perceptions of and attitudes towards globalisation. Coca-Cola was used as one example of one product from one multinational company, but because Coca-Cola was the first United States multinational corporation to re-enter Myanmar and because Coca-Cola products are relatively affordable for the average consumers, the current ubiquity of Coca-Cola in Myanmar may limit its use in the study as a reflection of how consumers in Yangon feel about foreign, globalised products. Future research should therefore examine how Myanmar consumers perceive different types of products from different companies, as well as how consumers perceive the identity of those products and their perceived assimilation in Myanmar culture.
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ABSTRACT

As a regionalism initiative, establishment of the ASEAN Community needs plausible level of public awareness, good public perception and strong public support from the public for its legitimacy. The current paper discusses the opinion among the public pertaining to regional economic integration under the ASEAN Economic Community initiative in comparison to political-security cooperation under the ASEAN Political Security Community in 2015 among educated public in four ASEAN countries, namely Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam. The study aims to solicit and compare the current situation of public opinion of these two kinds of liberalisation in ASEAN within the context of awareness, perception, and support. The research objectives were achieved by means of statistical measures and analyses on the opinion among 1,471 Gen Y respondents in these four ASEAN countries gathered from a public opinion survey in 2015. The study reveals interesting findings. Firstly, it found that the extent of awareness of both APSC and AEC is still weak resulting in weak extent of perceived relevancy and benefits as well as weak support for APSC and moderate-level support for AEC. Secondly, by comparing the opinion on APSC to AEC, the study found that awareness, perception and support for economic integration in ASEAN were in fact higher than political security cooperation. Finally, some implications of these issues are discussed.

Keywords: ASEAN Community, regionalism, economic integration, political cooperation, public opinion

INTRODUCTION

Regional integration, either induced by people’s economic regionalisation and/or state regionalism initiatives, are perhaps the most notable and consequential feature of the international economic and political landscape to take shape in many part of the world since the end of the Cold War (Benny et al. 2015a). As a worldwide phenomenon of increased interaction between actors (state and non-state) in economic, security, political, social and cultural spheres, regional integration has emerged in different stages in various parts of the world, with its most developed form in the European Union (hereafter, EU).

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (hereafter, ASEAN) has been regarded as one of the most successful regional integration initiatives among the developing countries (Benny, Tham and Ramli 2015). Since its inception in 1967, ASEAN has been considered as successful in maintaining political stability and security that has in part contributed towards the rapid economic growth of its five founding members during 1960s–1990s. Although its initial reasons for establishment was mainly political—to secure the region’s peace, stability and development—its aims include the promotion of regional economic, social and cultural cooperation among the five founding countries of Southeast Asia (Tan 2004: 935).

The Asian Financial Crisis (AFC) in 1997 and increasing competition for investment flows from a rising China and India had caused ASEAN leaders to realign strategies for ASEAN economic integration. Accordingly, they adopted the ASEAN Vision 2020 in December 1997 that describe the aspiration of an ASEAN Community as a concert of Southeast Asian nations, outward looking, living in peace, stability and prosperity, bonded together in partnership in dynamic development and in a community of caring societies to be achieved by the end of 2020. Subsequently, a founding document of the ASEAN Community—the Declaration of Bali Concord II—in 2003 declare the three pillars consisting of the ASEAN Political Security Community (hereafter, APSC), ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), and ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (hereafter, ASCC) as its new goal in regional integration. Later, the 12th ASEAN Summit accelerated the deadline of the ASEAN Community establishment to 2015.

The Bali Concord II describes that “APSC is envisaged to bring the ASEAN’s political and security cooperation to a higher plane to ensure that countries in the region live at peace with one another and with the world at large in a just, democratic and harmonious environment, of which members shall rely exclusively on peaceful processes in the settlement of intra-regional differences and regard their security as fundamentally linked to one another and bound by geographic location, common vision and objectives, while keep maintaining the respects for the ASEAN Way enshrined in the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC).” The Declaration also defined the AEC as “the realisation of the end-goal of economic integration as outlined in the ASEAN Vision 2020, to create a stable, prosperous and highly competitive ASEAN economic region in which there is a free flow of goods, services, investment and a freer flow of capital, equitable economic development and reduced poverty and socio-economic disparities in year 2020.”

In 2007, the lofty goals of the APSC and AEC were translated into action when the ASEAN leaders issued the Declaration on the APSC Blueprint as well as the AEC Blueprint. The Blueprint is essentially a master plan formulated for guiding the achievement of an APSC and AEC by 2015. There is moderate progress on the economic integration and political cooperation among ASEAN members approaching the declaration of ASEAN Community establishment in 2015 (Abdullah and Benny 2013).

Critics however remain sceptical on ASEAN political and economic integration (Abdullah and Benny 2013). On political integration, some well-known scholars—Acharya (2003), Caballero-Anthony (2008), and Chavez (2007)—argue that the development and process of ASEAN Community appeared to be elitist and state-centric. On ASEAN economic integration, some studies (Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia, ERIA 2012; Asian Development Bank Institute, ADBI 2012) indicate that there has been some success in achieving some of the goals of the Blueprint, economic integration is still very much work in progress or the AEC is still essentially a community in the making, when measured against its stated goals. Moreover, despite a plethora of summits, meetings, plans and protocols designed both to strengthen economic integration in the region, the AEC is essentially a top-down initiative for establishing a single market and production base (Benny, Tham and Ramli 2015). The general public of member countries has never been involved in the building process of the ASEAN Community and the AEC (Benny and Abdullah 2011; Chavez 2007; Moorthy and Benny 2012a and 2012b). Thus, there is a huge gap between the states’ elites and the public in terms of decision making and the formation of ASEAN Community.

The study strongly argues that establishing regional integration needs basic conceptualisation, understanding and support from the public of the region. Theories of regional integration have shown that opinions and participation among the public would determine the success of such efforts (Benny, Ramli and Tham 2014; Abdullah and Benny 2013; Benny and Abdullah 2011; Moorthy and Benny 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Collins 2008; Lindberg and Scheingold 1970; Hewstone 1986; Ortuoste 2008). So far, regional integration process in ASEAN lacks public involvement in its process (Abdullah and Benny 2013). Furthermore, there is also no comprehensive measurement on the support, opinions, or consensus of the public on the creation of the ASEAN Community. There is also a notable lack of studies that have attempted to capture the voices of the public on an ASEAN Community. This is not to mention the absence of studies that compares public knowledge, perception and supports for the formation of two of three basic pillars of the ASEAN Community, namely the APSC and AEC approaching the date of ASEAN Community effective establishment at the end of 2015.

Having said that, this research aims to compare opinion among the public in four countries surveyed (Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and Vietnam) pertaining to awareness, perception, and supports for APSC and AEC. More specifically, the research aims to: (1) assess the opinion—awareness, perception, and supports—of APSC and AEC in the four ASEAN countries; and (2) to compare the extent of the opinions towards the two ASEAN community pillars.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Assessment on scholarly literatures found no scholarly work comparing economic and political regionalism in the ASEAN Community context. Studies on the ASEAN are numerous, but conducted using the elite decision-making approach for assessing the establishment processes or the social, political and economic challenges of ASEAN (Acharya 2003; Benny, Tham and Ramli 2015; Hew 2007; Guerrero 2008) as well as the readiness of the business sector for the AEC (Abidin et al. 2012; Mugijayani and Kartika 2012). Review on the literature found that quite a few studies so far on public opinion on the establishment of ASEAN Community (e.g., Abdullah and Benny 2013; Benny 2014, 2015, 2016a, 2016b; Benny and Abdullah, 2011; Benny, Moorthy, Daud and Othman 2015a, 2015b; Benny, Ramli and Tham 2014; Benny, Tham and Ramli 2015; Moorthy and Benny 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Siraprapasiri and Thalang 2016; Thompson, Thianthai and Thuzar 2016), but only very limited number of studies discuss the opinion on AEC or APSC.

Literature Review found only two studies discussing public opinion on AEC. The first article, Public Opinion on the Formation of the ASEAN Economic Community: An Exploratory Study in Three ASEAN Countries, was written by Benny, Tham and Ramli (2015). It discusses the extent of public support, commitment, perceived benefits and aspiration among the public in Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore in 2010 and found the differences in level of support, commitment and perceived benefits in three countries. However, this study is considered limited to the opinion among the public in three Malay archipelagic states five years before the effective implementation of AEC, so more current research is required to capture the present opinion among the public.

The most recent study on AEC was conducted by Benny (2015) who writes an article, Is the ASEAN Economic Community Relevant to Gen Y Professionals? A Comparative Study on Attitudes and Participation of Young Professionals in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Vietnam on ASEAN Economic Integration, on awareness and perception of relevancy of the AEC among the young professionals in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Vietnam countries during the final year of AEC establishment in 2015. He found that the awareness of the AEC among the Gen Y professionals was very weak, but they perceived the AEC as highly relevant for them individually and also for their country. The study goes further by analysing the influence of awareness on the perception and found positive association between the two variables. Comparing to the current study, scope of this study is limited on the two variables and only involves Gen Y Professionals in three countries as unit of analysis.

Review on literature found only one study discussing the public opinion on APSC. The article Regional Public Opinion towards the Formation of Political Security Community in Southeast Asia, written by Abdullah and Benny (2013) based on their study in 2013, analyses and compares awareness, attitude, perception and aspiration for the APSC in Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore based on their survey in 2010 and found that public lacked awareness, perceived APSC as elitist state-centric agenda, but displayed some positive attitudes and supports for APSC.

Having discusses previous studies, this study is unique because it aims to compare and analyse the opinion towards APSC and AEC. Secondly, this study also compared the opinion in four ASEAN countries. In this sense, this study includes not only two countries that have been involved in previous studies, but also involve public in two other ASEAN important countries—Thailand and Vietnam.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Variables and Indicators

The study used three variables measured by ten Likert indicators that underwent a thorough examination in a series of focus group discussions. The first variable—the awareness AEC and APSC—examined the extent of knowledge of AEC and APSC by using two indicators: knowledge on the APSC and knowledge on the AEC. They were adapted from the indicators of the 2009/2010 ASEAN public opinion study conducted by Benny, Tham and Rashila (2015) as well as the study by Abdullah and Benny (2013). Details of questions are exhibited in Appendix 1.

The second variable—perception of APSC—examined the three kinds of perception using six indicators, including: (1) perceived importance of APSC for their country; (2) perceived importance of APSC to the respondent individually; and (3) perceived benefits of APSC on security and peace of the region; (4) perceived importance of AEC for their country; (5) perceived importance of AEC to the respondent individually; and (6) perceived benefits of AEC on the economic development of ASEAN countries. Most indicators were inspired from the 2010 ASEAN public opinion study by Benny, Tham and Ramli (2015) and Abdullah and Benny (2013) and have undergone a thorough examination in a series of focus group discussions. Details of questions are exhibited in the Appendix.

The third variable—support for APSC and AEC—was measured using two indicators, i.e., support for APSC and support for AEC. The indicator was inspired from the 2010 ASEAN public opinion study by Benny, Tham and Ramli (2015), and Abdullah and Benny (2013). Details of questions are exhibited in the Appendix.

Data Collection

Quantitative survey was used as the main method for data collection. A set of structured self-administered questionnaires were used and translated into four national languages—Indonesian, Malay, Thai, and Vietnamese. Questions were pilot tested to 30 respondents in each country to satisfy validity and reliability requirement as well as to ensure their comprehensibility by respondents.

The study selected university students as respondents because of the complexity of issues of economic liberalisation and political security cooperation. Preeceding the survey, focused group discussions with experts and policy-makers at the Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia suggested that the survey should focus on educated public for this complexity reason because it is a little bit difficult for general public to answer the questions with authority if they don’t understand the issues of regional integration. Purposive quota sampling was employed in the surveys in each capital city (Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta, Bangkok, and Hanoi) between June and November 2015. In each city, the study targeted around 350 respondents between 18 and 30 years old.

To collect responses from survey respondents, the study assigned group of enumerators in each city. The enumerators were selected from campus networks in main public and private universities in Malaysia (Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia in the suburb of Kuala Lumpur), Indonesia (University of Indonesia and Binus University, Jakarta), Thailand (Thammasat University, Bangkok), and Vietnam (Vietnam National University Hanoi). Preceding the survey, focus group discussions was conducted with professors or lecturers in each city to get their knowledge, insights, and opinions regarding the issues under study.

The method of data collection is as follows. Firstly, researcher formed and trained enumerator teams in each city. Enumerator teams directly met the respondents in public spaces on university campuses (such as cafeterias, libraries, or university corridors) and asked them to fill out the self-administered questionnaire. The respondents who were selected in the study should satisfy the working status requirement and purposive quota sampling design, that includes: (1) level of education (undergraduate and postgraduate @ 50 percent); (2) gender (male and female @ 50 percent); and (3) professional education/working background, including 30 percent from business, banking and economics; 30 percent from social science, political sciences and law; 30 percent from engineering, technology and science 30 percent; and 10 percent from others (including education, literatures, arts).

Data Analysis

The study uses descriptive and inferential statistics to achieve the aims of study. To achieve the first research objective, data were analysed using univariate analysis statistics such as frequency, percentage, and mean values. To simplify descriptive analysis, the frequency distributions of 6-point scales were regrouped into two response categories—agree and disagree.

Mean values are used to interpret the extent of awareness, perception and support by using this criteria. As the indicators use 6-scale Likert scale, the value between 1 and 3 is considered as negative while it is positive if the mean value is between 4 and 6. For awareness variable, the interpretation of mean values is as follow: 1 for “strong unawareness”; 2 for “moderate unawareness”; 3 for “weak unawareness”; 4 for “weak awareness”; 5 for “moderate awareness”; and 6 for “strong awareness.” For perception variable, the interpretation of mean values is as follow: 1 for “strong negative perception”; 2 for “moderate negative perception”; 3 for “weak negative perception”; 4 for “weak positive perception”; 5 for “moderate positive perception”; and 6 for “strong positive perception.” Finally, for support variable, the interpretation of mean values is as follow: 1 for “strong unsupportive”; 2 for “moderate unsupportive”; 3 for “weak unsupportive”; 4 for “weak supportive”; 5 for “moderate supportive”; and 6 for “strong supportive.”

In order to find differences between responses in four countries, data in four countries were further analysis to compare means for significant difference. For this purpose, the study employed One-Way Analysis of Variance (One-way ANOVA) with Post-Hoc Least Square Difference (LSD) Tests. Secondly, to achieve the second objective, the study uses Paired-Samples T-Tests to compare the indicators of awareness, perception and support for APSC with those for AEC.

Methodological Limitation

The study acknowledges some methodological limitations. Firstly, the measurement of variables that is considered too direct and unsophisticated. The study does not assess awareness, perception and support for APSC and AEC in their specific characteristics, but in their holistic integration because the second purpose of the study is to compare the awareness, perception and support for the two types of ASEAN integration.


Secondly, the study was conducted in only four out of ten ASEAN members. The study only involves public opinion in Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and Vietnam. The selection of the four countries was justified as: (1) they are considered important in ASEAN in terms of territorial size, population, and economy; (2) three countries—Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand—are among the five ASEAN founders; and (3) Vietnam is included as one of ASEAN newer members. However, given the uniqueness of the other six ASEAN countries not involved in the survey, the study does not pretend to represent them.

Finally, the study used convenience quota, non-random sampling to select the targeted public in the four cities. However, the choice of the targeted public—only those with tertiary education background—was unavoidable because of the requirement of critical thinking among the respondent to answer the questions. Therefore, the findings from the study cannot be generalised to the general public in ASEAN. However, due to large number of respondents involved, the results can be used to understand possible trends among the educated young public on the issues studied.

Respondents Demography

A number of 1,471 respondents involved in the study consisted of the Gen Y respondents who were attending undergraduate and postgraduate schools in leading public and private universities, since it was logistically impossible (given time and resource constraints) to extend the sample to include the general public in the four countries. The survey involved 387 Indonesians, 374 Malaysians, 350 Thais and 360 Vietnamese. In terms of gender, the respondents were almost balanced between male (47 percent) and female (53 percent). In each country the proportion is somewhat different: 49 percent male and 51 percent female in Indonesia and Thailand; 48 percent male and 52 percent female in Malaysia; and 42 percent male and 58 percent female in Vietnam.

The study targeted those between 18 and 30 years old, and divided them into two groups: 18–25 and 26–30. Those between 18 and 25 years old formed the majority of respondents in all countries surveyed (74 percent in general: 77 percent Indonesians, 71 percent Malaysians, 79 percent Thais and 67 percent Vietnamese).


Table 1: Respondent profiles.
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Due to complicatedness of the questions, the study set higher education as requirement to the respondents. Therefore, based on the current education level, the respondents have undergraduate (56 percent in general: 52 percent Indonesians, 51 percent Malaysians, 50 percent Thais and 67 percent in Vietnam) or postgraduate education (44 percent in general: 48 percent Indonesians, 47 percent Malaysians, 50 percent Thais and 33 percent Vietnamese).

The study has tried its best to differentiate the areas of study background of the respondents in the fieldwork. The results of the areas of study are as follow: 34 percent respondents have either business, banking, and economy education background (43 percent Indonesians, 24 percent Malaysians, 31 percent Thais and 37 percent Vietnamese); 29 percent have either social sciences, humanities (24 percent Indonesians, 34 percent Malaysians, 30 percent Thais and 30 percent Vietnamese) or law or engineering, technology and sciences (26 percent Indonesians, 31 percent Malaysians, 30 percent Thais and 28 percent Vietnamese); 8 percent have either literature, education, and so on (7 percent Indonesians, 11 percent Malaysians, 9 percent Thais and 5 percent Vietnamese). Finally, concerning occupational background, majority (49 percent) of the respondents are students. Among those who work, majority work in public sector (21 percent), private sector (20 percent). In addition, 9 percent of respondents are self-employed.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Awareness of ASEAN Regionalism Initiatives

The study argue that it is important to know whether public are aware of the economic and political regionalism processes that are occurring in ASEAN because awareness may affect public perception and support for the regionalism processes. In general, the awareness of APSC and AEC is still weak in four countries surveyed.

Awareness of APSC

Majority respondents (in general 54 percent; 66 percent Indonesia; 38 percent Malaysia; 56 percent Thailand; 55 percent Vietnam) stated that they have knowledge of the APSC. The mean value (3.57) shows the extent of awareness for APSC is actually weak as it indicates that in average the public is only “somewhat agree” of having awareness on APSC. Using One Way ANOVA and Post-Hoc LSD tests, the study found that respondents in Indonesia (mean = 3.83) and Vietnam (3.68) seem to have stronger awareness than those in Thailand (3.58) and Malaysia (3.19). The Post-Hoc LSD test also shows the awareness in Malaysia seems very much weaker than the other three countries.

Awareness of AEC

Majority respondents (in general 66 percent; 77 percent Indonesia; 58 percent Malaysia; 70 percent Thailand; 58 percent Vietnam) stated that they have knowledge of the AEC. The mean value (3.84) shows the extent of awareness for AEC is weak as it indicates that in average the public is only “somewhat agree” of having awareness of AEC. Using One Way ANOVA and Post-Hoc LSD tests, the study found that respondents in Indonesia (mean = 4.05) seem to have stronger awareness than the other three countries, while the Vietnamese awareness (3.95) is stronger than those in Thailand (3.81) and Malaysia (3.54). The Post-Hoc LSD test also shows the awareness in Malaysia seems very much weaker than the other three countries.

The relatively higher awareness in Indonesia can be explained by the socialisation of the idea in this country. From some series of FGDs conducted in Jakarta in December 2015 to discuss the result of the study, it is indicated that the higher awareness in Indonesia maybe resulted from the interaction between (central and local) government campaigns and the role of civil societies and mass media criticising the lack of preparation strategies from Indonesian government. The role of civil societies and mass media in policy making in Indonesia become significantly stronger after democratic reforms in 1999 after the collapse of authoritarian Soeharto administration one year before. The issue of Indonesian government’s lackadaisical moves on preparing the people was heavily criticised and got coverage from the media.

PERCEPTION OF ASEAN REGIONALISM INITIATIVES

Perception of ASEAN Political Security

The study argue that it is important to know whether the respondents perceive that ASEAN Community as relevant as well as beneficial because it will determine the level of support among the public for the regional integration. This study includes perceived relevancy and perceived benefits as variable measured from the public. Perceived Relevancy indicates the importance of the ASEAN liberalisation to the respondent individually as well as to their country and its people while perceived benefits identify whether the respondents think ASEAN liberalisation will benefit them. Perceptions of the APSC among the respondents in four countries are as follow.

Perceived relevance of APSC for the respondents individually

Two-thirds respondents in four countries (66 percent; 77 percent Indonesia; 58 percent Malaysia; 70 percent Thailand; 58 percent Vietnam) stated that APSC is “somewhat important” for them individually. The mean value of 3.87 shows the extent of perceived relevancy is actually slightly weak. ANOVA’s Post Hoc LSD tests find that perception is the highest in Vietnam (mean = 4.16), followed by Indonesia (3.97) and Thailand (3.82). The perception in Malaysia (3.56) is the lowest among the four countries.


Perceived relevance of APSC for the country and people

Three-fourths respondents in four countries (75 percent; 75 percent Indonesia; 72 percent Malaysia; 74 percent Thailand; 82 percent Vietnam) stated that APSC is “somewhat important” for their country and its people. The mean value of 4.09 shows the extent of perceived relevancy is actually slightly weak. ANOVA’s Post Hoc LSD tests find that perception is significantly highest in Vietnam (mean = 4.41) and lowest in Malaysia (3.86). Perception in Indonesia (4.08) and Thailand (4.04) is significantly lower than Vietnam but higher than in Malaysia.

Perceived benefit of APSC for providing more security and peace to the region

More than three-fourths respondents in four countries (76 percent; 79 percent Indonesia; 72 percent Malaysia; 71 percent Thailand; 84 percent Vietnam) stated that APSC will be beneficial for security and peace of the region. The mean value of 4.15 shows the extent of perceived benefit is actually slightly weak. ANOVA’s Post Hoc LSD tests find that perception is significantly highest in Vietnam (mean = 4.61) and lowest in Malaysia (3.92) and Thailand (3.97). Perception in Indonesia (mean = 4.13) is significantly lower than Vietnam but higher than in Thailand and Malaysia.

Perception of ASEAN Economic Community

Perceptions of the AEC among the respondents in four countries are as follow:

Perceived relevance of AEC for the respondents personally

Four-fifths of respondents in four countries (80 percent; 86 percent Indonesia; 70 percent Malaysia; 81 percent Thailand; 80 percent Vietnam) stated that AEC is “somewhat important” for them personally. The mean value of 4.28 shows the extent of perceived relevancy is actually slightly weak. ANOVA’s Post Hoc LSD tests find that perception is the highest in Vietnam (mean = 4.58), and the lowest in Malaysia (3.96). Perception in Indonesia (4.37) is not significantly different with that in Thailand (4.23)—they are significantly lower than that in Vietnam but higher than in Malaysia.


Perceived relevance of AEC for the country and people

A very strong majority of respondents (in general 85 percent; 85 percent Indonesia and Malaysia; 81 percent Thailand; 88 percent Vietnam) stated that AEC is “somewhat important” for their country and its people. The mean value of 4.46 shows the extent of perceived relevancy is actually slightly weak. ANOVA’s Post Hoc LSD tests find that perception is significantly highest in Vietnam (mean = 4.68) and lowest in Indonesia (4.35), Malaysia (4.37) and Thailand (4.45).

Perceived benefit of AEC for bringing economic development of ASEAN countries

A strong majority of respondents (88 percent: 87 percent Indonesia; 91 percent Malaysia; 83 percent Thailand; 91 percent Vietnam) stated that AEC will bring benefits to economic development of ASEAN countries. The mean value of 4.48 shows the extent of perceived benefit is actually in moderate level. ANOVA’s Post Hoc LSD tests find that perception is significantly highest in Vietnam (mean = 4.68) and lowest in Thailand (4.32). Perception in Indonesia (4.41) and Malaysia (4.52) is significantly lower than Vietnam but higher than in Thailand.

The study found that perceived relevance of APSC as well as the AEC for the country and people in general is higher than the relevance for personal matters. This phenomena may be explainable by the current mechanism of establishing the ASEAN Community that mainly state-centric and elitist. Consequently, the public feel a little bit in distance resulting in the lower perception of APSC relevance to them personally.

SUPPORT FOR ASEAN REGIONALISM INITIATIVES

Support for the APSC

The study argues that any regionalism initiatives need to be supported by the public because support is the foundation of any policies. Thus, it is important to know the level of support among the public for the ASEAN Community.

Nearly three-quarters of respondents (in general 74 percent; 84 percent Indonesia; 75 percent Malaysia; 75 percent Thailand; 62 percent Vietnam) stated that they supported the establishment of APSC. The mean value (4.12) shows the extent of support for APSC is rather weak. Using One Way ANOVA and its Post-Hoc LSD tests, the study found that the support in Indonesia (mean = 4.33) is the highest compared in the other three countries, while the support in Malaysia (4.01) and Vietnam (3.99) is the lowest. The support in Thailand (4.16) is lower than Indonesia but higher than in Malaysia and Vietnam.

The finding that Indonesia’s support for APSC is the highest among the four countries may relate with the history that Indonesia has been the strongest promoter of APSC idea since its conception reflected in the Bali Concord 2003. Rodolfo Severino (2006) discussed in his book that the Indonesian Foreign Minister Hassan Wirayuda promoted the idea of APSC and supported the Philippines’ suggestion of ASCC in ASEAN meetings since the end of 2002. Severino (2006) discussed how ideas pertaining to economic integration and liberalization dominated the discussions of ASEAN integration. He asserts that Indonesia strongly advocated the APSC because Indonesia did not want economic discussions, particularly on the AEC, become the sole issue of the 2003 ASEAN Summit. The other reasons for Indonesian active advocacy for the idea is because of Indonesia’s security instability in the beginning of 2000s with some terrorist activities destabilising this ASEAN largest country, thus Indonesia concerned about the flow of arms to Indonesian separatist groups from or through neighbouring countries and the lack of coherence of ASEAN’s response to global security issues during that period. In addition, Indonesia also has seen an opportunity to advance democratic and human rights agenda in ASEAN in the context of APSC (Benny 2016b).

Support for the AEC

A strong majority of respondents (in general 87 percent; 90 percent Indonesia; 89 percent Malaysia; 74 percent Thailand; 94 percent Vietnam) stated that they are for the establishment of AEC. The mean value (4.54) shows the extent of support for AEC is actually in moderate level. Using One Way ANOVA and its Post-Hoc LSD tests, the study found that the support in Vietnam (mean = 4.83) is the highest among the four countries, while the support in Thailand (4.26) is the lowest. The support in Indonesia (4.55), not significantly different with that in Malaysia (4.53), were lower than Vietnam but higher than in Thailand.

The study’s finding that support for AEC was significantly higher in Vietnam than in the other three countries is explainable by Vietnamese public’s good perception toward ASEAN in maintain their economic growth. Tien Dung Nguyen and Mitsuo Ezaki (2005) argue that ASEAN regional economic integration benefits Vietnam’s economy in terms of welfare, income-distribution, household consumption and income, greater market access, and exports. Analysis on the Vietnam’s exports to ASEAN countries shows that the figures increased from USD980.8 million in 1995 to USD18,063.7 million in 2015. Its imports from ASEAN countries also increased from USD2,267.2 million to USD23,827.4 million (ASEAN Secretariat 2006).

COMPARING AWARENESS, PERCEPTION, SUPPORT FOR APSC AND AEC

In achieving the second research objective, Paired-t-Test is used to compare the awareness, perception as well as the support for APSC with that of AEC. The results of comparison tests are shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Comparison of Awareness, Perception and Support for APSC and AEC.



	Variable for comparison
	APSC
	AEC
	Finding and Analysis



	Awareness of APSC and AEC
	Mean = 3.77
Std. dev. = 1.19
	Mean = 3.84
Std. dev. = 1.19
	Finding: t = −2.193; df = 1450; Sig (2-tailed) = 0.028
Analysis: Awareness of AEC is significantly higher than that of APSC



	Perceived relevance for the respondents personally
	Mean = 3.87
Std. dev. = 1.17
	Mean = 4.27
Std. dev. = 1.08
	Finding: t = −12.514; df = 1449; Sig (2-tailed) = 0.000
Analysis: Perceived important of AEC is significantly higher than that of APSC



	Perceived relevance for the country/people
	Mean = 4.08
Std. dev. = 1.07
	Mean = 4.45
Std. dev. = 1.01
	Finding: t = −11.740; df = 1424; Sig (2-tailed) = 0.000
Analysis: Perceived important of AEC is significantly higher than that of APSC



	Perceived benefits from integration / cooperation
	Mean = 4.15
Std. dev. = 1.11
	Mean = 4.48
Std. dev. = 0.95
	Finding: t = −10.519; df = 1450; Sig (2-tailed) = 0.000
Analysis: Perceived benefit of AEC is significantly higher than that of APSC



	Support for integration
	Support for APSC:
Mean = 4.12
Std. dev. = 1.14
	Support for AEC:
Mean = 4.54
Std. dev. = 1.01
	Finding: t = −12.813; df = 1446; Sig (2-tailed) = 0.000
Analysis: Support for AEC is significantly higher than that for APSC





Comparing Awareness of APSC and AEC

The Paired-t-Test shows that the awareness of AEC (mean = 3.84) in four countries is significantly higher than that of the APSC (mean = 3.77). This finding is plausible because government in the four ASEAN countries focuses more on economic benefits from the integration on their messages when they did campaign on the regionalism initiatives to their public.

Comparing Perception of APSC and AEC

The Paired-t-Test shows that the perceptions of AEC are significantly higher than that of APSC. The statistics show that, for personal matters, the perception of relevance of AEC (mean = 4.27) is higher than that of APSC (mean = 3.87). In addition, the respondents also perceived relevance of the AEC (mean = 4.45) to their country and people is higher than that of the APSC (mean = 4.08). Finally, the study also discovers that the respondents’ perception of AEC’s benefit (mean = 4.48) is higher than that of APSC (mean = 4.15).

The finding that AEC is considered as more relevant and beneficial for them personally and for their country, people and the region is reasonable because almost all the countries in ASEAN have followed the model of developmental state that focuses more on economic development than political matters, so mainstream media discuss mostly about economic development. As the results, public are more interested in economic relevance and benefits of the ASEAN Community.

Comparing the Support for APSC and AEC

The Paired-t-Test shows that the support for AEC (mean = 4.54 in four countries is significantly higher than that of the APSC (mean = 4.12). The proximity of economic issues to the respondents may play a role in the state of higher support for AEC in comparison to APSC. In this case, political security integration is considered as a more distant issue to the respondents than economic integration, resulting in the higher support for AEC than APSC.

A study by Benny, Moorthy, Daud and Othman (2015a) may explain why the support for AEC tends to be higher than APSC. Their study was conducted using 2010 public opinion data on the effect of elitist regionalism process in ASEAN found the association between elitist, state-centric regional integration process in ASEAN and support for its formation. Thus, the study argues that, because policy makers in ASEAN tend to consider the issue of political security tends as state-domains, the public was less involved in political security decision making than it is on economic regionalism. This perception of “distantness” from the public thus may play the role in higher support for AEC than it is for APSC.

CONCLUSION

This study analysed the data taken by surveying 1,471 Gen Y respondents in four ASEAN countries. The study found that the extent of awareness of both APSC and AEC is still weak resulting in weak extent of perceived relevancy and benefits as well as weak support for APSC and moderate-level support for AEC. Given that previous studies showed the effect of awareness on perception and support, the study urges national government to formulate and implement the strategy to bring ASEAN economic and political security integration and cooperation closer to the public.

Finally, the study found that awareness, perception and support for economic integration in ASEAN were stronger than that of political security cooperation. The study indicates that the distance of political security issues to the public as well as the state-centric APSC process that resulted in the distance of political security cooperation to the public. However, successful political security cooperation and economic integration requires active participation not only from the elites but also from the public. Thus, the study reiterates the requirement to bring ASEAN integration to, not only “people-centred ASEAN” that is actually very rhetorical, but it should be “people-involved ASEAN integration.”
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APPENDIX

Survey Question Wording



	Variables
	Questionnaire
	Coding



	Awareness of APSC and AEC
	I have sufficient knowledge about the ASEAN Political Security Community.
	Completely disagree = 1; Disagree = 2; Somewhat disagree = 3; Somewhat agree = 4; Agree = 5; Completely agree = 6



	I have sufficient knowledge about the ASEAN Economic Community.
	Completely disagree = 1; Disagree = 2; Somewhat disagree = 3; Somewhat agree = 4; Agree = 5; Completely agree = 6



	Perception of APSC and AEC
	The APSC is important for my country and its people.
	Completely disagree = 1; Disagree = 2; Somewhat disagree = 3; Somewhat agree = 4; Agree = 5; Completely agree = 6



	The APSC is important for me.
	Completely disagree = 1; Disagree = 2; Somewhat disagree = 3; Somewhat agree = 4; Agree = 5; Completely agree = 6



	The APSC will provide more security and peace to Southeast Asia.
	Completely disagree = 1; Disagree = 2; Somewhat disagree = 3; Somewhat agree = 4; Agree = 5; Completely agree = 6



	The APSC is important for my country and its people.
	Completely disagree = 1; Disagree = 2; Somewhat disagree = 3; Somewhat agree = 4; Agree = 5; Completely agree = 6



	The APSC is important for me.
	Completely disagree = 1; Disagree = 2; Somewhat disagree = 3; Somewhat agree = 4; Agree = 5; Completely agree = 6



	AEC is a positive development for the economies of ASEAN countries.
	Completely disagree = 1; Disagree = 2; Somewhat disagree = 3; Somewhat agree = 4; Agree = 5; Completely agree = 6



	Support for APSC and AEC
	I am for the establishment of ASEAN Political Security Community.
	Completely disagree = 1; Disagree = 2; Somewhat disagree = 3; Somewhat agree = 4; Agree = 5; Completely agree = 6



	I am for the establishment of ASEAN Economic Community.
	Completely disagree = 1; Disagree = 2; Somewhat disagree = 3; Somewhat agree = 4; Agree = 5; Completely agree = 6
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