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ABSTRACT

The leading scholar in research in the field of tourism in Thailand is Professor Erik Cohen. Not only has he contributed to the store of empirical material on Thailand on a wide range of tourism-related subjects, but he has been involved in an important series of debates about theories and paradigms in the sociological-anthropological study of tourism. These debates examine the appropriate concepts to be deployed in understanding leisure activities and the transformations which tourism has set in motion. In tourism studies, there are several key ideas which have preoccupied researchers, many of them in relation to Thailand, to do with cultural “touristification” and commodification; imaging and representation; staging and authenticity; identity and ethnicity; host-guest relations; mediation and tour guides; trajectories of change; sequential typologies; and the tourist gaze. A most recent set of discussions generated by Erik Cohen and Scott Cohen has considered the utility of the sociological concept of mobilities and the problem of Eurocentrism in understanding local-level touristic encounters. The paper will critically review these concepts and provide contextual material on the development of tourism in Thailand during the past four decades. Until recently tourism in Thailand has tended to focus on selected sites along an axis which includes the northern hill or “tribal” regions, Chiang Mai and its environs, the greater Bangkok metropolitan area, and several beach and island resorts in southern Thailand, subjects which Erik Cohen has examined in considerable detail.
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INTRODUCTION: SUBSTANTIVE ISSUES


Thai tourism is a highly diversified, complex, and changing phenomenon, the impact and consequences of which have to be gauged within the wider processes of economic development and social change in Thai society (Cohen 2001a: 28).



This paper provides a critical appreciation of Erik Cohen’s sociological-anthropological research on tourism in Thailand sustained by a close reading of his work in this field and a face-to-face and email dialogue with him during the past three years.** It is structured around Cohen’s observation that his research did not stem from “a long-range research project”; rather it comprised “shifting and expanding interests” which “developed over the years in a process of interaction between theoretical concerns and research findings” (Cohen 2001b: ix; Cohen 2001c). In much of his work, his approach adopted appropriate concepts to address the topic or issue under investigation; there was no overarching theory that was pursued single-mindedly. The most important biographical appreciation of Cohen’s work has been provided by Scott Cohen (2013) who has also co-authored several theoretically significant publications with Erik Cohen since 2012 (see, for example, Cohen and Cohen 2012a, 2012b, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c; and Cohen, Cohen and King 2016). Scott Cohen indicates that up until his 2013 publication there was “only piecemeal biographical information available about him [Erik Cohen] in the public domain” (Cohen 2013: 104), though there had been some informative autobiographical exposures in Erik Cohen’s own work (see, for example, 2001b, 2007a: 50–59, 2012a), and useful material in Nelson Graburn’s brief appreciation (2004: 94–95). The concluding comments of Scott Cohen on Erik Cohen’s work set the scene for my current project: “Encapsulating Erik Cohen’s contribution to the advancement of the field of tourism studies in a few words is a problem, for his work has been incredibly varied, covering so many ways in which tourism interfaces with the contemporary world” and “Professor Erik Cohen’s work has been absolutely fundamental to the development of tourism studies and its dissemination from both sociological and anthropological perspectives” (Cohen 2013: 109, 110).

The crucial concerns for social scientists since the second half of the 1970s have been the socio-cultural interactions between visitors, tourism intermediaries and local communities, and their respective responses, and their interpretations of these complex encounters (Cohen indicates that his early interest in hill tribe tourism in the 1970s was in “touristic interactions,” especially between tourists, “jungle guides” and ethnic minorities [2001b: x–xi, 1982a, 1983a, 1985a, 1989a]). In addition, Cohen was interested in the organisational forms, interactions, and the content of and the processes involved in a wide range of tourism activities: touristic engagement, emerging tourisms and resulting touristic differentiation in attractions, sites and events (1972, 1979a, 1979b, 1979c, 1983b, 1984a, 1987a, 2001a, 2001d, 2001e, 2008a; and see Dann and Cohen 1991); as well as the socio-economic backgrounds, experiences and motivations of tourists, and their categorisation (1974, 1979a). Cohen also developed an ethnographic interest in “hill tribe tourist art” and the need “to place this within the wider context of cultural, economic and political trends in the region” (2001b: xi, 2000, 1983a, 1989b, 1989c, 1993a, 1996a), and imaging and representations of peoples and sites in advertisements, brochures, greetings cards, postcards, and popular and scientific literature (1992a, 1992b, 1993b, 2001d). He also explored the ways in which tourism becomes implicated in cultural politics and identity formation in the encounters between the nation-state and its constituent ethnic groups (1983c, 1992a, 1993b, 2008a). More generally, Cohen examined the social, cultural economic, political and environmental consequences of tourism (1978, 1988a, 2007b, 2008a). He has also addressed a range of seemingly disparate elements and events in tourism in Thailand: the breadth of his interests is impressive, from Chinese vegetarian festivals and spirit possession (2001f, 2009a, 2012b), medical tourism (2010a), the symbolic and practical role of animals in tourism (2009b, 2010b, 2012c), tourist jokes (2010c), golf tourism (1995a), tribal costume (1988b), spirit houses (2014a), backpacking (2004a), pilgrimage (1992c, 2004b), floating markets (2016a), tourism-related crime (1996b, 1997), tourist murders (2008b, 2016b), tourist fatalities in natural disasters (2009c), tourism crises (2010d, 2012d; Cohen and Neal 2010), urban heritage (2014b), tattoo tourism (2013) and food tourism (Cohen and Avieli 2004). Amidst this diversity three central interests appear to structure Cohen’s work: (1) general conceptual and theoretical papers in the sociology-anthropology of tourism; (2) various aspects of tourism in Thailand; and (3) critical case studies of ethically problematic issues such as the Koh Tao tourist murders.

He has brought together many of these concerns in his collected essays: Thai Tourism: Hill Tribes, Islands and Open-ended Prostitution (2001a, 2001b, 2001c [1996]) and Explorations in Thai Tourism: Collected Case Studies (2008a). The first collection, as the sub-title suggests, comprises 14 papers, grouped into three categories: hill tribe tourism in northern Thailand; “vacationing” or island tourism in southern Thailand; and sex tourism in Bangkok. Cohen also refers to these three categories in the introductory chapter to his second collection of essays and to several other researchers who have explored facets of these three different geographically-located kinds of tourist encounter (Cohen 2008a: 1).

However, in the successor volume, Cohen dwells on the diversity of tourism and its progressive differentiation in Thailand as a mature, continuously developing destination; he suggests that up the 2000s research had failed to address adequately this diversity (Cohen 2008a: 1–2). In an important respect, it is a continuation and elaboration of the framework which he devised in his first volume to capture the dynamics of tourism development (Cohen 2001a, 2001b; and see Cohen 1995b, 2001d). The maturing and diversification of tourism is set within the context of the wider socio-cultural, economic and political relationships at work in Thailand, as well as the beneficial and detrimental effects of a rapidly globalising service industry (Cohen 2001a: 24–28). He has demonstrated admirably this changing response to the demands of tourism, both domestic and international, in his more recent examination of the “permutations” of Thailand’s “floating markets” and his presentation of a “sequential typology” of continuously active, revived neo-traditional and new markets (Cohen 2016a: 65–78).

Therefore, in the second collection comprising reprinted publications or revised papers in the period 2005 to 2007, he ranged over several issues, some of which can be expressed as “emerging” tourisms, including tourism and disaster (specifically the tsunami in southern Thailand); environmental change; backpacker tourism in Pai, northern Thailand; elephants and tourism; medical tourism and the institution of the “hotel-spital” (and see, for example, Cohen 2010a); and the post-modernisation of (mythical) events, fantasy sites (the American West and cowboy towns in Thailand) and greetings cards which meld Western and Thai themes. Interestingly, what he suggests, in his introduction to this collection, is that the diversity of his case studies has required a set of diverse concepts, echoing his earlier comments on engaging with analyses appropriate to the task in hand. Therefore, the studies “lack a common theoretical framework” (Cohen 2008a: 2, 15–20). I will return to these matters later, specifically in considering Erik Cohen’s and Scott Cohen’s subsequent discussion of a “mobilities paradigm” in tourism research (see, for example, Cohen and Cohen 2015a, 2015b, 2015c).

In his 2008 overview Cohen refers to several macro-sociological studies which address processes of tourism-generated change and development in Thailand, but, even with full recognition of the importance of these contributions (for example, Elliott 1983; Forsyth 1995; Kontogeorgopoulos 1998, 1999; Meyer 1988; Parnwell 1993; and Peleggi 1996. See also Li and Zhang 1997; McDowall and Wang 2009; McDowall and Ma 2010), it has been Cohen’s work, in its comparative range, depth of detail and innovation which occupies centre-stage. My only observation in this regard is that Maurizio Peleggi has also made a significant contribution to our understanding of heritage in Thailand (see, for example, Peleggi 2002, 2007, 2017).

TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN THAILAND

Cohen argued in the 1990s that “Thailand is by now, even from a global perspective, a mature tourist destination; it is certainly one of the touristically most developed countries in the Third World” (Cohen 2001a [1996: 1]; see 2008a: 3). Its journey towards modern tourism activities began primarily in the 1960s in the context of the American use of Thailand for its military bases and as a place for G.I. rest-and-recreation (R&R) during the Indochina wars. Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat (1957–1963) established the foundations for international tourism in his open-door policy on foreign investment and the development of a national infrastructure, supported by significant levels of American military aid between 1965 and 1975 (Kontogeorgopoulos 1998: 226). The Tourist Organization of Thailand (TOT) was established in 1960 during the Sarit regime, later to become the Tourist Authority of Thailand (TAT) in 1979 (TAT 2017). Landmarks in the development of tourism in Thailand were Visit Thailand Year (1980 and 1987), Amazing Thailand (1998–1999), Unseen Thailand (2003), Thailand Grand Invitation (2007), Thailand Talk to the World (2007) to coincide with His Majesty Bhumipol Adulyadej’s 80th birthday, TAT’s 50th Birthday (2010), Amazing Thailand It Begins with the People (2013–2014), Discover Thainess (2015), and Unique Thai Local Experiences (2017). During the early 2000s Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s administration formulated a more comprehensive tourism policy and intensified the promotion of tourism, restructuring and upgrading the industry to ensure that it became “the tourism capital of Asia”; and although there were some post-Shinawatra policy modifications, broadly speaking the TAT continued the direction set by his government (Cohen 2008a: 4).

What is most significant in understanding the trajectories and character of tourism in Thailand is that a large segment of activity is based on domestic tourism (Cohen 2008a: 2). Even in international tourism, the overwhelming numbers of foreign visitors come from neighbouring ASEAN countries and East and South Asia. Of the top 20 visitor sources, 13 are Asian. In 2016 Thailand received 32.59 million visits generating some 2.52 trillion baht for the national economy (Wikipedia 2017). Of these, 8.644 million were from ASEAN, the main source was Malaysia (3.534 million) and then in order Laos, Singapore, Vietnam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Myanmar and the Philippines. Of other Asian tourists in the top 20 over 14 million came from other Asian countries: China provided 8.757 million of these, then South Korea, Japan, India, Hong Kong and Taiwan.

Therefore, two-thirds of tourists to Thailand in 2016 were Asian. Moreover, visitors to many of the major sites in Thailand are either domestic tourists or Asians from neighbouring countries. Of non-Asian tourists in the top 20 Russia was first and then the United Kingdom, United States, Germany, Australia and France amounting to 5.434 million visitors; this is not an insignificant number, amounting to approximately 16–17 percent of tourists; and they tend to focus on well-defined and promoted tourist sites: beach resorts in southern Thailand, Bangkok and its shopping, night-life and heritage, and Chiang Mai, hill tribe areas and nature. In addition, the Thai government and the TAT began to address the importance of domestic tourism with the rapid growth of a Thai middle class and an increase in leisure time and disposable income, especially significant for those tourist attractions around the major urban centres, particularly in the Greater Bangkok Metropolitan Area. Therefore, the major features of tourism in Thailand, as Cohen emphasised, is the need to conceptually address the importance of encounters among and between Asians and between Thais, with less preoccupation on Asian-non-Asian interactions (which was a feature of earlier empirical and theoretical studies on tourism). Cohen’s later work demonstrates this increasing shift to the “domestication of tourism” (2008a). In his detailed ethnography of the Chinese vegetarian festival in Phuket in the 1990s he demonstrates the process by which a ritual becomes a “public spectacle” and the interest shown in this by Thai and foreign Chinese believers and visitors in search of an “authentic” Chinese festival (Cohen 2001f). This fact must also be linked with the increasing evidence of regionalisation in tourism (Wall 2001: 316, 321, 323).

I have already referred to Cohen’s attempt to capture this process of regionalisation but also the changing transformations and maturation in Thai tourism (Cohen 2001a, 2001b, 2001c, 2001d). He identifies “four principal trends of change” (2001a: 4), comprising (1) “massification: from personalised to impersonal tourism” from the 1970s, with the development of transport, communications and tourism infrastructure; (2) “expansion: from centralised to dispersed tourism” away from the main tourism hubs of Bangkok, Phuket and Chiang Mai to such destinations as Chiang Rai, Haadyai, Mae Hong Son, Pai, Kanchanaburi and several southern islands such as Krabi and Trang; (3) “heterogeneisation: from homogeneous to diversified tourism” to meet the needs of an increasing range of tourists: European and American, to Japanese, Chinese, Korean, Taiwanese, Malaysian, Singaporean, Russian and Middle Eastern, and to move from sex tourism to ecotourism, historical-heritage-cultural-ethnic tourism, vacationing, medical tourism and theme parks (and see Cohen 2008a: 1–21); and (4) “regionalisation: from isolation to regional integration” in that Thailand plays a pivotal role in the coordination, supply and support of tourism to the Lao PDR, Cambodia, Myanmar and Vietnam (2001a: 4–14). Of course, there would need to be some elaboration of these stages in regional comparative terms in that some destinations elsewhere in Southeast Asia have not been subject to “massification”; some sites fail in competition with others; other sites experience different forms of tourism which merge into longer term sojourning and retirement; in my view, there is no general model or template of regionalisation in ASEAN. Following Cohen, Thailand as a mature tourism market, which has been open to commercialisation and international tourists, has certain distinctive features. Surrounded by nation-states which were relatively closed to tourism until the 1990s, the regionalisation of tourism has been a relatively recent phenomenon in that Thailand has become a fortuitous hub and a springboard for movement into nearby mainland countries. His model, though it works well for Thailand and its neighbours, does not work so well for, say, the movement of certain categories of tourists and visitors between Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia and the Philippines, which importantly, unlike Thailand, were subject to colonialism (see, for example, King 2016a).

If we reorient ourselves to domestic tourism and the regular movement of Southeast Asians across borders within the region for a variety of purposes prior to the development of mass tourism, then we shift our frames of reference. Thailand, as a state which was not subject to formal European colonisation and decolonisation, also gives expression to different cross-border experiences from those in the island world of Southeast Asia which were subject to colonialism and the creation of independent nation-states whose borders and territories were negotiated and reconfigured, processes which in turn influenced the kinds of cross-border movements established before the regionalisation of tourism began in earnest from the late 1980s.

In regard to the increase in mass tourism, Cohen also points to a “ubiquitous process” in Thailand, whereby “natural attractions” or “preexisting environmental, cultural and historical sites and events, which appear, or are promoted in the language of tourism… as “authentic,” “pristine” or “untouched,” in alleged sharp contrast to the prevailing state-of-affairs in the contemporary West have to be adapted or protected to cope with increasing tourism pressures (Cohen 2001d: 155). At the same time, newly-contrived attractions appear to “enhance the attractiveness of the destination” and to either “deflect tourists from the declining natural attractions” or to serve as substitutions for “natural” attractions (Cohen 2001d). These comprise such sites as theme and amusement parks, wildlife and bird parks, craft and ethnic villages, and new festivals and events; these may over time become “naturalised” and incorporated into local cultures and ways of life and presented as “traditional” or part of local “ethnic identities” (Cohen 2001d: 156–170). He explores these innovations in more detail in subsequent work (Cohen 2008a). An interesting suggestion, which has supporting evidence in recent developments in mainland Southeast Asia is that “regionalisation of mainland Southeast Asian tourism… may well reinforce the process of Thailand’s touristic transition, with Thailand as a country specialising in the provision of facilities and contrived attractions while the newly opened countries and the remote border regions of Thailand provide fresh natural environmental and cultural attractions” (Cohen 2001d: 171).

EARLY SOCIOLOGICAL-ANTHROPOLOGICAL WORK

Tourism has attracted increasing sociological-anthropological attention from its birth as a legitimate subject for study some four decades ago because of its “inexorable links with culture” and its engagement with “cultural otherness” (Burns 1999: 33; Yamashita et al. 1997: 14). These concerns resulted in the formulation of such concepts as “staged authenticity,” “tourism as a sacred journey” and “cultural commoditisation.” Above all tourism was conceptualised as a dynamic socio-cultural process which increasingly “impacts” on those communities living and working in and around tourist sites and becomes incorporated into processes of cultural change and identity formation at the local and national levels.

However, looking back at the mid- to late-1970s, which marked the birth of sociological-anthropological studies of tourism, Thailand did not feature to any extent: in the work of such scholars as Graburn, in his studies of ethnic and tourist arts as carriers of symbols and messages, and his concept of tourist travel as a “sacred journey” (Graburn 1976, 1977 [1989]; see Cohen 1985b); in MacCannell’s thesis on the “leisure class” and the “homelessness” of the “modern” (MacCannell 1973, 1976); in McKean’s formulation of the notions of “economic dualism” and “cultural involution” in his study of tourism in Bali (1973, 1976, 1977 [1989]); in Smith’s categorical division between “hosts and guests” (1977 [1989], 1989); and in Wood’s work on tourism and underdevelopment, his reconceptualisation of the relationships between tourism and culture, and his critique of Western ethnocentrism and Western-derived normative categories (Wood 1979, 1980, 1993). In these early studies Thailand does not play a formative role either as case material or in early conceptual development.

The neglect of this mature tourism destination was confirmed in Smith’s widely acclaimed Hosts and Guests: The Anthropology of Tourism (1977 [1989]). Significantly there were chapters on cultural tourism in Bali (McKean 1977 [1989]) and ethnic tourism in the Toraja Highlands (Crystal 1977 [1989]), but no attention to Thailand. Perhaps this was a consequence of the differences in tourism in these two destinations in the 1960s and 1970s. Anthropologists could comfortably study cultural and ethnic tourism in Indonesia, in that these were embedded in the relationships between minorities and the nation-state, but they were less at ease in addressing sex tourism in Thailand. It was much later in Indonesia that social science shifted its attention from cultural and ethnic tourism to sex tourism (Dahles 2009). In the case of Thailand, prostitution was made illegal in 1960 and was a problematical area for social science research (Cohen 2001a: 3). The combination of sexual license with leisure activities seemed problematical for anthropologists and sociologists to negotiate even into the 1990s.

For example, tourist-oriented prostitution and the complex socio-cultural encounters between foreign tourists and young Thai women was not addressed to any degree until Cohen’s exceptional studies (Cohen 1982b, 1984b, 1986, 1988c, 1993c, 2003). Cohen says in his reflections on this field of study that it was “a subject of considerable public attention and controversy, but on which little empirical research had been undertaken” (Cohen 2001b: xi). Indeed, when Cohen was developing his concept of open-ended tourist-oriented prostitution (Cohen 1993c) and the ambiguous relationships between Thai hosts and falang guests (Cohen 1982b, 1986) there were very few studies of the consequences of the touristic commercialisation of sexual relationships (but see Keyes 1984; Khin 1980; Phongpaichit 1982 and Senftleben 1988). Manderson explains this neglect, in her examination of the touristic representations of women and sexuality in Thailand. “Sex and tourism share marginal status within the social sciences. The disinclination of anthropologists, among others, to study the latter has been in part a wariness of the uncomplimentary analogy between tourism and anthropological practice, in part also because of tourism’s association with leisure, hence the implicit triviality of its study as well as pursuit… For sex, too, uncomfortable sets of personal associations pertain” (1995: 307; 1992; and Crick 1996). In my view, it was unlikely at that time that the major Western social science funding bodies, given their ethical concerns, would have supported ethnographic research on sex tourism, though increasingly the issue of sexually transmitted diseases and AIDS attracted attention from NGOs and funders concerned about the need to encourage policy changes in developing countries (Cohen 1988c; Leheny 1995). Indeed, the title of one of Cohen’s papers, “sensuality and venality,” in exploring the fuzzy boundaries between prostitution and open-ended hosting, was not officially welcome in Thailand at that time (Cohen 1987b).

In fact, Cohen’s first major contributions to research on Thai tourism did not primarily address sex tourism, but rather, examined the kinds of tourism acceptable in professional anthropological circles: firstly, hill tribe tourism, ethnicity and ethnic arts in the uplands of northern Thailand (Cohen 1982a, 1983a, 1988b, 1989c, 1992a, 1992b); and then “vacationing” or beach tourism in the southern islands of Thailand (Cohen 1982c, 1983b, 2001e).

COHEN’S CONTRIBUTIONS

General Perspectives and Comparisons

I have undertaken a brief review of some of Cohen’s contribution in previous publications (King 2009: 46–53, 63–64; 2015a: 507–519; Hitchcock, King and Parnwell 2009a: 19–20; King 2015b). In this present evaluation of his work, I have attempted to update the review and reconsider some of his more recent conceptual and empirical contributions. In his early studies, he characterised tourism in Thailand in terms of a complementary dualism: “eroticism” and “exoticism” and the striking oppositions between the profane and the sacred, “brothels” and “temples,” and “pilgrimage” and “prostitution” (Cohen 2001a: 2–3, 2004b). The study of tourism, like sociological-anthropological studies more generally, is replete with these dual categorisations: work and leisure, every-day and extraordinary, home and away, authentic and inauthentic, reality and fantasy, hosts and guests, nature and culture, international and domestic, global and local, tradition and modernity, tradition and invention, and hot and cool, as well as the perspectives which cluster around Western/Eurocentric/Orientalist and “alternative/non-Western” approaches (King 2015a: 508–509).

In the late 1970s, Cohen, in his first major study of tourism in Thailand, viz. hill tribe tourism, drew our attention to a significant issue: the academic literature on the social and cultural “impacts” of tourism had failed “to discuss systematic differences between types of tourists or types of communities” (2001h: 115 [1979c]). He identified an absence of “the middle range of systematic comparative studies which are specifically designed to examine the differential impact of given types of tourism under different sets of conditions.” Ambitiously he addressed this lack of a comparative perspective by examining the differential effects of “tribal village tours” and “jungle tours” on five communities from three different ethnic groups (Meo [Hmong], Lisu and Akha). He identified three variables—the place of tourism within the local socio-economic context, the nature and organisation of the tourism enterprise, and tourist-villager interactions (Cohen 2001h: 118–119).

Cohen’s argument was based on the premise that tourism should be understood in terms of interrelated processes and not as “an isolated event”; it generates consequences for the host communities which can be anticipated or intended, as well as “unexpected and often not desired” (Cohen 2001h: 113). This became a persistent theme in his later work. Cohen concluded that though some communities may have been “spoilt” by tourism, and are no longer as “authentic” as they used to be, tourism has not had a significantly disruptive impact on village life (Cohen 2001h: 140). What is remarkable is that, although some comparative research has been undertaken in Southeast Asia since Cohen’s study, there has been very little in the way of country-wide let alone region-wide comparison (see, for example, Cohen 2008a: 20–21). Therefore, Cohen remains something of an exception in his wide-ranging and systematic studies of the different dimensions of tourism in Thailand (2001c, 2008a), although there have been several edited collections which have drawn attention to some of the similarities and differences in tourism experiences both within and across countries in Southeast Asia (see, for example, Hall and Page 2000; Picard and Wood 1997; Teo, Chang and Ho 2001; Hitchcock, King and Parnwell 1993, 2009a, 2009b, 2010; Hitchcock and King 2003).

Cohen’s comparative study and his related papers on hill tribe tourism in Thailand (1982a, 1983a, 1983c, 1985a, 1989a, 1992a, 1993a, 1993b, 2001h [1979c]) address themes which continue to play a vital role in sociological-anthropological studies. A major concern is, in Cohen’s terms, the “impacts” of tourism on local communities. This has long been a central preoccupation of research, although the ways in which host-guest interactions and their consequences have been conceptualised have changed since Cohen undertook his early studies, particularly the notion of tourism as an external force “impacting” on local communities (Wood 1993; Picard 1996). Rather than seeing the social effects of tourism on local cultures as “destructive,” “negative” or “inimical,” on the one hand or “negligible,” “moderate,” “more beneficent” or “positive” on the other (Cohen 2001h [1979c]: 113–121; 140–144), researchers have more recently moved beyond this “normative” framework to one which conceptualises “culture” and “tradition” in symbolic terms, as a “hybrid entity,” as “constructed” and “reconstructed,” “invented,” “improvised,” “manipulated,” “relational,” “historically unfinished” and “consumed,” and tourist hosts as “cultural strategists” (Wood 1993: 58–60; 64–66; Erb 2000: 709–736; Hitchcock 1999: 17–32; Picard 1996: 190–200; Yamashita 2003: 4).

Cohen’s earlier work on “impacts” was carefully qualified in its assessment of the costs and benefits of tourism in different contexts in northern Thailand. But, in my view, he had not yet embraced fully the notion of “traditions” as represented and attributed symbolically, though this perspective was prefigured in his rethinking of the sociology of tourism (Cohen 1979b). Even after Wood’s re-conceptualisation of “cultural change” in the 1980s, in the second edition of Smith’s Hosts and Guests (Smith 1989), the editor keeps to a concept of change as “impact” and as “beneficial” or “damaging;” the preoccupation is with the encounter between “foreign” guests and “domestic” hosts. This remained a central but problematical issue in tourism research in the 1980s and 1990s; in other words, the increasing importance of domestic tourism and intra-Asian encounters had still not come firmly into focus.

Authenticity and Authentication

Arising from his earlier empirical work on hill tribe tourism, Cohen addressed the complex concept of “authenticity” in evaluating the cultural effects of tourism. Addressing hill tribe trekking, he examined the touristic search for the “primitive” and “remote” as an opportunity for the “staging of authenticity” (Cohen 1989a: 30). He argued post-normatively that conceptions of what is “genuine” and “invented” or “false” are “socially constructed” (Cohen 1988a). He reconsidered MacCannell’s concept of “authenticity” and the view that tourists were in search of original “social” experiences, in their quest, beyond their every-day, fragmented, alienated, “inauthentic” lives to recover a sense of personal and social wholeness and structure (MacCannell 1973, 1976). In his theoretical discourse on “the structure of modern consciousness” (Cohen 1989a: 32) MacCannell also developed the related notion of “staged authenticity” in which tourist hosts, agencies and guides, in promoting the attractiveness of their tourist assets, construct seemingly authentic experiences to seduce their guests (1973: 602–603). The tourist becomes ensnared in a contrived “tourist space” which presents “unchanging native traditions,” “pristine cultures” and “exotic communities.”

“Staging” comprises two main kinds, although these are interrelated and complementary: “substantive” where an attraction is altered or created afresh, and “communicative” where it is either presented in tourist promotional literature without necessarily interfering with the attraction or site thus advertised, or where the attraction is interpreted as authentic by tour guides and intermediaries (Cohen 1989a: 33–35). From this interest Cohen also addressed a neglected element in tourism research, that of the complex and changing roles of mediation, interconnection and representation through the agency of the “jungle guide” (Cohen 1982a) or “tourist guide” (Cohen 1985a). The guide, as a crucial intermediary, is regularly engaged in the process of “authentication.” Cohen’s study of “jungle guides” is an interesting case of mediation because, at least in the initial stages of tourism development, the Thai state did not assume a leading role. Rather it was the interaction between “alternative” tourists (young travellers in search of “authentic” experiences) and “local entrepreneurs” which generated hill tribe tourism (1989a: 31). Cohen also noted that the provincial authorities had not encouraged jungle tourism, but “half-heartedly acquiesced to its spontaneous development” (1982a: 234). However, once it had emerged, the authorities began to intervene to regulate and professionalise the “marginal” occupation of jungle guiding. Cohen stressed the importance of the personal qualities of the guides, their charisma, experience, reputation and linguistic abilities as well as the activities of a small group of tour companies as agents in developing and presenting “images” of the hill tribes (1989a: 59–61).

In his exploration of authenticity, Cohen also addressed Graburn’s proposition that tourism is “a sacred journey,” a pilgrimage in which tourists move from the profane, compulsory round of work and day-to-day existence to the sacred, unfamiliar, voluntary world of “elsewhere,” in which those who escape briefly are refreshed and renewed in specifically “ritualized breaks in routine that define and relieve the ordinary” (Cohen 1977 [1989], 1983a, 1985b). In other words, in the conceptualisations of MacCannell and Graburn, travel for leisure and enjoyment in the encounter with the “other” are translated into journeys of self-discovery, searching for fulfilment and social status.

Cohen, however, argued convincingly for a much more diverse set of motivations and purposes for tourists, and for a concept of authenticity of which the criteria vary depending on the views, perceptions and evaluations of the tourist, always, of course, within the context of the complexities and “unknowables” with which they are faced (Cohen 1988a: 378; and see Kontogeorgopoulos 2003). Authenticity is therefore negotiable and fluid so that “a cultural product, or trait thereof, which is at one point generally judged as contrived or inauthentic may, in the course of time, become generally recognized as authentic” (Cohen 1988a: 379, 2010e). Authenticity, like culture and ethnicity, is also a focus of debate and contestation among local hosts, and as Erb suggests, this arises partly from different readings of what authenticity might mean (Cohen 2003: 131–132; and see Allerton 2003: 124–126).

More recent debates on the concept of authenticity and the differences of interpretation between “objectivists,” “constructivists” and “post-modernists” have not, in my view, advanced our understanding significantly. However, there appears to be a more general agreement that we should abandon attempts to determine “objective [object] authenticity” and address the diverse and intra- and inter-personal nature of tourist experiences connected to “existential authenticity” (Reisinger and Steiner 2006; Wang Ning 1999). Therefore, we do not abandon the concept of authenticity, rather, we address its socially constructed nature, recognising that tourists can perceive authenticity to their satisfaction even when it is staged. This relational perspective must also embrace tour guides, who articulate and mediate the contested images of tourist sites, and decide whether they present something which they themselves perceive as culturally authentic or as something which responds to market-demands (Dahles 2001: 3).

Cohen constructed a scheme in relation to tourist motivations and authenticity, arguing for a range of tourist types, from “authenticity-seekers” to “recreational” tourists seeking not the authentic but the pleasurable, and to “diversionary” tourists “who seek mere diversion and oblivion… unconcerned with the problem of authenticity of their experiences” (Cohen 1988a: 377; 1979c). In other words, for Cohen, “not all tourists seem to seek authenticity, or to pursue it to the same degree of intensity.” Recreational tourists, for example, tend to “exhibit a rather playful attitude to the authenticity of the visited attractions” and they “willingly… cooperate in the game of touristic make-believe” (Cohen 1989a: 32). This “make-believe” was dissected by Cohen when he examined the promotional literature provided by tour guides and agencies on hill tribe trekking tourism in northern Thailand. His assessment of the increasing “gap” between “image” and “reality” provides a poignant reminder of what “staging” entails in the incorporation and display of ethnic minorities (1989a: 30–61, 1992a).

In Cohen’s later work with Scott Cohen he takes a rather different direction, and rather than examining personalised tourist experiences and pursuing Wang Ning’s tripartite categorisation of objective/object, constructed and existential authenticity (Wang 1999), the Cohens turn their attention to the sources and processes of authentication and who authorises authenticity (Cohen and Cohen 2012a). They discern two kinds of authentication, with reference to Selwyn (1996), though these are not clearly distinguishable categories: the “cool” which refers to accepted, official, authorised definitions of authenticity where the authorising agent is usually identified; and the “hot” which addresses the arena of authenticity construction comprising “perpetual transformation,” “augmentation” and “(re)enactment.” “Hot” authentication involves the “immanent, reiterative, informal performative process of creating, preserving and reinforcing an object’s, site’s or event’s authenticity”; the authorising process is much more problematical to identify (Cohen and Cohen 2012a: 1300, 1310–1311). This seems to me to be a positive way forward in handling the increasingly problematical analytical status of the concept of authenticity.

Tourism, Globalisation and Commoditisation

In much of Cohen’s work on Thailand there is an underlying theme which addresses the provision or production of tourist experiences and resources as consumables or commodities to be displayed, sold and appropriated (see Selwyn 1993: 119–120; Urry 1995; Watson and Kopachevsky 1994). These considerations must be placed in a post-modern, globalised context within which culture and society become increasingly fragmented, pluralised, contested, imagined and commoditised and “distinctions between ‘real’ versus ‘fake’ and ‘natural’ versus ‘unnatural’ [are pushed] beyond recognition” (Burns 1999: 62; Sofield 2000: 49–50; Sofield 2001: 106–108; Urry 1990: 85, 156; Wood 1993: 64–66). Debates about the nature of culture and identity and about whether these are, or elements of them are “authentic” are therefore “complicated by the abrasive power of globalisation, which is strong, visible and increasingly pervasive, especially with the rapid advancement in satellite-based information technology and mass media, together with the invasive dominance of multinational corporations” (Yamashita et al. 1997: 30; see Sofield 2001: 103–120). Culture then is “hybridised” and “deterritorialised” and one finds in, for example, items of material culture and “tourist arts” the embodiment of a range of meanings which defy simple categorisation as genuine handicrafts or “airport art” (Yamashita 2003: 5; Adams 2009).

One of Cohen’s major conclusions in his work on northern Thailand is that there are considerable variations in the effects of tourism on local communities and the kinds of tourism activity (2001h [1979c]: 118–120; see Sofield 2001: 104). This, in turn, entails the recognition that tourism is a dynamic, unbounded and variegated phenomenon which is not amenable to one-dimensional explanations, single theory frameworks or “universal generalisations” (Cohen 1979b, 1979c, 2004c; Sofield 2000: 45, 49; Wood 1993: 55). As Wilson warned some time ago: “We must be wary of allowing ourselves to become entrapped by any one conceptual framework” (Wilson 1993: 35), a guiding principle which Cohen has adopted in much of his work. Therefore, one way out of this dilemma is precisely Cohen’s approach in undertaking wide-ranging comparative studies and selecting appropriate concepts to address the specific research problem in hand. Tourists also differ on a continuum of dependency or degree of institutionalisation, expressed most prominently in Cohen’s early quadripartite classification of the institutionalised “organised mass tourists,” the less dependent “individual mass tourists,” the relatively independent “explorers” and the free-wheeling, discomfort- and novelty-seeking “drifters” (1974: 527–555). But even Cohen’s classification did not capture the complexity of the category “tourist;” it was followed by categorisations based on finer discriminations and on different domains of tourism (Smith 1989 [1977]; Smith 1989: 4–6; Wood 1980, 1984; see King 2017). Nevertheless, these attempts at classification, while necessary, have tended to lead to stereotyping and over-simplification, and by their nature have underplayed the dynamics of tourism as a process.

Tourism as well as embodying and expressing a process of differentiation is also intertwined in other processes of modernisation. This poses one of the greatest challenges to tourism research in that it is often difficult to disentangle the “impacts” of tourism development in a rapidly developing country like Thailand from other processes of change, particularly with the rapid expansion of the international media and electronic communication. In the case of island communities and small scale tribal populations or minorities directly exposed to tourism activities (see Cohen 2001a, 2001e, 2001g), the exercise to identify sources of change might be straightforward, but even these transformations are unlikely to be only tourism-generated. As Cohen said, in his study of hill tribe tourism, it is a “difficult task… isolating the impact of tourism from other kinds of impacts on the tribal communities emanating from the wider society” (2001h [1979c]: 117). Nevertheless, overall, “The growth of tourism in Thailand did not occur in isolation—as it did in some small, isolated island states on which tourism is the principal or sole industry; rather, tourism grew hand in hand with the rapid economic development of the country, comprising the industrial, financial, communicative, and service sectors” (Cohen 2001a: 24; Elliott 1983).

His overall assessment in the mid-1990s, using the notion of “impact,” rather than “touristification” was that the effect of tourism on “mainstream Thai culture has had some creative as well as debasing consequences.” However, the impact “on the way of life of some small and vulnerable ethnic groups… can be seriously detrimental” (Cohen 2001a: 26–27; Dearden 1996; Dearden and Harron 1994; Toyota 1996). It seems that the concept of “touristification” is not so appropriate for Thailand; tourism in Bangkok, for example, given that it has developed in a highly cosmopolitan, urban environment, has not “touristified” Thai culture. It is one of many forces of change. The effects of tourism are more dispersed and disparate in a much more segmented industry than in a “touristified” site like Bali; Thailand’s tourism has not concentrated on specific ethnic groups nor has there been a focus on cultural diversity within an overall national culture. Cohen has fully recognised processes of staging and cultural invention, but he has tended to view “impacts” and the commercialisation of culture and nature as having both negative and positive effects.

An Emerging Mobilities Paradigm and Alternatives?

More recently Erik Cohen, in an extraordinarily productive partnership with Scott Cohen, has drawn attention to the context within which tourism and emerging forms of tourism are developing in a globalising world. The main concerns in these processes are the increasing pace of change; time-space compression; our saturation in information and images generated through the global media; the fragmentation of social and cultural life; increasing risk and insecurity; pervasive consumerism and commoditisation; and cultural pluralisation (Cohen and Cohen 2012a, 2012b). What are the concepts which have emerged to address these changes? The dominant concepts in the study of tourism have been provided through sociological-anthropological research and through political economy and historical perspectives. However, a constant theme running through much of this endeavour was the need to understand the interactions and relationships—the “encounters”—between a range of stakeholders and interest groups engaged in tourism. Cohen, in eschewing a general theoretical framework, in his second collection of essays, instead set out a range of issues or guiding principles for research; some of these relate to notions of globalisation and the combination of the insights from sociology and anthropology. He points to the importance of comparative research, and the linkages and “linking institutions” between tourism activities and the wider socio-cultural and political context; the sources and dynamics of “tourism-related events and processes”; the tensions and conflicts, and the power relations between local residents and small-scale businesses on the one hand and outsiders and large-scale business on the other; the agency exercised by local populations; the conflicts between commercialisation, and local cultural and environmental preservation and autonomy; and the “incongruities” between values and beliefs and between these and the circumstances on the ground, and how these are mitigated, resolved or deployed to enhance the attraction of touristic assets. Importantly, he also emphasises the increasing profile of domestic and Asian tourism, which may require tourism research to rethink some of the concepts based on Western perspectives and interests, and find ways of developing approaches to address emerging touristic phenomena (Cohen 2008a: 15–21). So, what is the way forward?

Mobilities

Erik Cohen and Scott Cohen have been developing a conceptually sophisticated attempt to overcome the perceived problem of Eurocentrism or Western-centred perspectives. This critical intervention refers to Syed Farid Alatas’s call for “alternative discourses” (Alatas 1993, 2001, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2015) and Syed Hussein Alatas’s critical stance on “intellectual imperialism” and Western “Orientalism” (Alatas 1956, 1974, 1977, 1979, 2000). The Cohens have proposed that a “mobilities” approach to “discretionary travel” might serve to address the Eurocentric character of conceptual frameworks in the sociology of tourism (2012a, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c). More than this they argue that a mobilities perspective might also serve to set in motion a “paradigmatic shift” in the sociology-anthropology of tourism. Their work has emerged in the context of globalised processes of change and the expansion and differentiation of the experience, contexts and consequences of personal mobility.

For me the value of the approach of the Cohens is to address the issue of the problematical nature of tourism (and tourism studies) as a category and as a unified and defined field of study. They draw attention to the fact that there is now a range of phenomena, events and activities which are included (or becoming increasingly so) within tourism, but which were previously considered within other forms of scholarly enquiry or seen as part of other arenas of social, cultural, economic and political life, and encapsulated within a process of physical movement: international and domestic business, labour mobility, trans-national migration, diasporas, retirement abroad. In this regard, they are often referred to as “new or emergent tourisms” or, like ecotourism, “alternative” or “sustainable” forms of tourism. In addition, the mobilities approach throws up other motivations for travel, not necessarily to seek authenticity or an escape from the regularity of every-day life, but rather to pursue prestige and markers of modernity. There is no longer a clear-cut division (if there ever was) between the ordinary and extraordinary and between work and leisure (Cohen and Cohen 2012b: 2181–2183).


Well before the Cohens drew attention to the possibilities of a mobilities approach in tourism research, Franklin and Crang had argued for the relocation of the study of tourism within a broader conceptual field; they had perceived tourism as “no longer a specialist consumer product or mode of consumption,” nor a definitive and exotic event, process or phenomenon of minor or marginally eccentric importance in post-modern life, but instead “a significant modality” which was contributing to the organisation and transformation of people’s every-day lives (Franklin and Crang 2001: 6–7; and see Rojek 1995; Rojek and Urry 1997; Inglis 2000). In other words, “more or less everyone now lives in a world rendered or reconfigured as interesting, entertaining and attractive—for tourists” (Franklin and Crang 2001: 9).

The Cohens take their inspiration from the pioneer voice in the sociology of mobilities, the late John Urry (Urry 2000, 2007). Urry has been concerned, in association with Kevin Hannam and Mimi Sheller among others, to develop our understanding in a higher level conceptual way of the processes, character and consequences of movement (Hannam and Knox 2010; Hannam et al. 2006: 1–22; Sheller and Urry 2004, 2006: 207–226). But, as Sheller indicates, citing Urry, the concept of “mobilities” does not (as yet) comprise a coherent conceptual model, but rather captures the coming together of disparate fields of study (Sheller 2011: 3; Urry 2007). It therefore does not, in my view, constitute a paradigm, though it marks an important watershed in Erik Cohen’s (and Scott Cohen’s) perspectives (Harrison 2017). Prior to his engagement with “mobilities,” it seems to me Erik Cohen eschewed attempts at developing larger-scale or all-embracing paradigms. He invariably operated at a lower conceptual or middle-range level.

In their earlier excursions into what they have styled the developing paradigm of mobilities, the Cohens also explored two other interrelated “novel theoretical approaches.” These comprise: the performativity approach and actor-network theory (Cohen and Cohen 2012b: 2180–2186). They suggest that the “mobilities” paradigm and these other approaches are not yet fully formed, but they do appear to offer exciting ways forward in understanding travel. In my view, though “mobilities” is styled “a paradigmatic shift” (and see Harrison’s critical view of the paradigmatic claims for a mobilities approach, 2017), it does not encompass, nor can it address analytically the total field of touristic encounters; this appears to be the reason why the Cohens elaborate other perspectives designed to address the issue of interactions between a range of actors and interest groups.

The mobilities paradigm applied to tourism studies has been critically examined by several authors, raising issues to do with the conceptualisation of “discretionary” as against “compulsory” or “necessary” travel in, for example, business travel; the politico-economic or “power” context of the regulation of mobility, and the “frictions” or “blockages” on travel (see, for example, Chen and Chang 2015; Coles 2015; Rogerson 2015; and see Hall 2015; and responded to by Erik and Scott Cohen 2015b: 68–69).

Performativity

I have already argued elsewhere (King 2015a: 512–513) that the notion of “performativity” is not as “novel” as the Cohens suggest (Cohen and Cohen 2012b: 2183–2184); it is a loose concept embracing expressions and actions which include well-established sociological concepts (behaviour and meaningful bodily movement, identity, symbolic and self-representation, impression management, staging, imaging and simulation). But what the Cohens draw attention to are the ways in which performance is connected to the creation of places and identities (both for residents and those visiting) and to the structuring and changing of relationships and meanings through an increasingly “reflexive awareness” in tourist sites (Edensor 2001, 2007; Franklin and Crang 2001: 10). In other words, “performativity” does not only refer to the staging of tourist-related events, but also to tourist behaviour and reflections (Bruner 2005). It also comprises the translation of symbolic categories and representations into concrete, observable acts which often form part of a repetitive cultural repertoire presented to and in interaction with tourists, but which can be subject to modification and change depending on consumer demands and the reflections and perceptions of those involved in the staging of their culture. The concept of “performativity” also resonates with earlier concerns in tourism studies, exemplified in Selwyn’s study of symbolism, images, myths, representations and semiotics (Selwyn 1996). However, “performativity” does not have the status of a paradigm (established or emerging). Much of what is included in this framework can be accommodated within the sociological-anthropological concept of “encounter.”

Actor-Network Theory

Again, the notion of “actor-network theory” (Cohen and Cohen 2012b: 2184–2186) does not provide anything that is especially original; any analysis of tourist experiences has to examine relations and networks between people/actors/mediators/translators and between humans and the non-human (things/objects/communicative devices); in this regard, according to the Cohens, networks are seen as project-specific, in flux, hybrid and heterogeneous (Van der Duim 2007). The emphasis is on impermanence, but networks can also be sustained and given substance by continuous performance and re-energising; in other words, there can be a degree of consolidation so that some relationships become more solid and on-going than others, and regularities and patterns are discernible (Boissevain 1979: 392–394; Boissevain and Mitchell 1973). Furthermore, the dynamism and transformative capacities in networks are not only located in “translators” or “mediators.” Again, the concept of “encounter” can address the problems generated by this element of the Cohens’ approach.

Encounters

A persistent theme in research on tourism in Southeast Asia during the past three decades has been the importance of understanding encounters and interactions, drawing in part on symbolic interactionist perspectives (Berg 2001: 8–10; Blumer 1969: 5; Goffman 1959), and situated within an understanding of wider processes and structures of change and in relation to issues of culture and identity (King 2015a, 2015b, 2016b). The concern with encounters was captured in Smith’s dual categorisation of “hosts and guests” and their interrelationships (Smith 1989 [1977], 1989); it has remained central to my recent work on heritage sites, though this simple categorical opposition between local residents and guests needs considerable elaboration to address the complexities of touristic encounters and the domestic and intra-Asian dimension (King 2016b; Sherlock 2001; Smith 1989).

I have argued elsewhere that our understanding of encounters, including both chance and planned or arranged engagements and those which are one-off or multiple, regular or irregular, reciprocal, collaborative, complementary or adversarial is still the central focus of the tourist experience. These encounters comprise person-to-person relationships, those between groups (or at least between members or representatives of groups), and those between local communities and national and international bodies and agencies. They also embrace interactions of individuals and groups within electronic and media networks and with information technology (which includes images and representations), between individuals and information provided in material form (guidebooks, tourist and government agency literature, travel books, signage and displays at sites), and between individuals and material objects (in museums, exhibition centres, at archaeological and heritage sites, and in natural landscapes). Encounters between people are often cross-ethnic, cross-cultural and cross-national; but with the rapid increase in travel and tourism within national boundaries, and between similar culture areas, the cross-cultural dimension needs qualification. This in turn poses questions about the distinction and sometimes opposition between domestic and international tourists, though this categorisation remains a useful way to capture broad differentiations. Encounters also encompass the behaviours generated (in bodily expressions, language, dress), the motivations and interpretations implicated in them, and their character (for example whether they are one-off and temporary, or continuous, reciprocal or conflictual). This concept embraces the Cohens’ concepts of “performativity” and “actor-network theory.” However, I stress that the concept of “encounter” is a low level conceptual framework; it is not part of a theoretical scheme or paradigm.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

It is an almost impossible task to provide a detailed evaluation of Erik Cohen’s prolific publication record, extending over a period of more than 40 years and covering such a broad range of ethnographic subjects and concepts (see, for example, Cohen 2001c, 2004c, 2008a, 2014c). All I have been able to do is present some significant themes, ideas and findings. It would take a substantial critical volume to do justice to his innovative and pioneering research career. I have had the pleasure of engaging Erik Cohen in conversation in Chiang Mai on several occasions and exchanging numerous emails with him. When I mentioned that I was preparing a critical appreciation of his work, he responded generously and modestly, with reflections on his work on Thailand. I think it captures what Scott Cohen has referred to as Erik Cohen’s rather “serendipitous,” “gradual,” “opportunistic” and “eclectic” scholarly engagement with tourism (Scott Cohen 2013). It suggests that a higher level theoretical approach is not part of Erik Cohen’s repertoire (see Cohen 2004c); indeed, given his very broad ethnographic reach, it is difficult to envisage what theoretical approach might encompass it. His response to me, in an email (pers. comm. 2 May 2017) captures precisely his contribution to research on Thai tourism, which he characterises as “a piecemeal approach.” He says, “I have never quite linked the dynamics of tourism with the broader political and social developments in the country; nor is my work on the micro or mezzo-scale fully integrated with the macro-theoretical work, either that of the 1970–80s or (in the work with Scott [Cohen]) of the 2010s.”

Therefore, Erik Cohen has not been inclined to construct a grand theoretical scheme, although he has argued cogently with Scott Cohen, on behalf of the possible paradigmatic status of “mobilities” (Cohen and Cohen 2012b). But has he? Paradoxically, he seems to have moved gradually to a higher-level theory in pursuing what is clearly a productive conceptual framework of “mobilities,” but then, in my view, he has hesitated and offered additional concepts (not paradigms?) of “performativity” and “actor-network theory.” Although he also qualifies his binaries in post-modern terms, he proposes with Scott Cohen, a future for research on tourism (Cohen and Cohen 2012b), with which I would not take issue, and I hope that the purpose of this paper is to promote and endorse this agenda. But while I welcome “mobilities” as a contextualisation of what we are currently doing and hope to achieve in tourism research, my inclination is to engage much more decisively with “performativity” and “actor-networks,” embraced within the concept of “encounters.” In another email to me (pers. comm. 11 June 2017), Erik Cohen has remarked that I have misunderstood his intentions in relation to “mobilities,” in that this was not “a theoretical construction on our part” but merely “an invited review of the state of the art” (a position reinforced by Scott Cohen in a recent email to me, pers. comm. 3 January 2018). This is for me a confirmation of his approach to theory; like me he is content with a lower level conceptualisation (King 2009). But I still sense, in his work with Scott Cohen, a desire to try to move tourism studies into a new paradigmatic arena. This is certainly Harrison’s interpretation of the Cohens’ work as well (2017).

Having moved beyond such concepts as “authenticity” and “the tourist gaze,” Erik and Scott Cohen present us with a movement from “synchronic” to “diachronic” perspectives, from “permanence” to “flux,” from “being” to “doing,” from “structure” to “agency,” from “sedimented social patterns” to the “process of their emergence” and ultimately from “stable fixtures” of social and cultural life to “mobilities.” For me the only remaining question is whether “mobilities” constitutes a paradigm? Ultimately it does not matter all that much to me in that Erik Cohen’s contribution to our ethnographic knowledge, understanding and contemplation of tourism in Thailand will stand the test of time. He has moved from the social-structural to the symbolic, from the organisational to the post-modern. What impresses me is that he has regularly and constantly anticipated future developments in tourism research; he has a prescient presence; not only that but, being resident in Thailand over many years, he has served almost as a roving scholarly reporter of tourism developments in Thailand: from disasters to floating markets; from festivals to animals; from pilgrimage to prostitution; from the commodification of crafts to spirit mediumship; from tattoos to food.


And I need to rectify a comment that I made some years ago about Erik Cohen’s Thai-centric approach. His critical and thoughtful commentaries on the development of tourism in Thailand are exemplary. They are unsurpassed; I cannot recall a corpus of research on any other part of the world that captures and understands what is happening to a country which has engaged in tourism development during the past 40 years. Furthermore, his work on ethnicity and tourism in Southeast Asia generally and mainland Southeast Asia specifically and his more general pronouncements about tourism research in Southeast Asia (Cohen 1999) proves me wrong about his Thai-centrism (Cohen 2001i, 2008c, 2016c). My current assessment is that he has captured, explained and helped us understand what tourism means to us, how we experience it, its significance in a globalising world, and the consequences of our increasing involvement in travel and leisure; this is no small accomplishment. In emails (pers. comm. 11 June 2017; 6 January 2018) from him, with due modesty, he suggests that “I exaggerate the significance of [his] work” and the paper “seems too laudatory.” I disagree.


Author’s note: Following are images taken by the author in Chiang Mai in 2014, 2015 and 2016 when he met Professor Cohen (Figure 1) at tourism studies conferences organised by Chiang Mai University, Thailand. Chiang Mai, a major tourist centre in northern Thailand, and the neighbouring religious and tourist site of Wat Phra That Doi Suthep was visited by Erik Cohen for two weeks in 1973; it marked a turning point in his research career when he subsequently embarked on his studies of “hill tribe tourism.” The subsequent images are of tourists and sites in Chiang Mai: the Three Kings Monument in central Chiang Mai; the reservoir at Chiang Mai University visited by Chinese tourists; and the temple complex of Doi Suthep with the statue of Phra Kuba Srivichai.
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Figure  1: Photo of Eric Cohen.
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Figure  2: Three Kings Monument in central Chiang Mai.
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Figure  3: Reservoir at Chiang Mai University visited by Chinese tourists.
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Figure  4: Temple complex of Doi Suthep with the statue of Phra Kuba Srivichai.
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ABSTRACT

KNOWLEDGE is a universal concept that permeates all nations and civilisations. Like any other concepts, KNOWLEDGE is also manifested in the form of figurative expressions. Previous studies have shown that the figurative expressions used in a particular language are closely related to the culture in which that particular language is used; this phenomenon is consistent with the linguistic relativity theory. In addition, studies in cognitive semantics have shown that the construction of figurative expressions occurs systematically in the minds of its users. Thus, this paper describes how KNOWLEDGE is represented in the Malay mind and how the concept is valued by the Malay speech community using the cognitive semantic approach. Specifically, this paper illustrates how KNOWLEDGE is valued by the Malay speech community through expressions related to KNOWLEDGE via the use of three Idealised Cognitive Models, namely conceptual metaphors, metonymies and kinaesthetic image schemas. Results highlight the manifestation of KNOWLEDGE figuratively in a variety of ways and this illustrates the manner the concept is perceived by the Malay speech community, i.e., KNOWLEDGE is something big and is a source of light; hence, knowledge has to be sought in a proactive manner and that seeking knowledge is a life-long process. The findings of this study suggest that KNOWLEDGE can be discussed using the more universal conceptual metaphor THE MIND IS THE BODY, with different manifestations of the conceptual metaphor. This suggests that the way human beings think is rather universal; and this is the factor that unites mankind all over the world.

Keywords: Cognitive semantics, conceptual metaphor, KNOWLEDGE, Malay cognition, metonymy

INTRODUCTION

Civilisations and their people exist and develop because of knowledge. Knowledge is an abstract concept that cannot be measured in any way, except through its manifestations. This is because KNOWLEDGE, like TIME, LOVE and POWER, cannot be referred to by any form of concrete references. Because of the abstract nature of KNOWLEDGE, one of the ways to express the concept is through the use of metaphors (Adriessen and Van Den Boom 2009). Using the cognitive semantic approach, Adriessen and Van Den Boom (2009) have shown that the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS A JOURNEY can be used to highlight the dynamic, contextual and social features of KNOWLEDGE.

Nevertheless, the cognitive semantic analysis conducted by Andriessen and Van Den Boom (2009) was done only on the English language. It is a well-known fact that despite the fact that abstract concepts (e.g., LIFE) are generally universal in nature, the manifestations of concepts vary in different languages, depending on the cultures in which the languages are spoken. For example, although LIFE is considered as A JOURNEY by the speech communities in the United States and Hungary, the concept is manifested by these communities differently. The Americans, for example, see LIFE as “having to keep moving” whereas the Hungarians view LIFE as “a big journey” (Kövecses 2007). Although the common metaphor THE MIND IS THE BODY is used universally, with regard to the concept of KNOWLEDGE, the concept is manifested in different forms, namely in the form of SEEING among the speakers of Indo-European languages (Sweetser 1990) and in HEARING among the speakers of Australian languages (Kövecses 2007).

As previously shown, the metaphors that are used in a particular language is closely related to the culture in which that particular language is used; and this phenomenon is consistent with the linguistic relativity theory (Boroditsky 2012). However, according to Lakoff and Johnson (1980) in their cognitive linguistics framework, metaphors do not occur in a particular language; rather, it occurs in the minds of the humans. In other words, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) highlight the idea that humans understand the world (or the concepts that exist in this life) through metaphors; and this contradicts with the notion that humans only use metaphors to explain concepts that we understand.


A metaphor is a form of figurative expression. From the perspective of cognitive semantics, figurative expressions generally refer to the use of language whose meaning is not the same with its literal meaning (Gibbs and Colston 2012) that a “semantic tension” (or in other words, discrepancies in terms of meaning) is felt because of the mismatch that occurs in the minds of its users (see Taverniers (2006) for a further explanation on “semantic tension”). Usually, a figurative expression is used as an approach to convey a message more effectively. From the perspective of cognitive semantics, the figurative expressions that we use are very closely linked with the past experiences which we store in our minds (Black 1972).

Studies in cognitive semantics show that the use of figurative expressions does not occur randomly. As a matter of fact, the construction of figurative expressions occurs systematically in the minds of its users. The motivation (i.e., the reason) why a particular object (i.e., the source domain) is used to describe a particular abstract concept (i.e., the target domain) through figurative expressions can be appreciated if the system that makes up both objects (as the source domain and the target domain respectively) is examined carefully (Kövecses and Szabó 1996). For example, the word “bullet” is often used in the place of the word “staple” not because of the physical features of the two; as a matter of fact, the physical features of a bullet show no resemblance at all with those of a staple. Yet, “bullet” is used as a metaphorical expression for the word “staple” because of the system that makes both objects fully functional. Like a “bullet,” a “staple” needs the presence of another tool for it to function; and like a “bullet” too, a “staple” needs to be triggered, and a special mechanism that acts like the trigger of a rifle has to be present for it to function. Hence, despite the non-identical physical qualities between a “bullet” (the source domain) and a “staple” (the target domain), the system that makes both objects fully functional has become the motivation that allows speakers of the English language to use them interchangeably to refer to this piece of stationery (Salehuddin 2001). The characteristics beyond the physical features of a “bullet” is indeed an example of what Black (1972: 38) called “system of things.” “System of things” has become an important aspect in the selection and the formation of metaphors among users of particular languages.

METAPHORS IN THE MALAY LANGUAGE

The “system of things” mentioned earlier is also found in the formation of Malay metaphors. The Malay name for the “ring finger” (i.e., jari manis, which is literally translated as “sweet finger”) did not obviously get its name because of its taste. Instead, the name of the finger could be created following the similarities between the facial expression of those who receive rings in their ring finger (e.g., at weddings) and the facial expression of those who consume something sweet (Salehuddin 2001). Like in other languages, the notion of “system of things” is also applicable in the formation of Malay euphemisms in order to mitigate the undesirable effect that might be offensive to the speakers especially in discussing sensitive topics such as death (Abdul Wahab et al. 2016a, 2016b). The expressions meninggal dunia (literally “leave the world”) and pulang ke rahmatullah (literally “return to God’s mercy”) are used in place of mati (“died”) because of the similarities that exist within the “system of things” of the unpleasant expressions and their respective mitigated expressions. Previous studies conducted on Malay and English idioms (e.g., Salehuddin 2007) show that idioms and proverbs can be used to express concepts that are abstract such as POWER using the cognitive semantic approach. The use of the idiom orang atas (which literally means “people at the top”), for example, is widely used in the Malay language to refer to “the authority” or “the one in power” through the hierarchical image schema (Salehuddin 2000). Like POWER, KNOWLEDGE is a universal concept; yet, as indicated earlier, KNOWLEDGE is manifested differently across different languages. How then, is KNOWLEDGE manifested in the Malay language?

KNOWLEDGE IN THE MALAY LANGUAGE

The word “knowledge” is known in the Malay language as ilmu; a word that is borrowed from the Arabic word [image: art] (al-‘ilmi). Apart from this word, the word pengetahuan is also used to refer to the same notion. Knowledge is an invaluable asset to human beings and its importance is emphasised through the first revelation to the Prophet Muhammad [p.b.u.h.], which is translated as “Read!” (al-Qur’an 96: 1). Knowledge is so important to the Muslims that seeking knowledge is made obligatory to them in a hadith. The translation of the hadith reads: From Anas bin Malik r.a., he narrated: Rasulullah [p.b.u.h.] said: “Seeking knowledge is obligatory upon every Muslim” (al-Tirmidhi, Hadith 74, Islamawarness.net n.d.).

In the Malaysian context, Malay and Islam are usually regarded as inseparable. In fact, Article 160 in The Federal Constitution (2010: 153), a “Malay” is defined as “a person who professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks the Malay language, conforms to Malay custom.” Therefore, it is not surprising why the ways certain issues and concepts are viewed by the Malays are similar to the teachings and practices of Islam; and this includes the prayers and supplications said by the Malays. As a matter of fact, the obligatory prayers are done entirely in Arabic by all Muslims regardless of their mother tongue; even some of the supplications are done in Arabic as well. This is also why KNOWLEDGE forms the backbone of the lifestyles of the Malays and because of this, the manifestations of KNOWLEDGE permeate the Malay language. Although KNOWLEDGE is abstract in nature, with regard to the Malay language, KNOWLEDGE is not manifested in its metaphorical forms all the time. As a matter of fact, the word ilmu is prevalent in the language along with the metaphorical manifestations of KNOWLEDGE because of its importance to the Malay community.

The current study discusses how KNOWLEDGE is valued by the Malays through various Malay expressions related to KNOWLEDGE. All discussions are done using conceptual metaphors as the main Idealised Cognitive Model along with kinaesthetic image schema and metonymy.

IDEALISED COGNITIVE MODELS

Idealised Cognitive Models (henceforth, ICMs) refer to the manner humans arrange their knowledge and expriences so as to enable them to give meaning and to understand certain concepts. Three of the ICMs that are relevant in this study are Conceptual metaphors, Metonymies and Kinaesthetic Image Schema.

Conceptual metaphors refer to the cognitive mechanisms used by human beings to understand concepts that are abstract (i.e., the target domain) using concrete entities (i.e., the source domain) (Kövecses and Szabó 1996). Conceptual metaphors have been found to be used in Malay figurative expressions. To illustrate, in the Malay proverb air dicincing tak akan putus (which literally means “water will not stop flowing even when it is minced”), water is used as the source domain (i.e., the entity that is concrete and easily perceived) to describe familial relationship, known as the target domain (i.e., the entity that is to be understood). The property of water (that it cannot be minced), is “carried over” to “familial relationship” through the conceptual metaphor to illustrate the power of familial relationships to the Malays: that the family institution will stand tall despite the many forms of challenges that the family institution encounters (Salehuddin 2000). Hence, in this context, the conceptual metaphor FAMILIAL RELATIONSHIP IS WATER has been used in the formation of the Malay proverb.


Metonymy is the other type of ICM that is used in understanding certain concepts. It has a “referring function” as it describes entities that are abstract through entities that are more concrete. For example, the Petronas Twin Towers have always been used in the mass media to refer to the advancement of Malaysia; hence, in this case, the metonymy THE PETRONAS TWIN TOWERS STAND FOR MALAYSIA’S ADVANCEMENT applies.

Kinaesthetic Image Schema, on the other hand, refers to the images that human beings store in their mind to enable them to understand and explain certain concepts. These images include those that are visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory, gustatory and other kinds of experiences that are related to bodily position, weight, movement of muscles, tendons and joints, etc. Human beings store tens of thousands of these images in their mind. Although the experiences of individuals are unique, it is these images that human beings store in their mind that enable them to understand one and the other. Among the famous Kinaesthetic Image Schemas are the HIERARCHICAL (TOP-DOWN) IMAGE SCHEMAS, THE SIZE (BIG-SMALL) IMAGE SCHEMAS, THE FRONT-BACK IMAGE SCHEMA and THE DISTANCE (NEAR-FAR) IMAGE SCHEMAS. All the three ICMs mentioned above can either be used individually or be used along with one or two other ICMs—depending on how the figurative expressions are formed.

METHOD

This study is a corpus-based qualitative analysis of expressions related to KNOWLEDGE. Figurative expressions on KNOWLEDGE were collected from two main sources namely Seri Bahasa: Sirih Pinang Warisan Budaya Melayu (n.d.) and Kamus Simpulan Bahasa Melayu (1996). The figurative expressions from these two sources were scrutinised, and those expressions that describe KNOWLEDGE were selected. The identification of figurative expressions that describe KNOWLEDGE was not only done by looking for words that collocate with ilmu and pengetahuan per se; as a matter of fact, words that collocate with akal (“sense”), fikiran (“thoughts”), otak (“brain”), dada (“chest”) and hati (“heart”), which are also used to refer to KNOWLEDGE as they are semantically related to ilmu through semantic extension, were also scrutinised.

Once the figurative expressions were identified, they were presented at a round table seminar on Bahasa dan Kognitif Penutur (Language and the Cognition of Its Speakers) at the Institute of the Malay World and Civilisation (ATMA), Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia in September 2015, for verification by experts in the field of the Malay language who were also conducting studies on various aspects of figurative expressions and the cognition of those who use them. Once the list was finalised, the Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (henceforth, DBP) Corpus was used to look for instances of the selected figurative expressions. DBP is a statutory body that is in charge of preserving and promoting the Malay language, and one of it is through its portal, Pusat Rujukan Persuratan Melayu (henceforth, PRPM). This 107 million-word corpus (Mohd Fadzli bin Tajuid, DPB Officer, 2017, pers. comm.) consists of words taken from 115,530 newspapers, 550 books, 1,371 magazines, 583 literary texts and 127 working papers. The entire corpus was used to generate the frequency and concordances of the selected expressions. Therefore, unless stated otherwise, all the instances shown in this study were obtained from the DBP Corpus through PRPM. The portal was also used to verify the correct usage of the Malay language as well as the collocations and the concordances of expressions related to ilmu and/or pengetahuan.

The figurative expressions selected were later analysed from the cognitive semantic perspective and subsequently categorised into the different ICMs that are used to showcase how KNOWLEDGE is valued by the Malays. The following section discusses how KNOWLEDGE is valued by the speakers of Malay through the use of the ICMs, with conceptual metaphor as the main ICM to be discussed here.

THE VALUE OF KNOWLEDGE TO THE MALAYS

KNOWLEDGE is an abstract concept; hence, the concept is widely manifested in the form of figurative expressions in the Malay language. However, this does not mean that the word ilmu and its synonym, pengetahuan, are not used in Malay in their literal sense. As a matter of fact, ilmu and pengetahuan (which are sometimes used in the form of compound noun ilmu pengetahuan probably for emphasis purposes to reflect the momentousness of knowledge to the Malays) are widely used in the Malay spoken and written discourse (i.e., 40,123 instances of ilmu, 24,635 instances of pengetahuan and more than 5,000 instances of ilmu pengetahuan in the DBP Corpus). Our experience tells us that knowledgeable people are those who are full of ideas, are always thinking; and whatever ideas that they have always make sense. “Ideas” and “thoughts” are related to the “brain” as the act of generating ideas and thinking are known to be done in the brain.

Apart from the brain, the Malays believe that the “heart” is also an organ that is involved in thinking (Salehuddin and Maros 2004). The literal translation of “heart” in Malay is jantung, an organ that pumps blood through the entire circulatory [image: art]; however, in metaphorical sense, the “heart” is always translated as hati. The expression “heart broken” is always translated as patah hati and never as *patah jantung. Similarly, “kind hearted” is always translated as berhati mulia and never *berjantung mulia. In the translation of the Qur’an too, the “heart,” (i.e.,  [image: art]) in “whose hearts are hardened” (al-Hajj, 22: 53) is translated into Malay as hatinya keras membatu. Even when expressing expressions such as panas hati (literally, “hot liver” to mean “angry”), more often than not, the person uttering such an expression tends to caress the region of the body where the heart is located, and not where the liver is, to cool down his anger. According to Goddard (2008):


Hati is broader and more holistic in its scope than heart, combining thinking and wanting, as well as feeling, especially in relation to other people, …there is a moral ambivalence to the hati, which is seen as a potential source of wrong-doing and error, as well as morally correct actions. Its relation to the physical body-part (the liver) is also different in some ways to that displays by the English word heart …the Malay hati is more cognitive and more dynamic than the heart. Memories and thoughts, for example, can be located in the hati, and there are a number of fixed expressions which are best rendered into English with mind, rather than with heart (Goddard 2008: 88).



In addition to heart, the Malay word for “chest” (dada) is also perceived as the part of the body that is involved in thinking. This is due to the fact that the chest is where the heart is located. Hence, the expression ilmu di dada (“knowledge at the chest”) is commonplace in both the spoken and written discourse of Malay. Another Malay word that is closely related to the word ilmu is bakat (“talent”), because talent can be improved by an increase in knowledge.

KNOWLEDGE is undoubtedly valuable to the Malays and this is manifested in the figurative and prosaic expressions in the language. To the Malays, KNOWLEDGE is very big. The size of knowledge is indescribable (and infinite); that the knowledge a person has, if is being compared to the knowledge of his Creator, is merely like the size of a drop of water in the vast seven oceans. Such a description is evident in the holy Qur’an (al-Kahf 18: 109), and the translation of the verse is as follows: “Say (O Muhammad [p.b.u.h] to mankind): “If the sea were ink for (writing) the Words of my Lord, surely, the sea would be exhausted before the Words of my Lord would be finished, even if We brought (another sea) like it for its aid” (al-Qur’an 18: 109).

“Big” refers to the size of objects; big objects are “not small” from the perspective of their width, length, heights, breadths and depths. From the cognitive semantic perspective, “big” is related to the SIZE IMAGE SCHEMA. Our experience on the images that we store in our cognition allows us to understand that bigger objects have larger width, length, height, breadth and depth than smaller objects. For example, Box A in Figure 1 is perceived as bigger than Box B as the former has larger width, length, height, breadth and depth compared to the latter.


[image: art]

Figure  1: Different box sizes to illustrate the Size Image Schema.



The use of the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS BIG is evident in Malay idioms, for examples:



	1.
	Tuah
	ialah
	sa-orang
	yang
	panjang akal
	dan
	pintar.



	
	Tuah
	is
	a person
	that
	long sense
	and
	intelligent.



	
	“Tuah is far-sighted and intelligent.”



	2.
	Lagi
	banyak bahasa
	yang kita tahu,
	lagi
	luas pengetahuan
	kita,
	fikirku.



	
	More
	many language
	that we know
	more
	wide knowledge
	we
	I think.



	
	“The more languages we know, the more knowledgeable we are, I think.”



	3.
	Islam
	galak ummah
	dalami ilmu
	falak
	untuk
	kepentingan
	mereka.



	
	Islam
	encourage people
	to deepen knowledge
	astronomy
	for
	benefit
	they.



	
	“Islam encourages its people to deepen their knowledge in astronomy for their benefit.”




Example 1 is an instance of the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS BIG through the word panjang. In the Malay language, a person who is panjang akal (literally, “long sense”) is a person who can think well and is able to make good judgements in decision-making and performing actions. For a person to be able to make good judgements, he/she needs to be knowledgeable so that he/she can consider the pros and cons of the decisions and actions he/she makes.


Based on our experience and knowledge about objects, the word panjang (“long”) is very closely related to besar (“big”). Bigger objects have longer perimeters than smaller objects; hence, a person who possesses “large” size of knowledge is regarded as a person who is panjang akal (“intelligent”).

Our encyclopedic knowledge also helps us to understand that entities that are bigger always have larger dimensions (length, width, depth/height). For example, a big car has more length, width and height than a small car. As a matter of fact, a car with bigger dimensions is always seen as being more “spacious” (luas) than a car with smaller dimensions. Our understanding of KNOWLEDGE is that a person who possesses a large amount of knowledge will most of the time be seen as having a bigger dimension of knowledge. Hence, the expressions luas pengetahuan in Example 2 refers to the characteristics of a knowledgeable person.

Bigger objects usually have more depth than smaller objects. This is because the depth of objects is closely related to the volume of the entity in question (volume = length × width × depth). For example, deep oceans have larger volumes of water in comparison to shallow seas because deep oceans have more depth than shallow seas. Such encyclopaedic knowledge can be carried over to our experience on KNOWLEDGE. Individuals with deeper knowledge in a particular field are often regarded as scholars in that field (i.e., specialists in a given branch of knowledge). By definition, “depth” refers to “the extent, measurement, or dimension downward, backward, or inward” (The Free Dictionary 2003). The larger the distance between the top and the bottom (for downward, hence, deeper), the front and the back (for backward, hence, longer), and the outer and the inner surface (for inward, hence, wider), the bigger the volume the entity has. Therefore, the process of dalami ilmu (“deepening knowledge”) that a person goes through in Example 3 suggests the huge size of KNOWLEDGE to the Malays.

The conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS BIG can also be found in a proverb, as in the following:



	4.
	Kalau
	kail
	panjang
	sejengkal,
	jangan lautan
	hendak
	diduga.



	
	If
	fishing rod
	long
	a span
	don’t ocean
	want to
	challenge.



	
	“If your fishing rod is just a span in length, don’t try to fish in the ocean.”




In the first part of Example 4, kail (“fishing rod”) is used as a metaphor through the metonymy FISHING ROD STANDS FOR A TOOL TO OBTAIN KNOWLEDGE. The tool, however, is regarded as small (panjang sejengkal) through the use of the metonymy A SPAN STANDS FOR SMALL. In the second part of Example 4, lautan (“ocean”) is used as a metaphor through the conceptual metaphor VAST KNOWLEDGE IS OCEAN; hence, the metonymy THE OCEAN STANDS FOR INDIVIDUALS WITH VAST KNOWLEDGE underlies this proverb. These arguments are clearly derived from the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS BIG; and the ICMs are aptly used in this proverb to advise the Malays not to challenge those who are more knowledgeable than them (via lautan) if the knowledge they possess is limited (via kail panjang sejengkal).

“Big” coexists with “small” as “small” and “big” are complementary antonyms. Smaller objects have smaller width, length, height, breadth and depth than bigger objects. Hence, words such as “narrow” and “shallow” refer to the idea of “smallness” from the perspective of width, length, height, breadth and depth. Some of these ideas of smallness are also used in Malay proverbs to mean “difficult to understand” or “rather unintelligent” (Kamus Dewan 2000). This can be seen in Examples 5 and 6 to refer to someone who is not knowledgeable or lacks of intelligence.



	5.
	Malangnya,
	disebabkan
	pengetahuan cetek,
	masih ada
	anggota masyarakat
	tidak
	faham.



	
	Unfortunately,
	because
	knowledge shallow
	still got
	member society
	don’t
	understand.



	
	“Unfortunately, because of their lack of knowledge, there are still those who don’t understand.”



	6.
	Ketaksuban
	itu
	juga membuat
	mereka menjadi degil,
	sempit fikiran
	dan enggan
	mendengar nasihat



	
	Obsession
	the
	also make
	they become obstinate
	narrow thinking
	and refuse
	listen advice.



	
	“Their obsession makes them obstinate, narrow minded; they refuse to listen to advice.”




Apart from perceiving KNOWLEDGE as a big entity, KNOWLEDGE is also perceived by the Malays as “light,” especially because their ways of life is in accordance to the teachings and practices of Islam. The Qur’an is regarded as the source of knowledge for mankind and this is done through the conceptual metaphor THE QUR’AN IS LIGHT. This is manifested in various contexts. For example, at the completion of the recitation of the Qur’an, a supplication is made and its translation is as follows: “make the Qur’an my guide as well as a source of light, guidance and grace for me” (Everymuslim.net n.d.). Since the Qur’an can be equated with knowledge, and that the conceptual metaphor THE QUR’AN IS LIGHT, the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHT can be derived.

Among the Malays, such a conceptual metaphor is prevalent in their lives as knowledge is often regarded as pelita hidup (“lamp of life”) (Bahasa Melayu SPM 2012). The expression ilmu itu pelita hidup (literally, “knowledge is lamp of life”) is manifested in various forms and among them in the form of a poster (Senilukis101 n. d.). From the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHT, Malay idioms such as terang hati (“bright heart”) and terang fikiran (“bright mind”) which refer to a person who can easily understand what is being taught, and terang akal (“bright sense”) which refers to a clever and intelligent person (Kamus Dewan 2000: 1528) are derived. The Malay idiom terang hati has an additional ICM in its creation, namely the metonymy THE HEART STANDS FOR THOUGHTS.

In the daily supplications of the Malays, the following invocations are also made so that the process of acquiring new knowledge can be done easily. The translation of the supplications reads: “O God, please bring me out of the darkness of doubt and favour me with the light of comprehension” and “O Allah let my heart be filled with light and sight and understanding and knowledge, verily you control everything” (Duas.org n. d.). These invocations also support the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHT and this ICM permeates in the Malay language, among others, in the form of idioms. For example:



	7.
	Dia
	terang hati
	walaupun
	tidak
	dapat
	melihat.



	
	He
	bright heart
	even though
	not
	can
	see.



	
	“He is intelligent even though he cannot see.”




Other than the above mentioned idiom, the expression pencerahan (“brighten”) has lately been used by speakers of Malay to mean other than its literal meaning. According to Kamus Dewan, the word pencerahan, in its literal sense, refers to “a change in physical properties, from dark to bright,” (for example, menanggalkan kekotoran secara lembut untuk pencerahan kulit, mengurangkan melano (“to remove the dirt gently to brighten up the skin” [PRPM]). However, the Malay language users have now extended the meaning of pencerahan to an abstract concept that means “to give intellectual insights.” Kamus Online gives the following as an example:



	8.
	Mohon
	pencerahan berkenaan
	dengan penggunaan
	kata setakat
	dan sehingga,
	yang manakah
	betul?



	
	Please
	brighten about
	with use
	word setakat
	and sehingga
	which one
	correct?



	
	
“Please provide me with some clarifications on the use of setakat and sehingga, which one is correct?”

(Kamus Online n.d.)






The manifestation of conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHT is also observed in the following proverb:



	9.
	Masuk
	geronggang
	bawa
	pelita.



	
	Enter
	an opening
	bring
	lamp.



	
	
“Bring a lamp when entering a (dark) opening in trees or boulders.”
(Seri Bahasa n.d.)






“Geronggang” refers to a cave-like gap or a large opening in boulders and trees. In the proverb, pelita (“lamp”) is used to refer to an individual who provides the source of light that brightens up the darkness of geronggang, who, in this case, is the more experienced (knowledgeable) person in a particular field. Apart from the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHT, the other mechanism that is used in the proverb is the metonymy A LARGE OPENING IN BOULDERS OR TREES STANDS FOR A NEW VOCATION. The proverb above is dedicated to a person who is new to a vocation: that he should never hesitate to ask for guidance from those who are more experienced. Here, the metonymy LAMP STANDS FOR THE MORE KNOWLEDGEABLE PERSON is also used.

Light brightens up one’s surrounding, and without light, everything around the person will become “dark.” Since light and dark are complementary antonyms, the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHT coexists with the conceptual metaphor NO KNOWLEDGE IS NO LIGHT in the Malay world. An example of an idiom that derives from the conceptual metaphor NO KNOWLEDGE IS NO LIGHT is gelap hati (“dark heart”) which means “slow at understanding lessons.” The idiom can be seen in the following:



	10.
	Aku
	tak dapat
	menentukan
	apakah aku yang
	gelap hati,
	atau dunia ini
	yang gelap seluruhnya.



	
	I
	cannot get
	determine
	what I that
	dark heart
	or world this
	that dark entirely.



	
	“I cannot determine whether I am not clever or whether the world is entirely dark.”




Up to this point, the manifestations of KNOWLEDGE as BIG and LIGHT in Malay figurative expressions have been presented. Because of the fact that KNOWLEDGE is so valuable and meaningful to the Malays, the Malays are encouraged to seek knowledge. The urge to do so is manifested in various linguistic expressions and these expressions are prevalent in the Malay language.

Analysis of the words that co-occur with ilmu and pengetahuan in the DBP Corpus suggests that there are some verbs that frequently collocate with them. This includes verbs that are derived from the Malay words tuntut, kejar, timba/cedok, dalami and turun, which means “to claim,” “to pursue,” “to (use a) bucket/to scoop,” “to deepen” and “to go down,” respectively. Although all of these verbs can be substituted with the verb memperoleh (i.e., “to seek/acquire”), Malay speakers use these other verbs as alternatives to the verb in the expression memperoleh ilmu (i.e., “to acquire knowledge”). Why is there a need for such alternative verbs? Is it merely to add colour to the spoken and written language so that those involved in the conversation and writing will not be bored by the repetitive use of the word “memperoleh”? Are there other reasons that justify the use of these alternative verbs?

At a glance, the phrases tuntut ilmu, kejar ilmu, timba/cedok ilmu, dalami ilmu and turun ilmu give readers the impression that the phrases have no particular effect on its users, even to those who speak Malay as a first language. This is due to the fact that the phrases may have become “stock phrases” in the Malay speakers’ lexicon and hence, are understood as “acquiring knowledge” or “seeking knowledge.” An in-depth analysis of the phrases however, shows that the words that occur before the word ilmu can also give us an idea on how the concept of KNOWLEDGE is perceived and valued by the Malays.

Tuntut is a Malay verb that bears the meaning “to claim” in English. This word refers to “a particular action that demands, or asks for, or takes as one’s own or one’s due.” Our experience tells us that “claims” are made by someone when he wants to regain ownership over a particular entity that belongs to him/her—especially when he/she is the rightful owner of the entity (i.e., the property owner) as in the following English examples: “to claim an estate by inheritance,” “claim for damages,” “insurance claim” and “claim the title.” When the word tuntut collocates with ilmu, it indirectly gives the Malay language users the impression that all forms of ilmu belongs to everyone and that it is the very right of every individual to claim KNOWLEDGE from whoever is possessing it.



	11.
	Kita
	tuntut ilmu
	di sana
	untuk
	tajamkan
	fikiran.



	
	We
	claim knowledge
	there
	to
	sharpen
	thoughts.



	
	“There, we acquire knowledge to sharpen our minds.”




From the practical aspect of its use, despite the fact that tuntut can be interchangeably used with the word peroleh, tuntut brings along the idea that the process of “acquiring knowledge” has to go through a number of very specific and rigorous procedures; so rigorous that it sometimes requires the person who is making the “claims” to be proactive. The act of making a claim usually needs to be accompanied by a number of follow-ups that it sometimes takes place in an extended period of time. The process can be so long that the person who is making the “claims” may have the tendency to give up. All these experiences when making “claims” are visualised in the minds of the Malays when the word tuntut comes into picture; hence, when one is asked to tuntut ilmu, he/she is expected to be proactive, persistent and determined.


Kejar, which can be translated into English as “to pursue,” literally means “to follow in an effort to overtake or capture, chase.” Similar to the verb tuntut, the verb kejar requires the doer to be proactive. The act of pursuing involves a lot of effort, with a high level of fitness; without a high fitness level, the individual will not be able to pursue his/her objectives over time. In mengejar ilmu, the root word kejar does not only reflect the efforts made by those who are trying to acquire knowledge; in fact, the word kejar also reflects the dynamic nature of KNOWLEDGE that is constantly moving and expanding. The Malays’ view towards KNOWLEDGE is very relevant to the world today; a person will be left behind if he/she does not move in the same pace as knowledge does. One needs to continuously pursue knowledge in order to keep abreast with knowledge. An example of a sentence with the phrase mengejar ilmu in it is as follows:



	12.
	Islam
	sentiasa
	menyeru
	umatnya
	mengejar ilmu.



	
	Islam
	always
	call
	its people
	chase knowledge.



	
	“Islam always calls the Muslims to pursue knowledge.”




Menimba and mencedok refer to the act of scooping something (water, or any other forms of liquid or fine objects) using a “bucket” (for menimba), and a “scoop” (for mencedok). Our past experience tells us that in performing the act of scooping water, for example, only the body of water that is the nearest to the surface of the water is scooped. The act of scooping requires some form of effort so that the container (i.e., the “bucket” or the “scoop”) can be filled with water. Once the water is scooped, more effort is required to bring the container that is already filled up with water back to the hands of those who perform the act of scooping.

Although both activities, namely, menimba and mencedok seem similar in the form of their actions, the verbs used actually reflect the amount of effort a person puts in the process of seeking knowledge. Our encyclopaedic knowledge informs us that the size of a “bucket” is greater than the size of a “scoop.” Due to the size difference between a “bucket” and a “scoop,” the images that are visualised in the minds of the Malay speakers when these two verbs are mentioned are different. Menimba ilmu gives us the image of a person working with more effort than mencedok ilmu when he/she is acquiring knowledge. The results of these actions would naturally be different because the act of scooping using a bucket results in a larger volume of water in comparison to the act of scooping using a scoop. Hence, menimba ilmu creates the impression that the person who performs this action will be more  knowledgeable than mencedok ilmu. An example of the use of menimba ilmu in Malay texts is:



	13.
	Dia
	suka
	pergi
	ke sekolah
	kerana boleh
	timba ilmu pengetahuan.



	
	He
	like
	go
	to school
	because can
	scoop knowledge.



	
	“He likes to go to school because he can acquire knowledge.”




Another interesting finding with regard to the use of menimba or mencedok with the noun ilmu is the fact that the concept of KNOWLEDGE is portrayed as “liquid” in both verbs. Our encyclopaedic knowledge of liquid tells us that liquid is fluid, has no fixed shapes, and that the shape of the liquid depends highly on the container that holds it. The use of the conceptual metaphors KNOWLEDGE IS LIQUID here is appropriate due to the fact that KNOWLEDGE changes as new discoveries are made. Apart from that, menimba and mencedok also give us the impression of that knowledge has “depth”; similar to my earlier discussion that KNOWLEDGE IS BIG. This is because, the act of “scooping,” in normal circumstances, can only be done to a body of water/liquid that is nearer to the surface.

The phrase dalami ilmu mentioned in Example 3 earlier also carries a meaning that goes beyond the size of knowledge. The expression suggests how KNOWLEDGE should be acquired. Dalami is defined as “the effort to understand something in greater details through research, etc., in order to transform something that is less perfect or less detailed to become more perfect or more detailed.” An interesting fact about the verb dalami is that the presence of the Malay suffix -i with the word dalam gives readers the impression that dalami is a process that can never be a complete process (infinity). When the verb dalami is used, it creates the impression that the bottom floor of the body of water (e.g., “the seabed”) will never be found, no matter how long the person who wishes to acquire knowledge dives towards the floor of the sea. This again shows how large KNOWLEDGE is to the Malay speakers and that seeking knowledge must be made as a life-long process.

Earlier it was discussed that KNOWLEDGE is so important that it needs to be acquired. The Prophet [p.b.u.h.] also said: “Acquire knowledge and impart it to the people” (al-Tirmidhi, Hadith 107, islamawareness.net). To those who possess knowledge, it is important that he/she shares whatever knowledge he/she has with others. In the Malay language, other than the word ajar (“teach”) or sampai (“convey”) to describe how knowledge is transmitted, turun is also used to arrive at the same meaning. Turun is literally translated into English as “to bring down something from a higher position to a lower position.” Metaphorically, turun ilmu refers to the act of a more knowledgable person transmitting his knowledge to another individual who hopes to acquire knowledge from him. This process is closely related to the hierarchical image schema that is supported by the conceptual metaphor THE PERSON WITH MORE KNOWLEDGE IS AT THE TOP. This is because of the amount of knowledge he/she possesses in relation to the person who hopes to acquire knowledge from him. What is interesting is the fact that the transmission of knowledge does not take place horizontally (i.e., not from left to right or from back to front). Instead, the transmission of knowledge takes place vertically in only one direction (i.e., from a higher position to a lower position). From the perspective of cognitive semantics, this visual imagery of the transmission of ilmu by speakers of Malay suggests how important KNOWLEDGE is to the Malays and this can be seen through the conceptual metaphor BETTER IS THOSE AT THE TOP. This also resonates my earlier discussion on the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS BIG. This is because, for an object to be big, it must somehow be high as well (see Figure 1). This ICM also suggests the manner the Malays value those who possess knowledge: individuals who possess knowledge are placed highly in the Malay community and that it is their responsibilty to transmit the knowledge they possess to other individuals.

The importance of knowledge to be handed down from one generation to another is emphasised in the following hadith that is narrated by at-Tirmidhi. It is translated as the following: Usman ibn Affan r.a. narrated: Rasulullah [p.b.u.h] said: The best among you are those who learn the Qur’an and teach it (Sahih, sources al-Bukhari (no. 4639), Abu Dawud (no. 1240), al-Tirmdhi (no. 2832) and Ibn Majah (no. 207)) (Sunnah.com n.d.). An example of a sentence with the phrase turun ilmu is as follows:



	14.
	Chef
	Perancis
	turun ilmu
	gula
	tarik
	Langkawi.



	
	Chef
	French
	bring down knowledge
	sugar
	pull
	Langkawi.



	
	“A French chef shares knowledge on how to make the Langkawi sticky candy.”




DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The current study has presented the various ways how speakers of the Malay language manifest the concept of KNOWLEDGE. The findings suggest that Malays view KNOWLEDGE as something big and as a source of light. Because of this, knowledge has to be sought in a proactive manner and that seeking knowledge is a life-long process.


This study also shows that although the analysis was carried on the Malay language, it is clear that the lives and the thoughts of the Malays in Malaysia are very much influenced by Islam. This is so because, as evident on the Terengganu Inscription Stone, Islam has come to the Malay Archipelago since as early as in 1303 CE (Salehuddin 2013); making Malay and Islam inseparable, as defined by the Federal Constitution (2010).

This study has shown that, to an extent, there is a similarity between Malay and English. The word “bright,” for example, is one of the synonyms of the word “clever” (The Free Dictionary 2015). This suggests that the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHT is also applied in the English language. This is seen in the following: “Some children are brighter in one subject than another” (The Free Dictionary 2015). The expression “broaden one’s mind” is also used in the English language to refer to the effect of being knowledgeable (WordReference.com n.d.). This is seen in “They say that travel broadens the mind” (Cambridge Dictionary Online 2015). This suggests that the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS BIG is also applicable in the English language.

This article shows that although Malay and English are two languages that are typologically not related, the expressions used and the cognitive mechanisms that underlie the expressions suggest that there are similarities in the ways ideas are processed by the two different speech communities. Some may argue that this may have resulted from some form of “borrowing” of words from one language to the other. However, this is not likely so because the manifestations of the concept of KNOWLEDGE in both languages are different. For example, the Malay translation for the expression “She is bright” is Dia itu terang hati and not *Dia itu terang (as the literal translation would suggest). In the English manifestation of KNOWLEDGE through the conceptual metaphor KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHT, the word “bright” does not modify any noun in the predicate; in the Malay language, however, the word terang (“bright”) modifies another noun in the predicate, i.e., hati (“heart”). Hence, it can be said that the use of such a conceptual metaphor is not likely to be a result of “borrowing.” This suggests that some conceptual metaphors are indeed universal in nature.

The findings of this study suggest that KNOWLEDGE can be discussed using the more general conceptual metaphor THE MIND IS THE BODY. However, despite the fact that the same general conceptual metaphor is used, the way the concept is manifested is language-specific. The different manifestations of the same conceptual metaphors suggest that the way human beings, despite speaking in different languages and living in different lifestyles, think is rather universal. This universal way of thinking is probably the factor that unites mankind all over the world, especially in distinguishing between what is good and what is bad for mankind. Future research on the manifestation of KNOWLEDGE in other languages can be conducted to further strengthen the claim made on universal conceptual metaphor.

NOTES
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ABSTRACT

The impact of education on income inequality remains a challenging issue at the core of economic debates. The present study attempts to investigate the effect of income inequality in a selection of Islamic countries during 1990–2013. Method of panel data has been implemented, and the fixed effects are examined against the random ones by the Hausman test. The impacts of gross domestic product (GDP) and training at primary, secondary and university levels on income inequality is investigated in the selected Islamic countries. Findings indicate that the enrolment rate in primary and secondary schools has a significant negative effect on income inequality, and the enrolment rate in university has a significant positive effect on income inequality. Thus, training in primary and secondary schools might reduce income inequality, and education in universities can increase income inequality because of the higher financial capability of certain classes of people and the expertise they have acquired. Likewise, the Kuznets inverted-U hypothesis is approved due to the positive and statistically significant estimated coefficient of income and negative and significant of its squared value. This finding indicates that in the first steps of economic growth, income distribution is more unequal and this inequality is gradually reduced until finally after the fulfilment of economic growth and development, the income distribution turns toward equality.
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INTRODUCTION

Income inequality is an unfavourable phenomenon, and the reduction or elimination of such a problem is one of the socioeconomic goals of most countries. The effect of education on income inequality has remained a challenging issue, and numerous studies during recent decades have been carried out. However, results are still conflicting. Economic policy makers have concentrated on economic growth during the 1950s because it was assumed that any increase in the level of production would cause a larger per capita income of society. However, before production increment, and consequently before the benefits of economic growth increases, which would be attained by the individuals of lower income or poor people, the existing resources shall be focused by a special group of people in order to be dedicated for investment and production. The reason behind this idea is that people with more wealth save more money than those with less, and the accumulation of savings makes investment and economic growth possible (Todaro and Stephen 2012: 282).

During the last recent decades, the issue of a causal relationship between poverty and education, and consequently the effect of training and education on the distribution of income, has been noticed by economists. In this regard, the opponents of human capital theory believe that the best way to improve the distribution of incomes in the long run is to invest in human capital. It is believed that the economic structures would be changed for better balancing and distribution of income, and one of the paths toward evolution of these structures is investment in the training and learning of vocational skills. Becker and Chiswick (1966) believe that investing in education can result in better balancing of the distribution of income. On the other hand, using income function, Mincer (1970) argues that in addition to basic income, which does not depend on education, the income of each person is influenced by investment on education. As the rate of investing in education and its outcome rate increases, personal income rises as well.


Becker and Chiswick (1966) and Mincer (1970) both believe that education for the purpose of improving skill level provides an escalation in personal and social income and decreases the dispersion of income distribution. Human capital is raised among lower-income individuals by education and training, and they can improve their quality of life through learning more skills. Sakharopolos and Woodhall (1991) consider education an investment in the sense that education can help to develop the economy in ways similar to other investments in human capital, and it may increase the assets of those with low income just the same as investing in physical capital. Since high-income levels of society impart and enjoy education to a greater extent than low-income classes, the issue of whether education and its related expenses might result in better distribution of income or not has always been a question. Some of the studies conducted in this regard represent conflicting results. If policies of increasing the level of education perform in such a way that primarily only high-income persons can access it, then studying at advanced levels might only result in higher income for the already wealthy. Therefore, the expenditures of higher education (which are partly paid by the government) may become available only for this group of people and as a result, both governments and the wealthy pave the way for increasing the inequality of income. Nevertheless, if higher education levels were funded by government expenditures as with primary and secondary school, which are government-funded in most of the examined countries, then the level of education available can be an approach to reducing poverty and income inequality.

Since the 1950s, a person’s expertise and skill have been regarded as important factors in increasing the efficiency and productivity of physical capital, and education has now been introduced as the most effective method in human investment and origins of human capital. Due to the existing literature, not many studies have been conducted on the effect of education-level disparity on income inequality. Thus, the current study attempts to answer the question of how education can influence income inequality. On an individual basis, the skills acquired from education and training may enable a person to earn a higher income. In addition, education might allow the person to derive various psychological benefits, achieving higher social facilities, and a higher life expectancy. Additionally, any tendencies toward addiction and criminal activity can decrease as well. By improving the level of education in a society, work force productivity increases, and therefore total output of the economy may increase, while most of the public expenditures may decrease. Thus, one can conclude that improvement in the education of a society can decrease income inequality. The bulk of current literature regarding the impact of education on income inequality is associated more strongly with developed economies, while few studies have concentrated on developing Islamic countries.

Therefore, the present study seeks to investigate the effect of education on income inequality in a selection of Islamic countries from 1990–2014. Chapterisation of this study is such that the literature review and theoretical bases are represented in the second part. Methodology is introduced in the third section, and after a discussion on the empirical findings, the paper will end with a conclusion and policy implications.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The best focus on education can be found in the work of Adam Smith, who believes that education can result in an increase in persons’ abilities and grow their capabilities, such that both the individual and society can benefit from such a situation (Smith 1776). John Stuart Mill indicates that education improves the power of foresight as well as individual refinement conditions (Mill 1848). In his opinion, while educating the labour force can generate great productivity, the workers’ potential for productivity and income can be improved. According to Marshall (1961), education and training are considered a national investment because they might be able to make great changes in the people of a society. He argues that all people in a society should be required to pass the general training courses even if the topics are not related to their current jobs. On a theoretical basis, there are multiple channels for training and education to have an impact on income inequality. The first is through the outcome rate of investing in human capital (paying for education) based on individual’s ability and the income distribution theory. Becker and Chiswick (1966) believe that if all people invest equally in human capital, the distribution of income shall be the same as their distribution of ability. Therefore, if the distribution of abilities were the same, the incomes would be the same as well. Since persons who are more skilled are those who have been more willing to invest in human capital, the incomes tend to be unequal. The other channel is based on Schultz’s (1963) studies. He notes that changes in investing in human capital are a vital factor in the reduction of inequality in people’s income distribution. A quick rise in human capital in comparison with a slow rise might result in a more unequal distribution of income. However, Fields (1980) maintains that there is a slightly positive relationship between the average level of education and income inequality. Therefore, the relationship between education and income inequality is positive.


Empirically, there are many studies investigating the effect of education on income distribution. For example, Becker and Chiswick (1966), Chiswick (1971), Tinbergen (1972), Sakharopolos and Woodhall (1991), Lam and Deborah (1991), De Gregorio and Lee (2002), and Checchi (2001) use the mean standard deviation for years of education as the educational index and the Gini coefficient as the index for income inequality. They conclude that there is a positive relationship between education and income inequality. However, Ram (1984), Park (1996) and Digdowiseiso (2009) find no significant relationship between education and income inequality. Pose and Tselios (2009) use the Theil index to estimate income inequality in European Union states. The findings show that greater inequality in education might result in a more unequal distribution of income.

Lin (2007), Jun et al. (2009) and Abdelbaki (2012) investigate the effect of inequality of human capital on income inequality using the Gini coefficient index and concluded that less inequality in training might result in less income inequality. Schultz (1971) treats human capital as a part of the general concept of capital and regards it along with financial capital as supplementary to human capital. He believes that defining the rate of economic growth in the past and personal distribution of income without considering human capital is inadequate and incomplete. Shultz argues that the work force enjoys different qualities, skills and expertise according to the training individuals received and by which one person is distinguished from others. Therefore, it is not possible to perceive the work force as a homogeneous factor, because the quality of each individual differs too greatly according to the level of training acquired in different stages of life. Chenery et al. (1974) study the effect of different factors such as training and education on income inequality in 66 countries by using a cross-sectional analysis.

The findings of this study show that there is a significant positive relationship between education and income inequality. This means that the effect of the enrolment rate in primary schools is significant and larger for increasing the of income share of lower 40 percent, and the effect of the enrolment rate in secondary schools is larger and significant for increasing the income share of middle 40 percent. In a cross-country study examining 1960–1990, Gregorio and Lee (2002) conclude that greater availability of educational facilities and equal distribution of training play important roles in the equal distribution of income. Sylwester (2002) focuses on the effect educational costs play on inequality. Using data from 50 countries, he concludes that countries dedicating more financial resources to general education may face less income inequality in the future, and this effect might be stronger in Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries than in less-developed countries.

Likewise, Behr (2004) investigates the effect of educational expenses or costs on poverty and income distribution in all 50 states in the United States. He concludes that general education expenditures per pupil could help to decrease poverty and inequality. Using cross-sectional data, Wells (2005) surveys the effect of education and training on income inequality, and the results reveal that the relationship between the development level of countries and inequality can be non-linear and in accordance with the Kuznets hypothesis (Kuznets 1955). In addition, the relationship between enrolment growth in high schools and income inequality has been negatively reported. Kafaei and Dorostkar (2007) study the effect of formal education on income distribution in Iran during 1966–2000. The findings reveal that increasing the population’s level of literacy might improve income distribution; however, greater dispersion in literacy might worsen the income distribution. Therefore, if the mean literacy level in a society is high, income inequality might improve in that society. Gradstein et al. (2007) study the political economy of education and present a simple pattern existing in Robert Bifulco’s book, which is about the relationship between growth and income inequality. The main hypothesis in this pattern is the presence of credit limits, which prevent a family from obtaining a loan for the purposes of children’s educational costs. Referring to this pattern, it is finally proven that the financing of general education by the government, in comparison with private education, might decrease income inequality. Moreover, general education may increase economic growth if the final outcome of education for poor families with little education is greater than the final outcome of education for rich families with greater education. Khalkhali et al. (2010) examine the effects of educational structure on income distribution in Iran during 1965–2005. The findings show that different grades of education might reduce income inequality and also that an increase in governmental education, in proportion with private education, might reduce income inequality more. Furthermore, increased education of females might reduce income inequality by a greater margin than increased education of males. Gruber and Stephen (2013) refer to education as the main element of income inequality in developing countries. They empirically show that as the rate of enrolment in primary grades increases in developing countries, income inequality could also increase in such countries. Their findings contradict most of the studies that claim poor people can reduce their gap with rich people by education. Of course, this issue depends on the structure of developing countries. If developing countries focus their educational resources on elementary students instead of the students in middle or high schools or even universities, the resulting increase in the rate of primary school enrolment might reduce inequality in the next decades. However, what actually occurs is that developing countries spend most of their time and educational costs on students in high schools and universities, which can favour academically-strong students and further increase income inequality. Paweenawat and McNown (2014) study the key components of income inequality in Thailand during 1992–2011. They introduce the variables of per capita income levels and the changes in number of training years as the main factors of income inequality in Thailand and conclude that there is an inverted-U relationship between per capita income levels and income inequality.

The effects of having access to Information Technology (IT) on the income inequality of Kazakhstan have been studied by Tatyana et al. (2015) using the correlation analysis. Findings indicate that income inequality is rooted in varying accessibility to higher education by different income levels. Since such education is hard to achieve by those of lower income levels, it is almost impossible for them to secure the income safety required to step out of poverty. In addition, children of poorer families have less accessibility to educational resources and references than those of wealthier families, and higher education is not economically feasible for them. Campos et al. (2016) examine the effects of education on the income inequality of different provinces of China during 1993–2011. Results imply that religious minorities in comparison with religious majorities, females rather than males, and ruralists compared to urbanised people have less accessibility to education and as a result do not enjoy a higher income. Baliamoune and McGillivary (2015) focus on the generic inequalities of education on the income inequality of northern and Sub-Saharan Africa and Middle Eastern countries. Findings represent a significant negative impact of the educational generic inequalities on income inequalities in the selected countries. Pan (2014) investigates the effects of investment in education on the wage inequalities of skilful and semi-skilful labour as well as economic development in the selected developing countries. Outcomes exhibit reduction of income inequalities along with amplification of investment on education. Turcinkova and Stavkova (2012) examine the relationship between family income and level of education in the Czech Republic. It is found that the low-income or vulnerable groups of society are those with no education or only a primary-level education. In contrast, individuals of higher social status or high-income levels have completed greater academic levels of education.


METHODOLOGY

Panel data model is a method for integration of sectional and time-series data. The advantage of this method is that traditional approaches of econometrics on time-series and sectional data do not consider the heterogeneity of the units or groups, and the results contain a risk of bias. These types of heterogeneity are considered in the panel data model and the estimates are unbiased and consistent. The most important point in utilisation of panel data is to control heterogeneous properties and consider each individual, company, state and country, whereas sectional and time-series studies do not control this heterogeneity, as there is a fear of bias in results by estimation of the pattern with these methods. In fact, identification and measurement of the effects that are not easily identifiable in sectional and time-series data is possible by using panel data (Hsiao 2003). Following the Gruber and Stephen (2013), Paweenawat and McNown (2014), and Gradstein et al. (2007) studies, the function of income inequality is considered as follows:
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where IN refers to income inequality, Y stands for income variable, and EDU represents the grade of education. Following the previously mentioned studies, a logarithmic form of variables was used; thus, the structural form of this model is as below:
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where LIN shows a logarithm of the Gini coefficient as an indicator of income inequality, LY represents a logarithm of gross domestic production (GDP), and LY2 stands for the squared form of LY. LD, LED and EDU exhibit logarithmic forms of primary and secondary school and university enrolment correspondingly. In addition, μi and λi represent fixed effects associated with the selected crosses and time periods relatively. The data of developing countries, except for the Gini coefficient, are extracted from World Databank (WDI) website; data of the Gini coefficient are collected from World Income Inequality Database (WIID). In order to select the “Developing Countries” to be examined, published data by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) is implemented. UNDP (2014) divided the countries into four groups of very high, high, middle and low human development. In the present study, the countries from high and middle human development groups as developing countries are selected. The names of these countries, as well as their Human Development Index (HDI) rating and each country’s overall HDI rank, are mentioned in this paper’s Appendix.

FINDINGS

Following the standard procedure of panel data estimation and before representing the outcomes of the panel data analysis, it is necessary to prove whether or not the selected cross-sections are heterogeneous. In order to shed light on the issue of heterogeneity of crosses, an F-Limer coefficient will be utilised. If the heterogeneity of units is confirmed, the pattern will be estimated by panel data; otherwise, a Pooling Data approach will be implemented (Baltagi 2005: 13). The F-statistic is defined in Equation 3:
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In the equation, RRSS stands for the residual sum of the squares of the restricted model, and URSS refers to the residual sum of the squares of the unrestricted model. N is the number of crosses, T is the time interval measured by number of years, and K is the number of parameters. The null hypothesis is based on the lack of heterogeneity between crosses, and the alternative hypothesis presents heterogeneity of them. If the estimated F-statistic is larger than the critical value, the null hypothesis is rejected and the regression pattern will be estimated using the panel-estimation approach. The results of the F-Limer test are shown in Table 1, indicating that the null hypothesis is rejected and the presence of heterogeneity in sections by 5 percent reveals that the panel data is suitable for estimation.


Table  1: Results of F-Limer estimation.



	Effect test
	F-Statistic

	Prob.




	Cross-section F
	30/796

	0.0000




	Cross-section χ2
	412/451

	0.0000





Reference: Research findings

After estimation of the F-Limer statistic, it shall be determined that the estimation error of panel data is either caused by a change in the crosses or is due to the effect of time period. In this case, two types of errors (namely fixed effects and random effects) are considered. In the fixed effect, estimation error refers to a change in the crosses’ intercept, but in the random effect model, errors are considered randomly. Statistically, the residuals of are written as Equation 4:
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Equation 4 shows one part of the error that is not correlated with the observations, and refers to another part of the error that is related to the crosses and can be correlated with observations. In the fixed effects approach, s are correlated with observations, but in the random effects model, s are not correlated with observations. The model of random effect assumes that is a random term for each group, but in each time series, among all random distribution of s, just one enters into regression pattern equally (Baltagi 2005: 14). In the model of fixed effects, the intercept is different among individuals in the regression model, because each cross or each individual holds its own characteristic. In the model of random effects, it is presumed that the intercept for a single cross is a random selection from a larger population with a fixed mean. Therefore, the single intercept is given as a deviation from this fixed mean (Johnston and Dinardo 1995). In order to select between fixed and random effect models, the Hausman test is applied. This test is represented as follows:
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In the above equation, r is the number of parameters, W with χ2 distribution and degrees of freedom equal to the number of parameters in which M1 is the covariance matrix for fixed effects models’ coefficients (bs), and M0 is the covariance matrix for random effects models (βs). If M1 and M0 are correlated, bs and βs can be significantly different, and it is expected that this case is reflected by the test. The null hypothesis of the Hausman test is based on randomness of statistical data of the model. If the null hypothesis is rejected, randomness of statistical data of the model will be accepted (Hsiao 2003). The results of this test are shown in Table 2. The results indicate that the null hypothesis is rejected and fixed effect is confirmed for the estimation of the model.


Table  2: Results of Hausman test.



	Test summary

	Chi-sqr statistic

	Prob.




	Cross-Section Random

	10.428

	0.0640





Reference: Research findings


In order to make sure that the regression model is not spurious, testing the stationary of the employed variables becomes necessary. If the selected variables are nonstationary, then the cointegration equation must be estimated (Baltagi 2005: 237). To investigate the reliability of the variables in a panel structure, the Im-Pesaran-Shin (IPS) unit root test is employed (Im et al. 2003). According to the null hypothesis testing, some of the crosses might have a unit root. The null hypothesis of the IPS test is based on the presence of a unit root. Results of the stationary test is summarised in Table 3, which is carried out merely by inclusion of constant and secondly through involving constant and trend. According to this table, all variables of the model are integrated of order one. Hence, all correlated variables are the same in degree, and the validity of the regression is verified.


Table  3: Results of IPS unit root test.



	Variables
	With constant

	With constant and trend

	Integration order




	t-Statistic

	Prob.

	t-Statistic

	Prob.




	Log (Y)
	0.000

	−12/954

	0.000

	−9/188

	I(1)




	Log (D)
	0.000

	−9.585

	0.000

	−6/881

	I(1)




	Log (ED)
	0.000

	−11/143

	0.000

	−14.612

	I(1)




	Log (EDU)
	0.000

	−10/890

	0.000

	−9/289

	I(1)





Reference: Research findings

Education at secondary and university levels and the Gini coefficient are considered as the estimating index for income inequality. The results of this model of estimation are reported in Table 4.


Table  4: The empirical results, dependent variable = income inequality.



	Variables

	Coefficient

	t−statistic

	Prob.




	C
	27.880

	3.771

	0.0002




	Log (Y)
	1.801

	3.342

	0.0009




	Log (Y)2
	−0.033

	−3.071

	0.0023




	Log (D)
	−0.125

	−2.072

	0.0389




	Log(ED)
	−0.186

	−1.754

	0.0802




	Log(EDU)
	0.582

	1.946

	0.0523




	R2
	0.71

	–

	–




	F− Statistic
	33.746

	–

	0.0000





Reference: Research findings


The estimated coefficients of education in primary and secondary school are 0.12 and 0.18 respectively, which are negative and significant. This means education at the primary and secondary levels can reduce income inequality. In fact, education is seen as one of the most effective ways to reduce income inequality. Education creates more economic opportunities, determines the type of job and level of payment available to an individual, and plays a pivotal role as a signal of ability and productivity in the labour market. Education turns nonprofessional human forces into professional ones, and this phenomenon can reduce income inequality in the long run. Studies by Zhang (1996), Blanden and Machin (2004), and Abdollah et al. (2013) confirm this finding as well. Moreover, the computed coefficient for education at the university level is 0.58, which is positive and significant. This finding implies that a university education increases income inequality. The probable reason for such an outcome could be reflected in the positive impact of a university education on the level of skills and professions of individuals. Therefore, firms and institutes must pay higher salaries to entice these better-trained employees over a lower-paid work force that has solely trained in primary and secondary school. This issue might increase income inequality in a society. This finding is in line with other studies such as Acemoglu (2002), Park (1996), and Becker and Chiswick (1966).

According to theoretical bases, it is expected that when income increases in a situation of unfair distribution of wealth, inequality of income will be amplified. As seen in Table 4, the estimated coefficient of income is 1.81, which is positive and significant. It indicates that the distribution of income deteriorates in developing countries after income escalation, meaning that any increase in income leads to an increase in inequality in the mentioned countries. It can be inferred that the income increments during the research period are in favour of high-income earners of society. Moreover, the square coefficient of per capita income, which is used to explain the Kuznets curve, is 0.03, which is negative and significant. Therefore, a Kuznets analysis that indicates income inequality in developing countries might be increased in the elementary stages of growth but might then gradually decrease in the long run is confirmed for the selected countries of the current study. Such outcome is verified in other studies such as Gallup (2012), Dobson and Ramlogan (2009), and Gregorio and Lee (2002).


CONCLUSION

The main aim of the present study is to investigate the effect of training at different levels of education on income inequality in selected developing countries. For this purpose, the relationship between variables of income, education in primary, secondary and university levels, and the Gini coefficient during 1990–2014 is investigated using the panel data model. Findings indicate that income inequality is negatively affected by education in primary and secondary school, and the variable of the square of income and the variable of education at university have a significant positive effect on income distribution. In fact, in line with the Kuznets inverted-U hypothesis, elevated income in the selected countries initially leads to an increase in income inequality, and in the long run it results in unequal income reduction. Regarding the estimated coefficients for education, it must be mentioned that education in primary and secondary school reduces the income gap in the society. General education improves the productivity of low-income persons, because it improves their condition in the market. As a result, the gaps in income and welfare can be reduced by education and consequently, primary and secondary education can positively influence the development process of a country. However, university education increases the gap between different classes of people due to increasing expertise and related compensation of those individuals. Of course, if the structure of higher education performs in such a way that mainly high-income people can take advantage of it, then training and education at university levels might lead only to the attainment of greater education and income by people of that same income level. Because the costs of higher education are partly provided by governments, it might be at the disposal of high-income individuals, and both parties might pave the way for an increase of income inequality. However, if higher education were funded by governments just as primary and secondary schools are in most countries, then this might be a path to decreasing poverty and income inequality.

POLICY IMPLICATION

Taking this study into account, it is recommended that governments in developing countries apply more incentive policies related to training and education to increase the level of literacy in their societies. Simultaneously, more facilities for university and other higher education should be considered in such a way that even lower-income individuals can enjoy education and training services. In this way, the increase in income inequality will be prevented.
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APPENDIX

List of selected Islamic countries.



	No

	Country

	Human Development Index (HDI)

	HDI rank




	1

	Malaysia
	0.769

	64




	2

	Kyrgyzstan
	0.754

	69




	3

	Iran
	0.742

	76




	4

	Azerbaijan
	0.734

	82




	5

	Turkey
	0.722

	90




	6

	Tunisia
	0.712

	94




	7

	Jordan
	0.700

	100




	8

	Egypt
	0.662

	112




	9

	Uzbekistan
	0.654

	114




	10

	Indonesia
	0.629

	121




	11

	Tajikistan
	0.622

	125




	12

	Kyrgyzstan
	0.622

	125




	13

	Morocco
	0.591

	130




	14

	Bangladesh
	0.515

	146




	15

	Pakistan
	0.515

	146
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ABSTRACT

The Genealogy of the Sultans of Brunei (Silsilah Raja-raja Brunei) introduces an alleged Chinese ancestor whose name has been transcribed as Ong Sum Ping. Ong is said to have been related to the imperial family of China, to have ruled over Sabah in northern Borneo, and having provided his sister as spouse to one of the early sultans of Brunei. The current paper examines Ong Sum Ping and his various appearances under different names in especially Chinese texts from the twentieth century. These texts emphasise early Chinese influence on northern Borneo. Sometimes Ong Sum Ping is linked to Manarejiana, a Boni chieftain, who visited Nanjing, the capital of the Ming empire in 1408 to pay tribute and his respects to the Yongle emperor (r. 1402–1424). Through the association of the chieftain with the Ming empire, some writers suggest that Ong Sum Ping may have been an admiral of Zheng He’s fleet who came to Brunei and stayed there. At the core of the paper is an examination of modern assumptions about: (1) the identity of Ong Sum Ping; (2) the existence of a Chinese province in northern Borneo; and (3) the likelihood of an appearance of the Treasure Fleet of Zheng He in Brunei in the early fifteenth century. I argue that with the extant Chinese textual sources none of these claims can be verified, and that therefore they are reflecting local oral traditions.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the inception of diplomatic relations between Brunei and the People’s Republic of China in 1991, official statements emphasise long standing relations between the two countries by referring to a number of “historical” key figures of which Ong Sum Ping is one, while the others are a certain Master Pu 蒲, an alleged Chinese envoy and his tomb (dated 1264), and Manarejiana 麻那 惹加那, a presumed ruler of Brunei whose tomb is located in Nanjing (dated 1408). Ong Sum Ping is commemorated as an important figure in the early history of Brunei and thus a street in the modern capital of Brunei in Bandar Seri Begawan was named after him.

Previously scholars have worked under the premise that Ong Sum Ping was a real person. There have been several attempts over the years to shed light on the Chinese character in the genealogy of the sultans of Brunei (Silsilah raja-raja Brunei) and to read part of the legend surrounding Ong Sum Ping as a factual record. In the present article, I will show that the name “Ong Sum Ping” by no means provides a clue to the identity of the man who was attributed an eminent role in the early history of the royal house of Brunei. The Chinese characters for this person emerged in writings on the history of ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia only in the twentieth century, and the idea of Chinese involvement in northern Borneo through a close relationship of Ong Sum Ping with either emperors of the Yuan or Ming dynasties is based on folklore that circulated in Sarawak, Mindanao and Sulu.

THE BASIC CONTENTS OF THE GENEALOGY/IES

Amin Sweeney in his study of the genealogy of the Brunei sultans distinguished between an older and a younger version of the text.1 These were held by the School of African and Oriental Studies in London (Manuscript A or MS A), and by the Royal Asiatic Society, London (Manuscript B or MS B). The oldest parts of MS A date from 1735, those of MS B from 1841, with additions from 1936. In MS A Sultan Ahmad, the brother of the alleged first Muslim ruler Sultan Muhammad, married a Chinese princess from “China Batangan,” or Sabah, of whom no more is said.2

MS B, in contrast, recounts the story of two Chinese men that were sent by the emperor of China to steal a valuable gem from a dragon in Sabah. After having secured the gem, the two men quarrelled, and one of them, Ong Bong Keng, returned to China, while the second, Ong Sum Peng, remained on Borneo.3 The first Brunei ruler, Muhammad Shah gave his daughter, Puteri Ratna Dewi, in marriage to Ong Sum Peng who became the second sultan under the name of Sultan Ahmad.4

In MS A Sultan Ahmad is the brother of the first sultan, whereas in MS B Ong Sum Ping assumes the title Sultan Ahmad. It is clear that even though the two accepted versions of the Silsilah are differing, both of them relate the first sultan to Chinese people through his marriage to a Chinese princess in MS A, while he makes a Chinese his son-in-law in MS B.5

One possible reason for the different transcriptions of the Chinese name is its spelling in the Silsilah. Sweeney explained that the name was “not consistent” and listed “a-w-ng, a-w-a-ng” and “h-w-ng” as possible variants.6 Hence Hugh Low, for instance, referred to the two Chinese adventurers as Wang Kong and Ong Sum Ping7 whereas Sweeney presented them as Ong Bong Kong and Ong Sum Peng. Ong Sum Ping in fact is but one way to address that character, others are Ong Sum Peng, Huang Senbing, Huang Zongbing, Wang Sanping and Wang Sanpin, depending on the preference of authors dealing with the person.

WEN XIONGFEI 溫雄飛 AND THE NANYANG HUAQIAO TONGSHI 南洋華僑通史 (GENERAL HISTORY OF OVERSEAS CHINESE IN THE NANYANG) (1929)8

Wen Xiongfei was the first Chinese writer to pick up the Ong Sum Ping legend. He referred to Low’s work as “original material [comprising] genealogical records of the royal house of Sulu” (yuanshi ziliao wei Sulu wangshi zhi shixishu 原始資料為蘇祿王室世系書). This is clearly wrong because what he cited came from Low’s translation of the Silsilah raja-raja Brunei. Similarly, Wen’s reference to the Batu Tarsilah is from Low’s transcription and translation of the text attached to the translation of the Silsilah raja-raja Brunei.

Though the original Malay text of the Silsilah raja-raja Brunei does not have any Chinese characters, Wen came up with the characters Huang Senping 黄森屏 for Ong Sum Ping which was but a guess for the rendering of the original characters. Wen also provided the characters Huang Gang 黃剛 for Wang Kong. He referred for his narrative to a certain Huang Zhuoru 黃卓如 who had arrived as a trader in Brunei in the early twentieth century. Huang Zhuoru befriended the then ruling sultan of Brunei (for which he gave no name).9 The sultan invited him to accompany him to a tomb, located on the ridge of a hill, about “an English mile” from the capital of Brunei (Poluoni 婆羅泥). The tomb had an inscription, but only five characters were legible reading “Huang Zongbing zhi mu” 黃縂兵之墓 (Tomb of Huang Zongbing). Of these Huang Zhuoru made a rubbing. How Wen arrived at Senping as the given name of the assumed occupant of the tomb is a mystery to me. Zongbing is evidently not a name, but a military title, in this case probably best rendered as commander.10

Wen thought that Huang Senping had arrived in Boni in 1375, and as Huang Senping had become either a sultan or high official in Brunei, this tomb had to be his.11

1375 was the eighth year of the reign title Hongwu of the founder of the Ming dynasty. The relevant entry in the Mingshi 明史 (Official history of the Ming, completed 1739) on Boni 浡泥12 does not report on a person named Wang/Huang travelling to Borneo on official business.13 It does, however, mention that in 1375 Boni was included in specific sacrifices (yuezhen haidu shanchuan zhi si嶽鎮海凟山川之祀) that the Hongwu emperor performed personally.14 Poluoni is difficult to ascertain as the correct transcription for Brunei. Maybe the term merged the characters found in the Mingshi for Poluo 婆羅,15 as well as the second character of the term Boni 浡泥 in the same source. In any case Poluoni as a reference to Brunei is incorrect and only appears in Wen’s text.

The question whether the tomb of Huang Zongbing ever existed, does not matter greatly because its location has been lost nowadays. The whole of Wen’s narrative must be treated with extreme caution. He himself admitted that no Chinese records existed to support his story.16 Maybe Huang Zhuoru’s story tempted him to read the name Huang Senping into the Malay original record.

Lee Khoon Choy adopted Wen’s text for his popular history of Chinese in Southeast Asia. In his reading, however, Ong Sum Ping became Ong Sun Ping and Ng Som Ping.17 The main witness, “a prominent Chinese businessman in Brunei” is addressed as Woon Xiong Quen (corrupt for Wen Xiongfei?), and in this version of the story it is a “Cantonese trader, Huang Qhuo Qi” (Huang Zhuoru?) who discovers the tomb.

In order to fix the date of Ong/Ng’s arrival in Brunei, Lee consulted Pg Karim bin Pg Haji Osman of the Brunei Museum Department who confirmed 1375 as the date of Ong Sum Ping’s arrival.18 In addition, they both established that the character transcribing Ong should be Huang instead of Wang. Since they were both in agreement that Ong was Huang, they discarded the option that Ong Sum Ping may have been “Wang Qing [sic] Hong the assistant of Zheng He.”19


Wen Xongfei also included a short account of the founding of a Chinese province controlled by the Yuan dynasty. His source was a travel writer whom he referred to as S. B. Gould and his book as “History of Sarawak.” He cautioned against accepting this account as historically documented because the Yuan records made no mention of this. Instead he pointed out that it was based on local legends. The actual authors of the book with the title A History of Sarawak under Its Two White Rajahs 1839–1908 were S. Baring-Gould and C. A. Bampfylde.20 This account reverberates without being acknowledged in Hughes-Hallet’s work.21

Already in 1922 Ivor Evans had had serious doubts about a Chinese origin of the word Kinabatangan and he similarly judged the alleged Chinese annexation of Sabah to be a mere legend.22 Evans called on more knowledgeable people on the subject of Dusun linguistics and based upon the replies he received (and published in his book) was confirmed in his refutation of large scale linguistic Chinese influence on the Dusun language. In 1926 Staal remarked that the “Dusun” language contained no Chinese elements,23 so the myth of a Chinese origin of some of the ethnic groups in northern Borneo should have been laid to rest by that time already. While Hughes-Hallet may be excused on accounts of the non-availability of Evans’ and Staal’s research to him, it is deplorable that they so far have not had any impact on the state-sponsored history-writing agencies in Brunei.24

As to accounts of a Chinese administration of northern Borneo, Hugh Low reports that according to local legends in Sarawak, Brunei emerged from an original Chinese settlement. Low rightfully, in the absence of documentation as well as the very low number of Chinese present during his time, discarded this idea. Interestingly, he also remarked that no copy of the genealogy of the sultans of Brunei survived at the time of writing in 1848.25 A contemporary of Low, Gueritz noticed that tools used by the people in north Borneo were superior to those used by other groups. He reported that the origin of the tools was Chinese who “at some remote period thickly populated North Borneo.”26 He did not further specify the source of these assumptions, but most likely they reflect the same stories that other writers recorded as local traditions.

Low in his work referred to Thomas Forrest who during his expedition to New Guinea (1774–1776) also spent some in Maguindanao in May 1775. Forrest received his information through a local informant who was the brother of the reigning sultan. The document Forrest consequently cited appears to have been a family record of the Maguindanao sultans.27 The first of these was a “Serif Alli” who hailed from Mecca. The text says that “Bonsoo,” who had succeeded his grandfather as ruler of Sulu, was related to the rulers of Borneo “which family came also from Mecca, and the head of it was brother to Serif Alli.” It is noteworthy that no Chinese appear in this text, and that the relationship between Sulu and Borneo rulers is credited to a brother of the first Maguindanao sultan. The timeframe is much later than that accepted currently in Brunei, namely the late sixteenth century.

Spenser St. John referred to Forrest’s account as well as to the Silsilah Raja-raja Brunei. He suggested that the genealogy “support[ed] the tradition current among the Sulus that a Chinese empire once existed in Borneo.” He came to the conclusion that the assumption lacked any factual foundation. The text of the genealogy was in the possession of one of the advisers of the sultan, and judging from St. John’s, was very similar to MS A.28 Ong Sum Ping did not feature in that version of the genealogy.

In 1815 John Hunt told a story he had heard from the sultan of Magindanao, though he relegated most of what local people had to say to “fables” that could hardly be trusted. In the sultan’s story “the Chinese Emperor Songtiping” occupied all the ports in northern Borneo in 1375. His daughter then married “Sherif Alli” in Magindanao or thereabouts.29 Since Hunt “partly cited from memory,” it is quite likely that he misrepresented the name of the “Chinese emperor.”30

It is possible that Songtiping is referring to Ong Sum Ping, but this is not very likely and cannot be demonstrated to be the case. The last Song emperor Huaizong 懷宗, personal name Zhao Bing 趙昺, is also known as Song Di Bing 宋帝昺 (r. 1272–1279), but in the context, the year 1375, the reference to him makes no sense. The only Chinese emperor active in 1375 was the Hongwu Emperor. Sherif Ali most probably refers to the legendary Sharif Ali—who in Brunei presently is considered the fourth ruler of Brunei (r. 1425–1432)—whereas in the Magindanao account he became a sultan there in the early sixteenth century. In the Brunei version Sherif Alli married the daughter of the second sultan Ahmad who had no sons in the early fourteenth century, and hence climbed the throne after the death of his father-in-law.31 Logan remarked that after Songtiping all rulers had Malay names and thus the Chinese chief had not “established a Chinese dynasty” in Brunei.32

A third version relating to Chinese settlement in north Borneo was noted in passing by Alexander Dalrymple, but he did not give the name of the Chinese person who took control of Borneo.33 Dalrymple further on in his description of Sulu, referred to a legend by the Idaan (Idahan) of North Borneo. Dalrymple explained that their story of being descendants of Chinese had “little foundation in truth.” He presented the Idaan34 legend of the gem taken from a “snake” on Mt Kinabalu by a big force from China that succeeded in stealing it, but in the end the Chinese were overcome be the angry guardian of the treasure.35 There is no mention of specific Chinese, but the description serves as an explanation for the presence of the Chinese in North Borneo.36

Though the accounts from Sarawak, Maguindanao and Sulu are not strictly identical, they share quite a lot of similarities with the genealogy of the Brunei sultans. On the one hand, the latter is the most elaborate version because it gives names and relationships of the major actors. On the other hand, it is apparent that the Brunei version is not unique, but rests on folk lore traditions shared by people in northern Borneo and the southern Philippines.

Nicholl in 1980 came up with an even earlier date for the existence of a Chinese province in Sabah. After he had identified a geological formation recorded in an Arabic text, he concluded that this would be the west coast of Sabah conquered by the Chinese before 835. The Chinese force sent “would have been comparatively small” and when they were left alone “melted into the local Kadazan population and disappeared.” Traces of the presumed Chinese settlement were surviving in local legends, but otherwise the “Chinese colony has disappeared.”37

Why Nicholl constructed this narrative when as he himself admitted in the text it was a legend, is difficult to understand. Based solely on translations of Arabic accounts, Nicholl did not even once refer to a Chinese source that would have supported his assumptions. Prior to Nicholl, Y. L. Lee referred to the “existence of Chinese states in Borneo, or at least of Chinese rulers during that period [15th century]” and claimed that there existed “Chinese records” that reported on these states or rulers.38 Such “Chinese records” do not exist.

A few years later Nicholl modified the story of Chinese settlers in Sabah in the ninth century and replaced them with Central Asian Turks who had arrived as Chinese mercenaries there in the late thirteenth century. Nicholl explained that the Central Asian Turks still lived in Sabah in the first half of the fourteenth century. The evidence in the Yuanshi 元史 (Official history of the Yuan) notwithstanding that described a campaign against Java in 1292,39 Nicholl insisted on an entry in the work of Odoric of Pordenone to report a Borneo attack in that year.40 In his imaginative version of events the mercenaries had been cut off and left behind in Sabah. In an article published one year later, he revisited his account of a Tang conquest of Sabah that he said was occupied by the Chinese from “800-c. 830.”41 The primary Chinese official historical sources for that period, the Jiu Tang shu 舊唐書 (completed in 945) by Liu Xu 劉昫 and the Xin Tang shu 新唐書 (1060) by Ouyang Xiu 歐陽修, contain no information about Chinese soldiers or colonists dispatched to Borneo by the imperial court. Given the lack of evidence for any of Nicholl’s claims, we can safely discard them and confine them to the realm of fiction.


HUANG JINGCHU 黃競初 AND THE HUAQIAO MINGREN GUSHILU 華僑名人故事錄 (RECORD OF STORIES ABOUT WELL-KNOWN OVERSEAS CHINESE PEOPLE) (1940)

In Huang Jingchu’s account of Chinese immigrants to north Borneo Zhuo Mou 卓謀, a Hakka and erstwhile follower of the Song loyalist Wen Tianxiang 文天祥 (1236–1283) took centre stage. Zhuo managed to escape capture by the victorious Mongols in 1279 and moved to Borneo where he established a state in the north of the island.42 The fictional episode has been included in Lo Jung-pang’s posthumously published book on the Chinese navy from the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries.43 Huang ascertained the veracity of the incredible story by providing his personal eye-witness account: “When I travelled to the north coast of Borneo, I often came across ruins of fortifications in Chinese style, and I learnt that these were remnants of the time of Zhuo’s rule.”

In the preceding paragraph, he had described a conflict between the local people and the Chinese and how Zhuo had defeated indigenous resistance by means of building fortresses. Huang Jingchu did not divulge the name of the guide who told him of the provenance of the alleged Chinese ruins nor did he provide information on their exact location. Huang perhaps learnt about Zhuo only when he was in Borneo and therefore recorded a legend told by local people.

Huang Jingchu furthermore talked about a person addressed as Poluo wang 婆羅王 (king of Borneo).44 From the contents it is possible to identify the Poluo 婆羅/Wenlai 汶萊 entry in the Mingshi as the main source for this anecdote. Geoff Wade has demonstrated that this Mingshi entry does not talk about Brunei.45 The only new element in Huang Jingchu’s narrative is that the anonymous man from Fujian in the Mingshi entry is given a vague royal title “mou jia” 某甲 (“something jia”). This title is not mentioned in the original Mingshi text. The composite character of the text highlighted by Wade is evident in the following paragraph (quoting Wade’s translation): “During the Wan-li reign (1573–1619), a person from Fujian ruled here as king. Some say that Zheng He went as an envoy to Po-luo and was followed by people from Fujian.” The reference to a Chinese ruler in the Wanli period derives from the entry on Wenlai in the Dong Xi yang kao 東西洋考 that dates to 1617, hence the very late Wanli reign. The Mingshi compilers in the first half of the eighteenth century copied the text from the Dong Xi yang kao. The Dong Xi yang kao explained that “the present king” had come with Zheng He to Wenlai and had settled there. The “present king” could not have been the one ruling in 1617, because he would have easily far older than two hundred years. We may understand this passage to mean that since the Zheng He voyages between 1406–1433 local rulers had been Chinese. Interestingly, authors intent on demonstrating early China-Brunei relations like to point to a visit by Zheng He or his fleet.46 It is obvious that this visit has been derived either from the Dong Xi yang kao entry47 or its consequent inclusion in the Mingshi text. The problem is that by accepting the Poluo/Wenlai text in the Mingshi, one confirms Chinese rulers in Brunei since the early fifteenth century who had continued to rule until the early seventeenth century. Authors frequently refer to the Mingshi entry on Boni as an early account of the state, but this entry does not mention Zheng He once. To cut him from the Poluo/Wenlai entry and paste him into the Boni account that allegedly does describe an early Brunei, is inaccurate and wrong. Unless of course, one admits that the royal house of “Brunei” for at least two hundred years was Chinese. In that case, however, the Mingshi entry on Boni has to be discarded as a description of an early Brunei.

HUANG YAO 黃堯 AND THE MA XING HUAREN ZHI 馬星華人志 (HISTORY OF THE CHINESE IN MALAYSIA AND SINGAPORE) (1967)

In an article on the history of North Borneo, Pan Xianreng 潘先仍 wrote: “Records report that Ahmad, the younger brother of Sultan Mohammad, married the daughter of Wang Sanping 王三平 (Ong Sun Ping), a Chinese commander (zhongguo zongbing 中国总兵), and later Ahmad ascended the throne as the second sultan.” Pan in an accompanying footnote remarked on the differing versions of the royal genealogy (wangshi shixi shu 王室世系 ?).48

Huang Yao, author of the Ma Xing huaren zhi 馬星華人志,49 may have had access to Pan’s article. Huang’s book is not strictly a historical text. In the chapter on Sabah (Shaba 沙芭), Huang turned to the genealogy of the Brunei royal family and introduced Wang Kong and “Wang Sum Ping” whom he represented with the characters 王剛 (Wang Gang) and 王三品 (Wang Sanpin), respectively.

Huang cited the relevant entry from Wen Xiongfei’s book, but rendered Huang Senping as Huang Shengping 黃昇平 and declared that Huang and Wang possessed an identical pronunciation. As for the variant degrees of familial relationship he made the valid point that the exact relationships did not matter, but that Chinese were featuring prominently in the early royal family of Brunei. As to the reason why Wang Sanpin was in Sabah he explained:


Wang Sanpin arrived in North Borneo (Bei Poluozhou 北婆儸洲) in the twenty-ninth year of the Zhiyuan era of the Yuan dynasty, that is the year 1292 AD. Since emperor Shizu of the Yuan (r. 1260–1294) had dispatched troops to attack faraway places, he once established a provisional province (xing sheng 行省) in North Borneo. In addition, in order to exercise power over the Sulu archipelago, he dispatched a commander-in-chief (zongdu 總督) whose official position may well have been that of zongbing 縂兵. His name was Ong Sum-ping for which the transliteration is Huang Shengping; or Wang Sum-ping for which the transliteration is Wang Sanpin. The old tomb of Huang Zongbing is definitely his, and if his family name was Ong, in that case his family name was Huang without a doubt.50



Xingsheng as an administrative term refers to a branch secretariat. Hucker explains that it may also be encountered as a reference to an overseer in the Yuan dynasty.51 I chose the present translation in the context of the very short existence of this alleged part of the Chinese empire. Zongdu is used anachronistically by Huang Yao for this is a title used in the Ming; in the Qing the title identified a Governor-general, and maybe that is what Huang had in mind.52 Huang claimed that the genealogies of the Sulu sultans (Sulu wangshi jiapu 蘇祿王室家譜) also recorded Wang Sanpin or Huang Shengping.53 What he cited in Chinese translation is more or less a text similar to the MS B of the Silsilah Raja-raja Brunei, so I suspect that he adopted the Sulu genealogy from Wen Xiongfei. The existing genealogies of the Sulu sultans do not report on a prominent Chinese man. Rita Tuban in her study of the genealogy of Sulu sultans (“Sulu salsilah”) used a version dating from the early twentieth century. Chinese do not figure in that text.54 Neither do the tarsilahs of Sulu sultans that Cesar Adib Majul scrutinised mention any Chinese involvement.55 According to Majul the genealogies report that the earliest Muslim preachers arrived in the company of Chinese traders who are not further identified by name.56


CHEN LIEFU 陳烈甫 AND THE DONGNANYA HUAQIAO, HUAREN, HUAYI 東南亞華僑華人華裔 (ETHNIC CHINESE AND THEIR DESCENDANTS IN SOUTHEAST ASIA) (1979)

Chen Liefu told the following story:


According to Western historical works, the Yuan dynasty of China controlled the Southern Ocean, and emperor Shizu had dispatched troops on a distant journey to Brunei (1292, the 29th year of the Zhiyuan era). He sent an official to take charge of them whose name was Wang Sanpin 王三品 and consequently Chinese went there in large numbers. The sultan of that place (Sultan Mohamed) gave his only daughter in marriage to Wang Sanpin, and their son inherited the throne as sultan (Sultan Akhmed). Therefore, the royal family of Brunei has close blood ties to China. The highest mountain in Sabah is called the Mountain of the Chinese Widow 中國寡婦山 (Zhongguo guafu shan) (also called Sacred Mountain), and the name of the longest river there is China River 中國河 (Zhongguo he), and this is also sufficient as proof that China and that place had early relations.57



This text is a good example how misconceptions are being perpetuated. The “Western history books” referred to is the Baring-Gould and Bampfylde text that Wen Xiongfei had consulted in 1929. From that text Chen copied the fabricated idea that Kublai Khan sent troops to Borneo in 1292, as well as the Chinese origin for the designations of both Mt. Kinabalu and the Kinabatangan River.58 The name of the official, Wang Sanpin, Chen added from Huang Yao’s text from 1967. Chen did not once refer to original first-hand sources to underline the veracity of his narrative.

WANG JINGHONG 王景弘 (ALSO 宏) (?–1434) IN THE HISTORY OF BRUNEI

Nicholl complicated things in a text that has never been published, but nevertheless has circulated as a manuscript in Brunei. Though Nicholl accepted that Zheng He never set foot on Borneo, in order to explain the origins of Ong Sum Ping he invented another seafarer he addressed as Wong Soon Peng,59 but without Chinese characters.60

Nicholl may or may not have been influenced by Harrison who had earlier suggested a connection between Zheng He’s voyages and the appearance of Ong Sum Ping in the “chronicles” of Brunei.61 Nicholl certainly has to be credited for putting Brunei on the historical map, but is similarly notorious for engineering quite a lot of details that cannot be verified as facts. The above is one of those instances. Sura Wangsa is his rendition of Xiawang 遐旺 who was the son of the Boni chieftain Manarejiana, who visited Nanjing in 1408.62 “Admiral Wong Soon Peng” must be a figment of Nicholl’s imagination, as this person is not listed in the Chinese sources. Is it possible that Nicholl engaged the services of a Cantonese speaker to transcribe the characters for “Huang Zongbing”? The transcription of the family name and the title would explain why he thought this person to have been an admiral. Assuming that Nicholl understood this admiral to belong to the group of eunuchs having been sent out by the Yongle emperor, it is near impossible to believe that he would have married a Bruneian princess.63 There is no reason to accept Nicholl’s statement about this admiral’s exploits, because they did not exist. Nicholl had no clue as to the transformation of his Wong Soon Peng into Ong Sum Ping and hence did not explain it.

Wu Zongyu also ventured into guessing that one detachment of Zheng He’s fleet led by Wang Jinghong64 visited Borneo. He suggested that Wang Jinghong as a commander had the fitting title zongbing and henceforth would have been “Wang Zhong [sic] Bing.”

As to Wen Xiongfei’s description of Huang Zongbing’s tomb he declared that it was difficult to decide, whether it belonged to an actual person or if it was merely a symbolic tomb. He did not question the existence of the tomb per se.65

In an attempt to reconcile the Malay records as presented by Low and Sweeney with the Chinese records for which he consulted Groeneveldt’s translation of the Mingshi entry on Boni,66 Jamil Al-Sufri discussed the idea that Manarejiana, the Boni chieftain in 1408, had been Ong Sum Ping.67 He discarded that idea consequently, but why he brought it up in the first place, must remain a mystery. Paradoxically Abdul Latif in 1996 re-visited the Manarejiana/Ong Sum Ping complex. He suggested that “Ong Sum Peng’s [sic] son (or another relative of Chinese origin) was the most likely candidate for Ma-na-re-ka-na.”68 Because of his assumed Chinese heritage he “could not seek a better place than China to endorse his legitimacy, and his visit to China can be seen as an attempt to consolidate his rule through recognition by emperor Yong-lo […].”69

The Chinese sources do not address the ruler of Boni as Chinese. If we disregard the wrong dedication of the particular Mingshi entry on Poluo/Wenlai, the man from Fujian who established a royal family was not Ong Sum Ping either.


It should be noted though, that in a text of 1371 describing a mission from the Ming court to Borneo (Boni) in 1370, a close adviser of the Boni chieftain Mahemosha 馬合謨沙 appears to have been Chinese judging from his name Wang Zongshu 王宗恕.70 Nothing further is known about this man. Given that scholars lacking competence in Chinese generally neglect transcriptions for the alleged Ong Sum Ping, it is not surprising no one has ventured to identify Wang Zongshu with Ong Sum Ping. Being Chinese, serving the ruler, and being there at the right time in the 1370s, he certainly would figure well as a prime suspect for the character of Ong Sum Ping.

Liu Youping 刘佑平, author of a volume dealing with the history of the Huang surname in China, gives yet another narrative that reads as follows:71


At around the start of the fourteenth century, that is the later years of the Yuan dynasty, Huang Senping (Wong Chun Ping), an unsuccessful official of the Yuan dynasty, was appointed envoy for Poluo 婆罗国 (modern Brunei). After his arrival in Poluo, old gentleman Huang was reluctant to leave and did not return, so he settled in Poluo to become a prominent Chinese. Later, Huang Senping because of his unique talent to win the affection of the local ethnic Chinese, became the leader of the Chinese in Brunei. Even later, Huang Senping became the ruler of Poluo, serving as governor of Kinabatangan, commander and sultan which means that in effect he became king… After Huang Senping had passed, he was buried in Brunei. His sons and grand-children remained there and their descendants became very well-known. According to the historical records, Huang Senping had a daughter who was given in marriage to Akhmed, the second sultan of Boni (Bruni, modern Brunei), in the eight year of the Hongwu era of the Ming (1375). After Akhmed’s death, Huang Senping’s daughter succeeded to the throne and became king of Brunei. From then on, the succession of Brunei kings was passed on through the female lineage. After the death of the née Huang, the queen of Boni, the throne passed to the daughter that had been born to her and Ahmad. This second female king of Boni married a chieftain Ali (Sharif Ali), an Arab who had come to Brunei. Until this century more than twenty Brunei kings have succeeded each other, and they are all direct descendants of the female offspring of Huang Senping. Therefore, the royal family of Brunei throughout history has revered Huang Senping as its ancestor and until today there exists a so-called Huang Zongbing tomb in Brunei which has always received ceremonies of repair by the royal family of Brunei.




The commentary by the creator of the Brunei section on Huang family website, Huang Baoxin 黄宝新, is naturally very critical of Liu Youping’s narrative because Huang wants to claim Ong Sum Ping for his own family. If one accepts Liu Youping’s account and the present royal genealogy, then indeed the sultans of Brunei have much to thank Ong Sum Ping’s sister and her daughter for. The Mingshi entry on Boni remarks that when the Boni king died during the Wanli period (1573–1619), he left no successor. A struggle for the throne ensued that cost most of the contenders their lives and as a consequence the daughter of the late king ascended the throne. She had a Chinese advisor by the name of Zhang 張 who hailed from Zhangzhou 漳州 in Fujian. When he was accused of treachery by his own daughter, he committed suicide, but upon an examination of the case it was found that his daughter was mentally instable and had made up her father’s treason.72 However, it appears that this piece of information like the remainder of the entry is not dealing with Boni, but rather with Pattani (Dani 大泥).73 Although Brunei historians are generally open to include pieces of information, they so far have not inserted this queen into the royal genealogy. The fact that the queen was a Patani ruler may be one reason for her rejection as a Brunei ruler. Another reason could be that her acceptance as a ruler would undermine the royal genealogy of male Muslim rulers that is otherwise and to a large degree based on the same Mingshi entry.

MODERN BRUNEI WRITERS

Jamil Al-Sufri presented a highly interesting rendition of the story which was based on a number of components that had not been constructed in this way before.74

For the date of Ong’s arrival in Brunei, Jamil Al-Sufri referred to Wen Xiongfei. The second piece of information concerning the marriage between Ong’s younger sister and Brunei’s second sultan, he explained further in a footnote: “It is not known who made him [Ong] chief in Kinabatangan. Most probably being of Royal Chinese Blood [sic], he became Chief of the Chinese settlers in Kinabatangan.”75

Local scholars usually without further linguistic evidence repeat the assumption that the names Kinabatangan and Mount Kinabalu have Chinese origins.76 In that vein Jamil Al-Sufri in the footnote to the last sentence promoted Ong from a mere chief to a “Chinese King from Chinabatangan.”77 He claimed that the story of Ong Sum Ping and his brother “Ong Kang” was told in a similar fashion in the “Tarsilah Raja-Raja Suluk” (Genealogy of the Sultans of Sulu(?)), and referred the reader again to Wen Xiongfei.78 It appears that Jamil had not understood Wen’s Sulu genealogy to be Low’s essay on the genealogy of the Brunei sultans. The family relationship between Ong Sum Ping and Ong Kang is not attested to by the Silsilah Raja-raja Brunei.

Calculating the respective ages of Ong Sum Ping and Manarejiana in 1408 (53 and 28), Jamil Al-Sufri concluded that the two were two different persons. The name of the princess he derived from the reading of another version of the genealogy of the Brunei sultans which does very clearly not relate to the two established MS. The part that interests us here reads in Jamil’s translation:79 “… The third was a daughter named Puteri Mengindera Dewi who was married to a Chinese King.” Jamil Al-Sufri assumed that the Ong Sum Ping from MS B would have been that “Chinese King” as no personal name is given. Ampuan Haji Brahim explained that the correct name of the lady, Puteri Ratna Dewi, derived from the genealogy inscribed on stone (Batu Tarsilah).80 Both Jamil and Ampuan Haji Brahim noticed the differences in the status of Ong Sum Ping in the versions of the genealogy, but did not go further than stating them. According to Ampuan Haji Brahim Ong Sum Ping had a sister “Princess Kinabatangan” who “married Pengiran Patih Berbai (later Sultan Ahmad).” In this instance, the family of Ong Sum Ping is increased in size by a sister with a title. The Silsilah Raja-raja Brunei does not specify that relationship. The title of the princess is a short title for the entry in MS A of the Silsilah Raja-raja Brunei which talks of a Chinese princess from Kinabatangan. According to Jamil this princess was not only from China, but she was also a sister of the emperor of China.81 As the Boni chieftain Mahemosha in the Mingshi is assumed to have been Brunei’s first sultan Mohammed Shah (r. 1368–1402),82 Ong Sum Ping in that reading would be a brother of the Hongwu emperor (r. 1368–1398) of the Ming dynasty. That is rather impossible.

Since Ong is either referring to the family names Huang 黃 or Wang 王, Ong could not have been related to the Ming founder (r. 1368–1398) whose family name was Zhu 朱, nor to any of the rulers of the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1279–1368) either. The family name of the Mongol rulers was Borjigin (Chinese transcription: 孛兒只斤). If indeed Ong had been related to either the Yuan emperor (in 1292) or the Ming emperor (in 1375), it would have been through a female relative. Therefore, we need to look at the consorts of both Kublai Khan and the Hongwu Emperor with the family names Huang and Wang. None of the consorts of Kublai Khan fulfill the required criteria as they were all non-Han females.83 None of the four consorts of the Hongwu emperor had the surname Huang or Wang.84 The possibility that Ong Sum Ping was related through a consort of lesser rank not recorded in the official histories of the Yuan and Ming may exist, but is minimal. Hence the whole construction of family ties between Ong Sum Ping and the Chinese imperial family lacks any solid evidential basis.

Despite these apparent inconsistencies the Brunei History Centre published a genealogy that reported a marriage between Puteri Ratna Dewi with Ong Sum Ping, “a relative of the Chinese emperor.”85 Jamil Al-Sufri explains that Ong’s wedding occurred in 1390 and refers to Chinese sources. The only Chinese source found in his text for this part of early Brunei history is Wen Xiongfei’s text that does not provide a date for the alleged wedding.86

The Boxer Codex mentions a Chinese connection between the first ruler named Sultan Yuso of “Borney” through marriage to a Chinese princess.87 The transmission history of the Boxer Codex, compiled probably at the end of the sixteenth century in Manila, is somewhat obscure, but specialists assume that it is a genuine article. The passage here would constitute a local and most likely oral tradition.88 For Jamil Al-Sufri sultan Yuso was an Arab from Aden and a relative of the alleged third Brunei sultan Sharif Ali. This sultan Yuso furthermore visited China from Aden with a fleet upon an invitation that Zheng He had submitted to him in 1405.89 Zheng He previously had also visited Brunei according to Jamil Al-Sufri. We can safely discard these allegations, because Zheng He visited Aden only on his fifth voyage from 1417–1419 and never set foot in Brunei.

Close attention must be paid to the identification of Manarejiana with sultan Abdul Majid Hasan. The Mingshi says that little Xiawang who was about four years old succeeded his father as ruler after the latter’s death in 1408 and was also accepted as such by the Chinese. Xiawang is not listed in the officially accepted succession of Brunei sultans.

Local writers understand the relevant Mingshi entry as dealing with a Muslim sultan from Brunei,90 under the assumption that Boni referred to Brunei, and not to Borneo in general.91 Abdul Majid Hasan is a relative newcomer in the royal Brunei genealogy, as he was only inserted in the late twentieth century into the succession of Brunei sultans.92 The reason for this ambiguous treatment was that his name did not appear in the Genealogical Tablet (Batu Tarsilah) from 1807.93

There was no real need to include Manarejiana as either the second or the third sultan, other than here was a chieftain from Borneo recorded in Chinese sources, whereas the other early sultans were legendary. Nicholl suggested that Mahemosha, the Boni chieftain’s name in the Mingshi, was a transcription for Maha Moksha and thus ascribed a Buddhist background to the ruler whom he firmly planted in Brunei. To Nicholl, Manarejiana or Maharaja Karna was either “the grandson or nephew” of Maha Moksha, and hence a non-Muslim.94 Nicholl derived the reading “Maharaja Karna” from a list of Brunei titles contained in Donald E. Brown’s monograph.95 The question remains whether the use of Malay royalty titles listed in a twentieth century work to identify—most likely—indigenous names in Chinese texts from the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries is permissible. The modern title Maharaja Karna is not of high-rank, and Nicholl never submitted an explanation why in the early fifteenth century it would denote the personal name of a ruler. The relevant Chinese sources from the early Ming dynasty do not link Mahemosha and Manarejiana, nor do they report on the religious affiliations of the two men.

CONCLUSION

The appearance of Ong Sum Ping in the genealogy of the Brunei sultans most likely reflects oral local lore concerning the presence of Chinese who not necessarily would have made it to Boni in the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century. It is more viable that Chinese immigrated at a time when Borneo was better known as a place to trade in.96 The characters of Ong Sum Ping and Ong Kong/Wang Kong in the royal genealogies are fictional, so the search for Ong Sum Ping is futile. It does not make much sense to link the genealogy of Brunei sultans from the nineteenth century to the Chinese records of Boni from the early Song dynasty to the early Ming dynasty.

No textual nor archaeological evidence exists for Chinese presence in the form of a colony or province in north Borneo in the late Tang or the late Yuan dynasties. This does not preclude the possibility of Chinese settlers in the region, but it shows that there were no official efforts to colonise parts or all of north Borneo during the relevant periods. The appearance of Ong Sum Ping in the genealogy is rather late and is reported for the first time only in Low’s translation of the Silsilah Raja-raja Brunei. St. John in 1863 had no knowledge of Ong Sum Ping though he had consulted the then prevalent version of the genealogy.

Stories about an alleged Chinese province and a Chinese leader in Sabah circulating in a large area comprising northern Borneo with Sarawak and Sabah, as well as the southern Philippines, in Maguindanao and Sulu certainly made an impact on the compilation process of the more recent version of the genealogy. None of these traditions are grounded in historical reality nor are they reflected in the existing official and unofficial Chinese histories from Yuan, Ming and Qing times. Indeed, only in the early twentieth century have Chinese authors become interested in the idea of Chinese presence in northern Borneo. These authors, like Wen Xiongfei for instance, intended to demonstrate a long history of Chinese settlement in northern Borneo. Some of these works drew on the legends reported in Western works. The Ong Sum Ping complex of narratives make the northern parts of Borneo home to permanent Chinese settlers since the fourteenth century. With the acceptance of the local legends Chinese were made part of the early groups of immigrants and were established as age-old dwellers, instead of newly-arrived sojourners.
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ABSTRACT

The result of the first (and the subsequent) contact between the West and the East is an Oriental documentation, colonial establishment and notional subject-making of the East by the supposedly civilised and advanced West. Like all Orients, the Pacific has been much represented and made subjects of theoretical discourses, characterised as bare-breasted and sexually available women, murderous and lecherous men, idly tropical islands inhabited by primitive people with little or no culture. Samoa has, specifically, been a subject of anthropological discourse for many decades, following the Mead-Freeman controversy. Margaret Mead concludes that in Samoa, the transition from childhood, through adolescence, and into adulthood was one of relative ease and that sexuality is so free that women usually defer marriage to enjoy casual sex. Derek Freeman questions Mead’s findings, gives contrary views and unified the whole Samoan Islands as one and same. However, some Samoan (and non-Samoan) academics, writers and researchers debunk such Oriental representations. This paper analyses Sia Figiel’s explication of Samoa in Where We Once Belonged as a response to these Western anthropological studies and assertions on Samoan sexuality, coming-of-age, and the unification of Samoan Islands and overgeneralisations of Samoans’ dispositions. It argues that such claims are not so accurate but rather, made up of exaggerated instances and furnished imaginations for foregrounding Orientalism. It highlights scenes or instances that reveal how Figiel manifests her rebukes by drawing upon Edward Said’s Orientalism which offers a model for analysing the exotic and romantic imaginations and formations the West have attached to East, and it concludes that Figiel debunks Orientalism of Samoa in her work by presenting the Samoan side of the debate.
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INTRODUCTION


As writer Albert Wendt has said, there are three sides to the debate – Mead’s, Freeman’s, and the Samoan side.

– Lisa Uperesa



In the foundational book Orientalism (1978), Edward Said refers to Orientalism as a concept born and bred academically by European anthropologists, historians, sociologists or philologists. He also refers to it as an imaginative style of thought based on distinctions made between “the Orient” and “the Occident” by European writers who made this difference as a subject of political, theoretical and literary discourse. Said describes Orientalism as “the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient—dealing with it by making statements about it, authorising views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring and having authority over the Orient” (Said 1978: 3). Although Said did not invent the term “Orientalism”; it has been in use by specialists of Middle East as well as East Asia and the Indian subcontinent, Said dismantles the Oriental myth as well as established “Orientalism” as a discourse.

According to Said, “the Orient,” also known as the “Far East,” is considered unchanging, primitive and backward as an antithesis to the scientifically developed and progressive “Occident,” the West. The Orients are defined to be always coward and lazy and represented as exotic, mysterious, immoral, remote, and inaccessible and bizarre, whereas the West is paradoxically familiar, sensible and rational. Said argues that racism is a product of Orientalism, in that, it creates several stereotypes for “the other” races; such as, the Arabs are violent murderers, the Indians are snake charmers, the Blacks are savage brutes, and Chinese are inscrutable. He further argues that the Occident Westerners feminised the East in their perceptions and discourse, that their men are insufficiently manly (effeminate), and their women are nothing but sex objects, promiscuous and exotic.

Said speaks of Orientalism as a Western fantasy and analyses how it constructs a binary opposition between the West and the East. He argues that the false image generated from preconceived archetypes rather than reality and fact was dominantly manufactured by the Western writers, poets, imperial administrators, travellers and researchers. This image accounts of the East, as the uncivilised and exotic “other,” in contrast to the civilised and rational West which therefore projects the East as the marginalised other. For Said, this long tradition had served and still serves as a constitutional justification for European and American imperial and colonial ambitions. He, however, highlights how the colonised “other” is by default, placed at the periphery as a result of differences in race and region. Said’s Orientalism simply questions a form of misrepresentation of the non-Western world, “They cannot represent themselves; they must be represented” this epigraph of Said from Karl Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte summarises his whole idea of Orientalism (Marx 1898).

It is no doubt that the Europeans and Americans struggled for colonial occupation of Samoa at the time of its discovery, first by a Dutch, Jacob Roggeveen in 1722, and later by American, German and British traders in the later eighteenth century. Samoa has been subjected to colonial rule by various European as well as American colonists. The London Missionary Society began its colonial activities in the 1830s after establishing a trade contact. The Germans, Americans and British all claimed and protected their business enterprise which later became their colonies respectively. In 1900, British forfeited its colony for the Germans with the agreement that it would take over all German territories in Africa. New Zealand took over from the Germans in 1914 and colonised the Samoans till their independence in 1962. The American colony is never free till date and is now known as American Samoa.

However, the concept of Orientalism is highly relevant to the Anglo-American management of not only Samoa but the Pacific in general. Most of Said’s key arguments are applicable to postcolonial studies of the Pacific, given that the travel narratives, photographs, historical documentation and research of the Westerners about the Pacific being a place of “beautiful and uncharted island abundantly resourced with tropical fruits and fresh water and inhabited by primitive peoples noted for their physical beauty and their sexual freedoms” (O’Dwyer 2001: 17) forms the dominant and signifying image of the Samoans. It is noted therefore, that orientalism sets-in right from the discovery of the Pacific, from “The naming of the islands, [to] the arbitrary lines that divide the Pacific into three regions so descriptively named as the Many, Little and Black islands [all] show that westerners perceived the rich, diverse and vibrant culture they came across as fundamentally inferior” (Anda 2015). Hence, Occidental documentation and description of the Samoans date as far back to the European explorers guised as voyagers in the likes of Tasman 1643, Jacob Roggeveen 1722, Carl Friedrich Behrens, Augustin Kramer 1870 and host of others (Tcherkézoff 2008).

Margaret Mead, the author of Coming of Age in Samoa: A Psychological Study of Primitive People for Western Societies (1928) is an American anthropologist whose legendary book is a product of research she conducted in 1925–1926. The basis of her research was to observe the problems faced by adolescents in growing through adolescence to adulthood (especially females), a problematic phenomenon in modern Western society; specifically America, to which she carried out an anthropological research. She studied the culture, household and sexuality of the Samoans using fifty Samoan females (mainly adolescent girls), within the age group of nine to twenty years in the Island of Ta’u. She spent only nine months collecting her ethnographic data, leading her to the principal conclusion that, in Samoa, the transition from childhood, through adolescence and into adulthood was one of relative ease.

The foundation of Mead’s argument is that throughout her observation period, none of her subjects appeared to exhibit the symptoms of adolescent “storm and stress,” a psychological illness which was supposedly affecting the American youth at that time (early twentieth century) and was believed to be of biological origin. For Mead, young Samoan women usually deferred marriage for many years as they enjoy the pleasure of casual sex before they eventually choose a husband. She attributed the absence of adolescent difficulties in Samoa to two main reasons; the similar nature of Samoan culture, which has limited but well-defined inclinations; and the ostensible casual nature of Samoan culture (Côté 1992: 500). This conclusion presents a romanticised theory of the Samoan life and culture and was criticised and discredited by some other anthropologists for modulating evidence conflicting to her main argument and by Samoans who found her representation of their lives and culture and especially their adolescent sexuality highly offensive. Albert Wendt rejects her representation of Samoa which he sees as attention-grabbing and superficially stereotyped. Mead’s writing “bears the hallmarks of orientalist discourse” (Keown 2004: 22).

From the title itself, Mead’s book confirms itself an orientalist one, with the use of the word “primitives,” her assertion of the Samoans is that of the substandard “other,” parallel to America (who is expected to take models from an inferior species), the primitive and backward Samoa as opposed to the civilised and complex America. She chose to conduct her research on the Ta’u Island which is considered the most rugged and remote in the whole of Samoan archipelago and after that, generalises her findings. “For some Samoans, the problem with Mead was not only what she wrote about their private lives but that she wrote them without their knowledge or approval” (Shankman 2009: 136).

The most heated of Mead’s criticisms and debates is the Mead-Freeman controversy which sprung after the publication of Derek Freeman’s book, Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking of an Anthropological Myth (1983), in which he challenged all of her major findings. Freeman, a New Zealand anthropologist who lived in Samoa, conducted his research on the Upolu Island in Western Samoa which is relatively bigger and more populated than the Ta’u Island of American Samoa. He vehemently criticised Mead’s conclusion, especially for her take on the ease of Samoan coming of age. The same Oriental observation seen in Mead’s work is however perceived in Freeman’s work. While putting forward his arguments (which discredits Mead’s work and also faced commendations and criticisms), he describes Samoans as brutal criminals mostly good in rape, assault, manslaughter and troubled with psychological turbulence. He further claims that life on that small and remote Ta’u Island is no different from life on the larger Samoan islands, therefore, his data collection and result from Upolu Island is enough to define the Samoans just as Ta’u, not minding the time, geographical or historical differences. Côté explains that:


Much of his [Freeman] position rests on the tenuous assumption that Ta’u in 1925 would not have been significantly different in terms of day-to-day life from Western Samoa in the 1960s, and that all of the islands in the Samoan archipelago have been plagued with high rates of crime and [d]elinquency for some time. As argued above, such a contention is problematic given the historical, geographical, and political differences among the Samoan islands (Côté 1992: 517).



Furthermore, both Mead and Freeman seem to have proven Said right for using their case studies; which is just a fraction or a handful of Samoans, to judge the whole of Samoans whose beliefs and roles were presented to be explicit and unvarying throughout the community which was afterwards generalised to the whole island as well without distinguishing the varying cultures of the Orients. Samoan postcolonial writers (like Albert Wendt, Figiel and Caroline Sinavaiana-Gabbard) therefore debunk that Anglo-American attitude of unifying the whole Pacific cultures into one, like Said maintained that through their representations; the Occident claim that the Orients’ societies and cultures are essentially analogous in nature. “Not only are they [the Pacific societies] ethnically dissimilar, but also have almost completely different cultural norms, practices, political structures and traditions” (Anda 2015).

In a series compilation of essays on “Decolonizing Anthropology,” Lisa Uperesa opines that, both Mead and Freeman have assumed authority in their assertive depictions of the Samoans, and calls for a refusal to this hierarchy; in which the indigenous people only remain “native informants” in service to the theory and analysis of them and/or their culture by a different people at a different place, through engaging indigenous epistemologies as part of the conversations (2016).

The Mead-Freeman controversy can therefore be seen as a reflexive demonstration of Said’s notion of the Oriental representation of “the Orients” by “the Occident,” even though Samoans are not the subject of Said’s depiction of the Orients, they are archetypal of the Orients, as they definitely fall under the realm of a constructed image of “the others” for politico-economic galvanisation or developing theoretical discourse. Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between “the Orient” and (most of the time) “the Occident” (Said 1978: 2–3). This paper would identify scenes and occurrences in the novel Where We Once Belonged that explain how Sia Figiel debunks these anthropological Orientalism of the Samoans.

ONE ISLAND FOR ALL? THE QUESTION OF ORIENTALISM IN SAMOA

Ta’u Island, to start with, is only 17.11 square miles while the Samoan Island as a whole is about 1,170 square miles (American Samoa n.d.). Mead conducted her research on three of the four villages of Ta’u Island which at the time of her study had just about six hundred inhabitants. How could the disposition of these people be used to account for the whole people of Samoan Island with about two hundred and fifty thousand people? Ta’u Island does not even constitute two percent of the Samoan island. In the same vein, Upolu is 434 square miles having more than a hundred and thirty thousand inhabitants, the most populated of the Samoan Islands (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2017). Despite its size and population, it is arguable that Freeman’s deduction about the Samoans could be inaccurate, as his subjects are not from all parts of Samoa but Upolu.

Figiel very skillfully portrays a social difference—between the fictional village of Malaefou and the city of Apia—in lifestyle and mentality which insinuates a massive dissimilarity among the Samoans in contrast to what has been propounded of them. Alofa, the teenage protagonist and narrator of the novel, wears her only jean trousers and a shirt once weekly while going to Apia, but ordinarily, she wears a lavalava which is common at home. With the eagerness and enthusiasm to go to Apia, she dresses in her best, combs her hair and looks not only neat but also English, as the more English she seems, the more socially fit she would be in Apia. Now, this signals a difference between the two places; where she lives and where she is heading to, the city of Apia, the centre, a place loved by all for very diverse individualistic reasons.

Apia is the capital of Western Samoa, “there is no consensus as to what centre of Apia is. Everyone has their own version, their own definition, which varies in degree from one person to another” (Figiel 1996: 65). Figiel goes further to give different perspectives of Apia according to individual points of view. It is apparent here that a place cannot have a particular definition, how it is seen, is what it is. Figiel shows that ordinary Apia cannot have a single description, talk more about Samoa as a whole. In like manner, Alofa’s inability to comprehend her teacher’s spoken English was resolved by her classmate from Malifa village, despite the fact that Alofa was one of the three girls admitted into Samoan High School from Malaefou; she is incompetent compared to the girl from Malifa. This designates a difference between the two villages by the quality of education or rather, reception and exposure to the English language which is assumed to be higher in Malifa. Alofa herself acknowledges that no one in her family or village speaks English except the village’s pastor or English teacher. Thus, for the girl from Malifa to easily understand the article on Samoa and Mead-Freeman controversy (despite the pace at which the teacher spoke), then she must have a good command of English which can be traced back to her primary school and consequentially, her village.

Similarly, another distinction made is on the level of discipline and tolerance between two different villages; Vaiala and Malaefou. Tu’s grandmother is from Vaiala and is disowned and forgotten for losing her virginity to a meauli—a black person—whereas, in Malaeofi, Lili’s pregnancy was only treated with disdain. “The family, greatly shamed, wiped Tu’s grandmother (whose name is still unknown because no one would talk about her) completely out of their memories… vowing never to remember her, killing her off, even when she was still living” (72). On the other hand, Lili’s pregnancy provoked rumours whirling around in the village among the women. Alofa’s parents would only caution her not to befriend Lili, and no parent would like to see Lili associate with their children. There wasn’t any strict punishment or isolation for being pregnant. Pregnancy is much worse than losing virginity, but the societal response to the crimes varies, this peculiarity speaks volumes about the notable difference among the Samoan villages.

In the same vein, Figiel distinguishingly portrays the place and people of Savai’i from that of Malaefou. Pisa, the lady from Savai’i, Alofa’s mother who eloped with Filiga faces demeaning and denunciating treatment (on the very first day of her arrival) from Tausi, the grandmother, the mother-in-law and the oldest in Filiga’s aiga (family) and their fale (house). The baby Pisa holds is cared for but not Pisa herself, because, the baby is considered innocent and as their blood, the daughter of Filiga, making her automatically a grand-daughter to Tausi. While Pisa is sitting outside waiting for Filiga’s arrival to enter into the fale, Tausi requests her to take the baby in, which to her surprise is wrapped in a newspaper. “How dare you wrap my grandchild in newspaper? How dare you? Do you think you are still in Savai’i?” (102). Tausi asks, referring to Savai’i with inferiority and belittlement, just as if to say it is in Savai’i where such mistakes or idiosyncrasies are condoned and tolerated. Unlike Malaefou, where people would ask questions, where every little thing matters, where scandals are treated with dismay and spread very fast and wide, where people behave cautiously to save their reputation. Of course, Malaefou is not Savai’i, what people would say matters more than the actual reality of life and this is why Tausi asks Pisa: “What do you think everyone is going to talk about? That the Filiga aiga cannot afford cotton? That the Filiga aiga is poor?” (102). Because she is in Malaefou, she cares more about the use of newspaper—not about the child’s condition in the newspaper—because of what people would say. Of course, Malaefou is not the same with Apia, neither is it identical with Savai’i and Vaiala, in the same way, the villages of Samoa are. Ta’u and Upolu are similar to the other Samoan islands but not the same.

IS COMING OF AGE REALLY OF RELATIVE EASE IN SAMOA?

Due to the closely-knit type of family system in Samoa, every member of the aiga (family or relatives) is responsible for correcting and shaping the affairs of the other, especially for the younger ones, the adolescent. All family members and kin in some cases live in one house, the fale, which is home to not only their physical selves but also their souls which are rooted therein. Therefore, a close-watch at every child’s moves, behaviours and engagements is very simply done. In the Samoan tradition, it is the responsibility of every mother to bring up her child in the most responsible way; otherwise, the society would blame her for any misconduct the child does. So, love is shown to a child not through freedom but through taming; proper discipline is love, the most significant form of love a child can get from his/her parent is of morality. As Figiel details: “To beat a child is to give her respect, to teach her how to behave, to teach her to be humble, to listen, to obey, to love her. A parent did not love his children when he let them roam around like animals, doing whatever they pleased without consequence” (222).

Anything that brings pride to the family is, on the one hand, encouraged by the parents, and on the other hand, anything that causes shame is highly discouraged and shun away. Right from a tender age, fear of sinning and crime is instilled in children to drive them far away from doing it. Even while the girls are alone, with a cigarette at their disposal, they feel scared for the crime they are yet to be caught committing, because they “would either get slapped on the mouth four times or… beaten up if [they] were caught by an adult” (60). Despite doing anything unwanted stealthily, they are soaked in fear for the consequence which they all know how it would go. Could this be referred to as ease? The fear here (of being caught) is associated with two penalties: that of getting beaten up or of being talked about; which highlights the role of gossip in the Samoan societies. The power wielded by village gossips is as exerting and controlling as that of a disciplinarian, so the fear of being gossiped about and the shame and ordeal in one becoming the topic of the village’s trending gossip is traumatising. In Where We Once Belonged, “Figiel shows that the fear of being talked about by others, to be shamed, is very powerful” (Cowling 2009). All the girls make their mischiefs with extreme concealment, talk in whispers, live a two-way life; behave differently before the adults or parents and differently amidst their peers. The whole novel can be summarised as an adolescent’s struggle with coming of age.

Also, the society unanimously praises a good child or deters a defaulter; morality is nurtured on every child by every member of the community. Just like in the case of Makaoleafi (Afi) known as the “the goodest girl in the whole of Malaefou” (Figiel 1996: 2), she is an epitome of who and what a good child should be, and is popularly known to all children of Malaefou, being sighted for reference always. Not that she is a saint, she is just a “snake in disguise,” a smart one, whose immoral behaviours have never been seen, known or even heard of by any adult in Malaefou. Unlike Alofa and other girls who consider themselves “in-between” because they can never attain the type of Afi’s position in the society; not even in the eyes of their parents. They can never be that “good” all because they laugh excessively, which insinuates that they are “wantonly calling out to men” (4). It is quite obvious that for Afi to be completely spotless before the villagers she has to live a double life, she has to make all her mischiefs before no eyes or ears that could cause any damage to her reputation. Could this be the type of life described as free and easy to pass through? Alofa is punished for being winked at “are you wearing makeup?” (211), her brother would ask. Adolescents especially girls would not be allowed to stay longer than necessary away from home, or to mingle with friends of their preference (who are considered not-so-good by the society) or to go out when they want and worst of all, to be seen with an opposite sex hanging around. The Samoans indeed see morality as prestigious.

(MIS)REPRESENTATION OF SEXUALITY IN SAMOA

The Samoan society not only shuns premarital sexual affair but also eschews it and whatever would lead to it, but the Samoans, like the “Orients,” were described to be promiscuous, treacherous, lusty, their women always available, and youths freely enjoying sex. Aside the observations of them documented in some travelogues, the most ground-breaking representation of the Samoans lies in Mead’s book. Despite the criticism, arguments and counter-arguments surrounding the Mead-Freeman controversy, Mead’s book is, arguably, the most widely read in the field of anthropology; one can imagine how much destruction (for the Samoans) it has disseminated.

Mead did not only claim that “coming of age” in 1920s Samoa was accomplished with relative ease, but also that there is sexual freedom in Samoa; unrestrained sexuality, which is distinctively different from the Americans’ way. In that, she exaggeratingly reveals their sexuality and promiscuity which answers to the occidental claims of the Orients. However, in Figiel’s Malaefou; an archetype of Samoa, sexuality is highly restrained. No one dares opening up about sex publicly. The society spurns it and stigmatises anyone caught in-the-act like “Makaaiku, the village pervert” or Iousa, Lili’s father (Figiel 1996: 12), stigmatised and dissociated with, for their unwanted behaviour. No parent wants to see their child close to Makaaiku, not even adults befriending him are seen as responsible, and this is the height of which illegitimate sexuality is wholly seen as invalid in Samoa. Lili’s pregnancy rumours became widespread and treated with disparagement and aloofness; women make it a topic of discussion during the whole period of the scandal.


She had an appointment at Motootua. Some said it was Iosua II. Others said she did not know. She was expelled from school. This was all the whispering heard in every household before the eye of the water was finally cleared… The baby was never carried to term, and since then, parents warn their children of associating with Lili because “She [is] a bad girl as far as the women of Malaefou were concerned” (59).




Fornication and adultery-related rumours spread rapidly, far and wide because it is a big deal to them. It is an immoral act, and therefore regarded as an abnormal behaviour in the society. “Fa’amaoni, the pastor’s daughter, was caught drunk (naked, too) under the ulu [in the]… morning and the whole of Malaefou knew about it” (26). For the same reason, Pele, the wife of Iosua (who is responsible for Fa’amaoni’s naked state) “left Malaefou with the kids” (27), because she can’t stand the shame, for “they [people of Malaefou] knew, too, about why Fa’amaoni was naked” (27) and this is total shame, immorality of the highest order not done by her, but by her husband, which will definitely be associated with her. Similarly, Lili also made herself a topic of discussion in the society by being a dear and servitude housemaid to Mr. Brown (the white man), thus spiking many rumours about her all over Malaefou. The society being scornful of Lili and Mr Brown’s relationship shows their temperament for any reason whatsoever that could accommodate a premarital sexual affair “everyone in the village was talking about her (Lili) and Mr. Brown. They were saying that the word keigefaigaluega (house girl) was only a front for what Lili really does for Mr. Brown” (10). Everyone in the village became suspicious of her, thus, mothers would warn their daughters over and over again to stay away from her, as she is considered a bad influence on them.

The punishment for being caught-in-the-act is high, disciplinarily harsh because sexual crimes are considered unforgivable. The idea of a village disciplinarian (Filiga) is to put youngsters to order; he punishes them in a way that they would never want to repeat the same crime. Afi’s mother sent her to Filiga to be punished for a crime she did not commit, for letting a dirty magazine find its way into her schoolbag. She got the beating of her life and a complementary head shave for allowing herself this time to be caught with an erotic magazine she never knew anything about. Despite being the village’s epitome of a good child, that didn’t stop her from getting disciplined by Filiga, “She has a black eye and a shaved head” (15) just for the mere crime of keeping a dirty magazine. Alofa’s offence, on the other hand, is a bigger one, being caught red-handed; the daughter of the village disciplinarian gets a brutal punishment for engaging in a sexual affair. Who says sexuality is utterly free in Samoa?


Before my hair was cut, before my hair was shaved, I was slapped in the face. Then a belt hit me across the face, too… around the waist, around my legs, around my face again. Fist blew in my eyes and mouth and cheeks, and blood flew out onto the cement floor. No tears. Blood flying everywhere, but no tears (220).




Being the daughter of the village disciplinarian, Alofa gets a punishment much more horrific than anyone else. Her hair was shaved continuously for a month; Filiga humiliated her in every possible way he could, because she is him, and she is her mother, history repeats itself perfectly well. However, Filiga could not face the shame of his daughter taking after him; doing the same thing she caught him doing with Mrs Samasoni under the bridge, to affirm himself as a true father, he did not spare Alofa despite the guilt.

Although, the act of shunning illegitimate sexuality in Samoa does not mean that it never happens, after all, there are black sheep in every community. Lili’s pregnancy went unpunished due to the immoral nature of her parent; Fili’s pregnancy was aborted quickly by her “clever mother.” Filiga (the village disciplinarian) was seen in the act with Mrs Samasoni, Lealofi, Alofa’s partner in the crime; the son of the village pastor was not punished and Fa’amaoni the daughter of the village pastor that did it with Iousa was also not brought to terms. These are cases brought to light by Figiel to show that Samoans are not saints, neither are they as promiscuous as characterised. Morality is instilled in children by parents who care about it, it is however deducted here that only the females are brought under strict punishment for immorality (in most cases); and that also, if their parents are well mannered and upright, the boys are often allowed to go unpunished; their virginity doesn’t matter as much as that of girls, especially daughters of important personalities in the society. It is quite true that the virginity of such girls is farfetched, but not as interpreted by the Orientalists that the enclosing of girls of higher class (daughters of Chiefs) makes them the only exception to Samoan freedom of sexuality. Figiel describes with triviality that, “no one really cared about the father of Lili’s lizard (miscarried feotus) because Lili was not the daughter of the faifeau (pastor) or a chief, or of someone with steady employment” (59). This is to say, the position of a person in the society is expected to reflect on his daughter. However, Tcherkézoff’s tentative interpretation to this Samoan practice is worth considering, that these girls stay indoors to avoid sunburn to remain whiter than the low class or ordinary girls. Tcherkézoff writes:


Socially, avoidance of the sun was a sign of superior rank. The sun’s rays blind other people, obliging them to keep their eyes down and bow their heads. Dark skin denotes someone who is working outside and thus is exposed to the sunlight (fishing, tilling the garden, preparing the food), while fair skin denotes the person of chiefly rank who stays inside and is served food by others (Tcherkézoff 2008: 18).




Contrary to this, Côté’s overview of the Mead-Freeman controversy inclines on the same argument of Mead and her supporters, that Samoan sexuality only became regulated after the advent of the missionary activity in Samoa; that pre-Christian Samoa knows no boundaries to sex except for the daughters of chiefs whose virginity is heavily protected. Côté sees Christianity as the cure for Samoan sexuality, as he venerates:


From these many accounts [by the missionaries who constantly referred to Samoan “promiscuity”], there can be little doubt that sexual behaviour in Samoa before it was Christianized was more casual for virtually everyone, including young females. The denial of this by Freeman and some contemporary Samoans can be understood regarding the concerted efforts of missionaries and the local pastors to create, and then maintain, a hegemony of Victorian sexual values and practices (Côté 2013: 82).



Figiel’s response to this assertion is priceless. That Christianity, a Western religion, brought sanity and sexual purity to Samoans and that, local pastors are responsible for the eradication of free and premarital sex in Samoans is such an active Orientalist imagination. In her write-back, her portrayal of palagi (Whites) and Christianity in Samoa sums up everything; it discloses the truth and presents the Samoan side of the story. The faith, the church and expected devotees are immersed in challenges and scandals, Fa’amaoni the pastor’s daughter was caught drunk and naked in the church arena. Lealofi, the pastor’s son was similarly caught doing it with Alofa in the bush; in fact, he is known for his bad moral behaviours which threaten the institution of religion in Samoa. The village women would lament, “How could they teach our children about behaving, when they can’t even train their own son to be human” (212).

Thus, it is evident that Figiel denies the acclaimed role played by the church in creating and maintaining appropriate sexual values in Samoa. To further discredit the collocation of Samoans with sexuality, which still prevails as Samoans’ stereotypical image, she reveals the white man’s sexual tendencies to equate that of Samoans. Heinrich Spinoza, like other colonisers in all parts of the world, settled for the native women, Spinoza is “a true lover of Samoa—Deutshe Samoa—who loved its women as much as he loved the weather” (53). The colonisers (who are men in most cases), sexually covet the native women which shows their lust and lecherousness, Mister Spinosa’s details reads: “impregnating his wife sixteen times (plus three other women from the yacht club, plus two house-girls),” this is the unheard story of the Occident. Figiel implies that sex is a human attribute, not only peculiar to the Samoans (or the brown man), but also to other races. Apart from the White man’s sexuality which prevails in the characters of Mr. Brown and Heinrich Spinoza, Tu’s grandmother’s sexual affair with a Black person (of all things!) points at the all-inclusiveness of human sexuality.

Furthermore, to further debunk the Western Oriental stereotypes on the Samoans, Figiel alludes to the famous oriental anthropological discourse about the Samoans, Mead-Freeman controversy, in a trifling manner, it is noteworthy to look into this to better understand how Figiel’s submission speaks for the Samoan Side.


Mead was a palagi [white] woman who wrote a book on Samoan girls doing “it” a lot… and they were loving and loved “it” too. Freeman was a palagi man who said that Mead, the palagi woman, was wrong about the Samoan girls doing “it” a lot… and that Samoans are jealous, hateful, murderous people who do not know how to do “it” (210).



Speaking for the Samoans, Figiel addresses their concerns with regards to this Orientalist (re)presentation of them. The most important question that every misrepresented Orient would wish to ask is “how do you know,” like Lili asked “how did the palagi woman know that we do ‘it’ a lot?” If she is wrong, then “how does he know that… people like Lili do not do ‘it’ a lot?” A question that insinuates rejection of such claims, not demanding an answer but calling for a reconsideration. Whether their assertions are right or wrong, how did they know? Could a research on Ta’u and Upolu provide an answer for the whole of Samoans? Is it justifiable to draw such assertive conclusions on people and a place where one does not belong?

CONCLUSION

Figiel subscribes to Said’s observation of the impenetrable barrier that stands between the West and the East. Said expounds in his argument, that “[Western] perceptions of the East are not generated by reality, but by a biased, dogmatic philosophy” (Anda 2015). Mead and Freeman’s research and conclusions on Samoan coming of age are examples of the Western depiction of the East, which is done through inaccurate and often tendentious writings, literary texts, research or theories that tries to prove that Western societies are primarily and fundamentally dissimilar to those of the Orient. As the colonists concluded that the Pacific had no history or culture, the recurring stereotypes are of the bare-breasted, sexually available women and idyllic Tropical Island. Figel’s work defiles the stereotypes through which Anglo-Americans came to know and understand the Samoans. Throughout the narration, there isn’t any scene or instance of hatred, violence, murder, rape or any of such crimes described by Freeman about the Samoans. Women are not downright sexually available; there are restrictions in the societies, sex is not done casually to defer marriage, yes the virginity of chief’s daughters is farfetched but not altogether protected with might as told by the Western explorers, travel writers, Mead and her supporters.

Sexual values in Samoa have always been maintained by the societal mores and norms, long before Christianity. The gossips and exhilaration in spreading of scandalous rumours is evidence of an inherent despise for illegitimate sexuality. Coming of age is not at all easy, handling house chores for girls and fishing or making productive use of time is the society’s expectations from adolescents, their morality and uprightness is of a core value than academic performance. For Orientalism to perish there is a need to decolonise and de-orientalise fiction, history and anthropology.

NOTES
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ABSTRACT

Ganesa has long been familiar to the people of Thailand but increasingly evident are the Ganesa cults flourishing in Bangkok. In the process, the deity appears to be acquiring new roles and functions. Ganesa now serves in a number of capacities for some; he is a “fixer,” a deity of last resort that can help devotees to overcome obstacles in their lives. Not surprisingly, the growing popularity of the deity is reflected in a rapidly expanding trade in Ganesa images and icons, displayed in shopping mall exhibitions in a variety of forms, colours, shapes and sizes. Readily available at most of Bangkok’s major retail outlets, Ganesa icons are traded online via social media. This paper attempts to explore this phenomenon, both by examining shifting belief practices associated with Ganesa locally and by looking at how these shifts are reflected in the evolving trade in Ganesa iconography. Considering both together, the authors will demonstrate that Ganesa cult is presently the focal point for a number of people, each with its own unique approach to the deity, powers and representation.

Keywords: Cult, icons, Ganesa, religion, religion in Thailand


INTRODUCTION1

The September 2015 Ganesa festival at the Sri Maha Mariamman Indian Temple2 on a busy business street in downtown Bangkok drew tens of thousands of visitors. Known for heavy traffic during rush hours, the street literally closed down to traffic making way for commuters to explore the festivities by foot. Despite heavy rain, devotees, merit makers and blessing seekers flocked to the temple grounds to be part of the celebrations. Roadside altars (set up within a radius of around two kilometers around Sri Maha Mariamman Temple) and performances included transvestite dance routines, Thai country music (luk thung)3 performances and Brahmin prayers. Devotees of all social classes, genders and ages brought their personal Ganesa idols, popularly known in Thai as Pra-Phikanet ([image: art]), enshrined on beautifully decorated temporary alters and chanted verses in praise of Ganesa. Each alter is unique to itself demonstrating eye catchiness, multi-coloured and involved arrays of religious activities ranging from aarti to free horoscopic consultations for passers-by. Celebrations continued late into the night followed by cleaning of the street by devotees, including TV celebrities (seen as a service that would bring spiritual merit). Devotees pay their last respects to Ganesa, present both at the altars and in Sri Maha Mariamman Temple as they bid their farewell to the festival with a promise to join again. Also evident is the expansion of Ganesa celebrations each year with more Buddhist and diasporic Hindu temples organising festivities to celebrate Ganesa’s birthday.

Some may see Ganesa as a god of the Hindus living in and outside of India representing the Hindu identity and nationalism especially with a Hindu nationalist government in power in India. Others may argue that Ganesa is one of the many Hindu gods that bind the Hindu diaspora community together. However, what is less known about this deity is his popularity among the non-Hindu community in Thailand. Ganesa at present is one of the more popular non-Buddhist deities among the predominately Buddhist population of Thailand. One can clearly see Ganesa’s presence through the existence of physical iconography in Buddhist temples, private and public shrines, market areas and other public places. However, scholars in Thai studies have generally ignored Ganesa’s increasing evident existence in Thai religiosity. This paper aims to fill this gap by exploring Ganesa’s popularity through primary data collected through empirical observation and personal interviews with practitioners. The sample population was drawn from religious icon vendors who provided personal insights into various meanings and their own personal interpretations of their products in relation to Ganesa.


The Thai religious market is comprised of the production, consumption and exchange of charisma (Tambiah 1984; Jackson 1999; McDaniel 2011), merits (Kitiarsa 2008), Buddhist and non-Buddhist goods (Kitiarsa 2005; Kitiarsa 2012; Jackson 1999) and religious tourism. Huntington and Shaw (1951: 18) suggest, “every religion is at least modified by its surroundings, especially those of its birthplace.” They further argued that objects of worship are frequently determined by geographic as well as cultural factors. This indicates the geographic aspect of religious diffusion as well as the localised modification that religions can undergo given the agency of individuals (Park 2004). In the Thai context, there is a physical geographic linkage of religion and marketplace (including Buddhist and non-Buddhist) and the economy (Wilson 2008). The localised linkage can be seen through localised beliefs, hybridised adoption and practices of devotees. Religious consumers are involved in dual relationship; first relationship of a spiritual nature and second an economic relationship. Furthermore, the relationships are multilayered, in that, they encompass both a personalised character as well as a localised hybridised version of mainstream religions found in Thai society. The resulting effect is the growing competition among the providers of religious goods and services, which create what Taylor (2008) calls a “religious marketplace” (cited in Scott 2017). An interesting example is of a long-deserted shrine built in the 1990s on a large commercial Bangkok city thoroughfare of Pinklao Road.4 The shrine was commissioned in 1990 by the real estate developer Phongsirichai Complex as a personal shrine of protection. Her Royal Highness Princess Bejeratana Rajasuda then inaugurated the shrine in 1992 in a grand ceremony. Initially dedicated to and having a statue of Siva,5 the shrine was refurbished beginning in 2007 and finished in 2009 being rebranded and having a new statue in line with the increasing popularity of Heramba Ganesa.6 This is one of the many shrines opened in Bangkok and suburban areas featuring regular ceremonies officiated by Brahmins and spirit mediums. The Ganesa festival around Sri Maha Mariamman and the Pinklao shrine are just one of the many examples of Ganesa’s popularity. Ganesa’s popularity has given rise to cult like practices reflected in expanding trade in icons where the deity is depicted in different forms, colours, shapes and sizes.



[image: art]

Figure  1: The image on the left is the Siva shrine after renovation into Heramba Ganesa. The image on the right is the original Siva shrine commissioned in 1990.



WHO IS GANESA OR PRA PHIKANET?

Ganesa,7 one of the principle Hindu deities is easily recognisable with its elephant head and a broken tusk. The mythology surrounding Ganesa has flourished since the seventh century A.D. through the Puranic texts, with numerous stories making Ganesa a popular deity throughout India (Sukumar 2003: 75). According to Dhavalikar, Ganesa underwent a transformation from being considered as a minor god in the Hindu pantheon to being in the hierarchy of major divinities in the late Gupta period of the sixth century A.D. Ganesa gained importance in a relatively short period with the Ganesa cult coming into being in the ninth century A.D. The primary reason for the emergence of Ganesa’s importance is the transformation from a malevolent Vinayaka (creator of obstacles) into the benevolent Ganesa (remover of obstacles) (Dhavalikar 1991: 49). The transformation from a minor to major deity and role from negative to positive association followed a hierarchical path where elite were the first to engage and later spread to commoners (Sukumar 2003: 74 cites Ghurye 1962: 51–62). Dhavalikar argues that Ganesa’s popularity reached its peak in the early medieval period sometime in the eighth century A.D. with even Buddhist and Jains beginning to worship Ganesa. Ganesa worship spread beyond India to other parts of Asia with Dhavalikar even labelling Ganesa as the god of Asia (Dhavalikar 1991: 49). Later in the eighteenth century, the Maratha Empire introduced Ganesa Chaturthi8 to the Maharasthrian region.9 The 1890’s public celebration of Ganesa Chaturthi in Maharashtra introduced by Lokmanya Tilak10 was a way of uniting people earlier separated by the caste system.11 Tilak recognised the wide appeal Ganesa had as a god for everyone and thus promoted Ganesa Chaturthi as a national festival to build unity and additionally to assert a Hindu nationalist identity during the period of British colonial rule. Large public images of Ganesa in pandals and Tilak later introduced the practice of submerging the images in the water on the tenth day of the festival (Lochtefeld 2002: 698). This served as a meeting point for people of different castes and communities during the period when the British colonial government restricted all forms of political opposition. In Bengal, revitalising the worship of Durga and Kali also emerged as a form of cultural and political resistance against British colonialism. By the early twentieth century, Durga puja turned into public celebrations breaking down barriers such as religion, caste, gender among others codified into buildings and spaces through restrictions based primarily on caste and religion (Purkayastha 2016: 96–98).12 The emergence of public celebrations of Ganesa or Durga or others during the colonial period are beyond the scope of this research. However, a brief reference especially to the cult of Ganesa in India highlights two things. Firstly, the historical presence of the cult in its birth place, and secondly, the quality of Ganesa as a remover of obstacles.13 This is evident with the fact that public celebrations of the Ganesa festival helped in unifying people earlier separated into separate communities based on caste and religion. Historically, the importance of Ganesa as a deified cult figure was based on progress and transformation from a negatively associated deity into a positively associated deity. This is important concerning the local context in that history provided a deity figure with an already preexisting cult, this then could be transmitted, mimicked and shaped according to local socio-cultural contexts.

THAI PROSPERITY CULTS

Anthropologist Joy Hendry (1999: 12) suggests that as societies increase in complexity due to economic dislocation, technological advancement as well as increased competitiveness along multidimensional field’s people live with contending and often conflicting perspectives towards themselves and others. Religion can often act as a shock absorber for individuals who are trying to sort their lives in a stable manner in regards to external stress and pressures. Religious movements and religious ideas have encouraged people to engage with different cults, sects and various belief systems that can fulfil individual wishes. Religious cults can also provide multilayered functions with individuals. In contemporary Thailand, this is demonstrated with the phenomenon of a person who is suffering from a sickness or ailment who may consult a spirit medium as well as a physician and visit a temple to pray for recovery while giving alms to increase their karma. Along with Theravada Buddhism, there is a strong presence of animism, folk Brahmanism and Chinese traditions, among others. A number of scholars have conducted research on different cults in Thailand ranging from cults of magical monks, significant historical figures (Stengs 2012), bodhisattvas or ghosts (Jackson 1999, Kitiarsa 2012, 2010, 2008, and 2005). Previous research has shown that Thais engaged in cults to maintain their associations with Theravada Buddhism while having no intention to revolt against conventional Buddhist or state authorities. Devotees also generally combine principles from Buddhism into their cultic practices (Kitiarsa 2008: 128). Jackson (1999) further suggested that different religious phenomena (like magic, practices related to living and dead Buddhist saints, senior monks, royal spirits, etc.) should be grouped together and described as prosperity religions or cults. This is because their beliefs and practices focus more on wealth and luck than salvation (Jackson 1999: 49).

Kitiarsa (2012) as well emphasises on a shift towards seeking material wealth and protection where traditionally amulets and other religious items served the purpose of protection and moral strength. However, in times that are more recent there has been a shift towards seeking religious help in increasing and protecting the material wealth (Kitiarsa 2012: 97–98). There appears to be a growing need among urban elites for psychological, moral and spiritual protection to enhance their existing wealth and power (Kitiarsa 2012: 42). Such yearning for spiritual protection has given rise to a number of cults in Thailand; some maintain their popularity while others faded over time. One of the most common features among these cults is there emergence during the period coinciding with Thailand’s economic boom (1980s and mid-1990s). During this period, there was an increased search for spiritual protection during times of stress and anxiety (a byproduct of consumerism). According to Jackson (1999), rapid economic growth and changes in Thailand’s politics and modern life intensified the spread of prosperity cults such as Luang Phor Khoon (supernatural monk) cult and the Guan Yin cult (Jackson 1999: 269, 299–300). Additionally, the rapid decline of state involvement in religious issues added to the emergence of cults on par with organised Buddhism (Jackson 1999: 286–288).

Kitiarsa (2010) has placed emphasis on the highly hybridised nature of Thai religions. Thai Theravada Buddhism has inculcated many alternative beliefs from different sources such as different Hindu gods, local spirits, ghosts, dead baby spirits and amulets among others. The hybridised Thai religiosity has extended beyond temples to mass media and the marketplace-giving rise to what Jackson (1999) sees as prosperity religion. Kitiarsa perceives spirit-medium cults,14 flourishing all over Thailand, as providing strong foundations to not only syncretic but also the hybridised Thai religiosity (Kitiarsa 2005: 484–486). Stengs (2012) argues that emergence of the cult of King Chulalongkorn (Rama V) as a symbol of “Thainess” emerging when tensions between local certainties and the effects of global processes became more pronounced and visible.15 She defines “Thainess” as being able to “integrate modernisation in a Thai manner” in addition to being a symbol of “pride for not being colonised.” Stengs suggests that the cult emerged in 1987 when Thailand started to experience rapid economic growth leading to the emergence of a new and large urban middle class. This new urban middle class faced uncertainties and anxiety in maintaining their economic position, which led to a search for spiritual protection to maintain their prosperity thereby encouraging further interest in various cults (Stengs 2012: 138–140).

For a Thai worshipper, being involved in different religions or cults creates no conflicts with their Buddhist association. As McDaniel (2011) explains, Thai Buddhists are active negotiators and patrons of ideology and innovation who negotiate with the modern age rather than blindly accepting it. He sees Buddhist practitioners as being socially engaged in addition to their ascetic life and responding to changes according to time. McDaniel sees Thai Buddhists as “neither static practitioners nor conservative reactionaries” (McDaniel 2011: 7–9). In Lovelorn Ghost and the Magical Monk: Practicing Buddhism in Modern Thailand, McDaniel explores the cult of Mae Nak (lovelorn ghost) and Somdet To (magical monk). McDaniel rightly shows that the believers of the two cults are more like dedicated fans, rather than dedicated devotees. Thai people could be a fan of one spiritual figure and switch to another according to personal need, but may not lose their admiration to the original figure. McDaniel argues that for most Thai people it is not important whether the religious figures or amulets are associated with Hinduism or Buddhism (McDaniel 2011: 10–11). Previous research into Thai religiosity largely falls under the umbrella function of a search for spiritual guidance and protection during periods of external stress. The Thai attitude of being a dedicated fan has only added to the emergence of different cults. The Ganesa cult in contemporary Thailand started to become visible during the boom period with the story of Ganesa performing a miracle (discussed later). However, Ganesa’s popularity gained more momentum with the Thai economic crisis of 1997. The increased stress and anxiety among the population who faced increasing economic insecurity during the late 1990s prompted personal searching for religious assistance. Ganesa, whose deity identity as being a remover of obstacles became a fulcrum of hope and idol of security to those seeking security in unstable times.

The authors’ point of departure is from the idea of “prosperity religions” as applied by Jackson (1999) and Kitiarsa (2010). Through the collection of empirical evidence through interviews and observations, the authors argue that Ganesa can be seen through the lens of a prosperity cult. This is due to devotees of Ganesa being seekers of success and wealth. The author recognises the fact that material culture plays an important role in understanding cults and the work of Kopytoff (1986) on the cultural biography of things or Miller’s (1987) Material Culture and Mass Consumption are useful for further research. However, in this paper, the authors will present Ganesa’s cult as among one of the many preexisting cults (Chulalongkorn cult, Jatukham cult, Kuan Yin cult, Luang Pho Koon cult, among others) or even new prosperity cults such as the Luk Thep cult in Thailand. What makes the Ganesa cult different is the historical presence of Ganesa giving Thai devotees a feeling of familiarity while not adopting anything new or foreign which may inhibit its cultural uptake. Chinese gods and Bodhisattavas are commonly worshiped locally, but due to the longer historical presence of Hinduism in Thailand, Ganesa’s cult has found an easier fit into Thai religiosity. Ganesa’s immense popularity over time has contributed to market competition evidenced through the icon trade.

Prosperity practices have become more prominent in recent years because religious actions are required in response to different events (Comaroff and Comaroff 2000: 316). In the case of Thailand, wealth generated via capitalism gave rise to the prosperity practices during the period of boom and bust. The increasing needs of a structural positioning of believers and the aspiration for economic improvement lead to the search for wealth. Such aspirations brought anxiety and stress and therefore a search for spiritual guidance and protection. Ganesa, a god of removing obstacles, gained increasing popularity during the economic crisis, as people sought a god that could remove the obstacles arising while also fulfilling their aspirations. Ganesa’s quality as remover of obstacles has given rise to a spiritual market of Ganesa icons with innovative compensators attached to serve the needs of religious consumers.

GANESA AND THE ROOTS OF RECENT POPULARITY

A number of previous studies emphasised the spread of Hinduism through civilisations along the Gulf of Siam, Cambodia, Vietnam and parts of Indonesia (see Coedes 1968, Mabbett 1977, Brown 1991 and Suarez 1999). However, there is a lack of research on the contemporary presence of Hinduism in the lived experiences of Thai people. The authors will fill this gap by focusing on the more recent (since the 1990s) and remarkable increase in Ganesa’s popularity in Thailand. The authors recognise that there are a multitude of valuable and as of yet understudied temples and places of worship in Thailand that are directly Ganesa related such as the large temple at Wat Saman in Chachoengsao province. This large temple has a huge Ganesa statue and is located in remote rice fields where tourists are bused in to pray and make merit. While of interest to the authors this and other phenomena are outside the scope of this essay. Given the length and scope of this research, the authors will be confined to the anthropological and sociological aspects of the Ganesa cult as represented in spiritual multiplicity and the economic commodification of Ganesa as a deity and hybridised cult figure.

The contemporary existence of Ganesa as part of the Thai religious pantheon has its roots in 1990’s India. In September 1995, a New Delhi man dreamt of Ganesa craving for milk. He rushed to the nearest temple before dawn and asked the priest for the permission to offer a spoon of milk to the small stone statue of Ganesa. Both individuals were amazed to see the milk disappear and within hours, the news spread that Ganesa magically consumed the milk (Mcgirk 1995). Millions of people flocked to different temples to offer milk to the deity, within hours more than a million litters of milk were sold, and the dairies ran dry. By the afternoon, the news spread to different parts of the world and Hindu temples in every corner of the world replicated the miracle.16 The miracle story was widely covered by both national and international media. According to a diasporic Brahmin in Bangkok, this incident was one of the reasons, which set the stage for the increasing popularity of Ganesa in Thailand.17 The milk-drinking story of Ganesa soon became viral not just among the diasporic Hindus community but also among the Thai population. This was evidenced with the long queues of diasporic Hindus and Thai devotees waiting for their turn to feed milk to Ganesa at the Hindu Samaj temple. While this event seems innocuous, the level of media attention it received led markedly to increasing the wider public’s attention towards the “magical” powers, which Ganesa possesses.

Since that period, Ganesa has become commonly known and increasingly popular in Thailand through the mass production of Ganesa images and iconography embodied in statues, both large and small. Ganesa serves as both an active subject and passive object. Ganesa as a religious deity is an active subject able to embody different forms and engage in various positive deeds as needed by the consumer. Ganesa is simultaneously a passive object in the marketplace where the deity is commodified in numerous manners. Ganesa serves an economic objective and is a source of inspiration while providing both spiritual and materialistic guidance. McDaniel (2011) found that funding for the 2008 International Thai Studies Conference was largely funded by the sale of Ganesa images made by a sculptor from Po Chang Institute with ritual blessings performed by Phra Raja Khru Wamathepmuni who is head of the Brahmin sect of Thailand (McDaniel 2011: 207). Ganesa’s popularity ever since has continued spreading to all classes of Thais including commoners and those believing in shamanism and animism. Among 200,000 of those who claim to be spirit mediums of Hindu gods, Ganesa ranked as the third, with Uma and Siva being the first two.

According to Mrs. B,18 a fortune-teller in her 40s, there are eras (yugs [image: art]) associated with different spiritual figures. She defined the current era as the era of Ganesa (following from the previous era of Jatukham). Mrs. B herself was neither certain how a particular era began nor the circumstances of that era being associated with a particular deity. However, she did mention that one of the determinants is possibly the reading of astrological charts and the rest depends on chance of which spiritual figures get popular at which particular time. The degree of popularity is also dependent on celebrity endorsements. Popularity of cults like Somdet To and Mae Nak, Ganesa, Trimurti, Jatukham Ramathep among others have partially been the work of successful celebrities who were protected, succeeded or fallen in love due to the celebrities’ association with religious figures, ritual performance, possessing amulets and offering prayers among other factors. Somdet To, born in 1788, was known through different stories of being the son of King Rama I, a great Pali scholar, abbot of Wat Rakhang, and a teacher of kings. Somdet To was known for his amulet-making skills and amulets made by him today are considered highly valuable with prices reaching up to US$200,000.19 The Mae Nak cult is widely known to Thai people with the story of Mae Nak situated in the Phra Khanong area of Bangkok and going back to the time of King Rama IV (1851–1868). Mak the husband, while serving in the army, went to war and was severely injured during battle. Nak died along with her baby during childbirth. Mak returned not knowing the events that had transpired and lived with Nak’s ghosts. Later discovering Nak being a ghost, Mak hid in a local temple, Wat Mahabut, to escape Nak’s ghost. Built in 1762, Wat Mahabut is now popular for its shrine of Nak with her cradling her baby. Pregnant women and those asking for babies make wishes and offer gifts including baby toys. Thai celebrity endorsements of Somdet To and Mae Nak cults are common to find in Thai society.


McDaniel (2011) interprets the popularity of Ganesa as a product of great success stories and wealth of the worshippers of Ganesa. Furthermore, the endorsements by celebrities like Aphaphon Nakhonsawan (famous singer and actor), Anucha Tosawat and Pokon Phonphisut (action movie actors) have further added to the Ganesa popularity. Celebrity endorsements of Ganesa are common in Thailand, as the elephant god has historically been seen as a patron of the arts. Another feature adding to Ganesa’s popularity is the involvement of Buddhist monks. Buddhist monks at monasteries throughout Thailand ritually do the casting of Ganesa images and amulets. On 13 December 2007, one of the largest casting and sanctification rituals of Ganesa was held at Wat Pak Nam by Luang Pho Ke, a popular Buddhist monk (McDaniel 2011: 157–158).

GANESA, HIS ICONS AND THE ROLE OF SELLERS

By drawing on Bainbridge and Stark’s idea of “cults and compensators” along with the use case studies, the authors will now assess a number of Ganesa icons and the compensators attached which add to the sacred value of this religious commodity. Bainbridge and Stark (2003) see successful religious innovation or cult formation as a social process where the innovator both invents and transmits new religious ideas to others in exchange for rewards. Gaining rewards is an exchange process that evolves whereby humans create and exchange compensators involving sets of beliefs and remedies for action that substitute for immediate attainments of anticipated rewards. Compensators can be either specific or general; while magical healing of mental stress is a specific compensator, a promise to reach heaven is a general compensator. (Bainbridge and Stark 2003: 59–63). Bainbridge and Stark had earlier (1985) defined cults as social enterprises mainly involved in the production and exchange of unique and exotic compensators that people are unaware of since they migrate from an alien society (1985: 172–173). Cults may engage in a business-like model developing new compensator-systems, using attractive packaging and branding. In cults the social dynamics of socialisation and reward factors provide market opportunities and profit potentials both in the larger social setting of the cult as well as individuals who are attracted to the religious market.

Religious icons are symbols that are also part of the language of religion. They express deep layers of meaning and visualise elusive levels of human experience that words may not express. Icons are important; they are the signifiers that point to the signified (the sacred) requiring a person who knows and can provide specific meaning (Peirce 1998 cited in Aden 2013: 137). The interpreters in the case of Ganesa in Thailand are the icon sellers who offer compensators as signifiers and thus associating meaning to their different icons. A number of icon sellers exist in the Thai market catering to the needs of the Ganesa followers.20 According to Ms. N,21 nine out of ten temples in Thailand enshrine a Ganesa statue which leads to large mass market supply to the icon sellers who can cater to the needs of a variety of religious consumers ranging from Thai temples to the general population. The icon market has attracted an increasing number of sellers thus making it highly competitive. Each icon seller differentiates his or her product and offers something new to attract religious consumers. There exist three different kinds of Ganesa icons: those imported from India, those imported then modified locally with added features by the artisan, and lastly those entirely produced locally, each holding their own significance.

The 2015 Ganesa festival described earlier had different roadside alters offering gifts of incense sticks with the nametags. Some provided advice on how to worship Ganesa, while some others gave away business cards to potential religious consumers. The festival served several purposes such as being part of a religious celebration, gaining merit, seeking blessing from deities, consulting astrologers, and a venue for icon sellers to market their product ranging from religious icons to other objects of offerings. The festival provides an unregulated space for religious entrepreneurs to act as creative spiritual and cultural agents for religious seekers. Several icon sellers run their shops in traditional sites such as shopping malls and market places. While others run their business only through non-traditional sites such as Facebook social media. Mr. T is a vendor who set up his shop in a shopping mall in down town Bangkok in late 2015. His shop sells Chinese herbal medicine and a variety of religious icons including Chinese mythological characters like Guan Yin22 and Sun-Wukong,23 among others. However, Ganesa is a primary deity where Ganesa icons range from small to large (approximately 10 to 25 cm).

VARIETIES OF GANESAS

Locally Crafted Ganesa

Mr. T’s shop places more emphasis on the locally crafted icons as the owner prefers to promote the Thai artisanship and add features according to the customer’s needs. A customised version of Ganesa is also available on demand but at additional cost. As Ms. L, the shopkeeper working for Mr. T, in an interview stated:24


We prefer to see images made by a Thai sculptor25 because we want to promote Thai craft skills. Like this one (as in the following picture) is imported from India, they will use the colour red and yellow. However, it differs from Thai style. Our style emphasises on arts. Under the throne and the base, we fill in the coins which have gone through the ritual blessings as well. All statues have gone through the rituals. We invited Brahmins from the Wat Khaek Sao Ching Cha (Hindu Samaj) for the ritual and the Brahmin originally comes from Kusinara city. He has lived in Thailand for 15 years now.
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Figure  2: The three Ganesa on the lotus flower are imported from India and the Ganesa icon on the far right with coins under his throne is locally manufactured (January 2016).



Park (2004) argues that sacred sites act as focal areas, which define a sacred space and hold immense religious value. The definition of sacred sites is illusive but hold two identifying characteristics: “they are not transferable (they are valued because of their associated holiness), and they do not need to be re-established with each new generation (there is an inherited appreciation of the holiness of the site)” (Park 2004: 451). In the case of Thailand, this religious geography provides an additional value-added characteristic of Kushinagar (known in Thai as Kushinara). Kushinagar is in India and is one of the four central Buddhist pilgrimage sites. Kushinagar’s significance is that of being the place where the Buddha died. Since the religious consumers are self-defined Buddhists, having a Brahmin from Kushinagar conduct the blessing ceremony adds significance and value to the ritual. The association of the sacred site to Hindu Brahmin’s from the area attached to the Buddha has both spiritual and economic significance in that the sacred site association by transmission lends additional sacredness to the objects blessed by the Brahmin’s. Ms. L emphasised that regular Ganesa worship is conducted according to the Hindu traditions with a Hindu Brahmin initiating the ceremony and is open for everyone to join. The ceremony conducted by Brahmin creates “a sacred space in which the ordinary things and activities are transformed into something sacred” (Smith 1978). Devotees that buy the Ganesa icon from the shop can easily join the ceremony and ritually invoke the sacred power in the icon; the sacralisation adds to the “repositories of power” present in religious objects (Tambiah 1984: 335). Others are also welcomed to bring their personal Ganesa icon from home and invoke sacredness through blessings from the Brahmin.

Ms. L further explains:


We also emphasise on the accuracy of Ganesa, like he needs to have a big belly, ears must be wide, big trunk. Moreover, we have the third eyes that in fact, he (Pra Phikanet) actually has it but he does not open it. And this eye stands for Siva god. By having the third eye, he will see your wish as well. In addition, for those who possess a spirit, Pra Phikanet will open your third eye and gives you more power. We also brought the Thai monk to perform the rituals because Thai people worship both religions and we want to serve both preferences. We hire dancers, invite Brahmins and Buddhist monks, we promote through social media and advertisements, and we use the best sculptor. Because we have pure faith in Pra Phikanet and we worship him then we have to make him perfect.



Here, the unique compensator is the deity watches and grants the wishes of the worshipper and when the worshipper is a spirit medium then the third eye of Ganesa blesses the spirit mediums with additional religious powers. The third eye phenomenon is a relevant signifier to the spirit mediums as the third eye of Ganesa empowers the spirit mediums to possess more spirits and further enrich their abilities to heal their followers. This multilayered compensator is at the first level operating on a level of the deity working directly to the worshippers themselves. The second level is when a religiously empowered figure is engaged in deity worship then a third level is activated providing the religious figure enhanced powers which will then operate on simple worshippers.


Wanlayaphak Ganesa

A second form of Ganesa available at the shop is Ganesa with his two consorts and two sons named Wanlayaphak (see Figure 3).26 This form of Ganesa is unique according to Ms. L because even though the form shares some artistic similarities with the Huay Kwang intersection Ganesa shrine,27 Ms. L’s Wanlayaphak Ganesa with his two wives, Buddhi28 and Siddhi, has an added feature of the two sons of Ganesa, Subh (auspicious) and Labh (gains). Worshipping this form brings good luck since Subh and Labh bring good luck and wealth to the devotees. This form is the Lakshmi Ganapati (Ganesa of Wealth), seated on the throne brings fame, power and charisma.
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Figure  3: Wanlayaphak Ganesa.
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Figure  4: Famous Ganesa shrine and devotees in Huey Kwang District, Bangkok.




Baby Ganesa

A third form of Ganesa offered is the baby Ganesa that according to Ms. L brings calmness (Sabai Jai) to the worshipper and is cute. The baby represents the symbol of power because of the young age. Ms. L recommends devotees buy and worship the Wanlayapak form of adolescence for abundance and the baby form for gaining power. The crystal ball held in Ganesa’s left hand represents the unlimited wishes that the deity grants. This demonstrates product localisation as the Ganesa icons in India depict Ganesa holding a laddu (sweets), usually yellowish in colour as explained by Ms. L. The reason being laddus are Ganesa’s favourite sweets and devotees are recommended to offer laddus to please Ganesa. Ms. L’s shop has added uniqueness to their Ganesa by replacing the laddu with a crystal ball. The price of the baby form is 15,900 baht29 but the shop may raise the price soon as they gained a contract from a tour operator that will bring tourists directly to the shop in large numbers.
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Figure  5: Baby Ganesa.



Ms. L’s shop prefers to use different colours for their icon with the white coloured statues being a limited edition. They also produce the icons in other colours according to the day of birth and each colour has a spiritual meaning. For example, white represents purity and pink is for good luck. This is a major selling point for the vendor as Thai people associate colour to days of the week thus personalising significantly the religious experience with a physical icon and having that being directly associated to phenomenon in the astrological chart. According to Denis Segaller (2005), ancient Thai tradition associate different colours with each day of the week and each colour associates with a planet god as follows:


Table  1: Colours of the week and their planetary gods.



	Day of the week
	Colour
	Planetary god



	Sunday
	Red
	Sun



	Monday
	Cream or yellow
	Moon



	Tuesday
	Pink
	Mars



	Wednesday
	Green
	Mercury



	Thursday
	Orange or brown
	Jupiter



	Friday
	Blue
	Venus



	Saturday
	Black or purple
	Saturn




Another seller, Mr. A,30 has sold Ganesa icons through social media sites like Facebook for the past three years. He initially started his Facebook page to help raise funds for alumni in Poh Chang who did not have money to pay tuition fees. Over time, there was an increase in demand for Mr. A’s Ganesa icon and so he hired some people to help him mold more Ganesa icons. Mr. A as well mentions that colours are important, as he knows the preferences of his target group. He mentions that women prefer lighter colours so Mr. A would paint the icons in light shades giving a sweeter look to the deity. In addition, his Ganesa is in the sitting form, which according to Mr. A. signifies success and abundance. The compensator offered here is success and abundance if devotees worship Mr. A’s Ganesa (Figure 6).
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Figure  6: Sitting form of Ganesa designed by Mr. A.




The various localised innovations and modifications of the Ganesa deity by Mr. A and Mr. A demonstrate the complexity of the Ganesa cult. They are indicative of both spiritual and economic entrepreneurship in line with local particularities in the belief that worshipping Ganesa will bring the worshipper a greater chance of success and abundance in their spiritual and material lives.

CONCLUSION

Thailand shares historic cultural and trade links with India, which have led to an abundance of Hindu influences in many aspects of Thai culture. People of Southeast Asia are well aware of Ganesa through a long history of what Coedes (1968) called Indianisation with Hinduism spreading through civilisations leaving influences still evident in language and other aspects of cultures. Although Ganesa is a residue of the historical cultural legacy, this paper focuses on the contemporary phenomena associated with Ganesa’s immense popularity providing followers unique compensators that help to cope with psychological and socio-economic anxieties. The Ganesa cult, like many other prosperity cults, emerged during the period of economic boom but became more visible during the time of economic downturn. Borrowing ideas from earlier scholars, the authors see Ganesa through the lens of a prosperity cult that has attracted a big fan following since the time of the Asian financial crisis. The results from the observations and interviews during festivals like Ganesa Chaturthi and in market places reveal that Ganesa has indeed gained a large fan following over the years making Ganesa an object of veneration but at the same time an object of commodification. Mass media has also played an important role in the immense popularity of this elephant god by making information widely available and through celebrity endorsements. Ganesa’s followers come from every part of society ranging from politicians to artisans to celebrities and commoners. The followers of the cult are dedicated fans who participate in festivities and possess Ganesa icons in personal spaces. With increasing interest in Ganesa, the icon market has emerged and has become increasingly competitive with icon sellers attaching meanings to the deity by offering unique compensators to the reward seekers ranging from prosperity, power, abundance and granting wishes. The varieties of compensators and meanings attached to the different icon styles have given rise to market competition based on product differentiation. Each vendor offers something different as a business strategy attracting the reward seekers. Customised services are also available with designs and colours added according to the need of the religious consumers. Ganesa icons in more recent times are conveniently available in department stores, weekly and weekend markets, and through social media sites.
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2     Popularly known as the Wat Khaek. Founded by the diasporic Southern Indian community during the reign of King Rama IV (1851–1868).

3     Thai country music from the Northeast of Thailand developed in the first half of the twentieth century but the word luk thung came into use only in the 1960s. The luk thung songs typically reflect the hardship of everyday life among the rural poor class.

4     One of the newly developed areas on the Thonburi side of Bangkok with several department stores and restaurants and provides access to important tourist sites within both Bangkok and suburban areas.

5     One of the three major gods in the Hindu pantheon including Brahma and Vishnu.

6     Heramba Ganesa is the 11th among the 32 different forms of Ganesh, also seen as the protector of the weak. In this form, Ganesa appears with five heads and ten hands and the worship of this form is believed to bring confidence to the weak, overcome fears and knowledge to accomplish tasks.

7     Generally depicted seated or standing with four arms, an elephant head, potbellied and one tusk. He normally holds either of the four in his hands: svadanta (his own tusk); kapittha (wood-apple); modaka (sweet also known as laddu); ankusha (elephant goad); pasha (noose); naga (snake); parashu (axe); rosary; lotus; or mulaka (radish). His vehicle is a musika (mouse) and he ties a snake around his waist (Dalal 2010: 142).

8     A festival celebrated during the month of Bhaadrapada according to the Hindu lunar calendar and usually falls in August or September.

9     Ganesa Chaturthi is believed to be ancient but was not a part of Maharasthra’s tradition until introduced by the Maratha Empire. In 1893, Tilak re-invented the Ganesa Chaturthi (birthday celebration of Ganesa) from annual family celebration into a public event. This was a way of building national spirit and show unity of the Hindu society by turning the festival into a community-based enterprise (Nejad 2015: 273–274; Metcalf and Metcalf 2012: 151–152).

10   Tilak (1856–1920) was an Indian nationalist and the first popular leader of the Indian Independence movement against the British colonial rule.

11   The caste system in India is a social stratification of people into four main groups, priests, warriors, merchants and the peasants. While the first three are considered as the upper castes, the peasants fall under the category of lower caste. The individual membership comes through birth and there is a mutual interdependence within given occupation with defined ritual duties, roles, attributes surrounding purity and pollution, specific customs and traditions of worship. See O’Malley 1935: 65–92.

12   See Purkayastha 2016.

13   See Sukumar 2003.

14   See Kitiarsa 2005.

15   Stengs defines Thainess as being able to “integrate modernisation in a Thai manner” in addition to being a symbol of “pride for not being colonised.” See Stengs (2012).

16   The miracle happened on 21 September 1995 and lasted only for 24 hours.

17   Interview on 22 January 2016. The Hindu Brahmin, prefers to be called by his last name Tripathi, is originally from Gorakhpur (a city in the northeastern part of Indian state of Uttar Pradesh) and works independently without being associated with any particular Hindu temple in Thailand. He has been providing religious services to both diasporic Hindu community and the Thai community since 1991.

18   Interviewed on 20 February 2016.

19   See McDaniel 2011: 23–71 and McDaniel 2014.

20   The term icon generally includes several devotional objects, such as statues, amulets, wall paintings, mosaics, buildings, monasteries, written texts or even a person. Here the term refers to an object of veneration like statues and amulets.

21   An icon seller running a shop opposite a department store in Rangsit, interviewed on 21 February 2016.

22   The Goddess of compassion and mercy in Mahayana Buddhism, as a bodhisattva venerated among the East Asian Buddhist.

23   The monkey king, one of the most famous Chinese legends, a character from the classic novel entitled The Journey to the West.

24   Interviewed on 27 January 2016.

25   The sculptor has majored in arts and sculptures and holds two master’s degree.

26   Known as the Lakshmi Ganapati, this is one of the forms listed among the thirty-two names of Ganesa in the Mudgala Purana. Lakshmi Ganapati refers to Ganapati the fortunate and in this form, he is with his wives Siddhi (Achievement) and Buddhi (Wisdom). He has eight hands and both of his consorts hold while lotus flowers.

27   Known to the locals as the Pikanet shrine in the Huay Kwang district, the shrine is one of the most famous Ganesa shrines in Bangkok.

28   Buddhi, often replaced with Riddhi, signifies prosperity.

29   The exchange rate as of 20 October 2016 is approximately USD$1/35 baht

30   Interviewed on 2 March 2016.
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ABSTRACT

In tandem with the current development of film scholarships in the area of the world and national cinemas, the paper seeks to examine four scenes from the South Indian Tamil popular film “Kannathil Muthamittal” (English: A Peck on the Cheek) using a concept derived from Hamid Naficy’s theorisation of an accented cinema known as the filmmakers’ “preoccupation with the place.” The conception is cinematically expressed through spatial representations of the open, closed and the third space-time formations. In the accented cinema, space-time formations are cinematic spatial aspects that are employed to produce or reproduce the fundamental “accent” of displacement and deterritorialisation. According to Naficy, the accent predominantly originates from the filmmakers’ experiences and their artisanal productions and not so much from their accented lingo. The paper, in particular, aspires to engage critically the national film “Kannathil Muthamittal” directed by the renowned Indian filmmaker, Mani Ratnam. The paper will evidentially establish that the accented cinematic features which are exclusive to the accented cinema have consistently appeared in the selected scenes in the film. Although Naficy’s theory has offered a range of cinematic features that express the filmmakers’ preoccupation with the spaces and places they inhabit and their displacement and deterritorialisation experiences, the paper will only concentrate on the spatial representations of the open, closed and the third space-time formations. As for the accented filmmakers, the theory of an accented cinema distinguishes the accented filmmakers into three distinct categories, namely the diasporic, the exilic and the postcolonial ethnic. Even though it is obvious that director Mani Ratnam does not belong to any of these groups, the cinematic style and strategies employed in Kannathil Muthamittal, especially in the selected scenes, exhibit the visual and the narrative markers of the accent. By examining the style and the strategies employed in these scenes, the paper concludes that the South Indian Tamil cinema has indeed embarked on a path that puts it ahead from its conventional style to a more advanced form of filmmaking which integrates a broad range of cinematic features employed from various other forms of cinemas.

Keywords: Accent, space-time formation, spatial representations, preoccupation, cinematic, displacement and deterritorialisation

INTRODUCTION

The film Kannathil Muthamittal (directed by Mani Ratnam 2002) enjoyed its maiden premier at the 2002 Toronto International Film Festival. The following year, the film received an overwhelming reception at the San Francisco International Film Festival. The film continued to receive high critical acclaim and went on to win the “Best Film category awards at six international film festivals, six best film National Film Awards and six best South Indian Filmfare Awards” (Dhananjayan 2014: 414). Although Kannathil Muthamittal may appear to be like any other regular south Indian Tamil film, certain cinematic attributes that are evidently present in the film distinguishes it from the other south Indian Tamil films. Apart from the popular stereotypical cinematic elements of Indian cinema, namely, romance, comedy, scenery, songs, culture, melodrama and suspense, the film expresses the displacement and the deterritorialisation of the Eelam-Tamils of Sri Lanka as how an accented film would illustrate such troubling issues. Reasoning from this fact, it is evident that Kannathil Muthamittal is not of the accented make, and the filmmaker Mani Ratnam is not from the accented filmmaking fraternity. Nevertheless, four scenes from the film strongly exhibits the dynamics of the accented style of filmmaking.

Besides the trauma of forced evacuations and forced expulsions, the subject of displacement and deterritorialisation in the film is established through the portrayals of two main landscapes. The coastal town of Rameswaram in Tamil Nadu, India, and the native Eelam-Tamil homeland of Sri Lanka. In the film, both the settings highlight the notion of home, unhomeliness and home seeking affiliations. In the four scenes, both the landscapes, Tamil Nadu and the Eelam-Tamil homeland play a crucial role in expressing the accent of the Eelam-Tamil displacement and deterritorialisation. Naficy argues that the accent exclusively stems from the filmmakers’ displacement and deterritorialisation experiences and not so much from their spoken lingo (Naficy 2001: 4). Coming from Naficy’s explication of the accent, Subeshini Moodley argues that the accent also stems from the various factors that had influenced the filmmakers’ physical and psychological displacement (Moodley 2003: 66). For instance, filmmaker’s origin, causes of displacement, the period involved and the filmmakers’ geographical background, their alternative production modes, filmmaking styles and strategies. Fundamentally, the accent is the main criterion that distinguish the accented cinema from the other forms of cinema.

THE ACCENTED FILMS

The dominant cinema which has long established itself as a large-scale entertainment industry is made of national, or the world films, these films are considered universal and without accent. Conversely, the accented cinema which is really a conglomeration of diasporic, exilic and postcolonial ethnic film is characteristically “interstitial because these films are created astride, and in the interstices of social formations and cinematic practices” (Naficy 2001: 4–5). Though Kannathil Muthamittal is inherently a commercial film of the national produce, the film, however, shoulders the subject of displacement and the deterritorialisation of the Eelam-Tamils. The four selected scenes not only render the forced evacuation of the Eelam-Tamils from the native villages, but also the effects of forced external expulsion. One such example is the portrayal of the refugee camp in Rameswaram, Tamil Nadu, India. Therefore, Kannathil Muthamittal is a national film that unequivocally reflects much of the accented cinematic works.

Of late, the accented filmmaking strategies have certainly gained grounds in the cinema world. The genre had indeed grown immensely in terms of output, stylistic variety, cultural diversity and social impact. Many contemporary world and national filmmakers are known to have incorporated the accented filmmaking strategies in their works. In her acclaimed work, Asuman Suner (2006) identifies three prominent national filmmakers who have resorted to the accented filmmaking strategy to render the effects of displacement and deterritorialisation. Among them are the Kurdish-Iranian director Bahman Ghobadi who produced the film, A Time for Drunken Horses (Zamani barayé masti asbha, dir. Ghobadi 2002), Hong Kong director Wong Kar-Wai’s Happy Together (Chun gwong cha sit, dir. Kar-wai 1997) and Turkish director Nuri Bilge Ceylan’s Distant (Uzak, dir. Ceylan 2002). The works of these filmmakers evidently reflect much use of the accented strategies employed as narrative tools that produce or create the accent to render cinematic portrayals of displacement and deterritorialisation. In the same way, director Mani Ratnam, an acclaimed Indian national filmmaker had resorted to the use of accented filmmaking strategies, in a few scenes, to create the accent that expresses the Eelam-Tamil displacement and deterritorialisation in Kannathil Muthamittal.

THE PLOT

The film’s central plot develops around a nine-year-old girl, Amudha. On her ninth birthday, Amudha comes to know that she was an adopted child. Eventually, Amudha develops a strong yearning to find out who her actual parents were and why she was given away for adoption. The only information that she was able to obtain is a name, M. D. Shyama, the name of her biological mother, an Eelam-Tamil refugee who came from Sri Lanka. After many struggles and persuasions, with her adoptive parents, Amudha reaches the native Eelam-Tamil homeland of Sri Lanka in search of her biological mother. In the film, Shyama is portrayed both as a strong mother and a devoted Eelam fighter. She leaves her new-born baby, Amudha, at the Rameswaram refugee camp in India and returns to the Eelam enclave of Sri Lanka where she continues to fight for the liberation of the native Eelam-Tamil homeland. On her arrival, Amudha becomes terrified of the civil war-trodden environment. Being a child who does not even know the meaning of civil war, Amudha struggles to comprehend the trauma and the adversities of the civil war predicament.

The subsequent plot is mainly about how Amudha reunites with her biological mother. Though the plot appears to be rather emotive and predictable, the accent of displacement and the deterritorialisation is certainly convincing. In the film, the accent is illustrated through the portrayals of the civil war environment. Director Ratnam’s screenplay which effectively depicts the severity of the Sri Lankan civil war through the representations of both the landscapes also draws attention to an emotive storyline that revolves around the life of an estranged mother who is torn between the love for her homeland and her only child. The final scene is evidently all about appeasement. The mother-child appeasement takes place in an environment where guns were being fired in every direction, this is the scene where Amudha finally realises that she has to let her mother go for the greater good.

Although the film’s plot resembles the one of the accented, yet, for the most part, the film retains the signature filmmaking style of South Indian Tamil cinema. The distinct style is exclusively characterised by extravagant productions and sweeping epic melodrama interspersed with haunting songs. Even though the film has exploited one or two familiar themes of South Indian Tamil cinema, namely, the mother-child sentiments, the film remains as an exception to South Indian Tamil cinema. According to Dhananjayan (2014), Ratnam’s work in Kannathil Muthamittal is indeed commendable as he had put much effort in rendering the struggles of the Eelam-Tamils as authentically as possible (Dhananjayan 2014: 412). The realism of displacement and deterritorialisation is effectually presented through dark and cold cinematic ambiences. Besides that, the spatial representations shown in these scenes appear to be specially configured to express the trauma and the pain of displacement and deterritorialisation of the Eelam-Tamils. It needs to be highlighted that the strategy of producing and reproducing meaning through visual-spatial representations is somewhat new to South Indian Tamil cinema.

SOUTH INDIAN TAMIL CINEMA

Over the years, South Indian Tamil cinema has established itself as an integral part of the economic, social, cultural and political construct of Tamil Nadu. Sundararaj Theodore Baskaran writes, “over seventy-nine years of its existence, Tamil cinema has grown to become the most domineering influence in the cultural and political life in Tamil Nadu” (Baskaran 1996: ii). In these years, Tamil films have immensely focused on the representations of the South Indian Tamil homeland through its social, political and cultural landscapes. The Neo-nativity film era of South Indian Tamil cinema, that is the 70s and the 80s, saw most south Indian Tamil filmmakers employing village and rural landscapes of Tamil Nadu as the preferred sites for their films. According to Velayutham (2008), in the 90s, most Tamil filmmakers shifted their orientation towards the urban space or the city landscapes as the primary backdrop for their films (Velayutham 2008: 4). Many prominent South Indian Tamil filmmakers were also known to have exploited locations outside of Tamil Nadu as the primary backdrops for their films. The landscapes of the native Tamil homeland of Sri Lanka were once the preferred locations for numerous South Indian Tamil films. However, due to the civil war situation that lasted for almost three decades, the Eelam-Tamil homeland of Sri Lanka has yet to receive the kind of cinematic attention that is being relished by Tamil Nadu, the Tamil homeland of South India.

In most South Indian Tamil films, the filmmakers’ sense of thematic preoccupation has been well represented in terms of its expressive landscapes that render the political, social and cultural environments of the Tamil homeland. According to Pandian (2011), the spatial representations of the Tamil homeland rendered in Tamil cinema are “often invested with power and affective quality” (Pandian 2011: 61). Pandian also argues that in the efforts to maintain or to fortify the effects of power and affective quality, “cinema draws its vitality from affective encounters with many kinds of worlds” this creates a “situation” of “qualitative overspill, a fabricated environment of encounter, resonance, and excess” (Pandian 2011: 52–53). Pandian’s argument unequivocally refers to the affective song-sequences scenes that deploy exotic foreign landscapes and the films that rely on reinvented local landscapes to render the required affectiveness. In his study on the cinematic landscapes of South Indian Tamil films, Pandian concludes that “less the fixing of spatial contexts for the framing of feeling, and more the fluid processes through which affects come to inhabit a world” (Pandian 2011: 74). Pandian’s study proves that the sense of preoccupation in South Indian Tamil films is primarily configured towards affective expressions rather than artistic representations. However, director Ratnam happens to be a prominent national filmmaker has proved Pandian otherwise; through Kannathil Muthamittal, Ratnam has shown to the south Indian Tamil cinema that the accent can be artistically reproduced to express the accent of displacement and deterritorialisation on the screen.

THE NON-ACCENTED FILMMAKER

According to Baskaran (1996), the South Indian Tamil cinema has certainly come a long way in the last seventy-nine years and has emerged as a robust film industry of South India (Baskaran 1996: 1). Over the years, Tamil cinema has certainly made its presence known in the global film arena. Apart from producing world-class Tamil films, the South Indian Tamil cinema has also given many legendary talents who have taken the Tamil films to the international screens. Amongst them stands Gopala Ratnam Subramaniam (widely known by his screen name Mani Ratnam), an Indian national film auteur, screenwriter and producer who predominantly works in the South Indian Tamil cinema. Nagappan (2011) argues that Mani Ratnam’s films are products of Chennai, Tamil Nadu and not Mumbai or the Hindi language (Nagappan 2011: 170).

Mani Ratnam’s brand of Tamil films have created waves in the world cinemas, having won many acclaimed film awards. Ratnam is celebrated as one of the greatest film talents of India. Besides, Ratnam’s distinctive filmmaking style has given a fresh breath to the Indian filmmakers, particularly, South Indian Tamil filmmakers. The distinctiveness in most of his films is certainly rendered through the illustrations of the Tamil “native-ness,” affective expressions, art and realism. Ratnam’s films are distinctly recognised through exclusive cinematic features, to name a few, dim lighting, short dialogues, realistic backgrounds, song picturisations and strong female characters. “Ratnam’s films have marked the renaissance of the Tamil cinema, viewers flocked to his more complex characters, his innovative use of the camera and of course the lively music” (Nagappan 2011: 172).

Unlike the accented filmmakers who deliberately break away from the practices of profit-motivated film industries, Ratnam, throughout his career as a mainstream filmmaker, has produced films that have found the right balance of commercial and artistic sensibilities. For instance, Ratnam’s impactful films such as Roja (dir. Mani Ratnam 1992) and Bombay (dir. Mani Ratnam 1995), although both the films evidentially express the national importance, political turmoil and human relationships, both the films were hailed as a critical and commercial success. “Ratnam’s films demonstrate a potent ‘middle cinema’—a cinema that bridges the seemingly insurmountable divide between Indian popular and art film” (Nagappan 2011: 172). Through most of his films, Ratnam has made a clear stand by addressing issues that are current and relevant to the Tamil society, Ratnam films are “rooted in the Tamil language and exalt the Tamil culture” (Nagappan 2011: 170). The highly acclaimed Kannathil Muthamittal is one such effort, one of the main highlights of the film is the emotional and cultural bond between the Tamils of Tamil Nadu and the Eelam-Tamils of Sri Lanka.

In the film, director Mani Ratnam explores a highly controversial yet significant issue of the Eelam-Tamil minority ethnic of Sri Lanka. The film renders the initial phase of the post-civil war environment in the Eelam-Tamil homeland of Sri Lanka through the eyes of his young protagonist, Amudha, a nine-year-old Tamil girl who comes from a coastal town in Rameswaram, Tamil Nadu. The film maintains the commercial aspects of a South Indian Tamil feature film and at the same time expresses the conflict in the Eelam-Tamil homeland in an artistic manner. Prominent Indian film critic, Maithili Rao regards Mani Ratnam as the man who is responsible for “redefining the range and depth of Tamil cinema” (NFDC 1991: 18). The 2002 film is about relationships and how these relationships are affected by the civil war in Sri Lanka. Besides all the other glamorous attributes of the dominant or national cinema, the depth of this film lies in how Ratnam explores the issues of displacement and deterritorialisation using the accented filmmaking mechanisms. The most assuring is the employment of the cinematic features that create the filmmakers’ accent of displacement and deterritorialisation.

THE PREOCCUPATION WITH THE PLACE AND THE ACCENT

As one of the central concepts delineated in the theorisation of an accented cinema, the preoccupation with the place expresses the accented filmmakers’ emotional bond with the past, and the present and the loved, and the hated homeland. The concept also reveals the filmmaker’s “utopian yearning for faraway utopian places, homesick nostalgia for the past, the schizoid perception of the present, loss of identity and belonging, and desire for social others and foreigner” (Naficy 2001: 206). It also needs to be stressed that in the accented filmmaking system, the accent which cinematically reveals the effects of displacement and deterritorialisation only emanates from the filmmakers’ experiences and their preoccupation with the spaces and places they inhabit.

Based on the distinctiveness of the accent, the theory an accented cinema classifies the accented filmmakers into three distinct categories, that is, the diasporic, exilic or post-colonial ethnic. The classifications also reflect the filmmakers’ background, particularly their ethnicity, national identity and the form of expulsion they have experienced, either forced or volunteered. Naficy’s book primarily concentrates on filmmakers from different parts of the world, mainly from the Latin America, Lithuania, Iran, Turkey, Palestine and Russia. Naficy (2001) argues that in terms of the experiences of displacement and deterritorialisation, all the accented filmmakers vary extensively, this also includes their psychological displacements (Naficy 2001: 10). Conclusively, Naficy stresses that one should never assume that the accented filmmakers are not all equally or similarly displaced or deterritorialised. Based on Naficy’s in-depth explication of the accent, it is evident that director Ratnam does not belong to any of the accented classifications. However, in Kannathil Muthamittal, Ratnam exploits the accent merely as a narrative strategy that creates the exilic environment and predicament. The strategy proves to be the film’s greatest strength as the cinematically concocted accent effectively sets up the required frames for the film’s dramatic climax which brings the estranged mother and daughter together.

Ratnam’s exploitation of the accent as the means of using it only as a cinematic strategy is certainly evident in the film’s treatment of nostalgia. In the film, the nostalgia which is a significant aspect of the accent is mostly rendered through the settings of the native Eelam-Tamil homeland of Sri Lanka. One such scene that evokes the sense of nostalgia is the scene that shows Thiruchelvan and Harold Wickramasinghe walking through an open field. In this scene, the sense of nostalgia does not express any sense of preoccupation nor the experiences of displacement and deterritorialisation, and it is only used as a strategy to reveal the natural environment of the native Eelam-Tamil homeland of Sri Lanka. Similar scenes like this can be seen at the beginning and ending parts of the film. Nevertheless, the strategy effectively reproduces the much-needed exilic spatial and temporal atmosphere. However, the employment of the accent as a cinematic strategy is indeed an obvious distinction between the commercial and the accented cinema. In fact, in most commercial films, especially the recent ones, the accent is mainly exploited and employed as a cinematic tool that produces the required effects according to the needs of the film’s plot. The accented films, on the other hand, are firmly focused on conveying authentic or encrypted meanings and messages. Probably due to the concerns of authenticity of the accent, Kannathil Muthamittal did not escape from criticism. However, the acclaimed film remains as the first of its kind that has successfully employed the artistic strategies to produce meaning through spatial representations.

The following scenes in the film patently demonstrate the manifestation of the accent: The first scene depicts Dhileepan and Shyama’s separation. The second scene depicts the capture of Thiruchelvan and Dr. Harold Tamil by the Tamil rebels. The third scene portrays the refugee camp at Rameswaram, and the fourth scene presents the ancestral Tamil homeland in Sri Lanka. As mentioned earlier, Ratnam’s distinct filmmaking style combines both aesthetic and commercial aspects of cinema. The selected four scenes are inherently aesthetic, these scenes express realistic conditions and do not involve sequences and situations that are irrelevant to the plot. Although the other scenes in the film are imperatively relevant to the plot, they are very much commercially fashioned, these scenes involve grand settings, comedy, romance, songs, dances and exotic locations. The mise-en-scène of the selected scenes revolves around the intense experiences of space and time which can be examined using Naficy’s spatial representation modality. The modality plays a crucial role in defining the spatial and temporal characteristics of accented spaces and landscapes through the open, closed and third space-time formations. The outcome of this analysis would reveal how the accented feature, predominantly, the spatial representation modality had been used as a strategy to produce the accent in a national-commercial film. The spatial representation modality operates as the accented feature that presents the space or the place and also as the artistic expression that reveals “the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in literature” (Bakhtin, Holquist and Emerson 2010: 84).

Naficy uses the spatial representation modality as the “unit of analysis for studying texts in terms of their representation of spatial configurations and as an ‘optic’ for analysing the forces in the culture that produce these configurations” (Naficy 2001: 152). The modality functions as an accented device that primarily analyses the cinematic spatial representations. Among other things, the modality also expresses the filmmakers’ preoccupation with the place and functions as an analysing mechanism that examines the connection between “inherited space-time of the homeland to the constructed space-time of the exile and diaspora” (Naficy 2001: 152). The modality, through the space-time formations, demonstrates how the spatial representations of the homeland in the conditions of, either the diasporic, exilic or postcolonial ethnic setting, is cinematically conveyed through the open, closed and third space-time formations. All the three space-time formations are inherently place bounded, these formations refer “to certain specific temporal and spatial settings in which stories unfold” (Naficy 2001: 152).

SPACE-TIME FORMATIONS: THE OPEN, CLOSED AND THE THIRD

The most important role of accented films is to express and to demonstrate the filmmakers’ yearnings for a “utopian prelapsarian space-time” of the imagined homeland that is uncontaminated by “contemporary facts” (Naficy 2001: 152). Such ideal places refer to the pre-displacement phases where the filmmakers often desire for an ideal homeland that is luxuriant and liberated. Such desires are cinematically expressed through the wide and open view of a particular landscape which is usually conveyed through long and mobile camera shots. The attributes of the open space-time formations consist of cinematic aspects such as “external locations and open settings and landscapes, bright natural lighting, and mobile and wandering diegetic characters” (Naficy 2001: 153). External locations, open settings and landscapes are favoured aspects that are used as the representations of the desired vision of the homeland. Representations such as these are usually conveyed as pictorial, liberated and extensive visuals on the screen. The use of bright natural lighting is considered as the signature feature of the accented filmmaking strategy. The open-space time scenes are stringently composed using natural sunlight as the predominant lighting scheme.

Another significant aspect of the open space-time formation is the prevailing existence of the diegetic characters. Gerald Prince (2003) states that unlike the conventional characters, the “diegetic character narrates, tells or recounts the story and summarises and makes comments on the events that make up the film’s plot, these actions are usually conveyed through the narrator thoughts” (Prince 2003: 1984). The closed space-time formations are inherently characterised by the filmmakers’ preferences of filming in spaces that convey the idea restriction and confinement. In the accented films, the manifestations of the closed space-time formations are mostly represented through the urban or oppressive landscapes. According to Fowler and Helfield (2006), urban landscapes are also seen as spaces that delimit, rather than amplify the opportunities for growth. The urban landscapes also “express a strong sense of claustrophobia: compressed and clogged with the detritus of city life” (Fowler and Helfield 2006: 3). The closed space formations also represent the sense of physically or metaphorically imprisonment and oppression. The characters involved are often shown experiencing “restrictions in movements and perspectives by spatial, bodily, or other barriers” (Naficy 2001: 153). The condition is usually revealed through “tight shot composition, static framing, and barriers’ and shots that focus on closedness” (Naficy 2001: 153). The mise-en-scène of the closed space-time formations mainly consists of “interior locations and closed settings, such as prisons and tight living quarters, a dark lighting scheme that creates a mood of constriction and claustrophobia” (Naficy 2001: 153). According to Christopher Gow (2011), the third space-time formations inherently represent the structures of slip zones. Gow claims that slip zones are formed through the decussation of the open and the closed space-time formations (Gow 2011: 70). In agreement with Gow, Lance Hanson (2009) asserts that the third space-time formation is a spatial structure that combines both the features of the open and closed formations and they are “characterised by the narratives of transition and liminality” (Hanson 2009: 7). Naficy argues that the third space-time formations are also the spaces that best illustrate the “characteristics of exile” (Naficy 2001: 212). The ethos of those who occupy these spaces are no longer fixated on originality. Those who inhabit or occupy these spaces or zones “are presented not discretely but in a structure of play of sameness and difference, of authenticity and translation” (Naficy 2001: 213). In the accented films, the third-space formations are the representations of transitional and transnational spaces such as travel, crossings, border spaces and journeys. The common manifestations of the third space-time formations are “borders, tunnels, seaports, airports, and hotels or means of transportation, such as trains or buses” (Naficy 2001: 5).

As the projectors of cinematic spatial structures in accented films, space-time formations do not always function as exclusive features. For instance, there could be a few scenes in a film that are composed using a single space-time formation while other scenes using multiple formations. Naficy argues that there are possibilities where all three formations may at times “reinforce, coexist with, or contradict one another” (Naficy 2001: 153).

THE OPEN SPACE-TIME FORMATION

The construction of the open space-time formation is consistently evident in the setting where Dhileepan and Shyama are seen together at the river. The plot begins in Maankulam, a small village in the northern province of Sri Lanka where its population is made out of the Eelam-Tamil ethnic minority. The first scene depicts Dhileepan and Shyama’s separation. The scene opens with a medium shot angle which brings to view the setting of a river amidst greeneries, the reflection of the sun on the water indicates the brightness of the sun. In accented films, sunlight is an indicator of time. Thickets, greeneries and sunlight are essential markers that exemplify the magnificence and lushness of the land in question. In terms of the artistic expressions of the open space-time formation, markers of nature are important features that complement and reinforce the open space-time formations. The scene reveals the abundance of happiness surrounding both Dhileepan and Shyama. The mise-en-scène establishes the open space-time formation through the view of the river in broad daylight, amidst the green surroundings. The following manifestation of the open space-time formation can be seen in the subsequent part of the scene where both Dhileepan and his wife Shyama express their attachment and affection towards their homeland. The sense of the openness is further established in the part where Dhileepan and Shyama are shown smearing soil in each other’s face. Although this part of the scene goes without any dialogues, the sense of openness is established through both the characters’ love for the soil. Here, Ratnam uses the soil as a cinematic metaphor to establish the particular space and place as a “potent symbol of the homeland” (Taylor 2015: 97).

The open space-time formation is also discernible in the second scene where both characters, Thiruchelvan and Harold Wickramasinghe, are shown walking through a vast open field, presumably in a rural area, this particular frame comes before they were attacked by a group of Tamil rebels. The view of the field is presented through the use of mobile long and medium shots and bright natural lighting. Based on Naficy’s description of the open space-time formation, the sense of openness is mostly conveyed through the use of “long shots, mobile framing, and long takes that situate the characters within their open settings, preserving their spatiotemporal integrity” (Naficy 2001: 153). In this sense, it is quite obvious that the open-space time form is manifestly present in the scene. Another aspect of the accented feature in the scene is the portrayal of the vast open field itself. Naficy (2001) argues that the cinematic spaces that usually rendered in the accented films are “gendered,” for instance, “the outside, public spaces of the homeland’s nature and landscape are largely represented as feminine and maternal” (Naficy 2001: 154). Congruent to the gendered characteristics of the accented spaces, Ratnam’s mise-en-scène gives much focus to the natural and scenic attributes of the spaces. For instance, the portrayal of open settings such as the open field. Here, the open field is rendered with aesthetic features, such as splendour, vastness and lushness to indicate the maternal-feminine disposition of the homeland. The maternal-feminine manifestation is also strengthened with a Gregorian chant that melodiously plays with a soothing female voice.

The following scene is presented through the song Grant Me Farewell, My Land (Rahman, Vidai Kodu Engal Naadae), the scene is expressed through the South Indian Tamil version of an Eelam-Tamil song. The scene also goes without any spoken dialogues. The open space-time formation in this scene is expressed through the vast landscape of Maankulam, a native Eelam-Tamil village in the northern region of Sri Lanka. The use of airborne long mobile shots effectively covers the entire landscape of Maankulam and present the exhaustive view of the widely spread natural hills, gravel roads and a long winding river. Although the mise-en-scène of Maankulam unequivocally appears consistent with the open space-time formation, however, the formation is presented with certain flaws.


In this scene, the sense of spatial openness does not correlate with the sense of timelessness and boundlessness. The landscape of Maankulam is also presented with the sense of constriction, restriction, anxiety, agitation and fear. According to Naficy, one the main aspects of the open space-time formation is the compulsory use of the bright natural lighting scheme. Though the lighting scheme in this scene appears rather natural, it lacks the sense of brightness and warmth, making the landscape appear dark and gloomy. The depiction of the glum atmosphere of Maankulam suppresses the sense of boundlessness and timelessness, a significant property of the open space-time formation. According to Naficy, there are certain exceptions where the open space-time formations are forced to coexist with other space-time formations. In this case, the darkness and gloominess indicate the intrusion of the closed space-time formation. The absence of the sense of boundlessness and timelessness foreshadow the looming threats and dangers that await Maankulam before long.

THE CLOSED SPACE-TIME FORMATION

In the first scene, the imminent military invasion establishes the formation of the closed space-time. The mise-en-scène reveals the “interior locations and closed settings, such as prisons and tight living quarters, a dark lighting scheme that creates the mood of constriction and claustrophobia, and characters who are restricted in their movements and perspective by spatial, bodily, or other barriers” (Naficy 2001: 153). In the scene, when Dhileepan and Shyama became aware of the growing sound of the approaching assault tanker, especially from its dreadnaught wheels, both quickly hide.

The following part of the scene brings the view of military encroachment. The growing presence of the impending military force also establishes the film’s central trauma. The scene is mostly presented through a combination of close-ups, static and medium shots. Ratnam’s screenplay appears to be quite descriptive of the tanker’s dreadnaught wheels as it crushes the natural vegetation on its path. The brief yet impactful scene establishes the presence of destruction that is about “devastate” the Eelam-Tamil homeland. The mise-en-scène is evidently coherent with the specifications of the closed space-time form. The scene renders the sense of danger, trauma, fear and panic that creates the “mood of constriction and claustrophobia” (Naficy 2001: 153). The final part of this scene brings a quick view of a cluster of trees facing the river. Since the view of the trees is presented through the single medium-range static shot, the mise-en-scène only reveals the trunks, the top and the bottom parts of the trees are not exposed. The view of these bare clustered tree trunks bears the uncanny resemblance of the vertical prison bars. The mise-en-scène establishes the prefiguring of the hostile imprisonment awaiting the dwellers of the native Eelam-Tamil homeland of Sri Lanka. The subsequent frame in this scene renders the unforeseen capture of Thiruchelvan and Wickramasinghe while they were walking through an open field in a rural setting. The scene denotes the notion of uncertainty and threat that lies within the homeland. In this part of the scene, the characters, Thiruchelvan and Wickramasinghe face a brief sense of imprisonment in the hands of the Eelam-Tamil rebels. The capture of the two characters denotes an intensely claustrophobic experience that is driven by fear, panic and trauma. The scene, especially the framing techniques of the claustrophobic experience is indeed consistent with the spatial characteristics of the closed space-time formation.

The next scene is composed using a flashback technique. Generally, in filmmaking, flashbacks are considered as the “cinematic representations of memory and history” (Hayward 2013: 159). Flashbacks are also referred to as “privileged moments in unfolding that juxtaposes different moments of temporal references” (Turim 2013: 1). In the film, Thiruchelvan’s flashback brings to the screen the view of a few Eelam-Tamil refugees stranded on what appears to be a narrow-strip-of-land by the sea. The spatial imagery created through Thiruchelvan’s flashback demonstrates the existence of the Eelam-Tamil refugees and the miserable state of an open-air refugee camp at the shores of Rameswaram. Although the surroundings of the refugee camp, the open sky and the open sea, somewhat denotes the sense of openness and boundlessness of the open space-time formation, the view of the stranded refugees on a narrow space, dull grey skies and poorly lit mise-en-scène strongly implies the prominence of the closed space-time formation. In this conflation, the closed space-time evidently dominates the mise-en-scène.

The diegetic narrator (Thiruchelvan’s voice) underlines the parallel sense of displacement and emplacement experienced by the Eelam-Tamil refugees “in the manner in which the characters occupy the space or are occupied by it” (Naficy 2001: 154). The scene ironically points out the opposition between the closed space-time formation which is set against the open space-time formation, the contrast between the two space-time formations establishes the difference between the lost homeland and the new host land. The mise-en-scène of the refugee camp stands as a typical manifestation of the closed space-time formation; it not only denotes most of the characteristics of the spatial closedness, it also establishes the notion of non-belonging and unhomeliness.


The fourth scene renders the overpowering presence of the military during the forced evacuation process of the Eelam-Tamils from Maankulam. The mise-en-scène is arranged in such a way that the military presence is visible and felt from every direction. In the scene, the forced evacuation of the Eelam-Tamils from Maankulam is closely monitored and controlled by the military force. The mise-en-scène shows several military vehicles forming barriers restricting the people from moving away from the military controlled route. The scene also shows an assault helicopter hovering watchfully as the Eelam-Tamils slowly make their way out of their native land. The presence of the military represents the sense of oppression that is driven by the phobic fears that emanate from the fundamental nature of the closed space-time formation. The sense of constriction and suffocation is also established through the visual renderings of heavily cramped and overcrowded vehicles that are used to carry the evacuees away from their homeland. In fact, all the scenes that are composed according to the closed space-time formation have one common similarity, that is, these scenes do not include spoken dialogues. The selected scenes are presented solely through the spatial representations. Importantly, these closed space-time structures are consistent with the accented filmmaking strategy, especially in term of evoking the sense of “imprisonment and tight living quarter that creates a mood of constriction and claustrophobia, where the characters are restricted in their movements and perspective by spatial, bodily or other barriers” (Naficy 2001: 153).

THE CONTRADICTORY FORMATIONS OF THE OPEN AND THE CLOSED SPACE

Based on Naficy’s delineation of the preoccupation with the homeland, the scene which renders the capture of Thiruchelvan and Wickramasinghe demonstrates a rare and unusual spatial configuration. The scene shows both the characters encounter an unforeseen imprisonment while they were walking freely through an open field on a bright day. The mise-en-scène establishes the spatial qualities of the openness through the portrayal of the vast, beautiful and rich landscape of the Tamil homeland in Sri Lanka. As opposed to the usual projection of the open space-time formation, the sense of openness in this scene exhibits the striking presence of the closed space-time form. The depiction of the closed space-time formation is expressed through the sense of constriction in the form of entrapment and captivity followed by claustrophobic experiences coupled with the sense of panic, fear and trauma. The incarceration experienced by both Thiruchelvan and Wickramasinghe in the hands of the rebels cinematically freezes the mobile framing feature of the open space-time formation to a halted position. The halted, stationary or static framing is a significant attribute of the closed space form. Therefore, in this frame, the closed space-time formation is positioned within the open space-time formation, creating a conflation that demonstrates the notion of conflict. However, both formations also effectively reflect the filmmakers’ preoccupation with the place. In this scene, Ratnam uses the representations of the closed space-time formations to convey the notion that the Eelam-Tamil homeland is a controlled and restricted territory where the Eelam-Tamils are destined to live in fear in the restricted homeland. The decussation of the open and the closed space-time formations aesthetically reveals the realistic environment of the Eelam-Tamil homeland of Sri Lanka.

THIRD SPACE-TIME FORMATION

In the first scene, upon witnessing the military encroachment, Dhileepan and Shyama had no other choice but to part ways. The parting scene takes place at the river, the separation of both the characters is revealed through the use of combined long and medium shots. In this scene, the river functions both as the transitional site and the border. Based on Naficy’s description of the third space formation, the materialisation of transitional sites such as the borders and liminal spaces is solely attributed to human engagements such as “border crossing and journeying” (Naficy 2001: 154). In this scene, the manifestation of the river effectively conveys both these ideas. In an exclusive interview published in The Middle East Magazine, director Bahman Ghobadi explains the significance of the borders rendered in his award-winning accented film, A Time for Drunken Horses. According to Kutschera (2003), Ghobadi equates the borders and the spaces associated with them as the “worst enemies of men” (Kutschera 2003: 59).

In this scene, the river which is rendered as the primary manifestation of the third space-time formation establishes the engagement of the journey experiences and border crossings for both the characters. The use of the river imagery to enforce the existence and the influence of the third space-time formation is consistent with Naficy’s observation on Ann Hui’s climax sequence in the film, the Song of the Exile (Ke tu qiu hen, dir. Ann Hui 1990). Ann Hui’s climax takes place at the border by the sea. Using Ann Hui’s film as an example, Naficy argues that the scenes that depict transitional and border spaces are inherently cathartic. Most cathartic scenes are sites of psychological reliefs. These scenes mostly evoke confessions, open expressions or outburst of emotions. Similar to the climax scene in Ann Hui’s film, Dhileepan and Shyama’s separation takes place at the river where both are forced to go their separate ways. The scene is also inherently cathartic, as this is the space where Dhileepan declares to Shyama that he has to leave her for the greater good of their people. In this scene, the river stands as a transitional site and as the border for both characters. Consistent with the characteristics of the third space-time formation, the fluidity of the river does not convey the notion of permanence or stability, this is where Dhileepan and Shyama see each other for the last time. The use of transitional and border space to render the separation of both the characters strongly affirms that the strategy at work in this scene is undoubtedly the one of the accented. The tragic separation of Dhileepan and Shyama reinforces the notion that the representations of the third space-time formation not only profess the notion of impermanence and danger, they also manifest as unpredictable spaces.

The next scene that demonstrates the characteristics of the third space-time formation is the scene that renders Thiruchelvan’s flashback. Unlike the manifestation of the third space-time formation in the previous scene, in this scene, the third space-time formation involves transnational sites. According to Naficy, transnational spaces are perceived as “privileged sites that effectively express the notions of journeys” (Naficy 2001: 5). In terms of disposition, the transnational spaces are quite similar to the transitional and border spaces, except for the reason that transnational spaces involve external experiences, such as journeys across and border crossings. The scene begins with a medium group shot that brings the dark and gloomy imagery of a few stranded Eelam-Tamil refugees on narrow-strip-of-land by the sea. The imagery reveals the predicament of the Eelam-Tamil refugees who have left their homeland, crossed the international borders, but they remain confined in the restricted and liminal space of the refugee camp. In this sense, the refugee camp is represented both as a suspended realm and a transnational site where the film’s narrative unfolds through the revelations of the diegetic narrator. The representation of the refugee camp expresses the negative consequences of occupying a transnational site and at the same time poses a threat, that the involvement with these space through journeys and crossings may result in perpetual perilous outcomes.

The third space-time formation is also manifestly dominant in the final scene, Grant Me Farewell, My Land. Similar to the first scene, this scene engages the transitional sites and border spaces as the representations of the third space-time formation to express the inland journeys and border crossings. The inland journey is rendered through the use of hovering mobile, medium and close-up shots which allow the comprehensive view of the forced evacuation out of Maankulam. In this scene, the transitional and borders sites are established through the imagery of the river. The scene expressively indicates the forced expulsion of the Eelam-Tamils away from their ancestral Eelam-Tamil homeland, but they do not cross the state borders. In most accented films, especially the exilic ones, the inland journeys and crossings usually do not involve transnational spaces. However, these journeys and crossings do mostly involve transitional and border sites. The theory of the accented cinema distinguishes the journeys and crossings based on their motivation, according to Naficy “journeys may take the form of exploration, pilgrimage, escape, emigration, or return” (Naficy 2001: 222). In this regard, the scene establishes the journey of escape. Based on the audio lyrics of the song Grant Me Farewell, My Land. The scene shows the forceful evacuation of Maankulam which is about to be destroyed by the military, the view of the villagers vacating their homes and leaving Maankulam evokes the notion that the Eelam-Tamil exodus has begun. Besides escaping the imminent military attack, the journey out of Maankulam also involves the perilous experiences of inhabiting transitional and border spaces. The song Grant Me Farewell, My Land reveals the intensity of occupying these impermanent, dangerous and unpredictable spaces.

CONCLUSION

Inspired by Hamid Naficy’s theorisation of an accented cinema, the paper has critically examined four selected scenes from the film Kannathil Muthamittal. The mise-en-scène of selected scenes are indeed consistent with Naficy’s spatial representation modality which entails the open, closed and third space-time formations. Importantly, these space-time formations illustrate the main concern of this analysis which is to determine that the styles and the thematic preoccupation that is particularly associated with the accented cinema had manifestly prevailed in the film, particularly, in the four scenes discussed. According to the theory of an accented cinema, the accented filmmakers’ emotional attachment to the spaces and places determines the cinematic dispositions of the space-time formations. However, director Mani Ratnam, a national filmmaker, who is well known for his blockbuster commercial films had derived a particular strategy from the accented filmmaking style, namely, the spatial representation, to express the displacement and deterritorialisation of the Eelam-Tamils ethnic of Sri Lanka. Although the strategy is distinct and had never been employed in South Indian Tamil cinema, director Ratnam has effectively used the strategy to create the ambience of displacement and deterritorialisation. For the most part, Ratnam’s strategy focuses on the accent which is revealed through the film’s spatial representations. The particular strategy is specifically employed to create the exilic spaces and atmosphere, mainly, the environment, atmosphere and landscapes. The rendering of spatial representations in the film appears to be cinematically composed in line with the accented cinematic features, especially, through the use of exclusive camera shots, lighting schemes, spatial specifications, diegesis narrations and the flashback technique. Based on the use of these accented features in the film, the paper substantiates the fact that the South Indian Tamil popular films are also capable of producing artistic film scenes that only meticulously depict the spatial aspects of civil-war ravaged landscapes of Sri Lanka but also the Eelam-Tamil refugee enclosure of Tamil Nadu. The employment of the accented cinematic features effectively produces in-depth meanings of the issues related displacement, such as non-identity and unbelonging. The employment of the accented features in a popular film such as Kannathil Muthamittal is a clear indication that the South Indian Tamil cinema has indeed embarked on a path towards a more progressive form of filmmaking. The paper strongly suggests that as an emerging genre, the accented filmmaking style, if not defined in rigid terms, could offer a whole new perspective to commercial filmmaking, be it, the national or world cinema.
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ABSTRACT

Legal education in Indonesia was introduced in the Dutch colonial period. During the early years of Indonesia’s independence, legal education was mostly offered by public universities, and all public law schools were funded entirely by the government of Indonesia. Consequently, the views and policies of these law schools mostly paralleled the government of Indonesia’s policies and views. Later, private institutions participated in providing legal education to Indonesian people interested in studying law. Although private law schools played an important role as an alternative for people who could not enter public law schools for many reasons (e.g., age limit, racial and religious discrimination fears, and political views), they received discriminatory treatment from the government before the 1990s. Prior to the reform era, which began in 1998, the participation of these law schools in the public sector was limited. Only a few alumni from these schools were chosen to hold significant positions in the public sector. After 1998, the situation changed, and the role of private law schools has become more significant in the country. This paper will document the changes that have been made over time by private law schools in an attempt to attain prominence in Indonesia. Additionally, this paper analyses the role of Indonesian private law schools in society, especially after the reform era started in 1998.
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INTRODUCTION

Legal education in Indonesia is provided by both public and private institutions. In terms of quantity, private institutions that provide legal education are more abundant than their public counterparts. However, the private institutions are less preferred because of the stigma in society that assumes that all public institutions are far better than the private ones. People believe that private law schools generally provide a lower quality education.

This stigma emerged from the fact that prior to the 2000s, all public universities were financed entirely by the government, meaning that the tuition fees could be held at a minimum.1 In addition, the government fully supported the development of public universities,2 making it easier for public institutions to grow, compared to private institutions. However, if given the same support and opportunities, private law schools have the same potential to become as good as their public counterparts.

Therefore, the role of private institutions in providing legal education in Indonesia should not be underestimated. Private law schools have accommodated students who wished to be lawyers but were not able to study in public institutions due to limited capacity and/or because they were hindered by the age limitation rule for those enrolling. Moreover, since the public institutions were financed and supported by the government, the policies and views of the public institutions were more likely to follow those of the government. The private law schools became an alternative for those people who had been unable to enter public law schools because of the Indonesian government’s policies. In addition, to date, Indonesian private law schools have made a great deal of progress in improving their quality.

However, despite the progress that private law schools have made, they are still not given their due by the Indonesian legal academy and by the legal profession. This paper will document the changes that have been made by private law schools over time in the service of attaining prominence in Indonesia. In addition to that, this paper also analyses the role of Indonesian private law schools in society, especially after the reform era started in 1998.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF LEGAL EDUCATION IN INDONESIA

Legal education has existed in Indonesia since the Dutch colonial period. At first, legal education was provided at the secondary level by the establishment of the Rechtschool in 1908. Sixteen years later, legal education was elevated to the tertiary level by the establishment of the Rechthogeschool or Faculteit der Rechtsgeleerdheid of Batavia (Juwana 2006). When the Pacific War began in 1941, the Dutch colonial government stopped teaching and learning activities in the Rechthogeschool, but they re-opened it again later in 1947 as the Nood Universiteit van Indonesie, currently known as the University of Indonesia (UI).3 After that, another law school was opened in 1949 in Yogyakarta, known currently as the Faculty of Law of Gadjah Mada University (UGM).4

In the early years of Indonesian independence, more and more law schools were established, most of which were public universities. Examples of these were the faculties of Law at Airlangga University (Unair) (1954) in Surabaya, the University of North Sumatra (USU) (1954) in Medan, Pattimura University (Unpati) (1956) in Ambon, Hasanuddin University (Unhas) (1956) in Makassar, Padjajaran University (Unpad) (1957) in Bandung, Diponegoro University (Undip) (1957) in Semarang, and Sriwijaya University (Unsri) (1957) in Palembang.5

In addition to public universities, private institutions also participated in providing legal education in Indonesia. In the early years of Indonesian independence, two private law faculties were founded, at the Islamic University of Indonesia (1948)6 and Krisnadwipayana University (1952).7 In the following years, the number of law programmes in Indonesia continued to grow. Currently, there are a total of 393 law programmes throughout Indonesia, and as many as 346 are managed by private institutions.8

The Rechtshogeschool was established by Hooger Onderwijs-Ordonnantie (Gazettes No. 456 and 457 of 1924), which stipulated that 24 courses would be taught in the Rechtshogeschool. These courses include Introduction to Legal Studies, Constitutional and Administrative Law, Civil Law and Civil Procedural Law, Criminal Law and Criminal Procedural Law, Customary Law, Islamic Law, Trade Law, Sociology, Public Administration, Dutch East Indies Nations Science, Malay, Javanese, English, Latin and Philosophy of Law. With the permission of the Governor-General, those 24 subjects were allowed to be developed to accommodate social changes and developments in the community.9

The course of study at the Rechtshogeschool, which was divided into two stages, took five years to complete. The first stage took two years and ended with the completion of a candidate examination (candidaats-examen), while the second stage was completed by taking a doctoral examination (doctoraal-examen). In the last year, which was also known as the third part of the doctoral examination, students were given course options of Civil Law, Criminal Law, Constitutional Law and Economy-Sociology. Those who completed the test were entitled to use the title of Meester in de Rechten. This title gave the right to that particular person to become an advocate or lawyer or take other judicial-related positions. Aside from that, the title could also be used as an avenue for employment in the civil service or public education.10

During the Dutch colonial period, the mission of higher education in law was to produce people with legal expertise who were able to fill the positions of judges in the landraad (indigenous court)11 and colonial government officials.12 The Rechtschogeschool taught a closed legalistic system that did not relate well to the social reality in the field.13 This kind of teaching method was considered suitable to produce law clerks in a bureaucracy.

During the first three decades after Indonesian independence, the original curriculum and teaching methods based on the Dutch model were still being practised. There were differences, though; for example, the teaching materials were in Indonesian instead of in Dutch, the latest Supreme Court jurisprudence was not used as the sole reference to explain a particular legal principle or interpretation, and students learned by rote memorisation using simple college textbooks. These were considered to be the reasons for the decline in the quality of graduates of higher legal education within that period, compared with the graduates of the Rechtshogeschool during the Dutch colonial period.

Although the teaching method was still similar to the method used in the colonial period, the mission of legal education had already changed. In the Old Order era, the mission was to produce legal scholars who dared to change the colonial-inherited law and had the expertise to revolutionise the laws of Indonesia, whose status had changed from that of a colony to that of an independent country.14 When the power shifted to the New Order, legal education was designed to produce legal scholars capable of supporting the development of Indonesia, particularly in the area of economic law.15

In the middle of the New Order era, Dutch colonial teaching methods were no longer deemed suitable for the teaching of law in Indonesia. Professor Mochtar Kusumaatmadja, who was the Chairman of the Consortium of Legal Studies (Konsorsium Ilmu Hukum or KIH)16 and the Minister of Justice during that era, advocated the idea of modernising the teaching of law in Indonesia by emphasising the importance of sociological approaches to every element of Indonesian legal education.17 In addition to that, he also criticised the unpreparedness of law graduates from a practical perspective.18 The response to the criticisms was a change to Indonesian law school curriculum in 1993. The 1993 curriculum was designed so that the law graduates needed not only to understand legal theories but also to be proficient in legal practices.19


However, the implementation of that 1993 curriculum, which was renewed in 2000, has not been optimal and consistent. The substance of the teaching materials on the subject of practical legal training was not consistent between universities. In terms of facilities, not every school of law had a legal clinic for legal practicums. Aside from that, subjects in the curriculum offered by law faculties in Indonesia were too disparate and considered to be in need of evaluation of their academic validity.20

Since 2003, the government no longer emphasises the importance of uniformity in the implementation of national curricula in Indonesian higher education, including in law programmes. Law No. 20 of 2003 on the National Education System21 states that higher education curricula shall be developed by each higher education institution concerned, taking into consideration national standards of education for each particular study programme.22 Moreover, the most recent legislation governing higher education in Indonesia, Law No. 12 of 2012 on Higher Education, also re-emphasises this policy. It becomes the responsibility of each university to conduct the development of their curriculum in accordance with the national education standards of Indonesia. Although the responsibility for this has been given to universities, the law states that every higher education curriculum must include subjects in religion, Pancasila,23 civics and Indonesian language.24

Currently, legal education in Indonesia, similar to education in other subjects, has been required to adjust its curriculum so that it is in line with the Indonesian National Qualifications Framework (Kerangka Kualifikasi Nasional Indonesia or KKNI).25 KKNI was formed in order to prepare human resources in Indonesia to welcome the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Economic Community (AEC) in early 2016. The previous curriculum in Indonesia was constructed based on the achievement of competencies, while the KKNI curriculum must be based on learning outcomes in accordance with the levels of qualifications in the KKNI.26

In conclusion, the changes to Indonesian legal education have been influenced by politics and regime policies in utilising law to reach their goals. In the colonial era, the goal of the colonial government in introducing legal education to Indonesia was merely to rectify the lack of human resources needed to fill posts of the native courts, landraad and low level colonial government officials. In the Old Order era (1945–1965), President Soekarno redirected legal education in Indonesia to meet the demands of the revolution. He insisted that law graduates must have the capacity to update laws that had been inherited from the Dutch colonial government. After that era, legal education had different goals to support the economic development that was heavily emphasised by the New Order (1966–1998) regime.27 From these past policies, Indonesian law schools and scholars have learned many approaches to offer a better legal education today. Since the reform era started in 1998, the government has reduced its involvement in governing legal education in Indonesia. The government now allows law schools to form their own curriculum that will be able to produce law graduates who have the capacity to compete at the ASEAN level.

THE GOVERNANCE OF PRIVATE HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS IN INDONESIA

The discussion of legal education in Indonesian private higher education institutions cannot be separated from the general situation of Indonesian private university governance, as there is no current regulation intended specifically for law programmes. This section explains the past and present governance of private higher education institutions. This section is intended to help readers understand the context of Indonesian private university governance in order to comprehend the whole topic of this paper.

An emergent academic literature discusses private institutions of higher education around the world.28 Higher education in major Asian countries, including Indonesia, has been dominated by private institutions. Even in Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and the Philippines, the enrolment of students in private higher education institutions has been reported to be approximately 80 percent.29 However, unlike private universities in the United States (US),30 only a few private universities in the Asian region are considered to be of high quality.31 In terms of governance and funding, private universities in most Asian countries are highly regulated by the government, although they only receive limited public funding.32 This situation is not unique to Indonesia. Following this pattern, the higher education sector in Indonesia is dominated by private institutions, yet they are considered as lower quality compared with the equivalent public institutions. Similar to private universities in most Asian countries, Indonesian private higher education institutions are over-regulated and receive little financial support from the government.

Organisationally, higher education in Indonesia has been the responsibility of the Directorate General of Higher Education of the Ministry of Research, Technology and Higher Education33 since President Joko Widodo announced his new cabinet on 26 October 2014.34 Prior to that, the government agency responsible for higher education affairs was the Ministry of Education and Culture. With respect to private universities, the Indonesian government established a working unit named the Coordinator of Private Universities (Kopertis) under the Directorate General of Higher Education, Ministry of Research, Technology and Higher Education to conduct training and to supervise private universities within each Kopertis’ working area.35 Currently, there are 12 Kopertis36 covering the entire territory of Indonesia.

Since the private sector began to participate in the provision of higher education in various disciplines, including legal education, the Indonesian government has issued a series of regulations and systems to create order and to maintain control in the management of private universities. Some of the regulations are discriminatory against private universities. One of these regulations was Government Regulation No. 23 of 1959 on the Rules of the State Examination to Obtain a University Degree for Private University Students. This regulation requires private university students to complete a longer process by taking the state exam in advance of obtaining their bachelor’s degree.37

Furthermore, the country issued Law No. 22 of 1961 on Higher Education. Similar to Government Regulation No. 23 of 1959, the law continued to maintain a discriminatory policy against private universities. Since it was assumed that private universities were not yet capable of being independent, the law classifies private universities into three categories, namely, “Registered,” “Recognised” and “Equated.”38 Registered status was given to private universities that had registered themselves with the Minister of Education by submitting a notarial deed of establishment of the university. Statutes, properties and/or sources of income of the university, curriculum plans, and a list of faculty members, including the education and employment history of each staff member and subjects taught, had to be submitted within six months of the date of establishment.39 Private universities with Registered status were not allowed to conduct examinations independently. However, private universities with Recognised status were allowed to conduct examinations under the instruction and supervision of the Minister and could issue diplomas of the same value as those from the public universities.40 Private universities with Equated status had the right to conduct examinations independently with the same credibility as the public universities’ examination and promotion processes.41 Hierarchically, Registered private universities could be upgraded to Recognised and the Recognised private universities could become Equated by the decision of the minister upon proposal by the Private Higher Education Agency (Lembaga Perguruan Tinggi Swasta or LPTS).42


The LPTS was a body formed by the Indonesian government under Law No. 22 of 1961 to foster and supervise private universities.43 The authority of the LPTS included, but was not limited to:


	Proposing the elevation of private universities’ statuses;44

	Reporting and proposing the closure of private universities that violated the state’s Constitution or policies or did not possess the material, personnel or spiritual capacity to conduct teaching of higher education;45

	Giving considered opinions to the Minister regarding the merger of two or more private universities.46


Even though the creation of the LPTS had been mandated by Law No. 22 of 1961, the implementation of the law could only be achieved several years later. The Minister of Culture Decree No. 1/PK/1968 dated 17 February 1968, created seven LPTSs under the name of University Coordinator (Koordinator Perguruan Tinggi or Koperti). The nomenclature Koperti was then changed to Kopertis by Decree No. 079/O/1975 dated April 17, 1975.47 Kopertis, which was originally divided into seven regions, then expanded into nine regions in 1982 and finally to 12 regions48 in 1990.49

After Law No. 22 of 1961 on Higher Education, there were many legal instruments issued by the Indonesian government to strictly regulate private universities, such as Government Regulation No. 15 of 1965 on the Establishment of Private Universities, which tightened rules on the establishment of private universities in Indonesia. Written permission needed to be obtained from the Minister of Higher Education and Science if private parties wanted to establish a university. Prior to this, private parties had been able to conduct activities in the established university and then report to government within three months of its establishment.50

During the New Order era (1965–1998), when economic development was primary, education functioned as a support for successful economic development. This greatly influenced education in Indonesia, particularly higher education. Student enrolment in higher education peaked in Indonesia between 1970 and 1980. In response to the demands of higher education, private parties started to establish many universities during this period.51 Unfortunately, most of the private universities established only catered to the immediate higher education needs of the community, so they did not have much financial capacity, human resources, or adequate facilities.52 As a consequence of the lack of resources, private universities tended to set up social science and humanities programs,53 including law, which do not require many practical facilities compared with science programmes such as engineering or medicine.

It could not be denied that a private university established without adequate financial capacity, human resources and facilities would not be able to organise a high-quality education. These concerns led to the tight controls54 retained by the Indonesian government for higher education conducted by the private sector.55

However, in the 1980s and 1990s, the Indonesian government had begun to pay attention to private universities. To support private universities that were less sound financially, the government issued Government Regulation No. 39 of 1982 on Private University Assistance.56 The government also issued Government Regulation No. 30 of 1990 on Higher Education, which harmonised the process for the establishment of state and private universities.57 In terms of supervision, this government regulation did not distinguish between state and private universities.58 The most important attention from the government to private universities in Indonesia was the removal of the stepped statuses of private universities as stated in Government Regulation No. 60 of 1999 on Higher Education. As a replacement to this caste system, all universities in Indonesia, both public and private, were to be assessed in terms of quality and efficiency by an independent accreditation body, the National Accreditation Board of Higher Education (Badan Akreditasi Nasional Perguruan Tinggi or BAN-PT). BAN-PT was established by the Minister of Education and Culture Decree No. 187/U/1994 of 1994.

After the New Order era, the country started to reform its national education system. One of its reform agenda goals was the extension of autonomy of Indonesian higher education institutions. To realise this objective, the government issued Government Regulation No. 61 of 1999 on the Public University as a Legal Entity, which stated that all public universities had the status of a state-owned legal entity (Badan Hukum Milik Negara or BHMN).59 The government then asked four leading public universities, namely, UI, UGM, Bandung Institute of Technology (ITB) and Bogor Institute of Agriculture (IPB), to become the pioneers of BHMN universities.60 As a BHMN, these four institutions were no longer regarded as part of the bureaucracy. They were no longer accountable to the Minister of Education, but they were directly responsible to community and were represented by a Board of Trustees.61 Aside from that, they were given autonomy to manage their own finances and as a consequence, no longer received financial assistance from the government as public universities traditionally did. To meet their financial needs, BHMN public universities were given greater access to organised activities that generated revenue.62


When the number of public universities switching their status to BHMN was increasing, the government passed Law No. 20 of 2003 on the National Education System, which stipulated that formal education providers in Indonesia, including those in higher education, should be formed into an education legal entity (Badan Hukum Pendidikan or BHP).63 In line with this, the government issued Law No. 9 of 2009 on the Education Legal Entity which provided a wider independence for organisers of formal education institutions, including those involved in higher education, to adopt a business-oriented management model.64 Even though this law aimed to improve the quality of higher education in Indonesia, it was protested because it required education providers to run their institutions in accordance with market mechanisms free from any protection by the government. Eventually, Law No. 9 of 2009 on the Education Legal Body was overruled by the Constitutional Court in 2010.65 The Constitutional Court deemed the law to be contrary to the spirit of the 1945 Constitution, which dictated that education was the responsibility of the state and should be freely accessible to all citizens.66

After that, the government passed Law No. 12 of 2012 on Higher Education. Now, the law further strengthens the position of private universities in Indonesia because it places private universities on the same level as public universities.67 The “same level” means that the government allocates state budget funds68 for both public and private universities. The budget for private universities is to be used for a professional lecturer allowance, professor honorary allowance, research and development, and grants for students attending higher education institutions.69

THE ROLE OF INDONESIAN PRIVATE LAW SCHOOLS IN SOCIETY

Before the beginning of the political reformation period in Indonesia in 1998, the role of the private sector in conducting legal education in the society was limited. Private law schools provided merely an educational alternative for those who could not enter a public law school. However, coinciding with the development of Indonesia as a nation, there was an increasing demand for legal scholars to work in governmental and private institutions.70 However, due to their limited capacities at the time, public law faculties were incapable of accommodating all prospective students. Given this situation, the private sector became key to creating additional space for these students.

In response to the large number of students that were not accepted into public law institutions, the number of students accepted to study law by at private institutions increased. At that time, the total number of private universities in Indonesia was estimated to be more than 3,000 institutions.71 Although not every private university had opened a school of law, the fact that establishing a school of law was not a particularly costly investment meant that there was a large number of total law schools in Indonesia. Unfortunately, many of these were private law schools that were established with inadequate financial support, poor facilities and a general lack of the human resources needed to provide a quality education.72

At that time, the limited number of spaces for law students at public universities necessitated the imposition of a strict selection process to screen student candidates. Nevertheless, the selection criteria were not based solely on the academic abilities of the candidates. Often, the political interests of the Indonesian government had a strong influence on the selection process. One such political policy restricted the quota for Indonesian citizens of Chinese descent who wished to enjoy education in public schools, including law schools, to 40 percent.73 Such discriminatory policies made private universities more popular than public ones in the eyes of Chinese-Indonesians.

Although some law schools within private universities such as the Islamic University of Indonesia (Universitas Islam Indonesia or UII), Atma Jaya Catholic University of Indonesia (UAJ), Trisakti University (Usakti), and Parahyangan Catholic University (Universitas Parahyangan or Unpar), provide a high-quality legal education in Indonesia, private universities bear a stereotype in the public mind as being of a decidedly lower quality in comparison with public universities.74 This view was strengthened as the government imposed a caste-like system of labelling private universities with the differing statuses of Equated, Recognised and Registered, with all the concomitant consequences on those schools. On the other hand, the government had never differentiated the status of public universities with respect to the quality of the education provided, despite the fact that many public universities, particularly those in the eastern part of Indonesia, in reality provided a lower quality education than some of the better private universities in the western region of the country.

Fortunately, this caste-like system was changed in the 1990s. During this period, the government implemented an accreditation system for private law schools that was more transparent and non-discriminatory. The implementation of this process occurred almost simultaneously with the start of the reformation era in Indonesia in 1998. After 30 years under the authoritarian New Order regime, Indonesia reformed various sectors of its social institutions, including higher education. The reform carried out in the field of education gave more autonomy to the state in managing academic activities and resulted in more equitable treatment between public and private universities.75

Before the reformation of 1998, most graduates of public law schools preferred to work for the government, while most graduates of private universities, particularly those of Chinese descent, worked in the private sector.76 Despite the fact that there was no formal prohibition in Indonesia on private university graduates applying to be civil servants (Pegawai Negeri Sipil or PNS), the recruitment process at the time was not transparent and was laden with corruption, collusion and nepotism,77 making the majority of private school law graduates reluctant to work in the public sector.

However, since 1998, there have been major reforms of state institutions in the areas of the electoral process, workings of parliament, budgeting and finance, development of a rule of law, judiciary and military.78 Aside from the eradication of the collusion, corruption and nepotism that were entrenched in all state institutions, another element of the reform was the establishment of many new state institutions, such as the Constitutional Court, the Corruption Eradication Commission, the Judicial Commission and the Ombudsman of the Republic of Indonesia.79 The establishment of new state institutions had certainly been accompanied by the need for more human resources to run them. In contrast to the pre-reformation era, at this time the recruitment processes of state institutions, whether they were new or existing institutions, were more transparent, less corrupt, and freer of collusion and nepotism practices. This offers new opportunities for all law graduates, whether they are from public or private schools, to take up positions in government institutions.

Since the reformation era, the role of private law schools in Indonesian society has been altered. They no longer merely act as an alternative educational institution to public law schools. In fact, the capacity of private university graduates is proven to be equal to that of their public university counterparts. According to the BAN-PT, the accreditation of universities and study programmes takes place every 5 years; there are only 58 law schools in Indonesia that are accredited with an “A” rating by the BAN-PT based on 7 criteria: (1) vision, mission, targets and goals, and strategic planning; (2) management, leadership and quality; (3) students and graduates; (4) human resources; (5) curriculum, learning and academic setting; (6) funding, facility, and information technology; and (7) research, community service and collaboration. Surprisingly, 34 of these law schools are private institutions. On the other hand, only 24 of the 33 public law schools in Indonesia have an “A” rating.80

Furthermore, these private law schools also produce graduates who are able to play important roles in both the public and private sectors at the local and national levels. In 2014, Tempo magazine81 conducted a survey with respondents from the 55 largest Indonesian enterprises according to the 2013 issue of Fortune Indonesia magazine.82 The respondents were asked about the best law school graduates in Indonesia who they would like to recruit. The result placed some private law schools (UAJ, Usakti and Christian University of Indonesia) in the top ten list with other leading public law schools, such as UI, UGM, Unpad, Undip, Unair and USU. In the public sector, it has recently become more common to see many public law school graduates occupying important positions in state institutions. For instance, Dr. Artidjo Alkostar, a Justice of the Indonesian Supreme Court, and Dr. Mahfud M. D., former Chief Justice of the Indonesian Constitutional Court, are both alumni of UII Law School, a leading private university located in Yogyakarta.83 Another example is Marzuki Darusman, an Unpar Law School graduate, who held the position of Attorney General from 1999 to 2001.84

CONCLUSION

The participation of private universities in the provision of legal education in Indonesia has existed as long as the country itself. Along the journey to statehood, it is undeniable that private law schools have contributed a great deal to Indonesian society. Initially, they were the victims of discriminatory treatment by the government and were only considered an alternative educational institution for individuals who were not accepted at the public law schools. However, after the reform era, private law schools, especially those of exceptional quality, have managed to prove that their worth is equal to that of the public universities if they are given equal opportunity and access to state assistance. However, this should not make private universities complacent, as the fact remains that many private institutions are still inadequate in terms of quality and facilities.
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The title of the book, Chinese Ways of Being Muslim: Negotiating Ethnicity and Religiosity in Indonesia itself self-explains its nature and contents. It is a continuity of the Identiti Cina Muslim di Malaysia: Persempadanan Perundingan dan Kacukan Budaya written by the same author, which focuses on the identity struggle and crisis of the Chinese Muslim community in Malaysia. Unlike the previous publication, this book has shifted from a mere focus on cultural and identity of Chinese Muslim community into a more comprehensive examination of all the social construction of Chinese Muslims from different sociological, economic, political and cultural dimensions, with a special focus on Chinese Muslim community(ies) in Indonesia.

As the author of the book, Hew Wai Weng from the Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), Malaysia, asserts in its foreword that despite the existence of significant literatures dealing with the issue of Chinese Muslims’ historical existence in Indonesia, especially in Java from the fifteenth and sixteenth century, and their role in Islamic propagation, they however do not really address the issue of cultural and politics of identity as presented in his book. The author also acknowledges that there are also many studies on the topic focusing specifically on the cultural policy of the Suharto regime and the assimilation of Chinese Muslims. On the other hand, there have also been many studies conducted on the Chinese Muslim conversion experience and the difficulties they faced after embracing Islam. Without denying the existing studies, research works and discussions on the issue of Chinese Muslims in Indonesia, the author nevertheless argues that most of the works were focusing on the elites of Chinese Muslims community(ies) in Indonesia, and neglecting the voices of ordinary Chinese Muslims. According to Wai Weng, the works tend to see Chinese Muslims as a rather stable ethno-religious group, thus failing to explore the motivations, contestations and contradictions that lie behind the emergence of Chinese Muslim cultural identities. This is where the book fills the gap.

However, a question could be raised: how to explore those aspects in Indonesian Chinese Muslims’ life? Hence, by looking into the chapters of this book, one could notice that the book has managed to answer such a question by capturing and explaining the distinction between public manifestation and private enactment, the disjuncture between the symbolic unity and the everyday diversity of Chinese Muslim identities unlike the previous existing works in the topic. Furthermore, the aspects of identity formation such as media representation, market consumption, cultural practices, religious rituals and everyday living strategies were treated extensively in this book with a more nuanced understanding and sophisticated analysis. In addition to all these distinctive features, the author has also managed to examine in his book, how and under what conditions various market forces, local politics, transnational flows, religious movements along with social experience and personal choice have shaped the negotiation of Chinese Muslims’ identities. Hence, this book is one of the timely literature works which has successfully dealt with all those pertinent sociological issues about Indonesian Chinese Muslim community through empirical research in answering all important questions surrounding them from different spectrums.

The eight chapters that make up this book are divided into six major categories: (1) the historical traces of Chinese Muslim community in Indonesia from different narrations and perspective; (2) the inclusivity Chineseness embraced by Chinese Muslims in Indonesia by focusing on the Chinese-style mosques all over Indonesia; (3) the expression of Chineseness through marketing of Islam from author’s observation on the hybrid performance of Chinese Muslim preachers in Indonesia; (4) the strategic solidarity of Chinese Muslims in Indonesia through the internal dynamics and diverse participation of Chinese Muslims in social and political domains; (5) the cultural contestations, and debates about the effect of culture to the life of Chinese Muslims in Indonesia through the debates on Chinese New Year Celebrations amongst the members of the community; and finally (6) the study on the issue of multiple identifications and flexible piety of Chinese Muslims with a special focus on the issue of conversion to Islam.

What makes the empirical studies in this book interesting is that its case studies are taken from the author’s observation-participatory method throughout engagement with Chinese Muslims community members from all levels and walks of life. This method has helped the book to achieve its objectives through the case studies presented in the chapters which directly deal with issues concerning the community. Nevertheless, this book, through its chapters, contains at least one hypothesis—which is the impact of culture and identity to the practice of Islam amongst the Chinese Muslims in Indonesia, and their responses to different political regimes policies, economic needs and socio-ethnic framework of Indonesia. What also makes this book interesting is the emphasis on certain chapters on the issue of identity and culture beyond the conventional way of looking into the issue of Chinese Muslim community living in a majority Muslims country, which mainly focuses on the issue of historical roots of Chinese Muslims or the issues of conversions.

The only obvious thing missing in this book is the absence of a special chapter to deal with the observation, evaluations and critiques on Chinese Muslims by the non-Muslim Chinese, and non-Chinese Muslims in Indonesia. The insights from their non-Muslim and also the non-Chinese compatriots would have open another way to help the author to build his own conclusions in understanding certain positions of the Chinese Muslim community, hence turning the book into a more rigorous critical and analytical—not to mention, a more nuanced and balanced—academic piece. Moreover, less discussion or analysis could be found in the chapters on the prediction and foresight on how the Chinese Muslim cosmopolitan and cultural identity in Indonesia might potentially progress or digress in the coming decade. This is important to shed a perspective to certain parties who are cynical, or curious about the future and prospects of the ability of such outlook to survive in Indonesia, especially in facing the Arabo-Islamic uprising, and the Nusantara-version of Islam as propagated by certain influential Muslim communities in Indonesia.

In spite of that, this series is an opportune literature of a well-researched issue which provides an introduction to beginners to understand the survival of Chinese Muslims in Indonesia amid the majority (non-Chinese) Muslim country. It also provides answers to some doubt in the mind of those who are not familiar with the Chinese Muslims’ cosmopolitan and cultural identities, or those who are sceptical of them.
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The book is an attempt by an anthropologist of Malaysian origin presently teaching in Sydney to make sense of the Malayan Emergency (1948–1960) by looking at the event from a Marxist perspective. For most Malaysians who are used to the official narrative, this approach offers another way of looking at the same episode in their history by providing an explanation of the failed communist (socialist) revolution in Malaya. Coming from Kuala Lumpur, a petty bourgeois background, the author was affected by the Emergency in many ways just like many of his generation. But unlike others he was attracted to Marxism while studying at Adelaide University in the 1960s. At the time and the subsequent decades, the Marxist theory became fashionable among academics all over the world including Malaysia as it provides an exciting underpinning of the social sciences. Later the author was drawn to the New Left ideology of the Frankfurt School and French Marxists like Althusser.

The book is based on careful reading of the published sources like The Dialogue with Chin Peng which covers the communist leader’s meeting with academics from Australia and Malaysia mainly besides former Special Branch officers that was held at the Australian National University in 1999, as well as memoirs of Malayan Communist Party (MCP) leaders like Abdullah CD, former Kesatuan Melayu Muda (KMM) number two Mustapha Hussein, British milifary officer Spencer Chapman and an account by a British woman who had stayed behind in the Pahang jungles for the duration of the Japanese occupation under the care of the Malayan Peoples’ Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA). Interviews with former communists living in Chulaporn Village No. 10 (Thailand) and those who had gone back to Malaysia after the 1989 Hatyai peace accord considerably strengthened the narrative. Critical use of existing literature on the subject and interviews negates the absence of archival documents which is required in this kind of studies as the case of Anthony Short and Leon Comber although many see both as effective spokespersons of the British government and the Special Branch respectively. There is a personal side to the narrative—the death of a “cousin” (a fictive kin common among Hakkas in those days) who was an MCP runner who had left a strong impression on the author or the brush his father had, despite the old man’s abhorence of communist China and loyalty to British colonial rule, with the Special Branch in Kuala Lumpur followed by the enforced short stay in the local police lockup for selling 60 dozens Johnson & Johnson cotton bandages to a Min Yuen operative.

The book is divided into 9 chapters. Nicely titled, these chapters are actually essays which could stand on their own but interconnected with one another. The essays were well written and supported by the relevant studies or oral interviews. The prose is easy to read despite the author’s regular lapses into Marxist diatribes. Chapter One provides the intellectual basis for Britain to hold on to Malaya after 1945 which was indelibly connected with imperial prestige, Malaya’s dollar earning capacity besides substantial British business and investment. But holding on to Malaya came with a high cost in both economic terms and human lives. This means British decolonisation was anything but an orderly retreat. Chapter Two deals with the attraction of communism to the Chinese in Malaya since the 1930s as exemplified by Chin Peng and a post 1989 returnee denoted as Xiao Hong. They and their comrades “saw communism as offering the best, speediest solution to the problems of food and shelter.” As discussed in Chapter Three the Emergency witnessed a high level of violence perpetrated by both sides although Yao only emphasised on those undertaken by the colonial forces (and its local functionaries) on the local population in the new villages.

Of interest is Chapter Four which discusses the MCP failure to turn the squatter-farmers notably of the Kinta Valley into rabid revolutionaries due to the absence of a class consciousness and class ideology. This failure was something the MCP had never fully come to term with. Equally crucial were the many strategies employed by the colonial government with regards to imperial policing notably the role of High Commissioner General Gerald Templer, the Briggs’ Plan that cut the linkage between the MCP and its support group the Min Yuen as well as the effective use of propaganda and media. Templer’s role was crucial for he brought about policies and conditions that made independence possible thus nullifying the political meaning of the MCP insurrection. This does not mean life was better on the British side as there were much hardship besides the lack of freedom in the new villages which numbered close to 480 by the end of the Emergency. Chapter Seven highlights the failure of the MCP to mobilise the masses accross ethnic lines despite its association with the Parti Kebangsaan Melayu Malaya (PKMM) except with the likes of Abdullah CD and Rashid Maidin. In Chapter Eight the author discusses the significance of the jungle to the MCP insurrection although much of the discussion refer to the pre-1948 period (more rightly the Japanese Occupation) so as to show the humane side of the MPAJA through the eyes of Britons Spencer Chapman and Nona Baker. If the previous chapters served as criticisms on the way the Emergency is currently presented, in the last chapter the author suggests an alternative narrative by relooking at the members of the Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA) and to appraise the political ambitions and tactical failures of the communist revolution in Malaya. This call is commendable as the MCP and its detractors have often blamed extraneous factors for the failure of its revolution rather than looking inward for evaluation.

The Malayan Emergency is a good alternative reading of an important period in Malaysian history which is still contested. It seeks to present the emergency as an ideological war and to downplay the racial aspect of the failed communist revolution. It also downplays the violence committed by communists not just during the Emergency but way back to the last years of the Japanese Occupation when ethnic violence had already taken place in Johor and Perak. Immediately after the occupation the MCP failed to restrain its exuberant followers in a vendetta on collaborators that stirred a racial blood bath in various parts of the peninsula. In the Raub district of Pahang the racial clashes involved former members of Wataniah, the wartime Malay anti-Japanese and pro-British force and elements of the MPAJA. The MCP have touched very little on this but scholars have accepted this as a tactial miscalculation on the part of the party as it cost the MCP crucial support even among Malay radicals within the PKMM.

There are a number of questions which are not adequately addressed. To begin with, many who had joined the communist revolutions did so due to myriad of reasons, not just their conviction that communism provides the best and speediest solution to the problem of food and shelter. One study of women from the non-elite group within the MCP found out few of them cited ardent belief in communism for joining the guerilla movement. This was also true for radicalised Malays who joined the MCP’s Tenth Regiment; many did so to escape lengthy internment. This brings us to another point. For most Malay radicals notably those from the KMM and PKMM, their aim was always independence and the upliftment of the Malays who they believed were disadvantaged by capitalist onslaught that include Chinese economic interests. Undoubtedly most of them abhored the feudal system but very few of them were into a socialist revolution as pushed by Abdullah CD.

Equally pertinent is the failure of the MCP to transform the Chinese peasants into a viable fighting force. The author claims that these peasants were more attracted to what the colonial government was offering unlike the more nebulous promise of the communist. As rational beings these peasants were able to decide the best course of action at the time. This shows that they were no different from Vietnamese peasants before 1941. Much more crucial is the failure to solicit sustained support from Malay peasants like those in Temerloh district who initially supported their bretherens and kins in the Tenth Regiment that caused a worry among colonial officials in the district. They were perhaps the most depressed class in Pahang. In fact this group failed to benefit from British colonial rule since 1888 while the Japanese Occupation made them ever more ready to support social change as proposed by the PKMM. This study paid little attention to this group who were probably uninterested in communist ideas and rethorics but wanted improvement in their life. There is a discussion on the jungle and jungle craft but nothing on the Orang Asli who were both victims and perpetrators of violence. The violence were committed by colonial forces, by communist insurgents and by the Orang Asli themselves while in recent years there was an attempt to appraise their role in the independence struggle.

Despite the small drawbacks, the book is still a good read offering an alternative view of the Malayan Emergency which are excluded from the national history.

Abu Talib Ahmad

Universiti Sains Malaysia, Malaysia
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