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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

There are over eleven official national languages in Southeast Asia, and there
are many hundreds of smaller language groups and dialects spoken in the
region. In addition, many people of Southeast Asian speak more than one
language. Given this diversity of languages, we have opted to use accepted
conventions for transliterations. Many names of people, places, deities, and
texts appear without diacritics in this volume. We have, however, accom-
modated various contributors” preferences as best we could, which means
there are some variations in the pages that follow. Some of our contributors
have opted to use diacritics in their translations for greater precision. Oth-
ers prefer not to employ diacritics at all, sticking to English spellings that
closely approximate the term’s pronunciation. For greater accuracy, we have
opted to spell the names of some important Southeast Asian cities and re-
gions as Southeast Asians are currently spelling them.
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INTRODUCTION

Southeast Asia and Everyday Life
Kathleen A. Gillogy and Kathleen M. Adams

Southeast Asia is one of the most dynamic, complex, and fascinating areas
of the world. And yet, for most Americans, it also remains one of the world’s
least understood regions. Often, people lump it into the category of Asia
(along with China, Japan, Korea) and are unaware that Southeast Asia in-
cludes eleven very diverse countries. American news media portrayals of
Southeast Asia tend to present it in sensational terms: as the setting for some
of our major wars (World War II, the Vietnam War); as an incubation zone
for militant Muslims; as a natural disaster-prone “Ring of Fire”; or as a re-
gion that generates despotic leaders, refugees, and labor migrants. Alter-
natively, travel media and some tourist blogs present more “seductive” vi-
sions of Southeast Asia: as an exotic tropical vacation zone, surfers’ heaven,
bargain shopping Mecca, sex tourism destination, homeland of lovely “mail
order” brides and delectable spicy cuisine. There are some truths here, but
these are partial truths. There is far more to Southeast Asia than these ex-
treme and often problematic stereotypes belie.

This volume represents our efforts to convey some of the richness and
complexity of Southeast Asia via explorations of the daily lives and expe-
riences of diverse people living in this region. In approaching contributors
for this volume, we requested essays featuring the everyday practices of or-
dinary people rather than purely theoretical pieces. Highlighting the minu-
tiae of everyday life—dressing, conversing, schooling, seeking livelihoods,
rituals, recreational activities, and so forth—offers a provocative lens for re-
flecting on more abstract cultural principles and transformations. People’s
ordinary everyday activities, even when apparently distinct from other di-
mensions of life, are invariably tethered to broader social, economic, and
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political processes. Our “everyday life” approach is grounded in a now es-
tablished tradition of scholarship, dating back to Henri Fernand Braudel’s
1949 treatise on the long-term social history of the Mediterranean. In his
now classic work, Braudel illustrated that the everyday practices and tech-
niques of ordinary people, the farmers, fishers, and potters, the migrations
of flocks of sheep, and the tides that carried sailing vessels, were all impor-
tant to understanding the longer-term flows of history in the Mediterranean.
A number of celebrated anthropologists of Southeast Asia similarly focused
on the rhythms and microdramas of everyday life with an eye to reveal-
ing broader cultural themes. Many of Clifford Geertz’s classic writings on
Indonesia embrace this approach (for instance, see his “Notes on the Bali-
nese Cockfight” or “Ritual and Social Change: A Javanese Example” [Geertz
1973]), and his work has had a profound effect on anthropology as a whole.!
Likewise, many of anthropologist Harold Conklin’s early writings on the
Philippines embody the “everyday life” approach embraced in this volume.
One of his articles, which follows the daily activities of a young girl from a
shifting agricultural society in the late 1950s, is included in this volume as
it gives us insights into a way of life that is increasingly rare in contempo-
rary Southeast Asia.

WHAT IS SOUTHEAST ASIA? ROSE, UNICORN, SPONGE,
JIGSAW PUZZLE, OR COLLAGE?

Southeast Asia is generally held to be composed of Burma, Thailand, Laos,
Cambodia, Vietnam, the Philippines, East Timor, Indonesia, Singapore, Ma-
laysia, and Brunei. This is a region of considerable geographic, social, linguis-
tic, and cultural diversity, so much so that an earlier generation of Southeast
Asia scholars wondered whether the region could be considered a natural
“unit” akin to a rose (re: Shakespeare’s famous line in Romeo and Juliet, “That
which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet”), or if the
region was not an invented fiction without any intrinsic unifying cultural
characteristics—a kind of geographical unicorn (Emmerson 1984, Waddell
1972). Still others depicted Southeast Asia as a border zone: a spongelike re-
gion that absorbed the cultural and religious influences of more powerful
neighboring areas (i.e.,, China, India). An example of this sort of analysis is
Coedes’s The Indianized States of Southeast Asia (1968), which traces the in-
fluence of Hinduism and later Buddhism in the rise of early states such
as Angkor (Cambodia) and Srivijaya (Sumatra). More recently, the Filipino
scholar Fernando Zialcita underscored that the concept “Southeast Asia”
has been continuously evolving and is gradually cohering (albeit in differ-
ent sorts of ways) in the minds of Southeast Asians. He points out that al-
though Southeast Asians themselves did not have a common term for their
realm until Western names for the region began circulating in the twenti-
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eth century, the twentieth-century advent of unifying, pan-Southeast Asian
political and cultural organizations enabled a contemporary search for sym-
bols that Southeast Asians feel differentiate them from the rest of the world
(Zialcita 2003: 36). Zialcita argues that although we tend to conceive of the
world as an enormous jigsaw puzzle wherein each region has its unique de-
fining essence, in fact it is more realistic to conceive of Southeast Asia as a
collage. By this metaphor, he means that Southeast Asia is best thought of
as a “configuration of cultural traditions of different shapes and textures
overlapping with and interconnected with each other” (37). We find Zial-
cita’s approach to Southeast Asia, as a realm of intersecting continuities and
discontinuities, particularly useful.

DIVERSITY

One fundamental divide in the region is between island (insular) and main-
land Southeast Asia. Regional specialists tend to focus on one or the other
of these zones; we have joined together in editing this book in part to unite
our personal regional specializations. This divide between mainland and
island Southeast Asia is more than a disciplinary convenience. The main-
land has long had ties of commonalities in culture and language, overland
trade, and population movement with the peoples of southern China. In fact,
this region of the northern mainland and southern China has often been
recognized as a unique economic and cultural region in its own right, with
a range of names devised for it, the most recent being “Zomia,” coined by
Willem van Schendel and popularized by James Scott (2009). Similarly, the
islands of Southeast Asia share a variety of features. Some of these features,
such as language family and a tendency for traditional houses to embody so-
cial groups’ identities and visions of the world, stretch beyond island South-
east Asia through much of the Pacific (cf. Fox 1993).

In addition, although linguistic similarities exist along broad swathes of
Southeast Asia, no single language family unites the entire region, and lan-
guage families often cross national boundaries. As one might imagine, this
has presented an ongoing problem in state policies. The dominant language
family in island Southeast Asia is Austronesian, which extends from Mad-
agascar through Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines, east all the way
through the Pacific up to Hawaii (excluding certain pockets on islands such
as Alor in eastern Indonesia and the island of New Guinea). Mainland South-
east Asia’s diversity is also linguistic in basis. Outside of the widespread
Austronesian languages in southern regions of mainland Malaysia, main-
land Southeast Asia is home to several language families. Tai languages are
found throughout northeast India, northern Burma, southern China, Thai-
land, Laos, and northern Vietnam. In contrast, the language of the people
of Cambodia (Khmer) is not a tonal language, and belongs to a different
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language family (Mon-Khmer). Vietnamese is again entirely different (and
while tonal, has very different tones from those of the Tai languages). Up-
land minority peoples speak a range of languages from unrelated language
families, such as Hmong-Mien and Tibeto-Burman (Lisu, Lahu, Akha, pos-
sibly Karen) (Matisoff 1983). These linguistic differences underlie variations
in cognition and culture, and yet these boundaries are ephemeral in that
many people of Southeast Asia speak multiple languages and in fact can
shift their ethnic identities by switching languages.

The colonial histories of the countries that comprise Southeast Asia differ
dramatically as well: Burma was a part of the British Empire in India and
so tied to Malaysia and Singapore; Indonesia was a Dutch colony; Vietnam,
Laos, and Cambodia formed French Indochina; the Philippines was a colony
of Spain, then the United States; and East Timor was a Portuguese colony,
and later colonized and incorporated for a time by Indonesia. That Thai-
land maintained its independence was in part due to its role as a buffer
state between British and French colonial territories, as well as due to the
astuteness of its ruling kings in assimilating Western technologies of gov-
ernance such as mapping, as Thongchai Winichakul demonstrated in Siam
Mapped (1994).

Given Southeast Asia’s complexity and the dichotomies it embodies, it is
not surprising that scholars have debated how we might best conceptualize
this region. Scholars periodically revisit the issue of what makes Southeast
Asia a region (cf. King 2005). At the core of this is the debate about whether
Southeast Asia is an invented fiction or an actuality based on shared cultural
and geographic features (unicorn vs. rose). As Donald Emmerson pointed
out, the naming of the region simultaneously described and invented a re-
ality (Emmerson 1984). Although the term Southeastern Asia most likely de-
buted in an 1839 travelogue, it was not until the 1920s that the field of South-
east Asian studies was founded (ibid.). Emmerson observed that the region
of Southeast Asia was constructed in the Cold War culture of designating
“area studies” as a means of collecting security information on world re-
gions (see also Cumings 1997), a perspective that implies that “Southeast
Asia” is an invented fiction. The illegitimacy of regions as bounded units
for analysis (the “jigsaw puzzle” model) has been further eroded by the
rise of globalization and by post-modern rejections of notions of cultures as
bounded discrete units. That is, the idea of Southeast Asia as an entity unto
itself is seen as based on false premises.

CONTINUITY
Yet there is a “there” there. At the very least, the last sixty years of indepen-

dence have seen the rise of associations such as ASEAN (the Association of
South East Asian Nations) that express the common political, economic, and
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social interests of these countries vis-a-vis the rest of the world. This contem-
porary cooperation in itself justifies a textbook covering the region of South-
east Asia. There is also a history preceding colonialism, one in which pre-
modern kingdoms traded goods and ideas. Although some might frame the
region in terms of the very different historical influences of India and China,
we contend that Southeast Asian society and cultures cannot be understood
simply as a mere backwater reflection of India and China. This is a unique
place—one that received, reformed, and restructured influences from China,
India, and beyond. It is a region separate and distinct from East Asia and
South Asia, replete with its own internal, regional variations.

We are not original in making this point. Others have argued that there
are widespread cultural traits that unite Southeast Asia as a cultural region
(cf. Wolters 1999; Reid 1988). External influences were (and continue to be)
localized within a matrix of existing belief systems. (In today’s language of
globalization this would be called “glocalization” or “hybridization.”) The
long history of trade within the region and thus exchange of cultural ideas,
political models, and economic linkages gives it cultural coherence. It is also
united by histories of migration, with seafaring groups such as the Bugi-
nese settling along the coasts of many of the islands of insular Southeast
Asia and, especially in the mainland area, by a traditional style of warfare
that aimed to “gather people” and tributary alliances rather than to conquer
land and establish territorial boundaries (the style of warfare more familiar
to students of European history).

There are also consistent ecologically based cultural themes in South-
east Asia that set the region apart from East Asia (China, Japan, Korea) and
South Asia (India, Bangladesh, Nepal). Southeast Asia is largely tropical and
depends on monsoons for agriculture. It is a region where rice cultivation
dominates, whether as irrigated rice or dry rice cultivation in mountainous
or heavily forested regions. This basic pattern of lowland wet rice cultiva-
tion and highland dry rice cultivation has played an important role in the
area’s cultural history. Whereas highland communities historically tended
to be smaller-scale subsistence agriculturalists and foragers, lowland com-
munities on the coastal plains had their own patterns. The wet rice fields of
the coastal and lowland valley regions supported denser populations and
gave rise to early states that were involved in maritime and overland re-
gional trade.?

Through these trade networks came religious influences from other re-
gions (Hinduism and Buddhism from South Asia, Buddhism and Confu-
cianism from China, Islam from trade networks extending to the Middle
East, and Catholicism from Spain and Portugal). These influences were gen-
erally incorporated as an overlay on fundamental Southeast Asian cultural
ideas of ritual power that can still be discerned in certain practices found
in modern states. For instance, consider the Emerald Buddha of Thailand,
a sacred relic with a history that captures some of the power dynamics in
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pre-colonial Southeast Asia. This key relic was captured from a Lao king
by a Thai king and has since served as a marker of the Thai monarchy. Like
other sacralized objects, it both represents and embodies the king of Thai-
land’s power. Likewise, consider the kris (alt. keris, kalis) found in much of
the Malay world, ranging from Indonesia to the southern Philippines, Bru-
nei, and Thailand. A distinctive, often wavy-bladed ancestral knife that is
both weapon and mystical object, a sacred kris is traditionally thought to be
embodied with a unique, spiritlike essence and it was important that this es-
sence mesh positively with the personality of its owner or the results could
be disastrous. Some kris were traditionally thought to carry legendary pow-
ers and potencies, and in certain courts, a particular royal kris was seen as
a symbol of a ruler’s mandate to rule (cf. Pederson 2007). Despite the influ-
ences of Islam and Christianity, many educated Southeast Asian urbanites
still retain respect for the legendary powers of certain ancestral kris, and sev-
eral recent Indonesian presidents, including former president Suharto, re-
portedly went to great measures to ensure control over their sacred ancestral
kris (Bourchier 2010: 89). These ideas of ritual power and concerns with con-
trol over the symbols of cosmological legitimacy are congruent with what
Wolters (1999) called a cult of “men of prowess,” people who were able to
concentrate spiritual power into themselves.

Another related, recurrent theme in Southeast Asian cultures is how pre-
colonial states were based on a central powerful core supported by an ide-
ology of sacred power, the mandala-style polity, rather than a focus on contain-
ing and controlling on the basis of borders. This concept has dynamically
changed as modern nation-states have been created in Southeast Asia. This
has been an anthropologically significant theme addressed in the literature
by scholars from Benedict Anderson to Thongchai Winichakul.

Southeast Asia was also critical in introducing the now common concept
of “situational” definition of identity and shifting ethnic identity, starting
with the work of Edmund Leach in northern Burma (1954) and further de-
veloped by Judith Nagata in her classic tracing of situational selections of
Malay identity in Malaysia (1974). In kinship studies, work in Southeast Asia
on the widespread dominance of flexible kin structures allowed anthropolo-
gists to deconstruct the idea of descent as a permanent identity based on
“blood.”

In short, despite its “crossroads” location between China and India in a
realm that has long attracted traders and travelers from continents as dis-
tant as Europe, these and other studies suggest that Southeast Asia has its
own unique characteristics: there is a “there” there.

THE IMPORTANCE OF REGIONAL STUDIES IN A GLOBAL ERA

Why study a culturally particular region in this age of globalization? Are
we not all becoming one world? Not only is Southeast Asia one of the most
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linguistically, culturally, and religiously heterogeneous areas in the world,
but it is also a region undergoing dramatic transformations in the face of
globalization. For instance, the Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, and islands
off the coast of Singapore have become major centers for global manufac-
turing and outsourcing. Bangkok, Thailand is Southeast Asia’s banking cen-
ter. Singapore has recently become a high-tech hub as well as a center for
medical technology and pharmaceutical production. And Indonesia is a major
oil producer (in addition to being the world’s largest Muslim nation and
the fourth-most-populous nation in the world). Given that Southeast Asia
is hardly a backwater of globalization, we believe it is essential to develop
a richer, more nuanced appreciation of this region. Understanding the pro-
cesses by which global forces (such as Western corporate expansion, the
spread of Middle Eastern forms of Islam, or the growth of foreign markets
for Southeast Asian fish) play out in different local settings requires that we
have a detailed and intimate knowledge of particular places, as well as of
past and present relationships among the different societies within the re-
gion. That is, there remains a need for place-based studies.

NOTES

1. As Geertz’s writings on Bali and Java tend to be readily available online, we
opt not to include them in this volume, thereby enabling us to make space for chap-
ters by a new generation of scholars.

2. Upland peoples were generally autonomous of lowland states until colonial-
ism and the rise of independent nations; nevertheless, lowland states and upland so-
cieties relied on each other politically, economically, and culturally. Although some
of the popular imagery of historical lowlands—uplands relations portrays uplanders
as victims of periodic lowlander raids for slaves and valuables, in reality relation-
ships between lowland peoples and upland peoples were much more complex, and
also included intermarriages, trade, and collaborations between elites of both zones.
One theme in this book, then, entails examining these lowland—upland relations.






PART ONE

Fluid Personhood: Conceptualizing Identities

We begin with a section on “Conceptualizing Identities” because the defi-
nition of the “self” in Southeast Asia is one of the startlingly different ele-
ments that intrigue observers from other regions of the world. In the West,
particularly the United States, there is a pronounced emphasis on the self
as a bounded unit, autonomous, self-actualizing, and independent. We are
taught (if not completely or successfully) not to define ourselves in terms of
others but to be “our own selves.” This is not the dominant norm in South-
east Asia. For instance, Kathleen Gillogly vividly remembers the ways in
which her “self” was redefined by friends in Vietnam over the years. When
they understood her to be married, they expected one kind of personal style;
when they later found her to be single, their conversational assessments of
her changed. As a “single” woman, she was to be an open, vivacious person,
sporting dangling earrings and bright colors, and wearing her hair down.
As a “married” woman, she was held to a standard of quiet calm and reti-
cence, and was to have her hair bound and wear darker colors. She was
the same person—but what had changed? Her social role vis-a-vis the so-
cial group.

This fluidity of self is marked in Southeast Asian cultures in many ways,
as discussed in the readings in this section. More often than not, in this re-
gion conceptions of the self entail multiple aspects: the self, traditionally, is
not a unitary concept. This can be seen in underlying (pre-world religion)
cultural ideas of the soul, as well as in language and behavior. The notion
of multiple and overlapping identities is a theme in Andrew Causey’s es-
say (chapter 2) on the Toba Batak of Sumatra, Indonesia. As Causey notes,
the Toba Batak idea of the person entails several different dimensions: the
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“self,” a complex conflation of individual personality, the particular spirit,
and the collective group. The “individual personality” is based on a combi-
nation of one’s physical quirks and character, whereas one’s particular spirit
(or tondi) has a will of its own and must be respected and humored lest it
wreak havoc on one’s well-being. Finally, the collective group dimension
of the Toba Batak self pertains to one’s membership in an array of broader
groups: family, peer group, profession, clan, ethnicity, and nation.

Naming is one marker of personhood, beginning the process of incorpo-
rating a child into the community. In chapter 5, by Harold Conklin, we see
one example of this when the new baby is not named immediately at birth;
rather, the family waits for the grandparents to come from another village
to name him. Traditionally on Bali, there are only four names for children,
based on birth order. If a family has more than four children, the cycle of
names is repeated again, and it is possible to have several children with the
same name in a single family. The names can be assigned to girls or boys;
what is important to mark is one’s birth order. Lisu children are named by
birth order and gender—which caused Gillogly much confusion (since there
are many people named “First Daughter” and “First Son” in the village)
until she discovered each person’s personal nickname. Balinese also use
nicknames to navigate the vagaries of these birth-order names. However,
on Bali both nickname and birth-order name recede in importance once
one becomes a parent. At that point, one is called “Mother of Wayan” or
“Father of Ketut,” a practice known as teknonymy. This name shift reflects
both a change in status and the idea that all are expected to become parents.
Finally, when one becomes a grandparent, one’s name changes yet again,
to “Grandmother of Made” or “Grandfather of Wayan.” In her language-
oriented contribution to this volume, Lorraine Aragon (chapter 1) also notes
the importance of teknonymy among the Tobaku people of Central Sulawesi,
Indonesia.

Just as the practice of teknonymy in many Southeast Asian societies
underscores the importance of being immersed in webs of kinship, and of
linguistically underscoring one’s connections to others, so do everyday con-
versational styles convey similar themes. Aragon’s contribution cogently il-
lustrates that the absence of indigenous words for please and thank you in
Central Sulawesi languages reveals much about social relations. Among other
things, she underscores that the fact that so many indigenous languages in
the archipelago lack these words does not mean that people do not expe-
rience gratitude. Rather, these words are not deemed necessary, as to utter
words of thanks would be akin to preventing much valued interpersonal
bonds of indebtedness to develop. In these island societies, she suggests,
people see identities not as isolated, but rather as contingent on sociality. As
Aragon writes, “Debts of significance cannot be released with a few fluffy
words. . . . Obligations are a state of being and a means to create relations
anew.”
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Southeast Asian relationships are often marked by mutable, ephemeral
identities. Judith Nagata (chapter 4) underscores the fluid dimensions of iden-
tity in the Malay world. Focusing on Malaysia over a great span of history,
she illustrates how being defined as Malay is generally based more on the
language one opts to speak and the adoption of Islam. In a part of the world
where many are multilingual, identities can shift depending on expediency,
the need to craft bonds with others, or for other often pragmatic reasons.
Speaking Malay and becoming Muslim are both equated with “becoming
Malay.” As Nagata points out, under Malaysia’s constitution “a Malay is de-
fined as one who habitually speaks Malay, practices Malay customs (adat),
and is a Muslim. This is not a genealogical but a cultural profile, which tech-
nically could be adopted by anyone, including foreigners.”

The emphasis on shifting identification in the anthropology of Southeast
Asia has its origin to a great extent in Edmund Leach’s Political Systems of
Highland Burma (1965), a historical study of the Kachin people in which he dis-
cussed the oscillation between egalitarian and hierarchical political forms,
as well as occasional shifts in which the hierarchical Kachin assumed Shan
(a Tai-speaking group) identity. People often define their ethnic identity or
membership in a cultural group in relation to neighboring peoples and poli-
ties, so these self-definitions shift with social context. As Leach wrote, “lan-
guage groups are not therefore hereditarily established, nor are they stable
through time” (1965:49). Many anthropologists have further developed these
insights, particularly Lehman (1963) and Moerman (1965). Moerman, who
worked with the Lue (another Tai-speaking group who have settled in north-
ern Thailand, northern Burma, and southwestern China), recounts that he
had to ask himself, “Who are the Lue?” and ultimately concluded that this
ethnic identity was a category of self-ascription. Language, culture, and po-
litical organization were not necessarily congruent with each other. Eth-
nicity was impermanent; various ethnic groups used labels for other groups
differently, and members of groups did not always use the same terms for
themselves—how one labeled oneself was situational (Moerman 1965).

Theravada Buddhist ideas of the self are also fluid in a cosmological
sense. As will be seen in Part 2, on Family, Households, and Livelihoods, so-
cial relations are contextualized in terms of the relative status (gender, age,
class or rank, education, or occupation, depending on the particular culture)
of the people involved with each other. In Theravada Buddhist societies, this
is grounded in religious concepts of merit and karma. Buddhism holds that the
soul transmigrates and is reborn again and again on the Wheel of Life until
the achievement of enlightenment. Nirvana, therefore, is nothingness—not
being reborn. But in everyday life, people think in terms of their own im-
mediate caches of merit and sin. As Steven Carlisle points out, karma is un-
derstood and assessed individually; if bad things happen to a person, this
is interpreted as evidence of transgression in a past life. There is also social
monitoring of the reward of good acts and punishment of bad acts (Carlisle
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2008). While people see themselves as having a particular backstory that can
explain their station in life, Holly High (chapter 3) points out that the Lao
people she knew believed they were able to take action to improve their sta-
tion. Like High in Laos, Gillogly was amazed to be the object of discussion
for her skin color and to have friends assess their own beauty on the basis
of such color. But this is a marker of status and, as High points out, it is a
flexible and manipulable element of status. Wealth allows one to achieve
lighter skin by not obligating one to do manual, outdoor work. People can
accumulate merit through working hard, making charitable donations, and
religious behavior. (Moreover, as we will see in Sue Darlington’s essay, chap-
ter 11, the definition of kinds of meritorious acts can be reinterpreted in dif-
ferent settings.) Merit and sin will both be evident in the physical conditions
of a person’s life; the implication is that those who are beautiful, successful,
or wealthy have a store of merit; that is, there is a cosmological foundation
and legitimation of status.

Southeast Asia is also known for what has appeared, to Western eyes, as
extraordinary gender egalitarianism. As noted in “Maling” (Conklin, chap-
ter 5), families desired male and female children equally; the family had lots
of girls, but wanted a boy to hunt with his father. “It would be nice to have
the same number of both boy and girl children” says Maling. Outsiders have
also noted the number of female presidents and leaders in Southeast Asia.
We must be careful about how we interpret this female leadership, as many
of these leaders have been daughters or spouses of past leaders. This, per-
haps, tells us that the connection to power is more important than gender
in and of itself.

Gender parity and complementarity were relatively pervasive in pre-
colonial Southeast Asia. Long before most European women had legally sanc-
tioned property rights, Southeast Asian women could not only own prop-
erty but could also attain prestige as healers and spiritual specialists. In
contemporary Southeast Asia, women are often allocated responsibility for
managing household budgets. Thai, Lao, Filipino, and Vietnamese colleagues
earnestly informed Gillogly time and again that men could not be trusted to
handle money wisely, so that women needed to do it. Nevertheless, house-
hold economic power does not translate into political power, nor to large-
scale public economic power in states.

These elements of gender fluidity and egalitarianism are not necessarily
typical of Vietnam, however. The gender role of women in Vietnam is to
some extent structured by the predominance of patrilineal organization.
The Confucian ideal of family organization is decidedly patriarchal. Does
this mean, in practice, that women have little power in Vietnamese society?
The more important question may be whether Vietnamese women have sta-
tus comparable to that of women in the rest of Southeast Asia—evidenced
by their significant roles in patrilineal rituals—or whether they are subject
to Confucian law and therefore have roles more akin to the more subordi-
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nate ones East Asian women are presumed to occupy—as evidenced by Viet-
namese law that did not allow women to inherit land. Debates on this point
continue.

While none of the chapters in this book discusses this, many Southeast
Asian cultures are also notable for recognizing a different set of gender cate-
gories beyond the simple binary opposition between female and male. There
are third and fourth gender categories. For instance, the famous “ladyboys”
of Thailand are in fact a modern transformation of a traditional gender role
of kathoey. Such male-to-female transgender persons are accepted and often
admired in Thai society—but, as with women’s roles in Thailand, there are
limits to the degree of public power accessible to such people. Interestingly,
in parts of island Southeast Asia, third and fourth gender category people
were historically often assigned special, socially recognized ritual roles. In
Sulawesi, some played essential roles in Buginese weddings, and others played
roles in highland harvest rituals. However, world religions and the absorp-
tion of Western attitudes toward nonbinary gender categories have eroded
these special roles.

Colonialism, postcolonial migrations, and nation-building have also brought
about the reworking of other dimensions of indigenous ideas pertaining to
gender, as Aihwa Ong and Michael C. Peletz have underscored (1995:2). For
instance, the arrival of Spaniards and Catholicism in the Philippines ulti-
mately diminished the spiritual potency accessible to indigenous women.
Missionization and colonialism generally meant that the Filipina’s role be-
came conscripted to that of church and home. And today we find that glo-
balization, labor migration, and other current dynamics have not been uni-
formly empowering for Southeast Asian women (or for those who are gay or
transgendered, for that matter). While globalization offers new possibilities
for Southeast Asian women to seek livelihood and mates abroad (cf. Con-
stable 2003), not all these possibilities offer Cinderella-type outcomes. For in-
stance, although the wages may be better than what one could earn at home,
the positions Filipina, Indonesian, and Malaysian women take as overseas
domestic workers may entail emotionally challenging long-distance parent-
ing, long hours of confinement, or even abuse at the hands of bosses (cf.
Salazar Parrefia 2001; Robinson 2000a; Constable 2007). As Michele Ford and
Lenore Lyons (chapter 23) note in reflecting on women migrants they inter-
viewed in the Southeast Asian Growth Triangle (some of whom were work-
ing in the sex industry), the border zone presents new prospects they would
not have elsewhere, but also imposes risks and other costs.
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Living in Indonesia without a Please
or Thanks: Cultural Translations of
Reciprocity and Respect

Lorraine V. Aragon

“Can I take a sip of your drink, Dad?” I recently heard a seven year-old
American girl ask in a public waiting room.

“Yes, but you didn’t say ‘Please’,” her father chided gently.

“Please. . . . Thanks!” The little girl chanted these two magic words in
quick succession as she eagerly reached for her father’s can of soda pop.

It is easy to watch these remarkably powerful words being taught to
young children in any home or public arena in the United States. Those of
us who speak English or other European languages generally take these
words for granted. But we know that their deployment brings politeness,
persuasion, and permission to what might otherwise be unacceptable re-
quests.

The power of these words also can be made visible by their absence.
Try living a day in the company of others without ever saying “please” or
“thank you,” and see what happens. Social psychology experiments devised
in the 1970s tested the boundaries of U.S. social norms through their inten-
tional violation. Those studies, briefly in vogue, were termed ethnomethod-
ology. The experiments were easy to design once the formula of nonchalant
rule violation was conceived, but their popularity among psychologists and
sociologists was short-lived because of the ill will they produced. Similar
discomfort often arises when we travel innocently to distant places where
customary rules of politeness differ. Even with our best efforts, our attempts
to translate our own polite forms often seem to fall awkwardly flat.

That said, it may seem unimaginable that societies in Indonesia, a region
known for its intricate forms of politeness, would lack such basic terms as
please and thank you to oil the wheels of harmonious social interaction. As
the anthropologists Clifford Geertz (1976) and James Peacock (1987) describe,
the language, cosmology, politics, and aesthetics of Indonesia’s most popu-
lous ethnic group, the Javanese, revolve around a dualism that contrasts the
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refined (alus, Javanese; halus, Indonesian) with the coarse or crude (kasar, Ja-
vanese and Indonesian).

We therefore would expect verbal expressions of gratitude to be promi-
nent among peoples who are anxious about proper speech and social re-
finement. But, in fact, most of the more than three hundred indigenous lan-
guages spoken in the Indonesian archipelago do not include synonyms for
terms such as please and thank you. Most languages in Indonesia borrow
some “thank you” phrase from European languages or the national lan-
guage, termed bahasa Indonesia, to cope with contemporary cosmopolitan ex-
pectations. When local people speak to one another in their native tongues,
by contrast, they can make do without these phrases.

So, the cross-cultural puzzle arises. How does one live smoothly and po-
litely in a society without a generic word like please to make your demanding
requests upon others tolerable, and no phrases like thank you to express grati-
tude for help and kindness? Is gratitude simply assumed in small Southeast
Asian communities of equals? Are the messages our European words con-
tain perhaps encoded alternatively in nonverbal gestures?

The answers are more complicated. We must think in unfamiliar ways
about what these kinds of words actually do—or, sometimes, cannot do—for
us and others. Ward Keeler (1984:xvii) notes that “a critical part of learning
a language is to learn not to want or need to say what one says in English,
but rather to learn to say what people say in the culture of the language
one is learning.” In essence, then, studying a region’s language in situ is
much more about learning to intuit the logic of meaningful local categories
and patterns of social expectations than it is about memorizing one-to-one
linguistic translations. We are informed not only about technical language
usage and conversational routines, but also about widespread Southeast Asian
cultural practices of economic exchange and hierarchy. Keeler writes that
Java is

full of small talk, and polite conversation draws on a large store of stereo-
typical remarks. To use them is not thought stultifying, as some Westerners
find, but rather gracious, comfortable, indicative of the desire to make every
encounter smooth and effortless for all concerned. (Ibid.)

Given these concerns, it has surprised many observers that Indonesians,
including the notoriously manners-obsessed Javanese, make little use, or
very different use, of the kinds of terms we take as the mainstay of our polite
interactions in most European languages. In what follows, I will show that
the English term please is a rather diffuse word, one that maps onto many
different kinds of requests in Indonesian languages. And, thank you has im-
plications about intimacy and economy in Indonesia that we would never
imagine. Before exploring these linguistic alleyways, though, we should con-
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sider what the Indonesian language is, and how it came to be the youthful
nation’s twentieth-century communication highway.

INDONESIAN NATIONAL AND LOCAL LANGUAGES

Most languages spoken in Indonesia fall into the Austronesian language
family, comprised of more than one thousand languages. The result of maritime
migrations starting roughly five thousand years ago, Austronesian languages
span a vast reach across the Pacific Ocean from Madagascar in the west
to Hawalii in the east. Only twenty-five of those Austronesian languages—
Indonesian being one—have more than one million native speakers (Sned-
don 2003:25).!

The current geopolitical boundaries of Indonesia, like those of many for-
mer European colonies in Asia, Africa, and the Americas, essentially were
created by colonial conquests between the seventeenth and twentieth centu-
ries. What is now Indonesia was ruled by the Dutch as the Netherlands East
Indies. The adjacent nation of Malaysia was ruled by the English as the Brit-
ish East Indies. These were boundaries on a political power grid, not natural
ethnic divisions.

In 1928, Malay was selected to become the national language of the Dutch
East Indies by a youth congress of pro-Independence nationalists. Indone-
sian is essentially a dialect of Malay. Thus the national languages of Malay-
sia and Indonesia are, for the most part, mutually intelligible. A quick glance
at a map of Southeast Asia shows that the westernmost Indonesian island
of Sumatra, especially the Riau area, is separated from the Malay Peninsula
by just a narrow strait. Parts of Sumatra are much closer ethnically and lin-
guistically to western Malaysia than they are to many of Indonesia’s east-
ern islands such as Sulawesi, Maluku, Timor, or New Guinea. These latter
islands, by contrast, are closer in linguistic, genealogical, and geographical
features to the Philippines, or to the Pacific island region called Melanesia.

Although only about 5 percent of the Netherlands East Indies population
spoke Malay in the 1920s, it was selected to be Indonesia’s national language
for political and social reasons (Sneddon 2003). While Dutch was used by
the educated elite, it also was the language of the colonial oppressor and did
not offer the international advantages of more widely dispersed European
languages such as English or Spanish. Javanese was spoken by the largest
population of Indies residents, roughly 40 percent, but this seemingly ob-
vious choice was rejected. Nationalists were interested in a language that
would unite an ethnically plural nation, and the Javanese were feared to be
too dominant. Even most Javanese leaders found their language unsuitable
for national status because of its dauntingly hierarchical character. Javanese
often is considered the purest example of a language in which the relative
status of the speaker and the listener is encoded within the vocabulary of
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different speech levels. Every word in some sentences must vary according
to the relative status of the speakers (Geertz 1976; Wolff and Poedjosoedarmo
1982). Such complexity and feudal leanings were not considered promising
for the national language of a modern, twentieth-century nation of equals.

By contrast, Malay had been used as a trade language along island South-
east Asian maritime routes, spread for centuries, first by seafaring merchants
and later by the Dutch colonial administration. Thus, Malay’s rudimentary
conversational forms—greetings, travel or market bargaining, family-life ques-
tions, and the like—already served as a basic lingua franca in coastal regions
of colonial Southeast Asia. Finally, Malay seemed the best choice for the new
nation’s governmental and educational purposes because it had been tran-
scribed in the Latin alphabet and increasingly was adopted by popular jour-
nalists and literary writers (Anderson 1991).

In much of Indonesia, however, children still grow up speaking regional
languages, most of which are significantly different in grammar and vo-
cabulary from Indonesian. Indonesian is thus a second language learned
in primary school and through exposure to the mass media. That was the
situation in highland Central Sulawesi, where I conducted anthropological
fieldwork first from 1986 to 1989. My academic preparation for fieldwork was
to study Indonesian, but I needed to learn a very different local language
when I settled in Sulawesi.

Another quick glance at a map will show why Sulawesi languages are
closer to Philippine languages than they are to Malay. The Central Sulawesi
language spoken where I lived is technically known as Uma, named by co-
lonial European missionaries after the word for no, which varies throughout
the island. The language also sometimes is called Pipikoro (meaning “banks
of the Lariang River”) or, more broadly, a Kulawi District language. Uma is
an unwritten language spoken by an estimated 17,000-20,000 speakers. The
Pipikoro dialect was studied thoroughly by a linguist translating the Bible
(Martens 1988), but no study guides existed when I went there. So, after I
arrived in the Tobaku highlands, I composed lists of words and sentences,
which I initially asked Tobaku people to explain to me in Indonesian. My
aim was to use Indonesian as little as possible as quickly as possible.?

Numerous Tobaku people told me that the two things they most appre-
ciated about me as a visitor was that I could eat their local food and that I
spoke (or tried to speak) their language. For me, partaking of the local cui-
sine, even at its most challenging, was by far the easier of those two enter-
prises. Being human, I was frequently hungry. In truth, I was thankful that
eating required no special talent or hard-learned skills. By contrast, master-
ing a mostly unwritten language that differed grammatically from any lan-
guage I had previously studied was exponentially more daunting.

Most Indonesian government and church mission visitors arriving in the
highlands from the provincial capital expected to be fed large portions of
specially cooked meats—no pork if they were Muslims, and different, gener-
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ally less spicy, cuisine if they were Christians. By contrast, I was a grateful
and “unfussy” guest with a strong stomach for the highlanders’ mounded
plates of hill rice with side dishes of hot chilies and seasonal vegetables.
While their cuisine and language seem to embarrass Tobaku people, they
also serve as points of local pride. Just as U.S. travelers often expect everyone
else in the world to learn English, most Indonesians visiting the Sulawesi
highlands expect residents to speak Indonesian. In the 1980s, Tobaku people
always spoke to each other in Uma, even if they knew Indonesian fluently
and their guests did not. Their language was a source of local ethnic iden-
tity, a litmus test of responsible membership and moral knowledge that few
outsiders could ever pass.

Tobaku people jokingly call their language basa mata’, which literally trans-
lates as the “green,” “unripe,” or “raw” language. With this phrase they im-
ply that their language is unrefined (kasar, Indonesian) and not as sophis-
ticated as Javanese or Indonesian languages.® But the lack of a “please” or
“thank you” in Uma is not the result of its rural speakers’ self-conscious
coarseness or lack of educational refinement. Nor, as it turns out, is the ab-
sence of these words just a local linguistic or cultural phenomenon.

MAPPING THE MANY INDONESIAN WORDS FOR PLEASE

Learning to say please, even in the Indonesian national language, turns out
to be much less straightforward than one might imagine. Translating please
from English (or other European languages) into Indonesian can only be
done indirectly because our one word please, and its other European equiv-
alents such as sl vous plait ('if you please,” French) map onto several Indo-
nesian words that are deployed differentially in specific contexts.

Indonesian please terms can be divided roughly into request or invitation
categories. Indonesian speakers use the word folong, which literally means
“help,” when making a request, such as “please help by doing X.” Thus In-
donesians can say, Tolong bawa piring, meaning “Help [the listener or others
besides the speaker] by bringing the plate,” or Tolong bawakan piring, mean-
ing, “Help [me] by bringing the plate.” A somewhat more submissive request
or supplication would use the word minta, which means “ask for,” or, alter-
nately, mohon, (a very polite synonym for minta, used in more formal con-
texts). Thus, Minta piring, meaning “Asking for the plate,” would be another
way to translate the English phrase, “Please bring the plate.”

Other Indonesian words that map onto our uses for please include mari,
which is an invitation word meaning “please, I invite you to do X,” or silakan/
silahkan, which is a polite or more formal synonym for mari. A casual Java-
nese synonym for mari, widely known and used nationally, is ayo. Thus In-
donesians can say mari makan, ayo makan, or silahkan makan, all meaning
“Please eat,” but with the last phrase being the most formal and polite. All
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these phrases, which express “help me,” “I ask for,” or “go ahead and do X,”
usually are matched with appropriate honorific or kinship terms of address
such as Bapak (“Father” or “Sir”) or Ibu (“Mother” or “Madam”) to show ad-
ditional respect for one’s elders.

Each form of Indonesian request or invitation entails a matching gram-
matical mood, including the imperative, interrogative, and affirmative. One
Javanese expert’s list of English versus Indonesian “please” forms follows,
with the Indonesian “please” equivalent set in bold:

—_

. “Please pass the salt” (Tolong ambilkan garam, request/imperative)

2. “Please come in” (Silahkan masuk or Mari masuk, invitation/imperative)

3. “Could you please tell me where she lives?” (Maukah anda memberitahu
saya di mana dia tinggal? request/interrogative)

4. “Will you please shut the door?” (Tolong tutup pintunya, request/ inter-
rogative but less formal and polite)

5. “Yes, please” (lya terima kasih, acceptance/affirmative)

6. “Third floor, please” (Tolong lantai ketiga, request/affirmative)

7. “Please . . .” (Saya mohon . . . or Tolonglah saya. . ., elliptic request or

begging/imperative)*

Clearly, many of these Indonesian terms work rather differently than our
generic word, please. The Indonesian phrasings make it more explicit than
the English equivalents, whether the speaker is asking for assistance or com-
pliance. Indonesian also is clearer than English about specifying whether
what is being requested is considered to be for the speaker’s, the listener’s,
or a third party’s benefit. Requests generally designate either an elder or su-
perior’s rightful demand or a social inferior’s more humbling request. In the
latter case, extra elements may be added, such as honorific titles of address,
or the suffix -lah after the verb, which softens any request. Paralanguage,
such as tone of voice, relative height of body positioning, or eye direction,
also are involved in what we might call Indonesian requirements for sensi-
tivity to hierarchical positioning in communication.’

The differential deployment of terms to connote respect makes Indone-
sian a deceptively difficult language for many foreigners to master. Because
Indonesian (or Malay) lacks several of European languages’ most compli-
cated features (such as verb tenses, gendered words, and consonant clusters),
it is often described as an easy language to learn. In terms of very basic sen-
tence construction or “survival proficiency,” this is accurate, and those who
study Indonesian are well supported by the kind tolerance of Indonesians
toward non-native speakers, who may be complimented as fluent after ut-
tering just a few introductory sentences. But less-familiar linguistic features
such as semantically generative verb forms and hierarchical or formal regis-
ters ensure that advanced study of Indonesian languages presents unexpect-
edly complex challenges.
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BEING ASKED FOR THE CLOTHES OFF MY BACK

In highland Central Sulawesi, I frequently found myself being asked for
my possessions with a “please-type” word. The Uma language synonym
for minta is merapi, and I heard this term used often in my first three years
of fieldwork. During visits to many villages, I was asked to leave what In-
donesians call a tanda mata, a phrase that literally means “sign for the eye”
but is better translated as a visual sign or souvenir. I was well aware that I
was indebted to both Tobaku individuals and communities for hosting me
for days or weeks at a time during my fieldwork, and I did make a conscien-
tious effort to compensate households where I resided with locally appropri-
ate gifts. But, sometimes, young people I hardly knew, as well as older indi-
viduals I knew better, asked me for personal possessions or items of clothing
before I departed their village. I initially tried to cope with these requests
by bringing extra new clothes as gifts for my hosts, but the requests for my
used garments continued unabated. One day the requests reached a point
where I began to think I was destined to depart the island naked.

My concern over these pleas continued until one of my closest friends,
Tina Eva, a Tobaku woman who had migrated in her youth to the provin-
cial capital, exhibited her strategy for coping with what I then discovered
was not special treatment reserved for foreigners. When we arrived in the
highlands after a three-day hike, we presented our hosts—Tina Eva's par-
ents and extended family—with numerous gifts of city supplies, packaged
food, and new clothes. We spent a convivial two weeks in the highlands and
then prepared for our departure, receiving bundles of local produce to take
back with us to the city.

I then was disarmed when Tina Eva’s sisters, nieces, and cousins began to
request the clothes she had been wearing during our visit. Without missing
a beat, Tina Eva cheerfully began unpacking the requested skirts, blouses,
and slacks—all but the outfits she needed for our three-day journey home.
I followed suit, so to speak. Tina Eva’s family was delighted. On the way
home, Tina Eva revealed that this had been her plan all along. She had saved
up what she considered her least-flattering outfits and deliberately worn them
during our visit for her family members to see. Then her family helped her
unload this sartorial baggage just before her return hike through the moun-
tains. Her generosity created more room in her backpack for the gifts of
fresh produce her farming relatives sent home for her family. It was a win-
win game.®

But why, I still wondered, did local people want, even seem to prefer,
our “fragrant” used clothes, rather than the brand new ones? Tobaku friends
later explained that they preferred the clothes we had worn when visiting
their villages because these items indeed were “signs of the eye,” linked in
their collective visual memory of our visit. Clothes worn by honored guests
and family are considered to hold some essence of the wearer. There is a
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meaningful social history there, analogous to how we might treasure our
grandfather’s watch or our grandmother’s lace shawl. I gradually became
used to hearing the “please give me your shirt” requests, and rather than
thinking that these needy people were begging for hand-me-downs, I real-
ized instead that they were establishing a material memory of our relation-
ship, showing their affection, and also helping me, in a small way, to miti-
gate my continuing obligations as a long-term visitor and adopted relation
in their communities.

SPEAKING ABOUT FAMILY, AGE, AND GENDER

In all Indonesian languages, social hierarchy becomes quickly displayed by
a deft combination of word selection, honorifics, terms of address, and gen-
eral tone of voice. In the Tobaku highlands, adults most often are addressed
by their “teknonyms”—kinship titles in the form of “mother of X,” “husband
of Y,” or “grandparent of Z”—rather than by any given personal or family
name. As a Tobaku person goes through life, her or his name changes from
a generic term for “female/male child,” to a childlike personal nickname, to
“wife/husband of X,” to “mother/father of Y,” to “grandparent of Z.” Out-
siders find this naming system impossibly confusing, but local community
members have little trouble keeping track. Knowing these changing moni-
kers is simply part of knowing a consociate’s life story, and people love to
talk about family relations. Throughout Indonesia, kinship titles are used
not only for relatives, but also for new acquaintances one wishes to respect
or humor. Bus drivers often are called Om, meaning “Uncle,” a strategy that
reminds the driver that you respect his position of authority, and also that
you expect him to care for your well-being on the journey as if you were
cherished kin.

Indonesian terms denoting hierarchy emerge through contextual inter-
actions. Early in my fieldwork, I met with a young professional Indonesian
woman who worked at a university office in Central Sulawesi’s district capi-
tal. Before we had completed two minutes of opening chit-chat, the woman
inquired about my age. I found this a striking question, especially since
we appeared to me to be roughly the same age. The woman explained pa-
tiently that, in Indonesia, we needed to know each other’s exact age in order
to establish which one of us would be addressed as “older sibling” (kakak)
and which one as “younger sibling” (adik). This practice contrasts sharply
with U.S. conventions where, as my son’s fourth-grade teacher advised, “The
three questions you should never ask a woman are her age, her weight, and
her natural hair color.”

Note that the Indonesian terms kakak and adik are gender neutral, apply-
ing to elder/younger sisters or brothers. In this respect, the Indonesian lan-
guage suggests that age ranking is more critical for organizing Indonesian
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social relations than gender ranking, which indeed generally proves to be
the case. One’s age always must be known in Indonesia to enable elders to act
beneficently and parentally toward their juniors, and juniors to act helpfully
and respectfully to their elders. Similarly, visitors to Indonesia can expect to
be asked quickly about their work roles, marital status, and children because
bosses, spouses, and parents—who bear more responsibility—warrant more
respectful language use. The concepts and family terms wielded (mother,
father, aunt, uncle, grandparent, etc.) ideally allow Indonesians to recreate
the familiarity, caring, and protectiveness of families beyond the household
into the public sphere.

This extended deployment of kinship metaphors also affects national
politics. Indonesian citizens called their first two presidents “father” (bapak;
also, “mister” or “sir”) for twenty and thirty-two years respectively. In re-
sponse, first President Sukarno and second President Suharto called Indo-
nesian citizens their “children” (anak). These linguistic practices at times in-
still a cozy family solidarity to Indonesian politics, but they also sometimes
aid the surrender of political authority to some less-deserving father figures,
who reciprocate with patronizing paternalism (Shiraishi 1997).

WHEN A VERBAL EXPRESSION OF THANKS JUST WON’'T DO

Initially, it seems more straightforward for an English speaker to translate
the phrase thank you with the Indonesian synonym (terima kasih) than to
learn all the different ways that Indonesians say please. Terima kasih literally
means “receive love,” which allows the speaker to verbally declare the re-
ceipt of a kindness or gift from someone else. Many of the hundreds of in-
digenous languages in Indonesia, however, do not have such a phrase, so
they often borrow the Indonesian expression. Central Sulawesi highlanders
repronounce the Indonesian “receive love” phrase as tarima kase. Similar bor-
rowings are found in the languages of other outer island Indonesian groups:
terimo kasih (Mandailing, Sumatra); tarimo kasi (Angkola, Sumatra); terimong
geunasih (Aceh, Sumatra). The list goes on and on.

In Dutch-influenced regions such as Ambon and North Sulawesi, people
rephrase the informal Dutch Denk je (‘Thank you”) as danke. Similarly, in the
former Portuguese (and later, Indonesian) colony of East Timor (now an in-
dependent nation), Portuguese words for obliged are used (obrigado for men
and obrigada for women). This idea of expressing one’s sense of obligation
brings us closer to answering the puzzle of what is going on in the vast ma-
jority of Indonesian places where “thank you” has no synonym. In those
regions, local people respond to kindnesses by expressing their positive
emotions as raw appreciation rather than using a boilerplate catchphrase of
verbal gratitude. Like the Toba people of North Sumatra who say mauliate
(literally, “feeling good in my heart”), Uma speakers often simply say “I am
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happy” (Goe’ ama) after receiving a gift. Sometimes they add a phrase that
translates “but one of my arms is long,” implying that they are receiving at
that moment but not reciprocating. Sometimes they further engage in self-
deprecation, asking for pity because they have nothing to give in return,
even when they clearly do, or even just did! Essentially, their words explic-
itly mark the asymmetrical state of being a receiver, who exists with a fu-
ture obligation to the giver.

In my study of Tobaku indigenous cosmology and Protestant revisions,
I noted how foreign missionaries and church leaders frequently reminded
highlanders to say please and thanks to God in their prayers for their health,
crops, meals, and all life’s blessings. By contrast, before Christian conver-
sion, the Tobaku made oaths of request directly to their deities, oaths that
promised offerings in return for those same benefits of life. Although the
new please and thank you words were added dutifully as verbal ornaments,
I suggest that “Tobaku prayers still wrap these recent and inherently empty
words around the material solidarity of sacrificial offerings to instill effi-
cacy” (Aragon 2000:248). Essentially, in the hierarchical or ritual relations
among humans, and between humans and deities, words do not exist apart
from material goods and deeds in constituting “signs of recognition” (Keane
1997).

Ward Keeler (1984:109) illuminates an interesting Javanese twist on the
issue by describing a Javanese term, matur nuwun (“saying thank you”; hatur
nuhun in Sundanese), that traditionally was appropriate only for superiors,
and during formal situations. The term had been perceived as unsuitable for
social inferiors and even hurtful in personal encounters. Keeler writes that a
speaker at a large ritual gathering will repeat the phrase “ceaselessly.” But,
traditionally, a superior does not use phrases at this formal and humbling
Javanese speech level (krama andhap) while addressing an inferior. More sig-
nificantly, Keeler suggests that rather than strengthening a bond of friend-
ship, the use of the “thank you” phrase matur nuwun in response to an act
of kindness “short-circuits” the good feeling that gifts or kindnesses are in-
tended to promote. Keeler writes:

If one says “matur nuwun” to a friend, it implies both distance and a denial
of reciprocity—and one can watch his or her face fall as a result. It is telling
that people do often say “matur nuwun” when . . . money changes hands,
since monetary payment is also a cancellation of further implications of debt
and exchange. (Ibid., 109)

Keeler astutely notes here how “thank you” words seem to cancel, or deny
the promise of, future reciprocation for a gift.

When writing the acknowledgments section of my first book, I struggled
for a way to avoid Indonesian words, to use local Uma terms to express my
gratitude and sense of obligation for all the help I received from Central
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Sulawesi people. I wrote, “Lentora rahi kai ompi” ompi’ omea dipo tahi” or, “1
greatly miss all my siblings across the sea.” That was the best I could do to
say “thank you” in Uma to an indigenous people who have no local words
for this expression.

George Aditjondro (2007), an Indonesian social scientist who has worked
in both northern Sumatra and Central Sulawesi, notes that the absence of in-
digenous words for “thank you” in many areas of western and eastern In-
donesia “has surprised many outsiders, Indonesians and westerners alike.”
But, Aditjondro agrees that “the absence of the expression ‘thank you’ in so
many ethnic languages in this archipelago does not mean that the speakers
of those languages lack a sense of gratitude.” Aditjondro writes:

Different forms of gratitude are known and practiced by these peoples, dif-
ferent from the Western, or, for that matter, Indonesian forms of gratitude.
Basically, material and non-material forms of gifts develop a sense of grati-
tude among the receivers of the gifts. Or, probably, a sense or feeling of in-
debtedness. Utang budi (“a debt of character” or “a moral debt”) we say in
Indonesian. Utang na loob, in Tagalog in the Philippines.

One can only be relieved from this feeling once one has responded in
kind or after providing a service for the person from whom one has re-
ceived the material or non-material gifts. In other words, underlying the ab-
sence of words for “thank you” is the need to maintain reciprocity, or, recip-
rocal ways of returning the favors we have received by providing services
or goods needed by the initial givers of gifts.

Reciprocity, is the key word. This reciprocity is a form of exchange, prior
to the Western or Malay way of trading, which maintains the internal re-
lations within the ethno-linguistic groups, or between the ethno-linguistic
groups. (Aditjondro 2007)

What Aditjondro refers to here is what anthropologists, following the
economist Karl Polanyi (1944), call “delayed reciprocity,” a kind of noncom-
modified gift exchange process, whose worldwide variations were described
and theorized in the 1920s by Marcel Mauss (1990). Aditjondro contrasts this
kind of long-term reciprocity with capitalist trading (the “Western or Malay
way”), which follows an alternative (and to us more familiar) “tit-for-tat” or
“balanced reciprocity” exchange policy between people who have no nec-
essary or long-term relationship once the exchange is transacted. Without a
sense of mutual debt and obligation, there is not necessarily any future to a
social relationship. When we hand our payment to the store cashier and she
says “thank you,” our interaction is completed and our relationship closed.

As it turns out, the cross-cultural puzzle of why many Indonesian lan-
guages have no synonym for thank you is solved not by thinking about which
alternate words or behaviors would be “good enough” to replace our own
verbal expressions of gratitude. Rather, it is solved by recognizing that for
people engaging in delayed forms of social and economic reciprocity, words
themselves are not enough to balance deeds. Additionally, compensation
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must occur at a later date so that a period of indebtedness prolongs, and
thereby strengthens, the relationship. Thus, at the moment when a first good
deed is enacted, often the best thing the recipient can do is simply acknowl-
edge pleasure and a state of asymmetry or obligation in the “gift-exchange”
relationship. Both parties then may part with a sense of indebtedness and
responsibility to nurture the relationship later.

Keeler (1987) notes that the Western custom of always saying “thank
you” in response to any kindness seems to Indonesians to be rather jejune,
in the sense of being both unsatisfying and immature. I, too, try to explain
this in my ethnography about the Tobaku region:

Debts of significance cannot be released with a few fluffy words floated for
a moment in the air. Gifts require continuation of the exchange process, not
its cessation through attempted compensation. Obligations are a state of be-
ing and a means to create relations anew. (Aragon 2000:vii)

Hence, when visiting Indonesia, feel free to express thanks, gratitude,
and happiness for all the kindnesses Indonesian people undoubtedly will
grant you. But be prepared for gifts to change your relationship, and to un-
leash expectations that you will make relationships continue through fu-
ture, and sometimes unexpected, forms of reciprocity.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Despite the irony of verbally thanking anyone after this essay, I would be
remiss not to acknowledge the work of this volume’s editors and to men-
tion the names of other scholars whose contributions have directly affected
my thinking on this subject. I am grateful to Ward Keeler for contributing
so much to Javanese linguistic issues; to Mohammad Thoiyibi for enlighten-
ing me further on contemporary Javanese and Indonesian usage; to George
Aditjondro for documenting thank you and reciprocity terms across the ar-
chipelago; to Michael Martens for always graciously sharing his extensive
knowledge of Uma; to Nancy Eberhardt for her insight on transforming sta-
tus and wealth distribution through requests; and to Liz Coville, with whom
I shared early conversations about experiences of minta on Sulawesi. Finally,
again, I remember with happiness the many kind people I met in the To-
baku highlands (Goe” ama!) and feel the absence of their good-natured com-
panionship (Lentora rahi kai).

NOTES

1. Austronesian languages sometimes are termed “Malayo-Polynesian.”
2. At that time, no one in the region spoke English, so working through En-
glish was not an option.
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3. The apostrophe at the end of many Uma words (for example, mata’ or “un-
ripe”) represents a glottal stop, as heard in the middle of Americans’ common ex-
pression of chagrin, “oh-oh.”

4. My thanks to Mohammad Thoiyibi of Universitas Muhammadiyah, Sura-
karta, for this list.

5. Showing respect in Indonesia entails keeping one’s head physically lower
than the heads of others, often a challenge for tall or ignorant foreign visitors. Dur-
ing the Southeast Asian monetary crisis that began in late 1997, a widely published
newspaper photograph of an International Monetary Fund officer, who stood tower-
ing over the seated President Suharto as he signed a new loan-restructuring agree-
ment, was considered a national disgrace, indicative of the aging president’s grow-
ing political weakness in the international community, and hence at home.

6. As Nancy Eberhardt (2006:98-99) describes, this rural Southeast Asian pat-
tern of cheekily requesting anything exceptional that anyone else visibly has al-
lows people with “less stuff” to initiate a hierarchical personal relationship simply
through the asking. This technique compels those daring to practice conspicuous
consumption to be generous and caring in exchange for public prestige. The re-
quirement of extreme magnanimity as the price for incrementally higher social sta-
tus also acts as a leveling mechanism, pushing individuals toward egalitarianism
(or at least minimal differences in material wealth) and other more spiritual or
community-oriented forms of prestige-seeking.
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Toba Batak Selves: Personal, Spiritual,
Collective

Andrew Causey

Who is “me”? For the Toba Bataks of North Sumatra, Indonesia, probing
that question might take a lifetime. My first experience with the complexity
of a Toba Batak notion of self occurred when I was listening to my carving
teacher’s wife, Ito, talk about one of their sons, a young man who had serious
learning difficulties and who was recalcitrant and mischievous. Their son
always played with children much younger than himself, or played by him-
self; he spent hours toying with kittens, often chatting with them. The other
children liked him, but it was clear that he was unlike the others. When Ito
spoke about him, she had a kindly and bemused tone, and once told me,
“Yes, he is different, but we have to be careful because his spirit is very
strong.” I was not certain what she meant, so she gave me an example.

She told me that some years earlier he had repeatedly asked her for a
red plastic toy car from the market. The only toys her eight children owned
were homemade, constructed out of drinking straws or rubber bands, and
Ito explained that the family could not afford such an extravagance, espe-
cially not for a young man who was too old for such things. He persisted,
not begging or cajoling, but simply stating over and over that he wanted the
toy car. She refused. He persisted. After a month of this, she told me, he fell
out of a tree and broke his arm in such a way that required an expensive
trip to a specialist. They had to ask her husband Partoho’s sister to sell her
only gold necklace and then they borrowed the money she received. “After
that,” Ito continued, “it was clear I had to buy the toy for him.” Her hus-
band Partoho nodded his head in agreement as she stated the conclusion to
the story.

I did not understand the tale, and wondered if I had misunderstood
something along the way. Perhaps sensing the confusion in my face, Partoho
said, “That’s the way it is! After that, we could see that in the days to come,
we should not resist his will—we must give in to it. Such is the strength of
his spirit.” Still confused, I asked about the connection between the toy car
and the son’s fall. It seemed hard for either of them to clarify something so
patently obvious, but they tried to find words to explain it. Ito said, “You
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see, his spirit had menjatuhkan him . . ” (that is, it had “felled” him—caused
him to fall) “because it was not being treated as it wished; his spirit is so
strong it can make him fall.”

To make sense of this story, we need to try understanding Bataks’ no-
tion of “self,” a complex conflation of individual personality, the particular
spirit, and the collective group. Understanding how other cultures construct
their notions of the self has been of interest to social scientists since the be-
ginnings of the discipline of anthropology. In the early years of the twenti-
eth century, scholars investigated connections between the self and society,
from Freud’s (1918) and Frazer’s (1910) work on totemism' to Levy-Bruhl’s on
the “soul” (1966 [1922]), which unfortunately seemed to imply that people
from non-Western cultures possessed only a group identity. Other scholars,
such as Ruth Benedict (1934), Margaret Mead (1937), and Cora DuBois (1944),
proposed that personality and culture were inextricably bound, creating a
culturally shared identity called the “modal personality” (DuBois 1944:2);
some critics rejected these concepts as being too mechanistic and difficult to
support. Anthropological research on differential constructions and notions
of the self continue, ranging from works on the philosophical explorations
of “technologies of the self” (Foucault 1988) to those that introduce notions
of a cyborg self that is postgender, polymorphic, and disembodied (Hara-
way 1991). This chapter presents information about Toba Bataks’ senses of
self not to support a theoretical position but rather to help illuminate some
of the complexities of everyday life in this part of Southeast Asia.

The Bataks are one of Indonesia’s many ethnic groups, and are divided
into six subgroups, of which the Toba are among the most numerous (about
two million). Although they have migrated widely across Indonesia’s islands,
they consider their homeland to be the North Sumatran lands that surround
Lake Toba, including the island in the center of that lake, Samosir.

I studied with the Toba Bataks living near the shore of Lake Toba for a
year and a half. Some of my first impressions were that they were entrepre-
neurial, passionate about exploring ideas, ready to laugh, and individual-
istic. As an American who had lived in the state of Texas for more than a de-
cade, I found the character of many Toba Bataks to be completely familiar:
they were spirited, independent, brash, opinionated, and self-possessed. The
longer I lived on Samosir Island, the more I began to understand the Toba
Bataks’ sensibilities concerning the “self.” Far from being simply “individu-
alistic” or “independent” (as they are sometimes described by other Indone-
sians), I learned to see that most everyday social interaction required Batak
individuals to constantly balance—you might even say juggle—a number of
different notions of “self” that were constructed both by themselves and the
social-cultural world around them.

I should underscore that I am a student of the Bataks’ cultural life, not
a spokesperson for them; just as Americans have varied conceptions of per-
sonhood, not all Bataks think or feel the same way about the topic of self.
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In addition, Toba Bataks” notions are not entirely unique: there are other
groups in Southeast Asia (indeed, the world) with similar or comparable
conceptions of self. For example, Ward Keeler (1987) writes of the various as-
cetic efforts a person can undergo to strengthen the self, noting further that
the potency of the self “. . . does not simply stand prior to speech, seeking
expression by means of it, but rather is constructed in the play of speech it-
self” (37), while Michael Peletz (1996), in describing the lives of Malaysians
from Negri Sembilan, notes that the notion of self is strongly relational:
personhood is equally grounded in social relations, the physical body and
character, and the spiritual essence (Peletz 1996:202-209). It might even be
tempting to see the Bataks’ conception of self as a part of a larger Austro-
nesian? belief system, for similar notions of a segmented self and soul are
found in the Solomon Islands (Fox 1925:240).

BATAK NOTION OF THE INDIVIDUAL (PERSONHOOD)

I discovered that Bataks consider each person to have an individual person-
ality; in this respect, the Bataks are not unlike Westerners in holding a con-
cept of the self. This aspect of the person is based partly on their physicality
and partly on their character (I: sifat), and it is considered unique and par-
ticular in the world. In fact, a person’s sifat is often spoken of in terms of their
“differences” (colloquial Indonesian: lainnya): a person’s behavioral quirks
and physical imperfections are both parts of their sifat or character.’

Because Partoho, Ito, and I were all considered to be “humorous,” we
shared a sifat characteristic, but we also each differed: Partoho’s sifat was
creative and hard-working, Ito’s was gregarious and engaging, and mine
was bookish and curious. In addition, Partoho and Ito told me that my sifat
tended toward plumpness while theirs tended toward wiriness and tough-
ness. To further illustrate the notion of sifat, I recall that the Bataks I knew
often brought up the term when discussing a person’s appropriate soulmate
(using the Indonesian word jodoh). Finding a jodoh results from a search for
someone whose sifat “fits” with one’s own: a person who meshes with one’s
thinking and opinions, who suits one’s personality and heart, and who be-
comes a “friend for life” (Sthombing 1986:53-63). Religious training or aca-
demic education might alter a person’s outlook on life, but their sifat is be-
lieved to be inherent and mostly unchangeable.

BATAK NOTION OF THE SPIRITUAL SELF. TONDI
The Toba Bataks I worked with are staunch Christians (mostly Lutheran,

but some are Catholics or Evangelical); accordingly, religion was an ever-
present topic in my conversations with them. In day-to-day behaviors and
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social interactions, though, one might also notice a vibrant indigenous (that
is, pre-Christian) belief system working alongside the professed religion.
One aspect of this older system is the belief that all persons have within
themselves a “life-force” called tondi. Many students of the Batak culture,
both insiders and outsiders, have tried to define tondi, using terms such as
spirit, soul material, or soul-stuff.* However, none of these terms seems to ac-
curately delineate the Bataks’ lived experience.

The terms spirit or soul as we tend to use them in the West do not do ser-
vice to a concept often seen as a driving force that is separable and some-
times at odds with the physical human being (Pedersen 1970:26).> As con-
veyed in Ito’s story of her son’s fall from a tree, the material self is sometimes
at the whim of this immaterial being and its desires. That the two are inex-
tricably connected is clear to Bataks, for the boy’s spirit tondi was eager to
have its sensual urges satisfied with little regard to the costs that such a de-
sire might have to the physical body.

Anicetus Sinaga, a Toba Batak scholar and Catholic bishop, says that be-
cause it comes from the realm of God, the tondi has a quality of sacred-
ness and can seem like a deity (that is, it is prayed to or beseeched for help)
(1981:102-106). However, Sinaga adds that the tondi is different from God in
that it only represents godliness in man.® In essence, Sinaga regards the tondi
as the “numen” or living essence of the human. Paul Pederson, who lived
with the Bataks for many years, reports that they believe that when a tondi
is ready to enter the material world, it picks a leaf from the heavenly world
tree on which is written the fate (I: nasib) of a single human (1970:26). Some-
time before actual birth, the tondi joins a chosen fetus, bringing the child’s
future with it.”

Throughout childhood, the tondi and the human have a tenuous rela-
tionship. The tondi might create havoc if it does not get what it wants, and
may even decide to leave the body permanently if favorable conditions do
not exist (a situation that, I was told, would result in death). Parents must treat
young children with deference and kindness until the bond between tondi
and human is dependable and firm. With this in mind, parents I knew re-
frained from ever hitting their children, fed them indulgently if they could,
and gave in to their desires whenever possible.

As people grow older, they must be sensitive to signs that might indicate
their tondis are not happy, secure, strong (hard), or “cool” (Parkin 1978:145):
one’s conscious self must always be aware and attentive to the tondi’s de-
sires and needs. Since I had been told that these desires were difficult to
understand directly, I asked how people knew for sure what their tondis
wanted. Partoho was the only one willing or able to talk about the topic in
any detail. But rather than provide me with his own personal examples, he
reminded me of a recent event in my own life. I had made plans to travel
many hours to the south, but when the day and time came to leave, I began
to feel slightly nervous about the rain-slicked roads and the possibilities of
rock slides. He reminded me, “Your tondi didn’t want to go, and yet you
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still made plans to leave. You felt conflict inside, right?” What I might have
called trepidation or cold feet, my teacher framed as a conflict between my
material self and my tondi. Had I been Batak and sensitive to such feelings,
I would not have left then (since the departure date was flexible) and would
have engaged in activities that would have strengthened my tondi.

How does one “harden” the tondi? According to Bataks who were will-
ing to discuss this matter, the process involves constant experimentation,
including, but not limited to, actively engaging in adat (that is, traditional
values or behaviors such as participating in ritual dances or wearing the
identifying fabric called ulos), pleasing the material-sensual body in order
to entice the tondi to stay in the human body, eating foods full of potency
and nutrition, and engaging in the acts of studying or learning. Toba Bataks
who are particularly strong in their Christian beliefs told me that the tondi
can be strengthened by doing good works or praying.

In general, I was told that Batak adults” tondis are satisfyingly embed-
ded in them, leaving temporarily only when the person dreams or becomes
ill.® This strong connection of spirit and material selves is not just a con-
cern of the individual; the family and community is concerned as well, be-
cause hearty tondis create a strong society. Visiting Westerners often note
that the Toba Bataks commonly shout out the traditional greeting, “HoRrRAS!”
to whomever they pass along the roads. I was told that this word roughly
translates as “hard” or “firm,” and is an encouragement (perhaps even a de-
mand) that one’s tondi stay strong.

When people spoke to me of the tondi (which was not a common oc-
currence), it was with the knowledge that it was them: that it was a part of
their “self.” Nevertheless, all spoke of the tondi’s needs and urges as be-
ing somehow removed. The tondi, as I understood it, was both part of the
human—a person felt the hunger or the desire in their sensual body—but
also not a part of it. Once, when Partoho’s carving business was not do-
ing well, he told me that his tondi was craving chicken. Ito bought one (an
unusual expense for the family), prepared it using an elaborate traditional
recipe, and served it just to him at dinner that night. The rest of the family
ate rice, vegetables, and fish as he worked methodically through the entire
dish, sharing none (in a culture where sharing is essential and common),
apparently aware that their well-being depended on his focused act to sat-
isfy his tondi. In essence, the Bataks’ acknowledgment of the tondi is their
acceptance of a kind of segmented self: a self that is part material body (the
character or personality), and part spiritual entity (the tondi).

BATAK NOTION OF THE GROUP (COLLECTIVE SELF)
But the Bataks’ notion of self is not simply bipartite. There is additionally

a sense of self that is part of a collectivity. For the Bataks, the individual is
always part of a group: family, peer group, profession, clan, ethnicity, and
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nation. As we will see, many authors have noted that Bataks often consider
themselves as members of the society before they see themselves as indi-
viduals.

To fully appreciate this, we must realize that for the Batak, as for many
other Indonesian groups, “tradition” (adat) is paramount. The moral and le-
gal code handed down by the ancestors, called adat, outlines the appropri-
ate behavior for everything from the sale of land to proper behavior toward
elders. Adat is sacred, and the ways to enact it properly are taught from
childhood.’ Everyone who wants a contented tondi and blessings from the
ancestors adheres to constraints of the adat, and everyone identifies with it
personally. To reject the adat rules or the code is to divorce oneself from the
group and to risk supernatural sanctions (Ross 1962:5).

Arne Bendtz (1986:26), a scholar of Batak culture, noted that a principle
concept for the Bataks is that humans are esteemed beings endowed with
the rights to respect and goodwill of each other, of nature, of supra-human
powers, and of the supreme deity. To balance this individualism, Bendtz
maintains that the individual “does not have a personal life apart from the
collective life of the clan . . . loyalty to the community is therefore absolute”
(ibid). A Batak is the collective, and so the love of the community is love
of self; they are not separable. One’s actions are guided by the communi-
ty’s laws and regulations, and one supports them as an expression of “self.”
Furthermore, one’s sense of self is inextricably bound to one’s family, par-
ticularly the patriline clan known as the marga.

The Bataks’ marga society consists of three conceptual groups: (1) those
who share your clan name (dongan sabutuha, translated roughly as “womb
sharers,” with whom marriage is impossible because it is considered inces-
tuous); (2) those to whom your clan provides daughters as wives (boru), and
who are considered to be slightly inferior socially; and (3) those from whom
your clan accepts daughters as wives (hulahula), and who are considered to
be socially superior.”’ These relationships are eternal, and cut across geo-
graphic distance and socioeconomic class; one may never marry dongan
sabutuha, no matter how distant the actual ancestral connection is; one may
always expect a favor from the boru; and one must always respect the hu-
lahula.

The Bataks call this vital social arrangement Dalihan na Tolu (‘the Three
Hearth-stones,” referring to the fact that three stones are necessary to hold
up the pot in the kitchen firepit), and it is kept very much alive in everyday
life. For example, Partoho was obligated to teach a distant cousin of his wife
how to carve, despite the fact that the young man had very little real interest
and even less talent. The erstwhile student chipped Partoho’s best carving
knives and wasted wood, but the teacher had to remain calm and respectful
because the cousin was a member of his hulahula."

In the village or town, everyone knows their marga relationship with
everyone else, but when a Batak individual goes beyond the homeland, the
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situation can become complex. Because two Batak strangers must clarify
their relationship before they can engage socially, the first question they ask
of each other is Margana aha do hamu? (‘What'’s your marga name?”). Once
the name is known, they will know whether they will deal with the new
acquaintance as a “brother,” a social inferior, or someone to whom due def-
erence must be shown.!? Despite the fact that Bataks might want to portray
themselves as unique individuals, and despite anything their tondi might
urge them to do, the responsibility of a self as a member of the marga col-
lective takes precedence; one must always act in accordance with the appro-
priate behaviors set out in the adat rules.

To make matters of identity even more complicated, Bataks, like many
other Indonesians, tend to perceive others in their social world as divided
into two different kinds of “we.” In the Indonesian language, there are two
words for we: kita and kami (in Toba Batak, the terms are hita and hami). Kita/
hita is the form that includes all (self and all others), and is sometimes re-
ferred to as the “collective we” or “we-inclusive.” This is the term one would
use to say, “In the end, we all must die.” The term kami/hami expresses the we
that assumes there is some Other that is excluded. What is interesting about
the kami/hami grammatical formation is that it constructs the notion of we
as a single entity, precisely because it is distinguished from others. The use
of this construction requires that the speaker suppress the notion of a soli-
tary self. As the Indonesian psychologist and philosopher Fuad Hassan says,

It is essential for each individual sharing the kami-world to reduce his indi-
viduality and maintain a maximum solidarity with the other constituents in
it. This is necessary for the sake of positioning kami against those outside it.
The strength or quality of the feelings of solidarity among individuals con-
stituting a kami-mode of togetherness depends very much on the readiness
of each individual to inhibit or reduce his subjectivity. (1975:24)

In this way, the “self” is no longer the individual person, but rather the par-
ticular group as defined in opposition to all outsiders.

The nuclear family is the primary collective, and it is not uncommon
to hear individuals of a family present their own personal opinions or ob-
servations by using the pronoun kami/hami (collective we) rather than the
more accurate saya (meaning I). In most of my chats with Partoho and Ito,
they used the term kami/hami, whether they were saying “I [along with my
group] already ate,” or “We [the family] are strong in our religious beliefs.”
This notion of a collective we/l emerged most clearly for me when I tried to
gather information by means of a written questionnaire: I provided exactly
enough forms for each family member to complete, and upon retrieving the
forms, would get the same number returned . . . and these would contain
precisely the same responses, carefully written out separately by each par-
ent and each child.
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FINDING BALANCE (THREE SELVES JOINED)

How can a Batak individual manage to get through a day if all these “selves”
are in constant competition? Many Bataks clearly give little thought to this
issue: instead, they try to satisfy their bodily cravings and spiritual needs
the best they can, and follow the habits of cultural tradition in doing so.
Conflicts of self usually arise only for those people who seek change in their
lives, or who choose to behave in ways not ordinarily sanctioned by the tra-
ditional culture.

One of my Batak friends, a man of great exuberances and intense mel-
ancholies, told me that his true desire in life had been to write novels and
short stories. As a youth, he completed several such stories for publication,
and had begun sketching out a novel. I asked him what happened to his
dream. He replied that his passion to write (the purview of the tondi) was
thwarted by his fear of correction and rejection (feelings that are the pur-
view of his more practical personality). This situation had created a huge
conflict inside him, something that manifested itself as aimlessness and an
urge to gamble. He left all his plans behind when he married and had his
first child, since his most pressing obligations were now to his family. He
told me that the “stres” (Indonesian for the English loanword stress) of try-
ing to balance his desires, fears, and obligations to family and tradition were
almost too much to take. Some Bataks leave the homeland to escape these
pressures, but he decided to raise a family while he was still young. “Later,”
he said, “when I am old, maybe my fears will go away and let me feed my
tondi.” When I encountered him again several years later, he had not yet
started to write his stories, but had managed to make a small fortune on a
winning lottery ticket.

CONCLUSIONS

Are we now better able to answer the question “Who is ‘me’?” Do we have,
in the West, single solitary selves, inalienable from the physical body of our
persons?”® Or are we more like the Bataks, who believe that the self is seg-
mented, separable, and situated in different particular social contexts?'* Are
you simply “me,” or do you experience your self as one that always knows
when it is a child, when a sibling, a friend, a stranger—whether it is moti-
vated by its cravings or its obligations? Does it matter if that self is abroad,
at home, or in a dream? The more you think about examples from your
own life, the more you will understand the complexity of the simple ques-
tion posed at the start.

In this chapter, you have been introduced to aspects of the Toba Bataks’
perceptions of the sense of self as a complex amalgam of three intertwined
parts, a kind of social braid: the personal character, the integrated spiritual
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entity, and the individual-as-collective. In addition, you have seen how none
of the three takes necessary preference over the others, and none is fully
in control of the others. While the scenarios presented here may imply that
the three parts are constantly synchronized, this is not true. The complex
interactions they share are not precisely defined nor easily constructed, and
many Bataks find that their lives unfold as a constant struggle to find bal-
ance between them. They find, as many of us do in the West, that the work-
ing of one part of the self is always contingent on the interactions and con-
texts of the other parts.

Perhaps because Toba Bataks are attentive to the different parts of the
self, they are able to face the adversities of life through a creative ability to
draw on the strengths of each one of the parts (the personality/character,
the spiritual tondi, the adat-bound collective), and in doing so both main-
tain the integration of them in the pursuit of a successful and long life. In
thinking about the Toba Bataks’ complex notion of self as presented here, we
realize that perhaps it is not all that different from our own. An important
difference may be their conscientious alertness to keep the needs of them-
selves always in balance with that of their social group, an alertness we in
the West might learn to better develop.

NOTES

1. Totemism was for many years in the early twentieth century a foundational
trope in the field, quickly losing ground when scholars such as Goldenweiser (1910)
began to show the limits of the term’s use; see also Levi-Strauss (1963).

2. Austronesian is a language family that stretches from the island of Oceania
to the east as far west as Madagascar, centering around the Malay peninsula and
the archipelagos of Indonesia and Philippines (Bellwood 1997:3).

3. This is term that defies precise translation into English. Stevens and Schmidgall-
Tellings, in their recent Indonesian-English dictionary, gloss the word as “1. Appear-
ance, look. 2. nature, innate character, disposition” (2004); Echols and Shadily (1989)
add to this the definition “identifying feature,” while E. Pino and T. Wittermanns
(1955) gloss the word as “character, nature; quality, mark, feature.”

4. Niessen 1985:121, Parkin 1978:145, Pedersen 1970:25, Sibeth 1991:66, Sinaga
1981:103, Tobing 1994:97.

5. Adams (1993:57) describes a similar kind of spirit/soul notion among the
Sa’dan Toraja that is referred to as sumanga’.

6. It is important to note that not all Bataks agree about how to interpret the
nature of the fondi: Tobing (1994:107), says the tondi is, in fact, God in man.

7. The Bataks with whom I interacted did not seem to see a conflict in this ex-
planation of an individual’s future with that of the Christian religion that avers that
a person’s life is not preordained. Both Sinaga (1981) and Parkin (1978) discuss this
syncretic or accommodating nature of Toba Batak Christianity in great detail.

8. Adams (1993:58) describes the Sa’dan Toraja’s similar belief in bombo, the
spirit essence of people who are “soon-to-die,” which wander away from the cor-
poral self.
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9. Similarly, Ross says, “The adat is, among other things, a codification of Batak
social order. . . . It tells him how he is to behave toward others and what behavior
to expect on the part of others toward him. The social order is an important aspect
of the environment from which the individual abstracts his sense of ego identity
in the course of his life experiences . . .” (1962:32), continuing on to say, “Instead of
being based on the substance of the relationship with others, the individual’s se-
curity is bound up in the social structure, and since adat equals structure, the adat
must be defended and maintained as a vital part of the individual’s sense of iden-
tity” (ibid).

10. See S. A. Niessen 1985 and J. C. Vergouwen 1964 for more information on
Batak margas.

11. This story is told in more detail in Causey 2003:106.

12. George Sherman notes that the common Batak saying, “Revere wife-givers;
request earnestly from wife-receivers,” is not usually actualized outside the home-
land, but nevertheless notes that knowing one’s marga relationship with another
makes it easy to engage socially (1990:94).

13. If so, then why has “identity theft” become so much more prevalent with im-
proved computer technologies and the advent of the Internet? Why do people who
engage in role-playing computer games create different identities or “avatars” for
themselves?

14. The discipline Cultural Studies uses the phrases “situated subjectivity,” “situ-
ated subject position,” and “subjectivization” for the notion that any particular self
in the world is partly defined (or “constructed”) by the discourses in which it par-
ticipates within the social and environmental contexts that surrounds it. See for ex-
ample, Foucault 2002 (1973).

” o
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Poverty and Merit:
Mobile Persons in Laos

Holly High

When I conducted sixteen months of fieldwork in a poor, rural village in
Laos, I was required to obtain official permission from the central govern-
ment. Before fieldwork began I spent more than a year negotiating this with
administrators in Vientiane, and I was resident there for much of that time.
When I finally received permission, it came in the form of a stamped and
signed letter. I was then free to move on to my fieldsite: the letter did not
stipulate where this would be, but I chose the southern reaches of the Me-
kong River, near the border with Cambodia and Thailand. The letter car-
ried enough authority to allow me to pass from the national level of bureau-
cracy through the provincial level to the district level with relative ease. At
the district level, however, the letter lost some of its force. In the capital of
Munlapamook district I found that I had to negotiate afresh with the dis-
trict authorities for permission to proceed to an outlying village. This took
two weeks. During this time, I stayed in the care of the staff of the district
education office. These two weeks were marked by a series of brief meetings
with district leaders concerning my research plans, and long, directionless
days filled with casual conversations with junior office staff. The office squat-
ted in a muddy field of overgrown grass on which cows grazed, their bells
clanging. The office had no electricity and was too hot for comfort, so staff
gathered on a wide bench under an old tree outside for long streams of con-
versation, banter, and debate. After my first formal but uninformative five-
minute-long meeting with the office head, I was invited over to the bench.
“Oh you're beautiful,” a chorus immediately began. Peng, a female staffer,
was held up for comparison. “Hold your arm against hers,” a man insisted,
so we could compare the color of our skins. “Oh you are very black,” the
man told Peng. Peng removed her arm very quickly. “I'm not beautiful!” she
exclaimed, smiling; “I am so black!”

“Black is not beautiful,” the man told me.

“Holly, what about him?” Peng motioned toward the man, “Would you
take him as a boyfriend? He’s not beautiful. He’s very black.” The group
laughed at Peng’s rejoinder. “Not beautiful, not beautiful,” they chorused.
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I marveled at their carefree banter about such topics—race, beauty, love.
These topics were held in such reverence in the cultural milieu of urban
Australia, from which I had come. I felt a jolt of dissonance when this ban-
ter began:  had expected to discuss my research or perhaps the weather, but
instead I found that it was my physical characteristics that were the topic
of preferred conversation. In contrast to the office staffs’ relaxed and play-
ful mood, I was immediately awkward. I felt uncomfortable in my own skin
as I realized, suddenly, that my body did not seem to mean to others what
it meant for me. Those words, white and black, denoted race for me, and the
topic of race had long since been dropped from everyday polite conversa-
tion in Australia. Educated, urban Australia no longer talked openly about
difference in terms of “black” or “white.” There, it is considered reasonably
polite to ask “what nationality are you?” but certainly not “what race are
you?” Difference is elaborated on in terms of “cultural” difference: there
has been a proliferation of “multicultural” festivals and fairs, where food
and dance form the acceptable and required modes of expressing difference,
each national culture displayed in its distinct, cordoned-off stalls and per-
formances. Race, however, is unmentionable. The very term—along with
the words white and black—nmow evokes a visceral embarrassment, and the
use of such words has been “carefully suppressed among modern, cosmo-
politan citizens” (Cowlishaw 2004:13). In this milieu it would be uncouth in
the extreme, racist even, to suggest that white was beautiful, and black not.
In one of the most famous statements against racism, Martin Luther King ex-
pressed his dream that people “not be judged by the color of their skin but
by the content of their character.” In Dr. King’s statement, there is a strong
correlation between race and body—race is associated with the physical na-
ture one is granted at birth, and over which one is thought to be effectively
powertless. In this view, race is only skin deep, an accident of birth, not an
indicator of a person’s worth. Race, then, is bodily, natural, and not a useful
indicator of achievement. The banter at the office confronted these sensibili-
ties. The staff bluntly held that white skin was beautiful, black was not, and
that such matters, far from unmentionable, were the subject of comparison,
comment, and ridicule.

Peng was assigned as my friend and companion for my stay in the dis-
trict capital, and shared my lodgings with me. That night in our rooms,
she was happily rummaging through my possessions, trying on my clothes
and cosmetics with an absorbed but lighthearted curiosity. My collection of
sunscreens, moisturizers, and skin care products evoked particular interest.
“What is this cream for?” she asked of each one, before applying a little. “For
my eyes,” “to make my skin soft,” and “to stop the sun from burning me,”
I replied to her queries.

“Oh,” came Peng’s satisfied reply. “This is why your skin is so white and
beautiful. You can afford to buy all of these creams and stay inside all day.
You have money.”
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“My skin is white because my parents’ skin is white,” I replied. I was
taken aback at the implication that my skin was the result of manufacture
rather than nature. I felt a surprising surge of resentment at the realization
that what I had taken to be bodily and given, my natural “self,” was being
perceived here as the result of deliberate achievement and manipulation.

“You wait until you have lived in Laos for one year,” said Peng, smirk-
ing. “You will be as black as me. Maybe more black, because you are going
out to live in the countryside with the very poor people. If you harvest rice,
you will be black.”

Peng’s use of black and white here diverged from my own. Both Lao and
Australian understandings of skin admit the notion that pigmentation can
change with exposure to the sun and elements. And both also admit that the
range of pigmentation that can be achieved by different people is strongly
influenced by inherited characteristics. But there the similarities end. Black
and white in Australia principally denote concepts of race, viewed as immu-
table, natural, and ascribed at birth. In Peng’s usage, whiteness and black-
ness were variables, open to manipulation. And the key method of manipu-
lation was wealth. Thus the color of skin was a particularly good indicator
of relative wealth and current fortunes of the skin’s inhabitant, and was sub-
ject to much comment and discussion.

Later, when I had established myself in a poor rural village to conduct
long-term fieldwork, I observed that discussions of skin pigmentation in re-
lation to relative wealth were common. For instance, Lot, a friend I made in
my eventual fieldsite, echoed Peng’s sentiment. She said:

Rural people are not beautiful: they are in the weather all the time, they
come back black. People in the city, they are white, they are beautiful. They
can look after their bodies, they have powder and lipstick and creams to
wear. There’s no shortage of things to buy to make yourself beautiful. All
those things on Thai TV!—things to make your skin white and your hair
black. Those people on Thai TV are beautiful. They have noses like yours—
foreign noses. They all get operations on their noses to look like that. Those
people have money.

Peng and Lot understood white skin as emerging from moneyed, urban
lifestyles. Black skin, in contrast, was associated with poverty and rural life-
styles. The work of transplanting and harvesting rice is often referred to,
and associated with causing black skin. Rural women comment on the lack
of ability to afford or to find access to cosmetics such as effective whiten-
ing creams, moisturizers, and hair tonics to combat the effects of exposure
to weather. The rural woman’s gait—barefooted or in flip-flops, feet splayed
and strides long and fast—is noticeably distinct from the urban middle-class
woman’s gait—hobbled and muted in ungainly platform or heeled shoes.
Rural women'’s feet become flattened and hard against the soil of their rice
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paddies. Rural hands become rough and strong, adept with machete and
hoe. Rural women’s mouths are stained red with betel nut, and their teeth
are stained black. Rural impoverished life writes itself onto the physical be-
ing of these women. They are, in Bourdieu’s term, “branded” (Bourdieu
1984:178). Furthermore, exposure to illness is thought to leave its mark on
poor bodies. Fevers, malaises, and maladies often go without a firm diagno-
sis and may receive only rudimentary treatment. When I brought a Western
magazine to the rural village where I eventually worked, I asked one woman
if she thought the pictures of the models were beautiful. “Of course they are
beautiful,” she said. “They have never been injured or had a fever; never.”
Such a categorical statement is, of course, unlikely to be accurate, but it does
highlight the perception that this woman held of poverty as very much a
physical experience that leaves traces on the body, especially ones that de-
tract from beauty.

Rural impoverished women experience their poverty, among other things,
as a physical state, as a particular body. As one rural woman commented:

Rural people are small, thin, dark, not beautiful. In the city, they are robust,
white . . . they have soap and other things to look after themselves. The little
children have white shirts and shoes for school. Here the children have no
shoes, they are dirty.

Wealth, on the other hand, is explicitly thought to produce beauty. The
association of beauty with wealth and bounty pervades rural discourse. A
bumper rice crop is described as ngaam (beautiful). Fields known to be fer-
tile are described as ngaam. Hardy and fruitful vegetable strains are ngaam.
This wide use of the term ngaam to describe not only beauty but bounty
reinforces the aesthetics of wealth: bounty is beautiful, and poverty is not.
The experience of poverty, then, is the experience of lacking beauty. Meew,
sitting in the shade of her rural homestead, said, “I want beautiful things.
But I don't see beauty here.”

It should come as no surprise, then, that aspirations and wealth are often
directed toward aesthetics and beauty, especially of the body. Small luxu-
rious items crowd the shelves of regional stores, urban markets, and the bas-
kets of traveling vendors—skin whitening creams, nail polish, lipstick, and
powder. At 1,000 to 15,000 kip (0.1-1.5 USD) each, these miniature items of-
fer a popular choice for the expenditure of small sums of disposable income.
More expensive items, such as quality silk sin (Lao skirts), denim skirts and
jackets, and baseball caps, are also admired. When a young woman in a
nearby market town committed suicide, rumor had it that she had been
driven to despair when she was unable to obtain one of the new caps that
had appeared in the markets. This rumor struck resonances with the expe-
rience of poverty as frustrated desire for personal adornments and trans-
formations.
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Gold jewelry—either real or falang (foreign, fake)—is a coveted invest-
ment for larger sums of money. A young rural woman, Deeng, described
her aspirations to me in these terms: “I want to be covered in gold—gold on
every part of my body, my throat, my ears, my arms, my waist, in my hair.
I like it so much.” While its resale value is an important factor in the desire
for gold, so is its social, cosmetic value. Deeng continued:

If I have lots of money, lots of gold, I will have a boyfriend, and friends.
Holly, if you were Lao, and poor like me, you would be alone like me too.
Lao people don't like people who are poor. If you don’t have money, you
don’t have friends, and you don’t have boyfriends.

Deeng’s comments confirm the intimate link between body, poverty, and
social relations. Deeng’s poverty was experienced as a physical shame, as-
sociated with a sense of social exclusion. At the approach of the village fes-
tival, Deeng mused: “The festival will be fun, won't it? But I won’t dance. I
don’t have anything to wear, I don't have a sin (skirt) or a beautiful shirt. I
don’t have any gold. I'm too shy to go.” The experience of poverty is a very
personal one. It is an experience of shame in one’s appearance and limited
means, mingled with a desire for the transformation of one’s physical and
social status. Deeng, in fact, did not attend this festival. Instead, she trav-
eled to a location where she could take up paid employment. When I saw
her again several months later, I noted the small but important transforma-
tions that she had effected: she owned a brand-name jacket, platform shoes,
and gold earrings. Her efforts at self-transformation through labor and con-
sumption were indicators of the malleability that she perceived in her self-
hood.

Houses are also indicative of this malleability in Lao notions of the self.
In Laos, a house is the largest investment made by most rural residents,
and is the center of most people’s aspirations. Saving for house construction
takes years, and the future home owner often accumulates materials such
as timber and iron in small units whenever cash or items become available.
If you ask a rural Lao person if his or her home is finished, she will in all
likelihood answer boor leew (“not yet”). Most people experience their houses
as continually unfinished projects, with more improvements and additions
constantly planned. These desires may seem to contradict the aspirations for
pale skin, gold, and clothing explored above, as they are somewhat more
akin to familiar notions of practical or sensible investments. However, what
all these aspirations have in common is their stubbornly personal nature,
as they represent a constant project of self-improvement. Green has noted a
similar emphasis on building a personal house in Tanzania. Green links the
desire for a house to a notion of “personal development” based on “recogni-
tion of the potentiality of individual agency in bringing about social trans-
formation” (2000:68). Green points out that such a personal, agency-focused
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view of development stands at odds with state development policies and the
“participatory” community development interventions of foreign NGOs and
donors, which draw on assumptions about “traditional” collectivist values
of rural African communities” (2000:81). The disparity, as Green has noted,
is between the intensely personal and the resolutely generalizing.

Skin is likewise intensely personal. Rather than emphasizing the immu-
table characteristics of skin, everyday Lao usages of blackness and white-
ness emphasize the capacity for transformation of the self. As the months of
my fieldwork passed, my own body changed and I become used to the way
conversations in the field would gravitate to take note of these changes. The
director from the district education office shook his head when he saw me
after six months, saying, “You are so black. You are not beautiful anymore.”
Small changes in skin color often escape notice (or at least comment, espe-
cially negative comment) in Australia but they do not in Laos, for these are
the bodily indicators that Lao people read to gauge the current fortunes of
an individual as he or she moves either upward or downward in the “cos-
mic hierarchy.” In this milieu, poverty is intensely personal, to the point of
being “branded” onto the bodily person. But this “branding” is viewed as
mutable: skins are thought to be open to manipulation and are eminently
readable indicators of a person’s current fortune. This reflects a widely held
view that social status, too, is open to manipulation through personal effort.
White skin and wealth alike are held to be the result of achievement rather
than ascription. To understand this agentive notion of wealth and poverty,
it is worth tracing out more clearly how these have been understood in re-
lation to the everyday practice of Lao Theravada Buddhism.

Bun is a central concept in everyday rural Lao Buddhist belief and prac-
tice. Translated as “merit,” it refers to the benefits that accrue to individuals
through their performance of good deeds. Buddhism as a daily belief system
exhorts people to “Be merit mobile!” (Kirsch 1977:247). Hanks (see chapter
7) has described “the cosmic hierarchy” (1962:1248) where people find them-
selves enmeshed in a highly stratified social order. Yet “only the stations are
fixed, while the metamorphosing individual beings rise and fall in the hi-
erarchy” (1962:1248). One indicator of the current position of an individual
on the hierarchy of relative suffering is wealth: wealth is indicative of past
virtue, in this life or in past lives. Hanks notes that the notion of the meri-
torious poor of Christendom is noticeably missing: Buddhist tales of great
merit tell of princes who give away their kingdoms, rather than beggars who
gave their last coin (ibid.). In this conception of suffering, poverty is not val-
ued and the poor are not held as particularly virtuous. Buddhism encour-
ages people to endeavor to escape poverty and improve their circumstances
more generally by accruing further merit.

In everyday practice in rural Laos, Buddhism was thought to teach that
poor people can transform their status through hard work and the accumu-
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lation of merit. One elderly man provided a succinct account: “Buddhism
tells us to work hard and accumulate wealth. It tells us to give part to monks
who observe the precepts, and to give part to the poor. It valorizes diligence
and ability to earn money.” For the laity, one of the most effective ways of
accumulating merit is through religious offerings. This can take the form of
daily offering of food to the monks, major gifts of robes or other useful items
during festivals, or grand donations to sponsor temple buildings or other
decorative structures. Much like Lao homes, Lao temples are in a seemingly
constant state of construction and improvement as donations and subscrip-
tions are raised, new structures planned, and old structures repaired. Spiro
(1966) and Moerman (1966) suggest that such religious donation is squarely
aimed at generating future wealth. In a virtuous circle, then, wealth can
beget wealth through the mechanism of merit. Yoneo Ishii suggested that
monks here serve as “fields of merit,” analogous to a rice field, where re-
ligious donations can be implanted with the expectation of future harvest
(1986:13-20). Large donations are rarely anonymous: the names of major do-
nors are often inscribed on signs in the temple grounds and read out at festi-
vals and meetings. It is wealth that enables major donations, so in this sense
wealth becomes a tangible and very public sign of moral virtue.

In the rural village where I worked, however, residents recognize that
such an avaricious approach to donation is fraught with ambiguities. When
discussing this topic, a young man told me the following story:

A woman went to donate at a temple. After she made her donations, she said
to the monk, “Give me merit. I want my merit. 'm not leaving until you give
me merit”—the woman wanted an item that would be merit, something she
could take back home with her.

Of course the monk had nothing to give her, as we all know that merit is
not an object and cannot be bought or given. But the woman would not be
dissuaded. She demanded merit. She would not leave until the monk gave
her something. So the monk turned his back on her and furtively picked his
nose, and made a small wad of snot. Turning back to the woman, he pre-
sented her with the wad.

The woman was satisfied at last, and turned for home. She was afraid to
put the merit in her boat, lest it be lost. So, she placed it in her mouth. “How
salty the monk’s merit is! How delicious!” she exclaimed.

Those listening to this story started to laugh at this moment. Their laugh-
ter seems to have arisen from an ironic recognition of the everyday tension
in merit-making: many people report that when they make religious dona-
tions, they do so with the hope that their act will bring them wealth and
other positive outcomes, in this and the next life. Yet, at the same time, there
is a recognition that official doctrine teaches that merit is not an object that
can be “bought” with religious donations. In the story above, it is clear that
grasping after merit is still grasping, and it is not virtuous: the woman ap-
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peared greedy and thus ridiculous. While the benefits of religious donation
are recognized and desired, there is a concurrent recognition that in official
doctrine, “Craving destroys the merit of any action and so conformity to the
dhammic code for the sake of gain is self-defeating” (Sizemore and Swearer
1990:4). The storyteller, Cit, concluded this story by assuring me that in order
to attain wealth it was necessary to work hard and be clever. Thus, while
merit is seen as a factor in creating wealth, both wealth and merit are aug-
mented by efforts of the individual.

I asked a young woman, a rice farmer with relatively little income but
who had a sufficient supply of rice, if lack of merit could be a cause of pov-
erty. Her reply was, “That’s what the old people say.” She herself did not
discount this view, but her own discussions of poverty centered on tan-
gible factors, such as few or poor fields, and laziness. It is common in rural
Laos, even among the poor themselves, to depict the poor as lazy or stupid.
One man said, “Poor people don’t work when the rain falls. They just eat
and sleep. People who “have’ [nii] work continuously.” Another commented,
“Poor people are lazy and don’t like to work. They are not honest, and they
do not follow the precepts of Buddhism.” One farmer expressed impatience
with my sympathy for the poor, explaining that his poorer neighbors didn't
plant all their fields, did not try hard enough to find money, and used it
frivolously when they had it. Poor people were routinely described as in-
competent at farming rice, and too stupid to improve their lives.

This view of individuals as responsible for the circumstances in which
they find themselves has a startlingly wide application. Illnesses were con-
ceived often in terms of careless actions. When I fell ill with a fever, the
people who came to visit me made polite conversation by speculating on
what it was that I personally had done to create the illness. It was suggested
that the fried bananas I ate in the market the day before had caused it. “Don’t
eat just anything!” one admonished. Other suggestions were that I had got-
ten too much sun, that I had not eaten enough rice, and that I had walked
around too much. My own theories were that I had caught a virus from the
five-year-old who lived in the same house as me, as he too was sick, or that
my immune system was simply not used to the environment that I was be-
ing exposed to. Abstract ideas about germs, viruses, and immune systems
failed to gain traction with my Lao interlocutors, however. They preferred
to speculate on specific examples of my characteristics, activities, and de-
cisions as the source of the illness. Likewise, in discussing poverty it was
often the characteristics and past actions of the person involved that were
viewed as decisive in their fortunes.

These dispositional explanations of poverty were discomforting for an
Australian more accustomed to hearing explanations that assiduously avoid
“blaming the victim.” However, dispositional explanations also maintain
the hope that people will be able to improve their own lot. In popular dis-
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cussions of wealth and poverty in Laos, it is maintained that hard work, dili-
gence, and intelligence can change one’s fortunes from poverty to wealth,
and this resonates with the Buddhist doctrine “Work out your own salva-
tion with diligence” (Moerman 1966:137). Thus, poverty may be an indicator
of poor merit and a flawed personality, but both merit and personal dispo-
sition are held to be open to improvement if one makes personal efforts to
change things.

While these dispositional explanations posit a universe of “just deserts,”
they coexist with circumstantial explanations. The experience of being able
to create merit is simultaneously the experience of carrying residual merit
from previous lives and actions. While this accumulated merit is conceptu-
alized as resulting from past personal actions, it is experienced largely as
part of the arbitrary context in which people must operate. Similarly, resi-
dents of my fieldsite complained about many circumstances beyond their
control that were felt to cause poverty: lack of credit, a poor exchange rate,
difficulty in accessing markets, no roads, no electricity, and natural disas-
ters. Persons born to poor families pointed to a lack of fields, or poor fields,
or no money to fund education or migration to find work. While such factors
might be recognized abstractly as resulting from one’s previous actions me-
diated through merit, in daily life they were experienced as circumstances
beyond one’s control.

Yet, even in discussing their struggle with such circumstances beyond
their control, the emphasis on personal effort was striking. One man ex-
plained to me his efforts to reduce his own poverty. He and his wife had
spent the previous week boiling alcohol produced from their rice crop. Each
morning they had risen at 4 am to stoke fires and drain clear distilled lig-
uid. The following week they had used more of their rice crop to produce
rice noodles. This involved arduous physical labor in grinding the rice on
a heavy hand-turned stone mill, boiling the mixture over hot fires, sun-
drying it into flat sheets, and then slicing these into strings. The couple then
spent a day traveling up river, stopping at each village to sell the dried noo-
dles and rice whiskey. Before they left, the husband said that he hoped to
raise 500,000 kip (50 USD). On their return, he reported that they had raised
only 200,000. They had sold almost all their produce, but people had mostly
bought it on credit. “The people here have no money: it is hard to find money.
Even the people on the mainland who open shops and become traders don’t
really have money: they are all in debt to the city traders. It is so hard to
find money here,” he explained. And it was not just that money was hard
to find: it was also all too easy to spend, as expenses continually arose. In
particular, he noted the onerous cost of paying for school. These costs were
recurring, and he summed up the situation by stating haa ngern bor than say
(I make money but not before I spend it). Personal effort and diligence—
including the willingness to engage in repetitive, heavy physical labor—
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mingled with an acknowledgment that even such diligence had only the
limited possibility of delivering wealth, due to wider economic and state-
driven contexts.

The theme recurs again and again—in personal poverty-reduction ef-
forts, in ideas about skin color, in improving one’s store of Buddhist merit,
health, social status, and wealth—with all of these, the primary response is
manipulation through personal effort. Poverty is perceived in Laos as emerg-
ing from both circumstantial and dispositional factors. Circumstantial fac-
tors are those that are beyond the control of the individual (the circum-
stances in which people find themselves), while dispositional features are
the province of the individual (such as their characteristics, aptitudes, and
skills). This mix of circumstantial and dispositional factors echoes the “so-
cial order” identified by Hanks (chapter 7), in which people find themselves
inserted into a “cosmic hierarchy” of fixed stations but nonetheless perceive
of their position in this hierarchy as open to change and manipulation, de-
pending on circumstances and personal effort. Thus, despite the seemingly
intransigent circumstantial factors that perpetuate poverty in Laos, the expe-
rience of this poverty is one of contingency, causing people to understand
their status, and indeed their very bodily person, as malleable.

NOTE

1. Thai television is easily accessible and popular in Laos. The two countries
share a long border (mostly along the Mekong River), the languages are very similar,
and there are overlaps of religion and aesthetics as well. While domestic Lao televi-
sion channels exist, they are unpopular in comparison to Thai broadcasts. It is worth
noting that Chinese, Vietnamese, and Korean programs are increasingly popular as
well, many of them dubbed in Thai.
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A Question of Identity: Different Ways
of Being Malay and Muslim in Malaysia

Judith Nagata

ISLAND SOUTHEAST ASIA IN THE FIRST TWO MILLENNIA

For more than two millennia, Island Southeast Asia, which is connected as
much by sea as by land, has been open to migration and trade across and
beyond the region. It has shared connections with China, South Asia, the
Near East and, more recently, Europe. The original populations were sparse
and geographically mobile, augmented by itinerant merchants and bearers
of new religions, many of whom settled and intermarried locally. Contacts
with outside cultures, openness to immigration, and social fluidity have
been features of this part of Southeast Asia almost until the present, when
the emergence of colonial and later, independent national states began to
limit these flows.

During the first millennium, the region was in continuous contact with
South Asia. The connections facilitated trade, migration, and early forms
of Hindu-Buddhist religion, some of whose elements survive today. Many
immigrant Indian merchants married locally, and several Hindu-Buddhist
kingdoms were founded, including Srivijaya (in present-day Sumatra), whose
leaders presided over an expanded political and economic domain. Traders
arrived from different parts of India, speaking various languages of the sub-
continent: language labels then often became social identity labels (Tamils,
Bengalis, Gujeratis, Parsees). From the seventh century ck, the common trad-
ing language of this maritime area was Malay (Andaya 2001; 2008), whose
vocabulary borrows heavily from Sanskrit and other Indian languages. That
many of these loanwords concern trade, social, ceremonial, royal, and reli-
gious life, suggests the major domains of contact and influence: to this day,
the Malay term for religion is an Indian word, agama (even for Islam) while
modern Malaysian politicians use Indian honorifics such as the title, Sri.

As Malay became the commercial lingua franca in ports around South
and Southeast Asia, its speakers became known as Malays. Early records,
however, reveal that Malay was just an international working language. Ma-
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lay speakers hailed from a wide area of disparate communities who had
their own local languages and secondary identities (Andaya 2001; 2008). Be-
ing “Malay” had very little to do with what today are labeled “ethnicity,”
“race,” or a “people.” Thus, a trader born on the island of Bawean (off Java’s
east coast), whose family spoke Boyanese, might have had Buginese and
Iban trading partners. He might have settled and married in the kingdom
of Johore (in the southern part of modern Malaysia), where he regularly did
business with Tamil Indians, and he would typically use Malay to speak to
all these varied individuals. Although outsiders would have seen him as
Malay, when family and professional solidarity required, this same trader
could also select other identities such as Bugis or Baweanese. Likewise, a
Malabari Indian merchant might have settled and married a woman from
an Acehnese community in North Sumatra, and might have used the Ma-
lay lingua franca for business; still, he could have identified himself by any
of these other labels, depending on expedience. To represent Malays as a
“people” on the strength of a common language alone is to ignore these
complexities. The practice of adjusting identity situationally, according to
family roots, business needs, place of birth, or origin, is in fact something
that most people do everywhere, not just in Southeast Asia, usually uncon-
sciously and without intent to deceive. Most people have a repertoire of dif-
ferent roles or identities appropriate to different reference groups or signifi-
cant others, from Malays to “hyphenated” Americans. Limits to this fluidity
were typically imposed by the rules of national states, and happened when
European colonists and subsequently independent nations (such as Indo-
nesia and Malaysia) created boundaries to migration, and substituted their
own principles for classifying and administering their populations as eth-
nic, racial, or religious groups.

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Muslim merchants began to ar-
rive from Arabia and Yemen. Some of the newcomers had already estab-
lished businesses and families en route, in Indian ports where they had
lived for several generations. The merchants were multilingual and multi-
cultural, having roots both in South Asia and Arabia. On their arrival to
Southeast Asia, they repeated the processes followed by their Indian an-
tecedents: they founded new families and, as many merchants were po-
lygynous, they often had wives and families in different ports. Abdullah
Munshi, a nineteenth-century colonial translator in Malacca (now Malay-
sia), wrote an autobiography in which he chronicles his descent from a Ye-
meni Arab who migrated to India and married a Tamil (Hill, trans: 1970:24).
This man’s son thereafter moved to Malacca via Aceh, where he married a
woman with a Malay-Indian father and Malay mother, Abdullah’s parents.
Abdullah himself was fluent in several languages, including Tamil, Arabic,
Malay, and English, and colonial authorities referred to him as a “Native
Malayan scholar” (ibid).
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GEOGRAPHICAL MOBILITY AND KINSHIP

Not all migration was long distance or by sea. Shifting cultivators were ac-
customed to moving in search of new land, which was abundant in this
region. There were few political barriers to migration. Like the maritime
traders, people frequently pulled up roots, settling in or founding commu-
nities elsewhere. Mobility was made possible by the fact that many South-
east Asian kinship boundaries are vaguely defined, fading out on both ma-
ternal and paternal sides from close to distant, “like the smell of a mango
tree” (bau bau bacang). Beyond the immediate family, Malay kinship is not
based on biology or blood and there are no group surnames: everyone is ei-
ther “son of” or “daughter of” their father, and genealogies rarely go fur-
ther. Kinship terms are used strategically for those with whom there is a
need to cooperate or have a relationship. Kinship can be created by fiction,
adoption, or marriage, including with foreigners and immigrants, where
physical traits seem not to be an issue. In Malay society, nonbiological fic-
tive kin are plentiful: “aunties” and “uncles,” “older siblings,” “younger sib-
lings,” “cousins,” “grandparents,” and gender, relative age, and personal
closeness to the speaker determine modes of address. This writer is “auntie”
or “older sister” to numerous younger friends or children of friends in Ma-
laysia. Whatever one’s own self-perception of youthfulness, it is the speaker
who chooses the term of address, revealing their own perception of age
difference and the relationship. Promotion to “grandparent” status may be
less a measure of gray hair than of deference: even youthful teachers can
be addressed by the grandparental term tok guru (“grandfather teacher”) as
a form of exaggerated respect. If I am addressed as “grandmother,” is this
a reflection of anticipated exam results or affection? One can also signal re-
jection of biological kinship by changing terms of address. For instance, an
upwardly mobile couple who migrated from the village (kampung) to Kuala
Lumpur invited along a poorer country cousin as a live-in helper, who was
initially introduced as a “younger sister” (adek). A few months later, she was
referred to as a “maid” (orang gaji), a denial of kinship (“she is too poor to
be our sister”). Malay kinship, then, is a symbolic way of expressing social
closeness or distance, and of adjusting to changes of status.

In Malay society, women generally enjoy relative freedom of movement
for economic and petty trading activities. East coast Malay Muslim women
are accustomed to leaving their families for days on end to trade cloth, crafts,
and special foods up and down the coast in local markets, where they are
famous for their brazen promotion of their wares and for telling bold jokes
in public, to men and women alike. In their absence from home, there are al-
ways plenty of sisters and aunties to take over domestic needs, even through
temporarily adopting children from other households. One woman active in
small business told me that she had “too many [sixteen] children” to pursue
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her trading, so she decided to place three of them with a sister who only had
two. Passing children around between households to balance resources is
not uncommon, and Malay families sometimes adopted unwanted/orphan
Chinese girls, who were then raised socially and culturally as fully accepted
Malay Muslims (anak angkat). For centuries, such flexible family arrange-
ments have enabled immigrant or foreign spouses to merge into Malay life.

RELIGIOUS IDENTITY: CONVERSION AS A SOCIAL PROCESS

The first arrival of Islam in Southeast Asia was gradual, borne not by the
sword, but peacefully, by merchants, scholars, teachers, and Sufi mystics.
Their influence was strongest in what are today Indonesia, Malaysia, and
the southern Philippines. From the sixteenth to twentieth centuries, scholar/
gurus founded rural schools, spreading Islam and literacy to villagers of all
ages. Even today, a number of Malay residential religious schools accommo-
date pupils of all generations; besides educating the youth, they may serve
as homes for the aged, allowing the “grandparents” to tend to the kitchen,
gardens, and supervision of the young students. Some schools were run by
Sufis, known for their mysticism and meditation. Each residential religious
school community was presided over by its own sheikh, who was simulta-
neously “father” or “grandfather” and leader, blending kinship and respect.
Like merchants, religious teachers were often polygynous, marrying wives
from different regions, thereby enlarging their social networks and influ-
ence; some teachers in Kedah, north Malaysia, had wives from Thailand,
Sumatra, and Java. Bonding among students in schools, and later universi-
ties, has long provided pathways for spreading new ideas and influencing
others (a principle exploited by missionaries of all faiths). Incorporation into
the wider Muslim community (umma) brought Malays into a world civili-
zation and economy. Intermarriage between Malays and Arab immigrants
created families whose offspring were Malay, but who sometimes claimed
Arab identity for the higher religious status and the prestige of connections
with the Holy Land.

Merchant communities were the main circuit for the diffusion of Islam
in Southeast Asia and for new opportunities for trade with Arabs and In-
dians overseas. Muslims were skillful in diplomacy, effecting political alli-
ances with local rulers and managing commercial law and disputes, all en-
hancing Islam’s appeal across the region (Federspiel 2007). Not wishing to
lose their own markets and taxes, the region’s rulers became Muslims, trans-
forming themselves from rajahs into sultans, although retaining much of
their Indic royal ceremonial. Emulating their leaders and role models and
joining public Muslim rituals became as necessary to the careers of ambi-
tious commoners as religious knowledge. Initially, the economic and social
rewards for being Muslim took precedence over mastery of doctrine. In the



A Question of Identity / 51

Malay world, conversion was as much a matter of social and group confor-
mity as of theology, which followed later (cf. Bulliet 1990). Lacking a word
for conversion, “becoming Muslim” (masuk Islam) in the local context was
popularly equated with “becoming Malay” (masuk Melayu).

The Islamization of Malay culture did not erase all Indian traditions.
Symbols of kingship, including the royal yellow umbrella and wedding ritu-
als (notably the presentation of the bridal couple as “king and queen for a
day”; rajah dan rani sehari—Sanskrit terms) sitting on a throne and dais (ber-
sanding), garlanded with rose petals, henna, saffron, and incense, as well
as many rituals of the spirits of the sea, and veneration of tombs of holy
men, have all survived as reminders of a pre-Islamic era. Rather than be-
ing displaced, these were relabeled as “custom” (adat) and tolerated along-
side the Muslim agama (religion), like Christian pagan adat at Easter and
Christmas.

MALAY MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY.: FROM COLONIAL TO
MODERN STATE

By the nineteenth century, being Muslim was generally accepted as part of
being Malay. All the rulers and most subjects of the Malay peninsular states
professed Islam and, under British colonial rule, Malays were placed under
“Mohammedan” law, while new immigrants continued to masuk Melayu by
becoming Muslim. At the time, the convert only had to adopt a Muslim
name and to be able to recite the Shahadah (the first verses of the Qu’ran),
leaving religious studies to follow.

Colonial administration of the Malay peninsula was based on three “races”
or “communal groups”: Malays, Indians, and Chinese. This was the foun-
dation of most political rights and privileges in postcolonial Malaya, which
in 1963 became Malaysia (Roff 1967; Nagata 1979). Until 1931, censuses rec-
ognized Buginese, Bataks, Boyanese, Acehnese, “Manilamen,” Singhalese,
and Arabs as separate identities (Low 1972:125-126; Nagata 1974; 1979), but
by independence in 1957 these had disappeared from the census: they were
compressed into a generic “Malay” category, although the other identities
were not lost in social memory.

In 1957, Malaya became independent and, in 1963, added parts of Borneo
to form Malaysia. According to the 1957 national constitution, a Malay is de-
fined as one who habitually speaks Malay, practices Malay custom (adat),
and is a Muslim. This is not a genealogical but a cultural profile, which tech-
nically could be adopted by anyone, including foreigners. Some Malays to-
day wish to go further and distinguish “pure” or “real” Malays (Melayu jati/
asli) in a sea of “immigrants” (pendatang), despite the known mixed origins
of almost everyone. In 1973, a new economic policy entitled Malays to gain
important political and economic advantages, including entrance into cer-
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tain white-collar occupations and special government and education quo-
tas not offered to other Malaysians, which enhanced the appeal of the Ma-
lay option. Although many “mixed” immigrant Muslim families, especially
in Penang, technically fulfill the constitutional requirements of Malayness,
and hence are eligible for privileges, the following episodes, recorded in
Penang in the 1970s and 1980s, reveal how in everyday life, “mixed” immi-
grant Muslim families still play the identity field, without losing a foothold
in the Malay community:.

WHO IS A MALAY TODAY? EVERYDAY LIFE IN
MODERN MALAYSIA

In modern Penang, Muslim Indians (locally called Klings) and “Arabs” typi-
cally have distinct business networks, in which languages such as Tamil,
Gujerati, and Arabic are spoken, although Malay is the national language.
Muslim Indians and “Arabs” are noted for frugality, for hard bargaining
and deal-making, for training their children in business at an early age, and
for their success in manipulating economic institutions such as chambers
of commerce, the Penang religious council, and political parties. By con-
trast, Penang Malays consider excessive haggling indelicate (tak elok), and
those with small businesses, such as satay stalls and coffee shops, take plea-
sure in offering treats to their kin, friends, and neighbors (layan pelanggan),
where the maintenance of social relations overrides the profit motive. When
there are profits, Malays enjoy small personal luxuries, investing in hospi-
tality before business. The Penang Arab community still maintains business
connections between Malaysia, Indonesia, India, and the Near East, even
as many prominent local Arabs serve as members of the Malay Chamber
of Commerce, and draw on grants to restore their properties under Malay
heritage programs. While other Muslims in Malaysia regard Arabs with a
mixture of respect for their presumed religious knowledge and links with
the Holy Land, they frequently comment negatively on the global image of
Arab wealth and power. For the Penang Arab community, these comments
are constant reminders of their immigrant origins.

Since few Penang Malays are truly “pure Malays” (Melayu jati), it is in
their daily lives and conversations that their other identities are revealed.
A speaker may attribute the wealth and success of a colleague to excessive
greed, and may point out that the other worker does not always give cor-
rect weights in sales, or might claim that the colleague has unfair access to
the Malay Chamber of Commerce, “where they are all Klings or Arabs,”
while “we ordinary Malays [kita orang Melay biasa]” cannot compete. In re-
verse, those same (Kling or Arab) members of the Malay Chamber of Com-
merce, when impatient with kampung dwellers foot-dragging over proposed
improvements, will castigate the residents as “backward or underdeveloped
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[kurang maju] Malays.” Yet when the Chamber requests a government loan
for those same developments, their members suddenly become monolithi-
cally Malay. That individuals who live their private lives as Tamil-speaking
Indians or as Arabs, yet affiliate with the Malay Chamber, shows that situa-
tional identity is institutionalized. For several years, the head of the Malay
Chamber of Commerce rotated between prominent Indians and Arab fami-
lies, and although Malays generally tend to respect Arabs, in disputes they
are quick to accuse them of being “proud and self-interested” (orang Arab
yang sombong dan ikut kepentingan sendiri). Not all ethnic labels entail nega-
tive stereotypes. Some (‘pure”) Malays are self-deprecating about their own
business skills, and one member of the Malay Petty Traders’ Association
regretted aloud that “we Malays always quarrel [biasa gadoh sau sama lain]
among ourselves and seem unable to co-operate like ‘the other groups.”

Where conflicts occur in personal relations, parties may increase social
distance by asserting a different identity. When an employer usually thought
of as Malay needs to exert discipline, he may for the occasion assert his Arab
status as he castigates his “lazy Malay” servant: “We Arabs are not lazy like
Malays.” Or a Malay employer might note that her housemaid, whose clean-
liness is in question, “is really a Kling . . . not like us Malays.” Occasionally,
an individual may alternately denigrate both sides of a mixed identity. One
young man, the son of a Tamil-speaking father and a Malay mother living
in a Malay kampung, complained about the trick a Kling goldsmith used in
cutting the weight of a wedding ring he was purchasing. The same young
man was later heard criticizing Malay neighbors whom he claimed take ad-
vantage of secure government jobs (makan gaji) without having to struggle
for a living like hardworking (rajin) Indians.

Within the realm of the family, some individuals manipulate cultural
practices and the finer points of religion versus adat as symbols of shared or
different identity, as needed. When Arabs wish to assert their religious su-
periority and purity, they conspicuously refuse to follow the Malay bersand-
ing marriage rituals, on the principle that these are not Islamic, for in Is-
lamic marriages incense and flowers have no place. Some Arab families,
however, do follow bersanding. When questioned, they claim that it is just a
custom that does not interfere with true Islam, and that “we too are like Ma-
lays now” (sekarang saperti orang melayu juga). But Arabs who do not practice
wedding adat may still want to be recognized as Malays, in the chamber of
commerce or Penang religious council, explaining that they are merely set-
ting an example by following the pure, original form of Islam.

Arab prestige is not only associated with religious correctness but also
with illustrious family genealogies that are displayed on the walls of homes.
Some even reside in named Arab kampungs. Unlike Malays, Arabs are patri-
lineal and patriarchal, have distinctive surnames (e.g., Alatas), and many
bear religiously prestigious hereditary titles (Syed for men and Sharifah for
women), indicating descent from the Prophet Mohammed. When I discov-
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ered that a woman I knew, then married to a poor trishaw driver, was re-
lated to a prominent Syed family, I asked her why she was not using her
title, to which she responded that she is “too poor to be a Sharifah.” Arab
surnames and titles that may be traced back to Arabia are crucial to family
identity and prestige, but this has not prevented many intermarriages with
local Malays and even Chinese. Most Arab families have long intermar-
ried with non-Arabs without loss of status. In at least two Arab families in
Penang, several successive generations of males have married women from
wealthy Chinese families, with the result that an Arab might have a Chi-
nese father-, brother- and son-in-law as business partners. Despite the fact
that members of the family are biologically more Chinese than Arab, the
Arabic patrilineal name, titles, and prestige remain intact, and race is not
an issue.

With each generation, the advantages of being Malay in what is now a
Malay national state have led more Indians and Arabs to join a Malay po-
litical party and to request Malay IC (identity) cards to clarify their public,
if not private, identity. That ethnic boundaries are not so tidy is evident even
among Malay national elites. Five of the first Malaysian prime ministers had
non-Malay ancestors, who were ether Thai, Buginese, Turkish, Indian, or
Bedouin. And several Malay sultans have Chinese, Thai, Japanese, Eurasian
and European antecedents. While these facts are publicly known, they are
only mentioned when there are negative political points to be scored. Thus
one unpopular “Indian” (Kling) prime minister was vilified as “Mahathir
the Maharajah,” while Abdullah Badawi (the Bedouin) was respected for his
family’s Middle Eastern religious connections.

SHIFTING RELIGIOUS IDENTITIES SINCE THE 1980S

One generation after Malaysian independence, a major shift in Malay iden-
tity became apparent. The late 1960s saw a second Islamic resurgence emerg-
ing, and the arrival of new religious ideas and immigrants to Muslim South-
east Asia. The revival emphasized Malays’ membership in the global Islamic
community (umma) beyond their ethnicity, and they became linked to events
in Arabia, Iran, and Afghanistan. Malays now thought of themselves as Mus-
lims first. Most of the Malay leaders were young, and the youth were the
first to follow this “call to the faith” (dakwah) movement, whose ideas spread
rapidly among school and university students, along the timeworn conver-
sion paths of personal, peer, kin, and friendship networks. The visible signs
of dakwah include a shift to more Arabic styles of dress: long robe, white
skullcap and beard for men, while women substitute a more voluminous,
body-obscuring dress (baju kurung) for the traditional sarung, adding a fuller
head covering (fudung), leaving just the face visible). In matters of dress, Ma-
lay women often display remarkable creativity, managing to be religiously
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correct and “groovy,” too, in the English of local fashion magazines). Malay
Muslim women generally stand out from their Middle Eastern cousins in
their ability to make the most of richly colored local batiks and silks, invent-
ing stylish ways of draping their headscarf, and adding personal touches of
jewelry, high-heeled shoes, fashionable umbrella, and parasol. In this they
are aided by an active local fashion ( fesyen) industry, promoted by alluring
magazine features. This is the now standard modern Malay female style in
rural and urban areas, a new ethnic costume with Islamic characteristics.
Some women claim to find this form of dress liberating, as it relieves them
from the body-image tyranny of modern international fashion, while still
allowing individual expression.

Initially, under pressure to become more visibly Muslim, each Malay-
sian woman faces a personal decision: how and when to cover her head and
shed jeans and tee-shirt or tight sarong for baju kurung. University dormi-
tory life allows women to share their thoughts on these matters with each
other, as well. As a way of “self-testing” (pecubaan sendiri), some girls vow
(niat) to wear a veil if they pass their exams; more frivolously, her vow may
be contingent upon being noticed by a boy. Covering one’s head with the
tudung is invariably the first and most important symbol; girls at this first
stage may enter a swimming pool in a long wetsuit and a towel on her head
as a “veil” Having made the first step, wearers realize that Muslim dress
conveys expectations of piety to others, creating anxiety about giving up
movies or eating in non-halal fast-food places. To backslide is to lose face.
Once these young women embark on experiments with their new religious
images, girls act as vigilantes over each other’s food and dress habits. They
take care not to be seen outside during prayer times, accompany one an-
other to prayer, carry prayer robes in their briefcases, and in sisterly style,
push stray strands of hair inside a friend’s veil after ablutions. Thus evolves
a whole new lifestyle of insider rituals, which reduce the possibilities of eat-
ing or socializing with non-Muslims and with even non-dakwah Malays.

Within their families, newly veiled girls and bearded, robed males often
encounter opposition from their parents, who remain clad as traditional Ma-
lays. Zealous daughters chide their bareheaded mothers for “not being suffi-
ciently Islamic” and are reprimanded in turn for lack of respect to their se-
niors. One frustrated woman I knew told her dakwah granddaughter that
the grandmother would “not go to hell for not wearing a tudung.” Young
Malaysian Muslims ready for marriage are now asking their parents to find
them suitably religious spouses, and to bypass “non-Islamic” adat wedding
rituals, a blow to large family gatherings and feasts. One mother claimed to
feel like a hen who had hatched a duck egg when her daughter who had left
Malaysia for university overseas wearing jeans, had returned in a robe and
tudung. Parents fear, too, that outsiders see their dakwah offspring as “fa-
natical and narrow-minded” (fanatik dan berfikiran sempit) and that this ren-
ders them unable to get government jobs. But another mother I knew con-
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fided that she preferred her children to be with a Muslim group than with
gangs or doing drugs.

A more extreme expression of Malays-as-Muslims-first was the reform
Darul Argam movement (founded in 1968 and banned in 1994), which es-
poused that the value of religious unity transcends (Malay) ethnicity. Ar-
gam members of both genders were mostly young Malay graduates of lo-
cal and foreign universities, noted for their technological and business skills
and their success in selling commune-produced crafts and products across
Malaysia and Indonesia. In Arqam communes, everyone was family, “broth-
ers and sisters” in Islam; Malay relations were expressed in Arabic terms.
Their missionary strategy drew on old conversion patterns, of recruitment
by marriage, especially of female converts outside Malaysia, who became
second or third wives to missionaries. Families were patriarchal and often
polygynous, and all women wore full purdah (long black robes, full face veil,
gloves, and socks). The sight of a gloved woman managing a computer or
camera in tropical heat was common. Some of Arqam’s own promotional
magazines illustrated how professional jobs, such as nursing, could be per-
formed by women in purdah: the movement aimed to show that Islamic at-
tire is not anti-modern.

Sixty percent of Arqam’s recruits were women, whose apparent subser-
vience to males was a mystery even to Malay feminists. From their own
statements, they showed no evidence of coercion: “It is a privilege to serve
Islam . . . as a right-minded and disciplined example to society . . . for the
sake of Allah. .. .” But they also calculated the benefits. Some joined to fol-
low men they admired, and since “dating” in a Western sense was impos-
sible (it was considered “un-Islamic”), it was a fast-track to a marriage, even
if one were to be a second or third wife. The women were also swift to
justify the advantages of multiple wife arrangements. Co-wives could ro-
tate jobs outside the home with domestic duties of marketing, cooking, and
child-minding, such that there was always one wife at home. One could thus
“have it all” without the need for a servant. Co-wives called each other by
older/younger sister terms in Arabic, and their children collectively called
them all umi, Arabic for mother. Where women had jobs in other communi-
ties, co-wives lived separately, and the husband was expected to rotate and
treat each of them equally, even to ensure they had the same number of chil-
dren. For Arqam women, this lifestyle meant freedom to enjoy both a pro-
fession and the security of a religious community. Their attire, intimidating
to outsiders, was a protective barrier, liberating them from the fashion and
consumer tyranny of the “moral stone age [where] the miniskirt is of the
dark age.” In addition, their clothes constituted a statement of their chosen
identity. However, Arqam communities were rife with covert sexual ten-
sion. Single men can only imagine the looks of women they cannot see; cu-
rious men would ask other women (including this writer) to observe women
in quarters forbidden to unrelated males, in order to determine whether
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“Aishah is pretty” without her veil. Behind the scenes, women, well aware
of this interest, would let down their hair, make sweet snacks, and joke, “if
only the men could see us now!”

Life was not necessarily austere in Arqam communities. Bonding and
evangelism were promoted by group chanting (dzikr) and music, a reminder
of older Sufi practices. To this end, groups of men and boys would regularly
perform in Malaysia and overseas with their haunting chants, entertaining
Muslims and others in public places. Non-Muslims, audiences, were entranced
by the music, and eventually the original Nada Murni (‘'noble rhythm”) troupe
mutated into best-selling commercial pop groups (Sufi pop). Arqam was
eventually banned by the Malaysian government for fear that its devalua-
tion of ethnic nationalism threatened the Malaysian state.

Malayness today is defined almost exclusively by Islam (but not all in
the Arqam lifestyle). The religious (Shari‘ah) courts intrude deeply into daily
life. In fact, Malays have no freedom of religious choice, since to be Malay,
by definition, is now to be Muslim. But what happens today if a Malay con-
verts to another religion? By constitutional definition, a non-Muslim Malay
is an anomaly, a nonperson without an ethnic identity. Rejecting Islam is
also a sin of apostasy, with severe penalties under Shari’ah law. One Malay
woman, Lina Joy, who publicly declared herself Christian, was forced to sur-
render her identity card and passport, and with them, her Malay identity.
She was threatened by the religious courts and was unable to live a social
life in any Malaysian Muslim community, and eventually fled to Singapore.
At the time of this writing, her case is still the unresolved subject of acrimo-
nious political, religious, civil, and human rights debates in Malaysia. Not-
withstanding the historical record of Malay Hindu-Buddhists, in today’s Ma-
laysia, it is impossible to be a non-Muslim Malay. Expressions of Malayness
and its relationship to religion have changed constantly over the centuries,
and this may not be the end of the saga.






Family, Households, and Livelihoods

The flexibility, stability, and shape of Southeast Asian social structures have
been dominant themes in the anthropological study of the region at various
points. While anthropologists today do not devote as much time to the study
of social structure and kinship as they once did, understanding these as-
pects of social life is still essential to understanding how people of South-
east Asia relate to each other—because those people use these structures and
roles to figure out their rights, duties, and obligations to one another.

Southeast Asian social structures have often been described as loosely
structured (Embree 1950). Up until the mid-twentieth century, scholarly re-
search on social structure had been dominated by the study of lineage socie-
ties. The ethnographic example of Southeast Asia opened up a new perspec-
tive, a different possibility, for examining social structure. Loosely structured
societies are marked by dyadic relationships, relationships between two people.
We have already seen in chapter 1 (Aragon) that personal pronouns are not
stable for a person (in contrast to English, in which “you” are always you),
but in fact shift depending on who “you” are interacting with. Likewise, in
many Southeast Asian languages, personal pronouns shift, depending on
whether one is speaking to someone older or younger, more prestigious or
less prestigious. This is an expression of dyadic relationships.

The term loosely structured implies a lack of structure, and many anthro-
pologists who have worked in Southeast Asia have found this unsatisfying.
There is structure—people interact in patterned ways and act to keep these
types of relationships in place. But it is clear that some existing structures
are so unlike the classical analytical units of kinship based on African mod-
els that they are not evident to observers. This issue has been addressed fre-
quently in anthropological literature about Southeast Asian societies.
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In “Merit and Power in the Thai Social Order” (chapter 7), Lucien M.
Hanks, Jr. demonstrates the importance to Thai social structure of the en-
tourage, a kind of patron-client relationship. These are based on dyadic
hierarchy—a series of relationships that are not equal, in which each person
in the relationship is subordinate or superior to the other. Entourages are
structured around a person of power, whose charisma is based on concepts
of “soul stuft” or “prowess” (Wolters 1999), a kind of personal efficacy. This,
too, is a key concept throughout much of Southeast Asia. We will see in Part
III on “Crafting the Nation-State” how this concept is implicated in political
systems.

A common kinship form in Southeast Asia is cognatic (Murdock 1960),
meaning that kinship is reckoned through all descent relationships—that
is, through both the mother and the father. Cognatic kinship systems are
marked by small domestic households, often owning property together (cor-
porate); and all of the kinspeople on both the mother’s and the father’s side
are called the kindred. This form will be quite familiar to many readers of
this book—it is the kinship type practiced in the United States. We can vi-
sualize these as kinship circles that surround each person (Eggan 1960). The
Hanundo discussed in chapter 5 (Conklin) have this type of kinship. There
are advantages to this system—in particular, it supports mobility and flexi-
bility because each person can call on a wide range of kin for support and
access to resources; and wherever one goes, there are likely to be kin. It is
also a kinship system that made sense within the cultural logic of Southeast
Asian history, in which populations moved around in response to war or
disaster or new access to resources. This is also the foundation of other fea-
tures of Southeast Asia noted by observers over time: the flexibility of mar-
riage and frequency of adoption. But this kind of kinship has implications
for political power, as Anthony Reid (1988) pointed out in his discussion of
common phenomena that unite Southeast Asia. Succession and inheritance
are unclear in a cognatic system. Therefore, considerable competition exists
for power and social influence. People show this by demonstrating their per-
sonal power and attracting followers; the costs of the need for ongoing dem-
onstration of one’s prowess, of one’s prestige, are illustrated by the story of
the Thai “Rocky” as told by Pattana Kitiarsa (chapter 15). Personal power is
the basis of the patron—client entourage in Hanks'’s discussion. For the Thai
and other Buddhist peoples of mainland Southeast Asia, the power of the
patron of an entourage is rooted in concepts of merit and virtue, both earned
and kept by individuals. Merit has already been discussed by High (chap-
ter 3), and is further discussed by Darlington (chapter 11). An individual’s
power can also be rooted in Brahmanic concepts of sacred power saksit.

Nevertheless, it can be argued that the cognatic kinship system is not
sufficient to understand Southeast Asian people’s social organization. Cer-
tain cultures with cognatic kinship also conceptualize identities in terms of
houses. The idea of “house societies” originated with Claude Lévi-Strauss
and has since been applied (with adjustments) to Southeast Asia by various
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anthropologists, particularly those working in the islands. Levi-Strauss de-
fined the house as “a corporate body holding an estate made up of both ma-
terial and immaterial wealth, which perpetuates itself through the trans-
mission of its name, its goods and its titles down a real or imaginary line,
considered legitimate as long as this continuity can express itself in the lan-
guage of kinship or affinity and, most often, of both” (Lévi-Strauss 1983:174).
The key elements are, therefore, the ideal of continuity, the passing down
of some form of valued property; and the use of the language of kinship
(Waterson 1995:49-50). As Roxanna Waterson notes, across island Southeast
Asia, we find shared themes in how people talk about houses and relate to
them: there is a common tendency for the house to serve as a key social unit
and for house idioms to be used to express ideas about kinship. Whether
or not the house is occupied, it is frequently an important ritual site, an an-
cestral origin place, named, and sometimes replete with ritual titles. In a
number of island Southeast Asian societies, those affiliated with the ances-
tral house may be buried in or near the house, ancestral heirlooms may be
stored in these houses, and founding ancestors may be symbolically (or lit-
erally) present in the house (Waterson 1995:54).

For example, the Sa’dan Toraja (see chapter 14, by Kathleen Adams) can
be considered a house society. The Toraja ancestral houses, known as tongko-
nan, are central to how people conceptualize their identities. Each Toraja in-
dividual is affiliated with a number of named ancestral houses, some more
prestigious than others. One’s affiliations with these houses are acquired
through both parents and will endure as long as one maintains ritual ob-
ligations to the houses (for instance, by contributing to house consecration
rituals). So strong is the association with these ancestral houses that Tora-
jas meeting for the first time far from the homeland may inquire as to each
other’s house affiliations. For instance, when Kathleen Adams first encoun-
tered a Toraja graduate student studying in Chicago and he learned of her
“adoption” into a Toraja family, he immediately inquired as to her adop-
tive family’s house affiliations. Upon discovering a shared ancestral house,
he declared a kinship tie, established that he was younger than Adams,
and playfully reminded her of her social responsibilities toward him as her
“younger family member.”

Although different from the Toraja, the Hanundo also appear to have
some of the features of a house society. They live in single-family dwellings
in nuclear families; this is the only corporate group. A groom goes to live in
his wife’s village (and thus the society is matrilocal). Villages are not as im-
portant; they shift and people come and go over time, and so are not per-
manent. Kin groups are not named permanent groups, but people inherit
from the people of their household. As we see in Conklin, the grandparents
name the child—a marker of family continuity.

Cognatic descent is not the only kind of kinship in Southeast Asia. The
predominant form in Vietnam is the patrilineage. There, patrilineality is
modeled on Chinese kinship, likely the result of a thousand years of Chi-
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nese colonization from 111 sc to 938 ap (Vietnam was incorporated into the
Chinese state long before much of the territory that is now China was). Even
after independence, Chinese models of social structure and governance re-
mained as an ideal in Vietnamese society. Vietnamese patrilineages are for-
mally much like Chinese patrilineages, supported by Confucian ideals of
order through ancestor worship as well as age and gender hierarchies. Patri-
lineages are the main form of extra-household organization in villages, and
are often managed by a council of the elders of the patrilineages in the vil-
lage. Much of social life revolves around ancestor worship and the main-
tenance of ancestral shrines or communal houses. Nevertheless, we cannot
understand Vietnam as simply a miniature version of China. One distinct
feature of Vietnamese society is the perception that, as in much of South-
east Asia, there is a high degree of gender equality and women often carved
out spaces of authority for themselves in village life (Nhung 2008). Regard-
less of the role of women, patrilineages are indeed significant to people in
everyday life in Vietnam, designating their primary identification and plac-
ing people in social space in regard to each other.

Patrilineages are important elsewhere in Southeast Asia as well. The
highlands people of mainland Southeast Asia are largely patrilineal (see
Hjorleifur Jonsson, chapter 8, and Chris Lyttleton, chapter 21). Yet we should
not assume that all patrilineages function in the same way. The Lisu, for in-
stance, identified themselves as patrilineal and patrilineages were ideologi-
cally favored; however, when political and economic conditions permitted,
they appeared to be more cognatic than patrilineal (Gillogly, chapter 6). This
sort of oscillatory shift between kinship forms is not unusual; Edmund Leach
demonstrated that this shifting social structure was inherent to Kachin so-
cial and political organization (Leach 1965). We also find patrilineality more
often among the elite of a centralized state. In Thailand, patrilineality is the
predominant form among the urban well-to-do and aristocracy, as well as
the Sino-Thai; while matrilineality exists alongside the state-validated patri-
lineality in the north and northeast (see Walker 2006 for a new view on this
dual orientation).

Matrilineages also exist in Southeast Asia. Societies in which matrilin-
eages predominate have captivated many outside observers. Classic examples
include the Minangkabau in western Sumatra, Indonesia; and the Musuo on
the northern reaches of the Southeast Asian cultural region (in far south-
western China). With the predominantly Muslim Minangkabau, one “be-
longs” to the group of one’s mother; rights to land and wealth are passed
down through the female line. Although migration has eroded Minangka-
bau’s residence patterns, traditionally sons resided in their mother’s house-
hold, even after marriage. In essence, husbands were more akin to guests
in their wives” homes, and their key role as adults was not in their wives’
homes but in their sisters” households (Blackwood 2000). For centuries, Mi-
nangkabau males have partaken in a rite of passage known as merantau,
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which removed young men from their communities for long periods of time;
young men would leave to seek experience, work, and wisdom away from
the homeland, with the expectation of eventual return. Similarly, among the
Musuo, households are matrifocal; there is no marriage among commoners;
and men were often away on prolonged absences for long-distance trade or
living as monks in Buddhist monasteries (McKhann 1998). Another form of
matrilineality is found in northern Thailand. Land there is passed on from
mother to daughter, although management of farms is under the control
of husbands; women also carry out ritual through trances to negotiate the
welfare of the household with the matrilineal ancestors, who punish young
people for social transgressions (Cohen 1984); and these matrilocal descent
groups are also politically significant (Bowie 2008). It was, in fact, his obser-
vance of matrilineal relationships that led Jack Potter (1976) to argue that the
model of “loosely structured societies” was wrong. In not recognizing the
structures that were there, earlier observers had concluded that there was
no structure.

Finally, age and gender are two key features that interact with kinship
systems to structure social relations. Most languages of Southeast Asia draw
distinctions on the basis of age, particularly to contrast the older and the
younger (as Aragon notes in chapter 1). In the languages of many island so-
cieties, pronouns for the third-person singular are not marked by gender or
age so that, unlike in English, it is impossible to know if the speaker is talk-
ing about a male or a female. In most mainland languages, gender is also
potentially recognized. For instance, your siblings are marked as older or
younger than you and while it is not always necessary to signal gender, a
word indicating gender can be added to the terms for sibling. In addition,
a Thai person needs to know whether a parent’s brother or sister is older
or younger than the parent in order to address them. Relative age is also
marked through patterns of naming in societies influenced by Chinese cul-
ture, as among the Lisu (chapter 6).

We would be remiss not to note that modernity has added new wrinkles
and brought some changes to family systems in Southeast Asia. Urban life,
commodification, and cash-based economies now color the family and social
structure patterns that earlier generations of scholars chronicled. In some
cases, these dynamics have led to an efflorescence or exaggeration of older
patterns. For instance, amongst the Toraja of Indonesia (Adams, chapter 14),
a “house society,” decades of out-migration for work in mining, timber, and
other fields, and employment in the tourism sector have meant that many
Toraja have invested some of their new wealth in “traditional” places. Over
the past few decades, Toraja ancestral house-based rituals and funerals have
become dramatically inflated. Those without the means to keep up with the
often inflated expectations for ancestral house and funeral contributions find
themselves with limited options: debt, shame, or opting out. Some mem-
bers of the younger generation migrate to distant cities and relinquish their
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involvement in the rituals of all but a select few ancestral houses. Others
marry non-Toraja spouses, a strategy that minimizes the number of ances-
tral houses to which one is tethered. Jonsson, writing about the Mien, has
also found that household form has been responsive to the regional politi-
cal economy (2001; see also chapter 8). In other parts of Southeast Asia, life
in urban settings where a younger generation has access to salaried jobs has
eroded parental authority to enforce kin-based expectations. For instance,
Tania Murray Li’s research chronicled what could be termed the “nucleariza-
tion” of Chinese and Malay families in Singapore. She is careful to stress,
however, that the monetization of social relations in Singapore has “revised
and restructured, but not eradicated in any uniform, pre-determined way”
Chinese and Malay families (Li 1989:157, cited in King and Wilder 2003:299).
In a sense, we can say that as in the past, new influences and opportunities
now play on older Southeast Asian patterns.
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Maling, a Hanunoéo Girl from
the Philippines

Harold C. Conklin

Just before dawn, one day in late September 1953, seven-year-old Maling
tiptoed to the edge of my sleeping mat to wake me with a short but sad an-
nouncement: “namatay yi kanmi ‘ari’”’ (our younger brother is dead). Still an
infant, Gawid had succumbed to an unknown malady during the night. On
his death, the Mt. Yagaw Hanunodo family with whom I had been residing in
the small hamlet of Parina for almost a year immediately arranged for his
burial and began the observance of a five day religious restriction on agri-
cultural work, bathing, and travel. To understand how Maling interpreted
this turn of events as she waited for me to get up and help with the prepa-
rations, it is necessary to know the part she had played in the activities con-
nected with Gawid’s birth eighteen days earlier.

For that occasion, Maling’s father, Panday, had rethatched a small, dilapi-
dated annex to the family house and had built a sturdy rail fence around
its wooden piles and storm props to keep the foraging pigs away from the
space under the bamboo slat floor. Although the period of pregnancy had
not been marked by any of the anomalies recognized by the Hanundo, the
customary magical precautions such as refraining from unnecessary bind-
ing, tying, or planting activities had been strictly observed for the preced-
ing week by both Panday and his wife, Sukub. On the day before the birth,
after a brief final weeding of the maturing rice crop in her steep jungle clear-
ing, Sukub harvested enough bananas for the next two days and returned to
Parina to spend most of the afternoon and evening in her rattan hammock-
swing.

Maling came to tell me of these things and of how she had helped mend
an old buri [eds: fan palm fiber] mat which her father had set up as a screen
to shut off the annex from the rest of the house. Her older sister, Hanap, was
responsible for most of the family cooking and during this period often re-
lieved Sukub in caring for two-year-old Iyang. Thus, Maling was relatively

From “Maling, a Hanunoo Girl from the Philippines,” in In the Company of Man: Twenty Portraits
by Anthropologists, edited by Joseph B. Casagrande (New York: Harper & Co., 1960), 101-118.
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free to visit the other four households in our small settlement and occasion-
ally to discuss her views on daily events with me. While I made more sys-
tematic attempts to elicit adult interpretations of such events, Maling often
volunteered crucial details which her elders deemed either too obvious or
too intimate to be mentioned. It was partly for this reason and partly be-
cause of her cheerful disposition and youthful enthusiasm that I was im-
mediately drawn to her. Despite her childish exuberance, Maling was an
obedient and respectful child, capable of almost infinite patience and con-
centration if necessary. She was one of those children who felt equally at
ease whether sitting for an hour quietly watching her grandfather carve in-
tricate sigmoid curves into a bolo [eds: machete] handle or publicly—though
jokingly—chiding and poking him for ending a humorous tale with an ex-
cessively lewd remark. Her poise with both children and adults in quite var-
ied situations (including even an ethnographer’s presence), was a fortunate
circumstance for which I became increasingly appreciative.

Early the next morning when I entered the refurbished room that served
as the birth chamber, Maling and her two sisters were standing with their
backs against the palm-leaf thatch on the side opposite the door, with their
eyes glued on the scene directly in front of them. Panday had girth-hitched
his loincloth around a low beam at a point only a foot above Maling’s head.
Sukub, who was facing her daughters in a kneeling position, had wrapped
the loose ends of this white cotton fabric securely around her wrists and
was pulling—almost hanging—on the taut webbing that stretched from her
raised hands to the beam. Sitting on the same floor mat and just behind
her, Panday was helping his wife through the first stages of labor by mas-
saging her abdomen and applying arm pressure. No elaborate preparations
had been made for the occasion. The usual commonplace objects were left
in the room. In the corner beyond the couple were two buri rice sacks, some
odd bits of clothing, and a blanket. Winnowing trays, coconut shell dishes,
a pitch candle, two bundles of bark and roots used in making incense, and
various medicinal herbs filled the remaining corners. Except for a blood-
red scarf wrapped tightly around her waist and the broad rattan pocket belt
at her side, Sukub was dressed as she had been the day before—in a short
homespun sarong with three loose, plaited waist bands and numerous bead
necklaces.

The three sisters were dressed like their mother in miniature, except for
the addition of loose cotton blouses. Several medicinal charms and an old
Spanish silver coin dangled from Maling’s beaded necklace. In her tiny sen-
sitive face one could easily read the signs of intense observation. Below a
faintly wrinkled brow, her large, somber eyes remained motionless. She had
almost succeeded in keeping most of her slightly tousled, shoulder-length
hair back from her face with a tight-fitting beaded fillet. One stray lock, how-
ever, escaped the encirclement of this headband and fell in a wisp over her
smooth brown cheek.
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A few minutes after I had sat down next to Iyang, Panday asked Hanap
to start heating some rice gruel in the next room. Maling prepared a betel
quid for her mother, at the latter’s request, and helped Hanap pour some
water from a bamboo tube into an earthen cooking pot. By the time Maling
returned, her mother had already uttered the first in a series of long, pierc-
ing cries, “Udu-u-u-u-u-y, 'udu-u-u-u-u-y, . . . ,” which signaled to the settle-
ment at large as well as to those in the room, that the second stage of labor
was about to begin.

During the next hour, Maling continued watching every detail intently,
often drawing my attention to particular points that differed from the way
Iyang had been born in Alyun two years before. “Then,” she explained,
“Mother’s contractions were delayed much longer. And she had to tug on a
rough abaca cord instead of a homespun loincloth because Father’s was be-
ing washed.”

A little while later, Maling told me confidently that this looked as if it
would be a normal delivery, pointedly adding that her grand-uncle had been
a breech baby and still had the name Su'i (Legs First) to prove it.

From the beginning, it was obvious that the family wanted a boy. Maling
had told me how she envied her girl cousins who had younger brothers to
take care of, and how her father would like to have at least one son who, as
he grew older, could help with house construction and the felling of larger
trees during the annual forest clearance. Even Sukub had once mentioned
that she and a mother of three sons (but no daughters) had exchanged waist
bands several months earlier to “switch their luck.” More recently, Maling
had confided to me that she was afraid her Aunt Agum was correct in say-
ing that Sukub’s buttocks seemed to be getting flatter—a sure sign that the
unborn child was a girl. Consequently, right up to the time the baby was
born, considerable anxiety over the sex of the expected offspring was com-
bined with the usual concern about the condition of the mother.

It was a boy, and Maling had the pleasure of announcing the fact to three
of her cousins who had gathered outside on the veranda. In a matter of sec-
onds the word reached the rest of the hamlet and attention shifted abruptly
from the untouched neonate in front of Sukub to Sukub herself. From pre-
vious questioning, I knew that no one would move the baby until the after-
birth was expelled, no matter how long this might take.

During the first hour, Sukub was given all of the comforting treatment
customarily provided to induce a rapid expulsion of the afterbirth and to
prevent any of the numerous kinds of relapse distinguished by the Ha-
nunoéo. Hot, liquid infusions were rubbed over her limbs which were then
bathed in sweet pitch incense. She perspired heavily as the room filled with
the fragrant smoke. Maling was asked to knot the ends of the loincloth so
that Sukub could rest her elbows in the resulting loop.

Never leaving his wife’s side, Panday efficiently supervised all of these
activities, now in a soft voice asking Hanap or Maling to prepare a betel quid
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for their mother, now adjusting Sukub’s waist band or wiping her forehead
with an old shirt, and always checking to see that the requisite magical pro-
cedures designed to hasten this last stage of labor were properly carried out.
Under his direction, Maling helped Hanap untie everything in the house
that either of her parents had lashed, woven, or spliced together in the last
few months so that the afterbirth would come “undone” likewise.

Hanap fed her mother some hot rice gruel and kept the fire going while
Iyang and two of her cousins spun areca nut tops on a nearby winnowing
tray. Periodically, Maling added hot embers to the shell bowl in which fresh
scented herbs had been mixed and passed the vessel around her mother sev-
eral times.

Still, there were no results, even after Sukub’s older sister, Ampan, ar-
rived from the settlement across the Silsig valley with additional rice gruel
and a new supply of pitch. As the delay extended into the second hour,
Sukub became noticeably weaker and even Iyang, who had become extraor-
dinarily quiet—saying she no longer wanted to play outside—began to re-
flect the urgency of this situation for the entire family.

During the next few minutes, Panday, Hanap, and Ampan conferred hastily
on the most effective steps to be taken to help free the afterbirth. Maling
had witnessed several such discussions under similar circumstances dur-
ing the last few years, but this was different. Previously, she had listened to
older relatives talk about events which did not concern her directly. Now,
however, she found herself involved in almost every activity mentioned.

She had been with her father, for example, when he had planted sweet
potato vines three weeks past, and was the only other person present who
knew exactly which area in the family clearing he had “seeded.” Further-
more, in regard to this particular incident, it was agreed unanimously that
Panday should not have planted any new crops so near the end of his wife’s
pregnancy and that the vines would have to be uprooted. Knowing that Pan-
day could not leave Sukub at this time, Maling offered to take Hanap to the
sweet potato patch where both of them could perform this mechanical act
of sympathetic magic in hopes of easing the passage of the placenta.

The two girls left almost immediately, stopping on the veranda just long
enough to pick up two empty bamboo water tubes to be filled on their way
back from the field. I decided to go with them, leaving Panday and his sister-
in-law considering other possible sources of Sukub’s difficulty. The baby re-
mained untouched, and for the moment, unthought of.

Hanap, followed by her equally slight and even more diminutive younger
sister, led the way down the six hundred yards of mountain trail connecting
Parina with Panday’s clearing. As usual for this time of year, the steep, nar-
row path was muddy and slippery and, at several points where it led around
the brim of a forty-foot ravine, even dangerous. Because of their daily trips
to fetch water, however, the girls knew every inch of the route intimately.
Where recent heavy rains had loosened rocks and made the footing pre-
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carious, Maling turned to warn me, adding at one point how only two nights
before she had nearly tripped on a wild yam vine that had grown across
the trail. Along the way we passed familiar stretches of bamboo forest and
second-growth jungle, through two stands of coconut and other fruit trees,
and across a small stream where the girls left their heavy containers.

Once in the field, Maling took us straight to the vines Panday had planted,
and the girls began pulling them up. As soon as this task was done Hanap
hastened back to Parina to inform the others.

Maling and I paused at the stream to talk briefly with one of her young
cousins who had stopped there to prepare a betel chew. Before he went on
his way Maling asked him to cut some coconuts for us from a nearby tree
which belonged to her family. He appeared happy to do this, and while he
was detaching nuts from the crown of the nearest palm she emphasized how
useful it is to have a young man in the family who can climb such trees. By
the time she had filled her water tube from a stream-side spring, her cousin
had opened three of the felled fruits for our immediate consumption, and
was husking two other coconuts to make it easier for me to carry them back
to Parina. Having had nothing to eat since early morning, we were greatly
refreshed by this common midafternoon snack.

After our pause at the stream, Maling and I continued the trip back
alone, and although it was a difficult climb most of the way, she kept up a
lively conversation about the things she noticed along the trail. On numerous
other occasions Parina children had amazed me with their precise knowl-
edge of the plant environment. This was no exception. Before we reached
Parina Maling had drawn my attention to five separate clumps of produc-
tive perennial crops—ranging from bananas to betel palms—each of which
had been planted by her grandfather or by one of his sons, and she had
shown me two wild herbs used for making panrunas, a medicinal prepara-
tion which, when accompanied by appropriate rituals, is believed to be a
permanent oral contraceptive.

“They say,” noted Maling, “that’s the reason why Father doesn’t have any
younger sisters or brothers. Grandmother took the panrunas treatment soon
after he was born because his had been such a difficult delivery.”

“Do you know,” I asked, “what other ingredients are needed to make
panrunas?”

“I'm not sure,” she replied, “but I think tunawtunaw weed is one. Hanap
says parts of seven different plants are needed; she probably knows what
the others are.”

In the course of many similar conversations, Maling had demonstrated
an astonishing maturity of interests and experience, richly illustrating the
way in which a Hanunoéo child, without formal instruction, acquires an in-
creasingly detailed acquaintance—direct or vicarious—with all sectors of
the local adult world. Geographically, this is a small universe, limited often
to an area within ten kilometers of one’s birthplace. (Maling had only once
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been farther than a half-hour’s walk from Parina.) But this small orbit com-
prehends a comparatively vast realm of knowledge in all provinces of which
any member of the society is expected to be at home. In this setting, Maling’s
parents never thought it particularly precocious that on some occasions she
should be as interested in contraceptives as in learning to spin cotton or take
care of her younger sister. Nevertheless, I was constantly impressed with
her independent thinking and utter frankness which seemed to recognize
no boundaries, except of degree, between child and adult knowledge. Her
status as a child neither prevented her from occasionally accepting some of
the responsibilities of her elders nor blocked her intuitive analysis of their
adult roles.

As we approached the edge of our settlement, Maling suggested we pick
an armload of the soft, leafy heads of the aromatic ‘alibun shrub, explaining
that not only could we use some of them to wipe the mud from our feet,
but that her mother would appreciate having a few in the room because of
their fragrance.

After hanging her filled miniature water cylinder on the veranda rack,
Maling lifted the screen matting and quietly entered the room where her fa-
ther, sisters, and aunt were watching Sukub and talking in very low tones.
Maling sat quietly looking around the tiny room. Sukub and Panday had
both undone their hair knots, and someone, probably Panday, had hung half
a dozen untied lashings, unwound arrow bindings, and the like, over a low
crossbeam. While we had been gone, many efforts had been made to recall
and remedy any recent act by Maling’s parents that might be the root of
the trouble. Hanap leaned over to tell Maling that at Panday’s behest, Aunt
Agum had gone to a nearby banana grove to pull up the first and last of
thirty banana sets which Sukub had planted in August. This had seemed
to please Sukub, but the afterbirth still had not appeared.

Ampan remained attentively at Sukub’s side while Panday looked once
more through his betel bag, and Maling joined in the search for nooses,
slip knots, balls of wound yarn, pegs, and other bound, joined, or fastened
objects that might have been overlooked. The muffled voices from the ad-
joining houses and the occasional gusts of wind up from the Silsig valley
only served to underscore the gravity of the quiet but intensive search in-
side. Maling broke the long silence by inquiring if anyone had undone the
leash of the new wooden turtle that Panday had carved for Iyang. No one
had, and it was agreed that perhaps this was the knot which was causing
the delay.

Maling went into action swiftly, but calmly. By gentle questioning she
learned from lyang that she and her cousins had been playing with the toy
turtle earlier in the day. Since their own house had already been thoroughly
searched, Maling decided to check in the adjoining house where her cousins
were still romping about. Her hunch was right; the toy was returned, and
the leash carefully untied, completely unknotted, and thrown over the beam
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along with the other lines and cords. All eyes again turned to Sukub. After
a few more minutes of anxious waiting, and much to everyone’s relief, she
indicated that the final contractions had begun.

With the expulsion of the afterbirth, the tension relaxed and things moved
quickly. [. . .] Panday cut the tip of an old arrow shaft into a long tapering
blade and quickly fashioned one of Maling’s empty water-carrying tubes
into a small bucket-like vessel to hold the umbilicus and placenta. Maling
joined me in the background and, knowing that this was the first time I had
observed such a ritual, eagerly explained to me all that she knew about the
procedure.

“See,” she said, “we can’t use an iron blade to cut the cord. Even an ar-
row shaft is dangerous if the poisoned tip has not first been removed be-
cause then the child would grow up to be easily angered. He might even
fight his parents, and seriously injure them.”

Finally, nine hours after Gawid’s birth, and after both the bamboo con-
tainer and reed knife were prepared, Panday placed the baby on its back
and proceeded to tie the umbilicus close to the infant’s belly with a piece
of homespun yarn. Yuktung, who had been called in from his house, then
took Panday’s place and with a sawing motion, severed the cord just above
the cotton binding with very deliberate short strokes. In rapid succession,
he then touched the moist blade tip to the baby’s lips, waved the shaft in a
zigzag pattern over its head, and uttered a barely audible magical formula to
insure rapid healing. As he stuck the shaft in the roof thatch, Maling leaned
back to tell me that in a few days her father would shoot it into a tree so that
her brother would be a good shot with a bow.

Sukub now handed the afterbirth to Panday who placed it in the bam-
boo container, filled the tube with earth, and then went off into the forest
where, Maling said, he would hang it from a high limb out of reach of large
animals. The bamboo floor in front of Sukub was cleared and spread with
an unused homespun cloth on which the infant was placed for bathing.
While this was Sukub’s responsibility, Hanap and Maling helped by heat-
ing water and bringing it to their mother’s side in large coconut shell bowls.
Soon Sukub was holding her young son in a cotton wrap and discussing the
events of the past day with her children. Hanap began to winnow rice for
the evening meal, Iyang cried for her plaything, and the household gradu-
ally settled down to a more normal schedule. When I left, Maling and her
mother were still talking about the knot around the turtle’s neck.

For the next few weeks Maling was an enthusiastic observer and partici-
pant in the care of Parina’s youngest resident. Within this settlement of inde-
pendent nuclear families residing in two lines of veranda-linked dwellings,
she served as the chief disseminator of news about the infant’s progress. She
spent some time in each of these households almost every day, ostensibly
to borrow a shellful of salt or a needle, or to check on the identity of an un-
familiar visitor for the folks at home. On these small errands as well as dur-
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ing her casual visits, she could not resist the opportunity to talk about her
brother. Her little cousins would sometimes go back with Maling to examine
for themselves the various items of behavior and appearance which she had
reported. First it was his feeding habits that drew their attention. Then his
somewhat flattened head (which Aunt Agum assured Maling would grow
“round again” in a few months), then his manual skills, and so on.

One day Maling was sent by her parents to see if the door had been
finished on a nearby rice granary which was being built for the family by
one of her uncles. She said she wasn’t going to be gone long and wondered
if I wouldn’t walk along with her. [. . .] Maling seemed to be in a talkative
mood.

“Mother went down to the stream to bathe today,” she began, “and left
the baby all alone with Hanap. We were awfully worried that something
might happen, but nothing did. He is six days old, and he doesn’t have a
name yet. Our grandparents are coming up here in a day or two and I sup-
pose we will decide on a name then.”

“What do you think would be a good name for your brother?” I queried.

“There are a lot of names that are good for boys, but some we don't like
because they sound too much like those used by the lowland Christians.
Others we can’t use because they belonged to relatives who have been dead
only a few years. I think the best name would be the one Father has sug-
gested, Gawid. My great-great-grandfather’s name was Gawid. See that peak
beyond Alyun? I've never been there, but they say that’s where old Gawid
once shot two deer with the same arrow. When my brother gets Grandfather
Andung to prepare some hunting medicine for him, he should be a good
hunter too.

“You know, we used to have a brother, who was several years younger
than Hanap, but he died of a sudden illness two rice harvests ago. It was
really too bad. He was just learning how to trap and shoot. If he had lived
we would now have fish and game to eat with our rice or bananas almost
every day. And there are so many things he could have helped Father do.
He could have operated the bellows while Father worked at the forge, and
he could have built this granary. As it is now, Father will have to forge two
bolo blades to repay my uncle for this job. [. . .] It just isn’t the same as hav-
ing one’s own son for a helper.

“With Mother it is different. Hanap already can do most household chores
including cooking, and she is pretty good at spinning and weaving baskets.
I'haven't learned to do all these things yet, but by the time Hanap gets mar-
ried, I'll be able to take her place.”

Our conversation was interrupted at this point by Hanap’s call for Maling to
go with her to fetch water. As we walked down to the main settlement clear-
ing, Maling asked if girls in America also carry water like the Hanundo, and
whether their brothers ever helped them. Before I had time to answer she
had joined Hanap and two other Parina girls on their way to the spring.
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The infant’s ears were pierced the following day and, not unimpressed
by Maling’s (and her father’s) enthusiasm, the family decided to name him
Gawid. Sukub was now able to gather firewood, cook, harvest bananas and
beans, and work in the family fields—never, however, without Gawid slung
at her side, or in Hanap’s care.

During the second week, Maling helped her mother tie small circlets of
red and white beads around Gawid’s wrists and legs, and a tiny medicinal
amulet about his neck. He was now well on his way to becoming accepted
as a full-fledged member of the community and Parinans stopped calling
him “the infant” as they began to use his proper name.

Parina children were already including Gawid in their play activities,
such as the mock feast they held one afternoon behind Panday’s house. Sukub
whispered to me that they had been dining on twig and turmeric stalk stew
and a main dish of ashes for almost half an hour, as I followed her qui-
etly to observe them from a natural blind. Iyang, Maling, their cousin Biru
(Yuktung’s son), and four other three-to-eight-year-olds had set out a row
of banana leaf trays on which these foods had been placed. Mimicking their
elders, they were exclaiming loudly about the quality of the meal and shout-
ing for the men to fill up their shell bowls with more “stew.” Maling and the
gourmandizing tots demanded better service from Gawid and other males
not actually present almost as often as they did of Biru and his older brother.
This most entertaining make-believe meal ended in a round of laughter on
all sides as Gawid himself betrayed our presence by beginning to cry.

Though no one would say so, it was obvious that there would be an
abundant rice harvest. Maling evidently knew this should not be stated di-
rectly, but at the same time she found it difficult to ignore. Once, for example,
she suggested that I visit “her” field in order to gather some cucumbers which
were now ripe. “And,” she added, “one of the two kinds of rice Father gave
me is almost ready to be cut.”

Maling was still too young, of course, to do much agricultural work of
her own, but she took immense pride in the fact that she possessed some
seed of her own which had actually been planted in a full-sized hillside
clearing instead of only in a play garden such as the one she had helped
Iyang make in their Parina houseyard.

That afternoon I accompanied Sukub and Maling on a brief cucumber-
picking visit to their fields, during which I saw for myself that the rats and
grubs had not done nearly so much damage as local farmers would have
led one to think. In a few months there would be plenty of rice for a large
community-wide feast.

Recalling that the last feast her family had sponsored was for the dis-
interment of her deceased brother’s bones, Maling proposed that this year
they should hold a post-harvest rite to celebrate Gawid’s birth. On the way
back, she composed, in the form of a familiar children’s chant, a number of
extemporaneous verses addressed to Gawid, informing him of the prepara-
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tions which would soon be undertaken in his honor, how much rice his dif-
ferent kinsmen would contribute, how many people would participate, and
how many pigs would be slaughtered:

"Anung ‘ari‘ari’an Oh little brother

kang di waydi sabithan I must say again
diiru ti ‘gdulud ‘aban That more than fifty
balaw lamang kalim’an will attend,

kay pasung diru hanggan And that our feast will
kay babuy imaw diman! never end!

In a few words set to a very simple melody she expressed the spirit with
which the whole family looked forward to the harvest season.

During the third week after his birth, however, Gawid caught a slight
head cold which was evidently accompanied by complications other than
those observed by his parents. Two days later, on the seventeenth night of
his short life, he died quite unexpectedly—while the rest of the family was
asleep.

Maling had seen death before. She knew only too well what would hap-
pen that morning when she woke me with the sad news. Her father would
cut a digging stick and sufficient bamboo poles for the grave mats, while her
mother would wash the baby and wrap it in cotton cloth and beads. Hanap
would help her mother tie the corpse and carry it out through a hole in the
wall on the eastern side of the room in which he died, while Maling herself
would assemble some of the usual grave goods, including a small cooking
pot, some rice, water, and vegetables in separate shell dishes, and a small
betel basket with all essential ingredients—nuts, leaves, lime, and tobacco.
Iyang would cry. Many rituals would be performed at the grave and the
family would not be able to leave the settlement, even to visit their ripen-
ing grain fields for five days, lest all types of misfortune descend upon the
already grief-stricken household.

However, there were no tears. While this was a very sad moment for
a seven-year-old, Maling was well prepared to accept such events realis-
tically. Her voice reflected sincere disappointment, but, with characteristic
optimism, she added that perhaps her mother’s next baby would also be a
son. As we went to join the other members of her family, she said succinctly,
“mahal mana ti magkabalakih” (it would be nice to have the same number of
both boy and girl children).

This, then, was Maling as I knew her in 1953. Four years later, in the sum-
mer of 1957, I returned to the small Yagaw hamlet where she and her family
were living. The Maling who greeted me in the houseyard had the same
thoughtful eyes and modest smile but she stood at least a head taller than
when I had last seen her. Her black hair, still held in place by a beaded band,
now fell gracefully down her back to the top folds of her sarong. Her very
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short blouse was beginning to flare out slightly in front, and she had tight-
ened her corsetlike rattan pocket belt about her otherwise bare midriff in
an obvious attempt to accentuate her fast developing wasp-waisted (“ant-
waisted” in Hanunoéo) figure. And straddled on her now shapely hips was
a new member of the family.

This particular pose was to become a familiar one. From early morn-
ing until shortly after the evening meal, Maling’s time was almost entirely
taken up in caring for her younger siblings. She was unassisted by Hanap,
who had graduated from this type of surrogate motherhood several years
before, and who, in fact after a long series of courtships, was about to leave
the immediate family circle to establish one of her own. Iyang of course was
still too young to be entrusted with such baby-tending duties. And Sukub,
except for the feeding and bathing of the youngest child, devoted most of
her time to food-getting activities and heavy household chores.

Maling’s two young charges were both boys. In 1954, within a year after
the death of Gawid, Panday happily took a year-old orphaned baby (and
distant cousin) as a foster son. Sukub nursed the infant whose name was
Bilug, and Maling soon had the task of caring for him most of the time.
When Bilug’s mother’s bones were ritually exhumed the following dry sea-
son, Maling proudly carried him at her side to the grave site several kilome-
ters away. Then, in 1956, Sukub gave birth to a son of her own, Tabul, who
immediately became the focus of the whole family’s attention. After the first
few months, and except for nursing and bathing, Tabul became Maling’s
main responsibility.

The constant care of two small children in a Hanundo hamlet is by no
means an uneventful or easy task. There are goats, pigs, chickens, cows,
dogs, monkeys, and occasionally millipedes, lizards, snakes, and insects for
them to watch, play with, or be harmed by. Flat areas being nonexistent on
the eastern slopes of Mt. Yagaw, the houseyard itself is usually a steep in-
cline down which a child may slide, tumble, or slip; and the fact that the
raised verandas are frequently unrailed does not lessen the danger of fall-
ing. When one notes further that favorite playthings, even for a two-year-
old, include such weapons as keen-edged meat knives and fire-hardened
bamboo pokers, it is rather remarkable that Maling showed practically no
outward signs of fatigue, impatience, or discontent with her lot. On the other
hand, she seemed quite indifferent to the fact that her mother was again
pregnant. And once I heard her say that when she got married she really
wouldn't care if she didn’t have any children at all!

Though her former enthusiasm for baby boys had waned, at least tem-
porarily, her interest in older ones was rapidly taking its place. Soon she
would become a full-fledged, marriageable young maiden, a status which is
the acme of female social existence among the Hanunoéo. With this change
would come many new privileges and opportunities. Maling, as Hanap be-
fore her, would hand over what child-care duties remained to her younger
sister Iyang, set up living quarters in an adjacent but separate pile dwelling,
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and, for several—perhaps five or six—years, lead a relatively independent life
dominated by the direct but intricate local patterns of courtship ending in
pregnancy, or marriage, or both.

Maling was well along in preparing herself for the new role she would
be playing. In addition to dressing in a more meticulous manner, she had
begun to oil her hair regularly, to trim her eyebrows, and to bind her wrists
and ankles with fine red beads. Hanap had given her several decorative
tortoise shell combs and a round mirror small enough to be carried in her
pocket belt. Whenever her father went to Alyun, she would ask him to dig
fresh vetiver roots for her to use as a sachet to keep with her sleeping blan-
ket and extra clothes. Many of these practices she had started years before,
but refinements in them had been added more recently by virtue of close
observation of Hanap’s behavior.

She had also begun to acquire many of the domestic skills that Hanunoéo
women are expected to learn. During the late morning hours when the chil-
dren were napping, and by the light of a pitch candle after they had fallen
asleep exhausted from a busy day at play, Maling could often be seen weav-
ing a small betel basket, spinning cotton, or repairing a torn blouse. In this
way, during the past four years, Maling had found time to learn many of
the steps of basket and mat weaving, of producing homespun yarn, and of
cooking native dishes. She still was not skilled in tailoring and embroidery,
nor could she yet set up a cloth loom by herself.

Maling had learned to conduct herself in a more reserved manner in
public, to initiate conversation with male guests only when asking for be-
tel leaf or areca nut, and to communicate simple messages effectively with
a minimum of facial gesture. All phases of betel exchange etiquette, which
I had first seen her practice with mock chews or red sugar cane four years
before, were now perfected. She had become quite versatile with the bam-
boo jew’s-harp and had already learned the rudiments of nose flute playing
from her mother and Aunt Agum.

To go with these instrumental skills, however, Maling knew she would
need to build up as large a repertoire as possible of chanted verses which
form the basis for most serenading and courting activities. While, like all
Hanunoéo children, she could already sing some ambahan songs, she also
knew that to memorize enough appropriate verses to participate success-
fully in extended repartee, it would be very helpful if she could record new
lyrics solicited from her close relatives in some semipermanent form. Hence,
about the time I arrived, she was attempting to learn the Hanundo syllabary.

Inasmuch as Maling’s newly acquired reticence in talking openly with
men outside the immediate family did not extend to me, I was able to ob-
serve and discuss with her at great length the details of these various prepa-
rations. The manner in which she learned to read and write, for example,
afforded an intimate picture of how she managed to acquire this bit of use-
ful but specialized knowledge without any formalized course or tutor.
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From previous visits to the Hanundo, I knew that their Indic-derived
syllabary of forty-eight characters functioned primarily as a vehicle of am-
orous and often poetic communication, and not as a means of historical, re-
ligious, or legal documentation. There are, in fact, no permanent records in
this script, the component symbols of which are scratched into the hard but
perishable outer surface of bamboo with a sharp steel knife. But what of the
actual process of learning how to use this script which is never arranged in
an “alphabetic” order or formally taught?

One morning after she had shaped toy animals from a half cylinder of
green banana sheathing for Tabul and Bilug, Maling grasped the tip of her
small knife blade between her thumb and forefinger and began pushing it
across one of the flooring slats with her other hand so that a series of lightly
engraved marks were produced. In reply to my asking her what she was do-
ing, Maling said, “Nothing, just scribbling,” and left quickly to stop Tabul
from twisting the tail off Bilug’s “carabao” [water buffalo]. She had seemed
a bit embarrassed by my question, so I did not press the matter at that time.
But later, when I had a chance to examine her “scribbling,” I found half a
dozen clearly inscribed syllabic characters among what apparently were a
good many false starts and scratch-out erasures. That night she admitted
that she didn’t know what all the characters she had written stood for; she
had simply copied them from her mother’s tobacco tube. Yet she seemed
quite interested in learning and said she would get Hanap to read some of
the ‘ambahan their father had written on their lime containers so that she
could memorize the words and compare them with characters.

A few weeks later, while her mother was bathing Tabul, Maling came to
where I was typing and began to inscribe something along the edge of my
large bamboo desk. From the halting way she was singing to herself, it was
obvious that she was trying to write down the words:

kang ma-nuk sa bid-la-wan My dear bidlawan bird,

nu ka-'in-da ma-"u-ran In a storm like this
pi-san dap ti hu-ru-nan We are perched together,
numay . .. But when . . .

Assuming that she had now learned to use some of the characters adequately,
I gave her a simple “dictation test” covering the whole range of syllable
types. After every word I paused while Maling inscribed the characters de-
liberately or told me she didn’t yet know them. At the end, she had written
eighteen characters correctly. These represented syllables of high frequency
in simple conversation and children’s ‘ambihan, and included those symbols
necessary to sign her own name.

At six- to eight-week intervals thereafter I made additional checks to note
Maling’s progress. Each time she had learned seven or eight new charac-
ters, until she had mastered all but those representing the five or six rarest



78 / Harold C. Conklin

syllable types in the language. By that time she had become quite skilled
in rapid transcription, and could and did read almost any verse she could
find. Inside of six months, and without giving up any of her family du-
ties she had all but completed the technical training she would need to re-
cord and read innumerable songs and letters for the rest of her life. No one
person had provided her with more than a fraction of the reading materials
she had studied, although Hanap, who at this stage spent a good many lei-
sure hours practicing ‘ambahan, was most frequently consulted.

Although Maling’s ability to read and write will probably prove to be
very useful, it will not introduce her to any worlds beyond that which she
can see from Mt. Yagaw. She has remained close to home all her life and
with Hanun6o marriage residence rules as they stand, her future husband
will undoubtedly help her set up a new household in Parina or in whatever
nearby hamlet her parents are living at the time. He will probably be a dis-
tant cousin from one of the other Hanundo regions near Mt. Yagaw. Several
young men of this description have already begun to visit Parina rather fre-
quently. Ostensibly these visits are for medicines or bolo handles, but no one
in Parina is deceived.
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Marriage and Opium in a Lisu Village
in Northern Thailand

Kathleen Gillogly

Alema (Second Daughter) walked into the community center building of Re-
vealed River Village one brightly hot December afternoon as I sat at a hand-
planed desk writing field notes. She slumped onto the hard bench across
from me and leaned across the desk between us. She told me she envied me
for being issara (the Thai word for “free”) and then announced to me: “My
mother says I have to marry a boy with land, one outside of the village. I
can’t marry my sweetheart because he has no land here.” Alema was about
seventeen years old; I was a thirty-something American divorced woman
being consulted about marriage by an upland minority “girl.” This inter-
action opened up a whole new perspective for me on how the end of the
opium economy in northern Thailand had affected marriage, which is a key
element in the reproduction of social structure.

Cultures exist through the people who live in them; people “carry” cul-
ture; it does not exist on its own. Therefore, we need to consider how this
comes about. How do people become members of their own culture? An
obvious answer is that children are enculturated or socialized through be-
ing raised by adults in their own culture—the language they learn, the so-
cial relationships they develop, the rituals they participate in, the work they
learn to do—all teach children what is expected of them in their own cul-
ture. The culmination of this is, in many societies, marriage. Marriage marks
a child’s entry into adulthood, a fact that is apparent in many mainland
Southeast Asian languages’ marker of people as “girl” or “boy” for those
who have not yet been married, regardless of age, and “woman” or “man”
for those who are married. The wife and husband take on adult roles and
responsibilities and will, as their parents before them, raise the next genera-
tion.

That is, marriage is about social as well as biological reproduction. Mar-
riage gives the children born of that marriage a social identity. Intergenera-
tional wealth transfer from the parents’ household to the bride and groom
is a core function of marriage as well, because access to economic resources
is through the household. But cultures and societies do not just reproduce
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themselves, they also transform. The Lisu were an ideal people to study
because of the profound changes that were taking place in their economic
system. Concomitant were changes in the systems of kinship and marriage.
My goal was to look at how social structure transforms in the face of dra-
matic economic change. In particular, I looked at how people strategized
to achieve culturally constructed goals in the face of the end of the “opium
economy,” and in their attempts to reproduce their ideal social structure
brought about its transformation.

BACKGROUND

The Lisu are an ethnolinguistic group living throughout northern Thailand,
northern Burma, and in southwest China near Tibet. In the early nineteenth
century, conflict between local people and the Chinese Empire brought about
ethnic-based unrest that disrupted the regional overland trade routes that
were the lifeblood of survival for people living in this region. The increasing
dominance of Western colonialism in East Asia destabilized the region as
trade was refocused to sea ports and to Western goods. Onto this unsettled
stage came opium. Opium was an excellent cash crop, well suited to the eco-
logical conditions of the region, and easily marketable. This crop enabled a
new adaptation to a relatively stable agricultural economy. It transformed
the agricultural strategies of Lisu and many other upland peoples, such as
the Hmong, Mien, Lahu, and Akha. This opium economy is correlated with
significant migration southward as far as Thailand starting in the late nine-
teenth century. When anthropologists and other observers studied upland
minority peoples of Southeast Asia, they were looking at people who were
opium growers. This particular historically constituted ecosystem had a pro-
found effect on Lisu social structure.

THE AGROECOSYSTEM OF THE LISU

Lisu life must be understood in the context of the physical environment in
which the people lived. The Lisu, like many other people who live in the
mountains of Southeast Asia, practiced a form of farming called swidden-
ing or shifting cultivation. Swiddening uses little in the way of tools or capi-
tal inputs. Nutrient inputs come from the forest itself.

Household heads selected fields on the basis of soil and vegetation quali-
ties as well as the direction of slope, to ensure sufficient sunlight and rain-
fall. At the end of the dry cool winter, in March, Lisu families cut down the
trees and brush and left it to dry through the hot season in April. The head
of the household made offerings to local spirits of the land, stream, and for-
est to placate offended spirits who affected the productivity of the field (Dur-
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renberger 1989). Burning and then planting occurred in April. Often, village
elders regulated the burning of the swidden fields to ensure that winds did
not cause uncontrolled fires (see, for example, Condominas 1977).

While swiddening sounds destructive, it is in fact an ecologically sus-
tainable method of farming (Rambo 1983; 1984), as long as population den-
sity remains low to avoid overuse of thin mountain soils. Organic matter
breaks down quickly in the heat and moisture of the tropics; the heavy rains
quickly leach nutrients away from the top soil, making it unavailable for
crops; soil is easily washed away on mountain slopes. Trees bring those nu-
trients back up into their trunks, branches, and leaves. Cutting and burning
the trees release the nutrients in the ash, thus fertilizing the fields. The fire
also destroys weed plants and seeds, with the result that the crops planted
in the ash-fertilized field do not have to compete with weeds for a year or
two; in fact, after two to three years when weeding became too much work
for the women, the field is abandoned to grow back into forest. This is a
very long fallow system; fields were reused every twenty years or so. The
mountain minority peoples who practice swiddening are often labeled “no-
madic” because they moved on a regular basis to find forested areas suitable
for swiddening. Lisu, Hmong, and other opium growers tended not to re-
turn to a site—and have been labeled “pioneer” swiddeners. Before the late
1970s, a village rarely existed for more than ten years (Dessaint 1972). This
subsistence-oriented agricultural system generally did not produce a sur-
plus. Similarly, land was claimed by labor, not owned. While people main-
tained rights of first refusal over land they had once cropped, they did not
own it; land could not be accumulated or inherited. Technology was simple
(digging sticks, hoes, machetes; seed stock locally propagated), within the
reach of all, and the main input to agriculture was labor. Households owned
the labor and the crops produced. No one was dependent on anyone else to
get access to the means of production—land—to feed themselves and their
family. This was an egalitarian social system. As Lisu repeatedly told me,
“You work, you eat; you don’t work, you don’t eat” For young people, this system
was highly significant. Their energy and their ability to labor meant that
all they really needed to make a start for themselves in life was a machete,
willingness, a spouse, and an open piece of land—and there was plenty of
land.

The profound egalitarianism of this system was heightened by the plant-
ing of opium poppy. Opium had been introduced as a cash crop to north-
ern mainland Southeast Asia by the 1820s. While the opium trade was once
widely believed to have been forced on the Chinese people, in fact peasant
and tribal farmers in the far southwest of China had embraced this profit-
able crop well before the First Opium War (1832-1849) (Bello 2005; Zheng
2005). Opium was the perfect cash crop for independent small-scale farm-
ers because the poppy could grow in marginal environments; opium was
storable, and lightweight; and there was always a market for the product.
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Opium gave people movable wealth, providing a small but reliable in-
come for upland farmers. It allowed people to weather periods of scarcity.
Lisu could save the opium or save the profits from opium as silver—silver
made into heavy necklaces or decorative bullet-shaped pendants sewn on
the clothing of young people and displayed at New Year. Opium brought
economic wealth and stability to Lisu families by tying them into regional
and global markets.

This new source of wealth and economic stability had consequences for
Lisu populations and their marriage practices. The main form of display of
wealth for Lisu is payment of bridewealth, in which a groom’s family pays a
substantial amount of valuables to the bride’s family to claim her productive
labor and the children she will bear in the marriage. Bridewealth serves as
a marker of their own status, and establishes an alliance with their in-laws,
the bride’s family. Wealth display also occurs in the marriage feasts. Histori-
cally, with access to greater (relative) wealth from opium, earlier marriage
became possible because it was easier to accrue the bridewealth silver. As
a result of the introduction of opium as a cash crop, there appears to have
been a population increase (earlier marriage led to more babies; a better sub-
sistence base meant greater likelihood of children reaching adulthood). This
appears to have fueled the significant population movement of Lisu and re-
lated groups southward from Yunnan (China) into Burma and Thailand by
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Gillogly 2006:115-17)

In practical, everyday terms, opium funded the autonomy of individual
households. The cost of bridewealth might otherwise have meant that boys
were completely dependent on their parents to fund their marriages. But
young people started their own fields to help fund their own marriages. In
some cases, girls helped their boyfriends accumulate the silver needed for
the boys to pay for the girl’s bridewealth. After marriage, young couples
were not dependent on their parents for land or capital. All a young couple
needed to do was to open a new field, planting rice and corn as food crops
and opium as a cash crop, to become a free and autonomous household (usu-
ally within two or three years after marriage; they lived with parents until
then). Even young families with several small children (consumers) and only
two working adults (producers)—usually the poorer type of household—
compensated by hiring laborers from neighboring ethnic groups to weed
opium fields. Young couples also supplemented their household livelihood
by using the forest: they kept livestock that grazed in the forest; they hunted
wild pig and birds; and women collected firewood and vegetables. As a re-
sult, young couples were able to become independent from their parents
very quickly after marriage. These factors counteracted the relations of debt
and dependency that might otherwise have existed between a young couple
and their parents. We can see this in that lineages did not reside together.!
In the days of the opium economy, when villages broke up and people mi-
grated in search of better land, young couples were as likely to go with the
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bride’s parents as with the groom’s, or to go with a group of siblings (espe-
cially sisters) and cousins, or an aunt and uncle, or even an ally or patron
rather than their lineal kin. Young couples were independent of lineage kin-
ship obligations.

TRANSFORMATIONS IN THE AGRICULTURAL ECOSYSTEM
Land

This egalitarianism and freedom from lineage kinship obligations had be-
come rare by the end of the twentieth century. When Alema told me she
had to marry a boy with land, she was strategizing in the face of a radical
change in the fundamental system of the household economy. That change
was the result of the end of the opium economy and the extension of Thai
state control over the mountain lands on which Lisu lived. Alema’s predica-
ment encapsulated the fundamental changes in the agricultural economy of
Lisu in northern Thailand: land had become scarce, labor was now cheap,
land and other valuables (capital) had to be inherited. Permanent status and
class differences among Lisu households were emerging. No longer was it
possible for Alema to marry and create a home and household with her hus-
band through their own labor on open lands. She had to find a boy with land
or other forms of wealth, which meant she had to find a boy whose family
owned land that he could inherit.

As it grew and consolidated, the Thai state increased its control of terri-
tory within the boundaries of Thailand (boundaries that were created under
the forces of colonialism), in part through forestry law (see Vandergeest and
Peluso 1995; Thongchai 1994). As a result, land had become a scarce com-
modity by the early 1990s. Under Thai state control, all “unoccupied” land
was declared to belong to the state unless legal ownership could be proven.
Most farmers, and especially upland minority farmers, did not have that
kind of paperwork and so lost the right to legally cultivate land. More re-
cently, all mountain lands with a slope of over thirty degrees were decreed
class 1A watershed land on which there was to be no human settlement,
farming, timbering, or even collection of branches and plants in the forest.
Land ownership was also constrained by the fact that few ethnic minority
people had “blue cards” giving them legal residence in Thailand; fewer still
had outright citizenship. Legal status therefore became a key factor in the
choices a girl and her family could make about marriage.

In fact, Lisu and other upland minority peoples found ways to stay on
mountain land—where else was there to go? But they were put in a posi-
tion of dependency vis-a-vis government officials who now had the right to
forcibly resettle them, or to tell them what they could and could not plant.
In parts of northern Thailand, it was possible to buy land (illegally, but this
was rarely an impediment where bribes were accepted). Those with ready
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capital bought land in many different parts of northern Thailand as secu-
rity in the face of shifting development plans and policy.

Cropping

Changes in the cropping system put further pressure on this economic sys-
tem. Opium had supported a relatively large population in the mountains
by opening a new econiche that brought in resources through involvement
in global markets. The ecological system could not produce enough rice and
corn to fill subsistence needs. Opium had been a subsistence-oriented cash
crop; its profits were used first and foremost to buy rice and a few other ne-
cessities. Rice crops were more heavily dependent on nutrients in the soil
and had to be rotated out more frequently. With the enclosure of land in
the mountains (and alienation of land by timber companies or lowland mi-
grants), there was not enough land to grow rice because farmers could not
rotate their fields. This occurred contemporaneously with the interdiction
of opium. Thus, Lisu farmers desperately and anxiously sought new crops
that had a stable and profitable market. These new cash crops—potatoes,
strawberries, barley, and others—required capital inputs of pesticides and
fertilizers, and the seeds had to be bought. Crops became far more expen-
sive to produce; the means of production were not open to everyone due to
the land and capital investments needed, as well as due to the specific kind
of labor requirements these new crops entailed.

The end of the opium economy and the closing of the forests engendered
greater risks and insecurities for Lisu households, straining the manage-
ment of household production. The demographic cycle of Lisu households
was altered, as were inter-household relations.

BRIDEWEALTH AND MARRIAGE

Lisu celebrate the Chinese lunar New Year. This holiday and the Little New
Year that follows a month later were key not only in the ritual cycle, but in
the marriage cycle as well. In the course of the celebrations, young people
would find partners or wrap up their own progress toward getting married.
During my second year in the village, I sat up with the elder men overlook-
ing the circle dances of the young people. The unmarried girls, dressed in
all of their family’s silver and wearing decorated flat turbans, “tails” made
of piping (strands of rolled colored cloth), and embroidered gaiters, danced
in a circle around the New Year tree and musicians. Young men slipped into
the circle next to the girls they were interested in. All of this was fondly
observed by the older men and women, who praised the girls” beauty, sug-
gested which girls ought to be getting married, and discussed the harvest
that had just been completed. But this year, the elders were pessimistic. “Look
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at all the girls, and there’s no boys,” they worried. “We have too many girls.”
They discussed economic hard times and the fact that marriages were rare
because there were few boys. And, in fact, in my nearly three years in these
villages, I saw only four marriages. This inability to get married was seen
as a social problem by young and old alike, and had given rise to much so-
cial dislocation as young men and women tried to find their place in a world
that had closed certain paths to them.

One of the significant changes in household formation in Revealed River
Village was the increase in the age at first marriage. I found that young
women who married in Revealed River and its cluster villages were in their
early to mid-twenties. This phenomenon is often thought to be related to
“modernization,” particularly because of the education of women (Caldwell
1976:142; Ezra 2003), but this was not the case in Revealed River. Rather,
it was part of a more general trend among the Lisu, rooted in recent con-
straints on household resources, and was experienced by young people as
a lack of opportunity to get married.

There was also a frightening increase in the numbers of suicides among
unmarried girls in their twenties. The economic dislocation of the new ag-
ricultural system had had profoundly negative impacts on girls and young
women who were not married by their early twenties; ashamed, many ran
off to the lowlands to work (usually ending up in some form of the sex trade)
or committed suicide (Hutheesing 1990:153-6, 168-171; Hutheesing personal
correspondence, March 1994). An incident of a Lisu girl who threatened sui-
cide by jumping from a telecommunications tower because her suitor was
too poor to pay bridewealth was widely reported in the international media
(Reuters 1998).

The mechanism at work here was the inflation of bridewealth in the
opium days; this was not, however, matched by deflation with the end of
the opium economy. To accept lower bridewealth meant shame not only for
the parents of the bride, but also for the bride herself and for her children
(Hutheesing 1990:113). This was based on the Lisu concept of myi-do, glossed
as repute but also implying face, honor, respect, and reputation. Myi-do was
a major motivating factor in Lisu strategies; it was tied to the profound egali-
tarianism of Lisu households in the days of the opium economy, when house-
holds demonstrated their repute through showing their productivity in the
silver displayed on young people at the New Year and the household’s ability
to get their young people married.

As a result of the interdiction of opium and swiddening, Lisu house-
holds experienced severe economic constraints. One way that families dealt
with lack of resources was to wait for better years to marry off their chil-
dren. Household heads (both fathers and mothers) treated this as a short-
term, temporary constraint and tried to reorient their daughter’s marriage
goals—encouraging them to not stay here, close to their mother and sisters,
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but to go elsewhere, where there might be opportunity to have land to work.
“We are poor. When will we be allowed to grow opium again?” I was que-
ried countless times. Hopes that policy would change were not irrational,
given the past history of periodic government policy alterations in light of
shifting international policy, trends in development, and state bureaucratic
politics. People were waiting—for land to help their children establish viable
households and for the cash to pay bridewealth and establish household re-
pute, capital to set up new enterprises—and as a result, marriage was de-
layed.

Marriage payments had become a barrier to marriage. Households faced
the practical problem of accumulating bridewealth when there was less sur-
plus from agriculture and greater need for investments in economic activi-
ties to replace opium. These changes in the context of shifting political and
economic conditions transformed the resources available to households and
were experienced as constraining household wealth and repute. These shifts
were not perceived as a permanent destruction of what was considered es-
sential —establishing children in marriage, maintaining autonomy, and dis-
playing repute. The strategies were oriented toward fulfilling these same
goals in the face of new conditions. Accordingly, Lisu parents were able to
use a range of strategies for bringing about marriage. One was attempting
to direct whom their daughters married (and with a good brideprice, they
would be able to afford a bride for their own son). Another strategy was to
revive forms of marriage that had existed before the glories of the opium
economy. One form of marriage, full of repute, was cross-cousin® marriage.
I was told that this was a favored form but was rarely practiced; this ap-
parently was true in the recent past as well (Durrenberger 1971:16). Despite
the rarity, one of the few marriages I witnessed was indeed such a mar-
riage. It brought repute without huge expense because the groom’s family
paid merely what had been received for the bride’s mother thirty years pre-
viously. Another strategy was to have much less elaborate marriage feasts.
There were some other, less expensive but less “repute-full” forms of mar-
riage as well—but these left the families involved talking as if the marriage
were a mere engagement (even years after children from the marriage were
teenagers).

One important strategy previously used by poor boys to marry no longer
existed: bride service. In the opium economy, this form was appealing to
household heads as it was a way to recruit labor into their households; rather
than losing a daughter, the household gained a son. Post-marital residence
had been negotiable. Although patrilineal and patrilocal in ideology, in prac-
tice the terms of brideservice were negotiated in relation to the amount of
bridewealth paid at the time of the marriage. Patrilineality was the stated
ideal, with a recognized and common exception based on the conflicting
principle of uxorilocal® post-marital residence for a period of three years
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(one year in Revealed River in the 1990s). After completion of bride service,
the couple had been more likely to remain with the bride’s family; in such
ways, allegiance groups were formed. Bride service and uxorilocality had
once been more common than patrilocality (Dessaint and Dessaint 1992:163;
Durrenberger 1971:17-18; Durrenberger 1976; Hutheesing 1990:124, 196). In
fact, the most common co-residents in a village were a group of sisters and
their husbands, or a powerful man and his allies’ families.

But uxorilocality was very rare where I worked in the 1990s. This is why
Alema and other girls had been told by their mothers that they had to marry
out.

One to two generations previously, it would have taken a Lisu one year
to acquire the brideprice, but by the 1980s it would have taken more than
two years to acquire brideprice even if they could have grown opium poppies
(Hutheesing 1990:178). Young men had become far more dependent on their
parents for bridewealth and for land to cultivate after marriage, making
young men more subject to their parents” authority. Similarly, young women
were constrained because their opportunities for marriage were subject to
social judgment of them as good workers; to defy one’s parents was to gain
a reputation as poor marriage material. Thus globalization in the form of
the global drug war had led to increased parental power and the power of
the patrilineage in these Lisu villages.

In addition, the perception of decreased availability of wealth must be
put in perspective by two factors: decreased value of labor as a source of
household wealth and repute, and increased demands on the use of house-
hold wealth for investment in making a living. In the opium economy, labor
had been the source of wealth; households competed to have the newly mar-
ried couple reside with them because the couple’s labor was valued. With the
end of the opium economy, the means by which households gained wealth
was no longer through expansion of production but through capital invest-
ment—in trucks, land, fertilizer, pesticides, or education. Each year, house-
holds had to strategize the means to subsistence, and bringing another pro-
ducer into the household was a lower immediate priority. In particular, the
labor of girls and young women was not as valuable as it had once been.

CONCLUSION

When land was open access and households could always grow enough
opium to buy the rice they needed if they were not self-sufficient, the lim-
iting factor in the economic system was household labor. Productive labor
was organized by households, and thus by the kinship system. Recruitment
of labor occurred through marriage, and so households competed to get
young people married early and to get the newlyweds to live with them. In
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addition, young couples could very quickly repay their “debt” to those who
had paid the bridewealth that allowed them to get married; they went on to
establish “repute-full” autonomous households.

This avenue to repute was now largely gone. Productive labor of young
women was not the key to household wealth. Rather, households focused on
maintaining their patrilineal land and allocating scarce resources to trucks,
motorbikes, education, new cash crops, and chemical inputs (fertilizer, pesti-
cide) for those crops. Without wealth to pay bridewealth, marriage occurred
later; young women sought young men who would be able to bring them
into the boys’ patrilineage and use their land. And so, young Lisu women
lost their repute. Marriage was a key node, the locus at which these changes
were worked out. The mechanism by which social structure was transformed
was in marriage strategies.

Over time, Alema was under pressure to go to work in a lowland town.
Her father’s sister lived in a tourist town; Alema had told me before that
this family was “rich” because they did not have to work in the fields and,
in fact, did not even have agricultural land. But Alema resisted her father’s
request. Her middle-class Thai teachers at the government boarding school
of “hill tribe” children had warned her that working in town was a sure
path to sex work. When I left the village, she had told her father she would
not go. But as opportunities for marriage looked progressively bleaker, mak-
ing some kind of contribution to her father’s household through work in the
lowlands looked all the more appealing. She would make her own choice,
but it would be within the structural constraints of political and economic
life in northern Thailand.

NOTES

1. Lineages are a form of kinship in which people get their social identity from
one side of the family—the father’s in a patrilineal society and the mother’s in a
matrilineal society. The Lisu were patrilineal in ideology, meaning that their ideal
strategies were based on patrilineal relationships. However, in the height of the
opium economy, patrilineal relationships were not primary in people’s choices.

2. Cross-cousin marriage is marriage to the son or daughter of a parent’s oppo-
site sex sibling. For instance, a favored marriage for Lisu was for a boy to marry his
mother’s brother’s daughter; or a girl to marry her father’s sister’s son. While mar-
riage is among first cousins is largely frowned upon in the United States today, mar-
riage to a cousin has been allowed and favored in many times and places—witness
the marriages of European royalty.

3. Uxorilocal residence is when the young couple live with the bride’s father
and mother. This is in contrast to patrilocal residence, the ideal form of post-marital
residence, where the bride and groom live with the groom’s family.
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Merit and Power in the Thai
Social Order

Lucien M. Hanks, Jr.

THE COSMIC ORDER

As good Buddhists, the Thai perceive that all living beings stand in a hi-
erarchy of varying ability to make actions effective and of varying degrees
of freedom from suffering. As actions become more effective, beings suffer
less; the two vary together; such is the nature of existence. Above man in
shimmering space stand the angels and gods who, with a single word, can
stop the course of rivers. Man, however, must dig and delve to turn a rivu-
let, feeble efforts that may be wrecked in a moment by a sudden freshet.
But man'’s effectiveness in action and freedom from suffering exceed those
of the animals standing beneath him on the hierarchy. Animals share with
man a corporeal existence limited to the surface of the earth, but man is
somewhat more able to cope with rain and cold. While animals wander in
search of food, man has learned to produce and store his, at least until the
next harvest.

This hierarchy depends on a composite quality called “merit” (bun) or
“virtue” (khwaamdii), or one may also speak of a graded series of penalties
(baap). Yet in translation these words fail to convey the particular Thai em-
phasis. Like a dog snarling to keep his bone, a lower being is more covetous
than a higher one who would generously give away his last bowl of rice. The
emphasis lies in selflessness. Instead of using his effectiveness in action to
tend his own wants, the selfless farmer, feeling compassionate toward crea-
tures of greater suffering, feeds his buffalo before turning to his own meal.
Compassion, however, cannot work unaided by understanding; the power-
ful angel in the forest allows many lost and weary travelers to pass unaided,
for he chooses to help only the worthy ones who will be strengthened in
virtue, knowing that the evil will continue their evil deeds.

In English, “merit” implies a fixed characteristic, but the Thai equiva-
lent sees a person always gaining or losing merit. Even a humble ox can do
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good, be it only by drawing faithfully his master’s cart. Of course, by dint
of his greater merit, an angel is freer to help and also to harm than this ox.
There are no fallen angels in the Thai cosmos. When sins cause the fall of
Satan and Lucifer, they metamorphose for their next existence into creatures
lower in the hierarchy with less effective action and greater suffering. The
loathsome demons of the Thai cosmos are only powerful beings who inflict
suffering on the sinful with as much justice as the angels who bring good.

Such is the nature of the cosmic hierarchy where effectiveness in action
and freedom from suffering vary with the degree of merit, yet no being is
fixed to any special position. Only the stations are fixed, while the meta-
morphosing individual beings rise and fall in the hierarchy. In accordance
with past merit, one being may be born a snake to crawl helplessly in dark-
ness while another may be born an angel free to move unhampered by mat-
ter. After death their positions might be reversed.

MANKIND

The same laws apply in the human social order which is but a segment of
the cosmic hierarchy. Because of his greater merit, a rich man is more ef-
fective than a poor man and freer from suffering. He commands his chauf-
feur to drive him to the government office, while the peasant must tramp
through the mud to his rice field. His dependent kinsmen and servants out-
number the peasant’s small household. To this larger group the rich man
gives more generously of his greater wealth; he must resist temptation to be
miserly; even his servants receive better care than the peasant’s children in
their thatched hut. The rich man marries off his children with more elabo-
rate ceremony and offers more alms at the temple. Contrary to the Chris-
tian gospel, a poor widow, giving her all to the priest, remains less blessed
than the rich man; both have performed meritorious acts, but the Thai ob-
serve that the effectiveness of ten thousand baht far outweighs the widow’s
battered coin.

As with the cosmic hierarchy, the Thai social order roots individuals in
no permanent rank. To be sure, depending on merit accumulated from past
existences, one is born to the advantages or disadvantages of a given social
position, but one need not remain a peasant until the end of his days. Peas-
ants have become ministers of state, just as powerful kings have become
slaves. Social life is a continuous process of changing station by earning and
validating a higher one, or falling to a lower one. At any moment the lowest
man may catapult himself to a position effectively superior to the king; he
need only take the vows of a priest. As long as he submits to the discipline
of selflessness required by the rules of the order, he may remain in this lofty
position. On the other hand, there are limits to movement. Human beings
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have a lifespan of only a few decades, during which they must sleep, eat,
and labor, always subject to corporeal limitations. Gaining in subsequent
existences a higher form through virtuous conduct is the only route to over-
come his suffering and gain greater effectiveness of action.

Let us examine the constitution of a group, so as to clarify the social pro-
cess of rising and falling in the hierarchy. Here we translate merit-based ef-
fectiveness in action and freedom from suffering into daily living. Groups
form only when a man has gathered resources and can distribute them as
benefits to others. In the household one distributes to the members food,
clothing, and shelter. Employers give opportunities for earning money, often
food and shelter as well. A peasant may benefit his neighbor by lending a
buffalo to help with the plowing. By accepting these benefits, one enters an
explicit or tacit agreement to reciprocate with some service. A young man
described going to Bangkok from the countryside and joining his father’s
younger brother and his wife:

When I first went to live there, my aunt didn’t have any children, but after-
wards she did, but he’s still only a little boy. Also, my aunt wanted me to
take my uncle’s place as the supervisor [of a small cutlery factory]. She has
some land outside of Bangkok, and sometimes my aunt and uncle go on busi-
ness to see this land, and I watch over the work instead of him. It seemed he
really entrusted the work to me. I think that my uncle and aunt wanted me to
live with them as their son until their death. That’s why they always talked
about giving me a house and a job. And after they had their own child, my
aunt said she would entrust me to take care of him, and would give me a
house and some land. And she said she would divide the land. She would
entrust me to take care of her son until the end of my life. This is what my
aunt said; but my uncle didn't say anything. (Phillips 1957)

By accepting the wages, food, housing, and the promise of becoming a
factory manager, the young man obligated himself to supervise the factory,
to care for his aunt and uncle in their old age, and to look after their son
when they were dead. The aunt and uncle, by offering these benefits, estab-
lished themselves as the superiors over the young man who became their
client. They would never have made an offer of this importance to a non-
kinsman, though nonkinsmen did work in the factory at lesser jobs. Such a
transaction with its connotation of inequality is the indispensable condition
for group existence.! Groups themselves are tiny hierarchies with a superior
showering benefits on his nearest inferior, who in turn relays a portion to
someone standing beneath him. Such a linear structure of groups does not
mean that each member addresses himself exclusively to the person on a
station immediately adjacent to him, though such an arrangement may be
approximated in circumstances like a large government bureau. The leader
must see that even the lowliest member is adequately cared for, yet the linear



92 / Lucien M. Hanks, Jr.

organization is evident. The peasant who feeds and shelters his children
grants them attention in accordance with age, except for the often “spoiled”
youngest. Among siblings, confidence and affection is most apt to develop
between those of adjacent age, and the hierarchic compulsion becomes clear-
est when twins, born a few minutes apart, are carefully instructed to address
each other as older or younger. The king standing among his ministers,
though regarding them all as ministers, recognizes an implicit hierarchy
based on wealth and size of group that each commands. Without hierarchy,
order cannot reign, though the equality of husband and wife forms a star-
tling exception to this rule.

The coherence of Thai society rests largely on the value of becoming a cli-
ent of someone who has greater resources than one alone possesses; a person
is ill-advised to try to fight one’s own battles independently. Security grows
with affiliation, and the crowning moment of happiness lies in the knowl-
edge of dependable benefits distributed in turn to faithful inferiors. At the
top stands the gracious king meeting with his courtly officials. Below them,
with mounting uncertainties and smaller benefits to distribute, follow the
ranks of deputies and assistants down to the clerks and sweepers. Some of
the merchants and artisans may surpass the lower governmental positions
in wealth and power, but in the paddy fields, existence becomes more iso-
lated and precarious. At the bottom is the forest where some lone, uncouth
hunter, deserted by his wife and children, stalks his prey. Because of un-
ruly temper and undisciplined manner, he can find no one who will long
reciprocate his undependable services. From top to bottom groups dwindle
in size and stability. The organization is like the leaves, twigs, branches, and
boughs of a great oak. One may trace a linear path from the heart of the tree
outward to any leaf; each leaf, twig, and branch, standing at a unique dis-
tance from the heart, receives varying amounts of nourishment. In the frail
twigs at the ends of the branches is found the greatest fragility, while the
heart and adjoining boughs safely stand through many storms.

SOCIAL MOBILITY

Clearly, station in the hierarchy improves by amassing greater resources for
distribution. In accordance with one’s reputation for generosity and mana-
gerial skill in making benefits more enduring, one’s group grows or with-
ers. Thus to increase status, one may first, through personal diligence, ac-
cumulate resources for broader distribution. At the same time the system
offers a second manner of rising, for a man of lower station often cannot
hope to increase his resources independently: he may offer his services to
another with resources greater than his own and redistribute the resulting
benefits among his own following. A village headman can, perhaps through
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his own resources, hold his kinsmen, but to hold the entire village may re-
quire his rendering services to the circle headman (kamnan) and perhaps
also to the district officer (naaj amphoe). The additional benefits received from
these higher officers, for instance as work opportunities for his villagers, can
be distributed by the headman to secure his position.

Among the Thai the relation endures only as long as it serves the con-
venience of both parties. A superior may terminate benefits, or an inferior
may cease rendering services at his own discretion. A Thai freeman for-
merly sought out the advantages of rendering services, for the benefits in-
creased his security. In contrast, the bottom ranks of feudal society, except-
ing the outlaws, were by and large the most tightly bound and least mobile.
The absence of peasant revolts in Thai history demonstrates this difference,
and freedom to contract anew helped reduce a master’s tyranny.

To be sure, freedom to make and break liaisons to a superior was not
always equally or immediately available, yet even slavery implied no fixed
position. All slaves might regain their freedom by payment to their mas-
ters. In the case of prisoners of war and their children the price of redemp-
tion was fixed by law in 1805. Debt slaves might repay their obligations
through labor and were always free to change masters by finding someone
to pay off their debt in return for their services (Duplatre 1933). Free peas-
ants might not in fact always have access to another superior, and the per-
ils of isolation might outweigh considerable abuse by some local Caligula.
Yet ultimately a freeman could always escape to the forest, and the exces-
sively cruel master was always considered to be cutting the bough beneath
his own feet.

Of course, freedom to contract anew did not obviate the use of force to
sustain a liaison, and many a military expedition set out to punish a vassal
who delayed in forwarding tribute. Yet here, the right to affiliate with an-
other was not in question, rather the wisdom of attempting it. Indeed former
affiliation with an enemy did not necessarily blight participation in a new
alliance. Traitors as morally despicable figures are absent from this scene.

The history of 19th century Thailand contains many incidents that can
only be understood in these terms. Cambodia and, for a brief period, the
principality of Vientiane sent tribute both to Bangkok and to the rival An-
namese power at Hue (Vella 1957:80, 95). [. . ]

One of the latest of these shifts was the return of Field Marshal Pibul
Songkhram to the office of Prime Minister in 1948, even though he had ear-
lier been accused of leading the Thai to defeat by his alliance with Japan
during World War IL

Change of affiliation is not a privilege of aristocrats and statesmen but ex-
tends as a right to all people. The young man from the country who seemed
to have secured a life-long contract with his aunt and uncle subsequently
abandoned his benefactors (see above); he said simply:
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“About my uncle’s work, there was a controversy between my uncle and the
person who bought the bronze knives. At my uncle’s place there was less
work; we didn’t make as many knives as usual. So I returned [home to the
country].”” When asked why he returned, he replied: “Because . . . we had to
work harder and make less money.” (Phillips 1957)

Even between kinsmen the obligation endured only as long as it served the
mutual interest.

Efforts to depict social classes in Thai society founder because of miscon-
struing the nature of this social order, which resembles a military organiza-
tion more than an occidental class-type society. Like an army, Thai society
has a hierarchy of fixed ranks which determine occupation, but one moves
freely from occupation to occupation up and down the hierarchy. The king
might grant title to commoners as easily as a master could free his slaves.
On suffering defeat, kings could become slaves with little to comfort them
for having once held power. Neither noble nor commoner had to defend his
new status against criticism, any more than a captain reminds his newly
commissioned fellow captain that yesterday he was only a commander. A
man rises because of merit and is accepted without regard for his humble
origin. Indeed, a humble origin implies a considerable store of merit and
might increase his prestige.”

What we designate as the individual or person is more restricted in Thai
than in Western society. A Thai is a minister or a farmer only as long as he
holds the station. When a farmer, he acts as a farmer, but when he receives
his insignia of office, he discards his rustic ways. A man described his ser-
vice as a priest under a very strict abbot who disciplined him on more than
one occasion, and who made living in this particular temple unpleasant for
the entire order. Later, when both had retired from the priesthood, the two
became great friends. The raconteur with no trace of resentment explained
that his friend, the former abbot, had then to act strictly but could under
new circumstances be a very warm friend. Thus one emphasizes the sta-
tion of the moment. People tend to speak of Mr. District Officer (naaj amphoe)
rather than the more personal Mr. District Officer Suk. One prays for assis-
tance to an impersonal Lord of the Place (cao thii) rather than to a certain
sainted Francis or Michael. Formerly the king in raising a person to higher
rank gave him also a new name in harmony with his title. His name from
childhood was discarded, and on retirement he would be addressed only
by the latest and presumably most honorific of several names.

By emphasis on status rather than person, the Thai equip themselves for
mobility and transient position. To a greater extent than in the West, the in-
signia transform the person. To a lesser degree do people speak slightingly
of the “newly arrived” or seek flaws in the clothing that intends to make a
gentleman. Thus the uniqueness of the person, his personal identity, sub-
serves his position on the hierarchy.
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A FEW RULES OF SOCIAL MOVEMENT

To describe adequately the Thai social scene requires a calculus of move-
ments rather than an appeal to geometric concepts. As we have already
seen, groups under a leader vary in size and stability; those rising in the
hierarchy become larger and more stable. In turn, size and stability depend
on the economic resource ready for distribution. Hence, a primary rule of
social movement may be stated: As groups grow in resources, they grow
larger and more stable. Conversely, as resources diminish, groups dwindle
in size and stability.

Within a group the movements correspond very closely to this picture
also. As the resources of a group increase, benefits accrue in greater mea-
sure to those standing near the leader and are distributed in diminishing
amounts down the scale. Thus each group, like a comet, has its greatest soli-
darity at the head, while toward the tail greater instability occurs.

Similarly, in affiliating with a superior, the person with the larger and
more stable group, hence greater resources for rendering services, receives
a higher position within a group than persons with fewer resources to of-
fer. Conversely, in terminating an affiliation with a group, those persons or
groups with fewer resources and fewer benefits are more likely to seek to
affiliate elsewhere.

From these variations in the resources necessary for affiliation at various
points on the hierarchy, we may speak of a “price gradient” for affiliation.
This means simply that the price of affiliation changes progressively as one
rises in the hierarchy. Such a “price gradient” for affiliation may also be ex-
pected to vary for the areas of Thailand. Bangkok would have the highest,
while the gradient would diminish as one moves from provincial capitals
toward more isolated communities. [. . .]

THE FUNCTION OF POWER

[ . ] The hierarchy and the movements of people on [this scale] have been
derived from the single function of merit. To be sure, merit has traditionally
been the most important explanation of position in the hierarchy and degree
of mobility, but moments of perfect justice in an orderly system are rare. Po-
ets have described those fleeting moments where each benefit is faithfully
reciprocated with diligent services under a benevolent monarch. More often
the workings of justice are slow; faithful servants toil for ungrateful mas-
ters, and benevolent masters fail to discover their servants’ deceit. Indeed,
when misfortune strikes, Thai do not conclude immediately that they pos-
sess insufficient merit to attain their ends and then hurry bearing alms to
a temple. Instead, each seeks first among his own resources to improve his
lot, and to the extent that he succeeds, merit may or may not seem relevant.



96 / Lucien M. Hanks, Jr.

To make the case clearer, we may ask, what enables the lowly hunter to turn
brigand and live more comfortably, at least for a while, on the loot extracted
by force? What permits a cruel and unjust tyrant to maintain himself, when
the law of morality clearly says his reign must stop or, for that matter, never
should have begun in the first place?

The Thai recognize a second factor operating in the social order in addi-
tion to merit. They speak of “power” (khaeng, khaengraeng, ‘amnaad) with very
much the same amoral implication as the English word. This power may
be a personal characteristic, like indolence or energy. Some power arises
from experience, some from special knowledge; a shrewd man can sell his
buffalo at a better price by timing the sale with favorable astrological in-
fluences. Another may succeed in his endeavors or counter another’s plan
through power derived from amulets, and some persons are specially fa-
vored because they stand in the protective aegis of a guardian outside the
social order of mankind.

In principle one may easily distinguish power from effectiveness. Though
both aid the success of an undertaking, power may belong to anyone, while
effectiveness derives only from merit. Because effectiveness of action stems
from enduring moral principles that govern the cosmos, gains made on this
basis outlast gains from amoral power. One may overcome a girl’s reserve
for a night or two with love magic, but an enduring marriage can only come
from merit. In practice, effectiveness may be difficult to distinguish from
power. Amulets, tattooed marks, verbal formulae, and a host of other de-
vices enable the gambler to win, the boxer to beat his opponent, the soldier
to win in battle, and the physician to cure a patient.® In addition, a consid-
erable proportion of the population seeks to insure the outcome of critical
undertakings through offerings to various spirits. [. . ]

As arule, people infer the basis of success from a variety of surrounding
circumstances. Few would disagree when a robber escapes with loot that he
had special power. If the police arrested him the following week, this would
clinch the argument. Judgment might be harder when someone discovers,
say, a treasure of gold buried in the ruin of a long-abandoned temple. If the
finder gave it to the priests at a going temple, this might persuade some that
merit lay at the roots, but they would suspect power if he just lived high for
a while. A sensible person would probably give some to the priests and live
well too. Here judgment would have to wait to see whether his good for-
tune continued. The following case illustrates such a transformation:

Naaj Chyyn moved into a country village with a clouded reputation and
quickly proved his prowess with a sword. He had moved in order to avoid
further conflict with his creditors and the police. Together with his wife and
two children, he settled on rented land, built a thatched hut, and began to
live the life of a farmer. People of the neighborhood treated him respectfully
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so as not to encounter his wrath. One day a leading member of the locality
asked him to accompany a group of local residents to attend a [nearby] fes-
tival. [. . .] He should protect them against robbers and thugs. So effective
was his surveillance that the people asked him to accompany them on fur-
ther outings, and he soon became an informal kind of constable for the vil-
lage. Later, when a nearby temple was being built, the head priest and vil-
lage headman invited him to manage the construction. He could control the
hired workmen, settle quarrels, and keep them on the job. When the temple
was finished, the head priest appointed him manager and guardian of the
temple, for during fairs and on other occasions rowdies came disturbing the
celebration. At feasts in private homes his neighbors gave Chyyn a place of
honor, and he died a respected member of the community (a personal com-
munication by Lauriston Sharp).

In addition to the many amulets that effectively protected him in his en-
counters, people concluded, he must have merit as well.

The uncertainty of power adds a special moment of flux to the scene. So-
cial liaisons on this account become more brittle, and especially so near the
top where the stakes are high. A government official, who has labored long
to build his following, may find himself undercut by a rival at the moment
he had expected to advance. Another who considered himself secure in of-
fice is asked without warning to resign in favor of a newcomer. Such demo-
tions result in loss of benefits for followers who in turn must seek a new
benefactor if they would hold their gains.* Of course, similar events with
equally disturbing effects plague rural people too. Unpredictably a spouse
disappears with someone recently moved into the neighborhood. A tenant
of long standing is told one day that he may not till the land during the com-
ing year.

People build in certain adaptations to this uncertainty. To each other
everyone is outwardly polite, even light-hearted, but they are rarely frank.
Because the other person is superior or inferior, he must be treated circum-
spectly, particularly if he is a stranger, for he may become the source of
some advantage or disadvantage. Even those of long acquaintance may not
be trusted implicitly, for they too may lead one to catastrophe. From this at-
mosphere arises the Thai proclivity to maximize the harmony and pleasant-
ness of meeting others: it is well to avoid debates and best to keep the topic
amusingly light. Because of unseen dangers, a leader ordinarily avoids giv-
ing benefits to strangers, and a potential member of a group must be intro-
duced by a known person. Similarly, a liaison between superior and infe-
rior once established needs continual validation, be it merely through the
smile of a servant or the commendation of a master.

Uncertainties become moot problems when a young man is tying him-
self to a rising star. He must sort the evidence to determine whether his pro-
spective patron’s success is based on merit or power. The bold ones, perhaps
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spurred by special knowledge from their own esoteric sources of power,
rush to share the ascent. The cautious delay, waiting for more certain evi-
dence that time will yield. When a secure position seems to establish merit
as the basis for success, and when one no longer risks anything to join him,
perhaps then the star will decline. People then say that, having established
the meritorious base, he has exceeded his merit. So, despite these judgments,
one never knows. Saints may turn into criminals, and brigands into stalwart
leaders of a community. Agility in changing allegiance at the proper mo-
ment is a valuable asset.

The player of this social scene must be continuously alert. As Sharp (1957)
observed, one must look up and down the hierarchy to confirm one’s posi-
tion. The provincial governor must not only wear the extra bar of office that
distinguishes him from his deputy but outshine him by riding in a better
car to a more expensive restaurant where after a heartier meal he leaves a
larger tip. To overlook the etiquette of one’s station is a first step toward de-
cline. And at the same time, the wary person must not forget an occasional
glance to the side, to someone standing near one’s station in another group.
He is a potential rival for higher station, should be granted no quarter and
expects none.

[Westerners] [. . .] wilt under the impermanence of [these] arrangements.
The government official who personally smoothed an impasse has been
transferred and cannot repeat his charity. The farmer who sold those fresh
eggs last week has sold his whole flock of chickens and established a cof-
fee shop. International agencies complain that their training programs and
carefully organized projects may be negated by shifts of the cooperating
Thai civil officials. Even more disconcerting to a Westerner, the ethics of loy-
alty and honor seem to be badly developed in the Thai scene. These values,
as defined in the West, though, depend for implementation on a society of
relatively fixed position. Enforcement of “honor” or “loyalty” depends on
the expectation of incessant shaming by unavoidable associates. But in this
shifting social scene, contracts and promises sincerely made are little better
indicators of future action than casual statements.

MOMENTS OF STABILITY

We dare not leave this vista of kaleidoscopic impermanence without men-
tioning a few factors in stability. Certainly the merit-based hierarchy repre-
sents the fixed field on which action occurs. Though power blurs the clear
edges of cosmic justice, one may think of justice lagging behind, like a court
with a clogged calendar, in exacting punishments and awarding compensa-
tions. The stations on the hierarchy, too, are relatively fixed. While the par-
ticular priests in a temple change from year to year, as do the members of
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a government bureau or the artisans in a tinker’s shop, the tasks at each of
these stations remain roughly the same. In all sections of the hierarchy the
general rules apply for the reciprocation of benefits and services.

Sex and age further define action and limit the range of mobility. Though
men stand on the whole slightly above women and though both sexes share
tasks flexibly, the man is expected to be “hard” (khaeng), since he must ad-
vance the group on the hierarchy. Women are “soft” (auaun), hence are less
directly concerned with social advancement; they work to solidify the group.
A child, though inducted early into the system of benefits and services, is
considered too weak for the rules to apply with full vigor. Similarly, after
a life-time of benefits and services, the aged reciprocate only if they are so
inclined. The rules of reciprocation and the struggle for position focus par-
ticularly on the adult male until his nominal retirement.

In speaking of “rigor” in applying the rules, we are only affirming that
the expectation of services in return for benefits varies between a meticulous
accounting and the never-calculated, easy transactions of old friends. When
a farmer exchanges uprooting labor® with his neighbors, all parties know the
exact number of bundles that must be bound within the work day. When
an older brother houses and feeds, clothes, and treats his younger brother,
neither party in this liaison knows the services that are to be returned nor
expects them within a particular time. As long as “love” (khwaamrag) and
“respect” (nabthyy) dominate, neither partner reckons his efforts. Love and
respect thus become stabilizing factors in liaisons, for then fewer are in-
clined to break the relationship. These qualities mark the relations especially
of kinsmen, and kinship accordingly promotes more permanent liaisons.
Yet, as we have already seen, the right to terminate a liaison is exercised
among kinsmen as well as nonkinsmen. When convenient, parents leave
their children with aunts and uncles; siblings take off on their own.® A wife
departed with the cash, livestock, and tools of her jailed husband to join an-
other man, but no one questioned her right to do so; people observed only
that she loved her former husband for his property. Yet certainly “love” and
“respect” slow the speed of breaking liaisons.

L. ]

Before the 20th century, slow transportation limited the geographic area
of mobility, and within a given area the special privileges and restrictions
applying to nobles, commoners, and slaves further curtailed the easy range
of movement. However, the abolition of slavery in 1872 lifted one barrier to
social mobility. The demise of the royal harem in the second decade of the
[previous] century together with the revolution of 1932 reduced the privi-
leges of nobility to a smaller portion of the population and modified these
privileges substantially. In these ways social mobility has been increasing
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[since the nineteenth century], to say nothing of the transportation which
has multiplied geographic mobility. Yet important new restrictions are de-
veloping.

Education presents the single most important new barrier to movement,
for without satisfying educational prerequisites for governmental posts, many
lack access to advancement. Certain occupations, e.g.,, medicine and engi-
neering, are developing relatively closed groups where admission requires
special training. [. . ]

In these manners, new rules for moving in the social scene are devel-
oping. Yet the fundamental principles of merit and power still operate, and
the new occupations are readily fitted to the hierarchy. Desire to rise and
fear of falling remain the emphasis. Specialists trained abroad may or may
not practice their specialties at home, but the letters of a foreign degree after
one’s name opens the way to higher station. As new occupations appear,
people learn the skills in school or on the job, but [for the] Thai these [ac-
quired] skills lie more peripherally in the ego; to the Thai they are more in-
strumental than personal, like carrying an umbrella on a rainy day or learn-
ing to row a boat. Concerned mainly with the advancement, the power, and
ultimately the merit, they treat their skills as insignia for a higher rank.

NOTES

Originally published as “Merit and Power in the Thai Social Order,” American An-
thropologist, New Series 64 (6, December 1962):1247-1261. This work has been edited
for length [ed ]

Field data were gathered in Bang Chan, Thailand, under the auspices of one of
Cornell University’s Thailand projects, between 1948 and 1957. I have drawn liber-
ally from the field notes of Jane R. Hanks, Lauriston Sharp, Kamol Janlekha, Robert
B. Textor, Herbert Phillips, Saovanee Sudsaneh, Aram Emuran, and Jadun Kongsa,
whom I would thank for their insights. My work was supported by the U.S. Ful-
bright Foundation in Thailand, the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological
Research, the American Philosophical Society, and the Social Research Council.

1. The relationship called dyadic, as described by Foster (1961), has interesting
comparable features. It is associated in Thailand also with a cognatic kinship struc-
ture, takes place between individuals. The Thai version is asymmetrical, occurring
only between persons of unequal status and, because the contract may involve one’s
subordinates, thereby knits groups rather than just pairs of people.

2. [. . ] Thai society differentiates social positions and gives them value; it does
not restrict movement, as stratification implies, but rather establishes the rules for
mobility.

3. R. B. Textor (1960) describes 118 supernatural objects, of which approximately
half contribute to success in action.

4. Wilson (1959:37-38) mentions this kind of movement in politics: “Party la-
bels are incidental. [. . .] Parties have never represented substantial social forces but
only cliques and individuals within the top level of the ruling class.” [. . ]

5. The labor of pulling up rice seedlings for transplantation to the rice fields [ed.]

6. For an example of an unsettled childhood see Prajuab (1958).



PART THREE

Crafting the Nation-State

Traditional states in Southeast Asia were substantially different in form from
modern states. Little is known of the earliest states in the region, in part
due to conditions that militate against the preservation of cultural materials
made of organic matter. The earliest known state on mainland Southeast Asia
was Funan, believed to have been established in the first century ap, and ex-
tending across the southern part of what are now Cambodia and Vietnam.
Nevertheless, little is known of this kingdom beyond what can be derived
from reports of early Chinese traders. This raises a key point about these an-
cient states—that trade was an essential element of their emergence. One of
the best known of Southeast Asia’s early states is the Khmer Empire of Ang-
kor, which flourished from the ninth to the thirteenth centuries aAp. Known
today primarily for the magnificence of just one of its many temples, Ang-
kor Wat, Angkor covered a vast portion of modern-day Cambodia, Vietnam,
Laos, Thailand, and even stretched into Burma and Malaysia.

These early state sites reveal to us that by the time of the Khmer Empire,
cultural—particularly religious—influence had come from India. The influ-
ence of Hinduism, and therefore presumably of India, is evident in much
of the monumental architecture of early Southeast Asia. Angkor Wat was
the sacred center of this vast and enduring (five-centuries-long) empire. The
word Angkor, itself, comes from the Sanskrit word nagara, which is gener-
ally translated as “city” or “holy city” (Mannikka 1996, Higham 2001). The
temple complex was laid out to actualize cosmological principles of Hindu-
ism and, later, Buddhism. The design was a replication of world cosmology,
a microcosm linking the heavens and the political power of kings. While
the king might have been considered a deva-raja, a physical manifestation
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of a god, Mannikka argues that it was physical objects that carried the es-
sence of the divine, a sacred power. In early Southeast Asian kingdoms, the
possession of particular sacred objects often gave one the authority to rule.
(The closest we have to this idea in Western lore is the tale of Excalibur’s
sword.) This is a persistent theme in the cultural logic of early Southeast
Asian states (see the introduction to part 5 for further discussion of ideas
surrounding sacred objects and divinely mandated leadership).

The role of early Indian priests and traders in the formation of South-
east Asian states has been widely debated, but ideas of power and the sa-
cred were woven into local cultural frameworks. The element of a sacred
center and divine objects continued in Southeast Asian statecraft for mil-
lennia. Stanley Tambiah has called this model the galactic polity. The state
is envisioned as a mandala, with power lying in the center and diffusing
outward. One might imagine this visually as a series of concentric, ever-
widening circles, with state authority fading as the circles widen; a clear ex-
ample of this form is at Borobodur, in Indonesia. In contrast to contempo-
rary conceptions, then, these early states were porous. What mattered was
the sacred center, not the borders (Tambiah 1977). Elements of this sacred
center exist to this day in Thailand (the Temple of the Emerald Buddha, dis-
cussed in the introduction to Part 3), and perhaps even in Burma, where the
ruling junta of Myanmar moved its capital from Yangon (Rangoon), a colo-
nial port city, to Pyinma, a site nearly two hundred miles to the north. The
reasons for this move were not clear, but it might have been for ritual or
magical reasons (BBC Online 2005).

Nevertheless, this was not the only model of the state in pre-modern
Southeast Asia. The Tai, who moved into mainland Southeast Asia in the
eleventh—twelfth centuries ap, adopted the mandala model and its rituals
for their kingdoms, but also based their kingdoms on the mueang. This term
refers to different levels of political organization, from village, to local prin-
cipality, and to the state, with the smaller incorporated into the larger while
maintaining its identity. The protective spirits and chiefs or princes of the
mueang similarly could be incorporated into the larger state as subordinate
to the spirits or princes of the larger mueang (Condominas 1990), forming a
sort of patron—client relationship. This was a remarkably flexible political
structure that allowed Tai-speakers to rapidly expand political control after
the twelfth century.

The Vietnamese state model, in contrast, was based upon Chinese state
models of governance of Confucianism and merit bureaucracy. Here, the
focus was on “right ordering,” including seniority within and between
patrilineages, and validation of rule through ancestry (ancestor worship),
along with education and examinations. In tandem with “right ordering,”
knowledge of classic Confucian texts and the mastery of traditional skills
conferred the authority for one to assume leadership positions in the bu-
reaucracy. But at the same time, the unity/insularity of the village remained.
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Across the landscape of northern Vietnam, villages are clustered together,
surrounded by dense, wall-like growths of bamboo and trees; politically, the
village manages itself and, as a unit, sends taxes to the central government.
Is Vietnam Southeast Asian? Some have argued that Vietnam is essentially
Chinese (fully incorporated into the Chinese polity long before many parts
of modern China were) or at least that their historical political structures
were clearly modeled on China (Woodside 2006); that it was not a pale imi-
tation of China, but one variation on East Asian themes. On the other hand,
as Taylor (1998) has pointed out, the Chinese-ness vs. the Southeast Asian-
ness of Vietnam is not in itself a particularly enlightening topic to debate. It
is probably more fruitful to think of Vietnam as frontier, a blend of Chinese
cultural influences and models of rulership embodying uniquely Southeast
Asian cultural constructions of spiritual power and social relationships. Re-
gardless of how we categorize the Vietnamese state, the political history of
Vietnam puts it on a very different cultural and economic path from the rest
of Southeast Asia (Jamieson 1995).

Chinese influence was also significant in other parts of the region. Al-
though it ebbed and flowed in tandem with political concerns at home, Chi-
nese waterborne trade was historically very significant in many coastal cit-
ies, and overland trade between China and India and between China and
northern mainland Southeast Asia also brought a significant flow of goods,
people, and ideas into the region (Sun 2003).

Another type of early Southeast Asian state is found in important Malay
maritime states such as the Sulu Sultanate. Based in a string of islands in
what is today the southwest Philippines, the Sulu kingdom was an Islamic
state that came into being in the fifteenth century and endured into the nine-
teenth century. Rooted in an early boat-dwelling way of life that centered
on nomadic seafaring, and featured trading and slaving, the Sulu Sultan-
ate was established with the arrival of Islam in the region. Scholars describe
the Sulu Sultanate as a “segmentary state” comprised of subunits with their
own leaders, and still more subunits within these divisions. Personal ties
bound leaders of these smaller subsegments to those of larger ones. These
sorts of relationships have been described in various ways, as akin to “patron-
client” relationships, or alternatively in terms of the Philippine concept of
utang na loob, which roughly translates as a kind of “moral debt” or “debt of
the inner self” that binds people to benefactors in profound, emotional rather
than legal ways. (See Nancy Smith-Hefner, chapter 12, for a fuller discus-
sion of utang na loob).

By the 1500s, the allure of trade in this region drew Europeans, ultimately
laying the foundations for the European colonization of Southeast Asia. Later,
much of the colonization of Southeast Asia by Europeans entailed conquest
or cooptations of indigenous systems of governance (with the notable ex-
ception of Thailand). But one Southeast Asian nation—Singapore—was es-
sentially entirely born in this colonial period. In 1818, British trader and co-
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lonial administrator Sir Stamford Raffles persuaded the British East India
Company to permit him to hunt for a trade base in the region. Ultimately,
he settled his sights on an island off the southern tip of today’s mainland
Malaysia that was home to a small Malay fishing settlement and under the
control of the Sultanate of Johor. By the mid-1800s, this had become a major
trade entrepdt for the British, and the base of their operations in the Straits
Settlements (Penang, Malacca, and Singapore). As Carl Trocki points out, in
many ways Singapore can be seen “as much as the successor of the Malay
entrepots of the Straits as it was the brilliant innovation of Thomas Stam-
ford Raffles” (Trocki 2006:2). The entrep6t was soon drawing Chinese, In-
dian, and Malay immigrants, leading some scholars of Southeast Asia to de-
scribe Singapore as a “plural society” wherein several distinct populations
reside side by side, mixing but not combining—co-mingling only in the mar-
ket. The idea of “plural society” was based on observations of Netherlands
India (Dutch colonial Indonesia) and British-colonial Burma made by the
colonial public servant and Burma scholar J. S. Furnivall (1956). In his clas-
sic writings, Furnivall cautioned that such plural societies were inherently
unstable as they lacked common will and shared values. At the heart of the
contribution by John Clammer (chapter 9) is this legacy of ethnic pluralism
in Singapore. Clammer explores how it plays out in the lives of contempo-
rary Singaporeans, and how the relatively young and Chinese-dominated
Singaporean state attempts to shape its ethnically plural society, even as it
builds overarching, nationalist sensibilities.

The challenges, strategies, and marginalizations presented by nation-
building have been dominant themes in much of the anthropological writ-
ing about Southeast Asia. Colonialism transformed states, combining once-
disparate regions into one territory and splitting others. Given the tremendous
ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity in Southeast Asia, it is not surpris-
ing that colonial governments found it challenging to rule these territories.
All of the nations of Southeast Asia came into independence after World
War II (with the exception of Thailand, which had retained its autonomy).
These relatively new nations have inherited similar nation-building chal-
lenges to those faced by the colonialists that proceeded them. Benedict An-
derson, who is perhaps one of the world’s most famous writers on the rise
and spread of nationalism, has drawn much of the inspiration for his writ-
ings from his research in Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines (cf. An-
derson 1991 [1983]). As he famously observed, the nation is essentially an
“imagined community.” A nation does not have the attributes of a face-to-
face community wherein shared concerns are rooted in local history and lo-
cal ties. Given the great number and diversity of citizens within a nation, na-
tionalist sensibilities are not natural: they must be cultivated. Citizens must
come to embrace an idea of belonging to a nation, of sharing a broader na-
tional fictive kinship with their fellow citizens. In this regard, the nation is
an imagined community, based on the construction of shared cultural ele-
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ments such as the establishment of a national language, national newspapers
(which inculcate a sense of connection to events elsewhere in the nation),
a uniform educational system, shared national holidays, national history
museums, and among other things, the inculcation of nationalist ideologies
(such as Indonesia’s celebrated Pancasila—or “five pillars”—the official state
ideology that includes democracy, monotheism, justice, etc.).

Two of the contributions to this section, by Hjorleifur Jonsson and
Christina Schwenkel, address dimensions of Southeast Asian states” efforts
to construct nationalist sensibilities. Jonsson (chapter 8) examines the ways
in which upland minority peoples become active agents in the state’s civi-
lizing mission. It can be popular to think of “the state” as assimilating mi-
nority peoples in a Borg-like fashion (‘Resistance is futile. You will be as-
similated”), but this is by no means the full story. As Jonsson subtly shows,
the Mien are concurrently objects of national development and reposito-
ries of quaint “custom.” The Mien negotiate these state actions to tell their
own story of themselves, participating in documentation of their tradition
and creating new activities, such as sports competitions, in which they can
demonstrate their participation in the project of nation-making. Similarly,
war museums in Vietnam are meant to unify the nation as sites of national
memory-making. As Shaun Malarney (chapter 18) shows in a later section of
this volume, even memorializing the honorable war dead is a statement of
a kind of meta-citizenship (certain dead are officially remembered and oth-
ers are not) that simultaneously honors the deceased’s sacrifice and models
the good Vietnamese citizen for the living. Schwenkel’s contribution (chap-
ter 10) demonstrates that, for the younger generation, the museum resonates
in different ways than anticipated by the state, for this generation is less in-
terested in entering the galleries (wherein they would be given a visual les-
son in nationalism), and is more interested in socializing with friends out-
side the museum or using these tourist sites to meet foreigners with whom
they can practice their English.

We have dealt with Burma very little in this collection. Given political
conditions in Burma, it is difficult to find accounts of everyday life there. But
we would be remiss if we did not mention the very different form of craft-
ing the nation-state in Burma. The Union of Burma formerly established its
independence from the British Empire in 1948; on the eve of this indepen-
dence, the new leader of the country, Aung San, and his cabinet were assas-
sinated. The original constitution granted a degree of autonomy to the eth-
nic ‘minority’ peoples (in fact, Burma is one of the most ethnically diverse
states of all Southeast Asia; ethnic Burmans comprise about 68 percent of
the total population), but by 1962, the military had taken over the govern-
ment of Burma and they abrogated the promised autonomy for ethnic mi-
nority territories. Burma has continued under various forms of military rule
to this day, despite elections in 1988 won by Aung San Suu Kyi’s National
League for Democracy. Repeated brutal attacks on ethnic opposition groups
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(as well as on ethnic Burmans) have resulted in hundreds of thousands of
refugees, both within Burma and to its neighbors. Gillogly did research in a
Thai forestry project not far from the Burma border and frequently observed
Shan refugees from Burma fleeing the latest military campaign there. Nicola
Tannenbaum (2009) has recently written about Shan refugees from Burma
in Thailand. Sue Darlington, author of chapter 11 in the next section, has
worked closely with Karen refugees; changes in United States regulations
in 2006 now allow Karen refugees to resettle in the United States. In short,
the model of nation-building in Burma is by no means one of incorporation
or imagined community.



8

Recording Tradition and Measuring
Progress in the Ethnic Minority
Highlands of Thailand

Hjorleifur Jonsson

It was clear that government interventions in highland farming had made
local livelihood rather precarious by the time of my first fieldwork with the
Mien people of Thailand in 1992-1994.! Shifting cultivation had been out-
lawed for decades, and the bulk of highland ethnic minority peoples had
not been granted citizenship, the legal prerequisite for owning land. Occa-
sionally whole settlements were evicted, and in some places people’s fields
were overtaken by lowland farmers with better connections to government
officials. Sometimes I asked Mien people why they did not attempt to move
across the border to Laos, where I assumed government intervention in
farmer livelihood was limited. The most common answer to this query was
that there was “no progress” there. Progress implied roads, markets, schools,
health care, and the like, the local measure of modernity and well-being. To
hear from older people that “progress” (Thai, khwaam jaroen, often used in-
terchangeably with kaan phatthana, “development”) made their livelihood
difficulties bearable was puzzling. Older people who talked with me also
made this contrast with life in the past, the 1960s of ethnographies I had read
in preparation for my own fieldwork. This was another puzzle to me, pos-
sibly because at the time I still thought there were hill tribes, ethnic groups
with distinct cultures, in which older people (at least) were nostalgic for the
social and cultural frameworks of their pasts. But they were not nostalgic.
I was well versed in the earlier ethnography of the area and its peoples.
I expected traditional shifting cultivators with specific forms of kinship and
ritual that reinforced ethnic identities. My expectations did not include the
successful insertion of the Thai ideology of modernity into the fabric of
everyday life among the Mien, through schools, media (newspapers, radio,
and television), and meetings. This ideology wed nation (Thai) and moder-
nity (progress) partly through presenting the image of “unreformed” hill
tribe peoples as a source of Thailand’s problems. If I could not easily cling
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to notions of ethnic culture to account for local social life, should I anchor
my findings to national politics and ideology instead?

But to think about Mien life today as merely a set of opposing orienta-
tions of “past/tribal” and “Thai/modern/state” is restrictive. There are mul-
tiple intertwinings of culture and politics, of the local and the national. To
chase after these, I will relate some of my steps toward an understanding
of Mien life, with a description of vignettes of Mien enactments of culture
and identity in various settings.

DEMOCRACY AND KINSHIP

“They don't like to grow rice, so they look for work in towns and also abroad,”
said Dr. Chob Kacha-Ananda. He was an expert on the Mien at Thailand’s
Tribal Research Institute (TRI), an arm of the government’s administration.
In October 1992, Chob had kindly invited me to join his team on their trip
to document a Mien wedding in the village of Rom Yen, near the town of
Chiangkham in Phayao province. This seemed a good opportunity to visit
some villages to find a fieldsite for my research. Rom Yen village is a five-
hour drive from the city of Chiangmai, the administrative center of north-
ern Thailand, where I was then based and where the TRI is located.

On our way to Rom Yen, we first went to the Mien village of Pangkha,
where we spent the night. Chob told me that the Royal Forestry Department
of the Thai government planned to evict six villages from the Pangkha re-
gion in the interest of forest protection, and that the villages had purport-
edly agreed to move. One of the six would most likely be allowed to stay, he
added, since the king’s mother (the Princess Mother, Mae Fa Luang) had do-
nated a large school to the people there. According to Chob, this was the vil-
lage of Pangphrik, where people “don’t like to grow rice. . . ” The Pangphrik
school was run by Thailand’s Border Patrol Police (BPP). It was a remainder
and reminder of a war of Thai military and mercenary forces (with Ameri-
can support) against the Communist Party of Thailand and its sympathiz-
ers. During the 1960s and 1970s, ethnic minority highlanders were viewed
as holding uncertain political allegiance at best, and as communists at worst;
active fighting lasted until 1982. A decade later, the BPP was still involved
in instilling a sense of national belonging and indebtedness among Mien
and Hmong ethnic minority peoples. Their mission was equally to guard
the borders of nationhood and the physical terrain.

While Chob described the planned eviction of settlements as a matter of
fact that was of little concern, he became quite animated when describing
his vision for democracy in Mien villages. He said that there was much clan
favoritism in traditional village life, as members of a single clan (lineage, kin
group) could largely run the affairs of a village. Chob had suggested that the
village committee have representatives from each of the clans present, and
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more than one representative if the clan had more than five households in
the village. He advocated this scheme to the villagers, many of whom were
to be evicted.

What Chob described as clan favoritism was, from his perspective, an
undemocratic practice. His concern was to introduce his idealized model of
democracy into the dynamics of Mien villages. In this imagery, a clan was
the equivalent of an interest group seeking to monopolize resources, and
Chob’s democratic intervention consisted of a mechanism for making ac-
cess to state resources proportionate to the presence and relative strength of
each interest group, in order to distribute such resources more evenly. Thai
national political trends thus facilitated a particular understanding of Mien
political practices as favoritism, corrupt practices that were once common in
Thai social life but were now, it was assumed, fast disappearing because of
a wave of democratic reform. In other words, the modern democratic future
presumably would erase the undemocratic past. Modernity would happen
as a process of change from an undesirable condition to a desirable one.

Mien kinship is patrilineal, but while there are identifiable lineages these
had not (in my experience) emerged as separate interest groups. Conven-
tions about lineage exogamy and status rivalries among relatives made lo-
cal politics more complex than mere interest groups. And contrary to the
Thai anthropologist’s understanding, there were at the time no public re-
sources to compete over or monopolize highland villages. The envisioned
changes were basically an attempt to align these local dynamics with the
national structure of control. If successful, they might in fact establish what
they were supposed to counter: kinship groups as separate political units.

The site for these intended reforms among the Mien was the locally elected
village committee, an institution mandated by national law and created in
Mien villages in line with the state’s modernizing agenda for the country-
side. A mobile development worker, a Thai man, had arrived in Rom Yen
to oversee the elections. This and various other aspects of the modern state
and nation linked Mien villages to larger social fields, assuming a binary
opposition between tradition and modernity. But such terms had no fixed
meaning. They shifted in relation to the ways in which people used these
concepts in their lives.

LIGHTS, CAMERA, TRADITION!

The goal of the TRI ethnographers with whom I traveled to Rom Yen was
to document a traditional wedding. It seems that while traditional prac-
tice had to be uprooted when it influenced what had come to be defined
as politics, ceremonial practices that were labeled ethnic culture were to
be recorded. These were some of the goals of government officials, whose
task was equally to classify and document ethnically specific practices and
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to contribute to the national integration of peoples classified as ethnic mi-
norities.

Current understandings of modernity (than-samay) and development-cum-
progress (kan phatthana, khwam jaroen) in Thailand have recently produced a
“national culture effect” that is expressed in the quest for manifestations of
ethnically specific practices that are of the past. National engagements with
modernity triggered a reactionary and nostalgic search for ways of the past
and various celebratory expressions of tradition. In relation to ethnic mi-
nority rural populations in the northern highlands, this is a very recent oc-
currence. For decades, Thai authorities and Thai society at large had viewed
“hill tribe customs” as something to be eliminated because they were not
only considered an impediment to progress but also were a threat to the na-
tion in their marked differences.

In contemporary Thailand, the work of tradition appeared to have two
strands, which assumed and projected a fundamental difference between
Thai and their Others. Thai and related peoples were in linear history,
whereas the Others, particularly highland ethnic minorities, were consid-
ered of the past. This was manifest in the celebration and revival of Thai
traditions as a collective, national heritage, and in the mapping of the past
on non-Thai ethnic minorities, as manifest in museums, television docu-
mentaries, coffee-table books such as the Encyclopedia of Ethnic Groups, and
the documentation of the traditional Mien wedding in Rom Yen. Images of
the non-Thai Other served as a vehicle for the self-fashioning of a modern,
Thai subject. That is, the work of culture, tradition, and identity facilitated
the establishment of particular, ethnic, and national landscapes.

A Documentary

One example of this culture/identity work was characterized by a Thai tele-
vision documentary about the Mien (Yao, as they are officially known) from
early 1992. The narrator was dressed in expensive-looking, safari-style cloth-
ing when he arrived in his modern 4WD vehicle at a forest covered setting.
He made a few introductory remarks about the ancient history of the Yao
people and about their ancient Daoist ritual practices, and then the rest of
the roughly half-hour documentary featured a staged kwa-tang (guaax-dang)
ordination ritual with an occasional voiceover explaining the meaning of
the action. These rituals were said to elevate the ordinands’ status in the
spirit world and the afterlife. Among the benefits were that each gained a
number of spirit-helpers for whatever rituals they may conduct in the fu-
ture. In themselves, the ordinations to ritual rank did not bring any material
benefits in this life. They were expensive to hold, and in most cases people
conducted them to improve the well-being of deceased parents or grand-
parents in the spirit world. Yet, the video’s narration made it seem that ev-
ery Mien family followed these customs, and gave the impression that the
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ritual was somehow a part of the package of being this particular kind of
“traditional” people.

I viewed this video at the home of Le Tsan Kwe, a spirit medium and a
well-known Mien man, in the village of Phale. He had been paid the equiva-
lent of USD 400 for arranging and leading the performance, and later re-
ceived a copy of the televised program. Thus at least some Mien people had
participated in the forging of their Thai image as of the past, for good pay-
ment in this case.

A Wedding

Interpreted in this context, the exemplary Mien wedding that I saw in Rom
Yen was squarely within the realm of state control and the national cur-
rents of Thai modernity, but it was simultaneously a local event that made
particular Mien statements. The household had a spirit medium perform a
ritual of appeasing the ancestors (orn zouwv), which took place during prepa-
rations for the wedding ceremony. The ritual lasted for about four hours on
the evening of October 13th, while household members and their relatives
prepared for the guests. A group of men Kkilled and cooked at least four
adult pigs, and up against one wall were some fifty cases of soft drinks and
bottled water that the groom’s parents had purchased for the event. Dur-
ing the orn zouv, which honored the male household head’s ancestors, the
medium chanted from memory and from text. He drew the spirits in with
the smoke from burning incense, blew into a hollowed-out buffalo horn,
rattled his spirit-knife, and occasionally threw down divining sticks. Later
he, along with the groom and the groom’s father, offered spirit money to the
ancestors. The spirit money consists of sheets of paper that are hammered
(to make coins) or printed (to make bills) at the household for the occasion.
It acquires value as it is burned and thus is considered transformed into
the realm of spirits. The men kneeled down and held trays over their heads
on which they burned the bills of spirit-money on a bed of corn. When the
spirits had partaken of the offering, and had indicated their approval via
the divining sticks, the medium sent them off. These exchanges with ances-
tor spirits brought honor and wealth into the spirit world and urged bless-
ings and wealth (wealth is a manifestation of blessing) for the household.
The more wealth a household has, the more it can oblige ancestors and other
spirits.

The orn zouv ritual was only for the groom’s household and lineage, the
event’s hosts. The bride’s side would arrive the following day. On the morn-
ing of that day, a Mien band playing a double-reed oboe, drum, gong, and
cymbals went out along the road to receive the guests and to bring them in
the direction of the house. The host-side guests were already seated, males
and females forming separate halves of a circle, and were being offered tea
and cigarettes when the bride’s group arrived at about 11 am. There was
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much ceremonial bowing between the sides of the groom and the bride,
hosts and guests. By 5 pm, the band led the guests, almost a hundred people,
to the dinner tables. The number of guests was such that the meat from four
adult pigs would not suffice, and the household rushed to buy a cow from
a Thai villager to add to the food, which cost them about Thai Baht 7,000
(USD 280). The scale of the wedding was far beyond the means of an av-
erage household. As an elaborate affair, it was more representative of ideals
and aspirations than of what such events should be like in Mien villages. In
part, this was what made it appropriate for video documentation.

Behind the scenes at the formal presentations of the two kin groups—the
couple to the guests, the householders to the ancestor spirits, and the Mien
ethnic group to the video crew from the TRI—there was an ongoing practi-
cal joke in the kitchen involving each of the four pigs. Whoever entered the
kitchen was asked to wield the knife to kill the pig, while several men held
it steady on a bench, ready with a bowl to catch the blood. The knife they
gave out was blunt and never pierced the pig’s skin. After a few frustrated
attempts, the joke’s victim was let in on the fun, everyone laughed, and the
pig was killed with a better knife and then prepared for the anxious hosts
and their numerous guests. I did not see such joking at other weddings, but
I mention it here because it shows that for Mien participants, “traditional”
tribal ways are not reverent proceedings constrained by an idealized past.

The bride finally entered the groom’s house at about 4 am on October
15th. The hosts offered her and her kin group sticky rice to eat, a metaphoric
reference to the lasting union of the couple and their families. At this point,
the TRI team started video recording. Around breakfast time, the guests
“washed the face” (nzaaux hmien) of the bride. She and her assistant went
around the tables with a bowl of water and a washcloth, and the guests gave
her some money, usually in the range of Baht 20-50 (USD .80-2.00). People
did not literally wash the bride’s face, or in many cases even touch the cloth.
Rather, this was a formal and public way of declaring that the bride was
honorable. After the assembled guests had lunch, the bride and groom went
around the tables together with two assistants, offering people cigarettes,
tea, and liquor. The guests again gave money, in the range of Baht 20-100
(USD .80-4.00). This exchange marked the honor of their union.

The video crew set up their gear again as the band led the groom and
bride inside; there, the couple bowed in front of the altar to the ancestors.
The bride and groom were barefoot and decked out in elaborate, embroi-
dered Mien clothing. Each was accompanied by one assistant. Khru (Thai,
“teacher”) Khe Win, the Mien headmaster of the Pangkha school, gave a
speech in Thai through a microphone, and spoke about marriage customs.
Each tribe has its own special customs, he said, but weddings are most elabo-
rate among the Mien, and he described some key elements. He then gave the
microphone to another Mien man, who spoke in the Mien language. I did
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not yet understand the language and his words were lost on me. The band
played its music, and yet another Mien man addressed the couple. They, par-
ticularly the groom, bowed in a very elaborate fashion in front of the altar
to the ancestors, variously kneeling and standing up. Decked out in their
finery, they made a good show, for the household as much as for the Tribal
Research Institute, and the visitors appeared impressed.

CONTEXT

Two aspects of this event illustrate the contest over the meaning of Mien cul-
ture. The household-based ritual for the ancestors, coupled with a feast for
the bride’s lineage and other guests, constitutes one part of the equation. It
established the honor of the couple and their new household and thus was
part of the Mien discourse about weddings, households, honor, and feast-
ing. The other side of this is the objectification of culture, via the medium
of video, through the actions of the TRI staff. Outsiders” interest in Mien
as a traditional people rested on their assumed distance from modernity.
Mien people’s engagements with their own traditions tended to fall outside
this framework, except in the sense that they had taken to staging aspects
of their traditions to suggest compatibility with national definitions of heri-
tage as the property of ethnic groups.

In some respects, there was an urban, upper- and middle-class Thai fan-
tasy that the countryside was a place of colorful ceremonies by contented
farmers, people who “like to grow rice.” This then led to disappointment
over farmers’ discontent or quest for more rewarding wage work. The notion
was part of a national and global discourse on the coordinates of culture,
space, identity, and work. The image that appeared, for instance, in a recent
Thai cultural encyclopedia entry on Mien as an industrious people, was re-
lated to the politics of defining the relations between cities and the country-
side. Discursive practices of both the nation and the state took place in the
context of capitalist transformations that had significantly undermined the
ability and willingness of rural people to sustain themselves from the pro-
ceeds of their farms. The cost of living, combined with marginal returns from
farming, had made wage labor in towns and cities an increasing necessity
for rural households. Those who were better off sometimes took a sizeable
bank loan to finance the cost of a labor contract abroad (in Taiwan, Japan,
Hong Kong, the Middle East, or the United States), while many others took
low-paying jobs within Thailand. In the last decades, many hundreds of
thousands of workers from neighboring Burma, Laos, Cambodia, and south-
ern China entered an underground labor market in Thailand.

The urban middle class in Thailand shared many basic assumptions with
Western-educated academics about education and democratic reform to cre-
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ate modern individuals, contemporary national communities, and a global
order. The countryside was posited as modernity’s antithesis: a place of con-
tented peoples who were caught up in elaborate, traditional ceremonies and
deep, articulated worldviews that united them as ethnic groups. In my next
example, I will show how marginalized peoples such as Thailand’s Mien
played to such expectations in order to gain benevolent attention from out-
siders.

PROSPECTING FOR COLLECTIVE IDENTITY

More significantly, Mien people formed an ethnic-group association that
sought to articulate their identity in relation to culture and development.
That is, Mien people appeared to seek to combine tradition and modernity
as they fashioned themselves in relation to the nation. The dynamics ap-
peared contradictory in the effort to emphasize the local and traditional
Mien entanglements with aspects of state control and the regulation of iden-
tity and social life.

Just a few days after the wedding in Rom Yen, I was in the village of Pang-
kha for a meeting about Mien relations; as stated on the event’s welcome-
banner, the meeting's focus was on the “development and the preservation
of culture.” The main organizers took a broad view of culture and included
issues of livelihood and ways of dealing with the government, along with the
more commonly assumed ingredients of customs and traditional practices.
The issues at the meeting ranged widely. Significantly, one of the speakers
mentioned that according to Dr. Chob of the Tribal Research Institute, the
Mien were the most progressive of the country’s hill tribes; they were most
advanced in phatthana (development) and khwaam sa-at (cleanliness). This for-
mulation assumed the condition of “unmodernity” (tradition) as one of filth.
The dynamics of modernity invited frequent measurements of progress. De-
velopment, progress, and cleanliness as markers of modernity and mod-
ernization were thus wielded locally as a sign of the achievements of Mien
people as an ethnic group in the context of other ethnic minority highland
peoples. It was somehow a good sign that the state’s ethnographers found
the villages of other ethnic groups filthier than those of the Mien. The state-
ment at the Rom Yen wedding that Mien wedding customs were the most
elaborate among all the hill tribes was a variation on this pattern.

A range of views on establishing an ethnic association was manifested at
the initial meetings, including disapproval of the commoditization of cul-
ture. Privately, some younger people made negative comments about Le Tsan
Kwe’s staging of a kwa-tang ritual for the Thai television crew. My Mien ac-
quaintances said that he had fallen seriously ill within months of staging
the ritual and that there was a direct connection; people should not call on
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spirits in jest or for trivial purposes, as the spirits will strike back and cause
them illness or death, as had happened to Le Tsan Kwe. “See!” Other critical
voices variously assumed or questioned the previous framework of Mien re-
lations with spirits. The range of voices presented three different perspec-
tives. One was that of NGO activists who were keen to define culture as re-
lated to eco-wisdom and other matters of defending the rights to livelihood.
Another was that of schoolteachers and other leaders who were most inter-
ested in the staging of culture and identity for a general audience. The third
was that of farmers, both men and women, who saw younger people’s im-
mersion in Thai ways as a threat to the continuation of rural households
and ritual practices. No one perspective clearly had the upper hand, and
everyone who wished to had a say at the meeting.

Despite some voices of criticism, the shared concern of forming an orga-
nization around matters of identity and culture played into the hands of a
particular segment of Mien social life, those best connected to outside agents
such as the state and nongovernmental organizations. The effort served to
mute a range of Mien agendas, particularly those assuming the primacy of
households in social life. The Tribal Research Institute’s documentation of
the Mien wedding expressed the same redefinition of the parameters of so-
cial life. An expensive, household-based wedding was captured as repre-
sentative of the ways of the ethnic group as a whole. In public view via a
documentary video for the TRI’s Tribal Museum, no local agendas were pre-
sented, simply the shared ways of traditional peoples.

The meeting in Pangkha established the Mien Association as an organi-
zation, an interest group, centering on matters of their identity and culture
and the defense of their rights in the context of state control and various is-
sues of development. As a vehicle for the identification of a marginalized
people and with various implied links to national and international orga-
nizational and funding bodies, the Mien Association has many parallels
within an increasingly global world of indigenous peoples. The association
expresses a local response to modernity and modernization.

While the Mien Association was formed between late 1992 and early
1993, their first public event was not held until 2001, when a sports and cul-
ture festival brought together teams from seventeen out of two hundred
Mien villages in Thailand to compete in soccer and other “modern” sports
associated with Thai schools. For two evenings during the four days of the
fair there was entertainment that combined traditional song and dance, his-
tory/heritage in the form of an old, handwritten and illustrated scroll that
described Yao origins and their relation to Imperial Chinese society, and a
combination of quiz shows and pop songs that emulated national television.
The event shared elements with village and subdistrict festivals that I had
seen in the early 1990s. For example, there was gender division between the
organizing Village Committee (all men) and the Village Housewives” Group
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(all women) who cooked and served lunch for the participants. Both the Vil-
lage Committee and the Housewives” Group were institutions that grew out
of the state’s modernization agenda for the countryside.

The sports events that were somewhat common in the early 1990s ap-
propriated much national imagery, often featuring a speech by an invited
politician, and always containing flag-raising and the singing of either the
national anthem or a song honoring the Thai king. The fair in 2001 was an
explicit celebration of Mien tradition and culture that contributed to the
more widespread alignment of nation and modernity in the public sphere
and blurred whatever boundaries there were between Mien realities and do-
mains of the Thai state and nation.

Mien people’s enactments of culture and identity at weddings and rituals
for Thai video crews did not match the standard definition of political ac-
tion. As distraction and potential entertainment to Thai viewers of televi-
sion, traditional ethnic culture is the mimetic expression of an urban, na-
tional stereotype of modernity’s opposite. Minority people’s explicit politics
or agitation had been suppressed as anti-national. Displays of tradition and
identity provided an avenue for recognition and rights that would otherwise
have been precluded in the national arena. Public Mien enactments of iden-
tity played to the national stereotype of happy and apolitical farming popu-
lations as they attempted to redefine the conditions of their everyday life.
Mien organizers might have brought some benefits to their rural communi-
ties. But the separation of culture and identity from any questions of basic
rights and livelihood might have also reinforced the national bias against
the needs of minority farmers who “don't like to grow rice.” There is, in
some ways, a constant risk in treating culture as something distinct from
the dynamics of everyday life.

NOTE

1. This chapter is based on my “Mien Alter-Natives in Thai Modernity” (2004).
For more on Thailand’s Mien, including sports festivals and political protest, see
my Mien Relations: Mountain People and State Control in Thailand (2005). See also the
video documentary Mien Sports and Heritage, Thailand 2001, which is accessible over
the Internet on my homepage at Arizona State University. For a classical account of
a Mien wedding in northern Thailand (a composite of many events from several ob-
servers), see Jane R. Hanks (1965).
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Everyday Life and the Management
of Cultural Complexity in
Contemporary Singapore

Jobn Clammer

URBAN LIFE IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

In this chapter I illuminate the ways in which Singaporeans negotiate com-
plex social, cultural, and economic environments in their everyday lives. In
this way, I illustrate how various Singaporeans confront the realities of life
within a city that is co-terminal with the boundaries of the state. With the
elimination of the last vestiges of the rural sector in the last few years, Singa-
pore! is now a totally urbanized society entirely committed to what is some-
times termed the “modernist project,” that is, of effectively bringing the
whole of life under the regime of efficiency, technology, and managerialism.
For these reasons, the study of Singapore society is not only of interest in the
comparative ethnography of Southeast Asia, but is of much wider theoretical
interest to scholars of urbanism, modernity, and social planning.

FOUR VIGNETTES AND A CODA

One good way to understand the nature of a society is through the daily
lives of its inhabitants. In the pages that follow I offer brief descriptions
of the lives of a group of Singapore’s citizens, differentiated by ethnicity,
class, and occupation. In this way, I aim to offer an informal cross section of
this small but complex society. In particular, these stories feature the some-
times problematic and negotiated nature of the daily interactions between
members of different cultural communities sharing the same political and
physical space. The vignettes are based on the lives of real people whom I
met in the course of twelve years of residence and fieldwork in Singapore,
but with names changed to conceal their actual identities.
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A SNAPSHOT OF A MIDDLE-CLASS CHINESE
SINGAPOREAN’S LIFE

The first thing that Lim Kiat Chee notices as he climbs out of bed early each
workday morning (which includes Saturdays) and pulls the curtains of the
master bedroom of his three-bedroom HUDC maisonette (a townhouse or
terrace house with a tiny downstairs garden for those inhabiting the ground
floor) are the rows of high-rise apartment buildings visible in all directions
from his upstairs window, each separated by grass and quite often contain-
ing playgrounds for their younger inhabitants. He considers himself lucky
to live close to the street level in a maisonette rather than up to twenty-four
stories in the sky, where he would have to face the daily confrontation with
the often unreliable elevators. His three-bedroom unit was originally built
as public housing for mid-income professionals like himself and has since
been privatized. Lim Kiat Chee is a mid-level manager with Singapore Air-
lines and he bought the apartment with money accumulated in his compul-
sory Central Provident Fund account. This is the Singapore substitute for a
pension scheme into which both employer and employee pay a percentage
of their income monthly into a savings account held either as a retirement
fund or for buying property and certain permitted investments. Now that
the apartment is almost paid for, Lim says he is “happy with my home, my
marriage—a love match and not one arranged through government spon-
sored ‘love boat” cruises or relatives—and my statistically average number
of children.” His working wife, a former SIA flight attendant, now works for
a travel agent in the city. Their two elementary-school-aged children both
attend a nearby Christian school despite the fact that they are Buddhist (al-
though the family rarely participates in formal religious practices other than
attending funerals of elderly relatives).

As Lim Kiat Chee showers, he can hear the Filipino domestic worker
bustling around downstairs preparing breakfast for the children. Like most
middle-class Singaporean families, the Lims have a domestic employee, a
Filipino woman not much younger than Mrs. Lim and actually better edu-
cated. “Aunty Maria” (as the children address the domestic worker) is a col-
lege graduate who gave up a career as a schoolteacher in the Philippines to
earn twice as much income in Singapore. On her day off, Maria attends a
downtown Catholic church and then gathers to picnic and catch up with
many immigrant workers from the Philippines in the Botanic Gardens (Con-
stable 2007; Yeoh, Huang, and Gonzalez 1999). On workdays, Maria takes the
children to school, and does the daily marketing on her way home. Upon re-
turning from the local fresh foods market with its cacophony of vegetable,
fruit, fish, meat, tofu, and cooked-foods hawkers, Maria’s daily routine en-
tails doing the Lim family’s housework. She cleans, washes, and irons, makes
the beds, eats a simple lunch, and then collects the children from school be-
fore preparing dinner for the family.
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Today, the senior Lims decide to go out together to one of the many nearby
food stalls close to the market, where they can catch a quick breakfast of cof-
fee, mee siam (a dish of spicy noodles), or roti prata (a kind of Indian bread
dipped in a curry sauce). Following breakfast, Mr. Lim takes the subway
that now runs out to the airport, and Mrs. Lim boards the air-conditioned
bus downtown to her travel agency located in a large shopping center on
Orchard Road, the main downtown thoroughfare. Despite the expensive
costs of keeping a car in Singapore, where road taxes are deliberately pro-
hibitively high to keep the car population low in such a small country, they
do own a car. This they use mostly on weekends, for visits to their parents
or for a day at the beach or zoo with the children.

The Lims speak a variety of languages in a typical week: they commu-
nicate entirely in English with their domestic worker, and primarily in En-
glish with their children. They speak Hokkien with Mr. Lim’s parents and
Cantonese with Mrs. Lim’s parents. At work they speak either Mandarin or
English, depending on the context. Fairly apolitical, they vote (they are le-
gally required to do so)—but otherwise stay fairly far from politics. This
they leave to the government (dominated since independence in 1965 by the
People’s Action Party), which they consider to be, if rather authoritarian, at
least efficient and corruption free. On the whole, they consider themselves
pretty well off—a nice family, a pleasant home, two good salaries, and a
stable and secure living environment. Though their lives may be relatively
uneventful, they are materially satisfying. In these respects, the Lims are
fairly typical of middle-class Chinese Singaporeans. Although the Lims’ in-
come and middle-class culture separate them from working-class Chinese
families in Singapore (with whom they share little except language), Chinese
Singaporeans of all classes generally share a sense of common ethnicity as
well as aspirations to better themselves and to participate actively in the
Singaporean consumer culture (Tan 2008; Chua 2005; Kau, Tambyah, and
Tan 2006).

BEING MALAY IN A CHINESE-DOMINATED SOCIETY

In one of the HDB rental high rises visible from the Lims’ maisonette, lives
Mrs. Katijah binte Ahmad, a Malay Muslim mother of five whose husband
Jalil holds down a steady but low-paying job as the owner of one of the food
stalls where the Lims often have breakfast. His stall sells nasi goreng (a fried
rice dish) and satay. Business is a bit erratic and the competition is fierce
from the surrounding stalls. The hours are also long: her husband normally
starts cooking by 6 am (breakfast time). Jalil enjoys a brief quiet period in the
mid-morning before the lunch rush and again in the long, hot drowsy after-
noons before dinnertime, when office workers and students start returning
from schools and businesses. He has a fluctuating income and none at all
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during the Muslim religious holidays when he shuts the stall, or when he
is sick, which he quite frequently is. He had a fairly wearying earlier life as
a messenger boy for a large trading company, as a deck hand on ships sail-
ing between Singapore and Indonesia, and as a cook in a Malay restaurant.
In his youth Jalil even tried a spell in the Gulf as a construction worker, but
found the work too heavy and the society unfriendly. In these uncertain
conditions, it is necessary for both Jalil and Katijah to work to support their
large family. Katijah works in a nearby factory making cardboard boxes and
packaging materials. In the past, she worked in other neighborhood facto-
ries assembling circuit boards for electrical appliances. However, as Kati-
jah grew older, she found her eyesight weakening and her fingers no longer
dexterous enough for detailed microscopic work. Katijah also sews at home
after her shifts, to earn extra money. When she has time and resources, she
sometimes makes kueh or Malay style cakes of coconut to sell to her neigh-
bors and to a nearly cake stall, to bring in a little extra pocket money. She
will even help out at the food stall when not too tired.

With five children, Katijah and Jalil find there is not much income left
after they have paid the rent on their three-bedroom HDB flat, paid utility
bills, and bought food and clothes for their growing family. Time and en-
ergy are also in short supply. Katijah spends her limited leisure time vis-
iting with friends. All her friends are Malay, even though she has Chinese
and Indian neighbors because all HDB housing estates are ethnically mixed
by government policy. She also visits the night markets on Muslim holidays,
views an occasional Malay movie at a cinema, and watches Malay-oriented
channels on television (broadcast from nearby Malaysia). Malay is really the
only language Katijah knows well. Shopping is not a problem, since most
of the market hawkers also know at least basic Malay. Malay is still the na-
tional language of Singapore (dating from the days when Singapore was still
part of the colony of Malaya) and one of the four official ones—the others
are English, Mandarin, and Tamil. Because of religious and diet barriers—
she will never eat pork or non-Halal (foods prepared in religiously approved
ways) dishes—she has little more than superficial interactions with members
of other ethnic groups. Despite Katijah's linguistic barriers, her children’s
situation is very different. As Katijah said to me, “I am really proud of my
children. They can all speak English and my elder boy has just received a
place at the National University of Singapore.” What she does not say, how-
ever, is that her son’s slot is in the University’s Malay Studies Department,
and not in a “professional” school such as law or medicine. This is a com-
mon trend among Malay students, one that perpetuates the chronic under-
representation of Malays in the professions (Clammer 1998; Li 1989).

Katijah's husband Jalil knows a smattering of Hokkien, Teochew, Can-
tonese, English, and even a little Tamil. These languages are necessary for
serving the multiethnic clientele of his food stall. For her own generation,
Katijah has little expectation of much social mobility. While she is largely
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accepting of this situation, she does comment that [I] “sometimes feel like
a foreigner in my own country.” Her feelings reflect a Singaporean reality:
the Malays are a minority, comprising slightly under 15 percent of the total
population. Once or twice Katijah and Jalil have discussed moving across
the border to Malaysia, where Malays are the dominant group, but there
are political and practical difficulties in doing so. In addition, the children
are pretty well adapted to Singapore. Sometimes, though, hearing Manda-
rin spoken all around her, and the “Singlish” or distinctive Singaporean
variety of English that she can recognize but not understand, Katijah won-
ders out loud what it might be like to live in a Muslim majority society
where my lifestyle would be the norm and where people like my husband
would have had greater educational opportunities. Katijah’s eldest son has
a government-sponsored university scholarship and she hopes his siblings
will follow in his footsteps. Katijah also nurses hopes that the next genera-
tion of Singapore Malays will be truly equal citizens along with the Chinese
and Indians with whom they share the same physical and political space.

SINGAPORE CITIZEN, CULTURALLY INDIAN

In fact, Katijah’s second daughter Mariam is doing well at school, not least
because of her energetic and warm homeroom teacher Mrs. Selvaratnam,
whose life I turn to chronicle now. Mrs. Selvaratnam comes from a family
who arrived in the 1920s from what was then Madras (now Chennai) in the
southern Indian province of Tamil Nadu (Siddique and Purushotam 1984).
She speaks extremely fluent English as well as her native Tamil, good Malay,
and a smattering of Hokkien. Mrs. Selvaratnam’s grandmother was brought
over from India as the bride of her grandfather. At the time, her grandfather
was a young single man working in a community that until the 1960s had
a very imbalanced sex ratio. He thus did what was common at the time
and sought a wife from his own natal village, a small farming community
just south of Madras. Both these grandparents were from the Chettiar jati,
a caste commonly associated with money lending. The grandfather rose to
some prominence in the Tamil community, becoming a journalist and sub-
sequently the editor of one of the Tamil-language newspapers. Their son,
Mrs. Selvaratnam’s father, went to what was then the University of Malaya
in Singapore, to study English literature, at which a good number of Indi-
ans excelled and still do. Equipping himself with a working knowledge of
Bengali, Hindi, and a little Gujarati, Mrs. Selvaratnam’s father became first a
journalist and then a teacher at his old university. He was a strong local fol-
lower of Mahatma Gandhi and took a keen interest in Indian politics. Even-
tually he married a woman whose family had settled in Singapore but was
of Jaffna Tamil descent (the northern Tamil-dominated zone of what is now
Sri Lanka). One of their children, Mrs. Selvaratnam, followed in her father’s



122/ Jjobn Clammer

and grandfather’s footsteps in attending the university, moving on to the In-
stitute of Education, and then marrying a rising young Indian lawyer.

Mrs. Selvaratnam’s family illustrates one of the significant patterns of
how Indians fit into Singaporean patterns of social stratification. Whereas
the Chinese profile can be visualized as a tall rectangle, with people of all
socioeconomic statuses distributed more or less equally, the Malay profile is
more like a pyramid with relatively few professionals and managerial work-
ers at the top, but with a heavy distribution of working-class individuals and
families at the bottom. The Indians, in contrast, have an hourglass-shaped
profile with considerable concentration in lower-grade occupations such
as cleaners and road sweepers and only a small middle class. But propor-
tional to their representation in the population as a whole (6.4 percent), they
have a large professional class of lawyers, doctors, teachers, journalists, art-
ists, writers, and well-educated individuals (Arumugam 2002; Sandhu and
Mani 1993).

The Selvaratnam family demonstrates this pattern very clearly. Even in
India the family had been well off and, although not Brahmins, they are
highly educated: both boys and girls are literate in Tamil and many of the
boys in English as well. Although the family remains Hindu, many of the
Singapore Tamil community are Christians. Entirely comfortable in English,
Mrs. Selvaratnam and her family can negotiate Singapore life with ease.
Educated and well traveled, politically astute, settled in Singapore but hav-
ing cultural roots in south India, the Selvaratnam family is entirely cosmo-
politan in public settings. Although they have Chinese, Malay, and Euro-
pean friends, at home the family largely observes certain Indian practices.
They are vegetarians, and the females invariably wear either the sari or the
northern Indian Punjabi pantsuit. For the Selvaratnams there is a fairly big
divide between public and private lives. Although they would not entirely
reject the idea of their children marrying non-Indians, Mr. and Mrs. Sel-
varatnam would much prefer that they wed other Indians of similar caste
background rather than non-Indians or Christian Indians. But as one of their
daughters has been dating a young European expatriate, they might have to
confront the reality that caste and ethnic barriers have weakened consider-
ably since their generation was their children’s age.

AMBIGUOUS ETHNICITY IN A PLURAL SOCIETY

Also in Mrs. Selvaratnam’s class is a young Eurasian boy, Philip Gomez. Not
performing quite as well as Mariam in school, he faces a rather different set
of daily cultural choices. First among these is his identity. Although by Sin-
gapore government classification he is categorized as Eurasian, in fact, both
his parents are Asian—his father is Chinese, from the Peranakan or Baba
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subgroup. Many in this subgroup historically do not speak much Chinese,
but rather speak a form of Malay that is dying out now (Clammer 1980; Chia
1980; Tan 1993). His mother is of Sri Lankan origin from an old community
known as Dutch Burghers, a group who in the past intermarried with Eu-
ropean settlers and planters in Ceylon. The term “Eurasian” itself is rather
complex in Singapore and rarely refers to the children of mixed Asian-Eu-
ropean marriages; such children are usually classified by the ethnicity of
their father. Rather, Eurasian is a category encompassing a diverse array
of peoples known as “Others” in the formal division of Singapore society
into Chinese, Malays, Indians, and Others (CMIO). In Singapore, Eurasians
are usually of mixed Asian descent. They have created a culture that con-
tains a large percentage of Roman Catholics and is distinct in its hybridity.
Philip Gomez’s father has at least one Thai grandparent (Thai-Chinese in-
termarriages were quite common during the colonial period). He also has a
Burmese great-grandmother. Often the Gomez family jokes (half-seriously)
that they are actually “ideal Singaporeans—a little bit of just about every-
thing somewhere in the family history.” The problem is that in a society
with a penchant for clear and unambiguous classifications, their identity is
not well defined. The parents do not find this so problematic, but for Philip
the situation is confusing and sometimes distressing. As all schools in Sin-
gapore are bilingual, he has to study a second language, but the question
is, which language? On his identity card the box that says “Race” classifies
him as Eurasian, but the one that says “Language” classifies him as one who
speaks Hokkien, which he does not do, but which is his father’s official lan-
guage. His father does not really speak Hokkien fluently, either, as he actu-
ally speaks standard Malay, using the Peranakan dialect that is mixed with
Hokkien, and English. Mr. Gomez runs a small fashion- and accessory shop
in a medium-sized shopping center in one of the HDB estates. Many of the
customers are Malay. Mrs. Gomez was a hairdresser when she married, and
still helps out occasionally at a nearby hair salon. Although Mrs. Gomez re-
tired from full-time work after Philip’s and his sister Alice’s births she kept
all her hairdressing equipment and makes quite substantial pocket money
doing the hair of neighbors and friends at home at bargain prices.
Although a Catholic (religion serves as an important bond in this dif-
fused Eurasian community), Mrs. Gomez quietly practices birth control as
she does not think they can afford more than two children. She is old enough
to have kept her family size in line with the earlier government policy (now
abandoned) of encouraging severe limitations on family size (“Boy or Girl,
Two is Enough” used to be proclaimed from posters at bus shelters and was
even projected in huge letters onto the blank end walls of HDB high-rise
apartment blocks). In the 1980s, curtailment of family size was encouraged
by way of tax breaks for those who conformed. Those who did not comply
faced penalties such as lower priority status for admissions to elite schools



124 / Jobn Clammer

for third and subsequent children. Mrs. Gomez is an active member of wom-
en’s groups in the Catholic church in nearby Katong, an old seaside suburb
now separated from the sea by new high rises on reclaimed land. She con-
fides her worries about who her children will marry. Another Eurasian? A
nonya (a Peranakan woman) for Philip? Or perhaps in Alice’s case the ideal
spouse might be an Australian or American. This sort of foreigner would
be less likely to be concerned with the family lineage than with her daugh-
ter’s attractiveness. In fact, this is the de facto choice for many Eurasians, not
least because it carries the possibility of migration to nations where the intri-
cate details of descent and ethnicity will not matter. Not surprisingly, many
Eurasians, like many members of Singapore’s once thriving Jewish commu-
nity, have married out and moved to England or Australia. The west Aus-
tralian city of Perth, only four hours by air from Singapore, is a particularly
popular destination: it has become home to a large community of former
Singaporeans, many of them Chinese, but with a substantial proportion of
Eurasians and Jews.

And where can these single “Caucasians” (in Singapore parlance) who
might end up marrying Singaporean women be found? Some might be drink-
ing at a bar in one of Singapore’s watering holes as many do on a regular
basis since they have little real social life beyond their office, bank, or diplo-
matic jobs, other than the company of other educated foreign professional
workers. Most likely he is one of the many “expats,” the foreigners work-
ing for international companies in Singapore or for larger local companies
too, some of which have attained the status of multinational corporations.
Many of these now live in rented HDB flats in ordinary Singaporean neigh-
borhoods, not in upscale air-conditioned apartments with huge balconies,
multiple bathrooms, and bedrooms for the domestic workers as was once
the case for foreign professionals.

ORDER AND CONTROL IN THE CITY-STATE

In everyday life in Singapore we see the intersection of two sets of forces.
On the one hand there are the quite complex negotiations of everyday life:
determining what language to speak, to whom and when; how to identify
oneself; what to wear or to eat in what circumstances; and so forth. These
negotiations are fueled by the complex multiethnic and multireligious na-
ture of Singapore society and are intensified by its very small size and high
level of urbanization. On the other hand, there are political forces that main-
tain this order. It is easy to imagine a society as socially and culturally com-
plex as Singapore degenerating into chaos along ethnic or sectarian lines,
yet this has not happened and there are no signs of this occurring in the fu-
ture. There are, of course, internal factors in this order—a society of migrants
with ancestral memories of poverty and political violence in their places of
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origin hardly wants to reproduce those same conditions in the new home-
land. But politics has a great deal to do with it, too. At least one scholar has
referred to Singapore in terms of “social engineering” (Wilson 1978). This
refers to the constant tinkering with the social order, not only to retain the
political domination of the PAP (the People’s Action Party that has been the
only party of government since independence), but equally to experiment
constantly with means to maintain social order in a society that precisely
because of its diverse origins and internal complexity has no common value
system except self-interest (Yao 2007; George 2008). Indeed, in 1988 the then
prime minister, Goh Chok Tong, attempted to introduce a “National Ide-
ology” based on the idea of “Asian Values” in an attempt to create just such
a value system (Clammer 1993).

By comparison with life in many other Southeast Asian societies, every-
day life in Singapore is comfortable—safe, clean, and with all the amenities
for shopping, eating well, sports, recreation, and, increasingly, the arts. Re-
sponding to the frequent criticisms that since its independence Singapore
has been a “cultural desert,” the government has put tremendous energy
into developing a good (if not yet world class) symphony orchestra, hosting
a major annual arts festival, and, among other efforts, building a new dedi-
cated concert hall-theatre on reclaimed land on the sea front.

The social and cultural complexity of Singapore has, however, mani-
fested its own problems. These include the issue of social exclusion and
poverty, which does exist in Singapore. These were problems that had been
masked to a great extent by the language of multiethnicity, which posits
colorful ethnic differences as the main differentiating factor between groups
rather than actual socioeconomic inequalities between them (Clammer 1997;
Kipp 1993). Underlying such social and cultural pluralism is the constant
fear of ethnic or religious conflict, as has happened in so many other parts
of Southeast Asia. The result is remarkable social harmony, but a political
culture that some have locally called “soft authoritarianism.” Managed elec-
tions are held, but there is effectively only one party to vote for; political op-
position and criticism is repressed, and “deviance” in dress, behavior, re-
ligious or cultural views, and artistic expression is strongly discouraged,
helped by pervasive media censorship and self-censorship (Gomez 2000).

But it is these paradoxes that make Singapore such an anthropologically
interesting society to study. Singapore is a highly managed (and intensely
urbanized) country built upon the foundations of colonialism, having a his-
tory of in-migration with none of its current communities being indigenous
to the place except for some of the Malays, and with a fragile economic base
that has no natural resources. Its uniqueness in Southeast Asia is as a tiny
city-state. Yet Singapore shares, through its ethnic and religious composi-
tion, much of the cultural heritage of the rest of the region and beyond to
China, India, Europe, and the Middle East. Its commitment to modernism
and technology while it strives to preserve something at least of the fabric
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of that Asian heritage makes this tiny society an inexhaustible source of an-
thropological interest as it poses questions of broad theoretical interest for
anthropology as a whole, and especially for the anthropology of modernity,
of urbanism, and of multicultural societies.

NOTE

1. Singapore is 239.6 square miles in area and the main island on which the
city is concentrated is 41.8 km (26 miles) east to west and 22.5 km (14 miles) north to
south. With a population density of 4,263 per sq.km it has one of the highest popula-
tion densities in the world. More than 75 percent of households in the country have
Internet access.
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Youth Culture and Fading Memories
of War in Hanoi, Vietnam

Christina Schwenkel

I met Mai and her young college friends outside the Ho Chi Minh Mau-
soleum on a warm, fall Sunday morning in Hanoi in 1999. For many Viet-
namese, a visit to the mausoleum is a meaningful, emotion-laden experi-
ence, and visitors typically stand in long lines that wind around the massive
granite tomb waiting to pay their respects to their nation’s founding father,
also affectionately referred to as “Uncle Ho.” It was 8:00 am. I emerged from
the mausoleum and found a shaded park bench on the pedestrian walk
across from the eleventh-century One-Pillar Pagoda that also occupies the
grounds. Mai and her friends approached me without delay. “Do you speak
English?” they asked. I replied that I spoke Vietnamese. They laughed. “Have
you already visited the mausoleum?” I queried. They laughed again. Mai
spoke up in hesitant English: “We do not come here to visit Uncle Ho, but
to meet Western tourists and improve our English-language skills.”

This chapter addresses what appears to be a growing tension in Viet-
namese society: the increasing historical distance and disconnect of Viet-
nam’s youth (who constitute the majority of the population) from their coun-
try’s history of socialist revolution and war with France and the United States
to achieve national independence. I use the words “appears to be” to iden-
tify the widespread sentiment among government officials and other older
people who experienced and survived the war that Vietnamese youth grow-
ing up in a time of peace and prosperity no longer understand nor recog-
nize the immense sacrifices made to liberate and reunite the country. To be
sure, Vietnamese youth, most of whom were born after war with the United
States ended in 1975, have grown up in an era quite different from that of
their parents and grandparents who participated in the revolution and the
wars of resistance between 1945 and 1975. Yet it would be mistaken to think
that young people who grew up in peacetime are wholly disconnected from
the violence of the past. On the contrary, while they may not have experi-
enced war directly, youth in Vietnam have also suffered its severe and en-
during aftermaths.
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Substantial socioeconomic shifts took place in Vietnam in 1986 when the
government instituted a series of economic reforms called doi moi, which
opened the country to global market forces and foreign capitalist invest-
ment. As standards of living began to improve and poverty rates dropped,
Vietnam was hailed as a “little Asian tiger,” despite the alarming disparities
in wealth that appeared. New global technologies and commodities flooded
the markets, allowing younger generations to familiarize themselves with
international brands and consumer products that remained largely unknown
or inaccessible to their elders. Such are the social and economic conditions
under which many Vietnamese youth have come of age. A rising, vibrant
youth culture, thought to uncritically and irresponsibly embrace the global
market and its commodities, as well as the association of young people in
the press with “social problems” (drugs, promiscuity, night clubbing, mo-
torbike racing, etc), have instilled moral panic in older generations who feel
the youth have forgotten their nation’s history, its moral values, and its cul-
tural identity.! But the story is more complex than this. We can see youth as
embodying the values and ideologies of betterment and development that
were central to the revolution, although they use capitalism as their tool to
achieve similar goals of national progress, sovereignty, and prosperity.

THE ROLE OF THE PAST IN THE PRESENT

All nations have a national memory enshrined in official history as “the
past.” Yet collective memory of a nation is always selective in that it in-
volves the public remembrance of certain events and experiences, and the
active forgetfulness of others. In 1882, Ernest Renan made an important ob-
servation about the nation as a type of spiritual family united not by a com-
mon language, religion, or race, but by “a rich legacy of memories” of past
triumphs, regrets and sacrifices (1990 [1882]:19). Memories of mutual suf-
fering, in particular, form the bedrock of a nation and its collective his-
tory that is communicated through textbooks, national holidays, war monu-
ments, and museums. On account of its selectivity, national history is neither
unchanging nor uncontested, as external forces refute and rework its domi-
nant narratives and messages conveyed. These narratives not only trans-
mit particular historical truths, but also important cultural and moral prin-
ciples upon which the nation is founded. Knowing one’s national history,
such as singing the words to the national anthem, is thus a performative
act of identification that signifies inclusion and participation in a national
community.

National history is didactic; it draws upon stories of the past to teach the
populace (especially youth) the normative ethics and values needed to be-
come upstanding citizens—disciplined, loyal, and productive members of
society. In Vietnam, the state regularly invokes national memories of past
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wars to commemorate and keep the spirit of the revolution alive. With the
aim of communicating the ideals of the revolution to postwar generations,
the state has a vested interest in emphasizing triumphant achievements and
acts of solidarity that helped to secure the nation’s historical victories. Take,
for example, museums, which are sites of pedagogical power in which the
state produces moral and educated citizen-subjects through the manage-
ment and discipline of history and memory (Bennett 1995). In an interview,
the director of the Museum of the Vietnamese Revolution, in Hanoi, empha-
sized to me the critical role museums play in imparting revolutionary values
such as sacrifice, valor, and gratitude: “It is important to know about history.
This museum is about Vietnamese freedom, unification, and independence.
If the young people do not learn about this past, they will not have a proper
understanding of the present, and they will not be able to build and mod-
ernize our country for the future” (Schwenkel 2009:150). Knowledge of the
past thus serves as an anchor in the present period of rapid socioeconomic
change and a building block for future nation-building efforts.

Similarly, we can look at postmemory, knowledge and memory of past
traumatic events that youth did not directly experience but are intimately
and deeply connected to (Hirsch 1997). Family photographs, and the painful
stories of loss that accompany them, have been central to the transmission
of Holocaust memory to the children of survivors. As a tool of remembrance
and self-representation, photography mediates between personal memory
and public history; the stories told through images of everyday life that sur-
vived the Holocaust have contributed to (re)constituting both family histo-
ries and national memory (ibid). In Vietnam, postmemory among youth is
similarly informed by photographs and oral histories of war. The young
adults I interviewed in Hanoi—some of whom came from the capital city,
others from poorer rural provinces to attend university, secure employment,
or enroll in the military—grew up hearing songs and stories about the war
and revolution from their parents and grandparents. Lien, a college student
born in 1979 in the central province of Nghe An, recalled her strongest child-
hood memories:

I remember playing ball games with friends during the day and listening to
stories about the war at night from my grandparents. They always told me
about the hardships they endured, and the difficult living conditions with
little food. Both of my grandfathers fought against the French and my father
is a veteran of the American War. My mother worked in a factory. When I
was young she used to sing us love songs about waiting for a soldier to re-
turn from the battlefield. My grandmother worked to provide food for the
soldiers. Even in the worst of times, she tried to remain optimistic. She told
me many stories, but the one I remember most was about 1972, when the
Americans dropped so many bombs on Vinh City that everything was de-
stroyed. She went from one village to the next looking for safety and shel-
ter, often hiding underground to escape the bombs.
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The youth I interviewed did not grow up with collections of family pho-
tographs to illustrate life during the war years, as private ownership of cam-
eras at that time was rare. Rather, as Lien’s words show, the transfer of
traumatic memory to postwar generations occurred primarily through per-
sonal recollection and oral testimony. Cameras were, however, present on
the battlefield with photojournalists who in an official capacity produced
a large repertoire of iconic images that today offer a detailed visual his-
tory. Like photography of the Vietnam War in the United States, these im-
ages have important postwar meaning and currency, and continue to cir-
culate and shape national memory. In Vietnam, photographs from the war
are considered an important means for reproducing and transmitting his-
torical knowledge, and also for motivating and inspiring postwar youth.
In an interview, a battlefield photographer who exhibited his work at the
Military History Museum in Hanoi in 1999 emphasized to me the national
and moral values conveyed through his images: “Photographs from the war
carry meaning about the past . . . I want students who come to my exhibit
to learn to hate war, but they should also learn about the brave deaths of
those who sacrificed their lives. When they see these pictures, they will
understand the need to continue the work to build and develop the country”
(Schwenkel 2009:62). Photography is thus imagined to bridge the widen-
ing gaps between self-denying generations who experienced the trauma of
revolution and war and pleasure-seeking generations born in the aftermath
whose consumption activities seem to have displaced national values and
history from contemporary society.

YOUTH CULTURE AND REAPPROPRIATION OF PUBLIC
SPACES OF MEMORY

During my fieldwork, Vietnamese youth in Hanoi expressed little interest
in visiting historical sites or institutions associated with the war, such as
museums or the mausoleum discussed at the beginning of the chapter. All
had visited such places at one time or another, mostly on group fieldtrips,
and few were inspired to return. Many cited a lack of time, while others
felt bored by what they saw as repetitive and noninteractive exhibits. Per-
haps not surprisingly, respondents preferred to spend their limited free time
with friends and family in parks, cafés, or newly built shopping malls. Phuc
and Thang, two male students who came to Hanoi to study English at Ha-
noi University, explained:

Phuc: We are very busy and don’t have time to visit museums. When we
do have free time, we usually go home and visit our families in the
countryside. I went to the Ho Chi Minh Museum once and enjoyed it.
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Thang (nodding): Nowadays we are more concerned with fashion than we
are with the war.

Yet despite such generational distance from national history, the youth are
not wholly detached from the war and its legacies. Phuc lamented: “If the
United States had not invaded Vietnam, we would now be rich and strong
like the rest of Asia.” Thang agreed: “We wouldn't be so poor today.” Signs
of poverty, mass death, environmental devastation, and other enduring ef-
fects of the war are still visible on the landscape, from demining opera-
tions to national monuments and martyr cemeteries. In recent years, some
of these sites have been transformed into international tourist attractions,
reconfiguring postwar memoryscapes in new and decidedly capitalist ways.
Young Vietnamese at times also journey to these public spaces, yet they do
so to engage in leisure and recreational activities rather than to interact with
and learn about history.

Anthropologists have shown how public spaces, such as parks and pla-
zas, are socially produced, shaped, and experienced by diverse individuals
and social groups. The aesthetic, historical, and cultural meanings of such
sites are always dynamic, “changing continually in response to both per-
sonal action and broader sociopolitical forces” (Lowe 2000:33). In Vietnam,
youth often engage in social activities and spatial practices that reflect new
uses and meanings of public space. The stone monument on Thanh Nien
[Youth] Street at Truc Bach Lake marks the site where militia forces shot
down John McCain’s A-4 Skyhawk in 1967 during a bombing mission over
Hanoi. U.S. aerial bombardment commonly targeted the city, killing thou-
sands of civilians and destroying a quarter of all living spaces (Thrift and
Forbes 1985:294). For older Hanoians, the monument at Truc Bach Lake,
though recalling a triumphant act, is also a painful reminder of catastrophic
suffering and loss. Young couples, however, are drawn to the site because
of its sweeping views of the lake. They sit closely together on park benches
adjacent to the monument, not far from crowded restaurants, holding hands
and sometimes embracing, demonstrating how postwar generations have
reappropriated spaces of war and violence, and transformed them into ro-
mantic settings for social intimacy.

At the Cu Chi tunnels tourist park, an hour’s drive from Ho Chi Minh
City, a similar reappropriation of public space has taken place. Cu Chi, de-
clared a national historic landmark by the state, attracts hundreds of inter-
national tourists each day who crawl through a maze of deep and narrow
underground passageways built by guerrillas during the war. Vietnamese
youth also travel to Cu Chi; however, the attraction for them lies not with
the tunnels per se, but with the on-site recreational facilities that provide a
respite from the bustle of urban life. Pool tables, food stands, and outdoor
cafés are sites where youth gather to eat, drink, talk, relax, and make new
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Figure 10.1. Hanoi youth posing on a war monument at Hoan Kiem
Lake, 1999. Photograph by C. Schwenkel.
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friends. Cu Chi is a site of entertainment as well as a site for love, especially
on the weekends, when the area is converted into café oms, or hug cafés, for
young couples to spend time together privately. In a country with few places
for lovers to be alone and where public affection is generally discouraged,
hug cafés offer the privacy of an individual cubicle in the city, and in more
peripheral areas such as Cu Chi, segregated nooks for lovers under the trees
(Schwenkel 2006:18). Not unlike the lakeside setting of McCain’s crash and
capture in Hanoi, the battlegrounds of Cu Chi have also been recreated by
youth in ways that appear to disregard state-intended meanings.

VIETNAMESE YOUTH: APATHETIC OR EXEMPLARY?

Anxieties about youth and their alienation from history, coupled with a
perceived fixation on commodities (exemplified in Thang’s comment about
fashion being more important than the war) have been reinforced in the
mass media through reports of gendered acts of conspicuous consumption
(see also Leshkowich 2008). In the summer of 2007, for example, the Viet-
namese press reported that women in Hanoi were frivolously spending an
average of 500,000 Vietnamese dong (approximately $30) per month on brand
name beauty products and services, while the average monthly salary of
workers and civil servants hovered around 1,000,000 dong ($60). Moreover,
youth have been increasingly identified in media and government discourse
as presenting a moral and cultural problem for society; they have been asso-
ciated with a growth in “foreign” capitalist practices thought to undermine
“traditional” and revolutionary values, leading, for example, to an increase
in drug use and premarital sex. Such claims of conspicuous consumption
and hedonism, however, reveal more about growing disparities in wealth,
privilege, and power under market reforms than point to a deliberate rejec-
tion of cultural norms. In fact, looking more closely, the reverse may also be
true: youth are not necessarily more apathetic about national traditions and
revolutionary history, but have embraced new global market opportunities
to carry out their familial and national duties more effectively.

While young people may not be concerned with “boring old history,”
they are highly motivated to build and “modernize” the country, just as
the museum director and war photographer had envisioned. In this way,
youth are indeed following and embodying national ideals and principles
as conveyed through stories of hardship and sacrifice in museums, pho-
tography, and family histories. When I asked a focus group of university
students from the province of Viet Tri what they most desired for their fu-
tures, they expressed the hope of betterment for their families and for the
nation: good jobs, enough to eat, and a reduction in the national poverty
rate. The students also expressed a belief in education as key to social and
economic progress, but not just any education would do in their view. One
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must choose a field with skills that can be applied to the global economy
(thus, one student gave up Russian to study English). Competition to gain
acceptance into universities and departments of trade, economics, banking,
and finance is high. Wealthier students increasingly take advantage of new
opportunities to study overseas or to enroll in expensive international MBA
programs in Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City. The role of the past seems almost
inconsequential to these students’ lives and their efforts to attain prosperity
for their families and wider society.

THE STORY OF MAI

To provide a more detailed case study of the seemingly contradictory ways
youth in Vietnam reject and yet reaffirm the traditions of national history, I
return to Mai, who along with her friends at the Ho Chi Minh mausoleum
visited this public space to connect not to a revolutionary past but to an an-
ticipated global future. After I met Mai in fall 1999, we began to meet regu-
larly and still maintain a friendship. I mention her story here because I have
been witness to the dramatic changes in her life over the past decade and
because she is a typical example of a young woman from Hanoi whose ac-
tions exemplify the messages and principles taught in history, though she
rejects the form and style through which they are conveyed. For example,
Mai refused to go to a museum with me. When I asked why, she laughed:
“I don’t like museums. It’s always war history, war history. I'm fed up. I've
heard enough. I'm more interested in the development of the economy, than
in politics and war” (Schwenkel 2009:150).

Mai was born in 1980. When we met in 1999 she lived in a poor, three-
generation household of five on the outskirts of Hanoi in a dark and dank
two-room cement house with a detached cooking area and toilet. There was
little income flowing into the family; her father was a retired factory worker,
her mother unemployed, and her grandmother earned petty cash by sell-
ing candy and other snacks close to the main thoroughfare. When I asked
Mai about her most vivid memories of childhood, she answered bluntly:
“Hunger, illness, and a lack of money for medicine.” Like most of her class-
mates, as a child Mai participated in Youth Pioneer activities, including col-
lective charity and volunteer work for veterans and “heroic mothers” who
had lost their families to the war. She went on to join the Communist Youth
Union, a social organization (not political for her, she said) in which most of
her friends took part. In interviews and conversations, Mai rarely discussed
her family’s poverty directly, though she consistently emphasized the need
to study hard to improve their lives. As the eldest daughter, the burden
fell upon Mai to secure a better future for her parents, younger brother,
and grandmother. In this way, she exemplified “traditional” family values,
such as filial piety exhibited through moral acts of obedience, love, respect,
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and care for one’s parents and ancestors (Rydstrem 2003). Mai went on to
study English and international finance at Hanoi National University, earn-
ing two bachelor’s degrees by the time she was twenty-two. In her free time
she studied Chinese and hung out with friends at Truc Bach Lake, not far
from the McCain historical marker. She enjoyed Korean pop stars, Chinese
soap operas, and Hollywood Vietnam War films—“more realistic than Viet-
namese ones,” she told me.

Four years later, Mai’s life had changed significantly. At twenty-six, with
two degrees and a working knowledge of Chinese, Mai had secured a full-
time job at a domestic commercial bank, earning a monthly salary of three
million Vietnamese dong (approximately $180). On Saturdays she regularly
worked overtime to earn an extra one million dong, for a total monthly in-
come of approximately $250, roughly $3,000 per year, only slightly more
than the country’s per capita GDP of $2,700 (2007 estimate). In late 2007, it
was even harder to find time to meet with Mai. In addition to her fifty-hour
work week, she had enrolled in evening courses at the university, studying
international banking so she could obtain a higher position at her bank.
“T'll get promoted through my hard work and education, not from doing
favors and socializing with the managers,” she told me confidently, reveal-
ing a strong belief in a capitalist work ethic. Sunday was also a work day—
she taught Vietnamese to foreigners to further supplement her salary. “Do
you think they would be interested in home stays?” she asked, passing me
a classified ad she had taken out in an English-language newspaper.

Mai had a reason to be concerned about her earnings: she had recently
built a spacious four-story house for her family. In September 2006, she took
out a loan—seen by many as a new and risky financial practice—and hired
construction workers to demolish her previous residence and build the new
structure quickly before the lunar new year. The house was bright and airy,
with indoor plumbing and a kitchen, along with a private room or area for
each family member. At the time of my visit, Mai’s bedroom was outfitted
with a TV, a DVD player, and a karaoke machine. The modest yet comfort-
able home cost Mai $6,250, which she paid for with a low-interest loan of
1 percent for bank employees. Her monthly mortgage came to one million
dong, leaving another three million for family necessities. Her aged grand-
mother, who was lounging in the kitchen when I arrived, no longer went
out to sell candy.

Mai is now twenty-eight and not yet married, which makes her “old,”
according to popular belief in Vietham. She continues to attend classes
and take care of her family, while also providing financial support for her
younger brother’s studies, perhaps one day overseas, she confides. Mai is
continually working to improve her English, brush up on her Chinese, and
read new books about the international banking industry. She is an example
of how industrious young people in Vietnam have taken advantage of new
opportunities not simply to spend and consume frivolously, but also to sup-
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port their families and contribute to “modernizing” their country. I share
Mai’s story not as a success narrative about Vietnam’s global market inte-
gration. Compared to members of an emerging urban middle class, Mai is
relatively poor, and her ability to consume is fairly limited. But as she shut
the door to her bedroom and turned up the karaoke, she reminded me of
how postwar generations, although seemingly indifferent to the state and
its project of national history, still tend to emulate its moral values and tra-
ditions, and embrace its vision of an ideal and progressive modernity, even
though Mai still will not accompany me to the museum.

NOTE

1. The term moral panic refers to a widespread social response, engendered
and sustained by the media, to a perceived threat to the social order that also risks
subverting deeply held cultural values (Critcher 2003). For a discussion of moral
panic and youth through the lens of fashion in Ho Chi Minh City, see Leshkowich
(2008).
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World Religions in Everyday Life:
Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, and Christianity

Southeast Asia is a land of tremendous religious diversity. In addition to its
plethora of indigenous religious practices, all of the world religions can be
found in Southeast Asia today. In some Southeast Asian nations, such as Sin-
gapore, the world’s major religious traditions coexist. A walk through Singa-
pore’s central neighborhoods takes one past Hindu temples, gleaming silver-
domed mosques, ornate Christian churches, and incense-scented Buddhist
temples. In other Southeast Asian countries, one world religion predomi-
nates. But even then, one finds variations in the forms the world religion
may take, and minority populations also practice other distinct religions. In
still other nations, such as Vietnam, people adhere to a range of religious tra-
ditions, strategically using different traditions depending on the social con-
text, or moving from one to another set of practices over the courses of their
lives. And, finally, we find generational and class differences in the concep-
tion, interpretation, and practice of world religions, for example, in Indone-
sia and the Philippines.

This religious diversity is a reflection of Southeast Asia’s strategic posi-
tion as both a destination and a way station in world trade. As early trad-
ers passed through en route from south or East Asia, the ports of Southeast
Asia provided places to rest and trade while vessels waited for the winds
to shift to continue on in their voyages. These seafaring traders’ prolonged
visits presented opportunities for introducing their own religious beliefs
and practices to their Southeast Asians hosts. In some cases, as with Islam,
when it became known that Muslim traders preferred to berth and trade
in Muslim port settlements, local leaders expediently declared themselves
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(and by extension, their communities) Muslim, and trade, religious educa-
tion, and genuine conversion followed. In other cases, it was intermarriage
with local women, or the teachings of traveling Sufi mystics that spread the
faith. By the sixteenth century, when Europeans arrived, much of South-
east Asia had already been profoundly influenced by Hinduism, Buddhism,
and Islam. Drawn by the riches of the Spice Islands (eastern Indonesia), as
well as the desire to trade with China (either in East Asia or in the Philip-
pines, where trade with Chinese shifted when China closed its doors to Eu-
ropeans), European traders’ interests brought nascent colonial interests. As
elsewhere, Christian missionization was part and parcel of the rise of colo-
nialism in Southeast Asia, adding yet another set of religions to the mix.

Southeast Asia’s contemporary religious diversity also reflects popula-
tion movement and migration. This tapestry of diversity is further compli-
cated by the role of religion in both legitimizing state power and as a ve-
hicle for resistance to dominant groups. Here we offer a very brief review
of key themes in some of Southeast Asia’s major religions, with the aim of
enabling the reader to contextualize the chapters in this section.

Forms of Hinduism are practiced not only in Bali but also in Thai and
Khmer royal ritual (Wales 1931), as well as in everyday life. Brahmanic ritual
practices are seen in the ubiquitous spirit shrines found in these regions.
But Brahmanism is a slippery category of worship in mainland Southeast
Asia. Erik Davis has discussed the interplay between practices we call “Bud-
dhism” and “Brahmanism” at sacred sites in Cambodia (Davis 2009). For in-
stance, saksit is a Brahmanic type of power gained through contact with sa-
cred objects or via instruction from teachers with esoteric knowledge. Saksit
can be contrasted with the Buddhist power of merit (the first is amoral, the
second moral), but the two are sometimes joined together in certain men of
power (see Wong 2001 for a discussion of how these ideas are activated in
musical performance).

Theravada Buddhism is the dominant religious form throughout the
lowland states of Burma, Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia (as well as in Sri
Lanka). While it was originally introduced from India, there has been much
exchange of religious objects, texts, and personnel with Sri Lanka in recent
years. Like Brahmanism, Buddhism was recruited to bolster state-building,
evidenced by the many ancient temples in Southeast Asia that are Buddhist
in conception. In modern times, state control of the hierarchy of Buddhist
monks has been a means of building national unity. Despite its formal rec-
ognition of religious freedom, Thailand is, for most intents and purposes,
a Buddhist country. Loyalty to the nation is taught in classrooms by the
iconic three pillars of flag (country), king, and religion—often depicted by
an image of the Buddha. The king is considered to be a Buddhist exemplar,
and the Emerald Buddha housed in the royal temple of Wat Phra Kaew (the
Temple of the Emerald Buddha) is symbolically tied to the well-being of the
nation. Visitors to Wat Phra Kaew are expected to show levels of respect not
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required in other Buddhist temples such as refraining from photography,
covering one’s shoulders, and not wearing shorts. In the 1980s and 1990s,
visitors were greeted by a display of tins of camera film removed from the
cameras of those caught surreptitiously photographing the sacred relic, and
a collection of appropriately modest clothing was kept at the entrance, avail-
able on loan to casually dressed visitors. This intertwining of state and Bud-
dhism contributes to the (at times violent) resistance of Muslim Malays in
Thailand’s south to the Thai government; and the (at times) militaristic re-
sponse to this resistance by Buddhist monks in the south, who take up arms
to “protect Buddhism” (see Jerryson 2010).

The main texts in Theravada Buddhism are in an ancient language called
Pali, said to be the language of the Buddha. Ordinary people generally do
not understand the texts or the chants used in temple rituals themselves.
This makes the role of monks particularly important; they are the locus of
transmission of religious knowledge. In Thailand, monks are institutionally
organized as the sangha, although monks (such as the forest, ecology, and
development monks discussed by Sue Darlington in chapter 11) might re-
move themselves from this hierarchy. Monks who go against the generally
quite conservative sangha might face punishment by the institutions of the
sangha and the state. Darlington’s contribution in this section discusses an
example of resistance to the status quo through practices that are culturally
meaningful and powerful; Phrakhru Pitak’s sponsorship of tree ordinations
as a means of protecting community forests is quite radical.

In everyday practice, Thai Buddhists focus on the consequences of re-
birth: the idea that each person carries a karmic load created by sin (bap,
sometimes transliterated as baap) and alleviated by accumulation of merit
(bun) (discussed by Holly High in chapter 3, and Lucien M. Hanks, Jr. in
chapter 7; in contrast, Sue Darlington, chapter 11, defines bap as demerit. This
illustrates the difficulty of straightforward translation of concepts). Belief in
reincarnation implies that people who had relations in a past life might re-
connect in future lives, continuing to work out their difficulties again and
again. This is a common theme in people’s justification for actions and in
their discourses about the things that befall them. On one occasion, Gillogly
was sitting on a veranda when a giant cockroach started to crawl across her
foot. As she moved to smash it, she was interrupted by the exclamation,
“Stop! That could have been your mother in a previous life!” The implica-
tion was that she would commit a great sin, possibly matricide, in killing
the insect. This idea of avoiding sin (and maximizing merit) is a fundamen-
tal concept that the forest and ecology monks draw on in helping villagers
protect the forest.

The religious tradition of Vietnam is often referred to as the “triple re-
ligion,” in which Confucianism, Daoism, and Mahayana Buddhism are in-
tertwined. It is not a matter of being a member of one or the other tradition,
as we might expect in the West. Rather, practitioners make use of different
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sets of cosmological systems and practices depending on social context and
personal inclination. Walking along an urban street in Hanoi or Ho Chi
Minh City, one sees ancestor temples, attended on feast days or for lineage
business, and Buddhist temples, crowded with elderly women bowing and
praying. Vietnamese friends told Gillogly that Buddhism is the religion of
the elderly, who turn to it when they think of death. In addition, practices
overlap with a range of practices for contact with saints and spiritual ad-
visors (see Taylor 2008 for recent studies of religion in Vietnam).

Mahayana Buddhism dominates in Vietnam and is historically related to
the form of Buddhism practiced in Tibet and China. The dominant schools
of Buddhism in Vietnam are “Pure Land” and Zen. Individual practice, per-
haps under a revered monk, focuses on meditation and the chanting of su-
tras with a goal of gaining protection by a Bodhisattva (one who is near en-
lightenment, such as the Goddess of Mercy, Quan Am) or inner peace and a
sense of right living. An internationally known Vietnamese Buddhist monk
is Thich Nhat Hanh, famed for his resistance to the war in Vietnam and
his advocacy of mindfulness and Engaged Buddhism (Thich Nhit Hanh
1987).

Daoism imbues everyday life in Vietnam, rather than being a formally
institutionalized religion. Nir Avieli’s chapter (chapter 17, Part 5) presents a
vivid example of how Daoist cosmological concepts are threaded through
even the mundane act of eating. Confucianism is congruent with Vietnam-
ese practices of patrilineality (see Part 2 and Shaun Malarney’s contribu-
tion, chapter 18). In the pre-colonial kingdoms of northern Vietnam, it was
also a model of governance (see Part 3). Under French colonialism, many
Vietnamese converted to Catholicism, a point mentioned again in Part 6 be-
cause of its political significance. In addition, several syncretic religions that
united elements of French culture and Vietnamese spiritualism arose in the
late colonial period. Among the most well known is Cao Dai, marked for
its exuberant architecture (Hoskins 2010) and designation of French cultural
figures as saints.

Islam is well represented in Southeast Asia. It is the official state reli-
gion in two nations, Brunei and Malaysia. Furthermore, Indonesia is the
most populous Muslim country in the world; with more than 90 percent of
its population identifying as Muslim. The southernmost region of the Phil-
ippines and southern Thailand are also home to Muslim communities.

We will not retrace the history of Islam’s early arrival and spread in
Southeast Asia, since Judith Nagata has chronicled that history in chapter 4.
However, her point about the resurgence of commitment to Islam currently
under way in Malaysia is worth reiterating. As Nagata observed, the late
1960s was a period in which new religious ideas about the meaning and sig-
nificance of Muslim identity arrived in Southeast Asia, as did new Muslim
immigrants. Beginning around 1970 and gathering momentum in subse-
quent decades, a growing number of Malays and Muslim Indonesians came
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to feel (and sought) greater connection to the global Islamic community (umma).
Lowered travel costs and increased prosperity in the 1980s enabled more
Southeast Asian Muslims to participate in the pilgrimage to Mecca (the hajj).
Also, some Southeast Asian Muslims pursued higher education at univer-
sities in Egypt and other parts of the Muslim world, returning home with
new understandings of other ways of being Muslim. In Malaysia, as Na-
gata notes, Malays were coming to regard themselves as Muslim first: reli-
gious identity was to supersede ethnic affiliation, linking Malay Muslims
with events and discourses in Arabia and Iran. In both Indonesia and Ma-
laysia, the “call to the faith” (dakwah) movement was enthusiastically em-
braced by many younger-generation Muslims, and spread in schools and
universities.

In chapter 12, Nancy Smith-Hefner pursues the theme of the varied rami-
fications of Islamic resurgence for young central Javanese women in Indone-
sia. Originally published in the Journal of Asian Studies but revised for this
volume, Smith-Hefner’s chapter explores the growing popularity of veiling
among young university women on Java. As she notes, the mothers of many
of these young women did not veil themselves when they were younger, but
rather sported Western-style dress or revealing (by today’s reformist Muslim
yardsticks) tightly wrapped sarongs and kebayas (a traditional Javanese styled
top, often made of semi-transparent bold-colored lace). Smith-Hefner takes
up the puzzle of why a new generation of Muslim women raised in a mod-
ernist era would find the veil appealing. Her exploration sheds much light
on the multiple motivations, pleasures, paradoxes, and quandaries faced by
young Muslim Indonesian women who opt to adopt the veil. In reading her
chapter, we are reminded that religious symbols, like other symbols, do not
carry monolithic meanings.

Christianity is also found in various Southeast Asian communities, and
Roman Catholicism is the dominant faith in two countries, Timor Leste and
the Philippines. In contrast to the ways in which Hinduism, Buddhism, and
Islam spread to Southeast Asia via trade and informal contact with new re-
ligious ideas, the introduction of Catholicism to the Philippines was delib-
erately and zealously pursued by the Spanish. From the time that Magellan
claimed the Philippines for the Spanish crown, the archipelago was envi-
sioned as a “showcase of faith.” When the Spanish conquistadores arrived
in the southern Philippines, Islam had already penetrated parts of the re-
gion; as some scholars have suggested, this was a nation that may well have
become predominantly Muslim if not for the early missionizing activities
of the Spanish. Early Spanish conversion activities entailed mass baptisms
and implementation of the resettlement policy (or reduccion policy) they had
used in the New World, whereby indigenous groups were forcibly relocated
to villages centered around plazas and churches (thereby enabling tax col-
lection from Christianized Filipinos) (Russell n.d.). Historian Vicente Rafa-
el’s (1988) extensive research reveals how much miscommunication was in-
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volved in these early stages of missionization, when indigenous conceptions
were grafted onto Catholic practices. For instance, inhabitants received bap-
tisms assuming they were curative rituals, unaware of the religious conver-
sion implied by the rite.

In time, Christianity in the Philippines, as elsewhere in the world, was
adapted to the local context. Among lowland Christian Filipinos, the perva-
sive cultural idea of utang na loob or profound debt of gratitude was extended
to one’s relationship to God. Christ’s favors (puhunan) and his ultimate sac-
rifice at the cross are said to be so great as to be unrepayable. Faith and de-
votion are ways of acknowledging this profound debt. (For a longer discus-
sion of the nuances of this concept vis-a-vis Christianity past and present,
see Rafael 1988:123-130.)

More recently, new Catholic and Protestant charismatic movements have
arisen. In her contribution to this section, Katharine Wiegele (chapter 13)
discusses the allure of one such movement for the poorer classes in the
Philippines. Her focus is on the Catholic evangelical movement known as
El Shaddai, founded by Mariano Velarde (“Brother Mike”) in the 1980s. Vel-
arde’s weekly open-air prayer and healing rallies draw millions of partici-
pants; impoverished Filipinos might commit 10 or more percent of their in-
comes to this church. As Wiegele illustrates, Velarde’s tremendous appeal
must be understood both in terms of the contemporary landscape of religion
in the Philippines and traditions of religiosity. As she notes, El Shaddai heal-
ing rituals in Manila neighborhoods “merge local shamanic or folk tradi-
tions with ritual elements of Catholicism and charismatic Christianity, pro-
ducing what some residents see as ‘authentic healing power.” In short, El
Shaddai creates forms of religious experience that are quite distinct from the
mainstream church. As this movement globalizes, it remains to be seen how
it will ultimately fare vis-a-vis the mainstream Roman Catholic Church.

Religious tensions and conflict, of course, exist not only within the land-
scape of Christianity in Southeast Asia, but among the different religious
traditions as well. Although there have been and continue to be periods
of peaceful accommodation, recent years have witnessed heightened reli-
gious tensions in some regions. This is an underlying theme in Kathleen
M. Adams’s chapter (part 5, chapter 14), which addresses Christian-Muslim
clashes in Indonesia (which has pockets of Christian minority communities
because Dutch missionaries converted highland and outer island animists
to Christianity). Similar religious- and ethnic-based tensions exist in south-
ern Thailand, as has been mentioned. Likewise, the southern Mindanao area
of the Philippines has been a site of ongoing interreligious conflicts. State
policies, initiated by Ferdinand Marcos, to relocate Catholic populations to
the Mindanao homeland of the Muslim minorities exacerbated the margin-
alization already experienced by these Muslim minority communities, giv-
ing rise to interreligious conflict and a succession movement that waxes and
wanes in this southern region of the Philippines.
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The Ordination of a Tree: The Buddhist
Ecology Movement in Thailand

Susan M. Darlington

A Buddhist ecology movement, developing in Thailand and other Buddhist
nations, addresses local and national problems of deforestation and eco-
logical destruction. While this is only one aspect of the growing environ-
mentalism in Thailand (Hirsch 1996), the Buddhists involved in this move-
ment see their religion as critical for providing practical as well as moral
guidelines for ecological conservation. This focuses on how Buddhists, espe-
cially monks, put their concepts of Buddhism and ecology into action, and
the consequent reinterpretations of both sets of concepts that result from
such behavior. As Buddhism is increasingly used to promote social activism
such as conservation, its role in Thai society is also being implicitly chal-
lenged and reworked. While the exact changes that will occur are unknown,
the Buddhist ecology movement’s potential direction may be glimpsed by
examining how rituals, particularly ordaining trees, promote the ecology
movement, lending it economic, political, social, and moral force.

“Ecology monks” are those actively engaged in environmental and con-
servation activities who respond to the suffering which environment deg-
radation causes. A major aim of Buddhism is to relieve suffering, the root
causes of which are greed, ignorance, and hatred. The monks see the de-
struction of the forests, pollution of the air and water, and other environ-
mental problems as ultimately caused by people acting through these evils,
motivated by economic gain and the material benefits of development, in-
dustrialization, and consumerism. As monks, it is their duty to take action
against these evils. Their actions bring them into the realm of political and
economic debates, especially concerning the rapid development of the Thai
economy and control of natural resources.

ECOLOGY MONKS

In Thailand, the self-proclaimed “ecology monks” (phra nak anuraksa) are
at the core of the Buddhist ecology movement. Although some participate
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in the scholarly debate on the issue, their priorities lie in action to preserve
vanishing forests, watersheds, and wildlife and mitigate the negative con-
sequences of their disappearance on people’s lives. To understand the cur-
rent ecology movement in Thailand, and ultimately in other Buddhist na-
tions, it is important to examine the effect of the practice of the ecology
monks on religion in Thailand to see how they base their projects on Bud-
dhism, reinterpreting and rearticulating religious concepts, the role of the
Sangha (the order of Buddhist monks), and the function of Buddhist rituals
in the process.

The number of monks involved in the ecology movement in Thailand,
although small, has recently grown rapidly,' with the popularity of envi-
ronmentalism currently sweeping Thailand. Given the respect the Sangha
commands in Thai society, the potential for their ecological activism is high.
This can be illustrated through the analysis of an ecology project conducted
in 1991 in Nan Province, northern Thailand. This project, coordinated by a
Buddhist monk, involved the creation and sanctification of a protected com-
munity forest through the ordination of the largest remaining tree in the
forest. The tree ordination provides insight into how the ecology monks
throughout Thailand are rethinking Buddhism and adapting Buddhist ritu-
als to promote their cause. Their concern is as much to maintain the rele-
vance of the religion in a rapidly changing world of industrialization and
modernization as to create an environmental awareness among local people
and the Thai nation as a whole.

Over the past century, the government has taken over many traditional
activities of Thai village monks. While the temples remain the spiritual
heart of villages, they only occasionally still house schools or serve as health
care centers or community centers (Darlington 1990; Kingshill 1965; Tam-
biah 1970). To compensate and maintain close contact with the laity, many
monks perform an increasing number of ritualistic ceremonies. The more ac-
tive, visible, and, in many ways, controversial response has been to move to-
ward socially engaged action. This first manifested itself in Thailand in the
1970s through the rise of the development monks (phra nak phadthanaa), who
promote grassroots economic development throughout the country (Dar-
lington 1990; Somboon 1987, 1988).

From the development monks emerged the ecology monks, who see their
work as monks and Buddhists as promoting human responsibility toward
the natural (and inherently social) environment. They stress an interpreta-
tion of the religion that emphasizes the Buddha’s connection with nature
and the interdependence of all things. While many of these monks work in-
dependently in their conservation programs, they are aware of the actions
of other monks, share ideas, information, and experiences, and participate
in regional and national training seminars. Through their preaching, edu-
cational programs, and conservation activities, ecology monks have influ-
enced Thai society in the way Buddhism is viewed and, to some degree,
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practiced. They have raised the nation’s consciousness regarding its envi-
ronmental responsibilities as their activities have drawn significant atten-
tion and media coverage.

Ecology monks argue that it is their responsibility as monks and as
Buddhists to become engaged in this manner. Buddhist ecologists (and so-
cially engaged Buddhists in general; see Queen & King 1996; and Thai Inter-
Religious Commission for Development & International Network of Engaged
Buddhists 1990) stress their connection with the Buddha’s ideas of nature,
the origins of the religion, and the Buddha’s admonitions to be concerned
for relieving suffering in the world. Theirs is not a movement advocating a
new form of Buddhism, they argue, but an effort to put the basic ideas of
the religion in terms that meet the needs of the modern world. They see this
movement as one of “radical conservatism,”? returning to the original teach-
ings of the Buddha as applied to contemporary situations.

Some monks in Thailand have been concerned about the environment
for some time, such as Phra Ajarn Pongsak Techadhammo in Chiang Mai
(Suchira 1992; Renard n.d.) and Buddhadasa Bhikkhu in Surat Thani, but
their actions and teachings had limited scope. In the 1990s, the Buddhist
ecology movement coalesced into a conscious and somewhat coordinated
institution. Its coherence and the increased cooperation and dialogue among
monks from different regions of the country have drawn public attention to
the movement and greater acceptance of its methods and the appropriate-
ness of such actions by monks. This new approach to religion and monks in
Thai society and the creative application of the ecology monks’ philosophy
to make Buddhist rituals tools of social action may change the concepts and
practice of Thai Buddhism. One example is the work of Phrakhru Pitak Nan-
thakhun of Nan Province, the monk who coordinated the tree ordination
examined here.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Phrakhru Pitak’s sponsorship of tree ordinations and other environmen-
tal actions came from his experience in a remote mountain village affected
by deforestation and the promotion of cash crops and consumerism. In the
mid-1970s, after over twenty-five years as a monk, Phrakhru Pitak became
alarmed at the deforestation and damaged watersheds in the region around
his home village due to extensive logging by large companies and clear-
cutting by northern Thai farmers in order to plant maize as a cash crop. The
villagers continually had to cut into the forest to grow maize as a source of
income, and the maize itself caused significant erosion and damage to the
soil, necessitating further clear-cutting for agricultural land. His district be-
came the poorest and driest in the province, with the highest rate of adults
migrating to find work in Bangkok. For years the monk preached about
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ecological conservation, stressing the interconnection between social and
natural environments and humankind'’s responsibility toward each.

Despite Phrakhru Pitak’s preaching, the destruction continued. The vil-
lagers came to him to make religious merit and listen to his sermons, then
returned home to clear the land. The logging companies cut the forest and
the villagers were either too afraid of retribution or too unorganized to op-
pose them. If they saw a connection between their actions, their increasing
poverty, and the environmental crisis, they did nothing about it. In early
1990, Phrakhru Pitak visited Phrakhru Manas of Phayao Province, the monk
credited with performing the first symbolic ordination of a tree to make
people aware of environmental responsibility. In June 1990, Phrakhru Pitak
moved beyond preaching an ecological message and sponsored a tree ordi-
nation in the community forest of his home village (see Darlington 2003b),
and in July 1991 he performed a second one to sanctify the forest surround-
ing ten neighboring villages.

These ceremonies were only a small portion of the monk’s projects, which
included several months of working with and educating villagers about en-
vironmental issues, training young temporary novices about the natural envi-
ronment, promoting economic alternatives to growing maize as a cash crop,
and establishing protected community forests (see Darlington 2003b, Local
Development Institute 1992; Saneh and Yos 1993). Phrakhru Pitak promoted
self-reliant development projects, such as integrated agriculture emphasiz-
ing planting for subsistence rather than for sale, because merely protecting
the forest by denying the villagers access to it would not be successful. Eco-
nomic alternatives needed to be established to ensure villagers’ cooperation
in preserving the forest. Local committees were established to manage the
forests, patrol the sanctified areas against incursion, and sponsor continued
ecological activities to keep the commitment of the projects alive.

The tree ordination was the symbolic center of Phrakhru Pitak’s conser-
vation program. The discussions with the villagers leading up to the ordi-
nation and the conservation activities organized by them afterward were all
motivated by the emotional and spiritual commitment created by the cere-
mony. Throughout the ceremony, Buddhist symbols were used to stress the
religious connection to conservation, the villagers” interdependence with
the forest, and the moral basis of the project.

THE TREE ORDINATION CEREMONY

Tree ordination ceremonies (buat ton mai) are performed by many partici-
pants in the Buddhist ecology movement in order to raise the awareness of
the rate of environmental destruction in Thailand and to build a spiritual
commitment among local people to conserving the forests and watersheds.
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Some large-scale ordinations have been carried out for publicity and public
sympathy to make the government see the environmental impact of some
of its economic development plans. (This was the case in the southern prov-
ince of Surat Thani in March 1991, when over fifty monks and lay people
entered a national park to wrap monks’ robes around all the large trees in
a rainforest threatened by the construction of a dam [Pongpet 1991].) Most
tree ordinations are aimed at local areas, and villagers, through their par-
ticipation in these ceremonies, signify their acceptance of this adaptation
of a Buddhist ritual to sanctify the forest and thereby protect it. The regu-
lations the monks establish limit their use of the forest, forbidding cutting
any trees or killing any wildlife within it.

In July 1991, I attended a tree ordination ceremony in Nan Province in
northern Thailand sponsored by Phrakhru Pitak Nanthakhun. Although the
tree ordination was the culmination of months of preparation and was one
aspect of a larger conservation program, the actual ceremony involved only
a day and a half of activities. Phrakhru Pitak invited over twenty monks from
Nan and other northern provinces to assist in performing the ceremony.
Recognizing the importance of gaining the support of the Sangha hierarchy
and the local government for the project’s success, Phrakhru Pitak consulted
with and involved members of the province’s Sangha organization, espe-
cially the senior-most monk in the subdistrict of the ten participating vil-
lages, the district officer, and other local bureaucrats.>* Many local govern-
ment officials and mid-level members of the Sangha hierarchy participated
in the ceremony. Given the independent nature and potentially controversial
aspects of the activities of most socially engaged monks, Phrakhru Pitak’s at-
tention to convincing the Sangha hierarchy and the government of the proj-
ect’s importance is significant for assuring its success. The night before the
ceremony, representatives of Wildlife Fund Thailand (WFT; an affiliate of
World Wildlife Fund) showed slides for the villagers. Their co-sponsorship
of the project placed Phrakhru Pitak’s work on a national stage and gave it
further legitimacy. Not only is WFT one of the largest environmental NGOs
in Thailand, it also has royal patronage.

The ordination ceremony began in the morning with a modification of a
traditional ritual, thaut phaa paa (the giving of the forest robes). Usually, this
ritual is performed by Thai lay people to donate robes, money, and other ne-
cessities to monks for religious merit. Since the 1980s, this ritual has been in-
creasingly used across the nation to raise funds for local development proj-
ects; those contributing offerings to the monks gain merit, and the monks
allow the money donated to be used for projects ranging from building or
repairing a school to establishing a local credit union or village co-operative
store. People’s commitment to such projects is often stronger because of the
religious connotations behind the funds. Phrakhru Pitak added a new twist
to this ceremony. Several tree nurseries around the provincial capital and
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some wealthy patrons offered twelve thousand seedlings along with robes
to the monks. Once the forest robes were ritually accepted by Phrakhru Pi-
tak, he and the highest-ranking monk present accepted the seedlings, thus
sanctifying them and conferring merit on the donors and the participants.
A few of the seedlings were planted around the temple grounds and at the
site of the tree ordination as part of the ceremony. Most were given to the
villagers to reforest areas that had been denuded. These new trees were
chosen carefully; they were species, such as fruit trees, that were profitable
without having to be cut down. Having been sanctified and given by the
monks further protected them as the villagers would see cutting them as a
form of religious demerit (baap).

After planting the trees at the temple, all the participants climbed into
trucks, vans, and buses to make the five-kilometer trip into the mountains
to the tree chosen to be ordained. Over two hundred people accompanied
the more than twenty monks to the site. A four-foot-tall Buddha image sat
on a concrete stand at the base of the giant tree. Phrakhru Pitak commented
that over twenty years earlier, when he walked from his village through
the deep forest to school along this route, this tree was not unusual for its
height. Now it clearly stood out as the tallest remaining tree. One could see
for miles from it across a landscape dotted with near-vertical maize fields,
visible because of the deforested hillsides.

In this ceremony, as in all tree ordinations, the monks did not claim to
be fully ordaining the tree, as that status is reserved for humans only. The
ceremony was used symbolically to remind people that nature should be
treated as equal with humans, deserving of respect and vital for human as
well as all life. The opportunity of the ordination was used to build spiritual
commitment to preserving the forest and to teach in an active and creative
way the value of conservation. The main emphasis of Phrakhru Pitak’s ser-
mon during the ritual was on the relationship between the Buddha and na-
ture, and the interdependence between the conditions of the forest and the
villagers’ lives.

During the ritual, at the same point at which a new monk would be pre-
sented with his robes, two monks wrapped orange robes around the tree’s
trunk, marking its sanctificati