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PREFACE 

 

Dear Conference Participants, 
 
The International Conference "Innovations in the Social Sciences and Humanities" is 
organized by Ton Duc Thang University (TDTU) jointly with scholars at five other 
universities: The University of Trieste, Italy; Universität Leipzig, Germany; National Chiao 
Tung University, Taiwan; University of Warwick, United Kingdom; and the College of 
Humanities, Education and Social Sciences at Purdue University Northwest, USA. The co-
ordination is by the Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities of Ton Duc Thang 
University, Vietnam. 
 
The conference themes have attracted interest from across the globe. An unprecedented 
number of submitted abstracts were subject to double blind review, and over 50 papers 
were accepted and then again reviewed in longer form for these conference proceedings. 
Most papers are full research papers or extended abstracts, and, with the prefatory 
materials, form an official conference volume, with ISBN number: 978-0-9945391-4-4 
from the Australia ISBN Agency. By invitation, some contributions will also be extended for 
publication in a special issue of Inter-Asia Cultural Studies (IACS), ISSN-14649373, 
14698447, ISI index. 
 
You are warmly welcomed to this conference and to Ton Duc Thang University, and Ho Chi 
Minh City. We thank you for attending, and hope you will join us at the appropriate time 
during the conference to thank all those involved in making it possible, from the volunteers 
and workers who give their time and labour, as also the scholars, chairs, organizers and 
officials of the University. Including, especially, the President of TDTU, Professor Le Vinh 
Danh, whose support for the conference has made hosting this event at TDTU possible. 
 
 
For the Organizing Committee 

 
  

John Hutnyk 

Chair of Conference 
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MESSAGE FROM THE HOST UNIVERSITY 

 

As President of this University I also add my welcome to those who will participate in the 
conference on the all-important theme of Innovations in the Social Sciences and 
Humanities. 

Ton Duc Thang University aspires to contribute to education and society in ways that 
include the pursuit of knowledge and perspectives that are new and important in the Social 
sciences and Humanities because they can foster the critical and ethical habits of thought 
that are still much required in contemporary societies. TDTU asks its Faculty of Social 
Sciences and Humanities to lead the way in such endeavours, and to do so on an 
internationalist level with other global scholars such as those that have helped organise 
this conference. 

On behalf of TDTU, the host institution of ISSH 2019, I would like to express 
appreciation of the partner universities and scholars who have made this engagement 
possible. I would also like to express my thanks to all those who have worked with the 
committees and organising groups, the volunteers, session chairs and of course presenters, 
whose contributions make the conference possible. 

I hope you will have a productive conference here at TDTU and I look forward to 
welcoming you at the opening Session. With this conference, I trust that we can continue to 
build long-term partnerships between our university and your own, and again welcome 
you contribution. 

 
Yours Sincerely, 

 

Prof. Le Vinh Danh 

President of Ton Duc Thang University, Vietnam 
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MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR OF CONFERENCE 
 

I am honoured to also personally welcome you to the conference proceedings for this 

International Conference on Innovations in the Social Sciences and Humanities. I am also 

honoured to have served this conference as the chair of a team of workers dedicated to 

huge efforts of administrative and editorial labour with collegial conviviality and flair. The 

largely invisible work to make any conference like this happen assumes sustained effort by 

a large number of people from all levels and trades within the university and beyond. Of 

course it is with thanks to all of these that this message should begin – volunteers, caterers, 

cleaners, authors, presenters, keynote speakers, reviewers, officials, organisers, session 

chairs and many others, including our esteemed senior officials and President, who have 

all contributed to the conference and deserve our collective thanks as we deliberate on our 

chosen issues. 

 

The chosen issues are pressing, and have been put up for discussion both by our global 

predicament and by the specific interests of the combined scholarship of the organizers, 

through their institutional formation in disciplines, cross-disciplines, historical 

experiences and socio-political interests. The themes of the conference took shape as 

topics imposed upon us by circumstances identified through discussions occasioned by our 

program of hosting international visitors to TDTU. Together with our Faculty's enthusiasm 

for making its contribution to the effort of TDTU to be the leading relevant research 

university in Vietnam, the aforementioned scholars have discussed and debated our most 

pressing and urgent themes. With a sense of resolution and engagement, our debates now 

focus in upon new modes of public responsibility and inquiry, historical practices and 

policy implications, and innovations in methods and training needs for the future. These 

became the basis for our conference and we hope to now focus in greater detail throughout 

the conference, and then beyond as we seek to circulate our papers and rewrite them for 

further publication and criticism. 

 

I wonder if I may risk a more expansive comment, from my experience here at TDTU over 

more than (so far, only) two years. The opportunity to work among the Faculty colleagues 

here means I can also perhaps say that while these proceedings take the form of a 

conventional conference collection, they might also signify something else besides – the 

effort of so many in the university and beyond to contribute to the engagement of Vietnam 

with internationalism and the international community through all avenues and practices 

of international society, from scholarship to cultural exchange. This has been impressed 

upon me by seeing how colleagues across the university strive to engage internationally, 

across the region and with all other scholars, in a vital global conversation about how we 

live. The conference is hosted by a Faculty seeking to take up the tripartite themes of new 

methods, historical engagement and public inquiry, so as to set scholarship in relief against 

the most exciting and relevant modes of writing and thinking, research and activism, 

questioning and contemplation that are available to us. Thus, we actively sought out those 

who shared our concerns, and those who were keen to respond to our call to come to Ho 

Chi Minh City in Vietnam. This host Faculty is relatively young, as is TDTU, but it strives to 

identify, implement and promote the ways scholarship can contribute to global inquiry and 
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social theory criticism along the lines set out by some very important forebears in the 

social sciences and humanities. 

  

Welcome to the conference, and thank you again to all those who have contributed to 

making this event possible, and I am sure on the basis of the papers collected in these 

proceedings, it will be, and already is, a huge success. 

 

 
 

John Hutnyk 

Chair of Conference 
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KEYNOTE SPEECHES 

 

Re-thinking Anthropology as Engaged Practice 

 

Ursula Rao 

Professor of Anthropology, Leipzig University, Germany 

Email: ursula.rao@uni-leipzig.de  

Abstract: This talk develops a vision for new thinking on the Anthropology of Development. In 

recent years, the anthropological analysis of governance processes has suggested that investment 

in technocratic forms of rule have shrunk the space for political action and depoliticized 

development. While this position assumes that development interventions are confident and 

final, an analysis of practice shows that many projects tend to be open ended, provisional and 

flexible. In fact, today, development initiatives are often perceived as being experimental and 

necessary to generate knowledge and teach the lessons to be learned for a better future. 

Improvement is an aspiration that can be postponed, sometimes for ever. I have studied an 

Indian health insurance scheme as an example of such a flexible policy (Rao 2018, 2019). Here I 

will discuss how the team used feedback loops to improve its practices and argue that an 

engaged anthropology can contribute to this process by providing constructive criticism as part 

of policy dialogues. It requires resisting too simple truth in any good/bad dichotomy and 

advocates for retaining an analytical distance that generates a deep understanding of complexity 

and the paradoxes that organise fields of action.  

Keywords: Anthropology of development, learning by doing, flexible policy, engaged practice 

_______________________ 

 

Policy as experiment 

The global commitment to and hype of Sustainable Development Goals is only one prominent 

example of the persistence of a development optimism that conceives of modernity as the project 

of human progress as improvement. Today, planners often use the twin tenets of neoliberalism – 

the marketization of the state and the promotion of an entrepreneurial risk-taking subjectivity – 

to empower people to participate in the official market economy, with the aim to eliminate 

poverty and increase the security and safety of life (Collins et al. 2010; Prahalad 2004; Roy 

2010). The fields for development interventions are broad, and range from experiments in urban 

planning to policies for inclusive banking, large scale health campaigns or the promotion of 

micro-enterprises. Such optimism seems oddly removed from the critical debate about the 

regular failures of such schemes, especially of large scale development projects, and the 

fundamental critique leveraged at post-colonial bureaucracies for being inefficient, incompetent 

and uncaring (Mosse 2004, 2013). Development initiatives have been criticized for tightening 

state control over poor or marginal people (Escobar 1988, 1992; Scott 1998), for promoting the 

dispossession of traditional owners of natural resources (Greenough and Tsing 2003) or for de-

politicizing questions of poverty and rendering them technical (Ferguson 1990; Schwittay 2011). 

The detailed analysis of the trajectory of development interventions shows not only the failure of 

projects to deliver on their promises, but elaborates the hidden interests or unexpected outcomes 

mailto:ursula.rao@uni-leipzig.de
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of these projects, namely to  increase the power of dominant actors and institutions at the cost of 

disadvantaged citizens.  

What should be done in view of the mixed record of past interventions and the persistence of 

poverty? Development projects may be empowering by opening up multiple new subject 

positions for beneficiaries; yet, such participation does not necessarily reduce inequality or 

create security. Confronting her informant in the Indonesian bureaucracy with an elaborate 

critique of development, Tanya Li (2007) found the decision maker unrelenting. He insisted that 

they had to do something in view of all the suffering. While for some the engagement with 

development projects might be motivated by desperate need, others speak with great enthusiasm 

about the win-win situation of market-driven development initiatives. I argue that today the 

refreshed optimism that safety, security and affluence for all are achievable goals comes with a 

number of disclaimers and rather modest expectations regarding the power and responsibility of 

development agencies to secure people‘s futures and care for them. Development projects in this 

new iteration are not systems for effective help, but invite participants to embark on uncertain 

journeys of adjusting and adapting in ways that will perfect the system, hoping that it may in the 

end turn out to be effective. Experimental projects test new solutions and are expected to provide 

necessary lessons to be learned for future interventions. 

A crucial difference between large-scale state interventions typically understood to be 

the hallmark of modernity and newer neoliberal experiments to design evidence-based 

melioristic interventions is the way they conceive of time. Heroic interventions of 

modernity, based on the narrative of progress, describe the future as something that can 

be known and shaped in such way that it will be an improvement on the present. For 

most current neoliberal interventions, however, the future is unknown and risky. 

Accordingly, interventions only envisage the next step beyond what they have done, 

rather than a long trajectory of improvement (Rottenburg & Merry 2015: 9) 

Phillips and Ilcan (2007) provide an example of such an experimental approach. Today the 

United Nations no longer promote biotechnology as an uncontroversial investment in a secure 

future, but rather speak about a promising technology that should be experimented with as a way 

to solve fundamental problems of survival, especially in countries with insufficient food 

production for a growing population. The uncertainties of the experiment are deemed preferable 

to the predictable risk of starvation. Uncertainty is the price to be paid for reaping the benefits of 

new knowledge for survival and human improvement. Rather than reject a technology because 

of its unknown long-term effects, the United Nations push for a pragmatic approach in which 

uncertainty is managed through practical reason deployed at the sites of implementation. Actors 

at all levels of the hierarchy must develop ―responsible expertise‖ to pursue ―‗needs-driven‘, 

rather than ‗tools-driven‘‖ development (Phillips and Ilcan 2007: 117). Everyone is obliged to 

make appropriate moral judgments about adequate risk-taking through reasonable engagement 

with uncertainty. Development perceived in this way as an open ended process cannot promise a 

definite positive outcome. Failure is expected and anticipated as an integral part of the process 

that provides the lessons to be learned as a pre-condition for continuous improvement 

(Rottenburg 2009; Pritchett and Woolcock 2004).  

Here the possibility for development hinges on the readiness to experiment. Taken to its extreme 

in cases where survival is at stake, it produces new forms of imperialism and reduces certain 

populations to ―bare life‖ (Agamben 1998), as argued, for example, by Petryna (2007). In her 

study of the pharmaceutical industry, she analyzes the mechanisms by which powerful US-based 

companies exploit the deplorable conditions of public health care services in poorer countries, 

e.g., in Eastern Europe, to recruit subjects for the trial of new medical products. Companies 

attract people unable to access regular high quality health care to paid trials which put their 

health at risk and are justified by contributing to the greater global good by finding medical 
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solutions for unsolved health crises, which however once developed are accessible only to 

people in rich countries. She calls this activity of gaining arbitrage from global inequality for 

progress in medical science experimentality. It is a process by which some people‘s 

bioavailability is exploited to save other more privileged lives (Petryna 2007; see also, Nguyen 

2009). In this rendering, government by experimentation is read against the expanding gap 

between rich and poor that produces a differentiated topography of governance with distinct 

rules for rich and poor. It provides important critique of power relations and illustrates the 

structural violence of an unequal distribution of risk within global capitalism. However, it avoids 

the question of knowledge production and its entanglement with practice and risk.   

In his critical review, Rottenburg (2009) reminds us that knowledge and practice are recursively 

related to each other. Rejecting any romantic notion of secure knowledge, Rottenburg advocates 

for paying attention to the semiotic practices that enable and direct experimentation. We need to 

analyze the battles over worth that underlie argumentations about necessary interventions and 

understand who speaks for or against a particular experiment on which basis. By way of 

example, Calkins and Rottenburg (2017) present the ―battle of worth‖ ensuring in the course of 

introducing a transgenic beta-carotene-enriched banana in Uganda. Experts mobilize medical 

indicators – according to which, 30% of children in Uganda suffer from vitamin A deficiency – 

to justify the experimental introduction of gene modified bananas as being beneficially to these 

children who urgently require beta-carotene-rich diet, which the new crop could provide easily 

and cheaply. Opponents question not the underlying bio-medical assumptions, but point towards 

the potentially detrimental economic effects of changes in agricultural practices. Farmers would 

have to purchase the gene-modified plants from profit maximizing global agro-businesses, and 

thus will become trapped in a situation of dependency and exploitation which is likely to 

advance their impoverishment. Reform in this case leads to a battle about worth, whereby 

activists highlight risks that have not been accounted for by experts obsessed with health 

indicators. Calkins and Rottenburg argue that the future of the banana will not necessarily 

depend upon the success of the crop, questions of biosafety or bio-medical analysis, but also on 

whether a particular kind of techno-scientific knowledge will trump political critique of the 

predatory capitalist practices of agri-food-businesses. 

This argument about worth illustrates the value of broadening the horizon to generate a better 

understanding of the predicaments that underlie social dynamics. Anthropology‘s task to identify 

predicaments, ruptures and paradoxes (Comaroff 2010) can contribute towards such a 

broadening of the horizon. At a critical time when massive concerns regarding human security 

and survival meet a newly gained confidence in the manageability of complexity, an 

anthropology of development must pay attention to the way utopian ideas are translated into 

concrete social practices, and consider the role of knowledge production in this process. How 

does critique and political mobilization shape the landscape of development interventions? More 

specifically, how do feedback loops and reflections on the outcomes of specific projects shape 

projects and the next generation of interventions? I argue for a qualitative analysis that moves 

beyond indicator driven evaluations of success. Among other things, we need to understand how 

public debate and internal critique shape (a landscape of) flexible development projects.  

During implementation, projects shape concrete compromises between different impulses, such 

as the desire to be inclusive and protect the state from fraud, generate wealth and remain 

sustainable, save lives and save costs. The tension between these contradictory goals renders 

projects vulnerable for critique. Such critique may take the shape of political controversy or 

internal debate. In this text, I focus on the latter. To think anew about the role of anthropology 

for critical inspection and to support teams in generating a deep understanding of their practice, I 

zoom into a concrete case study and report on my research about the National Health Insurance 

rolled out in India in 2008. It is an instance of what I call flexible policy. In previous papers 

(Anjaria & Rao 2017; Rao 2018, 2019), I have elaborated how different states implemented the 
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policy variably balancing out the goal of improving health care and containing costs. By 

comparing different styles of implementation, I illustrate that teams were more successful in 

delivering the benefit when showing an openness towards critique and a willingness to adapt 

rules in view of multiple breakdowns and exclusions (Rao 2018, 2019). Here I speak about my 

research experience. The team in Chhattisgarh was particularly welcoming and recruited me into 

a circle of people reflecting on best practices in health care. I was expected to take seriously 

policy makers‘ ―will to improve‖ (Li 2007) and provide constructive feedback for how to make 

the project work under the very harsh local socio-economic conditions. I reflect on this 

experience in order to develop a vision for an engaged anthropology that trains critical thinking. 

I see the discipline as contributing toward generating a better understanding of compromises 

forged during policy implementation and the fundamental tensions that underlie these 

compromises. Such knowledge is generated during collaborative evaluation that requires 

relations of trust and respect.   

 

The role of feedback in the context of an Indian health insurance  

In 2008 the Indian government decided to trial a National Health Insurance Programme 

(Rashtriya Swasthiya Bima Yojana, RSBY)
1
 as one crucial stepping stone towards achieving the 

goal of Universal Health Coverage in India. RSBY targeted people living below the poverty line 

(BPL) and paid for tertiary care in order to prevent poor people from slipping into absolute 

poverty through major health shocks. The project diverted from the usual approach to public 

health care in that it is digital and provides access to a private insurance. Generally, in case of 

health crises, poor people gravitate towards government hospitals, where they are often treated 

with contempt and find themselves at the end of a long waiting list to receive urgently needed 

treatment. Lack of money for additional tests and medication aggravate marginalization and 

neglect. The architect of RSBY argued that such discrimination could be avoided by providing 

poor people with resources that would allow them to choose between different health care 

providers, and in this new project, made available health insurance to fill in multiple gaps in the 

public health system. RSBY functions in the form of a partnership.  

The government paid the premium for private health insurance given to families living below the 

poverty line so that they may avail themselves of free health care in participating private and 

public hospitals. Up to five members of eligible families are covered for in-hospital treatment 

for up to 30,000 Rupees per annum. The insurance had to be renewed every year. Insurers 

propose an annual premium per family and the ministry will chose the lowest bidder and give 

the company a monopoly of enrolment for specific districts. Insurers were responsible for 

enrolments and would try to sign up as many families as possible to maximize the initial lump 

sum amount they were paid in premiums at the beginning of the year. They profit from the 

insurance if the health claims in that year did not exceed the sum they were paid. At the end of 

the year, the premium for the next year would be re-negotiated between ministry and insurance 

depending on uptake and profit of the previous year.   

Soon after its launch, scholars began analyzing utilization data as a measure of the social impact 

of RSBY. We encountered euphoric celebrations of the power of the private market and 

advanced computer technology. 37 million poor Indians now had health insurance, which 

financed 7 million treatments in five years. Praise alternated with critique of the profit-seeking 

behavior of private doctors, for pushing people towards tertiary healthcare, for high exclusion 

rate, inadequate coverage and inadequate information campaigns (Das & Leino 2011; Yadav 

2011). These evaluations left open many questions about local perceptions, accessibility of 

                                                        
1 See for details, https://www.india.gov.in/spotlight/rashtriya-swasthya-bima-yojana  (accessed on 02.09.2019) 

https://www.india.gov.in/spotlight/rashtriya-swasthya-bima-yojana
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services and customer satisfaction. Who considered RSBY a success? How would patients 

reflect on their experiences? How does the program change the way various stakeholders 

thought about health security? With these questions in mind I began a study of this project, 

focusing specifically on the use of technology for the delivery of welfare. The initial experiences 

in Delhi were sobering and showed how quickly a new project could fail (Anjaria and Rao 2014; 

Rao 2018). As I turned to the RSBY headquarters to share my thoughts, I was encouraged to 

travel south and study the implementation of the RSBY model in the state of Chhattisgarh. In 

2013 and 2014, I spent a total of four months in the central Indian state, speaking to ministerial 

employees, beneficiaries, doctors and hospital administrators. Here too problems abound. 

However, instead of avoiding them and allowing the project to slowly decline, the RSBY team 

traveled extensively, collected feedback, educated stakeholders, fixed work flows and made 

necessary changes to the rules. The question whether investment in private insurance was a 

sustainable way forward aside, it was obvious that making RSBY a success required hard work, 

a keen interest in feedback and a willingness to remain flexible amid the multiple development 

challenges of India. While in prior papers I have discussed features of the Chhattisgarh success 

story (Rao 2018, 209), I here focus on the importance given to feedback as part of learning by 

doing.  

Already in Delhi, I had been introduced to the RSBY Facebook group that allowed all 

participants equally to share experiences, learn from each other and voice problems. The 

experience matters, because it circumvented usual hierarchies and gave everyone an equal 

chance to share their experience, articulate recurrent problems and make suggestions for 

improvement. The RSBY team in Delhi systematically followed these debates and harvested the 

information to learn about challenges that could then be followed during direct visits in the field. 

Arriving in Chhattisgarh I learned that the administrating ministry had opened other forums for 

debate as a way to collect feedback and educate stakeholders. The RSBY team held monthly 

grievance meetings with staff from all participating hospitals, consulted regularly with 

representative of insurers, maintained a 24/7 complaint hotlines for patients, and held an annual 

inter-state conference for stakeholders. They followed up during regular face-to-face meetings 

with the medical officers at the district headquarter, conducted hospital inspections, and used 

email, WhatsApp and telephone as channels for instantaneous communication. My welcome too 

was expected to yield insights. My initial request for interview generated the following response 

―We have benefitted immensely from the inputs we have received from persons like you and 

will continue to look forward to such inputs as they help us improve…. I will look forward to an 

exchange of thoughts with you.‖ (Email message from a ministerial officer 10.02.2013). Soon 

after the roll out it became clear that RSBY was a ―work in progress‖. It faced huge issues, such 

as, for example, creating channels for smooth coordination between stakeholders, building a 

functioning infrastructure, educating beneficiaries and staff at the hospitals and insurances. 

RSBY worked in those states that cared to build mechanism for continuous monitoring and 

creating channels to collect feedback. I observed firsthand how this worked in Chhattisgarh 

during long meetings and travel in the districts.   

Arriving in March 2013 in Raipur, my first field trip started at the Ambedkar Hospital in 

Megapur
2
. Here the managing director showed us a register in which he listed all the medicines, 

diagnostic tests and treatments provided to RSBY smart card owners without charge.
3
 He started 

the record because he found that patients visiting the government hospital were reluctant to 

submit their insurance cards. They knew that the state hospital had to treat them for free and thus 

wished to save the insurance for another occasion when they needed private treatment. To 

convince patients the head doctor began keeping a written record of the extra benefits given 

                                                        
2 All names of places, institutions and persons have been changed to protect the identity on interlocutors. 
3 While in theory treatment at government hospitals is for free, practically in many cases, patients incur costs for 
medicines, medical tests and more elaborate treatments.  



ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          17 

exclusively to RSBY card holders. It impressed patients and those supervising the clinic. The 

flip side to the document was its revealing character. The longs list of diagnostic tests and 

medicines provided only to RSBY patients – and paying customers – confronted doctors, nurses 

and health administrators with a frustratingly long and accurate account of what they all knew 

implicitly. There existed a huge gap between what medical personnel thought was basic and 

necessary treatment and the actual service available to poor patients (without money or 

insurance). On that particular day at Ambedkar Hospital the performance of presenting the 

document to a visiting anthropologist triggered a debate about necessary improvements. Should 

a state institution really discriminate between patients? How could everyone profit from the 

money folded into the system through RSBY? Doctors suggested urgent upgrading for which the 

new ministerial funds available for government hospitals participating in RSBY could be used. 

There was hope in the system and despair, hope about a better future and despair about 

underfunding and huge inequality.   

The news of our presence in Megapur spread quickly and soon enough doctors from other 

clinics arrived to request our visit to discuss RSBY. By the end of the day we were overwhelmed 

by the many issues that had come up. They concerned inadequate communication between 

hospitals, insurers and the ministry of health, insufficient computer infrastructure, the 

inadequacy of biometric technology, the lack of technical skills, the complex work flows, and 

the difficulties to work with illiterate patients. By the end of the day the colleague from the 

health ministry and I were exhausted. And suddenly, after a long day of trying to understand 

other people‘s point of view a relation of trust had developed. ―You see the extent of the 

problems. There is no way I can attend to all of these. I am doing this now because you are 

watching. But normally I have to be much more selective. I take one issue at a time and I tend to 

prioritize concerns I can solve.‖ This confession surprised both of us. I was stunned by the 

radical honesty. In turn, the ministerial employee suddenly realized that he had unintentionally 

uncovered a logic that organized his practice. Now he could explain why he was willing to hear 

some problems and rejected others. Why at times he thought his job was too demanding and at 

others was very satisfied with his success.  

After another two days in the field we had a final meeting in the state head office. It produced 

another important insight. ―You are not like the others who come from the World Bank or the 

UNESCO. Your questions are totally different. You actually want to understand.‖ And indeed, 

following the mantra of my discipline, I aimed to comprehend the logic people bring to their 

task, their perspectives and passions. However, rather than uncover what they thought, we 

struggled together to find ways to articulate our observations, explicate intuitive knowledge, 

debate its consequences and share our personal experiences. In the course of our interaction, the 

ideal border between the outside view of the visitor and the inside views of various members had 

blurred. Together we had produced new reflections about practices and challenges. Many of 

these were known to participants in the form of a daily flow of anecdotes. In the debate, we 

could link them up, evaluate the effects of ministerial interventions and uncover structural 

conflicts. Participating in the RSBY conversation required giving up a comfortable position of 

dwelling exclusively on complexities and paradoxes and learning to speak in a voice that was 

neither naïve nor dismissive, that was constructive and yet critical. In turn, my interlocutors 

were challenged by my presence to think less in terms of success and failure and more in terms 

of complexities and process. How had their aims changed? Did they remain true to the spirit of 

the policy? Where they confident that RSBY would remain an effective project also in the 

future, or would the novelty wear off and RSBY would become one more lackluster welfare 

project?  
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Epilogue 

While RSBY was introduced as a stepping stone towards achieving the goal of Universal Health 

Coverage in India, today it functions only in a few states. Some reasons for this are high indirect 

costs for the government, the lack of education among beneficiaries, insufficient computer skills 

among hospital staff, low profit margins for insurers, patchy infrastructure, and the limited 

coverage that has to be renewed every year. Today, under the new national government, the 

project appears to be increasingly rolled over into other health care projects (Sikarwar & Pandey 

2018). On the upside, RSBY has produced valuable knowledge about how to run e-governance 

projects successfully and thus provides solid ground for the future success of new ICT4D 

(Information and Communication Technology for Development) programs. In hindsight, one 

might want to call RSBY also a nationally-scaled pilot that has tested the feasibility of digital 

solutions for welfare distribution. Do these gains of knowledge justify the expense of producing 

a digital ruin? Such questions are important, considering the global tend to redirect state funds 

away from welfare and towards payment for digital infrastructure that is sought to provide 

seamless access to private and public services. RSBY illustrates the myriad challenges private-

public partnerships and digital projects face.  

Critical participation takes seriously the engagement of stakeholders and supports them in trying 

to understand and evaluate the outcomes of their efforts. As an outsider, a researcher can retain a 

critical distance from normative battles over ―good policy‖. From the start, RSBY was 

controversial. While some celebrated a visionary move and development model for many 

countries, others castigated it as escalating health expenditures without improving the wellbeing 

of poor people. As a researcher, I often found myself asked to take sides. The experience is 

described eloquently by Lawrence Cohen (2019) in the context of India‘s ambitious project of 

giving all residents a secure digital identity. ―Are you for or against the project?‖ is a typical 

refrain of those who wonder about the value of research.  

In researching UIDA and its Aadhaar, one is asked, ―to testify for or against the project. 

I have been asked to do so from before I even began this research: the position of 

uncertainty I adopt is seldom legitimate. ‗Which side are you on?‘ asked the noted 

right-to-information activist, who I had also helped invite to my university and to 

whom I turn below. We were celebrating her talk with fellow travellers at a Thai 

restaurant.  Several at the table were rural sociologists, each of whom in turn spoke 

with rigour and passion to show me how Aadhaar‘s implementation was failing in rural 

India. A few days later at a garden party, a Berkeley colleague (like the senior UIDAI 

consultant at the bar an electrical engineer by training) assuming that as a social 

scientist I stood on the side of the noted activist, leaned over and said to me: ‗why do 

you all despise us so much?‘  I had just mentioned I was hoping to study Aadhaar, and 

he like many across Berkeley‘s South Asian info-tech worlds had some involvement 

with the design of its platform. His own sense was that Berkeley‘s many ‗social critics‘ 

had failed to address the corruption of Indian service delivery with effectiveness yet 

refused to consider the power of emerging technologies.‖ (Cohen 2019: 488) 

The quote reflects well my experience of working about RSBY. I was termed naïve when noting 

the impressive efforts of the RSBY team to make the project work despite the odds, and found 

myself criticised when lamenting the unfavourable returns on investments in projects like 

RSBY, that depend on costly digital infrastructure. What happens if we refuse the normative 

terms of the debate? I argue for an analytical position that rejects the simplistic truth of good/bad 

dichotomies. Critical research adds value by providing nuanced analysis of on the ground effects 

and can then contribute towards shaping processes of learning by doing.  
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1. Introduction 

The issue that I want to address in this essay is the question of how to move beyond national 

historical memories and engage critically the dilemma that we face in our societies through 

trans-local research projects.  

I want to focus here on the paradoxical relation between citizenship and democratic system in 

East Asia, and the collective distortion of the past through the politics of silence and denial. In 

the case of Northeast Asian and Southeast Asian countries, the frailty of the democratic system, 

besides other frequented discussed questions such as crony clientelism and dual or multiple 

juridical systems, is attributed by the arbitrary statist division of citizens or differentiated 

citizenship status.
1
 In the post-WWII and the so-called Cold War Era, several hot wars, large-

scale massive killings, and enforced concentration camps took place in different countries. The 

1965-66 genocide in Indonesia that caused the death of about one million people, the enforced 

the segregation of half a million Chinese in 452 New Villages in Malaysia during the 

Emergency in 1950s and the May 13
th

 Movement in 1969, the Vietnam War during 1955 to 

1975, and the Khmer Rouge that lasted from 1968 till 1999. The post-event juridical reform after 

these historical traumas established the foundation of the national constitutions and planted the 

seeds for unequal citizenship in these countries. These traumatic events, I want to argue, 

contributed juridically to the making of unequal citizenships in Northeast and Southeast Asian 

countries, and still are affecting these countries ideologically and emotionally.  

I shall take the case of the 30 September Movement of 1965 and its aftermath as the 1965-66 

massacre in Indonesia as my first example for analysis. There are parallel cases in the Northeast 

and Southeast Asia. I want to discuss the ambiguous double-edged functions of documentaries 

or docudrama movies. In re-telling the stories, reenacting the event, documenting testimonies, 

archiving images, and recording oral histories, the documentaries can easily take the traumatic 

event as the founding trauma. This mode of reenactment could easily enhance the narrative from 

the victim's point of view and at the same time legitimize the ruling regime and displace the 

                                                        
1 Thailand, the Royal court, the military rule, in Malaysia and Indonesia, the national juridical system, the adat law, and 
the Syariah law. 

mailto:joyceliu@nctu.edu.tw
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larger truth. How to avoid this trap of a single perspective but still to seek the truth and reveal a 

larger reality, is my concern.  

After my discussion of the 1984 Indonesian docudrama Pengkhianatan G 30 S-PKI (Treachery 

of G30S/PKI)
 
written and directed by Arifin C. Noer, sponsored by Suharto‘s New Order 

government, and The Act of Killing (2012) and The Look of Silence (2014) directed by Joshua 

Oppenheimer, I'll then move on to propose an innovative model of trans-local and inter-Asian 

critical studies that I have been conduction at ICCS for years. I would suggest that through trans-

local and inter-Asian critical studies, we can re-think the project of epistemic decolonization 

from the perspective of East and Southeast Asia. 

 

2. Historical Traumas and Juridical Reform 

The 1965-66 Genocide in Indonesia has caused the death of more than one million people, and 

some said 2.3 million, mostly Chinese Indonesians. According to the official account of the 

Suharto government, the Thirtieth of September Movement of 1965 is planned as a coup d‘état 

organized by the Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI). The descendants of the victims were 

exiled into the jungle or isolated islands. They were deprived of their opportunities to go to 

school, to work, or get married. There has not been any public reconciliation, nor remedy.  

Furthermore, scholars pointed out that the post-event juridical reform has made Indonesian 

citizenship into a form of indirect rule. It is a reversed version of the colonial regime and 

allowed local elites to act despotically. We can view it as a form of internal colonialism. 

Citizenship plays a critical role in the statist exclusionary division (Thung 2012, Harijanti 2017, 

van Klinken 2018, van Klinken 2019).  

The Constitution of the colony of the Dutch East Indies, Article 13, created a racial division of 

the population of the Dutch East Indies into three categories: Europeans and its equivalent group 

(mostly Christians), far eastern (mainly Chinese and Arabs), such as Kapitan Cina, and 

indigenous people (pribumi). The indigenous people were considered the lowest group within 

the population, and it was the primary reason for the reversal of its social status in the post-

colonial nation-building. The discourse of privileging and prioritizing local indigenous group 

emerged in the Law No. 62 of 1958 that changed the principle of ius soli in the first Indonesian 

citizenship law of 1946 to the principle of ius sanguinis in 1958. The use of Letter of Proof of 

Nationality of the Republic of Indonesia (SBKRI) in the New Order regime created 

discriminatory practices concerning Chinese people in cases such as applying for identity cards, 

passports, marriage, birth and death certificates, and so on. Some Indonesian Chinese (Orang 

Tionghoa) who have resided in Jakarta, Banten and West Java since the 17
th

 century but could 

not obtain SBKRI because of their weak economic condition and were unable to pay for the fee, 

and consequently suffered severe discriminative treatment. Even after Suharto administration 

officially abolished the SBKRI in 1996, there are still cases of racial discrimination. Some 

Chinese persons holding Indonesian citizenship were still required to include their SBKRI when 

applying for passports. (Harijanti 1-2, 9-10) 

Though having resided in the regions for hundreds of years in these multi-ethnic societies, some 

groups of people were denied of equal access to social, cultural, political spheres, and suffered 

violations of fundamental human rights, because of the differentiated citizenship. Some groups 

of people were even wholly deprived of their citizenship and were forced to exile from their 

home countries to escape from persecutions.  

The residues of these remote cultural traumas left their indelible traces between the lines of the 

constitutions till today. 'All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination 

to equal protection of the law,' Article 7 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 

revised and guaranteed in most national constitutions in the world after World War II, therefore 
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becomes an open lie in the so-called democratic system in these countries till today.
2
 

'Democracy' does not belong to all demos, that is, all people in the country. The state divides 

people according to their religion, ethnicity, race, gender, origins, and other factors, and the law 

does not adequately protect them.  

The structural violence of the statist division lies not only in the lines in a law book, the police 

force of the riot control action, the daily security patrol, or iron bar in the prison, but in the 

transformative borderline in people‘s mind supported by the general juridical ideology that 

separates and even segregate the societies among citizens. This thin line of legality takes shape 

in different forms of violence and justifies various types of illegal practices, including open 

discrimination, exploitation, violation of human rights, cases of frontier justice, and mass 

killings. 

 

3. The New Order and the Shaping of Collective Memories: G30s/KPI  

For the case of the 30 September Movement of 1965 and its aftermath as the 1965-66 massacre 

in Indonesia, we need to discuss, first and foremost, how the roles of documentaries or 

docudrama drama can be controversial. On the one hand, it can document testimonies, archive 

images, record oral histories, and re-enact the event to legitimize the power seizure and the 

exclusionary citizenship act; on the other hand, through the same techniques, however, it 

discloses the dire fact of the cruelty of the victimizers and challenges the fictionality of the 

government‘s official narrative.  

The most startling fact of the 30 September Event of 1965 in Indonesia is that, till today, the full 

account of this historical incident has neither been uncovered nor officially acknowledged by the 

government. The practice of Suharto‘s New Order regime since the 1967, shortly after the 

incident, was to stabilize the Suharto regime and to stigmatize the communist party members 

and the Chinese who were targeted as the cause of the event. 

The genocidal violence of 1965–1966 has been considered was an anti-republican counter-

revolution and it made Indonesian citizenship to a form of indirect rule and allowed local elites 

to act despotically (van Klinken 2018, van Klinken 2019). The lasting effect of the New Order is 

to prioritize the indigenous population, to form an Islam state, and to institutionalize the 

ethnically structured model of citizenship as well as the institutional discrimination.
3
 (Pietsch 

and Clark 2014, Harijanti 2017, Kloos and Berenschot 2017) The distinction between the 

indigenous and the non-indigenous people, furthermore, were enforced through a range of 

politico-legal institutions established during the colonial era and continued into the postcolonial 

era, intersected through violent processes of independent movement and state building.
4
 (Taylor 

2008, Ehrentraut 2011, Thung 2012, McHale 2013, Schaffar 2017). 

According to recent studies (Scott 1985, Heryanto 2006, Roosa 2006, McGregor 2016, Canet 

2018), the CIA of the United States helped in the bloody overthrow of Indonesia‘s President 

Sukarno (Scott 1985), and the scenario of the 30 September movement was a 'convenient 

                                                        
2 The standard constitution in most modern states revised after World War Two indicate that all citizens, irrespective of 
sex, religion, race, class, or party affiliation, shall be equal before the law. Also, the constitution promises personal 

freedom, freedom of residence and change of residence, freedom of speech, teaching, writing and publication, freedom 
of privacy of correspondence, freedom of religious belief, freedom of assembly and association, the right of existence, 

the right of work, and right of property, etc. The stipulation of these rights is based on the fundamental principles 

prescribed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. 
3 For example, the constitution of the federalist politics in Malaysia clear privileges the Malays by guaranteeing special 

positions of Malays and the Malay language (Article 153) and favoring the adoption of Islam as the national religion 

(article 3), and establishing a Council of Rulers, composed of ethnic Malay Sultans (Article 338, 181). (Arakaki 2009, 
81; qtd. Pietsch 2014, 306)  
4 For example, the Dutch government categorized all foreigners such as Chinese immigrants as 'Foreign Orientals' while 

the indigenous communities as 'Inlander,' bestowing them different political status, the foundation for the racialized and 
ethnicized constitution of political identity in Indonesia (Thung, 145-146). 
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pretext' for implementing a preexisting plan for the army to seize state power (Roosa 2006). The 

United States, together with Great Britain, Australia, German and Japanese intelligence played 

an active role not only in supplying money and communication equipment, but also in providing 

the names of thousands of PKI leaders to the military, and undertaking 'black propaganda 

operation' during the killings (Scott 1985, Melvin 2017). The massacre was conducted by the 

armies and cooperated by the villagers in a wide-spread spontaneity. The anti-communist witch-

hunting prevailed over the entire three decades of New Order rule became a core foundation of 

Indonesian nationalism and related religious identification (Heryanto 2006, McGregor 2016), 

and 'took on a life of its own when it swept across regions and across segments of various social 

groups.' (Heryanto 35)  

The 1984 Indonesian docudrama Pengkhianatan G 30 S-PKI (Treachery of G30S/PKI)
 
written 

and directed by Arifin C. Noer, produced by G. Dwipayana, sponsored by Suharto‘s New Order 

government, is a 4-hour docudrama movie re-enacting the event and interpreted the September 

30 Movement as a coup d‘état organized by the Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI). G 30 S-

PKI is the 'most-broadcast and most-watched Indonesian film of all time' (Sen and Hill 2006), 

and the main factor for the wide dissemination of the official narrative of this incident.
5
 It is 

perhaps the sole source of information about G-30-S/PKI, besides teachers and textbooks in 

schools. The film as a mandatory viewing material was shown at schools and government 

institutions. According to a survey done by the Indonesian magazine Tempo, 97% of 1,101 

students had seen the film, and 87% of them had seen it more than once. Most people believed 

that the official accounts of the event were mostly true, and most people also believed that 

communism would be revived and should not be taught in schools. In a survey of the domestic 

threat to Indonesia conducted in 1984 and 1985, communist resurgence turned out to be the most 

feared threat to Indonesia, ranking well above corruption. (Heryanto 2006, 49-51) 

The film presented the communist party members as highly plotting and dangerous, reflected the 

fear and indignant feelings of ordinary peasant families against the PKI, and portrayed Suharto 

as a hero who managed to stabilize the situation after the coup. The director of this docudrama 

Arifin C. Noer not only base his story on the 1968 book by Nugroho Notosusanto, a military 

historian, but also extensively studied official governmental sources, court documents, read the 

controversial Cornel Paper, interviewed numerous eyewitnesses, used archival footage and 

newspaper clippings contemporaneous to the event to emphasize historical and cinematic 

realism. The film, nevertheless, does not indicate the 1965-66 massacre that caused more than 

one million people‘s death. For over 50 years, the antagonism against the communist/Chinese is 

still very alive among the Muslim communities. In the Indonesian National Television program 

Special Dialogue produced in October 2007, the hostess of the program praised the beauty of the 

film Anwar Congo and his team were shooting, and the leader of the paramilitary group 

Pancasila Youth claimed that the death of the 2.3 million communists was justified because God 

is against communists and there would be no reconciliation.  

 

4. The Look of Silence and the Politics of Denial 

The Act of Killing (2012) and The Look of Silence (2014) directed by Joshua Oppenheimer, as a 

sharp contrast, presented an alternative reality of the historical trauma through an activist 

intervention (Reestorff 2015, Canet 2018). In the process of documenting the perpetrators‘ 

reenactment of their past deeds of execution, the Act of Killing presented a unique mode of 

intervention, a method of participatory reenactments, and created multiple subjective moments 

of the perpetrators, and draw the audience and the actors themselves into the intense emotions in 

the past.  

                                                        
5 https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fFw_CgD6fm3womQRIQ3F5iJeMUl7eFKZ/view?usp=sharing  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fFw_CgD6fm3womQRIQ3F5iJeMUl7eFKZ/view?usp=sharing
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The director Oppenheimer invited one of the former executioner Anwar Congo, a leader of the 

Pemuda Pancasila in the city of Medan, to help him out in the production of this cinema and to 

re-enact the way he executed the victims. Anwar felt compelled to perform as accurately and 

vividly as possible, boasting his heroic deeds while enjoying in the moments of his 

reenactments. But, the horrible scenes of these reenactments of the past foregrounded a different 

reality and a different truth of the history. The boasting, bragging and hilarious enjoyment in the 

reenactment, and his dancing cha-cha, all seem to be a fragile façade that covers the nightmares 

of his act of killing that haunt him and his denial of the unacknowledged remorse. 

These scenes of reenactments created a multiple perspective of both the victimizers and the 

victimized, the dire fact of the cruelty of the event, and challenges the fictionality of the 

government‘s official narrative. The montage from the slaughtering scene to the silence and the 

tranquility of the sea, from the sadomasochistic reenactment of the execution scene to the jungle 

scene, and from the Indonesian National Television program of the paramilitary group to the 

private collections of the zoological specimens, created a piercing and poignant confrontation 

with the reality. 

In The Look of Silence, a sequel to The Act of Killing, Oppenheimer arranged Adi Rukun, a local 

optic doctor, to conduct a series of interviews. Adi wants to find out what happened to his 

brother Ramli, who was executed during the 1965-66 communist purge. The use of Adi as the 

interviewer is brilliant. The scarlet-framed eye-classes serve as a perfect metaphor. It refers both 

to the blindness and the disavowal of the historical truth, and to the attempt to the adjustment of 

the eyesight. The horrific details of what these murderers deed in the past were narrated, with 

vivid physical reenactment, present a series of visual images as those in Dante's Inferno or 

Hieronymus Bosch's paintings. The threatening words from the interviewees in 2012 are as real 

as the historical event in the past 50 years ago. The persecutors still are in power and lives 

without being punished. The teachers are stilling teaching the intimidating lessons of the 

communists in classrooms. The mayor, the teachers, and the other neighbors in the same village 

were the killers. The threatening words from the interviewees are as real as the historical event 

in the past 50 years ago.  

Oppenheimer raised a question whether it is possible or adequate to present a realistic portrayal 

of the reality in the interview by John Roosa (Roosa 2014). Oppenheimer said, 'I consider it 

axiomatic that the past, the unspeakable reality, the unspeakable real of what they did, the horror 

of what they did, is beyond our grasp – it is in the past and the past itself is beyond our grasp – 

and yet it still exerts its terrifying force in the present. … [It] would, actually, displace precisely 

the past that it would seek to pin down, to fix, to make knowable.' (Roosa 2014: 417). He and his 

Indonesian collaborators, therefore, decided to focus on the algojo (executioner) and asked them 

to re-enact the execution scene, for them to find an outlet to talk about the horrifying past, and in 

so doing Oppenheimer managed to make a film that would 'intervene in this economy of 

impunity, fear and glorification.' It is intended as an intervention to expose the impunity and to 

show the 'the rotten heart of the present-day political system built by – and presided over – by 

killers.' (Roosa 2014: 419, 422) 

To me, Oppenheimer‘s documentaries demonstrated the power of the intervention and 

confrontation face to face against the persistent politics of denial. By re-enacting the affective 

dimension of the perpetrators, his documentaries brought forth the recollection of the moments 

of cruelty in the past, and the sadomasochistic reality of the political system of the past and of 

the present, while at the same time allowed the audience to see what the role the cultural trauma 

played in the making of unequal citizenship in Indonesia and how it is still alive even 50 years 

after the traumatic event. The documentaries are, therefore, not of the past but an archive of and 

a trope for the present. 
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5. Trans-Local & Inter-Asian Critical Research Model 

As I've pointed out, the 1965-66 genocide in Indonesia is not the only case in East Asia. There 

are other cases in Malaysia, Vietnam, Cambodia, Myanmar, Thailand, the Philippines in 

Southeast Asia, South Korea, and Taiwan in Northeast Asia. The juridical practice of the post-

colonial modern state inherited the strategies of the previous colonial governmentality, while at 

the same time introduced the remanence of the feudal custom into the present societies. 

'Citizenship,' even though a 'Western' concept, is a convenient technique for the post-colonial 

states in Southeast Asia to stabilize their regimes through a reversed mode of divide and rule, a 

form of internal colonialism. The heavy traffic of migration through sea commerce across the 

Bay of Bengal, South China Sea, Indian Ocean, from the ancient time in history and down to the 

colonial period as coolies or transnational merchants or mediators, have contributed to a highly 

hybridized societies in Southeast Asia. Even though being a multi-ethnic and multi-religious 

society, the 'citizenship act' in these countries established in the post-WWII era turned out to be 

the foundation to prioritize the indigenous people or particular religion, and created a model of 

differentiated citizenships, and even the cause to expel people who have resided in the region for 

hundreds of years. 

I want to propose an innovative model of trans-local and inter-Asian critical studies that I have 

been conduction at ICCS for years. I would suggest that through trans-local and inter-Asian 

critical studies, we can re-think the project of epistemic decolonization from the perspective of 

East and Southeast Asia. From the projects that we have been working on, a different concept of 

'citizen' and 'citizenship' can be practiced, and a new perspective of history can be delineated. 
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Abstract: Indigenous Heritage Trails are a growing phenomenon in Australia. They come in all 

shapes and sizes, from mere signage to—in the case of the famous Lurujarri trail out of Broome, 

Western Australia—a nine-day immersive experience walking the beach with one of the 

Goolarabooloo family groups. Here people experience the beautiful Indian Ocean coastline, 

extensive dinosaur footprints, storytelling, and meals of freshly-caught mangrove crab, dugong 

and turtle. These trails are far more than ‗tourism products‘. For the Aboriginal families, with 

all ages present, they enact intergenerational knowledge transfer. Academic disciplines also 

change when they are ‗on country‘: Palaeontologists learn that the dinosaur footprints are also 

the traces of the emu ancestor, marala, and their discipline adjusts its epistemological 

parameters accordingly. Aboriginal walking trails have the potential to change every discipline 

willing to ‗re-boot‘ on a territorial, rather than global, scale. Walking with one‘s ‗arts of 

noticing‘ on alert deepens and extends both European and Aboriginal knowledge, as they find 

agencies that can transfer and translate the multi-functionality inherent in the ecological 

‗pluriverse‘ that is this continent-wide network of dreaming tracks. Could this experiential 

model of knowledge transfer represent a path away from the nineteenth-century model of 

knowledge collection, storage and display that we find in universities and museums? 

Keywords: Indigenous Australia; attention; knowledge transfer; tourism; reclaiming country. 

__________________ 

1. Walking and Feeling Country 

First you have to learn to walk. While we are waiting for the Trail to begin, after lunch at the 

Old Native Hospital, I hold an informal class on how to walk. ‗While we are walking, keep an 

eye on Terry Hunter, that old bloke over there‘, I suggest, ‗he knows how to walk the right way.  

But in the meantime, I‘ll demonstrate.  First, let your shoulders slump. Relax them and let your 

arms swing free. Second, tip your whole body slightly forwards as you walk, falling into your 

own movement a bit. ―With each step, you fall forward slightly,‖ (that was in a Laurie Anderson 

song, I think). Third: Let your feet skim the ground. The whole point it not to march, bringing 

your feet up and down heavily.‘  

I demonstrate marching and then skimming.  

 ‗Now, as you get going, you will notice that you are moving along faster yet using much less 

energy. It‘s easier in thongs or with bare feet and on flat ground, like the beach we will be 

walking on. Now you try.‘ Some people wonder what is going on with all these whitefellas 

heading off in different directions, falling slightly forward. 

There are about thirty of us. Daniel Roe is leading, and a few other family members come and 

go. Terry Hunter Snr. likes to come on Trail, others have already left in the cars and trucks 

transporting all our gear, tents, swags, all their cooking stuff. We will meet them after sundown 

mailto:stephen.muecke@adelaide.edu.au
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at Milibinyarri, or Coconut Wells, which is actually the out-of-town block where many of the 

Family live. 

We go past the cemetery, where there is a special section for the Japanese pearl divers who died 

on the luggers, and make a first stop at a jigal tree. 

Daniel tells the story about how the leaves grow in pairs, opposed to each other, reminding 

countrymen about the mother-in-law avoidance rule: men don‘t look directly at their wife‘s 

mother, and generally avoid her. The tree is also in flower, and the Trailsters are able to sample 

its sweet nectar. ‗You might find a native bee nest in these kinds of trees,‘ says Daniel, ‗yeah, 

but more likely we will find bush honey further north up the Trail.‘ We head off towards Cable 

Beach, from which point the rectilinear, built environment that was Broome starts to disappear. 

Our perspective starts to change. 

 

2. Perspective: An Immaterial Construction 

Take a simple formal attribute, the frame, that offers the affordance of rectangular pictures 

within it. Today, it cries out for defamiliarisation. Artists have toyed with doing away with it, 

but it is hardwired into millions of artworks, not to mention all cameras and AV screens.  You 

might be tempted to say that it is a way of looking at the world, this kind of freeze-frame. Far 

from being a natural state of affairs, or a ‗normal way of seeing the world‘ this represents an 

effort of redistribution. It is not a way of looking at the world at all, because it constitutes a 

world. With this particular mode of world-building, Europeans have been working hard to put 

Nature over there, as they invent a kind of subjectivity over here. And there are good reasons for 

doing this, for instance to do with property and exploitability, as John Berger showed years ago 

with his analysis of Gainsborough‘s Mr. and Mrs. Andrews: a landscape and its aristocrats 

pictured for each other.
1
 The exploiters and the exploited. 

Nearly every snap taken on their phones by the Trailsters obeys the rules of renaissance capture, 

and hence orients the viewers towards eventual rectilinear capture of the actual country: this has 

been done through survey lines, grid patterns, blocks with boundaries and fences, and 

frameworks, eventually, for houses and sheds. Every snap that is retained, and then reposted on 

FB, or shown to friends has had an aesthetic judgement made about its form and content. The 

renaissance inventions of perspective are still in there, like a virus running through the 

perceptions of this human swarm, building things in advance according to what looks pleasant, 

worth retaining, perhaps to show others later as a part of tourist cargo. 

Another example: those Trailsters who might be getting a bit anxious in the first 3 days, before 

they have started to settle in to the rhythm of the country. The sun might be going down and they 

are not sure how far the next camp is. They might ply Daniel with questions: ‗How far is it … 

When will we…? Questions that require numerical answers. He teases them by saying, ‗not too 

far, and then laughing in Broome English, ‗little bit long way‘. There is comfort in numbers, as 

in rectangles. The next day, when cute children appear, the question comes out without thought: 

‗How old are you…? The question lining her up, as it does, according to ages and stages. 

There is only one photo in the series I am showing you that escapes that logic, and it was taken 

by one of the mob on another occasion. It is the photo with the best feeling, what they call 

liyan… 

                                                        
1 John Berger, Ways of Seeing, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), 106-08. 
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3. Nature: A Toxic Concept  

There are not only rectilinear perspectives getting in the way of our understanding of 

Goolarabooloo country, there are also concepts. This is where I attack the singular concept of 

Nature. The Nature/Culture divide, subject to much critique as you know, puts humans in their 

cultures (in the plural; we are all very liberal and multicultural) and everything else in Nature, in 

the singular, as if it is all composed of atoms, matter, obeying those laws of Physics that aspire 

to universality. Laws of physics are wonderful things, but we have to bear in mind they are not 

always relevant to everyone everywhere. We also have to bear in mind they have been used 

politically as evidence of cultural superiority, and suddenly they are not just expressions of pure 

nature after all. 

The alternative to seeing Nature as singular, universal, the uniform backdrop to our cultural 

diversity, the exploitable matter that, if not already dead, is about to be, already exists in most 

Indigenous cultures from the Amazon rainforests to the Goolarabooloo of the North-West with 

whom we are walking along the beach. They don‘t have a concept of Nature in the singular. 

That was a European invention. Sure, they deal with all sorts of things we classify as natural 

(goannas, jigal trees, water sources called jila) but they are incorporated in a kinship system that 

is designed, yes designed after generations of fine-tuning, with a quite different distribution of 

life flows. Not: human subject gazing at natural object, but the people of the pelican clan always 

living with pelicans as their special responsibility. Anthropologists call it totemism. The pelican 

and the man share the same life forces …the dance and the song celebrate the continuity of 

nature and culture. Totemism is not a fanciful Indigenous ‗belief‘, that modern science will 

eventually argue out of  existence. Totemism could rather be seen as an extraordinary invention, 

a solution to the philosophical problem of what it means for humans to coexist with other 

beings.  The ‗Western‘ solution is to put humans in cultures and animals and plants in Nature. I 

want to claim that indigenous peoples have another solution: totemism as an  expert Indigenous 

scientific construction pertaining to the crucial importance of the continuity of ‗nature‘ and 

culture‘. It incorporates care and management, as anthropologist Deborah Bird Rose says, 

―totemism [is] a common property institution for long-term ecological management.‖ (127) 

 

4. Multispecies Worlds  

OK, so on this walking trail I have taken two steps in my argument. One is that the tourists, 

when they see a beautiful brolga dancing, creep closer and take a nice photo. That‘s fine, 

generations of training have made them think in rectangles and their screens are rectangular and 

pretty soon they will be dreaming about building rectangular structures on the country.  

The second step is a larger one because they can‘t take that step without being Indigenous. Like, 

if you belong to the brolga clan, you can‘t see it as object to your subject, because you share its 

life; you are kin. You manage each other. There are elaborate rituals: painting up, dances, songs, 

that perform man-brolga continuity of knowledge and practice. Kids are learning from these 

events. So are anthropologists, starting to catch up to this idea by saying we inhabit multispecies 

worlds, and that in these worlds non-humans have real agency. Then we start to undercut the 

Adam and Eve myth of man‘s dominion over nature as we follow the ways in which whales, 

termites and forests pursue their own agendas. You can see how it has nothing to do with 

protecting nature; that would be another more greenie version of human mastery. These animals 

and plants have their own agendas. Often they are completely indifferent to what humans get up 

to. Maybe if you want to bring a king brown snake into your world, into ‗multispecies 

entanglement‘, as they say, you might get bitten; those cheeky brown snakes have got attitude!  
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We might come across Steve Salisbury from UQ who has made astounding discoveries on what 

is now being called Australia‘s ‗Jurassic Coast‘: huge brontosaurus prints, 130 million years old; 

numerous other species. This 3 toe one is also marala, the Emu man, an ancestor who walked 

this coast before ending up in the Milky Way. Thanks to Steve Salisbury‘s work, what Paddy 

Roe in 1988 started as an Indigenous heritage trail—to protect the country from modernisation, 

turning it into another Gold Coast—is now also scientific and historical heritage, not 

contradicting the marala emu man account, but working with it in parallel. The forms of 

knowledge deepen and multiply.  

Every discipline you can think of, science, aesthetics, design, history, archaeology, politics and 

economics: all have things to learn from walking the Trail, or similar trails around Australia that 

follow (some of them) the ancient dreaming tracks that the Ancestors laid down.  

 

5. Rebooting the Economy 

I could ask tourists on the Trail, if I wanted to be really provocative, what kinds of colonists they 

think they are? Do they look at the beautiful coastline and say, ‗Wow, I‘d love to build a house 

here!‘ (In which case they would be settler colonists), or do they ask what they are getting out of 

the experience (in which case they are a bit like extraction colonists), like a mining company. As 

it happens, these are the two dominate modes of colonisation in Australia. Either people settle 

the country and help build a local economy, or, with the post-globalisation economic model, 

they try to avoid infrastructure expenses and extract commodity value and convert it into 

financial value on the global market. Multinational corporations can avoid local infrastructure 

investment by having FIFO workers, automated machinery, reducing the workforce to a 

minimum, thus putting paid to the argument that they create a lot of jobs locally. 

Bruno Latour, whom I quoted earlier, claims that the economy has usurped Nature as it becomes 

‗second nature‘ with the tendency for economic language to allow ‗all peoples to benefit from 

the same measuring instrument made explicit everywhere in the same idiom‘ (Latour 2013: 383–

4). He further criticises the Economy‘s claims to science-driven accuracy or the way it is 

described as ‗the ice-cold, rational, coherent, and continuous manifestation of the calculation of 

interests alone‘ (386). But where is this cold hard gaze exactly? Commerce is, in practice, full of 

heat: surprising new products, marketing tricks, testosterone and stimulant-fuelled traders, 

fictional goods, cooked books, and outright lies. For the sake of comparison, anthropologists 

might read Marcel Mauss on the gift and look at ‗primitive‘ economies in the Pacific and ‗recoil 

in panic before the imbroglios that they find described there. ―But then,‖ they sigh, ―those poor 

wretches will never get out of it, they‘ll always be bound, attached, indebted, hooked, enmeshed, 

entangled‖‘ (448–9). Whereas, Latour goes on, in our modern economies ‗prolonged hardening 

exercises have accustomed them to being ―quits‖ with respect to those with whom they enter 

into transactions … we‘ve found the way to get ourselves out of such imbroglios by adding to 

them their exact opposite: ―And now we‘re quits; I owe you nothing; we have exchanged 

equivalents; goodbye!‖‘ (2013: 449). 

What a strange ideal on which to found an economy! You turn someone close into a stranger; 

you want to close deals as if getting away from one another were the aim. But in fact nobody 

lives according to the principles of this idealised Economy, where equivalent values are 

precisely and coldly calculated. Our actual economic behaviour is just as mixed up and intimate 

as any Pacific bartering system. In economics as in everything, it turns out, we are attached to 

each other and to what we value. In specific territories, as much as in specific institutions. You 

can talk big, but your authority is limited. 
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This, then is how this economic argument relates to conceptions of landscape, because the 

terrains we are attached to are in essence political. The relatively new conception of planetary 

limits that the anthropocene and climate change are imposing on us means that there is no 

getting away, whether to an off-shore bank account or a yacht in the Mediterranean.  

Economies are not universal or even global. Nor are they purely modern. Once the players 

realise the aim of extraction, of getting away with it, is pointless, then they might reboot 

economic practices for each location, each terrain will be different. This will be a civilising 

process, or a re-naturalisation if you like. Both Nature and the Economy would become 

detoxified as they listen closely to local experts who understand attachment to territory, 

regenerative farmers like Charlie Massy.  

What can we learn from this? You have to be a certain kind of person for a certain kind of 

country. Not a global master, but a local authority. That‘s where natures and cultures are co-

specified. Where authority and governance is distributed, seasonally, regionally. We are 

overshadowed by, and our politics is overdetermined by, the climate wars which are being 

weaponised; so our answer, I think, is to interrupt those who think modernisation can continue to 

grow and expand to beyond the limits of the Earth.  

The indigenous heritage trails constitute a gentle revolution in this country. They are a way of 

bringing about a hidden power that those who walk them can glimpse. Did modernisation really 

think it could demolish them in only two centuries? (the Papunya art movement of the seventies 

put paid to that).  

When you walk one of these trails you get a feeling through walking, and a glimpse of 

knowledge that is profound in its wisdom, adaptability and modernism—of a different sort, an 

indigenous modernism. It is an educational experience. Some of you, as landscape architecture 

students, have been on these trails. Secondary students might go on them. Primary ones too. 

When city kids who have had no exposure to country go on trails they might become different 

kinds of people, people now with and for the country. The trails might be in Fitzroy, Redfern or 

the Western Macdonalds, but in every case, through immersion and extensions of the human and 

non-human kinship networks, responsibility is laid down with every step on the way.  

You know how when kids of a certain age meet, they ask each other, ‗what school did you go 

to?‘ Maybe one day they will ask, ‗what country have you walked?‘ 

 

 



ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          33 

Drugs in The Archive 

 

Elaine Carey 

Professor of History and Dean, College of Humanities, Education and Social Sciences, Purdue 

University Northwest, Indiana, USA 

 Email: elaine.carey@pnw.edu  

Abstract: After the arrests of a number of prominent women traffickers in 1975, the Drug 

Enforcement Administration proclaimed that there was ―no anti-woman bias‖ in the Latin 

American drug trade (New York Times, April 22, 1975). Long before, narcotics warriors in the 

United States, Mexico, and Canada had monitored the activities of a number of prominent 

women traffickers. In this presentation, I consider the methods used to weave together three 

historical and contemporary case studies of Mexican female drug traffickers. Women‘s drug 

organizations were multi-dimensional affairs, built on familial networks that expand to 

incorporate police and state agents 

Keywords: drug trafficking; crime; Mexico; gender; research methodology; policing 

_____________________ 

Expanded Abstract 

Recently, studies on drugs and narcotics have expanded due to the introduction of new theories 

and innovative methodological approaches within diverse disciplines. My 2014 Women Drug 

Traffickers: Mules, Bosses, and Organized Crime was the first book-length study on the role of 

women in the drug trade. In my research, the women I studied were not users or victims; rather 

they were bosses or partners within organized crime networks.
1
 My book was part of a series of 

recent books and articles that have been integral to the creation of the new drug history of Latin 

America and critical drug studies.
2
 As a historian of drugs, crime, and gender, I recognize that I 

continually approach history ―on the diagonal,‖ a concept that American historian Mary Beth 

Norton recently described in which scholars embrace different strategies to expand 

historiographies that have ignored race and gender, for example, within drug economies. 
3
  

Using three case studies of women drug traffickers, I build a historical analysis on the diagonal 

to demonstrate how the lives of women expand the new drug history order to challenge our 

concepts of organized crime, transnationalism and scale, and social constructionism. Applying 

approaches from critical drug studies, I analyze how women access and sustain roles in the drug 

trade, and how they juggle multiple roles while recognizing that institutional sexism works to 

their advantage.
4
  

Beginning in the 1970s, policing agents recognized the roles of women in the drug trade. After a 

series of arrests in 1975, the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) proclaimed that there was 

―no anti-woman bias‖ in the Latin American drug trade. Long before 1975, men such as Harry J. 

Anslinger, the director of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN), Col. C.H.L. Sherman, chief of 

                                                        
1 Elaine Carey, Women Drug Traffickers: Mules, Bosses, and Organized Crime (Albuquerque: University of New 

Mexico Press, 2014).  
2 Paul Gootenberg an Isaac Campos, ―Toward a New Drug History of Latin American: A Research Frontier at the Center 
of Debates,‖ Hispanic American Historical Review 95:1 (2015): 1-35; Nancy D Campbell and David Herzberg, ―Gender 

and Critical Drug Studies: An Introduction and Invitation,‖ Contemporary Drug Problems 44:4 (2017): 251-264.  
3 Mary Beth Norton, ―History on the Diagonal,‖ American Historical Review 124:1 (February 2019): 1-19.  
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the Canadian Narcotics Division, and Leopoldo Salazar Vinegra, Director of Public Health in 

Mexico had monitored the activities of a number of prominent women traffickers who moved 

heroin and cocaine from and within Mexico to the United States and Canada.
5
 Women such as 

María Dolores Estevez Zuleta (aka Lola la Chata), Ignacia Jasso la viuda de González (aka La 

Nacha), and Delia Patricia Buendía Gutierrez (aka Ma Baker) created multi-dimensional 

organizations that built on familial networks and incorporated police and state agents.
6
 

Significantly, women formed alliances with men in all areas of the drug industry from 

production to trafficking to money laundering. By formulating new questions and approaches in 

order to research drug history on the diagonal, I expanded the growing body of knowledge of 

organized crime studies.  

 

                                                        
5 Douglas Clark Kinder and William O. Walker. ―Stable Force in a Storm: Harry S. Anslinger and United States Narcotic 

Foreign Policy, 1930-1962,‖ Journal of American History, 72: 4 (March 1986), 908-907; Isaac Campos, A diplomatic 
failure: the Mexican role in the demise of the 1940 Reglamento Federal de Toxicomanías, Third World Quarterly, 39:2 

(2018): 232-247 
6 Carey, Women Drug Traffickers and ―A Woman formed the First Cartel: Historical Imagination and Realities of the 
US-Mexico Drug War,‖ The Society of Alcohol and Drugs 31 (2017): 25-41.  
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1. Introduction 

―I wish I can afford a proper surgery, even if it means I can only live for one more 

hour. I want to at least die as a woman‖ (male to female transgender, 19 years old, 

HCM City, quoted in ―Aspiration to be themselves: Trangenders in Vietnam – 

Practical and legal matters, 2012, Pham Quynh Phuong, Le Quang Binh, Mai Thanh 

Tu). 

For the whole LGBTQIA+ community, their most meaningful experience is being able to live a 

truthful life. Vietnamese society has become increasingly open towards the LGBTQIA+ 

community. Many members of this community, who used to conceal themselves due to fear or 

embarrassment, have reached out to the society and expressed their true gender identity and 

sexual orientation. Many LGBTQIA+ individuals have asserted themselves through academic 

success and accomplished careers while providing meaningful contributions to their society. 

According to the list of 1600 millionaires and billionaires published by Forbes Magazine, 0,4% 

revealed themselves as a member of the homosexual and transgender community. This is a 

positive signal as more and more LGBTQIA+ persons decide to live a more genuine life and still 

achieve great success in their career. (Wonderlist, 2018). However, the challenges that the 

LGBTQIA+ community face prove to be rather significant. Despite a small amount decreasing 

due to our development over time, discrimination against the LGBTQIA+ community still exists 

within the Vietnamese society. 

Many LGBTQIA+ individuals believe that the hardest pressure they face might not come from 

the judgement of the society itself, but rather from their parents and relatives. They can be 

confident to express themselves publicly but might have trouble dealing with their parents‘ 

objection. This very objection or attitude is considered to be one of the toughest challenges in 

encouraging and protecting human rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals. This also poses a problem 

mailto:doxuanha@tdtu.edu.vn
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that requires intensive research on the attitude of parents having a LGBTQIA+ child as well as 

their concerns and worries towards the situation. Thus, providing a timely intervention to ease 

their anxiety and help them acknowledge their children‘s desire, as well as protect them from 

wrongful judgements in society. Objectively speaking, each parent accepting their children‘s 

identity can be a minor contribution in encouraging society to have an open mindset towards 

LGBTQIA+ rights. (Pham Quynh Phuong, Mai Thi Hanh, Vu Phuong Thao, Tran Khac Tung, 

Do Quynh Anh, Hoang NgocAn, Pham Thanh Tra, 2017).  

Indeed, each member of the LGBTQIA+ community has to face immense pressure coming from 

their friends, family and their surrounding environment. When people find out that they belong 

to a vulnerable group or community, they have to cope with the feeling of being labeled by 

everyone around them. In this research, we will meet with some of the bravest representatives of 

the LGBTQIA+, those who dare to live truthfully to themselves while dealing with bad rumors 

from the society. The reason behind their courageous determination originates from the 

realization that each person has only one life to live and it is important to make it worth living. 

These LGBTQIA+ individuals provide a completely different perspective: in order to adapt, one 

must adjust. They make changes by asserting their aspiration to be genuine, to live responsibly 

towards themselves, their family and the surrounding environment; so that they can adapt to any 

discrimination around them. The purpose of this research is to dive deeper into said perspective 

of the LGBTQIA+ community. 

 

2. Information resource 

This article mentions information from our research on ―Effectiveness of health education 

communication with changing awareness of health protection, changing health behaviors and 

reducing discrimination for LGBTQIA+ at the Blue Sky Club in Ho Chi Minh City‖ that we 

conducted in December 2018 using these following methods: In the qualitative method, we 

chose to use open-ended questions, which was chosen so as to let the practicality of problems 

guide our research directions. We conducted 8 in-depth interviews with people from the 

LGBTQIA+ community (3 for transgenders, 4 for male homosexuals and 1 for bisexuals) in a 

respectable manner, with a commitment that all of the stories being told are kept in secrecy and 

can only be used to serve the purpose of this research. The questions focused on perception, 

attitude and health behavior of the LGBTQIA+ community, especially in self-discrimination, 

social discrimination, problems about sexual intercourse safety for HIV prevention, the outlook 

of this community on the effectiveness of health education communication (both mentally and 

sexually) at Blue Sky Club. In the quantitative method, we managed to create a comfortable 

interviewing environment and a commitment to keep every information being shared in secret, 

especially for demographic topics. Specifically, one surveyor would conduct an interview with 

one member of the LGBTQIA+ community, and it was the surveyor‘s duty to pay respect to the 

candidate, while pleasantly explaining the questions to said candidate. Our chosen format fulfills 

all of these requirements: the candidate must belong to a LGBTQIA+ community, had been or is 

currently using the services and participating in frequent communication at the Blue Sky Club. 

The initial survey capacity was estimated at 105 candidates, the sample capacity after meeting 

all the information requirements for the analysis reduced to 98 candidates, including: 11 

lesbians, 42 gays, 13 bisexuals, 29 trans women and 3 trans men. However, while filtering the 

samples, we were unable to identify potential errors or reach an overall conclusion based on the 

sampling results owing to time and expense limitation of the research. Finally, the method of 

secondary analysis from these sources: The Institute for Studies of Society, Economy and 

Environment (iSEE); books; social websites such as Facebook and YouTube discussing about 

real-life stories in the LGBTQIA+ community. 



ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          37 

3. Findings 

While gathering information from the LGBTQIA+ individuals and from related TV shows and 

programs, we came to a realization that: each of them possesses an immense desire to live 

truthfully and responsibly to themselves. It was according to that belief that we collected the 

data below: 

―It‘s not in the LGBTQIA+ community alone that people face discrimination. Discrimination is 

the judgement of other people in the society towards something different, no matter what it is. It 

applies for anything from heights to appearances, it‘s just what life is. The important thing is 

that do you have enough courage to deal with it? Are you brave enough to move on? Blaming 

the society won‘t get you anything, maybe just a little relief for speaking out your thoughts and 

that‘s it. You can‘t change the society. Everybody have their own way of thinking and all we can 

do is to hold more communication events so that everybody can get to know about us more. 

When I first came out and started my career, everybody knew that I was transgender but all I 

received were compliments for my work and efforts. I knew everything that a girl can do like 

sewing, embroidering, doing makeups and cooking and I kept learning. I‘m not saying this in an 

arrogant manner, what I mean is that these were my motivations to move on. I‘m not always so 

confident as I am right now, I used to be very pessimistic and depressed about life. I had been 

through up and down and it taught me so many things, which is why I‘m so proud about myself, 

because everything I have in the present is achieved through my own efforts. When you fall, 

there will be no one around except for your family, so you have to learn to get up by yourself 

and move on‖ (An, trans woman, 31 years old). 

―At first, all I felt was fear, I was afraid of facing the pressure from the society and my family. 

However, since recently our community has developed considerably, I don‘t have to be so 

concerned about being discriminated anymore. Besides, my family already acknowledged me for 

who I am.‖ (Thai, 18 years old, gay). 

―I really hope that one day everybody will get to understand more about our community and 

give us the respect we deserve.... I often share successful stories of members in our community to 

prove that we‘re all the same as human beings; and as a law of nature, people have different 

sexual orientation, just like a heterosexual who prefers their partner of a different gender. I‘m 

not trying to complicate the matter because I used to be very concerned about my gender 

identity, but it got better once I knew that there are someone like me and I‘m not alone. Now I‘m 

starting to share it with my close friends, if they feel uncomfortable, they can leave and I‘m fine 

with it. I‘m just sharing because I trust them and it‘s pretty normal to me.‖(Loc, 21 years old, 

gay).  

Nowadays, parents of people in the LGBTTQIA+ community have expressed a more positive 

insight, mainly because of the reponsible behaviors of their children towards their family as well 

as the society. This mindset transformation has been confirmed using the data we collected from 

a gameshow called ―Who is single‖. This TV program is established for the purpose of assisting 

single women to meet a suitable partner, helping lovers to show their feelings towards each other 

and supporting LGBTQIA+ individuals in expressing their true self. The candidates of ―Who is 

single‖ are commonly unmarried or single women who are looking for love. Their mission is to 

rule out people of different gender identity, sexual orientation and already have a partner to 

gradually figure out their suitable target. Below are the feedbacks of both parents and children 

participating in the gameshow. 

A mother said: ―I already knew my boy is gay since he was in Junior Highschool but I didn‘t 

mention anything about this to him. I want to hear his direct confession. Because not a single 

mother in the world can choose gender for their child. I gave birth to him, not his personality. 



38          ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University 

When I hear someone bad-mouthing my boy, all I can do is cry and it saddens me everytime. To 

be honest, I‘m really proud to have him as my son. Your son wants to build a family with a 

female partner, but my son doesn‘t. He wants to do it with a male counterpart and it‘s fine 

(speaking in a proud and cheerful tone). His partner is also very kind and friendly, I really like 

him and it feels just like having another son. A father said: The most crucial experience of being 

a parent is to witness your children‘s happiness and contentment in life. Huong Giang – an 

International Transgender Miss Beauty, also known as The Queen of LGBT – shared as a 

counselor: Everybody needs to stop and contemplate their situation, there‘s no use in 

demanding our parents to become more ―open and civilized‖, it is you who have to improve 

yourself first. Take a look at him (Gay – flight attendant), all he ever focuses on is taking care of 

his responsibilities and his parents. Without that determination to improve himself, his parents 

wouldn‘t have supported him wholeheartedly like they are doing right now. That‘s why, before 

demanding your parents to be more civilized, more knowledgable about your community, every 

single one of you need to live responsibly first" (Source: Who is Single, Episode 6, Season 2 on 

HTV2 Channel). 

A Gay said: "Since I was a kid, maybe in primary school that I discovered signs of my attraction 

towards a male. Because of my age, I couldn‘t determine whether liking a boy is the right thing 

or not, so I forced myself to like other girls. This was partly due to my fear of being objected by 

my family, especially my dad. When I was in middle school, I had some relationships with 

several girls, but it felt like I was living someone else‘s life. That‘s when I realized that everyone 

only have one life, if i can‘t be honest even with myself, then it‘s not worth living anymore. My 

mother told me: you lacked a father figure in your early age (his parents divorced when he was 

little), that‘s why you are having trouble to express like a man. Your environment was one of the 

reasons that made you who you are. I don‘t forbid you whether you like a boy or a girl, it‘s your 

choice to decide. However, when you‘re still in highschool, it‘s best for you to focus on studying 

and your career. Afterwards, no matter who you choose as your partner, I will always approve 

because you should be responsible for your own future" (Source: Who is Single , Episode 5 , 

Season 2 on HTV2 Channel). 

When a person is born, they can‘t choose their gender; but they can determine their own lifestyle 

and so can people of the LGBTQIA+ community. In fact, LGBTQIA+ individuals have chosen a 

life of responsibility and sincerity towards their own family and the society. 

 

4. Conclusions 

People of the LGBTQIA+ group chose to adapt to discrimination, using it as a driving force to 

live responsibly to themselves and to the surrounding environment. Their actions will become a 

statement that their community can still provide value to our society just like everybody else, 

thus reducing the rate of discrimination and judgement against them and the community alike. 

A fuller assessment and setting out of wider implications awaits our longer report on this 

research. 
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Bonus 

According to Vu Ngoc Bao and Philippe Girault, the term MSM was introduced into Vietnam in 

the 1990s along with awareness of HIV. The term translated to Vietnamese means ―Male having 

sexual intercourse with male‖. During recent research, the ISDS and FHI in Vietnam translated 

this term as ―men sex men‖. The UNAIDS Terminology Guidelines on universalizing towards 

the MSM and transgender groups define them as following: the men sex men group are males 

who perform sexual practices with other males, no matter their sexual relationship with other 

females, or any related personal/social identity towards such behavior, such as ―gay‖ or 

―bisexual‖. This research will then use the term ―men sex men‖ to describe all male individuals 

who perform sexual intercourse with another male, regardless of their environment, hobby, 

sexual orientation or personal identity. Men sex men behaviors is not a new topic in Vietnam but 

are often concealed or less favored due to the sensitiveness of this topic towards the society‘s 

gender and sexual prejudice. Owing to the effects of social discrimination against homosexual 

behaviors, the MSM group has become a personal identity, which means any individual that is 

related to homosexual behaviors is being perceived in the same group and received heavy 

judgement from their surrounding communities, regardless of their identity. 
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Assimilation pathways of sexual minority immigrant men  

While the assimilation process has been studied extensively, few scholars have examined 

assimilation pathways among sexual minority immigrants. Drawing on 23 in-depth qualitative 

interviews with Polish immigrant gay men in Chicago, I apply the concept of segmented 

assimilation to investigate how immigrant gay men integrate into their host society. I find three 

distinct assimilation pathways among respondents. First, the men who are older and lack English 

language proficiency tend to maintain strong ties to the Polish immigrant community and 

downplay their sexual identity. Second, the men for whom being gay matters considerably and 

who are English language proficient tend to have minimal ties with the Polish immigrant 

community while maintaining strong ties to Chicago‘s gay community. Third, the men for 

whom being both Polish and gay is not important tend to live away from both Polish immigrant 

and gay communities in Chicago and are integrated the most into the American mainstream. I 

situate my findings within the broader study of ethnic immigrant and sexual minority 

communities in the US with implications for the understanding of the assimilation process.  

I evaluate respondents‘ level off assimilation based on four standard measures: socioeconomic 

status, spatial concentration, language proficiency, and intermarriage. Compared to the general 

U.S. population and other immigrant Poles, Chicago‘s Polish immigrant gay men tended to be 

more educated and hold more professional degrees. Only their earnings tended to be lower.  

Since same-sex marriage became legal nationwide in the United States in 2015, it might be 

premature to talk about intermarriage among gay immigrants. However, not being able to marry 

a same-sex partner did not mean that marriage or long-term committed relationships did not 

feature in the lives of gay immigrants. Marriage, while socially valued and regulated, constitutes 

but one of many social arrangements. For a long time now same-sex couple have been living in 

long-term romantic relationships and sharing households with each other without the state‘s 

recognition. In the Chicago study group, eight participants reported being in a long-term 

relationship with another men. The duration of the relationship varied from two to eight years. 

While only one respondent was legally married to a man, other participants had experiences with 

heterosexual marriage. Three of the Chicago respondents married women to gain legal status in 

the United States whereas one older responded (now in his 60s) married a woman as twenty-

year-old man while still in Poland.  

In terms of language proficiency, it was respondents‘ ability to speak English that was the 

deciding factor in how well they were able to assimilate into the American mainstream. Being 

able to communicate well in English allowed many of the respondents to further their education, 

obtain employment, and form non-Polish immigrant social networks. In this process, the age at 
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migration mattered significantly. The respondents who immigrated as children (1.5 generation) 

or teenagers and attended high school and college in the United States had a greater opportunity 

at learning and perfecting their language skills before joining the labor market than the men who 

immigrated as adults. Of course, the beginnings were not easy for all participants, yet overall, 

the younger men tended to acquire better English fluency over time.  

For a long time scholars have been using spatial concentration as a measure of immigrant 

assimilation. In particular, they have focused on the dissimilarity in spatial distribution and the 

level of suburbanization between the immigrant and native-born groups. To put it simply, where 

a person lives is an indication of how well he or she is integrated into the receiving society. For 

Polish immigrant gay men the question of spatial assimilation has a double significance. First, 

we can examine how well the men have assimilated spatially in reference to the larger Chicago 

Polish immigrant community, as well as other ethnic and racial groups. Second, we can also 

investigate their level of assimilation in comparison to the gay community and its spatial 

representation. 

In my study, I pay particular attention to the ways the larger gay community in Chicago assists 

Polish immigrants in the assimilation process. Typically, many new immigrants settle in the 

ethnic Polish communities and neighborhoods upon their arrival in the host country. With their 

own businesses, services, and social networks, these ethnic neighborhoods serve as a gateway 

into the larger American society. However, when these communities become intolerant of 

homosexuality, immigrants who identity as gay often feel excluded and must find other ways of 

locating needed resources and support. For the Polish immigrant gay men, connecting with the 

larger gay community in Chicago is a way to bypass the often hostile ethnic community and 

mediate their assimilation process. For some men this means moving to one of the several gay 

neighborhoods—areas of the city with large concentrations of self-identify gay people and gay-

owned business—where they can enjoy immediate proximity to gay culture and people. For 

others, being part of the gay community means periodically participating in gay cultural events 

(e.g., annual gay pride parade), being part of the nightlife (e.g., going to bars), or spending time 

with friends. In fact, gay friendship networks were the most common way in which Polish 

immigrant gay men accessed and experienced gay community.  

Through the combination of their socioeconomic status, language proficiency, residential 

choices, marital/relationship status, and connection to the larger gay community, the Chicago 

respondents developed three distinct paths to assimilation. The men who were older and lacked 

English language proficiency tend to maintain strong ties to the Polish immigrant community 

and downplay their sexual identity. In contrast, the men for whom being gay mattered 

considerably and who were English language proficient tended to have minimal ties with the 

Polish immigrant community while maintaining strong ties to Chicago‘s gay community. Lastly, 

the respondents for whom being both Polish and gay was not important tended to live away from 

both Polish immigrant and gay communities in Chicago and were integrated the most into the 

American mainstream.  
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Abstract: Within the Western academy across the humanities there exists a philosophical 

consensus handed down from the legacy of French post-structuralist theorists' decades prior, 

notably Foucault, Derrida, and Lacan. The marked influence on the work of Judith Butler, wider 

Queer Theory, and what is termed 'critical theory' is readily observable, but rarely critically 

examined. The shift away from structuralism as part of the 'linguistic turn' has established a set 

of concepts and theories that face little challenge. For example, limitations of the concept of 

performativity are notably absent despite the popularity of the term. Yet, the development of 

performativity within the work of Butler is not straightforward. From expanding its remit after 

borrowing the concept from J. L Austin, to disavowing its focus in 2019, performativity might 

best encapsulate the unexplored shortcomings of the Queer Theory project. An innovative new 

critical approach is required to subject 'critical theory' to criticism itself. The following paper 

scrutinises the work of Butler from 1980 to the present day in an attempt to map how we arrived 

at our present theoretical juncture. In identifying the shortcomings of the queer approach and its 

most prized concept; performativity, progress towards a new ontological turn might become 

more possible. 

Keywords: new approaches; indeterminacy; identity; post-structuralism; deconstruction. 

 

____________________ 

 

In 1980 Judith Butler published a short essay entitled 'Lesbian S & M [sadomasochism]: The 

Politics of Dis-Illusion' in which she problematises the argument of using fantasy as a bulwark 

against critical assessment of so-called 'consensual' violence in the private sexual lives of 

homosexual women. Butler goes so far as to criticise the concept of consent as inadequate to 

'overcome heterosexual power dynamics'
1
 that all too often mark even lesbian's sexualities. Just 

a decade later in 1990, Butler's view of fantasy in the essay Force of Fantasy: Mapplethorpe, 

and Discursive Excess as itself a 'force' that has the power to resignify pornography in the mind 

of the porn consumer. That reconceptualization of fantasy becomes the unproblematic focal 

point on which she justifies the pornography industry and argues against the ill-effects cited by 

radical feminists who she chastises as 'pro-censorship'. That switch encapsulates a recurrent sea 

change that repeats through Butler's work across different themes and mirrors the wider turn 

inside the academy from structural analysis towards a post-structural emphasis on language and 

identity at the expensive of systemic accounts. 

Butler in 1980 mounts opposition to the notion of free choice within the private sphere, 

posing the impossibility of anyone 'abstracting themselves from the real, shared world'. She 

refers to the perils of considering sexual fantasy 'as if the historical and political world does 

                                                        
1 Butler. J, p172, 1982 [19080], Against Sadomasochism: Lesbian S & M: The Politics of Dis-Illusion, San Francisco: 
Frog In The Well 
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not exist'
2
. Her analysis represents the second wave current of the time, one that dominated 

feminist discourse, but as it declined Butler's position found other winds. 

Another major change is reflected in her 1999 essay 'Performativity's Social Magic'
3
 that 

interrogates Peirre Bourdieu's formulation of field and habitus with the ultimate goal of 

problematising not the idea of a shared social system, but that it has any particular impact or 

specific outcome. 

The introductory paragraphs pre-empts criticism she expects from Bourdieu, stating he 'will 

insist a certain intellectualism, taking place recently under the rubric of 'literary semiology' or 

'linguistic formalism', misconstrues its own theoretical construction as a valid description of 

social reality'
4
. How Butler addresses this is to problematise the idea of social reality, the 'field' 

and 'habitus', in which a subject fits. Her view is the 'habitus maintains a constrained but non-

causal relation to the practices it informs'. What the difference is between inform or cause is here 

is not elaborated, but we can surmise from Butler's later assessment of the 'field' that it is the 

notion of an objectivity operating upon a subject, or as she puts it, 'practices from an objection 

distinction'
5
 that are in question. The ultimate field, as Butler identifies, is for Bourdieu the 

market. The ramifications for an analysis of free-market capitalism, or any other economic 

system, under Butler's formulation are vast, but they are not expounded upon in the essay, with 

language and the body in focus.  

The pattern of Butler's work follows that of the so-called 'linguistic turn'. Crucially, the 

implications of this turn and its ramifications for, say, forms of materialism (such Materialist 

Feminism or Historical Materialism) have been undoubtedly under critiqued and unrealised in 

terms of recognition and thinking them through. Preparing the ground for critically thinking 

through the ontological turns represented in the development of Butler's work is the intended 

outcome of this paper. 

Butler's postulated mismatch between structure and subject, that any given social structure may 

not impact causally on a subject, speaks to the issue of indeterminacy (specifically structural 

indeterminacy) that is so central within post-structuralism. It is the indeterminate nature of 

structures that Butler is trying to explain through most of her work, using language and the body 

as key sites to do so, eventually merging language and bodies with the social. Initially, Butler 

takes her approach further than structuralists writing at the time of the emergence of French 

post-structuralism. For example, beyond Louis Althusser who cited 'structural excess' as 

indicating indeterminacy, but in a sense uses these thinkers conceptual tools for other purposes. 

Adopting the process of interpellation she argues, 'could not this reiterated 'being hailed into 

social existence' not become the very occasion for a re-appropriation of discursive power'
6
. 

Importantly, that requires a Lacanian insertion of 'the law' for 'the hail' to be a coercive response 

that a subject responds to (whereas for Althusser responding to it is not necessary, the structure 

still imposes itself). For Butler interpellation is based in language, rather than treatment, or 

rather, she conceives as language as treatment, writing 'being called a "girl" from the inception 

of existence is a way in which the girl becomes transitively "girled" over time'
7
. What the 'sign' 

girl signifies or operates in this 'girling' is not disclosed, but for most feminists girling refers to 

the process of feminisation, and feminisation is a process of breaking girls through socialisation 

to, ultimately, be a compliant and complicit member of a submissive sexual caste. That is not a 

process of language in itself for many feminists, but it is for Butler. If we take up Butler's 

understanding of language as ambiguous, it renders interpellation for Butler an open process, 
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which in turn creates a loss of meaning to the very system (language) Butler stages interpellation 

through. How does interpellation interpellate if it is ambiguous? What meaning is installed or 

transmitted? How recognisably can that take place if ambiguous? 

We can only look at what happens to words claimed as ambiguous when Butler applies her 

thought to them elsewhere. For example, Butler's disintegration of the term 'lesbian' as a fixed 

term or 'sign', and therefore representing a fixed sexuality, with a clear boundary, is achieved 

through the essay Imitation and Gender Insubordination
8
. Butler states that the prospect of 

'being anything' for her produces an anxiety. That anxiety is not apparent in her previously cited 

Lesbian S&M essay written ten years prior. The difference is that her earlier explorative 

sentiment around lesbianism aims towards sexuality, sexual relations, new ways of being, 

behaviours, etc. rather than examining lesbianism as an identity category, which is the treatment 

delivered in Imitation and Gender Insubordination that in the end undoes lesbianism as a 

particular sexual status. Butler begins with a disclaimer of willingness to, 'appear at political 

occasions under the sign of lesbian, but I would like to have it permanently unclear what that 

sign signifies'
9
. In the decade between Lesbian S&M to Imitation and Gender Insubordination 

the term lesbian goes from encapsulating lived experiences, a sexuality that heralded a 

potentially different way of sexual being to traditional heterosexual power dynamics, one 

accompanying new possibilities of sexual practice that might avoid domination, to an unfixed 

identity category that is only appealing because it is unfixed. In a mix of candidness and 

mystification, Butler continues, 'if the category were to offer no trouble, it would cease to 

interest me; it is precisely the pleasure produced by the instability of those categories which 

sustains the various erotic practices that make me a candidate for the category to begin with'
10

.  

This seems to be Butler saying that if lesbianism were uncomplicated and, we might guess, 

simply mean attraction, sex, or love, between two women, she would not be one? Why is the 

instability of a sexual boundary erotic at all? We don't find out. This thread exalting ambiguity 

surrounding sexual boundaries, as with gender, is a common staple, if not the basis, of how 

Queer Theory was to develop at around the same time Butler was introducing her new thinking 

from 1990 onwards. 

Butler's other approach to undermine the effects of social structures is to question their power of 

imposition, partly by equating all those subject to the field as also producing it, 'But this habitus 

that the body is generated by the tacit normativity that governs the social game in which the 

embodied subject acts'
11

 and also that 'the habitus produces or generates dispositions as well as 

their transposability'
12

. This sounds circular, but also to an extent obvious. Indeed, the only way 

subjects can subjectively reproduce themselves is by subjectively reproducing themselves and in 

turn leads to reinforced precedents of how that takes place. But how did the 'social game' begin? 

Is 'tacit normativity' produced by the body from birth? If it is agreed as non-essential, when does 

the production start? Who begins the cycle? Are we all equal players in it? What is at stake is not 

that subjective reproduction does not become cyclical or self-reproducing, but that significantly 

Butler declines to name any associated political processes. The theoretical possibility already 

exists, given other noted philosophers have related how subjects reproduce themselves to wider 

systems of power, such as Althusser's ideological model and accompanying theory of 

interpellation
13

. In a recent interview with the New York Times Butler remarks, 'my view is that 

one reason that men feel free to dispose of women's life as they see fit is because they are bound 

to one another through a silent (or not-so-silent) pact of brotherhood'
14

. Traditionally the 
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feminist term for that has been patriarchy, but Butler declines to name that 'brotherhood' as a 

system, or accord its existence to any other system, 'I don't think individual men can point to 

'social structures' as an excuse, i.e. 'the social structure of masculine domination made me 

commit this act of violence.'' But contradictorily before that Butler also stated:  

We can talk about structures of masculine domination, or patriarchy, and in those cases 

it is the social structures and their histories that call to be dismantled. It is difficult to 

know how to understand individual acts of violence within social structures that 

encourage, permit and exonerate such acts. It may be that we are social creatures whose 

lives are lived out in social structures that we have some power to change.
15

 

 

A system that exonerates a particular act, it should be uncontroversial to state, implicitly excuses 

and naturalises that act. The 'difficulty' Butler cites in the interview is reflected in the essay 

Social Magic of Performativity
16

. Butler makes her position uncharacteristically clear, 'The 

habitus maintains a constrained but non-causal relation to the practice that it informs. Composed 

of a certain set of dispositions that incline subjects to act in certain ways, the habitus does not 

determine that action causally'. The problem here is that in locating structural indeterminacy 

Butler identifies an inexactness that she does not go on to resolve. 

If a particular group could be cited as more responsible or more invested in a particular systems 

continuance (the classic examples would be men, as a class, in continuing patriarchy, and the 

rich, in continuing capitalism) surely then it is possible to see who a particular social system 

serves and on what basis it is engendered and defended. But Butler rejects the idea of any such 

system, before we can assess who it serves. More clear remarks in a 1992 interview with 

Artform magazine reflect Butler's position. In opposition to radical feminist Katherine 

McKinnon being named ABC's 'person of the week' (ABC is a network television channel in the 

United States) because it, 'makes feminism into a position that asserts the systematic domination 

of women by men'
17

. Coupled with her more recent 2019 New York Times interview these 

remarks candidly shows it is not the occasion of domination of women by men that is 

questionable, but that it is systematic in nature. 

At times this appears contradictory. That possibility of undoing the current social order is at 

once heralded and also undone by undermining the topography of social positioning in the first 

place, describing social positions as, 'temporally reproduced effects, and hence, as subject to a 

logic of iteration, dependent on unstable forms of re-articulation'. This raises the possibility of 

refusing to articulate, or rearticulate effects subject to the logic of iteration, but simultaneously 

denies those existing social positions are existing in any particular way. So how could such a 

task be navigated? 'If institutions 'position' subjects, what are the means by which that 

positioning takes place? The domain of the social cannot be reduced to a spatialised context 'in 

which' a temporalized habitus in general or the linguistic habitus in particular effects its rituals'
18

.  

So what is the terrain on which the desired 're-articulation' takes place? What appears to be 

staged by Butler is that institutions are already poorly articulating social positions to begin with, 

so how can re-articulation take place when the initial articulation is not evident or clear?  

Tellingly, the last paragraph of Performativity's Social Magic concludes that the 'habitus is both 

formed and forming' and that 'social interpellations will be performatives on the order of the 

habitus', and importantly that the effects 'neither linguistic or social', but 'indistinguishably – and 

forcefully – both'. This fits with Butler's understanding of language as action, but goes further to 
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merge language with the social. The crux of how those two elide relies on, for Butler, her 

reconceptualisation of performativity. 

Today, a new reconciliation is needed given Butler herself in the aforementioned New York 

Times interview says, 'I am no longer sure what counts as performative'
19

.  

Performativity was first coined and prospectively outlined in the lectures of J.L Austin at 

Harvard University, but was swiftly dismantled and disowned by Austin only five lectures after 

its launch. If performativity is a distinct category in language, then it is as an utterance that 

entails more than description, one defined by direction, operating as a directive or 'speech act'
20

. 

Performativity only applies to and deals with speech that is what it does i.e. 'to do it'. These 

statements are essentially performative acts – they do something – language here is the same as 

an action. The book Excitable Speech
21

, with its title encapsulating how speech excites and 

animates the social, details how, according to Butler, speech itself is always doing something 

and therefore an action, actively participating in the shaping of social surroundings.  

But for Austin, the concept of performative speech was much stricter: statements that 

functionally do as they say. Common examples in English are, 'I apologise', 'I sentence you', 'I 

dare you' etc. It does not describe any subject's doing of a thing – whatever the context, whoever 

the person, is outside its remit. In this sense there is a clear boundary to performativity; a definite 

use and set limitation. Its limitations are absent within the literature on performativity, a 

ubiquitous characteristic of Queer Theory. To sum up: performativity is about how speech 

affects reality, but it does not describe it. Signifier and signified are disambiguated. 

Originally, as stated, a 'performative' is a speech-act is one that 'indicates that the issuing of the 

utterance is the performing of an action - it is not normally thought of as just saying 

something'
22

. For Austin, there were two types of performative statements: successful (felicitous) 

and unsuccessful (infelicitous) speech acts. Butler reversed that account of utterances as acts 

(speech that does what it says) to support her own view of speech acts as utterances (what is said 

does something). Butler's argument heavily relies on her use of Austin's distinction between 

perlocutionary and illocutionary performative speech acts. The perlocutionary speech act is 

speech that (in a successful case) manages to bring about certain effects, such as 'she persuaded 

me to drive the car'. On the other hand, illocutionary performatives are actions in and of 

themselves, and because conventions guarantee their success, they have immediate and 

straightforward effects, e.g. 'you are now under arrest'. For this act to be successful or felicitous, 

certain conventions must be in place, for example, a legalistic system, that devolves powers to 

certain individuals tasked with upholding its laws, an official authorised to conduct the power of 

those laws and make the pronouncement, and a society in which the arrest in question is 

legislated for and customary. Lacking such conventions, an illocutionary act will fail to have 

'uptake' or success. As Butler writes, the two types of performatives have a specific temporal 

structure. There is a clear-cut time gap between utterance and act in perlocutionary 

performatives that is not found in illocutionary performatives (as Butler reads Austin) because 

the latter are transitive and immediate. According to Butler in Excitable Speech
23

, this gap 

between utterance and act gives the opportunity to reclaim hate-speech through resignification 

and paves the way for social change. This gap is or functions as structural indeterminacy. So is 

indeterminancy a kind of gap in the ideological grid?  

That interesting structural question is unfortunately not at the heart of most theoretical traditions 

that took up the concept of performativity. Instead, the pitching of all language as performative 
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lead to a tendency of an over reliance on radical language games within Queer Theory, as if 

reformulating words or sentences had a revolutionary or anti-normative (and therefore queer) 

yield. The power attributed to language also helps to explain the preference for Lacanian 

psychoanalytic theory within queer texts, with its emphasis on language, rather than Freud and 

his emphasis on that which remains unconscious and cannot be symbolised. 

Austin's theory of performative speech-acts was deftly used by Butler during the 1990s and 

2000s to elaborate her own theory of concept
24

 by its expanding its remit to the extent that her 

version has become its widely understood framework. The changing of performativity 

conceptually is large forgotten. But given Butler, as stated before, now openly admits, 'I am no 

longer sure what counts as performative'
25

 we are perhaps at a new phase where new criticisms 

are possible. Her body of prior work in which the concept was key must still be addressed 

because its influence has not diminished, but it is clear we are at an impasse and that presents a 

possibility. 

What seems a necessary requirement to move on from Butler's analysis, without leaving it 

behind, is to bring together the possibility, and probability, of structural indeterminacy, whilst 

also accepting that there is indeed a structure that encompasses the presence of an indeterminate 

potential or space. 

The remaining context we still face is that during the 1990s the terrain of Gender Studies was 

irrevocably transformed by Gender Trouble
26

, and Bodies that Matter
27

, with both texts 

remaining touchstones within the field decades later, having 'come to occupy a central 

position'28 particularly within Queer Theory. In doing so the idea of what gender is underwent a 

process of dispersion, coming to refer to an oblique set of themes, set out around concepts of 

performativity, iteration, and citation, crucially no longer commensurate with a systemic 

analysis that conceives of these factors constructing gender as an overall sociality composed set 

of roles and expectations that create the power relations that produce sexual oppression.  

An aspect of moving from a focus on overarching structures of domination, whether we might 

recognise them as capitalism, patriarchy, and so on, towards a decentering of power conceived 

as inescapable and lethal has worked as a capitulation to structures of power, in that they 

ultimately could not be reconceived in any better other way. That formulation is why Foucault 

would become so popular amongst anarchist movements whose suspicion of all power is central 

to their politics. Usefully, Butler in 1980 in fact criticised Foucault for this very fault, 

admonishing what she identifies as an argument 'that there is no sexuality without the expression 

of power as domination and submission'
29

. This younger Butler postulates opposing the notion of 

power as tied to domination, 're-posing power as the extension and creation of new ways of 

loving'
30

. 

From a feminist perspective, collective child rearing is clearly creating a shared power network, 

where power is equated with responsibility and care giving. Caregiver, as a designated role, can 

of course provide opportunity to the abuse vulnerable people in need of care, as neglect in care 

homes for the elderly and of children demonstrate. What is at stake for this paper is such an 

insight, a possibility of other ways of being, between women, or perhaps between anyone in a 

possible different future of sexual politics, is already ruled out by the Foucauldian standpoint. 

No new social structures can be given consideration because they too would be poisoned by the 
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presence of domination. Continuing that theme, the early Butler states, 'Foucault's view reflects a 

resignation and political passivity which succeeds only in reinforcing the status quo'
31

.  

The consideration of power existing relationally in ways we do not expect or typically recognise 

has a long philosophical tradition. If we consider Hegel's famous Master Slave dialectic, wherein 

the power of the slave in regard to their master is a recognised part of that relationship, the 

starkly unequal dynamic stands obvious. The distinction for Foucault is power is discussed at 

large, without delineating its enormous variations, that the power possessed by some can be 

vastly greater, or that for some their modicum of power is almost indistinguishable from 

powerlessness. That analysis runs the risk of eliding how stark inequalities of power truly are 

and again, makes it no longer useful to interrogate the overarching power structures in society as 

something that can be fundamentally altered or replaced by another form. 

If we consign ourselves to that inevitability it makes sense to look at elsewhere towards aspects 

of structures and structuring effects, such as language. The so-called 'linguistic turn' of French 

post-structuralism encapsulates such a move and it is that shift of which Butler's work is 

emblematic. 

During the 1960s Derrida's concept of deconstruction
32

 became vital partly because of the term 

deconstruction itself and its obvious connection to construction. It entered the academic 

vernacular at a time when constructs / construction of language, due to the prominence of 

structuralism, was at its height. What is termed social constructionism is related to 

deconstruction, but what is meant by the phrase socially constructed when feminist writers of the 

1970s used it speaks to something altogether different, typically the social creation of gender 

roles, intended to unbind sex from gender.  

The first politically feminist use of the phrase 'gender role' is attributed to Ann Oakley in 1972 in 

her book Sex, Gender, and Society
33

 (psychoanalyst Robert Stoller used it to discuss sexual 

identity prior to this) where she discusses the material conditions women live under and how the 

meaning and expectations of biological sexual difference is created by those conditions i.e 

women are naturally suited to the world of the home, rather than the public sphere. National 

statistics demonstrating the differing mortality rates between the sexes, as well as arithmetic 

reasoning scores, amongst others, are referred to in order to illuminate the culturally gendered 

world in which we all live and are structured by.  

Social constructionism and deconstruction have no similarly precise or relatively stable structure 

to relate to due to Derrida's theory of language is one where 'the meaning of signs depend on that 

of other signs in a recursive process, with the result that meaning is forever indeterminate'
34

. 

There are therefore two different things associated as social constructed understandings of 

phenomena; one is the original second-wave feminist understanding, the later social 

constructivism that derives from deconstructionism and has an association with what is 

sometimes regarded as postmodernism. It has been an accomplishment of Butler to make the 

latter supersede the former to the extent it is considered one and the same. Social constructivism 

has replaced social construction and theories about how gender is socially constructed, with its 

meaning in fact placed under the banner of 'social construct', despite actually those two 

perspectives opposition to one another. 

A large part of the reception of Derrida's work can be summed up in the phrase 'there is nothing 

outside the text'.
35.

 The charge of 'linguistic idealism' against Derrida in regard to the phrase is to 

a degree unfair given what was meant, according to the author himself, is more akin to stating 
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there is nothing outside a given context
36

. Regardless, it is ironically the more literal and 

absolutist interpretation of the famous phrase that come to be widely accepted and utilised not 

only by Butler, but other Queer Theorists. The formulation is roughly that meaning arises 

through interplay of signs, amongst words whether spoken or in a text, and this forms the idea 

that all things are assigned meaning and therefore, even material reality is 'discursively 

constructed' through language. Butler pursues this approach via her expanded version of 

performativity and configures the body through this discursive construction. 

That meaning arises through the play of signs can be observed in what is regarded as cultural 

postmodernism, primarily an aesthetic phenomena as part of the production, proliferation, and 

repetition of images and signs in a globalised, technological, advanced capitalist society. But 

unlike the names most associated with this, Lyotard, Baudrillard, Jameson, it is individual 

identity and the body that Butler scrutinises, presumably because feminists consider the body as 

the main site of women's oppression and that is the tradition Butler is engaging with.  

Butler's use of Derrida, specifically her own staging and elaboration of Derridian perspectives in 

her most celebrated work Gender Trouble, amounts to a displacement of gender as socially 

constructed. Any socially constructed analysis can be deconstructed through a theory of 

language as ambiguous and words as signs that are arbitrary (though this, again, is an expansion 

from the original structural linguistic understanding) and vastly open to interpretation of 

meanings – there is no socially imposing field for Butler, as discussed before, but neither is there 

a fixed or solid terrain established through her understanding of language.  In the same way that 

Butler took a concept intended to expound on language (performativity) and applied it outside 

those bounds to the idea of performance, specifically the claim of gender as a highly subjective 

performance, she completes the same trick with ambiguity and arbitrariness. Moving from 

language to bodies, bodies are then also rendered sites of ambiguity. This steers away from the 

traditionally feminist understanding of gender as socially constructed because all of the concepts 

that underpin that assessment become, for Butler, ambiguous and mercurial, foreclosing the 

possibilities that precise conclusions can be drawn. 

Instead of structurally augmented gender roles there is what David Elder-Vass, author of The 

Reality of Social Construction
37

, observes as not the unusual misuse of Derrida that operates as a 

way of justifying the claim that language is independent of external reality
38

, or, in the case of 

Butler that language is its own interwoven social reality. Not part of a context, but its own 

sociality. Butler's extension of Derrida, as with J. L Austin, shows the way in which shifts in 

theory tend to tilt further than is originally intended. 

Given the problems and impasses of the theory of performativity, with the limitations of the over 

focus on language, and the possibility it might not be correct that bodies are all limitlessly 

sexually ambiguous, the task to transcend, innovate, or somehow move on from these positions 

appears vital. Given so many of the above explored concepts have become the consensus inside 

the humanities within the West it is also a task that will be and is already fought against. The 

questions raised by post-structuralism, as so encapsulated by Butler's work, of how to reconcile 

structures with the possibility of indeterminacy should still be embraced. How indeterminacy 

exists and persists, and is in fact part of how systems reproduce themselves imperfectly, is a 

shared starting point. 
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Abstract: Around 30 people were killed in mob lynchings in India in 2018, and this number only 

accounts for cases related to child abduction rumors (The Indian Express, 2018; Spending & 

Policy Research Foundation, 2019a). The culprit, according to the media and the Indian 

government, is the WhatsApp messaging service, which reigns over the Indian social media 

scene with more than 200 million users.  The Indian government has issued a formal warning to 

the company over the recent killings (PID Delhi, 2018). WhatsApp has so far responded by 

limiting the number of forwards allowed on their messages in an attempt to curb false rumors 

(BBC, 2018). By doing so, the Indian government and the creators of WhatsApp have implicitly 

decided that the medium is the message – that technology dictates the direction of society. This 

is a huge assumption to make, but the lynchings also call into question the role of technology in 

the public. Here, we have a communication technology that isn‘t lauded as the harbinger of 

democracy like Twitter was during the Iranian Green Revolution, or the Internet was in the Arab 

Spring and Occupy Wall Street (Castells, 2012). Instead, the notion of communications 

technologies as the means of free assembly in cyberspace (Clinton, 2010) has been abandoned 

in favor of claiming that a messaging service is responsible for mob violence. Here, there are in 

fact two related but distinct arguments to explore. The first is techno-determinism, both positive 

and negative. The second is the question of how well communications technologies can 

contribute to a healthy public. However, there is a third argument, which examines the culture 

of mob violence itself. Approaching the question from the reverse angle, this problematization 

asks whether historical and contemporary cultural divides can explain mob lynchings, and then 

to what degree communications technologies facilitate mob violence. Therefore, we will begin 

by examining the cases of mob lynchings in India, and the cultural contexts surrounding them. 

Then, we will proceed to examine the techno-deterministic reactions surrounding the lynchings, 

and finally, we can ask if WhatsApp is useful for a healthy public. 

Keywords: fake news; mob lynching; Indian Government; cow related violence; whatsapp 

messaging service; kidnapping. 
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The mob lynching cases 

Mob violence has become a serious issue in India‘s social and political landscape. According to 

an analysis by the Spending & Policy Research Foundation (2019b), 47 persons have been killed 

and more than 300 have been victimized in 127 reported cow violence related cases. Similarly, 

more than 157 people have been victimised in child kidnapping rumor cases (Spending & Policy 

Research Foundation, 2019b).  In the first week of July 2018 alone, nine cases of mob violence 

were reported. This suggests that at least one attack was being reported every day.  

Over the past few years, the major instigating factors behind the lynchings have been rumors of 

beef eating, cow killing, or child kidnapping. These rumors, burgeoning on the WhatsApp 

messaging service, are often accompanied by grainy videos or images showcasing men on 

motorbikes stealing kids or showing dead children with their organs stolen. Considering 

WhatsApp‘s encrypted communication model of person-to-person and person-to-group 

messages (previously with no caps on messages sent and forwarded), these videos, images and 

texts sweep across the nation inciting fear, anger, hatred and violence.  

For instance, on July 14, Mohammad Azam, an employee of Google India, was lynched by a 

mob of around 200 people after he and his friends were accused of kidnapping a child (BBC, 

2018). The mob, fueled by rumors about potential child kidnappers in the area, assumed that 

Azam and his friends were co-conspirators and lynched Azam while severely injuring his 

friends. In a similar incident, a mentally unsound woman was dragged by a mob and beaten to 

death on the assumption that she was a child kidnapper (Sreyasi, 2017). These incidents, two 

amongst many, highlight the danger of mob violence boiling over as a result of sensational 

images. But not everything is as it seems in these cases. 

According to IndiaSpend, out of 69 or so reported cases that were related to rumors of child 

abduction, more than 70% were a result of ‗fake news‘ that spread through social media 

(Saldanha, Rajput and Hazare, 2018). Moreover, the videos and images were ripped from a 

variety of sources – the images of men abducting children were lifted from a Pakistani public 

safety video (Bharagava, 2018) and the images of dead Indian children were, in actuality, Syrian 

kids that were killed in a gas attack (Gupta, 2018). 

Considering the gravity, scale and magnitude of these incidents, these cannot be understood as 

isolated acts of misinformation. Rather, they are a symptom and a signifier of larger problems. 

For one, they highlight the problem of  access to information, where new sites and technologies 

have replaced the traditional sources of knowledge in a rapidly changing society. They further 

highlight  an ever widening gap caused by the fast and expansive nature of internet, wherein a 

rumor or fake news can incite a mob faster than the law enforcement can respond to it. These 

incidents of violence also underline how conversations about the way technology has been used 

have been sidelined for the resulting violence it has produced. As such, it becomes imperative to 

delve in and focus on how the issue of technological violence is tied hand-in-hand with the issue 

of cultural violence. The next section aims to do that.  

 

What planted the seed?  

If we examine the episodes of lynching, there are certain trends that crop up. To put it bluntly, a 

majority of these cases deal with difference, outsiders, and historical divides. Journalistic 

accounts of the lynchings have caught on to these trends. For example, Abdul Kalam Azad says,  



52          ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University 

In most of the cases, the victims of lynching and hate crime belong to marginalised 

groups like Muslim, Adivasi, Dalit, Christian and others. Allegations of cow 

smuggling, beef eating, love jihad as well as of heinous crimes like rape and sexual 

violence make it more convenient to orchestrate lynching and mob violence. (Azad, 

2018)  

Azad goes on to cite the surge of cow-related violence in recent years, in which 86% of deaths 

are Muslim (Saldanha, 2017). 

But Muslim deaths aren‘t just related to cow vigilantism. The child kidnapping cases include all 

too familiar stories like the one in Rajasthan: 

In February, when Mohammad Faisal Siddique was taking his friend Aslam Ansari‘s 

two-year-old daughter to the market to buy her chocolates, some people suspected that 

he had kidnapped the child. The mob of about 50 people tied up Siddique to an electric 

pole and thrashed him mercilessly, leading to his death. (Roy, 2018) 

The same source mentions that ―Days later, a Dalit boy was beaten to death for playing Holi in 

Alwar.‖ Other sources vary in their reporting that Siddique was mentally disabled, and a few 

mention that he was a migrant worker. 

However, in the face of evidence that these crimes are rooted in bigotry, government officials 

seem keen on blaming technology instead. Mohandas Pai, an eminent member of the Rajasthan 

government‘s digital council is quoted in relation to Siddique‘s and others‘ cases as saying: 

Rajasthan is just a victim. This is an orchestrated propaganda bereft of data. Reports 

say that some people lynched someone when the truth was he had died of a heart attack. 

The Bengali man who was burnt was a criminal act. How can it be a part of anything 

bigger [...] cow vigilantism is part of hafta racket that extorts money and nothing else. 

(Roy, 2018) 

But cow vigilantism is very real, as evidenced by the vocal vigilantes behind it. In one case of 

cow-related killing, the victim‘s family was subsequently charged with cow slaughter, causing 

an explosion of controversy. After this event, Sakshi Maharaj, a BJP lawmaker, was widely 

quoted as saying, "We are ready to kill and get killed for cows" (Parth, 2016). 

While members of cow vigilante groups do report that ―If cow meat is being sold in the market, 

we easily get that information through WhatsApp groups‖ (Angad and Johri, 2016), it‘s a fairly 

obvious fact that none of the other countries where WhatsApp operates have any cases of cow-

related violence. 

Some government officials even acknowledge the root of the problem, but refuse to take any 

blame. One police officer explains that, 

In most cases the intention by culprit is to turn a personal animosity into a larger cause 

by giving it a religious or caste overtone. For instance, if a family member is opposed 

to a love affair, he or she will make it look like a case of love jihad or that the pride of 

caste is threatened. (Purohit, 2018) 

Apparently, this officer didn‘t get the memo that the government‘s position is to blame 

technology, rather than claiming historical divides aren‘t a big deal since they‘re only used as an 

excuse to whip mobs into a frenzies. However, we cannot ignore the role of cultural, political 

and societal factors that have given rise to the phenomenon of lynching.  
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For one, lynching can be characterized as the excess of violence by a majority against a 

minority. As has been mentioned above, the majority of the victims of lynching have been from 

minority groups. Even within minority groups, the majority of victims have been Muslims 

(Spending & Policy Research Foundation, 2019b). This is not all that surprising considering the 

fact that, historically, Hindus and Muslims have been constructed as antagonist identities and, in 

recent times, these identities have been constructed as being mutually exclusive wherein the very 

existence of Islam is seen as a threat to the so-called Hindu majority (Devji, 1992). However, 

according to Arjun Appadurai (2006), the Hindu majority is a double fiction first because its 

roots are tied with the project of nation building during colonial times, and second because it is 

characterized by the schism between upper and lower castes (hence, the violence against Dalits). 

Arjun further argues that, 

the Hindu majority is demonstrably a project, not a fact, and like all racialized categories 

and all predatory identities, it requires mobilization through the discourses of crisis and 

the practices of violence. The existence of minorities, such as Muslims, is an important 

aspect of these crises and practices…. (Appadurai, 2006:74). 

Technology within this regard becomes an important as well as a novel form of re-asserting 

Hindu identity. It is not uncommon to receive messages that highlight the treachery of Muslims 

or reinvoke the memories of a great Hindu Rashtra (Hindu state) which was dismantled by the 

coming of foreigners – i.e. the Muslims. These messages question the patriotism of Muslims, try 

to showcase that loyalties of Muslims lie with Pakistan, or how barbaric Muslims are for killing 

the mother the of nation – the cow. Narratives such as #HinduKhatreMeinHain (Hindus are in 

danger) or #TerrorismHasReligion are not uncommon (Basu, 2019). 

Soma Basu re-affirms these notions through her analysis of 140 Whatsapp groups that were pro 

BJP. A quarter of the 60,000 messages that she analysed were Islamophobic, deeply inflationary 

and had the potential to incite violence. She quotes,  

A large number of these messages are conspiratorial in nature and provoke the Hindu 

majority in India to not just deny or deprive Muslims of their rights as citizens of India, 

but also cause loss of their life and property. Some of the messages called for outright 

war, witch-hunting of Muslims and ―teaching them lessons‖ by violent means. Old videos 

of beheadings from Syria and Iraq were shared to support the narratives. (Basu, 2019) 

Basu further analyzes how the messages of hate were intensified after the terror attack in 

Pulwana by a Pakistan-based Muslim terror group where 44 paramilitary soldiers died. 

According to Basu, more than 40% of messages after the terror attack were inflammatory and 

instigated people to act against specific communities, primarily Muslims. Following the terror 

attack, the violence against Muslims saw a rise where Muslims students in many parts of the 

country were targeted and assaulted (Bhatnagar, 2019). 

Here we see age-old cultural dogmas that are being revitalized in novel ways and using novel 

technologies to support the old narratives of antagonisms. These can be done for several reasons 

but the predominant reason here is political. Contemporary India has seen a resurgence in right 

wing nationalism wherein the BJP, India‘s largest right-wing party came to power in 2014. 

Historically, the BJP is part of the RSS (Rashtriya Seva Sangh), a cultural organisation that is 

pro-Hindu and notorious for its Anti-Muslim propaganda. The coming to power of the BJP is 

implicitly tied with the increase in Muslim-related violence. For instance, Abraham and Rao 

report a 97% increase in violence against Muslims since 2014 (2019).  

Moreover, it is not uncommon to hear statements such as these from the official leaders of the 

state who are affiliated with the BJP: 
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Muslims can continue to live in this country, but they will have to give up eating beef. 

The cow is an article of faith here. (Manohar Lal Khattar, BJP chief minister, Haryana 

state, quoted in Human Rights Watch, 2019) 

Or  

In the past five years, Prime Minister Narendra Modi has made attempts to break the 

morale of the Muslims. Vote for PM Modi if you want to destroy the breed of Muslims. 

Despite partition, the Muslim population is increasing in the country and soon they will 

able to get the grip on the power through voting. (BJP leader Ranjeet Bahadur 

Srivastava, quoted in Deccan Chronicle, 2019) 

What we see here is a revival of antagonistic identities wherein technology becomes an enabler 

of violence for various political and cultural reasons. Therefore,  it becomes implausible to 

entirely blame violence on technology as the government seems so inclined to do. WhatsApp 

certainly enables communication and therefore the spread of fake news, but the question is to 

what extent the technology is responsible, and to what extent it is being used as a scapegoat. 

 

Techno-determinism surrounding WhatsApp in India 

On its surface, techno-determinism is a simple concept. It says that samizdat propaganda and the 

photocopier won the Cold War despite evidence that Western media broadcasts made the East 

German population complacent (Morozov, 2012). Or it says that every modern social 

movement, from Tunisia, to Iceland, to Indignatas follows the non-hierarchical structure of the 

Internet and will therefore lead to a new democratic revolution (Castells, 2012). 

But these are positive techno-deterministic ideas. On the other side are the negative arguments, 

saying authoritarian governments, and even democracies, can and do use communications 

technologies for surveillance, censorship, and control (Morozov, 2012; Greenwald, 2014). Or 

they say the Internet and other media serve as distraction from democratic participation at best 

(Morozov, 2012). 

Many of these arguments are from popular writers (perhaps because fear sells), but many of 

them are also objectively true. China actually does censor its Internet, Russia actually does use 

media for distraction from political issues, and the U.S. actually does have an extensive 

surveillance network. But, of course, none of these are the exclusive purpose of communications 

technologies. 

However, these are all ―big picture‖ assertions, so to speak. The concepts of democracy or 

authoritarianism being enabled by the Internet are much wider than the specific assertion of the 

Indian government in the case of WhatsApp lynchings. In this case, India is claiming there‘s 

something about the technology that enables violence. Their warning to WhatsApp is filled with 

this kind of deterministic language (PIB Delhi, 2018): 

Instances of lynching of innocent people have been noticed recently because of large 

number of irresponsible and explosive messages filled with rumours and provocation 

are being circulated on WhatsApp. The unfortunate killing in many states such as 

Assam, Maharashtra, Karnataka, Tripura and west Bengals are deeply painful and 

regretable [sic].  
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The warning begins by accusing messages of being ―irresponsible and explosive.‖ So far, there 

is no blame placed on WhatsApp directly. Otherwise, this opening is filled with symbolic, 

formal language signifying the obligation of the Indian government to the welfare of the people, 

and setting up their justification. 

While the Law and order machinery is taking steps to apprehend the culprits, the abuse 

of platform like WhatsApp for repeated circulation of such provocative content are 

equally a matter of deep concern. The Ministry of Electronics and Information 

Technology has taken serious note of these irresponsible messages and their circulation 

in such platforms. Deep disapproval of such developments has been conveyed to the 

senior management of the WhatsApp and they have been advised that necessary 

remedial measures should be taken to prevent  proliferation of  these  fake  and at times 

motivated/sensational messages. The Government has also directed that spread of such 

messages should be immediately contained through the application of appropriate 

technology. 

Here the government begins by claiming they are fulfilling their role in governance with ―the 

Law and order machinery.‖ Then, ―deep disapproval‖ is cast upon WhatsApp for the abuse of 

their platform. While the ministry is still framing the language as if the messages themselves are 

irresponsible, the actual implication is clear in the line that says ―spread of such messages should 

be immediately contained through the application of appropriate technology.‖ Interestingly, 

here, the techno-deterministic tone of the reprimand is consistent in the belief that technology 

can incite violence, and therefore better technology can stop violence. 

It has also been pointed out that such platform cannot evade accountability and 

responsibility specially when good technological inventions are abused by some 

miscreants who resort to provocative messages which lead to spread of violence. 

Here is another affirmation that WhatsApp is responsible for their platform being abused, and 

therefore responsible for the spread of violence. The language here is as unambiguous as the 

diplomatic language will allow. 

The Government has also conveyed in no uncertain terms that WhatsApp must take 

immediate action to end this menace and ensure that their platform is not used for such 

malafide activities. 

Finally, the reprimand ends with a threat to WhatsApp and a call for them to take action. Of 

course, not wanting to lose an invaluable chunk of their customer base, WhatsApp responded 

with the requested technological fix: limiting the number of times messages can be forwarded. 

This is a classic use of techno-determinism. The Indian government has washed its hands of mob 

violence, passing on the responsibility to technology. Techno-determinism is often problematic 

in this way, obscuring problems and solutions due to the assumption that more Internet will 

bring more technology, or better means of negotiating identity, or more ways of forming 

community. 

And this leads us to the different but related question of whether or not, after all of this, 

WhatsApp can actually be a healthy tool for the public. 
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WhatsApp as a tool for the public 

Just because there seem to be techno-deterministic tendencies in the Indian government‘s 

blaming of WhatsApp doesn‘t mean we can jump straight to conclusions about whether the 

technology fosters a healthy space for the public. Clearly, in these cases of mob violence, 

WhatsApp is failing as a public tool. The challenge, then, is the important task of explaining 

why this is the case – without leaning on the crutch of techno-determinism. 

But first, the idea of public needs to be questioned. The idea that technology brings more 

freedom, information, and democracy is easily related to the rights of speech and assembly – 

Enlightenment ideals. One major expression of these ideas is Habermas‘s public sphere, in 

which people are able to bracket difference and engage in rational-critical debate. 

However, in India, the public takes on slightly different forms. The ideals of free assembly, an 

enlightened society, and the public sphere of rational-critical debate are part of the Western, 

rationalist tradition. Partha Chatterjee explains clearly why this formula for the Western nation-

state doesn‘t apply to the Indian situation so well. 

Partha Chatterjee‘s concept of ―political society,‖ based on the premise that many Indians are 

not full, rights-bearing citizens as imagined in the Constitution, says that people occupy the 

resulting gap between civil society and the state and use the government‘s obligation to welfare 

as leverage. 

So, for example, when squatters in Calcutta occupy a space (Chatterjee, 2011), or when a 

religious sect refuses to dispose of the body of their leader, insisting he is in a long-term trance 

and not dead (Chatterjee, 2001), the government must negotiate with the populace to find a 

solution that costs the least in terms of the economics of governance. And since these 

negotiations often happen along the fracture lines of rationalism and communal tradition, they 

become all the more complicated. 

Because, to reiterate, a crucial factor in political society is that it is a negotiation outside of 

Western, Enlightenment ideals, which include rationality, science, and democratic technologies 

of the modern nation-state. In other words, applying the Habermasian public sphere to this 

situation simply doesn‘t fit. The kind of public that WhatsApp could potentially foster looks 

more like Chatterjee‘s political society than Habermas‘s public sphere. 

But if we view mob violence and mob lynchings in the context of Indian political society, we 

might find that they are also negotiations – in the extreme – that take place in the gap between 

civil society and the government. 

And in this case, the Indian government has gotten off cheaply, claiming to make arrests in cases 

of violence, and then pushing the rest of the responsibility onto technology. The danger of this 

techno-determinism is blaming a Western technology and thus lending some legitimacy to mob 

lynchings as a means of practicing communal justice through the kind of ―political society‖ that 

Chatterjee identifies as a counterbalance to Western, rationalist ideas in many cases. Mob 

violence is clearly not a positive or healthy form of public. 

With all of that in mind, at its core, the Western idea of Enlightenment isn‘t completely useless 

to the WhatsApp situation. Kant‘s original idea was that individuals should have the courage to 

use their own understanding (especially in public), and the WhatsApp lynchings are cases of 

fake news – misinformation, which is the opposite of enlightenment (Kant, 2010). 
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So then the question is again whether and to what degree WhatsApp should take responsibility 

for the spread of fake news. Answering that question without being techno-deterministic one 

way or the other is important, but it doesn‘t mean technology can‘t be facilitating the spread of 

fake news. 

A simple analogy for thinking about this problem is that a vinyl record isn‘t a very good 

technology for, say, keeping a grocery list. Doing so would not determine the items on the list, 

but it would certainly influence the way someone did their shopping. 

Going beyond that comparison, technology is a product of society, and this has several 

implications. A clear example of one implication comes from Ann Travers, who says, 

Technologies and technical proficiency are identified with masculinity. New 

technologies tend to be introduced, both in the workplace and in the classroom, in ways 

that are consistent with existing patterns of gender stratification. Thus, while for 

professional men, word processing and computer know-how generally translate into 

greater efficiency and empowerment on the job, the pattern of restricting women to 

service-oriented labour has not been broken by their acquisition of word processing or 

computer skills. (Travers, 2000) 

For Travers and others like Nayar (2010), the predominantly white men who invented the 

Internet easily take on the default internet user – in other words easily practicing body denial to 

become the anonymous netizen, and this translates into a bracketing of social status needed for a 

healthy (Habermasian) public sphere. But for others – women, people of color, gay people, or 

even the elderly and children – the body cannot be denied for the public sphere. For them, 

politics and the body are inseparable. In other words, there is uneven access to the empowerment 

technology provides simply because it is constructed by human hands. 

Where this argument becomes relevant is in the use of social media for mob violence against 

suspected beef eaters, who are often Muslims, against a relatively high proportion of mentally 

disabled individuals, and between sections of society with historical conflicts. While WhatsApp 

wasn‘t produced by the Indian societies in question and therefore doesn‘t have their exact set of 

prejudices built in, it is clear that the technology at least allows for certain messages to spread 

with unintended consequences. These messages, just as in many Western cases, have to do with 

difference and body-connected identities, as well as the spread of rumors or ―fake news.‖ 

Given these two commonalities, it‘s tempting to just conclude that WhatsApp is only useful for 

spreading hate and disinformation, but WhatsApp is still widely used in India and yet news 

about child kidnapping lynchings has dropped off. What changed? 

Many efforts to combat the lynchings by local governments and by WhatsApp included 

education campaigns against fake news, and this ―enlightening‖ approach may have worked 

(Rahman, 2018). However, an ironic twist to this positive result is that WhatsApp didn‘t use 

their own media to educate people about fake news. Instead, they took out full page ads in 

newspapers. Similarly, some secondary schools in Kerala introduced classes to combat fake 

news (Biswas, 2018). 

In other words, while we can only speculate about whether or not a campaign on the actual 

WhatsApp messaging service would have been successful, there seems to be a consensus even 

among the app‘s makers that the service is more useful for spreading lies than truth. 

However, this is is not a conclusion that this technology makes people violent. Education seems 

to have curbed the problem of fake news about child abductions, but cow-related lynchings 
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continue with or without the help of the popular messaging service. As of this writing, a quick 

Internet search reveals another Muslim death by cow vigilantes as recently as the previous day 

(Agence France-Presse, 2019). 

 

Conclusions 

The fairly obvious conclusion here should be that WhatsApp does not cause mob violence. It 

can, like many other platforms, be used to spread fake news and propaganda. It can help 

likeminded people communicate and form groups. In India, these groups have included cow 

vigilantes, and the fake news has included child abductions, and the results of both have been 

violence. There is no evidence that peaceful, educational messages can‘t also thrive in this 

medium, but its not exactly encouraging that it‘s own creators have little enough faith in the 

platform that even they did not use it for that purpose.  

On the other hand, the Indian government places the blame on technology, but there is a more 

convincing correlation between the rise of the BJP and cow violence than the rise of WhatsApp 

and lynchings. Consciously or not, the technology is being scapegoated to remove blame for 

violence that demonstrably happens alongside historical social divides – between caste, region, 

and religion. 

Whether or not WhatsApp is a useful space for a healthy public in India – and what shape that 

public takes – remains to be seen, but the answer cannot be found with techno-deterministic 

approaches. The intersection of technology and society is a constant negotiation with 

entanglements and contradictions for those trying to navigate it. Therefore, any techno-social 

solution needs to come out of this negotiation, and not by singling out one tech company as the 

source of society‘s problems. 

Because in the end, fake news and mob violence were not invented in 2018. They are age-old 

phenomena. Fake news – or in more common terms, lies – have been inciting mob violence for 

thousands of years. Enabling one or both of these ancient evils is undoubtedly a problem, but 

blaming WhatsApp for the existence of lies is no more useful than blaming the wider Internet 

was in previous decades, or the television before that, or the printing press before that. Instead, it 

is the lies and the liars who tell them that are now and always have been the problem, and the 

only way to combat them is simply by telling the truth. 
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Abstract: The aim of this presentation is to outline GSR, an innovative project straddling global 

history, digital history and cartography, and digital data visualization. Based on the premise 

that the history of navigation can provide effective evidence of modern globalization processes, 

GSR aims to apply ground-breaking IT technologies in order to answer the question: how can 

we represent the historical evolution over time of different types of early-modern and modern 

European transoceanic sea voyages on a synoptic and comparative scale? We plan to achieve 

this through the most advanced online IT representation techniques and drawing inspiration 

from important digital history projects of a similar kind. 

Keywords: global history, history of navigation, visual history, IT technology, spatial 

geodatabase, innovation in historical communication 

____________________ 

1.  

Several digital history projects have been implemented or are being developed in different 

digital humanities centres around the world
1
. Among them are two that seem to have the topical 

and technical features closest to our intentions. The first project is ―Slave Voyages 2.0‖ – 

previously called ―The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database‖
2
 –  which is a 2018 updated 

version of an international project started in the late 1960s and carried on until its present format 

by a North-American university consortium
3
.  

The second project is ―ORBIS: The Stanford Geospatial Network Model of the Roman World‖
4
, 

an ―interactive model [that] reconstructs the duration and financial cost of travel in antiquity […] 

by simulating movement along the principal routes of the Roman road network, the main 

navigable rivers, and hundreds of sea routes in the Mediterranean, Black Sea and coastal 

Atlantic‖. 

Both projects are based on very advanced techniques of data management and interactive visual 

representation, which can enhance in a very significant way the access to and visualization of 

big data. 

                                                        
1 Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media;  

The Virginia Center for Digital History at The University of Virginia; Center for Digital History Aarhus;  

Digital History Centre, University of Essex; Stanford Digital Humanities; Göttingen Centre for Digital Humanities; 

Digital.Humanities @ Oxford. 
2 See David Eltis, ―A Brief Overview of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade‖, Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade 
Database, https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/about, accessed April 27, 2018; a previous version is still accessible at 

https://web.archive.org/web/20130325095837/http://www.slavevoyages.org/tast/index.faces 
3 See the project history at https://www.slavevoyages.org/about/about 
4 http://orbis.stanford.edu/ 

mailto:gabbattista@units.it
mailto:afavretto@units.it
https://www.slavevoyages.org/
http://orbis.stanford.edu/)
https://rrchnm.org/
http://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/
http://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/
http://cas.au.dk/en/cedhar
https://www.essex.ac.uk/centres-and-institutes/digital-history
https://www.essex.ac.uk/centres-and-institutes/digital-history
https://digitalhumanities.stanford.edu/
https://www.gcdh.de/en/research/topics/digital-history/
https://digital.humanities.ox.ac.uk/
https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/about
https://web.archive.org/web/20130325095837/http:/www.slavevoyages.org/tast/index.faces
https://www.slavevoyages.org/about/about
http://orbis.stanford.edu/
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2. 

The history of European overseas navigation at the time of the first wave of globalization, 

between the late 15
th

 and the late 19
th

 century, is still lacking a comprehensive and comparative, 

quantitative, cartographic and visual synthetic representation, and we only have several partial 

historical reconstructions of this phenomenon in narrative or historical-cartographic formats. 

Computer technology allows us to create a tool capable of representing visually historical data 

through a geodatabase accessible online. In this presentation I will try to illustrate the objectives, 

the sources, the type of product and the technological apparatuses for realizing such a historical 

geodatabase. What follows is a description of the early stages of a project started only a few 

months ago and of a prototype whose refinement will still require much time and resources. 

The project originates from a global-history research perspective and, in particular, from 

interests related to the process of European expansion, to sea-voyage of exploration and to 

scientific, military and commercial sea expeditions overseas that have taken place with 

increasing intensity in the centuries of the modern age up to the end of the 19
th

 century. 

Over the course of about three and a half centuries the ways of European global navigation have 

profoundly changed from many points of view, albeit intermittently: shipbuilding, nautical 

techniques, living conditions on board, naval medicine, scientific and geographical-naturalistic 

knowledge, cartographic equipment and navigation assistance materials, logistics and propulsion 

methods. When we talk about the ―history of navigation‖ we refer to an extremely complex set 

of elements and details that have determined the historical evolution of sea voyages. Of course, 

we have several general and more specialised books of narrative history on European navigation 

and a considerable amount of learned research in specialised academic journals such as 

Maritime History, Journal for Maritime Research, Research in Maritime History, International 

Journal of Naval History, and The International Journal of Maritime History. But we still do not 

have a tool for representing comprehensively the quantitative and cartographic data provided by 

first-hand sources and for their computer-assisted analysis on a comparative basis.  

It should be observed that the need for a graphic, tabular and cartographic synoptic 

representation of global sea routes, distances and navigation duration times has long been felt, 

especially in the era of steamship navigation. Among many available examples of such 

synchronic maps on paper those produced at the beginning of the 20
th

 century by different 

groups come to mind: Rand McNally & Co., American Express Company and other navigation 

companies, the London Geographical Institute, and specialised publishers such as the very 

successful Mercantile Marine Atlas: specially designed for merchant shippers, exporters, and 

ocean travelers (London, George Philip, 1913, 16 successive editions). Another earlier example 

with an educational rather than commercial purpose is the 1888 Steamship and Telegraph 

Routes Between the Grand Divisions of the World, which is a world map showing the main 

steamship routes as well as the telegraph (operational and proposed) and submarine telegraph 

cable routes of the time: true evidence of the need for a visual and cartographic representation of 

the global communication revolution in the late 19
th

 century. All these examples are intended to 

offer synchronic and synoptic views at a given moment in history, but are not of course suitable 

for representing historical changes, much less the results of personalized queries or the 

multiplicity of information which can be incorporated in an online digital and searchable tool.  

A searchable geodatabase accessible online is the most appropriate instrument for attaining this 

goal, after the collection of a reasonable amount of relevant data and sufficient imagination for 

planning the assemblage of information and devising a system for their visual representation.  

Such a complex work of data collection and data entry over a long period of history would 

require an impressive and extremely expensive collection of data from European libraries and 
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archives. To give just a few examples relating to Europe alone (thus excluding the Northern and 

Southern American archives), the study of modern English navigations should be based on the 

relevant archival documentation preserved at the India office (British Library), at the National 

Maritime Museum in Greenwich and at the National Archives at Kew.  

For the French navigations, the relevant sources are to be found in the collections of the 

Archives Nationales in Paris and the Archives Centrales de la Marine at the Château de 

Vincennes, and, in particular in the partially digitized archival sources concerning the French 

East India Company‘s voyages to Asia accessible on the ―Mémoire des Hommes‖ website by the 

French Ministère des Armées
5
, where many details are available on 18

th
 century French sea-

voyages bound for the East Indies.  

The documentation on Dutch sea voyages are in the VOC archives at the Algemeen Rijksarchief 

in The Hague. The Spanish maritime enterprises are documented in the papers of the Archivo 

General de Indias in Seville, and the Portuguese ones by the Chronological Body through an 

extraordinary collection of manuscripts on the history of Portuguese navigation between 1166 

and 1699, kept at the Arquivos Nacionais, Torre do Tombo, in Lisbon. 

3. 

Fortunately, examples are not wanting of systematic assemblage and analysis of data on the 

history of navigation by individual countries. Let us just give as an example the volumes edited 

by J. R. Bruijn, F. S. Gaastra and I. Schöffer, Dutch-Asiatic Shipping in the 17
th

 and 18
th
 

centuries (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1987), containing a detailed scrutiny of the logbooks 

concerning 8,194 Dutch sea voyages between the Netherlands and Asia from 1595 to 1804. 

Initially published in printed format, it has been digitized in PDF format freely accessible and 

searchable online
6
; and the data has been entered in an online database realized by Huygens 

ING, The Hague
7
. This tool enables querying the data of each log through a multi-variable 

search, with the output presented in a combined and tabular format. Although it is a very 

interesting product, it does have certain limits. Not all the data collected in the volumes has been 

entered into the database or is searchable; the output is only in tabular form, not in diagrams or 

other graphic or visual forms. However, the possibility to export all the data or specific searches 

in excel format allows further external data refinements. For example, after extracting sea 

voyages selected on a chronological or destination basis (or other variables) from the database, it 

is possible to record their departure and arrival dates separately, determine their duration and 

therefore create diagrams representing number, distribution by destination and duration of the 

selected trips over a period of time, covering the entire database or only selections of it. 

Another example worth remembering, but of a different nature and purpose, is the Catalogue of 

the East India Ships‘ Journals and Logs 1600-1834 by Anthony Farrington, published in 1990 

by the British Library. As in the previous case, it is based on the analysis of a very large pool of 

logbooks: specifically, the logbooks of the ships of the East India Company which the returning 

captains were required to hand over to the India Office and which are now preserved at the 

British Library. However, Farrington‘s valuable Catalogue is a printed directory designed for 

archival purposes only and accompanied by a – quite rich and helpful – summary description of 

each logbook. At the present time there seems to have been no attempt to digitalise it. Both the 

above-mentioned cases, however, are of interest as examples – different in criteria and purpose – 

of valorisation of the same kind of source: the ship logbooks of the Dutch and English 

                                                        
5 https://www.memoiredeshommes.sga.defense.gouv.fr/fr/article.php?larub=1&titre=compagnies-des-indes 
6http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/retroboeken/das/#page=7&accessor=toc&view=homePane&size=1219&source=1 
7 http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/das/search 

http://resources.huygens.knaw.ni/das/index.html_en
https://www.memoiredeshommes.sga.defense.gouv.fr/fr/article.php?larub=1&titre=compagnies-des-indes
http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/retroboeken/das/#page=7&accessor=toc&view=homePane&size=1219&source=1
http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/das/search
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monopolistic companies trading on the routes between Europe and Asia from the late 16
th

 to the 

early 19
th

 century. 

Logbooks are an indispensable source for the history of navigation and they should be 

distinguished from published accounts of sea-voyages. The latter are essentially printed works, 

often the result of ex-post facto revisions, mostly written by participants in various capacities in 

exploratory, scientific, military or colonial naval expeditions: that is to say in occasional, 

exceptional journeys, different from the regular maritime connections within the global 

economic and political networks. The logs, on the other hand, are manuscript registers recording 

daily nautical and meteorological data during navigation, kept by the captain or by other officers 

in compliance with a precise duty whose complete fulfilment involved its delivery, once 

returned to the base, into the hands of the shipping company. In terms of form and content, they 

do not belong to a narrative genre, and do not include stories, observations or subjective 

considerations of varying nature and matter deriving from the voyage experience. Logs are a 

typology of written source which, depending on the contexts, periods, countries or the type of 

ship (military or merchant), contains the recording of technical data. True nautical journals, they 

contain the regular recording of data relating to the ships, the crews, the equipment on board, 

food and water reserves, the route, the position, the ship speed, the weather and sea conditions, 

the winds, currents, water depths and seabeds, the places visited or sighted – and only 

occasionally events or aspects related to life on board. They are therefore a source of 

fundamental importance for the knowledge of the actual conditions of the navigation, its 

duration, and its technical and nautical details. Moreover, in the case of regular mercantile or 

military sea-voyages – such as the Dutch and English navigations toward Asia – logs present a 

more or less standardized format, which makes a computerized serial analysis possible. 

4. 

In many cases, published voyage accounts also have characteristics that are not too dissimilar 

from the logs and contain valuable nautical information, even if normally incorporated into 

longer and more articulated and accurate narrative texts. Published voyage accounts, differently 

from manuscript logs, are much more easily accessible. They were publications addressed to the 

general reading public, were extremely popular for conveying unusual, surprising information 

on distant, unknown countries and peoples, were frequently reprinted and included in large 

collections – a very successful publishing product between the mid-16
th

 and the mid-19
th

 

century, starting with the celebrated Ramusio and Hakluyt collections – and in public and 

private libraries. That is why nowadays we can find them easily available online in large 

digitisation projects. Of course, the publication in print of sea voyage accounts and logbooks has 

been going on for several centuries and still continues, as we can see from the vital catalogue of 

critical editions of sea voyage accounts sponsored by the Hakluyt Society
8
.  

Even with different accessibility constraints, therefore, logs and sea voyages reports constitute a 

set of very important sources and a repository of information for those wishing to study 

European navigation in the modern age on a global scale, that can be collected and processed 

with computer-aided techniques. Among the particular aspects these sources can shed light on, 

those that stand out are the sea routes and duration of the transoceanic journeys. They can offer 

evidence on the timing of global sea connections in modern times, before and after the 

introduction of steam propulsion, and a well-targeted data collection enables the building of a 

long-term, transnational, comparative picture on a global scale. 

                                                        
8 A total amount of 350 volumes concerning mainly British navigation enterprises, of which a recent, valuable example 

is The Voyage of Captain John Narbrough to the Strait of Magellan and the South Sea in His Majesty‘s Ship 

Sweepstakes, 1669-1671, ed. by Richard J. Campbell, with Peter T. Bradley and Joyce Lorimer, London: Routledge for 
the Hakluyt Society, 2018 
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It is worth mentioning an earlier interesting example of analysis of logbooks, in particular of the 

East India Company logbooks, which is Henry Wise‘s An Analysis of One Hundred Voyages to 

and from India, China, &c. Performed by Ships in the Hon‘ble East India Company's Service; 

With Remarks on the Advantages of Steam-Power (London: J. W. Norie, W. H. Allen, 1839). In 

this accurate research, the author analysed a hundred EIC logbooks (1791-1833) in order to 

show how many days of calm or light winds the EIC ships had experienced in different seasons 

on their routes to various Indian and Chinese destinations and, consequently, how many 

navigation days could have been spared by employing steam power as an auxiliary mean of 

propulsion. Apart from its interest as a text in favour of the introduction of steam power, this 

book shows how logbooks could be employed for purposes other than their original ones. Of 

course, Wise‘s is a text supporting a utilitarian cause for cost-saving purposes, not a historical 

research, however, despite its specific intentions, it is not completely out of place to consider his 

book as a kind of methodological predecessor of GSR. 

5. 

GSR is a project aiming to develop a computerized online tool accessible in interactive modes, 

that allows the processing of tabular representations and dynamic graphs and charts of data 

collected from the sources described above. It consists in a relational database with a spatial 

component (Geodatabase) for the analysis and visual and cartographic representation of 

maritime routes at a global level in the modern era. 

Its core database contains data concerning each ship‘s name, type, measures, construction 

details, tonnage or displacement, type of propulsion, number and composition of the crew, 

available navigation instruments on board, name of the captain or owner, equipment, voyage 

typology and seasonality, weather conditions, departure and arrival dates, destinations, place 

names (historical and present), sea routes, stopovers, speed, and distances covered. Appropriate 

queries let the user select and aggregate such data, for example on a chronological, seasonal, 

typological or geographical departure and destination basis. The user can compare them in 

tabular format and represent them with diagrams or visuals dynamically showing on digital 

maps the itinerary and progress as well as the route and relative navigation speed of different 

ships. 

Not only can the technical data on the navigations be entered in the geodatabase, but also a 

variety of other useful information for a better understanding of the spatial and visual 

representations. The graphical and visual restitution of a particularly important voyage, for 

example, can be supplemented, if available, with bibliographic information, biographical notes, 

historical explanatory texts, references to manuscript or printed sources, images of various 

kinds, such as nautical charts of the time, depictions of the type of ship, portraits of navigators. 

This information can be accessed in pop-up windows to be activated by interactive links. The 

routes can be broken down and shown dynamically in their successive advancement stages; each 

phase can also be illustrated by pop-up windows containing bio-bibliographic, iconographic or 

textual details. 

Particular care is given to tracking the routes, obviously influenced not only by the climatic-

environmental conditions, but also by the technical and cartographic knowledge and the 

technologies available in each historical period (navigation by parallels or meridians, pre-

determination of longitude at sea, loxodromic routes, and post-Mercator cartographic 

projection). 

Given the large amount of potentially available data, but also the experimental nature of the 

product, a feature of GSR is modularity. In other words, the product is created by additional 

expansion modules, by including new voyages, by introducing new typologies and nationalities 
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of voyages (an expansion including non-Western – Arabian, Turkish, Indian, Malayan, Chinese 

– navigations would be most desirable), and by extending the time frame for data collection. 

The launch of GSR has taken place through a series of experimental analyses of published 

voyage accounts and manuscript logbooks between the early 16
th

 and the mid-19
th

 century. 

Particularly significant navigations and circumnavigations have been initially considered, such 

as those by Vasco da Gama (1497-1499), Ferdinand Magellan (1519-1521), George Anson 

(1740-1742), Louis Antoine de Bougainville (1766-1769), plus the two famous 19
th

 century 

circumnavigations by the Austrian Frigate ―Novara‖ (1857-1859) and by the Italian steamship 

―Magenta‖ (1865-1868). A series of commercial sea voyages have also been analysed. 

Specifically, 20 voyages of ships of the English East India Company to the East Indies between 

1605 and 1834 have been included based on the logs preserved in the Company‘s archive at the 

British Library. Also a certain number of the 8000-odd Dutch voyages to the East Indies have 

been incorporated, based on the already quoted 1987 analytical inventory Dutch-Asiatic 

Shipping in the 17
th

 and 18
th

 centuries and the related online database. 

From a technical standpoint, the crucial data of each voyage, particularly any relating to their 

duration, routes and positions, has been entered into a PostgreSQL database, the geo-spatial 

component of which is handled using QGIS. We are at present evaluating  online analytical 

processing software such as Tableau and NodeGoat, which can easily import, manage and 

represent several types of database by visual interface and with considerable flexibility and user-

friendliness. An interesting example in this regard is offered by Tableau‘s ―Live Query Engine‖, 

a technology that lets people natively query databases, cubes, warehouses, Cloud sources, even 

Hadoop, without any programming or advance development. 

The development of this tool will continue on two fronts. On the one hand, systematic data 

collection will be carried out by making use of English, Dutch, French, Spanish and Italian 

published and unpublished reports and logs of sea voyages. Particular attention will be paid to 

the typological varieties of transoceanic routes, the most important 18
th

 century exploration 

voyages (for example the James Cook and La Perouse expeditions), and to 19
th

 century steam 

powered voyages and circumnavigations
9
. The analysis of these voyages will result in a visual, 

spatial and cartographic, representation of the data concerning the radical changes in the 

duration of sea-voyages from the age of sail ships to the age of steam-assisted and full steam 

propulsion ships, and thus of the timing of modern globalization from the point of view of 

maritime transports. 

―Globalsearoutes-GSR‖ has virtually unlimited development potential. Its objective is to make 

available to a diverse public – including students, researchers, scholars and non-professional 

practitioners of, specifically, modern and navigational history – a technologically-advanced tool 

of study, research, representation and communication of data on maritime transports and naval 

globalization within modern history. Of course, the possibility to create an international 

collaborative network would enhance significantly the amount of data included in the database 

and dramatically enrich its information capacity. And we strongly encourage fellow researchers 

from the whole global community of historians to cooperate, particularly in the data search and 

collection process. 

                                                        
9 For example that of the Austrian frigate ―Novara‖[1957-1959, based on the published Narrative of the 

Circumnavigation of the Globe by the Austrian Frigate Novara, London, 1861-1863, German ed. 1861-1862] and of the 

Italian steamship ―Magenta‖, 1865-1868 based on Viaggio intorno al globo della R. pirocorvetta italiana Magenta, 
Milano, 1875. 

https://www.tableau.com/
https://nodegoat.net/about
https://www.tableau.com/about/mission#live-query
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Abstract: This is one of the results achieved from the research package of the Communication 

Capacity Building Project, funded by FES Institute (Germany), entitled " Audience Oriented 

Attractive Radio Program, - Applying new and interactive formats, with the participation of 

listeners in the radio program of Quang Ninh Provincial Radio and Television" from 2010 to 

2014. This article provides the research context which emphasizes why radio broadcast is 

selected as a communication channel that needs to be researched. The results of the situation 

analysis show that audience of the radio is also audience of other mass media. The urban 

population hear Quang Ninh radio programs more than those in rural areas. The reason why 

people do not listen to provincial radio programs primarily comes from the people themselves. 

Current news is the program which has the highest percentage of people who wish to listen to 

with the trend of diversity in the form of expression. With music programs, a high proportion of 

population consider it necessary to have interaction, exchange of ideas, expression of one‘s ego 

and sharing of personal opinions ... Thematic programs are designed in an "open" manner. , 

creating more playgrounds for listeners to join. Accordingly, the article provides some 

recommendations such as developing diverse programs suitable for the majority groups in the 

population of Quang Ninh province; the program aims to satisfy individual needs rather than 

the collective ones; There are many interactive programs; interweaving the forms of news 

coverage and content in current news programs; promoting images/ introducing special and 

new programs of radio programs. 

Keywords: radio, people, needs, Quang Ninh 

________________________ 

 

1. Research background of the radio programs in Quang Ninh  

Journalism has developed rapidly in broad spectrum during the last 10 years in Vietnam, such as 

rises in genres, number of correspondence agencies, number of newspapers and programs; 

advances in content quality, formats, printing and information transmitting technology; 

circulating and covering scopes; increased number of journalists and correspondence agencies‘ 

employees; rises in journalism public, especially from abroad; growth in financial resources, 

infrastructure and technological bases. However, beside those remarkable increases is the 

nonstop competition among the journalism genres and communication channels. In which, the 

local Radio and Television Stations (LRTS) have to collaborate and exchange with the other 

local stations, Central station, and others stations in the regions on one hand, and innovate their 
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current programs to help increase the public ratio. To survive and grow, the LRTS need to 

innovate their production management and improve the capabilities of reporters and editors, and 

to change the technology and technological instruments, etc. Therefore, there is an urgent need 

to shift program-producing mindset from producer-centric (reporters, editors) to public-centric. 

In order to achieve this aim, the LRTS need to do some surveys on the public (demographic 

traits, mass media accessing ratio and time, their interests and hobbies in terms of program 

contents, etc.).  

In a series of researches on communication public that have been sponsored by FES Institute – 

Germany
1
, there witnesses a remarkable drop in the rate of radio audiences in Vietnam. The 

reasons for this decrease are the facts that people are watching TV more than listening to radio; 

the radio wave quality is low; radio programs‘ contents are uninteresting; there has been no 

investment on infrastructure; and reporters‘ competency is low. Thus, in order to improve the 

programs‘ quality and increase the ratio of the local radio station audiences we (under the 

sponsorship of FES Institute, with a professional supervision of DW Academy and Academy of 

Journalism and Communication) have chosen Quang Ninh Radio and Television Station (QTV) 

as research partner in the project of ―Audience-oriented, fascinating radio programs – Applying 

the new formats, involving interactions and audiences‘ participation in the radio programs of 

Quang Ninh Radio and Television Station (QTV)‖. This project aims to analyse the current 

situation and radio program accessing demand of QTV audiences in 2010 (before changes in 

program broadcasting structure) and in 2014 (after changes in  program broadcasting structure, 

which are tailor-made to audiences‘ demand). This paper has relied on the thorough survey 

which has been taken upon 700 Quang Ninh people in 2014. 

 

2. Research scope and methodology 

In November 2014, based on the list of 700 respondents
2
 (350 radio audiences and 350 non-

radio audiences) which have been short-listed in the investigation of August 2010 among 10 

communes, wards and towns
3
 of Quang Ninh province, the researchers have contacted local 

authorities to gather those people from listed households. If someone could not join the survey 

due to some reasons like death, illness, funeral, house clearance, house location changing out of/ 

far away from the researching area, or going on sea voyage/working at far distance/child 

visiting/travelling, etc. that could not come back at the time of the research, the researching 

group will choose the substitute ones (prioritizing ones left from the short-listed 1,500 

respondents in the survey of August 2010). In fact, the survey has been taken on 322 radio 

audiences and 378 non-radio audiences, and therefore all of the obtained data will be analyzed 

for these 700 group of respondents.  

 

                                                        
1 During 2001 – 2002, Faculty of Sociology, Academy of Journalism and Communication has collaborated 

with Vietnam Television in doing the research on television public viewers in 5 cities/provinces: Hanoi, 

Bac Giang, Nam Dinh, Binh Duong and Ho Chi Minh city. In 2006 and in 2008, the same research has 

been continued for mass media public audiences in Lao Cai, Yen Bai and Dong Thap provinces. 

2 700 respondents have been chosen from a short-listed sample of 1,500  

3 There are 4 wards, 1 town and 5 communes, in which Ha Long city and Dong Trieu district have the 

highest number of chosen samples due to the fact that they have high population. The ratio for urban areas 

is higher than the ratio for rural ones in the 2014 research because Dai Yen commune has already been 

upgraded to ward administrative level.  
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3. Current usage situation of Quang Ninh Radio (QNR) audiences 

In relation to the other communication genres, radio public are also the public for printed 

newspapers, e-newspapers, and especially television. The radio audiences are frequent television 

viewers (more than 98% of them watch TV daily or watch TV some times a week), but the ones 

who watch the TV all the time can also be a non-radio audience. Thus, the television can meet 

the public demand much better than what radio can do. This partly explains the public 

abandonment of radio channel for getting engaged with the television programs.   

QNR audiences 

QNR leaders have decided on building the signature programs for target public, who can be 

miners, the elderly and increasingly the automobile drivers due to the sharp increase in the 

private vehicles and the boom of Quang Ninh tourism
4
. Among the radio audiences at the 

different groups of ages, there are more than 50% who listen to QNR. Before the intervention of 

the project, the data for radio audiences of 46 and above (23.1%) are more than those of 16-45 

aged groups (15%), but the corresponding ratios for them turn into 36.4% and 37.2% in 2014. 

Nevertheless, the number of frequent QNR audiences among the elderly cannot be compared to 

the VOV
5
 channel‘s. This implies that even with the elderly audiences who often listen to QNR, 

its programs have not met their demands better than the VOV ones do.  

As per researchers‘ and QNR leaders‘ reviews, one of the target audiences of QNR is the miners 

but the survey results have shown that among few miner-respondents of 6.3% (6% in 2010) 

there are only 22/44 (22/36 in 2010) who have frequent access to the QNR programs daily 

and/or some times a week. Groups of the retired (58.8%) and the working people (61.9%) 

(correspondingly, 63.3% and 60.5% in 2010) have more frequent access to the radio programs 

than the other occupations like freelancers and the jobless (36.9%) (71.4% in 2010), farmers 

(43.2%) (48.6% in 2010) and merchants (34.4%) (54.4% in 2010) do. Therefore, in order to 

raise the number of radio audiences, beside heading for the groups with highly possitive political 

concerns and groups with a lot of leisure time, we do think that QNR needs to build more 

public-oriented programs to meet these majority groups‘ demands. 

QNR has not got the audiences’ attention on the days off 

Getting to know the frequency of the audiences in listening to the radio programs can help 

analyze their interests. Among 322 radio audiences, the ratio of VOV audiences has accounted 

for the highest part, which is 86.6% (93.3% in 2010), then QNR comes afterwards (74.2% in 

2014, and 58% in 2010). But, while comparing with the situation before the project intervention, 

the 2014 ratio has revealed that the ratios between VOV audiences and QNR audiences have 

little discrepancy. In other words, the programs have been built in an audience-centric manner 

with the core contents of public demands.  

If within 5 working days there are 33.5% radio audiences who respond that they spend time 

listening to the QNR everyday then on the days off the number of audiences that turn on the 

radio shall decrease by 3.1%. This implies that QNR has not got a fascinating programs that 

induce the audiences to spend their time on during their days off, the days that the people should 

have much more time than usual for accessing new information sources. Thus, the building of 

                                                        
4 Quang Ninh province is among the 4 most attractive tourism destinations of Vietnam with UNESCO 

heritage of Ha Long Bay, Mong Cai shopping mall between Vietnam – China, and highest number of coal 

mines in the nation. 
5 Voice of Vietnam (Vietnam National Radio Broadcaster)  
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programs should have emphases which make the audiences become more interested and curious 

about the next sessions.  

 

News program is the most wanted program on QNR 

Based on 17 programs which have been chosen in QNR, the researchers have categorized them 

into 5 groups
6
 as below:  

1. News (VOV news wave-connecting program, Quang Ninh news, Smart transportation)  

2. Entertainment (Music, Sports, Everlasting songs, Back for family meals) 

3. Life (Health is gold, Travelling around, Gastronomy and life) 

4. Culture – Education (Socio-culture, Famous destinations, Science and life, Special 

topics) 

5. Interaction (60 minutes You and I, Rush hour, Beloved melodies) 

 

Despite the fact that the news programs listening ratio has decreased remarkably in 2014 (84%), 

in comparison with 100% in 2010 (listening news programs on radio at the daily rate of 76.4%), 

yet the news programs are still the groups which have the highest audiences among the 5. Little 

discrepancy between daily consuming of VOV news wave-connecting program (46.6% in 2014, 

73% in 2010) and of Quang Ninh news program (40.7% in 2014 and 69% in 2010) has assured 

that news is always in great need to everyone. The reason for this may lie on the daily behavior 

of the audiences in watching the news on mass media, which is not only the way people use to 

find information, but it is also an useful method for them to maintain their frequent connection 

with the community that they are in. While accessing the information, people both express their 

demands in showing their concerns on the communities and their belonging to that community. 

This has been illustrated throughout the attained result of more than 90% of the respondents who 

listen to the news programs and agree that these 2 programs have met the demand of the 

audiences in terms of length and time of broadcasting.  

Within the measurement scale of 0 to 5, the lower the average point is the higher the level of 

dislike is and vice versa. The results show that there have been 3 programs exceeding the 

average point of 3, which are VOV News program (3.84), Quang Ninh News (3.71), Everlasting 

songs (3.08).    

In fact, the program broadcasting framework of QNR has been becoming quite diverse while the 

programs of 2010 like Special topics, Window of knowledge, Happiness is in our hand, etc. have 

been in a ―closed‖ approach of the pre-set script without chances for audiences‘ interactions and 

discussions, but they have turned into non-existence on air in 2014. This can be specified by the 

                                                        
6 Some of the programs in 2010 research have not been broadcast in 2014 anymore (like Happiness is in 

our hand, Program in collaboration with Star World Company, Journey together, etc.) or they have been 

replaced by other programs with the similar theme of contents (Transport Safety has become Smart 

transportation, Window of knowledge has become Science and Life, etc.) or there appear totally new 

programs like Rush hour, Back for family meals.  



ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          71 

emergence of the programs, such as Beloved Melodies (in collaboration with VMG Vietnam 

Communication Joint Stock Company), Rush hour, 60 minutes You and I, which involve both 

direct and indirect interactions (through post mail, email, SMS, cell phone, system message, 

program Facebook fanpage) that have connection to the audiences. Thus, the diversification of 

accessing methods that highly considers public demands might be a bright path for the Radio 

Stations to position themselves in the audiences‘ mind, differentiating with the other 

communication channels like the Television and the Internet. 

Television is the biggest barrier to Radio 

There are 204/378 (54% in 2014, 45.2% in 2010) respondents who have admitted that they have 

ever listened to QNR. The most favoured answer of all for the reason of not hearing the radio 

programs is that they have already turned on their TV (77.6%, in which 58.8% consider this 

reason to be totally true to their state), while 65.5% have answered that they have not got enough 

time for radio programs. To predict the future circumstances, of which the ones who have never 

listened to the radio or the ones who used to listen but not now have the tendency to get their 

access to QNR programs while the station has tried hard to innovate their programs, 

broadcasting methods and to improve their wave coverage and quality of wave receiving and 

transmitting, the results has shown a positive outlook with 67.2% of the respondents (254/378) 

saying yes to QNR programs. Hence, if the station can do their best on these mentioned issues 

then their ability in attracting the audiences will become bigger. This has also been verified by 

the number of people who consecutively turn on their radio (18.9%) or who turn on their radio in 

their free time (75.8%) provided that QNR brings about the wanted programs. 

 

4. Quang Ninh people’s demand in listening to the radio programs
7
 

One of the radio short-comings that make it much more unpopular today is its one-way 

characteristic in transmitting the messages, considering their audiences to be passive listeners 

and leaving their real demands behind. The recent research has proved the previous conclusions 

of 2010, which highlighted the importance of interactive programs with audiences, while the 

information on purchasing, market pricing, etc. can be easily found in other better channels 

rather than the radio.   

To identify the public demands on the radio programs‘ contents much better, we have focused 

on figuring out in more details the types of news, music, special topics and other related 

contents
8
. Specifically, News program is still the most-wanted program on air with a ratio of 

99.1% (2014) and 86% (2010), then it comes Musical programs of 97.6% (2014).  

The General News program is the most-wanted one 

The General News Program comes with diverse news in every aspect of life that are updated in 

a real-time manner by the short and inducing comments that attract the audiences. Because of 

this, the program has been choosen as the most-wanted one with 91.3%, while the other news 

programs have not got big discrepancy among the ones with listening demand.  

 

                                                        
7 The analysis results on demands have based on the number of 582 respondents (322 current audiences and 

254 potential audiences of QNR) 

8 In the demand analysis, only News and Music programs are in consideration 
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Table: Demand for News programs (%) 

Program name Demand 

1. General news 91.3 

2. News and Tourism in combination 52.3 

3. News and Music in combination 52.4 

4. News and Knowledge transferring in combination 63.1 

5. News, music, transport and weather news in combination 67.1 

Taking a closer look at the local news contents that the public want to hear, the statistics have 

shown that the news on Quang Ninh security is the most-wanted (98.3%), when the news on 

weather, natural disasters, plagues, Quang Ninh security or the news on transportation have the 

number of interested public of 98% and 93.1% respectively. The news on coal mining, islands or 

Quang Ninh tourism, on the other side, has a modest number of audiences of under 50%.   

About the timing of radio listening, there have been nearly ½ of Quang Ninh respondents who 

would like to hear the programs at night before their sleep (56.7%), whereas 23.1% want to hear 

while working, and 13.8% want to hear while taking over individual errands.  

About listening time slots, the respondents have shown that they want to hear the programs in 

various times of the day, such as morning session (5:30-6:00 or 6:00-7:00), noon session (11:00-

12:00 or 12:00-13:00), afternoon and night sessions (18:00-19:30, 19:30-21:00), in which the 

slot of 19:30-21:00 is the time with the highest audiences for the Quang Ninh news program. 

The afternoon turns out to be irrelevant time for broadcasting news programs because the public 

spend their times for other activities, while there actually are 2 Quang Ninh news programs 

which are being broadcast (in Rush hour program) at the slots of 16:00-16:15 and 17:15-17:30. 

As per the analysis, these slots cannot be effective due to the lack of audiences. Moreover, the 

Rush hour has been built with a new format of combination between news, music, and other 

related information. This is quite fitted with the demand of automobile drivers while the actual 

number of households that possess their own cars is only 5.4% (38/700) in the research. This can 

also be a good explanation to the irrelevance of the current broadcasting time frame of the 

program to Quang Ninh people. Upon this discovery, the news program should be modified in 

terms of broadcasting time for being more suitable to the public demands of hearing the latest 

news, but not the news that have been on air at 19:00 in the National TV channel. 

 

Vietnam ballads are the most-wanted type of music 

Vietnamese music has always been in the top-tier position of the audiences‘ mind while 85% 

(2014) and 90% (2010) of the respondents have answered that they prefer Vietnamese ballads to 

the foreign ones (12%). Making a comparison between the Vietnamese ballad genres that the 

audiences mostly listen to, the researchers have found out that not all of the Vietnamese ballad 

genres are very much liked by the audiences. Among the 5 typical types of Vietnamese ballads, 
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there is only red music (politically oriented songs) that has more than 50% of the audiences 

saying yes (at exactly 73.4%), whereas the traditional ballads comes at the second place, not 

losing its position in a new time.  

The demands for interactions between individuals have been also conveyed through the public 

opinions while being asked about the formats of music programs. ―Interactions between MC and 

audiences‖ format comes at the first place in public priorities (54.1% in 2014, 43.7% in 2010). 

In 2010, the frequently run format of traditional editors‘ choices of music had got 23.6% 

supporters, but in 2014 there have been 46.7% respondents who think that the music should be at 

the choices of the audiences. The requesting methods of the audiences have been so diverse that 

they can be through post-mail (6.2%), SMS (26.2%), program Facebook fanpage (43%) and 

mostly through telephone calls (59.7%).  

The ―open‖ direction in launching these radio programs has played the most important part in 

deciding the traits of reporters, editors, who should be more whole-hearted, professional, 

educated, having high nerve, good communication skills, good group working attitude for much 

more flexible collaboration.   

Moreover, the time slots that the public want to spend for music programs are mostly in the 

evening, after 21:00. The least favorable time slots for the kinds of programs are the ones before 

7:00 in the morning and 13:00-19:00 in the afternoon. 

 

 Chart: Music program most favourable time slots (%) 

 

The music program broadcasting time slots at QNR have been changed much to meet the 

ongoing demands of the audiences after the survey in 2010. There has been no consecutive 

broadcasting of music or music-related information. However, there still are some music 

programs which are on air at the wrong time slots when the audiences have little care on the 

programs‘ contents, such as 5:30-6:00 (30 minutes) or 14:20-15:20 (60 minutes). This has 

created a negative supply surplus in music programs of QNR. Hence, the editor board needs to 

reconsider the adjustments that can be made to the broadcasting of the programs like being on 

air just on one concentrated suitable time slot of the day while the audiences have better senses 

for music after stressful working hours (after 20:00 or at noon of around 11:00-13:00). This, 

also, the time that the public spend on their individual activities more than on a collective one. 

This conclusion, one again, emphasizes that the public comes to consume radio programs at their 

individual needs at the mostly private moments of the day. 
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 5. Recommendations to QNR 

In the comparison with Television, Radio audiences are also the frequent public of the former. 

This implies that there are still kinds of news the public cannot find on air at the radio channels, 

but the television, whereas only some certain minority of television public are the radio 

audiences. Therefore, QNR should undertake these below actions to attract more and more 

audiences to the programs:  

- Build diverse programs which are suitable to the majority of Quang Ninh people, while 

putting adequate considerations on the social groups of the elderly and the working staff because 

they can be the ones that socialize the broadcast news. 

- Have more radio programs to meet the demands of both individuals and organizations, 

especially on the time slots of 5:30-7:30 and after 21:30 while the public normally spend their 

times on the medium.  

- Have much more direct and/or indirect interative programs while improving the 

interation formats among the MCs, guest-speakers and the audiences to trigger interests in the 

audiences.   

- Arrange better time slots for QNR news programs with a due interval to the VOV news 

programs.   

- The Daily News program needs to be longer with the diverse combination of 

broadcasting methods, ranging from short news notices to general news, from purely 

informational sharing to combination with music, weather and transport information, etc. QNR 

needs to take the audiences‘ feedbacks into great considerations to bring about the news that 

they really want. 

- As for news, QNR needs to insert more on prices, food hygiene and safety, and other 

useful news regarding Quang Ninh people daily life.  

- Reduce the time slots for consecutive music programs; one song should be on air once 

a day only. 

- Promote the special/new programs on the local television channel, through public 

speaker system, or by cell-phone SMS. 

- Collaborate with the wards‘ or communes‘ radio stations to broadcast the programs and 

get the support from bus or taxi drivers in turning on the local radio programs, especially in their 

live show.   
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Abstract: This proposal concerns my work experience as anthropologist and director of the 

Museum of Blacksmith's Art and Cutlery in Maniago, a small town in an industrial district of 

North-East Italy, near the Dolomite Park (UNESCO heritage). The explicit mission of this 

museum is to act as 'mirror of the local community' applying the eco-museum approach of De 

Varine. In recent years, we have been using new participatory methods, such as community 

mapping, art and storytelling, in order to engage local people and stakeholders. The focus of 

this action-research was directed to deal with heritage as a process for a community based on a 

historical tradition of cutlers, later transformed by a shift from handicraft to industrial 

production, currently on a global scale. In this process from local history towards a post-

industrial scenario, the Museum allows a space for discussion and for the negotiation between 

the different social actors, with an active involvement of the population. A track of this action-

research is directed to schools and to the new generation, through workshops with new 

technologies (e.g. 3D printed knives shapes) and new materials, while another activity tries to 

collect memories of the past through mapping by collecting material and immaterial goods that 

are becoming part of the museum's exhibition. Once the local community becomes aware of and 

responsible for its cutlers' heritage, public memory can be transformed in a cutting-edge for 

future society.  

 

Keywords: ethnographic museum; memory; participatory approach; public engagement; eco-

museum. 

________________________ 

 

During a conference held in Palermo in 1967 dedicated to the museums of popular culture, 

Alberto Maria Cirese literally stated: 'We often say museum to say dead thing' (2002: 37). With 

his museographical research in the 60s and 70s, when Italy was abandoning the peasant 

background moving toward industrialization, Cirese has represented the legacy of Antonio 

Gramsci (1975) in Italian studies. Landfills and museums were filled with the relics of peasant 

civilization, and Cirese with other anthropologists focused on work as a social structure 

founding power and ideology, following the classic approach of historical materialism. The 

Marxian school in this phase created museums of rural civilizations in order to collect and testify 

the culture and the production of the subaltern classes. To be honest, in the 1970s the 

involvement of peasants, labourers and workers was more or less nonexistent; the recovery 

operation was entrusted to the intellectuals, at the same time as this rural culture was abandoned 

by the 'subalterns' (Gramsci 1975) for the industrial city.  

This premise is just to explain my experience as a museographer in Maniago, where I arrived in 

2003 as an anthropologist to design and organize the Museum of Blackmisth's Art and Cutlery 

(henceforth MBAC), when the last two local artisans had stopped working and the production 

cycle was becoming post-industrial (Clemente, Mugnaini 2001).  

mailto:raltin@units.it
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Maniago is a small town (12,000 inhabitants) in the centre of the Industrial District of Knife in 

North-East Italy, on the edge of the Dolomites Natural park, which was recognized as a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2009
1
. Situated at the foot of the Alps and equally distant from 

Austria, Venice and Slovenia, Maniago has been recognized as a 'town of blacksmiths' since the 

1600s, when local nobles diverted a canal and built several forges along the rivers, where they 

started off a rich production of weapons for the Republic of Venice and tools for farmers.  

The first historical production was characterized by the craftsmanship of large blades (mostly 

weapons and sickles) but at the end of the XIX° century the craft shops were spreading 

throughout the urban area inside the private homes, creating a close home-work connection and 

a rich and varied production of small knives. At the beginning of the XX° century the 

introduction of electricity leads to the factory: in 1924 the CO.RI.CA.MA (acronym for United 

Cutlery of Caslino & Maniago) was opened, a cutting-object production plant that was the most 

important workplace in the area for over 50 years, before being converted into the MBAC. The 

closure of this and other factories in the mid-70s coincided with the transition from the local 

industry with complete production cycle to the post-industrial phase characterized by the 

assembly of semi-finished parts and global trade. The assembling of semi-finished blades and 

laser cutting have quickly replaced forges, grinders and benches; the polymerised plastic handles 

have replaced the old ones made of wood, horn and bone. 

Nevertheless, today this area still bases its sense of identity and belonging on the long history of 

blacksmiths and cutlers; indeed, for the last twenty years, the new museum project has become 

part of an ongoing process of identity redefinition.  

The decision to refurbish the dismissed Coricama factory in order to create a museum is highly 

significant per se; the eco-museum approach based on the idea of 'the museum as a mirror of the 

community' has been further strengthening a path of public participation (Riviere 1989; De 

Varine 1978). 'Doing eco-museum' means at the same time a way of governance and a 

museographic strategy for this particular museum, partly technical-scientific, partly 

ethnographic. Very briefly, the museum shows the most important historical phases of the 

production and the rich handicraft and industrial productions of sharp objects: from knives and 

scissors to scalpels, corkscrews, kitchen utensils and other work tools.  

The eco-museum approach has forged the museographical design since the first steps, before the 

museum project and the new exhibition: two years of ethnographic research in the field, among 

workshops, factories and public places, confirmed the common feeling that the Museum was 

born and finds its raison d'être as a propelling cultural center with strong roots in the territory of 

Maniago. Physically located in the renovated site of the former Coricama factory, a historical 

setting for memory and local identity, the Museum operates 'towards a cultural return of this 

material and immaterial collective heritage, in terms of an active participation in the culture and 

the growth of the context in which it is placed', as its mission states (Altin 2012: 12-13). Indeed 

the MBAC 'aims to feed the sense of collective identity that recognizes in the history and 

tradition of cutlers one of the founding symbols of the local community. The task of the Museum 

is to enhance the heritage of popular tradition, becoming a meeting place and a reference point 

for the local community, developing a richer sense of cultural belonging' (Ibidem). The MBAC 

is therefore proposed as a pole of social interest that stimulates reflections and comparisons, not 

a mere display of 'objects and machinery' but a propulsive center of initiatives that connect 

education, research and dissemination. The Museum aims to become a forum centered and 

widespread in the territory, with multiple interconnected networks with the broader cultural, 

social and economic realities, acting as a hub between the local community and external users. It 

is meant to be a 'mirror where local people can reflect and re-think themselves, to know each 

other and the territory in which it is rooted ... a mirror that people show to their guests to make 

                                                        
1 http://www.dolomitiunesco.info/la-fondazione-dolomiti-unesco/ 
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themselves better understood with respect to their activities, their behaviour and their intimacy' 

(Rivière 1989). 

In order to make this mission visibly explicit, the circular hall in the museum was covered with a 

mirror film along with historical photos of factory workers and cutlers. In this way visitors, 

when entering the hall, see themselves reflected with the historical images, in a concrete and 

symbolic interplay of reciprocal mirroring. 

 

Figure 1 

Simultaneously with this renewed museum, in 2005 the eco-musem of the Western Dolomites 

was established in the surrounding foothill area; its name Lis Aganis is dedicated to the 

mythological female figures of the popular beliefs who united the locals by means of a 

metaphorical ball of endless wool. This network of 22 heterogeneous museum cells represents 

the specificities of each small locality, from prehistoric archaeological excavations to the 

naturalistic park; they are collected together in three thematic routes: stones, water and crafts. 

Recognized by a Regional Law and financed by European funds, this eco-museum network 

represents an interesting case of heritage divided between the partecipatory approach from 

below, the eco-museum and the cultural tourism in a marginal area of the Dolomites Park. 

The historical configuration of the eco-museum was born in France from a complex process. The 

word écomusée was strategically proposed in 1971 by Hugues de Varine, a French museologist 

at that time director of ICOM (International Council of Museum), to refer to a new kind of 

renewed and participated museum that progressively took shape in those years as a result of the 

profound renewal of the world of museums that was shaped by the new museology school 

(Vergo 1991).  

The eco-museum is an institution (de Varine 1978), a process and a local development project 

(de Varine 2017), a 'pact whereby the community undertakes to take care of a territory' (Maggi, 

Murtas 2004: 8), 'a museum without walls and barriers in all senses' (Davis 2011: 289). 

Within this broad and dynamic framework, the eco-museum can be described as a cultural 

reality with tasks of conservation, documentation and enhancement of assets within a territorial, 
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political and social context. These actions are strictly linked to the task of social integration and 

local development. Since the 1970s, these museums have found widespread use all over the 

world and today, in Italy, they play an important role in the heritage building process and as an 

active presence at the local level.  

It should be underlined that this museographical project, linked to an idea of participatory 

heritage, is being carried out in an industrial district characterized by a complex interweaving of 

economic and cultural development plans. Indeed, this territory is included within the Industrial 

District of Knife (with more than 70 companies and around 2,000 workers) and at the same time 

it borders with the park of the Dolomites, which have become World Heritage Site since 2009, 

precisely at the time of the global economic crisis. 

The traditional knife production is also famous for ancient weapons, daily or professional cutting 

tools and other particular customised products for collectors and for the international cinema; all 

the products are protected by the laws of the District with an eco-territory brand. Quoting the 

mission of the Industrial Consortium (NIP 2011) 'The mountain district is […] a world of 

history, nature, traditions, culture, economy and meeting. This territory has always been a 

laboratory for sustainable development, open to a non-invasive tourism, to build a place where 

the relationship between man and environment constitutes the altar against wild urbanization'. 

Cultural Tourism and global commerce make this case study in the North-East of Italy an 

interesting example of heritage with 'contemporary shapeless face' (Ronzon 2008: 18) in an 

extremely articulated and diversified territory which is difficult to confine in an ethnographic 

study of a traditional community.  

This region, bordering East and Central Europe, has always based its identity on a work ethic 

and a predominantly family production, made up of small businesses often in competition with 

each other. After a decade of development and well-being, in the 1970s, production entered a 

crisis with the arrival of globalization, especially with the Asian competition (Breda 2012). This 

context may be marginal in many ways, but is extremely significant, as recalled by the rapid 

social changes that turned it into what today is 'not only a key arena in Italian politics and 

economy, but also an ideal cultural arena for the study of Italian post-modernity (or late 

modernity) in reason of its variety, heterogeneity and internal complexity (Ronzon 2008: 15).  

In order to stimulate the emergence of this cultural interface between the industrial-urban and 

the rural spheres, we decided
2
 to undertake different strategies to make the museum participated 

and make the local community more aware of the historical processes in progress. Using the 

museum as a cultural hub, the heritage management switches from the exclusive competences of 

cultural offices into the administrative space dedicated to tourist and economic policies to the 

point of involving and intervening on landscape and territorial planning actions (Karp et al. 

2006). Moreover, the communities themselves become the protagonists of a patrimonial action 

that can lead to real experiments in the field of deliberative and participatory democracy.  

 

New Participatory methods  

The first important step was to break down the hegemony of a single homogeneous historical 

memory into the many streams that make it up as oral histories of gender, social class and role 

within the community. I had tried to adopt an intersectional approach in terms of gender, 

generation and social capital already in the first research phase. Then, with the new museum, we 

started organising evenings with oral tales and many public meetings with the explicit request to 

give voice to women and workers, that is, not only to masters but above all to employees. A part 

                                                        
2 I would like to thank in particular the incredible staff and the volunteers of the museum for their generous participation 
and collaboration in all the initiatives of the MBAC. 



ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          79 

of the exhibition is explicitly dedicated to 'the part of women' and the reconstruction of the 

lockers and identification tags of the workers is meant to acknowledge their historical work, not 

only from a concrete point of view. This has slowly started a process of awareness, the 

emergence of personal and collective memories and, above all, a more positive re-evaluation of 

one's social role and active role in public history. 

 

 

Figure 2 

In continuity with this approach, we then started the project LAMEmoria (a pun in Italian 

language which literally means blades-memory), based on a participated map of historic 

workplaces, followed by the construction of an online archive and the imminent realization of a 

temporary exhibition with the active participation of the local community. The theme of 

community mapping, in the configuration proposed by the Parish maps, is built around a strong 

idea of a local community that intervenes actively in the processes of representation and 

narration of one's own landscape. As highlighted by Cristina Grasseni (2013: 99), the goal of the 

map is a process «during which material culture, intangible cultural heritage, seasonality and 

sociability come to the fore according to their proper local expressions, rooted in convention, 

routines, social environments and rituals». The maps elaborated in an eco-museum context are 

configured, in this sense, as a concrete possibility on the one hand to intervene at a patrimonial 

level, displaying immaterial knowledge and local knowledge, and on the other to act in function 

of an active involvement of the population for the development of a shared and conscious action 

of social transformation (Grasseni 2004). An operation that actually intervenes on that increase 

of shared awareness that promotes the launch of the eco-museum action as an interpretative 

practice of a territory (Davis 2011). The risk already highlighted is to simplify the map: if it is 

based only on nostalgic memory and on a frozen representation of past places, it becomes a 

cultural reification disconnected from the present (Clifford 1998).  

Very briefly, the mapping of the workplaces was prepared with various public meetings in the 

town informing the citizens and asking for active collaboration. In the second phase, a number of 

materials linked to the memories of the workplace were collected before going out in the field 
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with maps, cameras and notepads to retrace the different layers of the workplaces. Then, back at 

the museum, we worked on a large-scale map spread on the table where each participant 

progressively marked 'his/her' places linked to working memories. This set of actions were 

aimed at promoting the role of the inhabitants in the construction of 'maps capable of 

representing in a communicable and meaningful way, through generally weak formalization 

techniques, their own lived space, expressing the recognized environmental, territorial, 

landscape, and productive values from the local community' (Magnaghi 2010: 7-8). 

The amount of information that came out was impressive: in the Maniago central area almost 

500 places that today are 'buried' by other functions have re-emerged. But the most surprising 

thing was the collective work of memories that, starting from personal memories, often triggered 

by some nicknames in local language, started the creation of a series of information stimuli that 

surfaced, finally giving voice also to the female and worker component, not just the male master 

one.  

Through this mechanism, almost a physical appropriation of the cartographic tool, the places of 

work have become dynamic nodes of a complex network of family and productive relations 

(Pascolini 2017). A workshop, understood as a recognized and numbered physical place on 

paper, becomes, in the words of cutlers, a place of memory stratified and complex: a real and 

productive contact area in which the museum collection becomes a historical, political and 

emotional relationship (Clifford 1997). 

After some increasingly participated meetings, this project led to the foundation of the 

association 'Friends of the MBAC'. We decided to continue this process involving the citizens in 

a temporary exhibition scheduled for January 2020, which not only will describe the memory of 

the past workplaces through the sources collected until now, but will become an interactive 

exhibition with active participation from the local community. The exhibition is meant to be a 

moment of return and restitution of the LAMEmoria project to the community of Maniago, 

becoming part of the participatory process that put the memory of work as a shared intangible 

heritage at the centre. The exhibition, in this sense, is proposed as a means of creative, open and 

participatory writing that uses the ethnographic methodology in function of the collection of 

contents and the construction of the narration. 

This procedural approach aims at highlighting not only the historical stratifications, but above all 

the interlocking of the various local productions with other activities (such as carpentery, project 

design, packaging, etc.), as well as reconstructing the distribution lines and all that undeclared 

work (black market labour and work on behalf of third parties) which has never obtained an 

explicit recognition, such as the work done by women. 

Stratified and heterogeneous collective memories thus construct the reconversion maps of the 

local community towards current post-industrial society and production. LAMEmoria is a 

participatory process asking the community of Maniago to enter the space of the museum and to 

become the protagonist of the narration of heritage. The maps elaborated and enacted in an eco-

museum context are configured, in this sense, as a concrete possibility on the one hand to 

intervene at a heritage level, visualizing the immaterial forms of territorial knowledge, and on 

the other to actively involve the local population in the development of a shared and conscious 

action of social transformation (Clifford, Maggi, Murtas 2006; Grasseni 2004). Self-knowledge 

and self-recognition creates shared awareness that promotes the launch of the eco-museum 

action as an interpretative practice of a territory (Davis 2011). 
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Figure 3 

Between 2016 and 2019, however, some activities continued the work and objectives of the 

LAMEmoria project also in other forms: a school-work training project produced a short film – 

written and directed by the students on the theme of their perception of the present and the past 

of the city of Maniago. Moreover, the National Knife Documentation Center was opened: a 

digital archive with a first cataloguing of the materials collected thanks to the community 

mapping.
3
 

In order to prevent the museum from becoming a 'dead thing' (Cirese 2002), it is not enough to 

gather and bear witness to the past, there must also be a passing of baton with the new 

generations. As Lenclund (1987: 32) states: 'La tradition institue une 'filiation inversée': loin que 

les pères engendrent les fils, les pères naissent des fils. Ce n'est pas le passé qui produit le 

présent mais le présent qui façonne son passé. La tradition est un procès de reconnaissance en 

paternité'.  

The tradition of smiths and cutlers, similarly with the peasants, was not something good to be 

transferred to the sons: the craft work was dirty, dangerous, and often unprofitable, except for 

the owner of the factory. Furthermore, after the recognition of the Dolomites UNESCO heritage, 

the influence of the tourist boost has determined the creation of 'frozen' folk traditions for 

purposes of passive consumption by the visitor in search of 'typical' local products (Bennet 1995; 

Miller 2012).  

The eco-museums have an explicit mission to promote local assets with participation from 

below, a mission which is expressed above all in teaching in local schools and promoting forms 

of slow tourism, toward a sustainable economic recovery of the territory. 

At first glance all this seems a natural territorial enlargement of the MAFC participatory project, 

but if the touristic representation and the teaching in the inter-generational transfer are focused 

and articulated only on fixed and generic themes, there is a risk of flattening and cultural 

                                                        
3 http://documentazionecoltello.maniago.it/ 
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sterility. Nostalgic narratives of the lost community, of 'how we were', simplify material and 

immaterial assets that should be re-functionalized by combining also with new forms of 

emerging cultural tourism (MacDonald 2012; Ames 1992). 

For these reasons, several initiatives of the museum have tried to actively involve children, 

students and the new generations with artistic and sensorial research-action paths.  

For primary school children many workshops have demonstrated the didactic efficacy of starting 

from objects of material culture and from 'know-how' to build new experiments of artistic 

bricolage: from multifunction wooden knives (which become experiments of surrealist design) 

to the exhibition that recycles pieces of iron creating storyboards of fairy tales, the important 

thing was to re-build a relationship and a new gaze on blacksmiths, on iron and knives.  

The rusty iron recycling of a local artist who writes contemporary fairy tales for children has 

been included in the permanent exhibition, with some pieces, such as a spaceship descending 

into the forge, that break the museological 'cataloguing' order, arousing the protests of a part of 

the old cutlers. From a participatory point of view, this has enabled a heated discussion of 

different local stakeholders with different expectations towards the museum. This confirmed the 

reading of Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (2012: 199) which defines 'heritage as a mode of 

cultural production that has recourse to the past and produces something new'. The 

museographical assets therefore are created through cultural actions that extend museological 

values and methods (collection, documentation, conservation, teaching, interpretation and 

presentation) to living people, to their knowledge, practices, fields of life and values. Thus the 

artisans move from the unconscious habitus of their professional practices to the conscious 

selection of heritage that becomes oral assets to be filed with oral heritage.  

 

 

Figure 4 

During the collective storytelling at the museum, the local customs testify the female working 

presence for almost a century; being able to tell it publicly and having museum spaces dedicated 
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to gender representation, has activated forms of pride and women's active participation in the 

museum documentation, collection and teaching activities. The awareness for marginal groups, 

such as women or wage workers, not only highlighted the 'unofficial' history, with positive 

effects on public participation, but is also important for documenting important steps of the 

knives' production cycle, with forms of underground and irregular economy which was 

fundamental for the economic growth of this area after the Second World War. 

Another inclusive experiment towards new participatory communities was the audio and tactile 

route for the visually impaired, done in collaboration with translation experts and guides for 

blind visitors. Part of the permanent exhibition is based on a reconstruction of human plaster 

casts that re-enact the postures and working gestures of the knife cutters; the tactile path for the 

blind has become a trick to analyze the importance of 'know-how' and ergonomics in the work of 

blacksmiths, expanding cognitive skills and stimulating new interpretations of material heritage. 

Taking advantage of the laboratory of new technologies found in the industrial area for company 

production, we entrusted high school students with the task of enriching the tactile path by 

constructing 3D photocopies of handles, blades and normally dangerous sharp objects that have 

been reproduced in prototypes of plastic material or non-toxic food fibers also usable for 

teaching with small children.  

 

 

Figure 5 

Last year, a training course with school students led to the creation of a short video-fiction 

'Travel in the Past' that emphasized the active re-elaboration of history by young people; other 

competitions are dedicated to literature, with the 'Blades and plots' prize, now a consolidated 

genre among the literary competitions. 

The idea and the practice of a participatory museum are fed through research, films, interviews, 

cultural events and the management methods. Indeed the museum as a social technology 

(Foucault 1993) builds a new perception and representation of the museum, of the public and of 

the local community. With a slow but constant and contagious involvement, trust and active 

participation by former cutlers and workers, schools, teachers, pupils, artists and various 
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associations, the new museum concept spreads a collaborative turn (Karp et al. 1995) which, in 

addition to branching the network of participation of the local community, begins to extend 

beyond its own surrounding territory. 

Following Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (2012), we could consider ethnographic museums as 

agents and producers of heritage and each museum site as a cultural artifact that connects to the 

network through objects, stories, people, products, representations, consumption, well beyond 

their territorial perimeters. The museum therefore becomes a hub between different heritage 

practices and interpretations and a cultural trigger which stimulates an active process of heritage 

re-appropriation, not only for different gender and generations, but also for different 

stakeholders and for the communities involved. A museum as an open work, in which the 

objects are not exhibited as static artifacts, but as signs that expose ideas and behaviors, 

promotes the dialogue with the many productive, social and territorial spheres. Thus, the 

museum becomes an arena where different public meanings are negotiated, even if not entirely 

shared (Bennet 1995). 

The dialogue with economic and political structures, with cultural institutions and the local 

associations enhances the image and the awareness of the traditional production of cutlers by 

means of a contextualized presentation of the ethnographic and technical findings, that 

highlights the complexity of their material, economic, social and symbolic meanings. The 

MBAC as a museum, partly ethnographic and partly connected with technical knowledge, seems 

a perfect laboratory to experiment the complex relationship between society, environment, 

culture and technology. Combining tradition and modernity, this place of exhibition and 

permanent research laboratory allows to face with greater ability the contemporary reality 

pervaded by technologies and to explore hypothetical future paths.  

Starting from the bottom, new cultural perspectives can be chosen more consciously recovering 

them from a never inert past. Working through cultural practice (habitus), the museum thus 

returns a 'meta-cultural status of heritage' (Kirsheblatt-Gimblett 2006) through active 

participation and negotiation. In this complex community of North-East Italy, with overlapping 

communitarian perspectives (industrial, traditional, touristic, etc.) public memory is used as a 

tool to create public engagement and action research in order to create awareness and 

responsibility. Born as a mirror of the past community, the Museum of Blacksmiths' Art and 

Cutlery becomes a living and open space for the construction (and re-contruction) of 

contemporaneity, literally a social cutting-edge laboratory. 
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Abstract: This paper evaluates recent comparative urbanism (Roy 2019, Glick-Schiller 2012), 

urban heritage studies (Bear 2015, Mukhopadhyay 2013) and urban logistics (Neilson & 

Rossiter 2017) within the framework of a collaborative project with informal economy and 

unemployed workers and local residents. The challenge entails working with new researchers in 

the community to study that community – in this case those impacted by heritage development at 

two sites in London and Bengal. The outline of a larger paper is conceived as a contribution to 

ethnographic methodologies in urban studies, arguing for a more inclusive and responsive 

approach to knowledge creation in the social sciences. 

Keywords: methods, comparative urbanism, Bengal, London Port, Port Cities 

_________________________ 

Methodological renewal 

Recent studies of historical, cultural and and heritage urbanism broach questions of comparative 

knowledges of cities in a global framework, challenging conventions of 'narrative' and 'scale' 

(Roy, 2019, 2015, Robinson, 2011, 2015, Mukherjee, 2014, Bear, 2015, Neilson, Rossiter & 

Samaddar, 2018). On the basis of a particular twin-city research project, I explore the 

consequences of taking seriously more inclusive participatory methodologies, as sometimes 

featured in urban studies discussions and the so-called comparative turn. The examples of 

inclusive methodologies proliferate various modes: in dialogic form (Chhabra & Zhao, 2015; 

Drew 2012); in versions mapping 'prospective, active and reflective ... PARTicipation' as a 

model (Ingram, Caruana & McCabe, 2017, p.14; Dekker & Van Kempen 2008) or 'community 

vulnerability' (Sullivan-Wiley, Gianotti & Conners, 2019, p.48); as 'scholar-advocate' urban 

geography (Cope, 2008, p.428; Danley 2018); as 'first place' and 'heteroglossic' affirmation of 

identity and association (Giraudo, 2017); as decolonising epistemology (Chambers and Buzinde, 

2015); or using photography to 'put the informant in charge of the situation and the story she 

wanted to tell' (Cederholm, 2004, p.231); as well as recalling earlier 'participatory methods' 

discussions (Hampton, 2004, p.743, citing Wall, 1996, mentioned further below) and challenges 

on leadership of 'participatory' projects (Nakamura 2014). Debates about the comparative turn 

deploy an equally enthusiastic frisson that challenges, updates and renews work in comparative 

urbanism (Roy, 2009, 2015; Robinson, 2011, 2015; Glick-Schiller & Çağlar, 2011; Glick-

Schiller, 2012; Peck, 2014; Robinson & Roy, 2015). Both the comparative turn and participatory 

methods have longer histories, but I want to turn these debates towards the perspectives of the 

present by asking who it is that gets to compare the urban, with what historical consequences, 

and also contributing to discussion about the difficulties of involving usually disenfranchised 

'participants' in knowledge production as researchers themselves. 

If interpreting cultural heritage, cultural change and questions of policy comparatively, the first 

mailto:JohnHutnyk@tdtu.edu.vn
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question I would want to ask is about who does the comparing. This question as foregrounds 

productive economies and local 'community', understood as local residents, participants and 

hosts of research that is designed to tell us about urban lives in particular and comparative scope.  

As a consequence of a training project on port cities research, in part inspired by suggestions in 

the work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (2012, 2013), Rila Mukherjee on the Indian Ocean 

(2014), as well as Lakshmi Subramanian on piracy as subaltern challenge to law (2016), a 

project was proposed to recruit 'researchers' who were informal, precarious or unemployed 

workers at development sites in two port cities. These recruits were already impacted by the 

development, and met at meetings and protests about condominium projects or factory closures, 

and in discussion with the project proposer, expressed interest in the idea that they could write 

together, sharing experience, interests and knowledge on cultural memory and history of their 

sites, and making connections hitherto suppressed.  

The project works mainly with illicit and so-called informal sector workers, and as such was a 

lesson in what can be gained and what is still very difficult in projects that take seriously the 

suggestion that: 

'We must break from crude binaries generated by law enforcement (legal–illegal; innocent–

criminal; good guy–bad guy). Such approaches are firmly grounded in a Manichean, 

juridical, state perspective that simplifies complex realities. Academics should push these 

boundaries' (Slack & Campbell, 2016, p.1381). 

A bias in the knowledge base in comparative urban regeneration development, as I will detail 

below, is also reflected in the under-theorised character of so-called informal and 'illicit' activity, 

as revealed by Slack and Campbell (2016, p.1383). A link however is presented by the urban 

planning theorist Ananya Roy whose early work was strong on insisting that 'informality' was 

'not a separate sector, but rather a series of transactions that connect different economies and 

spaces to one another' (2005, p.148). Soon after this, Roy was also initiating calls for '"new 

geographies" of imagination and epistemology in the production of urban and regional theory' 

(2009, p.819) as part of an ostensible campaign in favour of the so-called 'comparative turn' in 

urban studies. The effort was redoubled in the work of Jennifer Robinson who had been seeking 

a 'broader comparison' beyond 'narrow foundations' (Robinson, 2011, p.3). Similar breaks to the 

work around informality were also affirmed for a postcolonial urbanism where the 'Euro-

American legacy of urban studies' (Robinson & Roy, 2015, p.181) would be challenged by 'new 

concepts [that] might be initiated from anywhere' (Robinson, 2015, p.188). The experiment here 

is an attempt to follow Robinson & Roy's enthusiasm for 'imaginative' studies that chart 

experiments and initiatives of 'unruly' and 'creative intervention' to 'transform', 'dislodge' and 

'divert' (Robinson & Roy, 2015, p.182). The work of Abdulmaliq Simone also inspires this 

project insofar as he seeks out what 'the city does not show', what is 'covered up' or 'prohibited' 

and kept from people's attention by otherwise 'normative or spectacular' conventions that 'get rid 

of the messy labour and politics' that brings a city into existence (Simone, 2015, p.210). 

West Bengal and South London 

The Research project itself aims at comprehending the conjoined underlying history and 

struggles that fused two great rivers – the Thames and the Hooghly – across time and space. This 

work involved discussion of texts on and investigations of the sites of East India Company (EIC) 

trade history and that companies unashamedly illicit commercial activity (opium, smuggling, 

plunder, 'country trade'). This was then further pursued with contemporary resonance around 

ironic returns in areas of corporate 'redevelopment' of the same sites, which were the homes of 

the research teams involved. Much initial discussion was text based and chosen collectively on 

recommendation and in consideration of efforts to displace the location of theory from the 
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dominant, so for example, texts from theorists from or working on the EIC in Bengal were read 

and discussed by those involved in both locations throughout the project. These were not 

randomly selected texts but challenging theoretical and case study works – also unruly – such as 

the aforementioned works of Spivak (2012, 2013), Subramanian, (1999, 2016), Mukherjee 

(2014), Wemyss (2009), and Neilson, Rossiter and Samaddar (2018), as well as those of Bear 

(2015) and Mukhopadhyay (2013) which were introduced as attempts to repurpose Kolkata-

based ethnographic methods for use in London.  

The chosen sites for the research were in West Bengal and South East London, where colonial 

history is now subject to preservation projects alongside elite residential condominium 

construction and high-end tourist sector development.  

The first discussions were around the case in Serampore, West Bengal, where the Danish 

National Museum, in partnership with the West Bengal Government, is redeveloping old 

colonial Friedrichshafen (the Danish colonial period name for Serampore was a tribute to its 

then King Friedrich, whose life almost coincides exactly with the period of Danish settlement: 

1768-1839 for the King; 1755-1845 for the town that bore his name). Among the renovations of 

the 'Serampore Initiative' was the repair of a former Gate-house to the walled Danish 

Government compound. This compound gate-house, after 1845, became the British-era Police 

lock-up but it was immaculately restored to its Danish period original. A now a beautiful 

building again, our group research uncovered strong feelings about the police lock-up or 

Thanna, and issues regarding how during the renovation local street traders were displaced from 

roadside stalls immediately outside the perimeter of the building. Talking with researchers, these 

traders reported resentment not only at the displacement, but with the idea that anyone would 

want to enter a 'building of ghosts' (Anon, 2015). The Thanna is remembered as a site of 

traumatic British colonial violence after the combined influence of economic change, siltation of 

the port facility, and military rivalries, forced Denmark out of India. It turns out that long after 

the Danes departed, as part of the British effort to dissuade opposition actions and to quell the 

insurgent independence struggle, there were several alleged hangings. An additional entry to the 

original Danish National Museum website entry for the 'Red House' by the Serampore Initiative 

now confirms: 

'The South Gate dates from around 1800 and has been utilised as a guard house and 

detention [sic]. Danish sources refer to it as the ―back gate‖, and in the British period it was 

known by the Indian word ―tannah‖, meaning a guard house' (Nationalmuseet, 2015, 

update circa 2017). 

It seems no surprise that unsubstantiated rumours of extra-juridical hangings prevail in the local 

area, and when our researchers were deployed to corroborate anecdotal reports, a high 

proportion of people they spoke with knew of the case, but official confirmation in press reports 

or other records show how hard it is to track the origins of a rumour. Of course perhaps undue 

attention is drawn to sites that are internationally funded for renovation, and in turn rumours of 

financial advantages and kickbacks also circulate, or are otherwise integrated into local 

imaginaries, real or fantastical (see Bear, 2015, Brumann, 2012). It should not be a surprise that 

controversy accrues to projects where the integrated Hooghly Riverfront Development scheme 

sought ambitiously to reinvigorate the river from Kolkata to the former French colonial enclave 

at Chandernagor up to the Mughal Nawab's seat of Murshidabad.  

Meanwhile, in a geographically distant but conceptually and politically related development, the 

comparative equivalent of the Bengal project sought equivalent funds and informal sector 

researchers to work on London's eastern Thames riverfront. This was also a project that included 

a heritage component with controversy over, in this case an ownership row and high-end 

condominium development on the site of the old East India Company shipyards and colonial era 
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horticultural gardens founded by John Evelyn FRS in the seventeenth century. Funding for this 

end of the project was caught in difficulties too, despite the detailed applications and equally 

noteworthy praise for this part of the project and the approach. The requirement to fund 

otherwise informal sector workers at levels equivalent to university researchers was more 

explicitly challenged by one University of London research leader, my own head of college, to 

the detriment of his still public claims to progressive credentials (name REDACTED).  

The redevelopment in the ancient South London shipyards involved the corporate descendants of 

the old South East Asian Kowloon and Whampoa Dock Trading Company. The present-day 

global conglomerate Hutchinson-Whampoa, tracing its history from this 1800s company, were 

upgrading their historic role in servicing EIC and opium trading vessels, to become the UK 

Government-approved developer of tax-payer-funded urban renewal in the metropolitan centre. 

The area under development cuts off the local Deptford community from the river, but the 

possibility of opening this foreshore up to investment invites interest and investigation by 

concerned locals. The site has a extensive and even over-extended history featuring ship-

building and global horticulture: the famous Sayes Court Gardens and 17
th

 Century manor of 

Evelyn are now remembered only in a small enclosed reserve and a named light rail station. 

Sayes Court Garden and Manor House was subsequently used as a resort for the entourage of the 

young Peter the Great, who apparently destroyed the house, to Evelyn's dismay. As a 

consequence, the effort to preserve and prevent such destruction is given as the original 

inspiration for the National Trust, with those first horticultural collections benefitting from 

proximity to the shipyards and access to well-travelled flora. It is also understood that Sir Walter 

Raleigh, Sir Francis Drake and James Cook all sailed from the site (McCarthy, 2018), before its 

later use for convict transports to Australia, as cattle yards, as a staging area for US amphibious 

landing craft before Normandy, and as the site of Ruport Murdoch's paper stock deliveries at the 

time of, controversially, his moving print production from Fleet Street to the new digital 

facilities at Wapping (Transpontine, 2011). This over-determination of the Convoys Wharf site 

aside, it nevertheless has been inaccessible for many years, and Hutchinson Whampoa, whose 

condominium plans were designed by the developers' Farrells, included only a cursory historical 

survey of the extant shipyards. In response to public criticism of both the upscale focus of the 

development in relation to local needs, and the perfunctory historical consideration, Farrells 

proposed adding a heritage shipbuilding project, 'Build the Lenox', to the plans for 3500 condos. 

This was then rush-approved by then Mayor Boris Johnson with 'a largely feigned show of 

interest in the two local heritage projects – Sayes Court Garden and Build the Lenox – as a 

smoke-screen behind which to calmly wave through the atrocious development proposals' 

(Londonslostgarden, 2014). It is a curious and ironic historical return then that Hutchinson 

Whampoa's plans for the site concrete over a past that can be traced back to the opium trade era 

when the Whampoa and Kowloon Dock Trading Company ran some of the receiving wharves 

for the contraband brought by the very ships built for the EIC on this site in London. Chairman 

Li Ka-shing and family had purchased Hutchinson Whampoa from its origins in the consortium 

that included knowingly illicit large-scale opium traders like James Matheson and William 

Jardine. 

 

Rehearsing the past 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (2013) suggests the usual teleology of development and 

globalisation might be contested in a way that 'need not rehearse the expected narratives' of 

colonial contact. Our research group would take from this the possibility of thinking the Indian 

Ocean as the site of an earlier moment of globalisation (also see Mukherjee, 2014, p.31) where 

various modes of productive economy and exchange operated and undergirded passages that 

were used advantageously by the incipient colonial arrivees. The colonisers found 'a global and 
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decentralized business environment' already in place (Mukherjee, 2014, p.7) and they were 

'sucked into the trade in calicoes' and 'country trade' (Subramanian, 1999, p.91). The 

presentation in Mukherjee of a borderless globality in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries' 

runs counter to 'the borderless globality we see emanating from a particular nation' (Mukherjee, 

2014, p.7) in the work of scholars who 'currently argue for globalization basing their 

understanding of it on modern ports and port-systems' (2014, p.6). Most notable was 

Mukherjee's arguments about the level of manufacture that was extent when Europeans arrived 

in Bengal, a 'profusion of varieties' of trade (2014, p.297) and 'habits, mores, architectural styles, 

music, languages, religions, material culture and civilisational norms' that were disseminated 

from the ports (2014, p.401). The work on these histories coming out of India in the last twenty 

years was taken as a significant challenge to the usual model of development, acknowledging the 

existence of longstanding networks of meaning-making and exchange echoes, in turn, a research 

design that foregrounds informal and so-called 'illicit' commerce (Subramanian, 1999, p.106; De 

Neve, 2005; Mukherjee, 2014, p.53).  

This at a time when there was talk critical of the measure and capture model for economic 

growth on the usual statistical code was prevalent (Portes, Castells & Benton, 1989). 

Suggestions that research must reconsider an orientation of narrative that foregrounds the 

contribution of the informal sector – Roy's 'growing recognition that informal sector work and 

housing constitutes significant proportions of urban economies' (Roy, 2005, p.148) – meant little 

in terms of commitment of an abstract research idea when the practicalities of everyday life 

imposed. The projects of urban restoration and condominium redevelopment, whether in London 

or West Bengal, move much slower than the needs of the residents usually displaced by such 

projects. When the practicalities of survival are recognised as a part of the dynamic that also 

celebrates pre-existing and autonomous livelihoods common of self-organising groups 

(Subramanian, 1999, p.34) there might be more scope for such an indulgent and naive research 

plan.  

Stagnation and planning 

Looking to take better account of the 'people outside the plans' (Wall, 1996, p.135) and 

considering vernacular forms of globalisation (Mukhopadhyay, 2013), a rethinking of global 

economy justified joining the 'comparative (re)turn in urban studies' (Glick-Schiller, 2012, 

p.880; Glick Schiller & Çağlar, 2011). The confirmation of the injunction that 'planning should 

include the informal sector' (Wall, 1996, p.135) had required a serious effort to demonstrate that 

'participatory methods' (Hampton, 2004, p.744) as a practice was available to any member of the 

community once the usual restrictive (class) protocols of academic authority were suspended, 

and the constraints of having to scrape a living were set aside.  

The most obvious infrastructural constraint was that both Deptford and Serampore have real 

world employment problems. Deptford is mentioned by Marx explicitly in Capital as an 

historical 'centre of distress' (1867[1887]/1990, p.579) for many of the poor and itinerant 

workers in London, and in Serampore the closure of the Jute factories in recent decades has left 

at least 70,000 workers unemployed. We do well to remember the reserve army of labour when 

noting how often the commercial heritage industry, or, for that matter, paternalistic sociologies 

of precarity, overlook the ways heritage projects join memory with space as a focus for a 

glamorous rather than urgent community movement and struggle for survival (Neilson, 2018, 

p.268; Neilson, Rossiter and Samaddar, 2018). 

It should not go unremarked that, in South London and West Bengal, both riverfronts are coded 

by histories of mercantile and colonial trade, war, and ideology, over-inscribed greatly by 

subsequent industrialisation and then independent national use. The rhythms within this history 

suggest a comparative urbanism too complex for mere 'variation finding' approaches based upon 
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'suitability to test hypotheses' (Robinson, 2011, p.5).  

From the developers‘ point of view of course, when it comes to urban reconstruction, meanings 

attached to sites from the colonial, pre-colonial and post-independence periods are interpreted 

according to political predilection. Which sites and activities are noted for preservation and 

which are erased is not a neutral question, and different groups evaluate differing opportunities 

differently – with legal and policy (London Mayoral intervention in the Convoys Wharf 

condominium development as a way to kick-start the stagnant economy) or financial 

considerations (support from the Danish National Museum and the Kolkata development fund as 

social conscience). Yet, what say do local communities have when their livelihoods are impacted 

by legal and financial decisions into which they have no input? This question provides the link 

that makes it important to find new ways to put the precarious, informal and 'illicit' alongside 

state-organised and sponsored regeneration and underdevelopment, so, as to push those who 

might have sympathetic access to the particularities of 'different, hierarchical illicit regimes' 

(Slack & Campbell, 2016, p.1385) into the path of perspectives otherwise unavailable and 

unrecognisable. Sure, we can emphasise how restructuring entails 'conditions of political 

insecurity and unrest [which] erodes the very basis of trade' (Subramanian, 1999, p.107) but an 

interruption of the too often smooth operations of accumulation seems imperative because, 

besides economic effects, regeneration has profound consequences for local residents and 

labouring groups who use varied survival strategies in their struggles to negotiate the brutal 

vagaries of everyday life, should, as such, have a say in how knowledge of their precarity is 

represented and used (or ignored).  

 

Conclusion 

It may be that work to come will not achieve that 'new typology for comparative methods based 

on the vernacular practices of urban comparison' that Robinson wants (2015, p.187), but then 

unruly disruption of the standard analysis and bias might go in unpredicted directions. In what 

sounds too much like a lament, Robinson sees the Marxist analysis of the global economy as 

'still in many ways the current horizon of interpretation in urban studies' (2015, p.190) but the 

old accusation of 'eurocentrism' and of not having made 'links with wider processes' (2015, 

p.191) might also be disrupted by a Marxist formation almost indigenous to Bengal (see the 

works of Biplap Das Gupta, 2001, Sumanta Banerjee, 1989, 2009, and of course Spivak, 2012, 

although, for more recent diverse examples, see the work of the US-based Bengali legal scholar 

Debjani Bhattacharyya, 2018, or Mukhopadhyay, 2013). A reconsideration of the unexamined 

assertion that 'early Marxist theory was developing with insufficient reference to the experience 

of cities around the world' (Robinson, 2015, p.190) would be possible if reference to Bengali 

thinkers went beyond the works of Partha Chatterjee and Dipesh Chakravorty, though 

Robinson's parallel point is very well taken when she also complains that acceptance rates in 

prominent journals are biased against Asian scholars by pushing the expectation that they must 

'engage with (sometimes not very relevant) Western analytical concepts in order to find 

international publication outlets' (2015, p.193).  

The informal economy is now to be included in an explicit rethinking of how it was previously 

'hidden from or ignored by the state for tax, social security and/or labour law purposes' (Samers,, 

2005, p.877). Now, contra Samers, the billing accounts of so-called 'illicit' work are to be 

counted as part of competitive assessment of GDP (ISTAT, 2010, OECD, 2002). Thus, 

communities subject to regeneration are confronted with historical change and contemporary 

scrutiny in any case, the point now is that they are organising. Of course the so-called 'illicit' and 

worst versions of precarity throw up their own security challenges for (new) researchers and 

subjects alike, and all jobs with bosses are precarious of course, then the prospect of there being 
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a few university places subject to outsourcing and displacement (Neilson, 2018, p.275) is not 

something to regret. 

Nevertheless, those who prophesied the commercialisation of all aspects of the social sciences 

long ago seem vindicated, as we witness the demise of research funding and its operationalism 

along with every other legitimacy claim in scholarship that could not stand up to the malignancy 

of administrative instrumentality (Veblen, 1918). Yet it is still possible to also hang on to the 

'more tentative and uncertain' aspects of an approach that embraces 'the difficult processes of 

mutual learning' (Robertson, 2011, p.19). The question remains to be tested if the cracks opened 

by a wider comparative 'gesture' will be open enough to permit new ways of knowing which can 

remain wholly speculative.  

The 'comparative turn' approach (Glick-Schiller & Çağlar, 2011, Robertson, 2011, Roy, 2015) 

asserts that until there is a significant shift in the assumption that those who study urban life will 

do so in the mode of reporting from the 'field' (or 'coalface') to the academy – at best – then 

comparative theorising will remain distanced from the life of some (most?) participants, 

subjects, of the research. Collective participation maybe under threat (Dekker & Ven Kempen 

2008, p.64) in part because dialogue and restorative justice (Drew 2012, p.100) are not on the 

agenda of those Farias challenges as working only or mainly in a 'theoretical mode' clearly 

running the 'risk of silencing the heterogeneity of human and nonhuman actors involved' (Glick-

Schiller & Çağlar, 2011, p.365). Galla's insight that fieldworker-researchers are authorised by 

conventions of scholarly accreditation to 'mediate the meanings between the source and the host 

institution' (2015, p.163) suggests working instead in collaboration with people from 'illicit' and 

precarious groups, who are usually uninvolved in knowledge creation except as occasional 

subjects of research, makes the research too difficult and the comparisons somehow 

incommensurate with other more formal studies. Yet Chambers and Buzinde cannot reconcile 

the problem of how solidarity work fails to 'engage with the problematic nature of researching 

oppressed and marginalised communities from a position of privilege' (2015, p.2). They cite 

Friere, Mignolo and Spivak, noting how 'voices from the South ... are seen as particularistic, as 

localised, or as having no wider legitimacy' (2015, p.3) and, concerned that their own position in 

the USA implies 'complicity', they favour an 'internal critique ... critical border thinking ... [and] 

"epistmological decolonisation"' (Chambers & Buzinde, 2015, p.13; see also Slack & Campbell, 

2018, on the border; Drew 2012 on urban gentrification). The the issue of 'Indigenous control of 

their own knowledge and project development' remains in question (Nakamura 2014, 174). Yet 

one point of this research attempted to circumvent dubious power dichotomies to work against 

complicity by hiring those who are the local informants to inform to themselves, as the 

researchers, home grown and self-styled, responsible to themselves, inverting the reporting 

function so that the names are changed, but the story is told by you – to rework a favourite Marx 

line citing Horace's Satires, from the introduction of Capital: 'Mutato nomine de te fabula 

narrator', (1867[1887]/1990, 230). 

The too often also under-appreciated for the significance of informal workers understandings 

(Abramsky and Drew, 2014). If local knowledge is of value even if it does not perfectly 'dovetail 

with existing broadly generalizable frameworks or larger scale datasets' (Sullivan-Wiley, 

Gianotti and Conners, 2019, p. 55), those engaged in movements around heritage regeneration, 

informal traders, touts, interest group advocates and local and/or displaced struggling residents 

can justly 'claim a right to the past' (Brumann, 2012). Ethnography can be amplified by focus 

upon formal development alongside informal activities, entertainments, culture and creativity 

(Banerjee, 1989, 2009).  
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Abstract: This paper underscores innovations in knowledge production in local contexts – the 

use of local constructs as a method and discourse in analyzing local social issues, events, 

problems through the SIRPAT – the first socio-cultural photo exhibit at the Nueva Vizcaya State 

University (NVSU), Bayombong Campus, PhilippinesThis paper is qualitative research with the 

use of case study, grounded theory, sociography and visual methodology presented as research 

strategy where inquiries are necessary in generating themes. The Medicine wheel as a 

framework in analyzing data was also employed. Indigenizing education through visual 

methodology develops a deep sense of pride, respect and identity among the NVSU community. 

The processes involved  in the Sirpat socio-cultural photo exhibit inculcates cultural awareness 

as well as sensitivity and promotes contextually-grounded and culturally appropriate indigenous 

terms to describe local social phenomena. Also, students are opened to the possibility of 

multicultural environment where everyone is unique through one‘s language. 

 

Keywords: indigenizing education; multicultural; sociography; visual methodology 

 

_______________________ 

The natural construction of the research topic  

My interest on local constructs or pagdadalumat in Filipino started when I took  my Qualitative 

Research subject at the University of the Philippines-Diliman. My professor encouraged to write 

my research paper in Iloko language and later translated it into Filipino. It was a tedious task! But 

I took on the challenge. And I felt more than relieved! I felt more than happiness and satisfaction. 

In that moment, I have found the gem of my own language – Iloko. It was such an inexplicable 

feeling! I felt deep love for my language! 

 

Rationale: 

 

This paper underscores innovations in knowledge production in its local contexts – the use of 

local language (our very own-mother-tongue Iloko) in the province as a method and discourse in 

analyzing local social issues, events, problems through the SIRPAT – the first socio-cultural 

photo exhibit held at Nueva Vizcaya State University (NVSU), Bayombong Campus, 

Philippines. 

Sirpat is an Iloko term which literally means to 'see' or to 'look'.  The Sirpat Photo Exhibit 

showcases the original photographs of university students  who have different backgrounds, 

culture, history and even circumstances. These captured photographs had cross-cutting themes on 

climate change, environmental degradation and regeneration, food security, stability, cultural loss 

mailto:mtrhombrebueno@yahoo.com.ph
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and preservation, modernization, familial values, children‘s lives and the like. This project uses 

visual methodology as the analytical lens for understanding social phenomena and proposes the 

innovation of deploying indigenous or local terms in the Cagayan Valley Region. The aim of 

SIRPAT was to inculcate and instill the value of a strong sense of ownership and pride to one‘s 

culture – specifically local language as a cultural heritage. This is in accordance with some tenets 

of Republic Act 7722, 'the program outcomes common to all disciplines and types of schools 

may very well reflect some of the attributes of the HEI‘s ideal graduate, namely, the ability to: 1) 

preserve and promote Filipino historical and cultural heritage' (Handbook on Typology 

Outcomes-Based Education, CHED 2014). As such, visual methodology was employed to 

capture significant moments, events and phenomena that speak about the complex lives of human 

beings, community and the province. This paper thus, on indigenizing education through visual 

methodology basically narrates the processes and even nuances in SIRPAT activity – which 

employ usage of indigenous terms in the locale. 

  

Review of Related Literature 

There are chosen literatures that are helpful in my study especially their methodologies and 

theoretical frame. There are two divisions: Indigenizing Education and Visual Methodology. 

Indigenizing Education. 

The Fact-Book of the University of Alaska Anchorage (2012) engages discussion of indigenizing 

education among the Natives and stresses the role of teachers and contextualizing it in higher 

education. The book states that 'Indigenizing education means that indigenous approaches are 

seen as normal, central, and useful, rather than archaic, exotic, alternative, or otherwise marginal' 

(42). 

The book further expounds on the word 'indigenize': 

By this we mean infusing indigenous values and perspectives into every aspect of higher 

education, including our teaching practices, research and assessment methodologies, 

scholarly theories, modes of discourse, conflict resolution strategies, architectural and 

budgetary choices, hiring practices, and more. (41). 

 

It is also remarkable that it also gives attention to the University‘s successful programs infusing 

indigenous values and perspectives. For example, I am impressed to the program on Clinical 

Community Doctoral Program in Psychology as 'integrates clinical, community, and cultural 

psychology with a focus on rural indigenous issues'. Further, the 'program combines the spirit of 

clinical and community psychology with a solid grounding in the cultural context of affected 

stakeholders and promotes contextually-grounded and culturally appropriate research, evaluation, 

preventions, clinical services, community work, and social action' (46). 

Another innovative program in the University which is I think is similar to the intent of Sirpat 

Photo Exhibit is the Alaska Native Oratory Society, wherein students 'develop and deliver 

speeches on issues related to Alaska Native concerns; reenact important speeches in the words 

and manner of historical Native orators and leaders; tell traditional stories; and/or give talks in 

their traditional Native languages' (46). A project book further encapsulates indigenizing methods 

through the narratives of three educators integrating indigenous ways of teaching and learning. 

Another study is by Julien Kitchen and Marg Raynor at Brock University entitled 'Indigenizing 

Teacher Education: An Action Research Project' talks about the how two teachers employ 

indigenous strategies about the Aborigines of Canada: 

knowledge and understanding of Indigenous peoples, issues and ways of knowing in 

Canada and around the world are relevant to all educators [by challenging] teacher 
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candidates to reflect on the foundational role and ongoing influence or Aboriginal 

people in Canada, the impact of colonization on Aboriginal communities, contemporary 

issues in Aboriginal education, and the personal and professional implications of these 

topics for the teachers of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students. 

What is notable about this study is the use of an Indigenous framework for analyzing data called 

'Medicine Wheel', which I also plan to use in analyzing my data (2013:47). 

 

Figure 1: The Medicine Wheel 

The Medicine Wheel 'illustrates symbolically that all things are interconnected and related, 

spiritual, complex, and powerful'. In addition, 'connectedness on multiple levels would be one 

defining feature of curriculum informed by Medicine Wheel teachings: connection between one‘s 

inner and outer world; connection between peers, teachers and students; connection with the 

natural environment; and connection between subject areas'.  

Our own university also seeks to use indigenous and local materials in teaching chemistry. One 

of the papers in the International Journal of Science in Teaching  entitled 'Cultural Sensitivity and 

Improvisation in Science Teaching: Using Indigenous, Local, and Available Materials in 

Teaching Chemistry' by Loreta Galima, Daisy Rivera and Elizabeth Almanza (2013) has two 

dimensions: 1) 'it sought to develop indigenous, local and available materials as substitutes to 

commercial chemicals used in teaching Chemistry and performing laboratory exercises; 2) it also 
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endeavored to test the effectiveness/ advantages of the use of the color chat and the processes 

involved toward its development in teaching specific concepts in Chemistry' (80). The paper used 

both quantitative and qualitative methods in data gathering and analysis; wherein control and 

experimental groups were performed. As a result, students from the experimental group that 

Chemistry was no longer 'abstract' and detached from their everyday experiences and the 

'teaching-leaning process was culture sensitive'. 

 

Visual Methodology. 

The book by Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies, An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual 

Materials (2007), is helpful in defining visual methodology. Three questions are at the core of 

her work: Why is it important to consider visual images? Why is it important to be critical about 

those images? Why is it important to reflect on your critique? Rose then arrives at a critical visual 

methodology in which she explores the visual in terms of cultural significance, social practices 

and power relations. Each chapter looks at one method and usually one kind of visual image, 

including paintings, photos, film, television soaps, and advertisements (5). 

(http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/798/1732) 

Rose continues her discussion by pointing out that a new field of study — that of visual culture 

— has emerged. Her careful review of the current literature reveals five central points: 1) images 

themselves do something, 2) a concern for the way images either reveal or hide social difference, 

3) how images look and how images are looked at, 4) emphasis on how visual images are seen in 

terms of a larger cultural milieu, and 5) what the audience brings to the image (emphasis mine, 

ibid). 

 

Objectives: 

This study aims to: 

1. Document the processes in indigenizing education through photographs 

a. Identify social phenomena in thematic order 

b. Arrange thematic issues 

2. Anchor thematic issues into bigger social contexts with the use of sociography. 

 

Methodology 

A. Research Design  

The design of this research is a case study which uses different data-gathering methods. 

According to John Creswell in his book Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 

Approaches, a case study mainly focuses on social issues and processes. Creswell writes:  

[C]ase study research is a qualitative approach in which investigator explores a bounded 

system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-

depth data collection involving multiple sources information (e.g., observations, 

interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and reports a case 

description and case based themes. (2009:73)  

 

Also very useful in this study is grounded theories that emphasize on ‗phenomenon or process 

rather than to a description of the setting‘ (Charmaz 2006:22). Grounded theory is a ‗processual 

approach‘ which creates a conceptual rendering of the research site as opposed to ‗structural 
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approach‘ which focuses on full descriptions of the structures such as organizations, kinship etc. 

This is best achieved by ‗using [of] intensive interviewing with open-ended questions as this 

leads to learning the nuances of the participants‘ language and meanings‘ (28, 34). 

This study also used inductive and interpretive methods, thus: ‗what it is interpretive of is the 

flow of social discourse; and the interpreting involved consists in trying to rescue the "said" of 

such discourse from its perishing occasions and fix it in perusable terms… it is microscopic‘ 

(Geertz 2004:359). This notion is further studied by Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000) with their 

idea of reflexive interpretative that asserts that the ‗center of gravity is shifted from the handling 

of empirical material towards as far as possible a consideration of the perceptual, cognitive 

theoretical, linguistic, (inter)textual, political, and cultural circumstances … reflection is 

consistently considered basic dimension behind and in the work of interpretation (including 

construction)‘ (6).  

Moreover, Jonathan Rigg‘s An Everyday Geography of the Global South proves to be helpful in 

understanding the discourse of indigenizing education. As he explores the meanings of mundane 

and everyday life, he is  also able to underscore the tensions and complexities of the individual, 

the family, and the community. He writes: 

Starting with, or privileging the local and the everyday is important not only because it 

highlights the explanatory distance separating macroscopic and microscopic 

interpretations, but also because it forces a consideration of human agency. And when 

human agency enters the explanatory fabric, contingency, serendipity and personality do 

so, too. (2007:9) 

 

Stories of the photographs are arranged and analyzed through themes which are anchored in 

larger cultural milieu.  

Results and Discussion 

There are 31 pictures chosen for the SIRPAT Photo Exhibit. Most of the titles used are 

local terms as seen in the table: 

Title Local Term/ 

Indigenous 

Meaning 

Biag Iloko Life 

Buru-Ung Iloko Lamp 

Pagsarmingan Iloko Reflection 

Magkalakammu Gaddang Learning 

Tatang  Iloko Head of the 

family 

Pitok an kalata Ifugao Rough Road 

Minas Iloko Gold/ Mining 

Biteg Kalanguya Poverty 

Tikag Iloko Drought 

Penananem-man Egongot/Bugkt Ricefield 

Arapaap ti Maysa nga Ubing Iloko Dream 

Pangpangat dah kaiw Ifugao Cutting trees 

Sarikedked Iloko Sanctuary 

Bulod Bicol Mountain 

Figure 2: Indigenous terms used in different photographs 
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These photographs have stories to tell which are grounded in their local contexts. Given with 

these photographs are testimonials and comments from the NVSU community: 

 

This activity enriches and widens our horizons especially on how to apply concepts 

learned from class. Using one‘s dialect is the sweetest thing I‘ve ever done as a student. 

At first, we might be ashamed to use our own dialect but inculcating respect and love to 

one‘s culture is a vital lesson.  

Andres Cuyasan, BSIT Student 

 

The artwork [photographs] are very creative and eye-catching. They also give us more 

knowledge about political system of our country 

Alma Banta, BEED I  

 

Colofrul at halatang pinaghirapan ng husto (colorful and they gave their best) 

Elma Orlino, BSED IV 

 

Nagpintas! (Beautiful) 

 Jenny Vie Blance, BDGE 1 

 

Very Creative!  

Prof. Frances Belen, CAS Faculty 

 

Each individual picture has a story to tell – and these are human conditions anchored 

from the ground or ordinary lives of the people. Some of these are the following: 
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 Figure 3: Examples of photographs from students‟ work (with 

permission) 

 

Analysis 

This part of the paper uses the Medicine Wheel to contextualize the experiences of university 

students in indigenizing education through visual methodology. Sociography as method in this 

part culls out photographs‘ stories of ordinary lives in the province of Nueva Vizcaya and 

Cagayan Valley Region and how these mundane lives are anchored to bigger social, political, 

economic, spiritual contexts. 
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After analyzing the Sirpat photographs, themes are generated: 

1. Climate Change: Food Security and Insufficiency (Tikag, Penanenem-man, 

Pangpangat dah kaiw, Bulod) 

2. Values Formation Leading to Sustainable Society (Pagsarmingan, Tatang, 

Sarikedked) 

3. Education and its Challenges (Arapaap ti maysa a Ubing, Magkalakammu, 

Buru-Ung, Poverty) 

4. Environment and Transportation (Pitok an kalat, Minas, Wael) 

 

Indigenizing education through visual methodology develops deep sense of pride, respect and 

identity among the NVSU community. The processes involved  in the Sirpat socio-cultural photo 

exhibit inculcates cultural awareness as well as sensitivity and promotes contextually-grounded 

and culturally appropriate indigenous terms to describe local social phenomena. Also, students 

open to the possibility of multicultural environment where everyone is unique through one‘s 

language.  The construction of social realities are grounded from 'within'- the students 

themselves; which they can easily relate  and analyze world phenomenon through their own local 

constructs. 

It is hoped that this initial attempt opens connectedness of students to their own local contexts 

through the power of their own language and thereby the realization that there is a 'culturally rich 

space in which they could open up themselves to learning'.  
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Recommendations 

Some of the recommendations are: 

1. Revitalize cultural heritage (especially language) in a multicultural environment setting 

through teaching and other forms of arts (dancing, songs, painting); Anchored through 

the Cultural Affairs and NV Studies Center. 

2. Ethical considerations especially in taking photographs; authenticity of photographs 

3. Firmly establish indigenizing education in the curriculum as a trademark in the 

University, imbibing culturally sensitive in a multicultural space. 
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Abstract: In tourism, the images have a key role in development of a place as holiday 

destination mainly because they inspire our imagination. It is the case of Vietnam: several 

books, but mainly many war movies showed us many fascinating landscapes, so in the western 

imaginary the country has too often been associated with this kind of image. For this reason, the 

war has been an important attraction in these years for Vietnam above all for a new form of 

tourism, 'dark tourism'. Recent trends show foreign visitors to the country constantly growing, 

with international tourists in 2018 at over 15 million people. More than one million are now 

arriving from EU countries because European tourists have several practical supports for their 

visit to Vietnam such as recent developments in the airlines industry or the extension of the visa-

waiver scheme. For sure, the great charm wrapping this far eastern country remains the most 

important reason for its international attraction. This paper examines some travel stories, 

written by Italian authors from the period after Doi Moi reforms to date. Classifiable in the 

broader field of travel literature, this study aims to understand changes in the descriptive 

paradigm during this period in order to identify which are the main touristic attractions today of 

Vietnam.  

Keywords: Italian travel stories; tourism; Vietnam, war  
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1. Introduction  

Pictures taken from two different perspectives – the 'insider' (for example, the tour operator) and 

the 'outsider' (for instance, the tourist) – have great relevance in tourism. The relevance of the 

image is so important that Miossec (1977) argues that 'l'espace touritique c'est avant tout un 

image'. From the portraits of the Grand Tour in the 1700s up to the photos now posted on 

Instagram, the power of images has always had a key role in tourism to define what has to be 

seen and in which way (Dell'Agnese, 2018). However, fortunately even in the age of shared 

global information some places stir again our imagination, so for these Terrae incognitae 

(Wright, 1947) the imaginary could be more important than its 'true image'.  

It could be the case of Vietnam, where several powerful books (i.e. The Quiet American, 1955 or 

L'amant, 1985) as well as several extremely popular movies
2
 (i.e., Apocalypse now, 1979 or 

Platoon, 1986 or….) became the best storytellers of these landscapes for many young 

generations living in western and far-away countries. Despite the horror of the death and 

destruction (and also because of them), the wartime events and sites represent important tourist 

attractions in Vietnam (Henderson, 2000). And so, many traditional guidebooks (i.e. Lonely 

Planet) highlight how the fascination of the Far East together with the recent 'American war' 

were two exceptional spots for the return of tourism to this country. If during the 1980s and 90s 

the number of international tourist arrivals (ITA) was quite limited (less than 1.8 million), in 

recent years the international tourist demand has an almost exponential trend. The improved 

economic and social conditions have focused tourist attention back to this beautiful country. 

In this dynamic context, the recent and current travel stories written in this short period from the 

late 1980s to the present days could give evidence of a different perception of the traveler. 

Indeed, if 'writing about travel is like traveling twice' so travel writing is a sort of storytelling 

about people, places and their stories (Bocconi & Bosticco, 2017). The oldest travel stories are 

quite a testimony of a world that no longer exists, while the most recent refer us to the sensations 

of the today's tourist. For these reasons, in this paper we analyze several journey stories written 

by Italian travelers between 1989 and 2018. The main aim of our analysis is to understand how 

much has changed the subjective sensations about the different geographical landscapes visited 

(the two major cities, the Vietnamese countryside, cultural and natural heritage sites, war sites), 

but also to show how much the weight of the 'American war' has changed in the perspective of 

these travel stories.  

 

2. The recent development of Vietnam tourism 

Since the introduction of the reform project Doi Moi in 1986, tourism in Vietnam has become a 

relevant economic resource, an important tool of economic growth and poverty alleviation 

(Truong, 2013). However, if in the 1995 Jansen-Verbeke pointed out the good opportunities for 

tourism growth but also its lack in terms of tourism organization, nowadays the situation is 

deeply different. Currently Vietnam offers tourists a wide range of accommodation 

opportunities, from backpacker's standard hotels to luxury resorts. In the 2015, if we consider 

the number of rooms (total: 82,325), about the 30% refers to 5-star hotels (VNAT, 2019).  

                                                        
2 In the imaginary their relevance is so important that for 'alternative tourists the Vietnam is a cinema-stuffed thing called 
war' (Alneng, 2002). 
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Figure 1. Domestic and International tourists in Vietnam in the period 2000-2018  

(source: Author's elaboration on VNAT, 2019; data about domestic tourists in 2016-2018 are 

unavailable). 

 

The recent trends about international visitors in Vietnam are constantly growing (fig.1): 

according to the updated data of Ministry of Culture, Sport and Tourism, the International 

Tourist Arrivals (ITA) in the 2018 were about 15.5 million people while at the beginning of 

2000 there were about two million (fig.1). Considering also the domestic visitors (about 57 

million in 2015; VNAT, 2019), it is quite easy to understand the relevance of touristic 

movement for this country. Indeed, tourism ensures a direct and indirect contribution the 9.4% 

of Vietnam GDP in 2017 and about the 7.6% of total employment (Word Travel Tourism 

Council, 2018). 

About foreign tourists, if China remains the top sending country (almost 5 million people in 

2018), over 1 million international tourist arrivals (ITA) now arrive also from EU countries 

(mainly from the UK, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain and Italy). If the great charm of 

this country remains the most important reason underpinning its international attraction, for the 

European tourists there are also several practical reasons to visit Vietnam. The first could be 

recent developments in the airlines industry, with new connections between Vietnam and new 

destinations. However, also the extension of the visa-waiver scheme is quite important: in this 

way, it is possible to enter Vietnam for up to 15 days without having to acquire other 

documentation. Another practical reason could be summarized by the 'hit, but cheap' spot 

(Morello, 2005), given that the average daily expenditure of the foreign tourist is around 1,200 

USD/person for the 'self-arranging visitors' (average time spent about 12 days) or less than 600 

USD/person for the 'by tour visitor' (average time spent about 10 days) (GSO, 2017).  
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3. Describing the Vietnam after the Doi Moi reforms: the perspective of Italian travel 

stories  

Classifiable in the research field of literary geography (i.e., Marengo, 2016), this paper examines 

some journey stories written by Italian authors-travelers during the period between 1989 and 

2018. Often considered as minor literature, this travel literature offers to the reader a different 

point of view about a region, a place or, again, a landscape: it is the curious perspective of the 

outsider, namely a person who doesn't live in that place and does not belong to that community. 

With different approaches (for subjectivity and for preliminary knowledge of a region), travel 

writers tell us a story of meetings, of vehicles and way of traveling, of self-reflections, etc.  

This is the case of some Italian travelers who have described Vietnam since the years 

immediately following the introduction of the Doi Moi reform to date. Although we cannot 

claim to be exhaustive given the variety and the potential high number of travel stories (also 

available on the internet, like travel blogs or travel magazines
3
), we try to outline changes in the 

Western tourist's perception during these last three decades so important for Vietnam.  

Indeed, for our purpose we considered travel books about journeys made at the end of the 1980s 

(Ivaldi, 1997) or at the beginning of the 90s (Ruggeri, 1994). In those years the National 

Tourism Agency 'provided' a tourist guide who accompanied the visitors during the trip and 

'suggested' a hotel for the first night. At that time, the tourist felt like 'a pearl in the dirt', actually 

a rare thing! ' Everyone looks at us with eyes lit by curiosity: I feel like an insect under glass [..]' 

(Ivaldi, 1997). This sounds very strange today, when frequently the visitor is a young low-

budget tourist moving mainly by local bus, quite in the footsteps of the protagonist of The Quiet 

American. 'What am I here for? I tighten the backpack straps and I'll jump. I ask him (to the taxi 

driver) to take me to a cheap pension in the neighborhood of Pham Ngu Lao [HCMC]' (Calzati, 

2018). But there are also those who travel between luxury hotels and move by air or with private 

vehicles. 'our room is wonderful, a brand new suite so big that we can run inside, with a 

panoramic balcony over fields and rice fields'. So, after the daily 'efforts' of the tourist, it's 

possible 'come back to the hotel to end the day with a brief rest in the pool' (Romio, 2016). Can't 

miss the group trip and its fun dynamics that are established during the journey. 'As a group, we 

go to the covered bridge (the Japanese covered bridge of Hoi An), but the beginning of a singing 

choir with an Italian popular song
4
 makes my few hair stand out' (Ferraiolo, 2015).

5
 Or, again, 

trips with peculiar goals: go up from the mouth to the source of the Mekong river (Morello, 

2005); a journey project to study what remains of the 'American war' in the Vietnamese memory 

(Ricuperati & Martegani, 2007); or, finally, a solo trip useful as time for 'free' geographical 

thoughts about Vietnam '―without knowing how to read or write‖, without reading the 

guidebook, blindly, a sort of orienteering in some far away and exotic region. This time Vietnam 

could be also for the reminiscence of a mythical Italian war reporter
6
' (Jelen, 2008).  

Obviously, as already suggested, this is just a small sample of books dealing with travel in 

Vietnam, but what variety! Due to the editorial requirements, in the following paragraphs this 

paper examines only few geographical categories, namely the two main urban areas, the 

Vietnamese countryside and the war sites.  

3.1 The two main cities: Hanoi Versus Ho Chi Minh City 

After the Doi Moi reforms, urbanization was one of the most remarked upon geographical issues 

in Vietnam. In only three decades Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City have become metropolitan areas 

                                                        
3 

Although when we refer to travel literacy we mean something deeply different (due to way to write, the length of the 

text, etc.), in a world where permanent connectivity and social networking are the rule we can't ignore the relevance of 

this kind of information, sometimes becoming travel story books.  
4 He refers about a song inspired by a famous Italian covered bridge (the Bassano bridge), 'Sul ponte di Bassan noi ci 

darem la mano'. 
5 This book is about a 2004 trip.  
6 This is Marcello Alessandri, war reporter of the Italian national TV during the Vietnam conflict.  
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with good job opportunities, but also sharing several environmental and social problems. The 

urban decadence of the recent past, told to us by Ruggeri (1994) and Ivaldi (1997), has given 

way to modern skyscrapers. The skyline is profoundly changed: now the tourist is impressed by 

palaces built according to the current architectural style, often placed side by side among more 

traditional neighborhoods. Furthermore, the visitor must learn to deal with chaotic traffic 

(mainly due to the lack of the urban transport system). So, if in the 1989 the town were plenty of 

silent bicycles (Ivaldi, 1997), now a new icon well represents the Vietnamese urban genre de 

vie: the comfortable, but dangerous, noisy and air-polluting motorbike. Deep changes involved 

also the surrounding rural regions, now silent and grey peripheral zones (Calzati, 2018), 

sometimes crossed by semi-deserted highways (Romio, 2016).  

In the eyes of visitors, the two most important cities of Vietnam remain deeply different also for 

their different functions (Jelen, 2008). If Hanoi is the main political city of Vietnam and the 

atmosphere that is breathed well represents the 'real' Asia (Romio, 2016), Ho Chi Minh City is 

the national economical hub, therefore it is a more dynamic city, much closer to the Western 

model. 

Thus, Hanoi is a sort of medieval Florence of the Far East (Jelen, 2008), a place where past and 

future meet harmoniously (Calzati, 2018). Already in 1989 it was a fast-growing city, even if the 

ancient quarter and the old colonial architecture highlighted a strong connection with the past 

(Ivaldi, 1997). The peaceful and silent night city of 1989
7
 is now a swarm of life mainly during 

the night, an active hub of fragrances and culinary delicacies, where it is possible to enjoy the 

taste of a far and mysterious world. If the old quarter – a true urban labyrinth – is the 

commercial center of Hanoi, then Hoan Kiem lake is its social gathering point (Romio, 2016). 

Few evidences of the 'American war' in a city of young people make it easier to forget the recent 

past, belonging more to the previous generations (Ferraiolo, 2015).  

On the other hand, more than eight million people live in the southern metropolitan area of Ho 

Chi Minh City whose name changed a few years after the war to Ho Chi Minh City (Ivaldi, 

1997) to HCMC, pronounced in 'American way' almost it was LA (Los Angeles) (Morello, 

2005). But for tourists it is – and always has been – only Saigon, in the imaginary almost a 

synonym of vice, debauchery and nightlife. In the first years after the Doi Moi reforms, the 

weight of the recent war was still tangible in the everyday life of Saigon. The beauty of old 

French architecture
8
 could not counterbalance an overall decadence atmosphere regarding the 

historical hotels of this town (the Rex and the Continental), as well as their shopping streets 

(Ruggeri, 1994). However, already at the end of 80s in HCMC it was possible to buy almost 

everything, unlike Hanoi, where the stores were sadly empty (Ivaldi, 1997). In those years the 

American Embassy, the residence of the general Van Thieu
9
, Radio Saigon (from here, Cronauer 

made his famous 'Good Morning Vietnam!'), the 'War Remnants Museum' are iconic places 

thanks to which the tourist can have a more revealing perception of the recent story
10

. Although 

not yet stereotyped, after thirty years these places are become key sites for 'memory tourism' 

(namely a new form of cultural tourism that revalues places with a particular historical value; 

Bagnoli, 2018) and their narration is for sure less emotional than previous journey tales.  

In the meantime, Ho Chi Minh City is once again an important metropolis of world trade, with 

more than fifty industrial zones designed to attract international investment. Now it is a real 

'fast-growth town' (Mauro et al., 2017) and for the people living in Vietnam it represents a 

relevant job opportunity (Jelen, 2008). Therefore, HCMC is now a multi-ethnic city, a capitalist 

                                                        
7 

'ten o'clock just passed: it's time to close. Vietnam cannot afford such consumption of lights' (Ivaldi, 1997).  
8 For its cosmopolitan atmosphere Saigon was considered as the 'Pearl of the Far East' (Nguyen et Al., 2016). 
9 Van Thieu was the president of South Vietnam from 1965 until the surrender of Saigon in 1975 and the entry of 

People's Army of Vietnam and the Viet Cong into the city. 
10 'From here, the story seems ended yesterday' (Ivaldi, 1997).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/People%27s_Army_of_Vietnam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viet_Cong
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city. However, its schizophrenic vitality (Calzati, 2018) and over than six million motorbikes 

(Romio, 2016) can stun the tourist and increase their sense of estrangement.  

 

3.2. The Vietnamese countryside 

Although urbanization is now one of the main topics in Vietnam, the majority of the population 

live again in the countryside. Therefore, the foreign tourist could enjoy of a great variety of the 

rural landscapes, from west mountainous region of the northern until the Mekong river Delta in 

the south. Rice is the most important crop in agriculture, but the countryside is quite varied due 

to the widespread presence of plantations of coffee, tea and rubber. Besides, forestry and fishery 

are significant sectors of the rural economy (De Agostini, 2000).  

In the imaginary, the peaceful countryside is the place where it is possible still meet the 'most 

authentic Vietnam' (Romio, 2016). Thus, the terraced rice fields of Sa Pa visited by Ferraiolo 

(2015) or the charm of floating markets of Can Tho in the Mekong Delta (Morello, 2005) are 

sites fairly comfortable for the modern tourist, often almost obsessed by the search for 

authenticity (Dell'Agnese, 2018). Actually, in the near future the challenges of the global market 

could mean profound changes for this rural world, now consisting mainly of subsistence 

agriculture that has shaped the landscape of this country for centuries (Jelen, 2008). 

In a land where the physical traces of the recent past are almost cancelled, the social ones are 

still profound. In fact, if the effects of defoliants on tropical vegetation have disappeared and the 

US bomb craters in the region between the border of Cambodia and Saigon (Ruggeri, 1994) are 

no longer visible today
11

, however the tragic consequences of agent orange
12

 can still be seen in 

the people of this and future Vietnamese generations (Ricuperati & Martegani, 2007).  

 

3.3. The war sites 

The My Lai massacre site, Cu-Chi tunnel, the War Remnant Museum in HCMC (see par. 3.1), 

and the De-Militarized Zone (DMZ) are the most important war sites in Vietnam. Although until 

the early 1990s the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism did not promote the war at all 

(Biles et al., 1999). In the following years war tourism became hugely relevant for the tourism 

industry. In the case of international visitors, 'dark tourism'
13

 mainly concerns the War Remnants 

Museum and the Cu Chi Tunnels, usually part of the standard tourist trail and listed as top of the 

attractions of HCMC. Other war sites are rather marginal involving only a few tourists, mostly 

domestic (Keyes, 2012).  

Italian travel stories also confirm this, even though their storytelling is significantly different 

over time. In fact, Ruggeri (1994) and Ivaldi (1997) testify as to how the recent 'American war' 

and its remains are a part of everyday life. Thus, the rusted tanks became children's playgrounds, 

or an empty bomb casing could be used in the kitchen as a shelf holder or, again, we can see 

how barbed wire is repurposed as a fence that surrounds of a school. After almost thirty years, 

the visit to the war sites can be a moment of reflection allowing tourists to see this conflict with 

a different point of view from the usual western one (Romio, 2016), even if the representation of 

war eventscan often seem quite impersonal (Ferraiolo, 2015). If the demand from international 

visitors often means a commodification of the Vietnam war (Alneng, 2002), this form of tourism 

could be necessary to keep these places open because, after all, it is not just business (Calzati, 

                                                        
11

 However, they are still visible in other places of Vietnam, like for example close the DMZ. 
12 As well known, the agent orange was the infamous herbicide and defoliant invented at Harvard and used by the US 

military during the conflict in Vietnam.  
13 Dark tourism is a rather recent form of tourism consisting of 'travel to places associated with death, disaster and 
destruction', increased significantly in these last decades (Sharpley & Stone, 2009).  
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2018). Probably for these 'memory sites' it would be more important to maintain their genius loci 

(Andreotti, 2014) than their physical preservation, but this is not easily managed in our global 

era.  

 

4. Some final remarks 

The descriptions of travellers are often inaccurate, but their travel stories can have significant 

power and influence in creating history (Keyes, 2012). Reflecting on the touristic statement 

'Vietnam is a country, not a war', Alneng (2002) wonders if 'this newly discovered country is 

still at war'. This question could be very important in a country where international tourism now 

is constantly growing. Do foreign visitors prefer the uniqueness of the natural and cultural 

heritage of Vietnam or do they come there mainly to visit war memory sites?  

More than forty years after the end of the 'American war', something has changed in the Italian 

journey tales. The presence of the conflict was pervasive in the stories of the early 90s, so much 

so that Ruggeri (1994) states 'it's quite impossible to visit this country without being 

accompanied by the phantoms of the recent past'. Probably the short time since the war and an 

international tourism in its first steps made more vivid these stories about conflict (or its 

memory sites). Instead, today 'war in Vietnam' is only one component of the tour package: the 

storytelling of the conflict sometimes appears almost stereotyped or 'absent-minded', because for 

the international visitor other are the important things to visit. May be that 'Vietnam is the right 

country to travel through the time' (Ricuperati & Martegani, 2007), but 'its past, although recent, 

is already history' (Calzati, 2018).  
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Extended Abstract. 

 

This paper engages in an empirical examination of the inherently social nature of travel writing 

and the production/consumption of place. It specifically explores the critical ‗worldmaking‘ role 

of the professional Sri Lankan travel writers. As a somewhat understated component within the 

spectrum of travel and tourism, ‗writings of place‘ play a substantial role in presenting to the 

reader ‗the other‘ or ‗the extraordinary‘ that they often seek to escape the mundane and the 

ordinary (Blanton, 2002; Pratt, 1992). As such, travel writing consists of a diverse amalgamation 

of non-fiction delivered through a range of means from newspapers, guidebooks and magazines 

to websites, all of which continue to entice their readers to engage in travel/tourism. 

Nonetheless, the significance of this aspect has been largely overlooked in social science 

research, particularly in perceiving travel writing as an engagement between the narrating self 

and the world or the multifarious interchange between the observer and the observed (Blanton, 

2002). Given this, the paper, which derives from my ongoing PhD research attempts to shed 

light on how Sri Lankan professional travel writers who write in English for a predominantly 

foreign/Western readership represent the country, its many places, people and culture. Here, I 

specifically focus on the writers who work for travel magazines published by reputed 

commercial publishers that are associated with /endorsed by the field of tourism, hence 

occupying the due authority and legitimacy as a related sub-field. Therefore, I critically explore 

a sample of their work and interpret the cosmetic nature of their task in primarily making Sri 

Lanka look good for the potential traveller, evaluating how some of the representations are 

shaped by centuries of ‗viewing‘ or looking at places such as Sri Lanka mainly in light of 

colonialism.  

 

I begin the paper providing an overview of the methodological and theoretical pathway followed 

in implementing this sociological study. I introduce three main theoretical pillars of the tourist 

gaze, tourism worldmaking, and bridging this with a Bourdieusian framework combining 

habitus, capital and field to further conceptualise the worldmaking process of travel writing. 

Considering that writers first see or view the world that they represent through words, I begin 

with the concept of John Urry‘s (1990) tourist gaze which proposes that seeing is a social 

endeavour and that the gaze is pre-programmed vision (Urry et al., 2001). Using the 

epistemological character of gazing, I undertake to explain how a Western gaze is 

constructed/perpetuated or maintained as a means of presenting Sri Lanka in order to attract 

tourists, to understand how the writers come to know and view the world prior to writing. 

Secondly, I use the tourism worldmaking approach by Keith Hollinshead (2009) to understand 

the way in which these writers engaging in constructing the Western gaze wittingly or 

unwittingly highlight some elements of the places, people and culture they write about, 

privileging particular favoured views in alignment with the tourism industry (Hollinshead et al., 

2009). Using this theoretical framework, I establish the way in which these writers view the 

world from particular standpoints held as important to the fields/organisations they work for. I 

thereby rely on the premise that every worldmaking act or projection inculcates towards some 

form of held consciousness. Thirdly, I consider where or how the writers receive or inherit the 

standpoints, inculcate the consciousness from within which they view and represent Sri Lanka 

through a scrutiny of their personal histories, formal education, upbringing and family settings 
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within the broader Sri Lankan social strata. I undertake this using Pierre Bourdieu‘s conceptual 

triad: habitus, capital and field (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).  

 

Methodologically, this paper relies on the one hand on textual analysis of 20 professionally 

produced travel narratives: how Kandy - a popular historical and cultural destination of Sri 

Lanka frequented by both domestic and international visitors - is represented. These articles are 

published in reputed travel magazines Explore Sri Lanka and Serendib (Inflight magazine of 

SriLankan Airlines). On the other hand, the paper is foregrounded on interviews conducted with 

six former Sri Lankan travel writers who have contributed to these magazines at one point in 

their lives. Through the latter, I endeavour to understand the writers themselves and their shared 

social contexts that bind them as a group, influencing their travel writer functions. I mainly 

focus on their cultural capital and the shaping of habitus. These align with the cosmetic tasks 

they perform, also fed by the respective field they work from, considered as legitimate and 

accepted to have the authority to paint for the benefit of the rest of the world, a depiction of Sri 

Lanka. 

 

The paper first focuses on the nature of some of the dominant representations of Sri Lanka 

mainly underpinned by the need to make the country look good for tourists. I shed light on the 

romanticised portrayals of the Botanical Gardens and the Ceylon Tea Museum in Kandy and 

how the writers elevate the natural landscape through the sublime sensibility of 18
th

 century 

British travellers (Bell and Lyall, 2002), seeing Sri Lanka through a romanticised, historicised 

frame in alignment with the ‗othering‘ in tourism grounded in Orientalist discourse (Said, 1978). 

These visual constructions employ a range of meanings and values that combine to create a 

tourism product that is ultimately promoted and sold (Meethan et al., 2006). I portray how the 

writers themselves acknowledge the adoption of a different style of writing that requires them to 

ignore the many problems, inconsistencies or inequalities built into these Sri Lankan places, 

people or culture such as poverty, pollution or overcrowding. As such, I maintain that their 

travel writing roles entail creating a cosmetic gloss that shrouds local realities (Pieterse, 2006, 

p.1250).  

 

I then consider how the particular ways of seeing and standpoints are cultivated by or inculcated 

in the writers through their personal, contextual situations within the upper echelons of Sri 

Lankan society; being brought up as a part of the New Urban Middle Class (NUMC) of Sri 

Lanka after the economic liberalisation of the country (Hettige, 1996). This opens doors for their 

privileged formal education within elite government and private schools, for instance, or 

exposure to the English language and appreciation of English literature, the culture of travel and 

Western lifestyles. These cultural capital fashion their habitus that recruiters and publishers who 

define the field of travel writing seek and in turn, determine their travel writing success within 

the field (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). As such, I demonstrate how the writers have been 

socialised/indoctrinated into the practice of world citizenship, its institutions and its norms/ethics 

to engage in their cosmetic writing tasks and practice cosmetic cosmopolitanism (Pieterse, 

2006).  

 

I thereby conclude, consolidating habitus, capital and field that as these writers with the 

appropriate cultural capital and habitus begin to engage in the field of travel writing, the rules, 

standards or principles of the field, in turn, condition their habitus which in turn produces 

practices and maintain/reproduce the standards of the field (Bourdieu, 2000, p.143). The 

knowledge germinated from their writing significantly impacts the way Sri Lanka is 

represented within legitimised systems of 'worldmaking' /knowledge production leading to 

particular understandings of Sri Lanka within international tourism. In other words, this process 

further solidifies and institutionalises the particular way of looking at/seeing and perceiving Sri 

Lanka contributing to the way it is portrayed to the rest of the world and how the world in turns 

views its places, people, past and culture.  
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Abstract: The life of Chinese-Canadian author Judy Fong Bates in an intricate mesh of 

‗memory ‗of two nations- China and Canada. Though her personal memory of China is slight, 

given that she shifted to Canada at the age of five, however China remains a distant albeit 

throbbing and pertinent part of her life due to her parents and her community, much like any 

other immigrant‘s life in multicultural Canada! In fact, this intricate affinity for the ‗past and its 

ways‘ is what becomes apparent in most of Bates‘ writings, including Midnight at Dragon Café. 

Originally published in the year 2004, this novel is set in the 1960‘s and is a reminiscence of a 

young Chinese girl, an immigrant whose life gets topsy-turvy with her engagement and 

exploration of family secrets. The central theme of this novel appears to be the representation of 

the immigrants‘ plight; to portray the immense agony of the immigrant community separated 

culturally, ethically and socially from white Canada (under the veil of glossy multiculturalism, 

of course). However, the entire representation of the same happens through a flashback 

technique; through the lens of memory. Thus, it is this lens of ‗memory‘ into which I will delve 

for this paper. I want to analyze and decipher how the element of ‗memory‘ becomes a catalyst 

and a pertinent factor in the culmination of this novel. The concept of ‗memory‘ is almost 

fundamental whenever the immigrant Canadians comes into discussion. My paper in this light 

would be an integral engagement with the layers of ‗memory‘ laced one upon the other through 

the depiction and the tell-tale of the characters and situations in Midnight at Dragon Café.  

 

Keywords: Memory, Diaspora, Canadian-Chinese, Literature, Identity, Multi-culturalism  

______________________ 

Memory is seen to be an integral part in the writings of most writers belonging to the Canadian 

Diaspora. In fact, the concept of ‗memory‘ is almost fundamental whenever the immigrant 

Canadians comes into discussion. Memory at one time has become their pulsating liberty while 

at other times it has been a constant remembrance of the atrocities hurled towards them; and an 

incentive to fight against the same! Julia Creet in her introduction to the book Memory and 

Migration: Multidisciplinary Approaches to Memory Studies seems to reverberate similar 

notions. She elucidates:  

 

‗Memory, in all its forms, physical, psychological, cultural, and familial, plays a crucial 

role within the contexts of migration, immigration, resettlement, and diasporas, for 

memory provides continuity to the dislocations of individual and social identity, 

particularly in a country like Canada, a nation in large part formed by migration and the 

memory of migrants.‘ 

In the light of the above statement, the life of Chinese-Canadian author Judy Fong Bates is an 

intricate mesh of ‗memory ‗of two nations – China and Canada. Though her personal memory of 

China is slight, given that she shifted to Canada at the age of five, China remains a distant and 

pertinent part of her life due to her parents and her community, much like any other immigrant‘s 

life in multicultural Canada!  In fact, this intricate affinity for the ‗past and its ways‘ is what 

becomes apparent in most of Bates‘ writings, including Midnight at Dragon Café. Originally 
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published in the year 2004, this novel is set in 1960‘s and is reminiscence of Su-Jen, a young 

Chinese girl, an immigrant whose life gets topsy-turvy with herengagement and exploration of 

family secrets. The entire novel in fact is a narrative of conglomerated memory. While the entire 

tell-tale of Su-Jen‘s family secret forms the apparent biggest frame of this novel, my paper will 

be an analysis of the memory frames within the primary frame, dealing with immensely 

significant issues of multicultural Canada, if one has the eye for it.  

Therefore, while Su-Jen‘s poignant reminiscence of a disturbed, repressed childhood garners the 

majority of attention, what one might overlook is how the author brings forth the colour issue of 

Canada, most starkly through Su-Jen‘s remembrance itself. Here thus the character of Debbie 

MacLean from this story becomes important. While recollecting her early childhood, Su-Jen 

brings forth her vivid memory of Debbie, from fourth grade. The way the author mechanizes the 

description of her memories through Su-Jen makes Debbie the epitome of everything a white 

superior is and what a coloured inferior cannot become. Su-Jen‘s reminiscence of Debbie 

becomes the portrayal of the discrimination that a coloured immigrant has to go through even 

from the nascent stage of their lives in 'multicultural Canada'. Su- Jen reminiscences: 

as a child, in my mind I saw Debbie chatting on the pink princess telephone, propped 

up by fluffy pink satin pillows on a bed covered with pink satin bedspread with 

matching pink satin curtains on the window. I saw Debbie smiling into her pink 

telephone, her finger twirling a lock of golden hair. I suppose the only thing then, I 

knew was that her bedroom wasn‘t like mine. She did not have to sleep in the same bed 

with her parents, in a room upstairs from a restaurant; that she lived in a real house with 

a living room and dining room… I remember often wondering as a child, what it would 

be like to beDebbie – to have the soft blonde curls that floated like a cloud around a 

lightly freckled face with a delicate upturned nose and to come to school so often in 

new clothes. But more than anything, I wondered what it would be like to be the center 

of attention! 

Young Su-Jen idealizing white Debbie as elucidated above, instantaneously reminds me of 

another women of colour recalling her childhood memories – Beatrice Culleton‘s April. 

Throughout her novel April Raintree, Culleton portrays the protagonist April, to possess an 

ingrained condescension about herself, owing to her ‗lucky‘ pale skin colour, despite belonging 

to the Métis community of Canada. This becomes apparent from many incidents she 

reminiscences from her childhood. The most significant one in my opinion would be when she 

recollects how even as a child she could differentiate the identities of two apparent groups in the 

park where she and her sister, Cheryl played:  

‗one group was the brown skinned children who looked like Cheryl ... The other group 

was fair skinned‘ 

followed by April confessing how she detested playing with that former group while she envied 

the latter: 

‗…especially the girls with blonde hair and blue eyes‘, she points out.  

The idea of bringing forth these two inexplicably similar memory recollections by an immigrant 

and another by a native is only to put forth how the ‗coloured Canada‘s‘ remembrance dwells on 

a sickening sense of inferiority, reducing them into ‗Aliens‘ in their own rightful lands, and 

completely disrupting their sense of identity from the nascent years of their lives – an idea that 

Sunera Thobani harps upon, in her essay Nationals, Citizens and Others. 
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Another memory of Su-Jen worth exploring is her recollection of her first name calling in 

childhood. The elucidation of this particular memory starts as normally as it could be: a little 

girl‘s unadulterated joy in receiving her first tricycle: 

It was the first new toy that I could remember being purchased for me. Finally I picked 

a red tricycle with gold letters ccm on the steering column. My father carried it around 

the side of the Dragon café to the alley, while I rushed into the restaurant, almost 

colliding with my mother... ―Hurry come and see‖, I called and ran through the kitchen 

into the backyard, where my father was waiting... I clamed on the seat and placed my 

feet on the pedals, my hands on the handlebars, expecting the wheels to move on their 

own! 

Su-Jen further recollects how her elation was short-lived:  

'I was concentrating so hard on pushing the pedals that I didn‘t see the girl with the 

mean marble eyes standing in the alley. She blocked my way and said 'Hey, Chink, 

where‘d you get the bike? Did you steal it?' 

The verbal abuse remembered by Su-Jen was followed by physical abuse – the white girl 

knocking a defenseless kid of colour, off her tricycle, hurting her physically and continuing the 

misconduct until Su-Jen‘s mother intervened in the scenario. Concluding this incident, the now 

grown up Su-Jen thus reminiscences, 'It‘s been a long time since I‘ve thought about that girl … 

how the word chink shot from her lips, piercing me like an arrow'. The reason I chose these two 

reminiscences of Su-Jen‘s childhood is because it not only brings forth the author‘s astute way 

of putting forth the issue of colour bias in the novel, but because it touches much deeper strings 

of the heart. These memories become the portrayal of an atrocious truth where from avery tender 

age immigrants are subject to witness such scathing hostility, which scars their psyche so much 

so, never to fade away from their mind, returning to haunt them as memories in their adult lives.  

Paul Ricoeur in his iconic book Memory, History and Forgetting speaks about the entire 

phenomenon of how the idea of space is interlaced with memory. He goes on to say: 

 

 ‗The transition from corporeal memory to the memory of places is assured by acts as 

important as orienting oneself, moving from place to place, and above all inhabiting. It 

is on the surface of this habitable earth that we remember having travelled and visited 

memorable sites. In this way, the ‗things‘ remembered are intrinsically associated with 

places. And it is not by chance that we say of what has occurred that it took place. Is it 

indeed at this primordial level that the phenomenon of ‗memory places‘ is constituted, 

before they become a reference for historical knowledge. These place ‗remain‘ as 

inscriptions, monuments, potentially as documents, whereas memories transmitted only 

along the oral path fly away as do the words themselves.‘ 

 

In this light, Su-Jen‘s subsequent description of her mother‘s remembrances, shows how 

memory can become an escape for an immigrant, unbound from the invisible shackles of 

everything alien, so to speak. There was very little left from her old life in China. Her once 

homeland and its memories were so distant to her now that sometimes she felt that nothing of 

her past actually happened. However, time and again she is seen to recollect her past with 

inexplicable vividness and clarity, in a way revealing how those memories had built their niche 

inside her. In fact her past was so pulsating for her that Su-Jen goes on to say of her mother: 

'There was so little in this new country that gave her pleasure. The good things she found were 

related in some way to China: The Chinese opera, a letter from a relative back home or from 

Aunt Hai-Lan in Toronto, written in Chinese...'.What one therefore needs to understand from 

here is how it was not really a letter written in Chinese or a Chinese opera, but the memory lane 
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down which these elements ledthat gave Su-Jen‘s mother happiness. A walk down this memory 

lane was this immigrant‘s only way to reach the land of her past, the land she treasured with all 

her might. 

While Su-Jen‘s mother‘s remembrance of China is reminiscent to a passionate amour with a lost 

lover, Su-Jen‘s father‘s description of his memories of China only enunciates a strained 

relationship. The father‘s revelation of one of the family secrets to Su-Jen through reminiscences 

of the days of his past becomes an example to befit the above statement. He recollects how he 

had left China in the year 1930 for Canada to provide better for his family. In his absence, he 

had lost his first son from his first wife. He recollects:'Not too long after I arrived…our oldest 

son had died very quickly of a fever. There were only two herbalists in the village, no doctors to 

help him. If he had been in Canada, maybe there would have been better medicine. He was not 

lucky like you Su-Jen to be living here.' Unlike her mother, who was never appreciative of her 

new niche, always finding China better in comparison, Su-Jen‘s father acknowledged the perks 

this alien land had to offer him. As the novel unfolds, so does the memory trail of the characters, 

wherein we see that the father‘s last straw was the war breaking out in China. Any little remorse 

that he used to feel in leaving that country, diminished after the communist invasion in China. 

Su-Jen‘s father‘s memories of his past land, in my opinion open door780ps to further analyze the 

dichotomous situation of such immigrants, whose memories of their former land too are 

maligned enough to afford the luxury of finding an escape into the same. 

To conclude, I would say that ‗memory‘ as a phenomenology plays irreplaceable roles in one‘s 

life. It is memory that shapes the silhouette of one‘s identity, both making and breaking it. It can 

be therapeutic, making transplantation from a certain space and time to another, fairly easier but 

most importantly it is community forming, binding each one in bond of reminiscences. So, in 

this light while Su-Jen‘s mother found escape in her past memories, her father wanted to escape 

from the same. However, what is to be noted is how the conglomeration of these exercises by 

her parents conditioned Su-Jen‘s life as an immigrant. Bitter or sweet, ugly or alluring, it is the 

'memories' of Su-Jen‘s parents life and that of her own, played a major role in shaping up Su-

Jen‘s being to a large extend. Come to think of it, ‗memory‘ is that one catalyst in life which has 

shaped all of us one way or the other – for better or for worse. Hence, maybe the American-

Romanian writer Elie Wiesel very rightly states, 'Without memory, there is no culture. Without 

memory, there would be no civilization, no society, no future.' 
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Abstract. Since the end of the 1980s and with even greater insistence since the 1990s, 

discussions concerning the political and public use and abuse of history have taken place in 

various European contexts. Among others they addressed the importance of memory relating to 

oblivion (Zertal 2000), negative effects of an excessive amplification of remembering compared 

to forgetting and how new remembrance practices related to demands for ideological 

repositioning from promoters of new political and national genealogies. Establishment of new 

political points of reference is evident chiefly in the European contexts with a greater need to 

forget political associations before the political transition. 

After the fall of the Berlin wall the interpretations and representations of the past developed 

during the Second World War and in force until the 1980s proved to be no longer appropriate. 

Particularly in the ex-communist world the 'remake' of the world – as Istvan Rév defined it in the 

analysis of the Hungarian case – became inevitable. ‗Certainties, the pillars of life had gone; 

familiar recurring events, the rhythm of existence, ordinary days and holidays, the well-known 

street names, the social significance of the neighbourhood, the significance of photographs in 

the family album, social capital, the knowledge of Russian as a foreign language to be used, the 

value of the sociometric network of one‘s own private and professional world, the stability of 

memories, the comprehension of private and public history.‘ (Rév,2007,19). In the effort to 

restore national continuity interrupted by the Second World War and by the communist period, 

also other East European states abandoned the accounts, created to establish a common and 

shared identity under the banner of the communist ideology, affecting also the ways in which 

national history in the decades in the post-war period was perceived. 

Similarly, the narrative of the war of liberation rendered the source of legitimization and 

identity for the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. In the 1980s, when the cornerstones of 

the socialist regimes started to loosen influence as the ideological glue of the Yugoslav 

brotherhood cracked, the victims of revolutionary and communist violence gradually resurfaced 

at the center of the public debate. The act of remembrance of the wartime and post-war 

executions has eventually transformed into a condemnation of Tito‘s regime and has been 

included in the collective memory of all those experiences lived by the Yugoslav population 

during and after the Second World War, that remained concealed for more than forty years. In 

the public debate and in the Yugoslav history school-books published before the 1990s there was 

a space for the partisans and the heroes of the war of liberation; the defeated remained outside 

the official narrative, relegated to individual and family memories. At the margin of the 

collective memory were also the experiences of deportations to the Nazi camps and the 

internments in the Fascist camps. Although occasionally remembered, the deportations did not 

enter into the official context developed to commemorate the partisan epic. The multiplication of 

memories and intensified attempts of historical revisionism in the Yugoslav context not only 

opened new spaces for democracy, but also served to justify new acts of violence and 

xenophobia. Some of the subjects excluded from the post-war historical narrative became the 

promoters of new forms of collective memory, while their demands encountered new political 

listeners to represent them. 
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The example of Slovenia, one of the former republics of Yugoslavia, serves me to demonstrate 

how practices of forgetting and remembrance were established in the transition periods after 

both World Wars and how the role of the smallness of the Slovene society played part in it. In 

addition, a special attention will be paid to the role of historiography in both transition periods 

and to the role of oral history after the disintegration of Yugoslavia. The temporal framework of 

the research is broadened to demonstrate, how political instrumentalization of remembrance 

(and forgetting) manifested after each extensive political turn. 

 

________________________ 

Introduction 

In Truth and Politics (1967) Hannah Arendt invites us to reflect on the controversial relationship 

between truth and politics and, above all, on the distortions or negations of certain truths used 

and defended by politics. If recourse to falsehoods seems compatible with politics not only in 

totalitarian regimes but also in western democracies, it is because it has always been considered 

one of the necessary and legitimate tools of politics. Some of the observations made by Arendt 

referred in effect to the use of the lie in the politics of image of the United States during the 

Vietnam war. 

The confidence expressed by Arendt more than half a century ago in the 'guardians' of truth – 

scholars, intellectuals, judges – and in the capacity of academic culture to correct political 

action, can nowadays appear somewhat ingenuous. Not only because over recent decades the 

means available to academic culture have been, and continue to be, considerably reduced in 

comparison to that of mass media and social networks, but also because that part of the world of 

culture which should discover, protect and interpret the truth of the fact tends to bend to the 

demands of political and public abuse of history. Simplifying readings of the recent past, 

historical narratives tending to propose easy analogies among structurally different historical 

phenomena, yet interested in uncovering 'new-old' political subjects, are taking hold not only in 

marginal areas of the forums and blogs but even in historiographical and academic 

environments. The obsession with making everything visible, bringing to light the traumas of the 

1900s does not necessarily produce a greater or a more complex awareness of the past, of 

ourselves or of others.
1 

Since the late 1980s and with greater intensity since the 1990s, discussions concerning the 

political and public use and abuse of history have taken place in various European contexts, as 

well as those about the importance of memory relating to forgetting.
2  

An excessive amplification 

of remembering compared to forgetting and new remembrance practices often turned out to be a 

response to powerful demands for ideological repositioning from political promoters of new 

political and national genealogies.  

Particularly in the former communist space, the 'remake of the world' — as Istvan Rév defined it 

analysing the Hungarian case — was held concurrently with new interpretations and 

representations of the past.
3
 In Eastern Europe the effort to restore national continuity interrupted 

by World War II and by the communist period led to the abandonment of narrations that had 

been imposed by the communist ideology.
 
 In the Yugoslav case, the liberation war narrative, 

which rendered the source of legitimization and identity for the Socialist Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia, as well as one of the cornerstones of the socialist regimes until the 1980s, was 

                                                        
1
 Cruz, M. (2010) I brutti scherzi del passato: Identità, responsabilità, storia. Torino: Bollati Boringhieri, pp. 16 –17. 

2 Both remembering and forgetting are objects of cultural contraction. The dialectical relationship between the two takes 

place within a determined collectivity and is conditioned by power balances and by those who write history. Zertal, I. 

(2000) Israele e la Shoah: La nazione e il culto della tragedia.Torino: Einaudi, p. 43. 
 3 Rév, I. (2007), Giustizia retroattiva: Preistoria del comunismo. Milano: Feltrinelli, p. 19. 
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gradually abandoned as the ideological glue of the Yugoslav fraternity cracked and the victims 

of revolutionary and communist violence gradually resurfaced at the centre of the public debate. 

The act of remembrance of massacres
4
 perpetrated during and after the war began to be 

transformed ever more clearly into a condemnation of Tito‘s regime and to be included in the 

collective memory of all those experiences that the Yugoslav population went through during 

and after World War II that remained concealed for more than four decades. If up to the 1980s 

the official Yugoslav narrative was interested predominantly only in partisans and heroes of the 

liberation war, the public discourse from the 80s onwards began to focus on the defeated and on 

victims of communism. The multiplication of memories and an increasingly intense process of 

historical revision in the Yugoslav context not only opened new spaces for democracy but, also 

served to justify new acts of violence. Some of the players excluded from the history narrative 

that was in force in Yugoslavia up to the late 1990s
 
became promoters of new forms of memory 

organization and their moral ransom demands encountered new interested political listeners to 

represent them. 

If we compare new forms of public memory organization formed since the 1990s in the former 

Yugoslav area with those in other European countries, we can verify that the equilibrium 

established between forgetting and memory has always been linked to the demands made by 

single political players, defenders of interests of the defeated during the World War II and also, 

in Eastern Europe, of those who had been distanced from positions of power after the advent of 

communism. In this context mention must be made of the link created between the victims of 

various acts of violence that had drenched the 1900s in blood and their supporters in various 

attempts to obtain material and moral redress.
5
 A link generated regardless of the specificity of 

the single context denotes a community in an interaction between memory, history and politics. 

In a society affected by ‗commemorative bulimia‘
6
 and increasingly tempted by innocence, 

openness to self-incrimination and the assumption of ethical responsibility effectively decreases 

at the same time as conditions favourable to the victim discourse are created. Valentina Pisanty 

and Davide Bidussa highlighted the tendency to give greater centrality to victims and the 

paranoid vision of reality, obsessed by the idea of powerful forces that act against their own 

people. Their studies have drawn attention to the consequences of a society that renounces the 

factual dimension of history in exchange for an amplification of memory.
7
 

In the Slovene case, political and public use of victims‘ history is closely connected to the 

'commemorative bulimia' that took place during the political transition, as well as to the 

tendency of simplifying the nation‘s past and impoverishment of memory. The Slovene 'memory 

boom'
8
 is in some aspects similar to that which took place in the Yugoslav area and in other 

European countries that experienced communist governance. The demand and the political will 

that space should be given to the memory of the victims were in Slovenia not translated into a 

                                                        
4
 Around 100,000 people were subject to extrajudicial killings in the territory of present-day Slovenia in 1945 and 1946 

and buried in more than 600 secret mass graves. Approximately 14,000 of them were Slovenes, while the rest were 

Croats, Serbs, Montenegrins, and Germans. Domobranci, militants in the Slovenian collaborationist unit consigned by 
the British to the Yugoslav authorities in 1945, were killed en masse in the area of Celje and Kočevski Rog 
5 In the chapter addressing the question of remembering Jews and the Holocaust in post-communist Poland, Joanna B. 

Michlic distinguishes between 'remembering to remember', 'remembering to benefit' and 'remembering to forget'. If 
'remembering to remember' is aimed at mourning and commemorating, 'remembering to benefit' strives for specific 

benefits as well as gaining respectability and legitimacy of former victims and their descendants. Meanwhile, 
'remembering to forget' refers to forgetting the darkest side of the Polish history and their attitude towards Jews. Michlic, 

J. B. (2014), ‗Memories of Jews and the Holocaust in Post-Communist Eastern Europe: The Case of Poland‘ in Freeman, 

L. A, Nienass, B., Daniell, R., (eds.) Silence, Screen and Spectacle: Rethinking Social Memory in the Age of Information, 

New York-Oxford: Berghahn, pp. 185–186.  
6 On collective memory 'revolution' in East-Central Europe,  'memory entrepreneurs' and 'memorial mania' see Pearce, S. 

C. (2014) ‗1989 as Collective Memory 'Refolution': East-Central Europe Confronts Memorial Silence‘, in Freeman, L. A, 
Nienass, B., Daniell, R., (eds.) Silence, Screen and Spectacle: Rethinking Social Memory in the Age of Information, New 

York- Oxford: Berghahn, pp. 214–216.  
7 Bidussa, D. (2009) Dopo l‘ultimo testimone. Torino: Einaudi. 
8 Zertal, I. (2000) Israele e la Shoah: cit., p. VIII. 
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need to grant equal respect to all the innocent victims of political violence and to their memory. 

Moreover, paying great attention to victims was not automatically transformed into a demand for 

greater historiographical examination, since in the commemorative context the plan for historical 

knowledge tends to be substituted by a politico-memorial plan, in which victims are increasingly 

wrapped in some sort of sacredness and power.
9
 The ambivalent and conflicting features of 

history have been sanitized to make them suit the new narrative offered on official and public 

occasions.
10

 The lack of an extension of historiographical investigation, at least until the end of 

the 1990s, has suited very precise political choices thus permitting the hiding of those subjects 

that, if investigated, would have made it possible to understand that in fact 'mass violence is the 

result of a complex interweaving of three protagonists: executioners, victims and bystanders, 

meaning that the "grey area" found in the middle and whose behaviour often decides the 

outcome of a conflict.'
11  

When one starts from this statement, as observed by Enzo Traverso, one 

is forced to 'recognize that giving exclusive attention to the memory of the victims one risks 

distorting the reading of an event.'
12

 

 

The enthronement of the witness by the mass media  

In 1999, Annette Wieviorka pointed out in L'Ère du témoin (1999) how dangerous and 

politically manipulating is the use of witnesses, who are with increased regularity treated as the 

most credible interpreters of recent history regardless of critical contemplation about oral 

sources offered by oral history already since the 1970s. In Slovenia, where up to the 1990s the 

deep-rooted belief was that oral sources were, as a rule, unreliable and therefore 

historiographically questionable, oral testimony has been rehabilitated by the mass media. Oral 

testimonies and witnesses have been deemed the most reliable interpreters of the most tragic and 

politically problematic events unfolding during and after World War II. Interviewees began to 

appear in the Slovene mass media already in the 1990s; however, it was only in the new 

millennium that they obtained the status of a witness and of the most reliable conveyors of the 

historical truth. This is an important novelty in the area that, generally speaking, expressed 

meagre interest in oral sources and where written testimonies heavily outnumbered oral ones. 

This was undoubtedly the result of the Slovene academic historiography‘s conservative 

orientation, which ignored oral history for a long time and deemed oral sources changeable and, 

consequently, unreliable as documentary sources. On the other hand, this was also a 

consequence of the need to devalue academic historiography that was reluctant to rewrite 

historiography. 

Bogo Grafenauer, an eminence of Slovene historiography who methodologically and 

epistemologically shaped several generations of Slovene historians, did not a priori foster a 

discriminatory attitude towards oral sources. However, a brief survey of Slovene 

historiographical periodicals and broader historiographical production in the second half of the 

20th century attests that up to the end of the 1990s oral history was regarded as something exotic, 

uninteresting and thus useless for 'real' historiography, which was heavily tied to political and 

institutional history. A more positive attitude towards oral sources was demonstrated by Slovene 

anthropologists and sociologists working with informants, who significantly contributed to the 

scientific evaluation of oral sources. They offered critical contemplation on their subjectivity and 

changeability, which did not concern those who began to present witnesses in the Slovene mass 

media as 'the most authentic interpreters' of Slovenia‘s recent history. 

Oral testimonies obtained the status of documentary evidence throughout Europe in the 1990s. 

They sounded more convincing than many a historical interpretation. In an environment that 

                                                        
9
 Zertal, I. (2000) Israele e la Shoah: cit., p. VIII. 

10 Rivera, C. (2004) Carnefici e vittime. Bologna: Il Mulino, p. 92. 
11 Traverso, E. (2007) A ferro e a fuoco. La guerra civile europea 1914–1945. Bologna: Il Mulino, p. 11. 
12 Ibidem. 
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imposed a mostly uniform and ideologically marked interpretation of the Slovene and Yugoslav 

political history up to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the disintegration of Yugoslavia, interviews 

of people belonging to the defeated side in the war sounded as an alternative and authentic 

interpretation of recent history. The prevailing opinion among those who conducted and used 

interviews, the majority of whom were journalists, was to help democratize historicization and 

include the most sombre events in Slovene history. With their powerful emotional note, televised 

testimonies captured on camera convinced TV audiences that tragic stories of ordinary people 

can unravel the granite structure of victors‘ history. Even that which is believed to be — in 

contrast to the authors of documentaries and journalistic pieces dealing with history — 

supported by the bulk of Slovene institutionalized or 'official' historiography. Devaluing 

historiographical highlights produced before and partly also after 1991 is the other side of 

assessing and instrumentalization of oral testimonies and interviewees. Throughout the 1990s, 

the commitment of the Slovene Church to rehabilitate collaborationism from the moral and 

political points of view became increasingly clear and explicit, as did the interpretation of 

members of the Home Guard (domobranci) as defenders of the Slovene homeland and its people 

against partisan barbarism and the threat of the communist revolution; this commitment has been 

particularly noticeable in the past two decades as well. The support provided by the Slovene 

ecclesiastical hierarchy to the occupying forces, initially to Italians and subsequently to Germans, 

that led to the solemn swearing of an oath to Adolf Hitler by a unit of the Home Guard in the 

presence of Bishop Gregorij Rožman in the centre of Ljubljana in 1944, is understood and 

explained as a choice dictated exclusively by patriotic interests.
13 

The political forces of the 

centre-right have signalled their full agreement with the ecclesiastical thesis. They consider 

themselves to be the moral heirs to the defeated, pleading the cause of self-absolution from 

Slovene collaborationism and presenting domobranci as a patriotic, anti-communist movement. 

The image of domobranci put forward today has become that of good men moved by a wish to 

preserve the honour of the homeland and a man‘s dignity, rather than that of a collaborationist 

unit operating alongside Nazi and Fascist armies.
14

 

A comparative analysis of documentaries and journalistic pieces about recent Slovene history 

that were broadcast on national television demonstrates that putting witnesses of both genders on 

camera is closely related to the political use of history. This is an attempt to establish political 

primacy and form new frameworks of remembering. In an environment, where since the 1990s 

recent Slovene history has become a testing ground for political parties and where eminent 

political representatives maintain that the past should be left to historiography but at the same 

time assert vehemently that it should be understood properly, ideological repositioning of old 

political players and the formation of new ones brought about the need to either establish new 

political genealogy or new remembrance practices.  

Proponents of the most radical revision of contemporary political history, which was formed 

after World War II, blame Slovene historiography for failing to break with the communist, 

totalitarian past. They are convinced that Slovene historiography did not abandon paradigms that 

were in use before 1991 and thus did not contribute to the establishment of a new balance 

between forgetting and remembrance. Naturally, historians see themselves and their own 

interpretation differently. The majority of them is convinced that Slovene historiography did not 

bend to the political dictate of the transitional period and that it steered clear of revisions that are 

agreeable to politics also because it was critical towards politics and autonomous from it even 

before the disintegration of Yugoslavia and the introduction of democracy. A handful of 

historians believe that the bulk of Slovene historiography exploring the 20th century is trapped 

in interpretative frameworks of the former communist ideology. These historians strive to 

present Slovene collaborationism with the German and Italian occupying forces as functional, 
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 Dolinar, F. M. and Griesser Pečar, T. (1996) Rožmanov proces. Ljubljana: Družina. 

14 Such theses are also promoted by the historian Tamara Griesser Pečar (2007) Razdvojeni narod: Slovenija 
1941–1945: okupacija, kolaboracija, državljanska vojna, revolucija. Ljubljana: Mladinska knjiga. 
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useful and vital for the Slovene nation; on the other hand, they present the partisan resistance 

against the Italian and German occupiers as aggressive towards ordinary people, their own 

compatriots. But regardless of how we evaluate the repositioning of Slovene historiography, its 

revisionist orientation, rhythm and volume of deviation from the pre-1991 historiography, we 

can establish that the degree of historiographical enthusiasm for a new reading of recent history 

lags behind standards that have in the past decade been introduced by the Slovene mass media. 

In effect, the stakes have increased in recent years and the demand for historical revision has 

become increasingly stronger and more radical. According to the promoters of this latest 

campaign of re-telling the past, the lack of revisionist excitement demonstrated so far by large 

parts of the Slovene society and, moreover, the obstinate attachment to resistance values, are 

merely a confirmation of the low level of democratisation achieved in Slovenia, the permanence 

of a state of political transition, and society‘s own incapacity to shake off the ideological legacy 

of the Titoist regime,
15

 an incapacity determined by widespread and deep-rooted communist 

indoctrination. 

The most direct rebuke has been directed at the Slovene academic historiography,
16

 which is 

considered incapable of denouncing Yugoslav totalitarianism or communist perpetrators, and of 

condemning unequivocally not only the massacres
 
that took place at the end of World War II, 

but also the experience of real socialism in its entirety.
17

 This criticism is not only about 

historians‘ involvement in totalitarian ideological frameworks, it includes also a reproach for 

being insusceptible for a radically new reading of Slovene history, which is promoted by the 

Slovene Church and centre-right parties. As maintained by Maruša Pušnik, the revisionist news 

discourse blurs the boundaries between Stalinist methods and the post-war killings in Slovenia 

and, as a result, subjects the entire partisan engagement to being interpreted as an element of the 

worst kind of communist repression.  Her analysis of Delo, the highest-circulation daily 

newspaper in Slovenia, confirms that in articles published in this periodical since the 1990s 

partisans have been equated with communists and members of the Home Guard with victims.
18

 

Since the 1990s the understanding of World War II has been boiled down to the issue of wartime 

violence and the post-war killings, partisans and the Liberation Front 'that are implicitly 

represented as the central culprits for all the human rights violations committed during and after 

the war.'
19

 Much like in Hungary, where the revisionist paradigm of the Hungarian wartime and 

post-war history was materialized in the House of Terror
20

 and contributed to the rehabilitation 

of Hungarian collaborationism, Slovenia has seen the beginning of the devaluation of the 

Slovene struggle with the evaluation of collaborationism. Similarly as in the House of Terror, 

where all Hungarian collaborationists became innocent victims, Slovene collaborationists of the 

German and Italian occupying forces have been relieved of any responsibility for crimes that 

they committed during the war. Both the Hungarian and the Slovene case are not only instances 

of equating communism to fascism, but also the introduction of a hegemonic version of the past 

that leaves no room for alternative narratives or for self-reflexive, pluralistic memory and 

nuanced discussions.  

                                                        
15 An accurate and chronological analysis is found in Vodopivec, P. (2010), ‗On Slovene Troubles with the Recent Past and Historical Memory‘, in Petritsch, 

W. and Džihić, V. (eds.), Conflict and Memory: Bridging Past and Future in (South East) Europe. Baden-Baden: Nomos, pp. 255–256. 

16 Vodopivec, P. (1996), ‗L'Historiographie en Slovénie dans les années 80‘, in Marès, A.(ed.) Histoire et pouvoir en Europe médiane. Paris-Montréal: 

L‘Hartmann, p. 137. 

17 Vodopivec, 'On Slovene Troubles,' pp. 258–259. 

18 Pušnik, M. (2019), ‗Media-Based Historical Revisionism and the Public‘s Memories of the Second World War‘, Zeitgeschichte, 46 (2), p. 250.  On the 

characteristic features of the revisionist discourse in Slovenia and differences with revisionism in the area of former Yugoslavia cf. Luthar; Hrvoje Glavač H. 

(2000), Prošlost je teško pitanje. Zagreb: Friedrich-Naumann-Stiftung; Graovac, I. (ed.) (2005), Dijalog povjesničara/istoričara. Zagreb: 

Friedrich-Naumann-Stiftung; Popov N. (ed.) (2004), ‗Srpska strana rata; Trauma i katarza u istorijskom pamćenju‘, Migracijske i etničke teme, 20 (4), pp. 477–

481. 

19 Pušnik, M. (2019), ‗Media-Based Historical Revisionism and the Public‘s Memories of the Second World War‘, Zeitgeschichte, 46 (2), p. 250. 

20 A. Sodaro (2014), ‗A. Haunted by the Spectre of Communism: Spectacle and Silence in Hungary‘s House of Terror‘,  in Freeman, L. A, Nienass, B., Daniell, 

R., (eds.) Silence, Screen and Spectacle: Rethinking Social Memory in the Age of Information, New York- Oxford: Berghahn, p. 34 
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From a documentary to Twitter 

In Slovenia witnesses appeared primarily in association with previously concealed aspects of 

World War II, the post-war period, the communist revolution, and the post-war totalitarianism.
21

 

Revealing the partisan movement‘s violent operation and crimes committed by communists in 

the post-war led — also due to insufficient historiographical studies — to the aspiration that 

Tony Judt explains as a 'temptation to overcome the memory of communism by inverting it'
22

 or, 

in other words, as 'too much memory, too many pasts on which people can draw, usually as a 

weapon against the past of someone else'.
23

 The ultimate goal of the consolidation of 'counter-

memory', whose path into the public arena was opened by the disintegration of the Yugoslav 

state and transition, was not solely to address what was concealed up to then but also to shake 

and hinder the so-called official memory, which is maintained by the 'old forces' and their 

descendants, expecting that the 'duty of true memory' would give rise to the 'duty to true history'. 

The objective of the media or authors striving for the Slovene society to distance itself radically 

and definitively from the communist and Yugoslav past, is to eradicate and stifle that which 

hinders the formation of a 'new' Slovene society. The formation of a new society, which would 

emerge on new frameworks of the collective memory, demonstrates the effort to have a total 

control over it rather than an aspiration for democratization and pluralization of memory. The 

newly formed memory landscape emerges as a new hegemonic past that leaves no room for 

alternative narratives. It is paradoxical that on behalf of victims and silenced stories memory 

entrepreneurs as the biggest opponents of the hegemonic memory that was imposed by the 

communist regime dictated what and how something was remembered publicly. It became a 

powerful means of repressing the population and suppressing difference, pluralism, and 

independent thought.  

In documentaries Zločin, ki ne zastara (2001)
24

 and Zamolčani – moč preživetja (2007),
25

 

authored by the journalist and historian Jože Možina and broadcasted by the Slovene national 

television, interviewees take on the role of witnesses of violence perpetrated during and after the 

war. They address the viewers, sharing memories of what they saw, heard or experienced with 

that part of their testimony that was initially incited, then recorded and eventually chosen and 

included in the narrative set which was formed by the author and his team. Trailers advertised 

these documentaries — similarly as the documentary Otroci s Petrička (2007)
26

 — as depictions 

of history that was up to that point overlooked and concealed, letting the viewers know that this 

was a radically transformed understanding of Slovenia‘s recent history, that new historical 

evidence was obtained which calls for a new stance on players operating during and after the 

war, as well as an unambiguous definition of victims and perpetrators. The common feature of 

the said documentaries, which canonized interviewees in the Slovene media, is that their 

narrative structure, including the selection of experts, i.e. historians or authorities on the period, 

the musical score and aesthetic elements confirm their victimization. With regard to the 

aforementioned documentaries Marko Klavora, a historian dealing with oral sources, maintains 

that if their author(s) were familiar with the methodology of oral history, they 'would realize that 

their documentaries could be structured differently, they could let witnesses give accounts from 

their own perspective, which is never (or almost never) one-dimensional and straightforward, 

but that their narratives are contradictory and often confusing for the viewers.'
27

   

                                                        
21 Two documentaries produced and broadcast by TV Slovenia ought to be included in the context of memories related to 

the Littoral and wartime fascism. 
22 Judt, T. 2005, Postwar: A History of Europe. Since 1945. New York: Penguin, p. 824. 
23 Judt, T. (1992), ‗The Past is Another Country: Myth and Memory in Postwar Europe‘, Daedalus, 121 (4), p. 99. 
24 The documentary can be retrieved from  http://www.rtvslo.si/predvajaj/zlocin-ki-ne-zastara/ava2.86506550/ 
25 The transcript of testimonies can be retrieved from http://www.rtvslo.si/odprtikop/dokumentarci/zamolcani-moc-
prezivetja/) 
26 The transcript of testimonies can be retrieved from http://www.rtvslo.si/odprtikop/dokumentarci/otroci-s-petricka/ 
27 Klavora, M. (2011) Zavezniška vojaška uprava (1945–1947) in spomin prebivalcev v Zgornjem Posočju (doctoral 
thesis). Koper: Univerza na Primorskem, p. 25. 
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These documentaries aimed to contribute to the formation a new Slovene national memory, 

disregarding the witnesses‘ status that stems from their own experience, feelings in a period that 

was undoubtedly politically controversial and marked by a high degree of violence. They 

ignored the fact that remembering is subject to many cultural and mental processes and that the 

witness is not a completely objective interpreter of events. The demand for transforming 

witnesses into historians implies their instrumentalization because a witness cannot be identical 

with a historian, as generally there is an irrefutable difference between eyewitness testimony and 

historiography.
28

 A difference that the promoter of the 'new' reading of Slovene history in the 

media conceals assiduously or attempts to nullify. Ignoring the essence of remembering implies 

also disinterest in fading, transformation, and contamination of history by means of external 

content, disregarding mechanisms of selection of experiences, anachronisms, compactness and 

simplification of remembrance practices.
29

 

Oral testimonies used in the media, which are subject to our analysis, are instances of attempted 

historicization by the media; the key role is played by the interviewer, whose evaluation, 

sentiments, and judgements influence the interviewee‘s remembering and narration.  

Sacralization and trivialization of victims (Bidussa, 2009, 7) is evident in this case; they are 

possible due to lacking critical analysis of testimonies and disregard of historiographical 

procedure typical of oral history. Disregard of oral history‘s methodology is possible because 

witnesses are used outside historiography; additionally, it stems from the belief that a 

journalistic and documentary piece that features eyewitness testimonies can have a greater 

impact than historicization that builds on a diverse documentary basis and a critical analysis of 

written and oral sources.
30

  

Paired with an insufficient consensus that the media‘s 'new' reading of Slovene wartime and 

post-war history was met with in the broader Slovene public, this belief prompted the author of 

documentaries to continue with another series of interviews, namely Pričevalci (Witnesses). The 

programme has been broadcast by TV Slovenia since 1 July 2014 and is currently in its sixth 

season. 

The declared intention of Pričevalci
31

 (‗Witnesses‘), a televised series of interviews that began 

in 2014, was initially ‗to recount the stories‘ of people who had had no voice under the past 

regime. By way of a selective choice of witnesses and Jože Možina‘s, i.e. the author‘s, explicit 

wish to rewrite history, this intention was later changed to that of clearing the collaborating 

forces of blame and of denouncing partisans‘ and communists‘ as brutal perpetrators. In 2016, 

following protests by the Association of (partisan)Veterans and other political players opposing 

the devaluation of the national liberation struggle and a general criminalization of the communist 

authority, the Slovene national television broadcast another series in order to present a balanced 

view on the subject of Slovenia‘s recent past. Entitled Spomini
32

 (Memories) and directed by 

Janez Lombergar, the programme featured predominately interviews with anti-fascist 

intellectuals and politicians with a background in partisan militancy. According to those at the 

top, placing these opposing memories alongside each other would give the Slovene public the 

opportunity to obtain the ‗historical truth‘ about the country‘s recent past.
33

 

In reality, this public competition between the two narratives, the anti-fascist and anti-

communist one, was only seemingly balanced. The commitment of political forces that 

                                                        
28 Hartog, F. (2003) Régimes d'historicité. Présentisme et expériences du temps. Paris: Seuil, p. 191.  
29 Keslassy, È., Rosenbaum, A. (2007) Mémoires vives. Pourquoi les communautés in-strumentalisent l‘Histoire. Paris: 

Bourin Èdituer, p. 27. 
30 Gestrin, F. (1993) Svet pod Krimom. Ljubljana: Založba ZRC - ŠKUC is an interesting example of integration of 

written and oral sources. 
31 https://www.rtvslo.si/pricevalci 
32 https://www.rtvslo.si/oddaja/spomini/173250691 
33 More on the debate in https://www.mladina.si/.../na-javni-televiziji-bi-se-moralo-marsi...; 

https://www.domovina.je/repe-in-pirjevec-obracunala-z-dezmanom-ne-pa-z-njegovimi-argumenti-ta-jima-predlaga-naj-
se-spravita-z-resnico; 

https://www.mladina.si/.../na-javni-televiziji-bi-se-moralo-marsi...;L
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understood the importance of the anti-fascist choice and of the fight for liberation was not as 

univocal or as organised as that of their opponents.
34 

It should be stressed that from the 1990s 

onward, the centre-left parties, considered by the forces of the centre-right to be unequivocal 

representatives of the previous regime, also made adjustments to World War II memories, 

keeping their distance from every meaningful connection to the previous regime. On the one 

hand, they laid claim to the positive actions of the anti-fascist resistance and to the emancipatory 

actions of the Slovene liberation movement; on the other, they decried the bullying carried out 

by the Slovenian communist party in order to become the dominating force of the liberation 

movement. Their principal intention was to preserve the resistance as a founding act of 

independent Slovenia, thereby distancing themselves from the acts of usurpation committed by 

the communists, makers of unjust political choices. They thus transferred the moral burden of 

the post-war massacres and crimes on to the communist governing class of the time, making 

their revolutionary demands a culpable act.
35

 

A more detailed analysis of both series shows additional interesting differences. In Pričevalci, 

the influencing of the interviewer (Možina) on the interviewees is key and the ultimate goal is 

remembering to benefit: the series Spomini is aimed at remembering to remember and at 

preserving the memory of resistance against foreign, i.e. Nazi and fascist, occupying forces. The 

author of Spomini (Lombergar) does not interfere noticeably in the narrative and chooses diverse 

witnesses, who are not uniform in their understanding of belligerent camps. In doing so, he 

draws on oral historians, research institutions, and museums. The ultimate objective is to prevent 

ambiguous understanding of wartime and of the post-war period and thus enact the devaluation 

of the anti-fascist struggle. However, if the somewhat more polyphonal narration of Spomini 

addresses educated and left-wing viewers, Pričevalci turned out to be more monolithic in its 

judgement of the partisan cause and communist struggle in a way that is instrumental to the 

politics of the centre-right camp. The programme is advertised on social media (particularly on 

Twitter), and in media owned by the Roman Catholic Church and the centre-right political camp, 

which is not the case with Spomini. The same channels are used to recruit new interviewees, 

who are sought after within the political network that strives for a radical transformation of the 

frameworks of Slovene collective memory and abandonment of the anti-fascist tradition, on 

whose basis of which Yugoslavia came into being, as did democratic Slovenia in 1991. 

The author of Pričevalci uses social media to advertise his television activity and as a platform 

to create greater ambiguity around the understanding of wartime and the post-war era. By his 

relatively conspicuous amount of followers on Twitter spreading his posts regarding Pričevalci, 

he was able to enlarge the audience of his TV series. They often greet 'the politically silenced' or 

'intentionally ignored' aspects of the past brought about in the series‘ narratives, often posting 

hostile or even vengeful tweets. Spomini, on the other hand, is not supported by any equivalent 

social media activity, which is part of the public open space. As social media platforms usually 

tend to affect the cognition of social relations and memory in an overly simplified manner, such 

practices bring about serious concerns, especially by noting that human facts, if a reference to 

the renowned French historian Marc Bloch is allowed, are always extremely complex.  

                                                        
34 See the documentaries Zločin, ki ne zastara (2001) http://www.rtvslo.si/predvajaj/zlocin-ki-ne-zastara/ava2.86506550; 
Zamolčani – moč preživetja (2007) http://www.rtvslo.si/odprtikop/dokumentarci/zamolcani-moc-prezivetja; Otroci s 

Petrička (2007) http://www.rtvslo.si/odprtikop/dokumentarci/otroci-s-petricka. 
35 Vodopivec, P. (2015) ‗The Conflicting Politics of History and Memory in Slovenia since 1990‘, Slovene Studies, 
Journal of the Society for Slovene Studies, 1–2, p. 59.  
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Abstract: Science builds on the past but it is not trapped in the past. The analytical method of 

dialectical materialism has been applied, unconsciously and consciously through all of human 

history. Humans would not be successful at any endeavor, from gathering food to building 

societies without applying, consciously or unconsciously, the understanding that change is 

inevitable --- based on contradictory forces within every process which are themselves linked in 

ways that define each other. Conscious attempts to understand this goes back, in Western 

philosophy, to especially Socrates, Aristotle and Heraclitus and was further developed by Hegel 

and especially Karl Marx. No doubt there were many unknown non-European thinkers who also 

were developing this understanding. Marx applied this analysis to society and General Giap 

applied it to war. Two modes of understanding are in sharp opposition to dialectical materialist 

science: 1) Overt superstition, idealism and dogmatism; and 2) Pseudo-science, positivism, 

amassing data that appears to be open-minded and appears to be opposing dogmatism while 

masking hidden agendas of its own. This pseudo-science is especially problematic because it 

appears to be 'practical', which is good, but it can be a camouflage for hidden agendas that lead 

to new dogmatisms which can serve special interests and corruption and undermine the 

movement of history towards social justice and egalitarianism. 

Keywords: dialectics; idealism; materialism; Marxism; scientific method 

 

______________________ 

Debates about dialectics often mirror debates about the supposed contradiction between science 

and philosophy. Is dialectics a way of looking at the world or is it a description of the way the 

world works? This very question sets up a false contradiction: it certainly is a way of 

investigating the world but if it did not accurately reflect the way the world works, it would be a 

very poor way of investigating the world. One need not use certain precise words or jargon to 

analyze processes in a dialectical way. Often a word will not precisely translate across all the 

hundreds of languages that exist on Earth. Does that mean that only people who use the words of 

one language can properly understand how to apply the dialectical method? Which one, then—

Greek, German, French, English, Chinese, Vietnamese? It is therefore important to utilize the 

dialectical method in a dialectical way rather than in the mechanical/dogmatic way of reciting 

key words and phrases as if that is all that is necessary to make an accurate evaluation of a 

process. 

Aspects of the dialectical method can be found in the writings of ancient Greece (Socrates, 

Plato, Heraclitus and most famously, Aristotle) hundreds of years B.C.E. Yet perhaps the most 

famous military strategist of all time, Sun Tzu, brilliantly applied dialectics to the study of war-- 

also hundreds of years B.C.E. Thousands of miles apart these two different groups of people 

came to many similar conclusions about how to analyze processes. That should not be a surprise. 

Astronomy developed in different part of the world, often with similar conclusions; people 
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learned how to preserve meat, plant crops and make music in different parts of the world, 

independent of each other. If people did not know how to analyze processes they would not 

know how to make a fire, learn to speak, cook a fish or have a constructive relationship with 

another person. In fact without applying dialectics people would constantly be getting injured or 

killed. But just as Karl Marx differentiated between a 'class in itself' and a 'class for itself' so too 

do scientists understand that people can apply science without being self-conscious about the 

processes that are at work. 

Philosophy at its best is not in contradiction to science at its best. It is simply a higher level of 

abstraction that seeks to explore patterns that are more universal than the processes as described 

in more limited circumstances. However the further one abstracts, the greater the danger of 

losing sight of the material evidence. For example we may see how string will break if it is 

stretched past a certain point and is now qualitatively different and cannot easily be put back 

together. Similarly if a dam bursts or a fire is ignited, the buildup of processes past a certain 

point creates a new situation that cannot simply be reversed. In English, we have numerous ways 

of expressing this concept: the straw that broke the camel‘s back, point of no return, watershed, 

critical mass and various other expressions. A more universal expression of this concept in 

dialectical language is 'quantitative change leads to qualitative change.' Failure to understand 

this can lead someone to believe that quantitative change will never result in qualitative change 

or the opposite error of believing that qualitative change can simply spontaneously pop out of 

nowhere. Understanding this principle then, and being self-consciously aware of how that might 

apply in the situation is very important. On the other hand understanding this principle will not 

automatically give someone the correct conclusion to a problem because one must still analyze 

the specific circumstances in order to understand just when this quantitative change might lead 

to qualitative change. This is where the contributions of Karl Marx are especially important. 

Marx himself never used the term dialectical materialism. He did, however, refer to the 

materialist conception of history. For Marx, there can be no fully accurate understanding of the 

material world without utilizing dialectics and there can be no full understanding of dialectics if 

it is not understood as the process of development of the material world. One can isolate specific 

pieces of each of those aspects and make some accurate observations-- for example one can 

observe a material event and not grasp it dialectically and certainly one can discuss dialectics in 

a philosophical way without applying it to the material world. But one cannot fully do science 

without an understanding of dialectics and one cannot fully understand dialectics out of the 

context of the material world. The earlier philosophers from Socrates to Hegel saw dialectics in 

an abstract way. Hegel attempted to apply it to history somewhat but he saw it as a struggle of 

ideas, not a struggle between material forces which in Marxist terms meant the class struggle 

over control of the labor of the oppressed which he believed was the only way for humans to 

become fully human, to attain human freedom. 

Mainstream science often manifests important aspects of dialectical reasoning without 

necessarily using the language of dialectics. Charles Darwin‘s understanding of biological 

evolution is a good example of this. The engine that drives evolution is mutation. Mutation is not 

planned. Many mutations happen and dissipate. But some mutations interact with a particular 

environment in certain ways so as to reproduce. Over time an organism in a particular 

environment that has a gene that gives it an advantage for reproduction will become a larger and 

larger proportion of the population. But natural selection is not the essence of evolution. The 

engine of evolution is mutation while natural selection is the steering wheel. The evolution of 

viruses and antibodies has studied by microbiologists also reflects a dialectical understanding of 

how particular viruses unpredictably develop inside organisms and then those organisms through 

unconscious trial and error produce antibodies which may or may not be successful in defeating 

the virus; however even if the virus is destroyed some of the viruses may have unconsciously 

mutated such that they can then attack the organism. It is in dialectical terms a unity of 
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opposites. This is not simply two sides clashing or two sides compromising or two sides being 

arbitrarily glued together but rather that each one is so mutually saturating the other as to be 

defined by the other. Neither could exist – at least in its current state – without the other. In 

social science as well we use concepts such as codependency to describe a 'unity of opposites' – 

often a 'taker' and a 'giver' where both of them depend on each other for their identities. This 

mutual unity makes clinical intervention difficult.  

Explicitly using the language of dialectics helps to expose and illuminate the core processes in a 

situation by enabling the investigator to be self-conscious about certain patterns and to avoid 

making mistakes based on preconceived notions. Core concepts in dialectics are themselves 

interconnected with each other but the key concept is that of contradiction and change. In 

contrast to a dialectical/scientific understanding of processes one can find various forms of 

idealism--- meaning putting one‘s preconceived ideas ahead of the actual material reality.  

One obvious form of idealism is superstition/religion but variations on that include what 

sociologists now call confirmation bias, where someone has the hope or expectation that a 

certain conclusion is true and that biases them towards accepting that conclusion irrespective of 

the evidence. Confirmation bias can exist even among scientists as well as among those less 

educated. A famous study in the United States falsely informed teachers that two different 

groups of students had significantly different test score abilities. In fact the students were 

randomly selected and there was no difference between the two groups. Nevertheless after a 

period of some months, the students who were labeled higher achievers were now scoring higher 

than those students labeled as lower achievers. One could argue that many US politicians, and 

before them the French, had biases based on illusions of supposed American superiority over 

non-European people and it was those biases that led them both into hopeless wars against the 

people of Vietnam. These kinds of metaphysical idealism undermine the scientific study of 

change by either assuming that qualitative change will happen through nonmaterial forces or 

perhaps the change will not happen at all. Both of these perspectives undermine the scientific 

project of exploring how processes are evolving and intertwining in order to cause change. 

Another form of idealism which is particularly dangerous in educated societies is pseudoscience. 

It is a mechanical view of the material and social world that sees it more or less through the lens 

of Newtonian physics or pre-calculus mathematics. These was surely progressive over the 

mysticism and superstition the past but were not adequate for discussing how change comes 

about. Some changes are qualitative where situations reach a new stage of development that is 

not precisely reversible. This view often simply put things together and add up the sum rather 

than taking into account the interactions among the parts. Having the physically strongest 

athletes on the team will not guarantee victory for that team. And again with respect to friends 

and US intervention into Vietnam, the fact that the US population and wealth and conventional 

military might was quantitatively many times greater than that of the Vietnamese nevertheless 

could not guarantee a victory over Vietnam. Politicians and administrators sometimes take a 

mechanical view by assuming that what is happening today will continue to happen tomorrow 

again without understanding the internal dynamics.  

We can see this in social thought where, for example, the metaphysical form of idealism might 

assert that some people are just born evil or are born less intelligent because of some sort of 

spiritual failing while the pseudoscientific mechanical view might assert that some people are 

just born evil or are born less intelligent because of some sort of genetic defect. The second view 

appears to be more scientific than the first view but in fact it is saying the same thing, making 

assumptions without actually identifying what sort of imaginary gene might make someone a 

criminal. 
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The core concept then is that change is universal. As Heraclitus said: 'You can never step into 

the same river twice.' It is the same river and yet every drop of water is different. But the change 

doesn‘t happen by magic. It happens because of a unity of opposites, opposing forces that shape 

and define each other where one force may prevail but the other leaves its mark or as the saying 

goes: 'The knife cuts the apple but the knife gets ever so slightly less sharp from cutting the 

apple.' While the early philosophers and scientists, including Marx, were writing long before 

quantum mechanics was understood, the science of quantum mechanics is based on the 

understanding that in fact there are opposing forces within each object. But again the interaction 

of these two forces does not simply result in a mixture but rather the emergence of something 

new. So while change is universal, it comes about not simply as billiard balls bouncing into each 

other on a table but rather as a kind of aging process. David Bohm‘s classic book, Causality and 

Chance in Modern Physics, discusses physics in thoroughly Marxist ways. Bohm considered 

himself a Marxist, but the book makes no reference to any of Marxist social theories and yet still 

stands as a valuable explication of Marxist dialectics as manifested in the modern discoveries of 

physics. All of this takes place within the framework of limits, which is another way of saying 

that none of these principles will give Absolute Truth because all of processes take place within 

limits. An egg will not hatch if it is frozen and it will not hatch if it is burned. It is important to 

understand material realities of the situation or one could again slide into idealistic modes of 

thinking. 

Flowing from the principle of universal change developing as a result of contradictory internal 

processes that are a unity of opposites is the principle that quantitative change eventually leads 

to qualitative change and from that various other concepts that clarify how processes develop 

these include what is called in Marxist dialectic language, negation of the negation. The 

negation of the negation is sometimes misunderstood as being a return, a devolution, of the 

process back to its earlier state. This misunderstanding is sometimes compounded by the reality 

that further developments sometimes have appearances similar to the previous earlier stage. For 

example a newborn baby may have no hair, no teeth, and be unable to walk. An elderly person 

may be losing hair, losing teeth and similarly be unable to walk. But it is not the case that the 

strong adult has returned to the state of being a newborn child. Similarly once there was a world 

where steam powered vehicles never existed. Then there was a time when steam powered modes 

of transportation were common. Later these became less common again. This is not because the 

world reverted to a more primitive stage but rather because the world had advanced to more 

complex stage.  

Another key principle is a unity of opposites of appearance and essence. Making assumptions 

about the essence of something by looking at surface appearances leads to superficial 

misunderstandings but assuming there is in essence separate from its physical manifestations can 

lead to a kind of mystical spiritualism. The first might be mechanical; the second might be 

metaphysical. There are many aspects to this method of analysis. One more important one, 

among many, is the unity of opposites of contingency and necessity. Paying attention to the 

particular circumstances of a situation, looking at its contingency, without investigating 

underlying patterns of forces can lead one to not understanding how change comes about. But 

emphasizing necessity to the exclusion of contingency can lead to a kind of dogmatism were 

born as humans some for school make something happen rather than analyzing the specific 

forces that may or may not make that change come about. Nothing happens because of the 'laws 

of history.' The 'laws' or rather patterns of history summarizes evidence from the past and can be 

important in helping one reach an accurate conclusion about where society is going. But a 

mechanical application or worship of these laws is that they make certain things inevitable 

within a certain time frame is another way to err in our investigations although it may appear to 

be 'intellectual' or 'scientific.' 
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An explication of dialectics and its congruence with aspects of the standard scientific method 

can be found in Smith (1992). The close relationship between standard quantitative modes of 

analysis and dialectical modes of analysis was discussed by Knapp and Spector (1991). Some 

examples include: 

1) All facts must be interpreted; and-contradictions between standpoints…any 

meaningful statement involves the denial of other opposed statements; 

2) The test of the theory must take into account alternate theories; and-dialectical 

relations among theories; 

3) Which variables are having an effect on which other variables; and-ultimately 

theories are true or untrue depending on their relation to human practice; 

4) Social theories do not flow from the nature of humankind in the abstract; and-we 

historically shape ourselves and humankind and our theories must take into 

account of this complex historical and dependence interaction. 

 

There is a saying: 'We stand on the shoulders of giants, but we stand on them in order to see 

further.' The dialectical method of investigation is at once both very old and very new. Sun Tzu 

applied them to warfare more than 2000 years ago and 2000 years later Clausewitz and Mao 

developed these strategies, and General Giap used them to overcome enormous material 

disadvantages. Like a scientist of nature, he objectively analyzed the material conditions of war 

not allowing biases such as optimism or pessimism to cause him to make superficial judgments. 

He, and the NLF leadership, understood that war should be seen as a unity of interconnected 

opposites rather than simply a collision of separate solidified structures. This meant 

understanding that while 'the knife cuts the apple, the apple too weakens the knife ever so much.' 

Guerilla warfare is based on the strategy of 'One against ten and ten against one,' which means a 

small force engages a larger force of the enemy but primarily strikes and retreats tying up the 

enemy while allowing its own larger force to engage a smaller force of the enemy and inflict 

losses. This same dialectical strategy is used by skilled coaches of athletic teams and even in the 

world of capitalist business, exploiters use the concepts of 'divide and conquer' and coalition 

building to overcome their opponents.  

There is, however, more to dialectics than simply mechanically applying some of its principles. 

Gen. Giap, understood the science, the dialectics of war better than the seemingly more powerful 

opponents. Everything contains contradictions and in modern society class contradictions are the 

fundamental ones. The goal of an anti-imperialist war is not to conquer the imperialist country 

but to wear it down, not just quantitatively, but by intensifying the contradictions within the 

opposing force, in this case to the point where it was causing material and major political strain 

within the US forces and US society as a whole. Being unable to permanently secure territory, 

the anxiety and stress of never knowing when and by whom they might be attacked, never able 

to win a big battle as the NLF would strike and fade away, participating in or even just observing 

the killing of innocent civilians and finally, not understanding the purpose of a war against the 

civilian population when there was so much injustice in the USA all impacted the morale of the 

US troops. 

The war intensified the contradictions within the US military and within US society. It was not 

mainly college student protests that weakened the war effort, although those protests obviously 

had a dialectical impact on other forms of rebellion within US society. It was contradictions 

within military, class contradictions that led to over 250 officers being killed by their own men 

and many mutinies or refusals to fight that have never been fully recorded. Within the US it was 

mainly the urban rebellions led by black working class people that destabilized US society and 

this was compounded by major labor strikes often although not always, led by black workers in 
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major industries such as General Electric, General Motors, the Teamster truck drivers and even 

the postal workers whose jobs had to be staffed by National Guard soldiers. All these strikes 

happened even as the president said it was wrong to strike during a war. The student protests 

were important, but the skillful way the war was fought sharpened much deeper class 

contradictions within the US society. This was, as stated, a skillful grasping of the nature of 

contradictions even within the opposing camp.  

Guerilla wars, however, are sometimes lost. It is not just dialectics in the abstract as might be 

applied by an athletic coach or business manager. Dialectical materialism means understanding 

the specific nature of the concrete circumstances. General Giap, and the leadership of the NLF, 

understood how quantitative change in small increments can lead to qualitative change of the 

most profound nature. The war against the US military was actually an extension of the war 

against the French. In order to secure victory, NLF cadres had to integrate themselves with the 

people on the local level. In order to secure trust, they had to behave in the most unselfish ways. 

This approach of 'serving the people' could be dismissed by dogmatists who might consider this 

approach as being too slow or not revolutionary. In fact it was the gradual, seemingly very slow 

integration into the lives of the people that gained the trust which enabled the NLF to move 

freely throughout the country, making it impossible for the US military to strike a decisive blow 

at the core. People‘s guerilla warfare is not just hiding behind trees or even understanding the 

dialectics of war in the abstract; it is dialectical materialism, applying dialectics to the concrete 

circumstances—in this case, building a gradual 'quantity into quality' base of support among the 

population. 

How does all this, then, relate to the methods of understanding social processes, doing social 

science in deeper, more comprehensive, more accurate ways? Social scientists, students and the 

population in general need to self-consciously apply the dialectical/scientific method as they 

investigate and analyze complex social processes. (Appendix A) It is too easy to fall back on 

mechanical explanations. For example, it is superficial to say that poverty causes crime because 

poor people need to steal to survive. While that may be an aspect, the real question is how does 

financial stress impact on the alienated consciousness of people leaving them to consider that 

antisocial forms of behavior are acceptable? These forms can include especially substance abuse 

which can lead to family violence or other forms of antisocial behavior. That is a more 

dialectical way of understanding it rather than the simple mechanical way. Understanding 

ethnic/tribal relations, or the contradictions between the young and the old, or gender relations 

can all benefit from a more self-conscious scientific approach. It is not enough to simply do 

good research. One must be very self-conscious about considering the principles of the scientific 

dialectical method in the context of the material Pseudoscience can allow some authorities to 

proclaim themselves experts and insist that only they can understand a situation; this can lead to 

biases and corruption hidden by the illusion of objective science. Above all, then, it means 

practicing critical thinking, which is the core of dialectical thinking-- looking at opposites and 

seeing how they interact and change each other. Dialectical materialism does not strip the role of 

individuals to be mirror reflections of historical laws. On the contrary, it liberates people to be 

able to be fully conscious of their power. As Marx said and as his family has engraved on his 

gravestone: 'Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is 

to change it.' 
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Appendix A 

Examining Social Processes in a Scientific Way 

What makes 'scientific investigation' different from other types of thought is that scientific 

investigation is supposed to be based on examining evidence. Furthermore, it is important that 

this evidence be verified by a number of factors, including observations by others as well as 

taking into account whatever particular factors might have affected what is being studied. 

Science isn‘t simply about recording everything accurately, however. A camera can do that. 

Even then, the camera can‘t record EVERYTHING, so what is recorded is based in part on the 

judgment of the experimenter. Science goes beyond recording data. Science makes judgments, 

estimates, predictions, some generalizations based on what was learned. So the two opposite 

errors that can be made are: 1) Making generalizations without having good evidence, even 

to the extreme of relying on 'hunches' that go against all the evidence; and 2) Simply 

recording data and claiming to not take a side, (although one ALWAYS takes a side.) 

So we want to avoid substituting folklore, hunches, prejudice for science. And we want to 

avoid a kind of 'pretend science' that uses lots of numbers in an inappropriate way to try to 

prove something without actually having good evidence. 
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There are several problems that can interfere with our ability to understand things 

accurately. 

First, everything changes. Everything ages, changes internally. Furthermore, the setting, 

the context in which something exists is also changing. Poland in the year 2000 is different 

from Poland in the year 1900. Furthermore, the rest of the world is different also. So if someone 

wants to draw some conclusions about Poland today based on what it was like 100 years ago, 

they will have to take those changes into consideration.  

Second, we can never see the whole picture because our perspective is limited. So in science 

we try to draw our samples to study in a way that will allow us to generalize. And we try to 

replicate the study in order to be able to generalize from what we observed. In other words, we 

get the opinions of others. 

(These two problems are problems both in natural science and in social science. The next one is 

also a problem for natural and social science both, but it is an especially serious problem for 

social science.) 

Third, people sometimes believe things because it is more comfortable. The truth might be 

painful or just inconvenient, while illusion might make someone feel better in the short 

run. It is one thing to do certain things and avoid others in order to protect our comfort, 

but when we start imagining the truth in order to feel good, then we are fooling ourselves. 

That‘s why we are often better at figuring things out in the world of 'things' than we are at 

figuring things out in the world of 'people' (politics, economics, social problems, interpersonal 

relationships). In particular, the world of 'things' is often more unforgiving than the world of 

people, so we often learn lessons faster in the world of 'things.' (You can be 5 seconds late for a 

class, but you don‘t want to be 5 seconds late driving in front of a train.)  

And furthermore, we are not taught to think accurately about the world of people because those 

who dominate the political and educational systems have an interest in biasing our knowledge in 

their favor. While we sometimes get taught natural science in inaccurate ways, we have a need 

to understand natural science or we would put ourselves and others in danger and we would also 

not be able to function well on our jobs. The term 'ideology' refers to a system of beliefs that 

supports the interests of one or another class. 

 

Common Pitfalls: 

1) Relying on hunches and folklore rather than evidence. 

2) Relying on 'glittering generalities' or 'ABSTRACT GENERAL SLOGANS' to prove a point 

instead of evidence.  

3) Using a lot of numbers and pretending to NOT take a side even though all conclusions 'take a 

side' and also, that there is also an issue about how the 'sampling' was done. Making 

generalizations from too small a sample. Anecdotes are an example of this. 

4) Related to (2). Using terms like 'good' and 'bad' without asking 'GOOD FOR WHOM' and 

'BAD FOR WHOM'. Who benefits and who is hurt by certain policies and certain ideas? 
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With this essay I hope to contribute to a larger project, and to at least two smaller projects within 

the larger one. The larger project is the attempt to form a synthesis that can be called 'Buddhist 

Communism.' Although numerous figures and their ideas play a large role in this synthesis, from 

Buddha, Plato, Marx, Mao, and the figures of French Marxism (esp. Sartre, Althusser, Debord, 

Derrida), the key contemporary figure in the synthesis is Alain Badiou. This is because Badiou 

provides a systematic way to think the Buddhist 'three marks of existence'—for shorthand at the 

moment, let us just call them impermanence, lack of stability/contingency (i.e., 'dukkha'), and 

the non-existence of the self in any foundational sense (all of these, in my view, can be 

understood in terms of emptiness)—in terms of mathematics, in other words in terms not 

requiring supernatural or theological underpinnings. So, the heart of the project in terms of 

figures is Buddha, Mao, and Badiou; the heart in terms of thematics is emptiness, compassion, 

sangha. 

In terms of my own work, three things might be said that will help to frame what I am doing 

here. First, in my published work, which mostly consists in a series of nine books thus far, I have 

taken Lenin‘s thought that 'communism springs from every pore' as a fundamental inspiration. I 

take this thought as being of a piece with Marx‘s claim, from The German Ideology, that 

communism is the living process of history (though I disagree, as one might expect if one knows 

a little of the work of Badiou, on his contention that 'communism is not an idea'), and, for that 

matter, with Rousseau‘s beautiful phrase, 'the golden age is in us.' And of course this is a very 

old thought, the 'dream' that humankind been in possession of for a long time (also Marx). All I 

am saying is that, to do what I can to contribute in philosophy and other ways to the great human 

project, which can be called the project and idea of communism, has been a motivation in my 

work and life for decades, for the far greater part of my life. 

Second, though, in my published theoretical work from my first book, which attempted to 

develop social theory on the basis of the philosophy of Jacques Derrida, to my ninth book (my 

last book as of this moment, from spring 2008), Ethical Marxism: The Categorical Imperative of 

Liberation, I was working with a monistic conception of history and society, one inspired 

(sometimes more consciously, sometimes less so) by Judaism and Christianity; even insomuch 

as I was very concerned to be a 'good philosophical materialist,' it could even be said that there 

was something monotheistic about my approach. Of course, this makes some sense in terms of 

Derrida‘s notion of the deconstruction of logocentrism—one always has to bang away at the 

logos from 'a certain inside,' and something like 'God' has a way of slipping back into things. 

(We see this especially in some of the facile 'naturalism' of the 'New Atheists.') In this work, too, 

the canonical Western philosophical figure who played the most important role was Immanuel 

Kant, though my thinking on the noumenal and the ding an sichhad at least a few things in 

common with the notion of an infinite emptiness. Even in the period when I was writing Ethical 

Marxism(2002 to 2006), however, I was rethinking some of these ideas, and then in the period 

from 2008 to 2012, a fundamentally different direction began to come together for me. 

mailto:woodbug1@aol.com
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Third, then, I have moved from Kant to Plato, from Western monotheism to Buddhism, from 

Derrida to Badiou, and from language to mathematics. Now I am working, in what I take to be 

the final stage of the philosophical work that I hope to accomplish in whatever time is left to me, 

on a synthesis that I call 'Buddhist Communism,' a project in which the philosophy of Alain 

Badiou plays a large role. Coming out of this synthesis will be, I hope, a number of projects, and 

my aim here is demonstrate how my concern with the 'animal question' will remain a part of 

these projects. 

Within the larger synthetic project of Buddhist Communism, which breaks with any notion of 

'the One' and the logics of necessity and permanence, then, there is the tremendously important 

question of how we will live on this earth in such a way that, whatever global community of 

mutual flourishing is possible for human beings, does not depend on terrible, indefensible 

cruelty toward, and suffering on the part of, other sentient beings. (I will focus on 'the animal 

question,' but I am not averse to talking about plants as well.)  Could there be an extension of 

Kant‘s 'perpetual peace' model beyond humanity, and what would this mean?  Or does Kant‘s 

model go 'deep' enough?  Western readings of Buddhism often place it on the epistemological 

level, either in terms of psychology (where Buddha is taken to be a psychologist or a 

psychotherapist, a reading I reject) or in terms of post-Cartesian Western philosophy. A 

Badiouean 'ontological' reading solves certain problems, and I think it is the right reading in any 

case (in part because both mathematics and Buddhism 'start' from emptiness), but other 

problems are raised thereby, in terms of the relationship of humans and other animals to infinity. 

There is also the problem in Badiou that cruelty and suffering do not have any 'ontological' 

status. 

However, these problems simply return us to the basic problem in Buddhism of relating 

emptiness and compassion. If we can make progress on this problem, and recast it also in 

Badiouean, ontological terms, then it would seem we would have a basis for talking about at 

least the placeof animals in a humanly-created compassionate world.(Kant comes back in for a 

moment here, in that for him considerations of the animal are 'secondary' to human 

considerations.)  From the other side, we might employ a reductio argument that simply states 

the sbsurdity of calling a society 'communist' if it includes and depends on such vast cruelty as is 

especially known in the 'global industrial food-animal production system.'  This would yield the 

Buddhist conclusion that the 'animal question' is a dividing line in the politics of communism—

the only 'real politics' in Badiou‘s terms. Therefore, the animal question also becomes a dividing 

line in politics, which is to say any conception of the good polis (a question which, for Badiou, 

communism is the only real answer). I doubt that Badiou would agree with this, but perhaps he 

can be pushed in this direction. A good place to start on this push would be what Plato says 

about eating animals, that it makes people aggressive and warlike. Somewhere in the middle of 

this I would also like to consider the lovely poem by James Dickey, 'The Heaven of Animals.' 

Plato is also invoked because Badiou is well-known for advocating a 'return to Plato,' and his 

'hypertranslation' of Republicmakes a convincing case for this ancient text as perhaps the first 

'communist manifesto.'  I argue that Plato is also a bridge to Buddhism, via Plato‘s orientation 

toward mathematics and especially questions of the void and of infinity, as well as via the 

Allegory of the Cave—which is related, at least in some broad, 'first axial age'-way, to the 

Awakening story of the Buddha. And of course these things represent bridges to Badiou as well. 

Even so, however, while it may be not so hard to make the 'communist argument' for 

vegetarianism and a world where all sentient beings (and most likely the mountains and rivers, 

to take a page from both Dogen and deep ecology) are treated as partners in a community of 

mutual flourishment, it is a bit harder to make the argument on grounds associated with Marxism 

and Badiou per se. (I wonder if Ho Chi Minh has something to contribute in this regard.) 

In Ethical MarxismI did try to make this argument, but I also came up against certain limitations 
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of Marx and subsequent revolutionary Marxism (mainly thinking of Lenin, Stalin, and Mao), 

which I would also call 'philosophical' limitations. Put simply, it is hard to make arguments 

purely in terms of Marx‘s theoretical framework for why communism should take account of 

sentient beings other than humans—and, as part of that, to not eat them!  Most of the arguments 

that can be more readily constructed from Marx‘s framework partake too much of the utilitarian 

and interest-oriented side of Marx, which is a side I am at pains to reject and replace in any case. 

At the same time, there is of course the basis in Marx and Badiou to radically oppose a world 

where every possible 'thing' has been quantified and commodified. Badiou makes a distinction 

between numbers as simply the empirical elements of empirical calculation, essentially a tool of 

capitalism, and numbers as something like the true Platonic forms. Under this latter conception 

we can think of the forms as 'empty,' on the set-theory argument that the counting numbers can 

be derived from the empty set. So, we have something like Indra‘s Net, whereby all existing 

things exist in a web of interdependent origination, suspended over emptiness (and therefore 

permeated with emptiness). (Yes, I recognize that these 'something likes' need replacing with 

more rigorous explanation.) The difficulty is making an argument regarding the 

interconnectedness of life without it becoming utilitarian; here there is some thinking to do in 

terms of understanding the concept of karma in present circumstances. 
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Abstract: Each year, huge numbers of poor Rohingya Muslims from Myanmar try to migrate 

illegally to countries like Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines, and Indonesia on ‗boats‘ through 

sea routes mediated by human traffickers. They are intensely hapless people fleeing from torture 

and persecution, in a typical case of ‗forced migration‘. They were made officially ‗stateless‘ by 

the Myanmar government through the mooting of the 1982 citizenship law, which derecognised 

their ethnicity and labelled them as outsiders. They pay a disproportionate sum of money to 

human trafficking agents just to find their way through in the ‗host‘ countries, and instead end 

up being slaves, or face gruesome death. This paper is the result of the authors‘ ‗ethnographic‘ 

involvement with these ‗boat people‘ in Bangladesh and Thailand as part of a two-year project. 

The paper discusses what leads these poor people to embark on such insecure and dangerous 

journeys. It talks about the precariousness and liminality of their lives in and outside Myanmar. 

It engages with issues of forced migration, statelessness, ‗human rights discourse‘, and Giorgio 

Agamben‘s notion of ‗bare life‘, in which the stateless are stripped of legal rights and exposed 

to the vagaries and monstrosities of various state and non-state actors. 

 

Keywords: Boat People; Myanmar; Refugee; Rohingya; Statelessness. 
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Introduction 

In May 2015, a group of 8,000 forced migrants from Myanmar tried to enter Malaysia illegally 

via Thailand on fishing boats and rickety trawlers. The Malaysian government refused them 

entry. Left floating in the sea, many children, women, and elderly people died, leading to a 

international humanitarian (its failure) scandal. 

Later, with aid from the Qatar government, Malaysia agreed to give these people temporary 

asylum, but not the status of political refugees. Organisations like the United Nations High 

Commissioner of Refugees (UNHCR) and International Organization for Migration (IOM) 

ceaselessly lobbied for the protection of these ‗stateless‘ victims of forced migration. The media 

named them ‗the boat people‘. 

In their journey through the Bay of Bengal and the Andaman Sea, the boat people are often 

duped by human traffickers. They pay a disproportionate sum of money to human trafficking 

agents just to find work in target countries, and instead end up virtually as slaves, or die. If they 

survive, the traffickers take ransom and extortion money from the impoverished families of 

these people before releasing them. 

Two distinct groups of people take these dangerous journeys, and together are called ‗boat 

people‘ in the popular media and in the literature on migration as ‗irregular maritime migrants‘. 

Labourers who migrate out of Bangladesh for economic reasons due to the ‗pull factor‘ form one 

group and about 11-12 per cent of the boat people. The rest are Rohingyas forced to migrate 

from Myanmar (formerly Burma), due to the ‗push factor‘. In this paper I present the case of the 

majority Rohingya boat people. 

In this paper, I mainly talk about the historical exclusion and contemporary marginalisation of 

the stateless Rohingya people, who are divided among various countries as illegal migrants, 

asylum seekers, and refugees. The recent surge in their number is largely due to the mass exodus 

of the Rohingyas from the xenophobic and racist regime of Myanmar.
1
 

According to the UNHCR, over 24,000 Rohingyas have fled Myanmar by boat after two deadly 

bouts of sectarian violence since 2012 that displaced about 140,000 people. It was around that 

year that the boat people crisis started to emerge at a serious level. These two communities come 

together, travel the same journey, and even meet similar fates. Each year, huge numbers of poor 

Rohingya Muslims from Myanmar try to migrate to countries like Malaysia, Thailand, the 

Philippines, and Indonesia. They are intensely hapless people fleeing from torture and 

persecution in Myanmar. This is a typical case of ‗forced migration‘. 

The Rohingya Muslim ethnic group of the east Rakhine (erstwhile Arakan) province of 

Myanmar have been persecuted for long. The genocidal regime in Myanmar has been trying to 

exterminate them. The Rohingya Muslim religious minority population has been fleeing from 

Myanmar due to extreme persecution, rape, torture, and genocide unleashed by Myanmar‘s 

military junta-led government on them. They were made officially ‗stateless‘ by the Myanmar 

government through the mooting of the 1982 citizenship law, where their ethnicity in Burmese 

land was not recognised and they were labeled as outsiders (Kipgen 2013). This ‗stateless‘ 

population have been systematically denied asylum in many countries. The Rohingyas are 

persecuted on the basis of their Muslim religion (a minority in Myanmar) by the state and the 

Theravada Buddhist religious majority population. 

                                                        
1Interview with a Rohingya ‗irregular  migrant‘ in Thailand on 3 July 2016. 
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Veerawit Tianchainan,
2

 founder and Executive Director of Thai Committee for Refugees 

Foundation, says that the irregular migration of Rohingyas via sea route to Thailand and then to 

Malaysia has existed for many decades. While many who entered Thailand before 2009 

managed to set up small businesses and even marry into the Thai Muslim community in the 

south, the ongoing exodus from Myanmar has made Thai officials wary of further influxes, 

resulting in a nationwide clampdown. 

As Veerawit says, the ―contemporary‖ boat people problem started with the Royal Thai Navy 

‗pushing‘ away a boat filled with Rohingya refugees who were fleeing prosecution from 

Myanmar in large numbers in 2008 (for the first time and there would be many subsequent 

‗pushes‘) (Parnini 2013). Another source says that there are at present 3,000 to 20,000 

undocumented Rohingyas living in Thailand, but they do not want to be identified, as they 

cannot seek third country settlement as Thailand does not recognise Rohingyas as refugees. 

―Most do not want attention because the boat crisis has made them more vulnerable,‖ says Chris 

Lewa, director of The Arakan Project, an advocacy group that works with Rohingyas. ―Before, 

authorities did not fret over in the inhabitation of Rohingyas in Thailand, but now authorities 

want to know where they are.‖ 

Veerawit talks about various transitions in the state policies of Thailand with respect to boat 

people. Interestingly, each time, human trafficker have adapted to these policies in innovative 

manners to expand their business. Later, through the intervention of civil society organisations 

(CSO) working for the refugees, Rohingyas were allowed to stay in immigration detention 

centres and released after a few months.  

But human traffickers took this opportunity to send them to Malaysia and other countries and 

also expand business. Once a boatload of Rohingyas reached Malaysia safely, this process 

became popular elsewhere, for instance, in Bangladesh, where people wanted to try their luck. 

Initially, migration used to be ‗humanitarian‘ or ‗humane‘ to some extent, but now the 

traffickers charge up to 2,000 USD per person. Activists persuaded the Thai government to 

overlook these migrations through the Thai sea waters for good and humanitarian concerns, but 

traffickers utilised this opportunity to set up camps in Thailand and sometime bribed entire 

villages around these areas to protect these camp. Here, the boat people died of starvation or 

were killed when they became unable to provide further payment for their journey. 

In 2015, Malaysia discovered mass graves, about 139 graves of migrants, and 28 human 

trafficking camps along its border with Thailand. Its military began an investigation, but the 

government stopped it, as it could have exposed some high-ranking Thai officials (Lewis 2015). 

Major General Paween Pongsirin, one of the senior-most police investigators in Thailand, who 

investigated human trafficking, discovered 30 graves in the Thailand-Malaysia borderland 

region. His investigation implicated many of the big fish in the Thai police and military involved 

in the trade and pulled them all in. Pongsirin has now fled Thailand and sought refugee status in 

Australia. Moreover, the involvement of the Thai fishing industry and Bangladeshi traffickers 

became evident (as presented by The Guardian recently) (EJF 2015). 

When the Aung San Suu Kyi-led government came to power in Myanmar, there was a transition 

to democratic politics, and hope that the Rohingya issue would be resolved peacefully. But since 

her election Suu Kyi has avoided raising the Rohingya issue in public, and in a recent interview 

she said that the term ‗Rohingya‘ and identity should be avoided and they should be called 

Rakhine Muslims instead (Lee 2014). This could perhaps be seen as a step towards diffusing the 

immense pressure and limelight that the term ‗Rohingya‘ attracts, and towards formulating an 

alternative move for a solution from within the country, but it hugely disappointed civil society 

worldwide. 

                                                        
2Interview with Veerawit Tianchainan on 7 July 2016, Bangkok. 
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Rohingya Muslims have lived in the regions along the border between Bangladesh and 

Myanmar since the precolonial period. They migrated often throughout this region of their own 

volition or due to the colonial political economy of indentured labour trade, and were carried 

across by the British in various places of Southeast Asia. Therefore, their identity and history 

has long been a matter of contestation. Initially, the British put them arbitrarily into one group. 

Since the region they live in is now in Myanmarese territory, Bangladesh disowns them saying 

they are ‗Burmese Muslims‘, but Myanmar considers them ‗Bengalis‘ from Bangladesh and 

refuses them space within the ‗imagined community‘ of the Myanmarese nation (Christie 1996). 

Whether the Rohingyas are indigenous Myanmarese or not, they are human beings, and their 

rights as citizens to a dignified life and livelihood without fear or persecution are incontestable, 

and should not be confused at all with pedantic debate on their identity, history, and lineage. The 

scholarly debate is purely for the sake of knowledge and not for seeking justice per se.  

Unfortunately, identity and community lineage, and subsequent claim-making, can be used often 

as a tool and conduit to justice in the modern world of nation-states, nationalism, and religious 

fanaticism. In this case, though, justice is much above these petty issues, and is about the present 

human predicament of the Rohingyas who are subject to forced migration and genocide. Justice, 

here, is a fight against their systematic extermination. Truth is contestable, but ‗truth claims‘ by 

various scholars and the issue of justice should not be confused. 

 

Fieldwork: Unplanned and Planned Encounters 

In April 2013, an organisation in Bangkok engaged me to carry out a pilot study on child 

trafficking in Mae Sot, a town on the Thai-Myanmar border in the Tak province of Thailand. I  

found 200 men there living a miserable life, trapped there on their way to Malaysia. Of them, 96 

per cent were Arakani Muslim from Myanmar and 4 per cent Bangladeshi. These Rohingyas had 

taken a dangerous 7-12 day fishing boat voyage from the coast of Bangladesh and had arrived 

illegally in the coastal province of Ranong in Thailand. After being arrested by the coastal police 

in Ranong, they reached the Mae Sot ‗safe area‘ through the same channels as that of smugglers 

or traffickers. When it became obvious that they could not afford the fee to continue their 

journey onwards to Malaysia, the brokers dumped them there. These stateless people were 

allowed to stay in an abandoned open field within a Muslim community next to a mosque. This 

was a heart wrenching experience for me. 

Since July 2016, I have been working with Move Media Communications, a public policy think 

tank. My colleague Ahmed Abid and I designed a media-driven intervention project with these 

boat people(s) that was a ‗planned‘ encounter in Bangladesh. This gave me an opportunity to 

study them and take part in their lives, pains, and little happiness, albeit as an outsider with all 

the existing privileges. We interviewed about ten of them and as a part of my job will continue 

to engage in their lives and strive to improve that through my little contributions. 

 

Rohingyas: Identity and Ethnicity 

In this section,I raise a few questions with the intent to debate this issue. Firstly, who are these 

‗boat people‘? Secondly, are Bangladeshi Muslims and Rohingya Muslims entirely distinct 

ethnicities? Can historical roots of origin and connections be traced between these groups of 

people? 
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According to Rohingyas and some scholars, they are indigenous to the Rakhine state. According 

to others, they migrated from Bengal to Burma (Myanmar) during the colonial British rule of 

Burma and even before during Islamic rule of Arakan. 

The presence of the Muslim population in Rakhine state has been traced to the 15
th

 century. 

Their population increased through voluntary migration and various imperial and colonial 

designs of forced labour, slave trade, corvee, and human trade of labour between Bangladesh, 

Arakan, and Myanmar, as there was no national border then. 

Scholars and contemporary literature suggest that their language is similar to both the language 

of the Rakhine state and the Arakanese language that the Rohingya Muslims speak. It is also 

similar to the Bengali dialect from Chittagong district. Because of their slightly darker 

complexion, they have been pejoratively called ‗Kala‘. They have a distinct history in this region 

that span the past 300-500 years. Thus, they have an original claim over their land and resources 

in Burma (Myanmar). Currently, the Myanmar government and the Theravada Buddhist mass 

organisations term the Rohingyas as ―Bengalis‖ and ask them to go back to Bangladesh, but 

historical data proves that they belong to the Rakhine region of Myanmar, which was part of the 

Arakan state, and that they are people of the basin of the Naf river, which flows between 

present-day Bangladesh and Myanmar (Grundy-Warr 1997). 

The term ‗Rohingya‘ has been used before, but its widespread use is new. Ethnicities are 

constructed through the slow historical and cultural processes of ethnogenesis. These processes 

are partly endogenous to the community and partly exogenous changes and interventions. Only 

after the borders of the modern postcolonial nation states were formed and various identities 

slowly consolidated did the Rohingyas became a separate entity (and identity) and were 

systematically targeted in postcolonial Burma. In postcolonial times, many Rohingyas entered 

Bangladesh and other South-East Asian countries through borders and sea routes regularly to 

flee prosecution, torture, rape, and murder. 

The term ―Rooinga‖ was first used in 1799 by Francis Buchanan-Hamilton. In the 1950s, the 

group embraced the term ‗Rohingya‘ to declare their distinct identity. In 1982, the junta 

government in Myanmar refused them citizenship. From the 1990s, the media and scholarly 

literature began to use the term ‗Rohingya‘ on a large scale (Azad and Jasmin 2013). 

 

The Political Economy of Hatred 

Historically, violence has taken place against the Rohingyas in Burma in the formation process 

of nation-states. The extreme violence that we see today towards the Rohingyas is in the wake of 

democracy and neoliberal economic expansion—international investors now tout the former 

‗pariah state‘ as ―Asia‘s next economic tiger‖ and the ―last frontier of resources‖ (Al-Adawy 

2013). This ethnic conflict is related with the recent neoliberal economic expansion of Burma 

and the interest of international investors such as China, India, and the US in a resource-rich 

region like the Arakan. Al-Adawy says that there is a certain ‗economics of hate‘ that is at 

operation here. Most of the Rohingyas are settled in Northern Arakan townships. The Rohingyas 

are mostly rice-farming peasants by profession and are attached to the lands of Arakan, and also 

professions related to fishing, petty trading, woodsman, craftsman, mariners, and labourers. 

Despite its huge resources of oil, gas, and minerals, Myanmar has ranked very low on the 

Human Development Index (HDI) over the past few decades. It can be seen as a typical case of 

‗resource curse‘; most of this resource is located in the ethnic borderlands like Arakan, situated 

in the western most coastal province that lies along the border of Bangladesh and India. It is rich 
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in oil and gas, but ranks second in poverty among the 14 states and divisions of Myanmar 

(UNDP 2011).  

Arakan can be defined as an internal colony of Myanmar, where locals do not have the right to 

even fish in nearby ponds, rivers, and creeks, and have to pay heavy taxes for that to the 

government. Recently, a series of development projects has been launched to monopolise the 

natural resources here, and naturally this has raised discontent and grievances among the ethnic 

Arakanese. Some of these projects are the Myanmar-Bangladesh-India pipeline in Arakan, the 

Kaladan gateway project, and the Shwe gas pipeline project by Indian and Chinese companies. 

The process is carried out through dispossession of the Arakanese population, and without 

compensation, and also land grab, and the simultaneous accumulation of wealth by the new 

Burmese middle class and elites. Not only that, forced (and hence cheap) labour has been used in 

many of these projects (Parnini 2013). 

To hide this process of accumulation, it is necessary to take away the attention of the common 

Arakanese from the process of this neoliberal accumulation. Therefore, ethnic and communal 

feelings have been provoked to scapegoat a small minority population who were already 

persecuted into being the main enemy of development and the nation, rather ‗national-

development‘. 

 

„Stateless‟: An „unimagined community‟ 

The Rohingyas have not become stateless on their own; rather, they have been made stateless by 

technologies of sovereignty such as census, numerations, and elections. These violent 

technologies of sovereignty have largely gone unquestioned. To create the ‗imagined 

community‘ of the Burmese nation, a postcolonial politics of creating authentic Burmese-ness 

and ‗othering‘ of non-Burmese Muslim population marked, particularly in northern Rakhine, the 

emergence of an exclusive nationalism of a radical kind led by the Theravada Buddhist 

population.  

Hall (1990) has described in the case of Great Britain these kinds of new racist and populist 

policies, where boundaries of insider and outsider populations were artificially created and 

imagined to form the national community and its boundary. 

In Myanmar, as ‗Muslim‘, ‗Bengali‘, and ‗migrant‘ became pejorative labels, this politics 

propounded new categories of ‗race‘ and culture based on religious and ethnic identity, creating 

a ‗politics of everyday fear‘ (Massumi 1993) among the citizenry. This politics holds minorities 

responsible for all kinds of violence; and rape, terrorism, and organised state repression becomes 

‗communal violence‘, ‗ethnic tension‘, and riots‘. Hate is cultivated, nurtured, and unleashed on 

the minority population by the so-called non-violent Theravada Buddhist organisations. Most 

prominent is 969, a radical nationalist religious organisation led by the Theravada Buddhist 

monk Asin Wirathu that promotes Buddhist majoritarianism and Islamophobia under state 

stewardship and patronage. Wirathu is a senior authority among Buddhists in Burma. He calls 

himself the protector of Buddhism, and started a process of religious polarisation through 

propaganda against the Muslims (and particularly the Rohingyas).  

In 2012, a Buddhist woman was raped and murdered in Rakhine, allegedly by a Muslim 

Rohingya, which led to a riot and to operations against the Rohingyas (Frazer 2015). Wirathu 

seized this opportunity to accentuate a ‗politics of fear‘: he publicly proclaimed that in Burma, 

Muslims are dangerous terrorists, opposed to non-violent Buddhists, and engaged in a war 

against the state to create a ‗Muslim nation‘. In Burma, 89 per cent of the population is 
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Buddhist; Wirathu used social media to influence them to kill and rape Rohingyas and damage 

their property by arson. It led to the displacement of 140,000 Rohingyas over the next few years 

and continues even now (Kipgen 2013). 

Thus, in Burma, the state, along with the religious civil society, has remarkably manoeuvred the 

Islamic space of Rakhine with all kinds of violence and subterfuge. In a remarkably fascistic 

movement, it has moulded specific problems of land, capitalist development, and 

underdevelopment and land struggles into issues of citizenship, borders and the fear of the 

‗Other‘ (Deleuze and Guattari 1980). To exterminate the Rohingyas, Myanmar has adapted all 

kinds of mechanisms of ‗ethnic cleansing‘ and construction of ‗model villages‘ in Rakhine, 

whereby they diminish the demographic dominance of Rohingyas in Northern Rakhine state.  

The Burmese state has played on eugenics to control Rohingya population, whereby they limited 

the number of Rohingya children that would be born (a policy implemented sporadically) and 

sterilised Rohingya males without their consent (Human Rights Watch 1996). In his conception 

of ‗biopower‘, Foucault (1976) talks about the darker side of such a power, whereby to protect a 

group or population the state adapts extreme measure on another population even to the extent of 

exterminating them. He says, ―If genocide is indeed the dream of modern power, this is not 

because of the recent return to the ancient right to kill; it is because power is situated and 

exercised at the level of life, the species, the race, and the large-scale phenomena of the 

population.‖ In this context the docile bodies of Rohingyas becomes sites of punishment and 

monstrous experimentations. 

Esposito (2004) has noted earlier that when a population whose mere ‗biological existence‘ is 

considered as a threat to any community, unimaginable cruelty and suffering will arise. 

Rohingyas live through what Penglase (2009) has described as ‗everyday emergencies‘, which 

have acquired an uncanny sense of ‗normalcy‘ in their lives. They face multiple forms of 

insecurities, which include health vulnerabilities, temporary housing, homelessness, 

environmental hazards, incarceration, deportation, rape, torture, slavery, underemployment, 

statelessness, detention, deportation, and, finally, death making an end to all their sufferings. 

 

Myanmar: A „State of Exception‟ 

Burma has been a ‗state of exception‘ in handling its ethnic minorities. It has raised itself above 

the law by suspending the rule of law, thus creating a perpetual state of ‗emergency‘ (under 

martial law) against its ‗own people‘, mostly ethnic and religious minorities and tribes. By 

creating a ‗state of exception‘ it has created a ‗zone of indistinctions‘ and strategically blurred 

the line between citizen and outlaw, legality and illegality, law and violence is. It has legalised 

all form of lawlessness and brutal treatment towards its minorities, be it the Karens and the 

Karennis, and has gone to extreme measures against the Rohingyas. 

Not only did the Burmese government progressively marginalise the Rohingyas within the state 

arena, in dealing with the non-citizen illegal ‗Bengali migrants‘ it converted the Northern 

Rakhine region into a ‗camp‘ as a solution. Agamben (1998) describes the ‗camp‘ (as an extra-

legal no-man‘s land) as a place to deal with a life stripped of basic rights, legal representation, 

and political significance, a life he terms ‗bare life‘ (or Homo Sacer, the sacred life). The Homo 

Sacer is an interstitial figure that exists between the Zoe and Bios in ‗zones of indistinctions‘, 

―that may be killed and yet not sacrificed‖. However, Frewer (2015) describes it slightly 

different from the ‗Camp‘s as Agamben describes in case of Guantanamo bay or Manus Island 

where the state exercises its sovereign rights to run the ‗camps‘ and the ‗torture cells‘ as 

‗exceptional spaces‘ where external interference is strictly prohibited (not state of exception, but 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genocide
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spaces of exception). 

Rohingyas have also been subjected to ‗camp‘-like environments, but human rights agencies, 

INGOs, and UN agencies exercise ‗petty sovereignties‘ over the displaced population to push 

welfare measures, goods, and rights that the state refuses. The UNHCR functions as a ‗surrogate 

state‘ in Burma and Bangladesh and keep the Rohingyas in ‗protection spaces‘; their method of 

work has been criticised, though undoubtedly negotiating and bargaining state spaces with the 

sovereign is difficult. Places like Guantanamo Bay and Manus Island, where unimaginable 

physical and mental torture is practised on the ‗bare life‘, are no-man‘s lands far from the public 

gaze, almost hidden from everybody, and outside the political body of the sovereign nation and 

the civilised ‗polis‘. But (apart from the camps) torture, rape, mass killings, and displacement of 

the Rohingyas happens within the space of the nation, in co-location with the common citizen 

who are positively discriminated from facing such experiences but who nevertheless witness and 

actively as well as in silence participate in this state-sponsored and religious civil society-guided 

‗everyday tyranny‘ against the Rohingyas, which probably makes this case doubly gruesome and 

cruel. That also shows that the state has converted the space and specific topography of the 

entire Northern Rakhine into a ‗camp‘, where the Rohingyas face not only displacement but 

‗encampment‘. 

The rights of a people made stateless does not matter anymore, Arendt (1943) identified, as the 

notion of rights is relevant only in the context of a state that recognises such rights. Through 

citizenship a person gets ‗right to have rights‘ (Batchelor 1998; 159). A human being becomes 

recognisable as one within the body politics of the state. For the stateless there are no rights, 

they are the citizen‘s other (Kerber 2007). Therefore, an ‗access to justice‘ paradigm is 

necessary for the Rohingyas. As Galanter says, ‗Access to justice is not about bringing cases to a 

font of official justice but of enhancing the justice quality of the relations and transactions in 

which people are engaged.‘ And as Agamben says, ‗By breaking up the identity between man 

and citizen, between nativity and rationality, the refugee throws into crisis the original fiction of 

sovereignty‘ (Agamben 1995). 

 

Interventions/Conclusion 

The world is intervening to ameliorate the life of the hapless Rohingya people. Various 

campaigns, web portals, networks, humanitarian groups, religious brotherhoods and networks, 

governments, intergovernmental organisations, and CSOs in Thailand, Burma, and South-East 

Asia seek to improve the lives of Rohingyas. 

To name just a few: Arakan Project (run by Images Asia and Forum Asia), Thai Committee for 

Refugees Foundation, International Detention Coalition (IDC), the Asia-Pacific Refugee Rights 

Network (APRRN), Rohingya.org (Run by ARNO), Rohingyablogger.com, Refugees 

International, MERHOM (in Malaysia), Mae Tao Clinic (for treating all refugees from 

Myanmar), UNHCR, IOM, WHO, European Union, Bangladesh Government, Qatar 

Government, Saudi Arabia Government and many others. According to UN Map, in Myanmar 

alone, 47 organisations were working on Rohingya issues in 2014. 

However, the Rohingyas must be recognised as ‗refugees‘ and ‗asylum seekers‘, because the 

‗stateless‘ have no rights, and until their rights are recognised, none of this will prove adequate. 
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Abstract. District 8, HCMC is one of the poor districts of the city, for many years, local 

government along with departments of organizations have built and deployed programs and 

activities to support residents to achieve a stable life and to orient towards poverty reduction. 

Organizations that are in charge of public relations including District 8 Women's Union have 

focused on supporting poor women to develop economy, to escape poverty entirely. This 

research was done in 16 wards of district 8. We apply survey tools (144 sheets) with PRA, 

among poor women to evaluate and analyse in order to assess any means of livelihood need. On 

this basis we recommend case study needs livelihood support to poor women in district 8 based 

on their need and potential in order to facilitate a stable poverty escape. 

Keywords: Poverty, poor women, livelihood 

_______________________ 

1. Question 

Poverty reduction is not a personal poor person's task but depends on support of social 

institutions such as the family, local government, and the resident community and upon chances 

created by the environment, politics, economy and society of a nation. The poverty rate reduced 

gradually from 58% in 1993 to 14.5% in 2008
1
. Therefore, around 30 millions of people escaped 

poverty and living quality of escaping poverty has improved respectively. The World Bank 

Report at the beginning of 2018 had identified that: ―Vietnam has a great result in poverty 

reducing and living quality upgrading for millions of people. Poverty reduction level in Vietnam 

is higher than poverty reduction level in national goal programs; ethnic poverty rate reduced 

13% in the period 2014-2016, the highest level in recent years with poverty reduction, in 

general, is under 10% in 2016. Stable poverty reduction is over 98% without re-entering 

poverty.‖
1
 

District 8, HCMC is one of the poor districts of the city, the poorest district among central 

districts, for many years, local government along with departments of organization have built 

and deployed programs, activities to support resident to settle their lives, orient to goal of 

poverty reduction. Union organizations are responsible for mainly supporting female families to 

develop their economic position and escape poverty. To perform this task, the Union of Women 

deployed many projects, using the livelihood support model to help women develop their 

economy. Livelihood support is one of the possible ways to assist poor women to have 

opportunities to participate in economic self-building, poverty escape as well as fighting the 

inequality that they are facing. Therefore, in this research, we figure out their needs, 

mailto:phamthihathuong@tdtu.edu.vn
mailto:yuriharusg@gmail.com
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expectations of poor women to support proper livelihood tools; then, develop effective 

livelihood model and distribute to improve recent family situation so that they themselves 

escape poverty stably. 

2. Livelihood support to poor women in district 8, HCMC  

According to the District 8 Union of Women Report, up to December 2017, District 8 Union of 

Women has 97 associations, 1,407 associations with 52,988 women members. In this number, 

the total of poor families which are woman-led households is 2,447 families, 487 families have 

single woman in the household. Ethnic members in local District out of 3,769 women there are 

3,441 Chinese, 265 Cham ethnic; 63 Khơme. Members with religion amount to 5,875 women 

with 2,396 Buddism, 2,897 Catholic, 85 Protestant, 144 Cao Dai, 38 Hoa Hao and 201 Muslim. 

2.1. The need to receive livelihood support for poor women in district 8, HCMC.  

Our survey was done in 16 wards of district 8, an applied questionnaire combining with PRA. 

Together with poor women we evaluate and analyse so as to address livelihood support needs. 

The planned number of households to survey at the beginning was 160 households; however, 

there were some cases during the survey, such as that the poor family list in some wards was less 

than the required number (10 households/ward) as some families had moved to another place 

and were long absent from home. Therefore, the total amount participating in the survey was 

144 households. 

 

According to the survey results, the highest percentage is 82% for poor and nearly poor families; 

families with difficult living are 13.9%. Therefore, the participants participated in survey are 

those who need support in life. However, there are some poor and nearly poor families prepared 

for poverty escape or seeking a better economic situation.  

 

2.1.1. Analysis of the general situation of poor women who participated in the survey  

After the survey of all families with a need for livelihood support in district 8, we find that most 

families have very difficult living conditions. They need support from the government and the 

community to escape poverty. From the result of 144 households with difficult living 

circumstances, we find that most of them have young offspring, poor health care among the 

elderly to the middle age, and they are liable to be unemployed, or under long-term medical 

treatment. 
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In Fig. 1, middle age (30 to 50 years old) – the number of people able to work is small (22.2%). 

They are the breadwinners of their family but they are the smallest group. In the meantime, 

people over middle age (51 to 65 years old) are the larger proportion of the group. These people 

mostly spend their lives within the family; although when they reach 50, they have to struggle. 

The elderly (over 65) are 33.3%. They find themselves burdens upon their family; so, they still 

try to create jobs; however, old age, weak health, besides sickness from difficult living, all 

makes it impossible for them to overcome their fates. Income for struggling families has the 

common feature of coming mainly from unstable and part-time jobs, due to lack of training and 

skill. 

 

From Table 2, the largest number of households participating in the survey were those with low 

income (under 5 millions/month), some 46.5%. These households have very little income for 

daily life in what is afterall the most expensive and luxurious part of Vietnam. Medium income 

(from 5 to 10 millions/month) houshold are 36.8% having enough for daily expenses but 

encounter hard times when problems occur. The percentage of households with over 10 millions 

in income is low, only 16.7% of the total households participating in survey. 



152          ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University 

Result shows the households with low income (under 5 millions/month) for the elderly (50%). In 

this age, the elderly often don‘t have stable incomes due to old age and weak health. Mostly 

their income comes from daily living support from government, the elderly organization or a 

part-time job like pagoda volunteering, selling incense, lottery tickets, collecting used items for 

sale, … many old people have support and care from offsprings; yet, there are many old people 

who struggle for support with faraway offspring and thereby have much difficulty in making a 

living. 

In Higher Income Groups (from 5 to 10 millions/month) we mainly focus upon the age groups 

from 30 to 50 years old, of which the percentage is 45.8%. Their income is supposed to result 

from havign a stable job, good health and employment such as: general workers, food sellers, 

industrial garment workers, grocery sellers, porters, construction workers, etc. … Therefore, the 

middle age group has an average income, often enough for living. Those with an income over 10 

millions has a small place in the research, only 24 households have this income. There isn‘t a 

significant number of high income rising above other age groups: the Middle age (10.4%), over 

middle age (21.9%), old age (16.7%) 

 

 

Most households have 2 generations: Parents and offspring, 91/144 households participated in 

survey. There, main income of under-5-member family mainly focuses in average income: under 

5 millions/month has 49.5%; from 5 to 10 millions/month has 36.3% and only 14.3% has 

income over 10 millions.  

However, families with many members (from 6 to 10 members in a house) usually have an 

average income: under 5 millions/month (44.2%) from 5 to 10 millions/month (37.2%), while 

only 18.6% have income over 10 millions/month. Under 10 million income families must have 

strict expenses especialy with oftentimes 3 generations in the house, they must limit expenses so 

as not to fall into crisis. Families with more than 10 members had a very small frequency in the 

survey (n=3, n=4); so, their result is not sufficiently representative for the survey model. 
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Fig. 2 shows the households with 6 to 10 members but mostly only 1 to 3 breadwinners: 1 

breadwinner (7 households), 2 breadwinners (18 households), 3 breadwinners (9 households); 

where there are 3 generation but less members with income, as breadwinner, he or she must earn 

for a living, bring up offspring and take care of old parents; for this reason, those with 

instability, part-time job or common labour jobs cannot make ends meet for the family.  

2.1.2. Analyse support need of households in survey  
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From the data in Fig. 3 and table 4, we can see that there is only 80/144 households in survey, 

55% has difficult living need means of livelihood support, the rest doesn‘t need. This can be 

explained that most of the households have members under working age, at school age or unable 

to work in old age. Breadwinners have jobs so that they don‘t need means of livelihood support. 

Fig. 3 shows 39/80 households in this survey in need of livelihood tools support expect a 

motorbike as a livelihood tools to earn money for family support due to the goal of use and 

benefits that this one can bring. Many families rely upon a manual bike to work for a long 

distance, carry goods, easy rider, take children to school … Women expect support in terms of a 

sewing machine (10 families) to make money in their freetime from sewing at home. Besides, 

bicycles are a means of livelihood that 9 families choose to assist their members in going to 

school to continue schooling or so that parents don‘t need to bring and drop children but can 

focus mainly in earning money. 

Sugar cane machines are chosen by 6 families, but as questioning on benefit made clear, the 

usages discourage people who lack confidence due to too much sugar so that the Sugar cane 

machine exists in competition in ways they had not experienced before. 6 households expect a 

glass trolley selling food to provide food safety to customers. 

Besides, useless collector trolley, paid hiring trolleys, dryer machine, chairs and tables, overlock 

machine, selling goods support, … have minority need but meaningful because it is daily living 

need that they want to do. Therefore, they seek for government consideration and support.  
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2.1.3. Analysis of the priority field of family  

 

In 97/144 households the need for other support besides livelihood for women is a real issue. 

Financial support needs are still in pending status, yet there are 74% households who expect 

capital support. All households have difficulty living without property, struggling for mortgage, 

or they may find it impossible to borrow money from a bank due to Bank policies. Moreover, 

many families express concern about vocational support (15%) for freshly graduated students or 

for those who finish army duty. Knowledge support (7%) and skill (2%) are necessary to 

improve workmanship and working levels of families. Moreover, families also expect support on 

getting a driving license for safer transportation. Many people ride a bike for a long time but 

taking driving license seems more difficult to them. 

 

In this survey, we received many families‘ expectation on capital support because of difficulties 

in making a living, unstable income and without mortgage property causing insecure refund. 
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Therefore, they face with some difficulties in borrowing money from banks, including social 

policy bank. So, it‘s difficult for them to invest in working, producing, doing business. They 

hope to be supported on capital to do some urgent needs in life rather than livelihood support. In 

particular, Table 5 shows 66/144 families need capital support, 33.3% uses capital support for 

their children‘s education, 21.2% invests working, 15.2% invests in producing, doing business, 

15.2% is for housing improvement, 12.1% invests in health care, 3% is for vocational training. 

Many families realize the importance of education for their children‘s future, only education can 

change their own life. For this reason, families try their best to make sure their children can 

finish schooling, have jobs to earn money to support themselves so as not to have hard life as 

their parents in the past. 

Besides, using capital to improve house and take care of health has a respective rate. It is said 

that: ―Stable living, stable career‖ which means possessing a house, a stable place to live then a 

job, a career. So, many people try to save money all of their life just for a home in a city without 

any relatives as well as families with difficult life. Many households have lived in a renting 

house for 20, 30 years, the houses are in bad condition but they are not able to move to another 

better place. They always expected help to prepare house so that they feel less worried about 

family when they go far away during rainy season. Some families wish some capital to spend on 

daily medicine. Not only family support but also medicine treatment for their family member 

becomes overloaded to the least income of the breadwinner in a family.  

2.2. Recommendation on livelihood support to one poor woman in district 8, HCMC 

Based on research of 144 poor women, we chose to focus in depth upon one woman with 

difficult living conditions and proper potential to receive livelihood support – the case study 

example is Ms. Ha Cam Huong (Ward 2, District 8) 

Ms. Huong lives with her father in a small house at the end of the road. There are only two 

members in that house, her mother passed away long time ago. Before, all expenses in her 

family were managed by her father. Ms. Huong has disability of limbs; so, moving and living 

are very hard for her, this is also another reason affecting her education. After high school 

without passing the exam, her family had the hardest time and were unable to pay tuition for 

studying; thus she dropped out of school. Since then, she always wished to continue learning but 

it remained impossible to date. 

After being unable to continue education, she worked in different jobs to earn money to take 

some of the burden from her father. She did anything assigned by her neighbours, but this was 

an unstable job, some days she could not work so much, some days she did not have any work. 

Because of not possessing any means of transport, having disable limbs, time passed but she still 

struggled for a job. Although at first she was very disappointed at not passing her high school 

exam, her eternal flame for learning to obtain a degree was still alive. She had a clear orientation 

for herself: graduating high school, enrolling in vocational training or college to major in 

kindergarten studies to obtain a degree, then to apply for a stable job so that her father would not 

be worried about her anymore. 

With the instibility of income – and only some support from her father, expenses for both of 

them were necessarily limited and in budget, regardless of any sickness that befell them; so, 

raising any amount of tuition payment would be too difficult. Her wish, shared also with her 

father, for continuing learning became an impossible thought. 

If Ms. Huong could continue studying, she would try her best because of her self-orientation. 

Good learning practice will lead her to become a loving kindergarten teacher and she would 

surely take care of kids with all of her heart.  
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Livelihood support way  

The recommendation is for her to take an evening continuation class to get back her high school 

knowledge and be able to take the high school exam. Before, she had studied high school, 

passed grade 10, 11 but could not pass high school exam. Therefore, with support to consolidate 

her knowledge, if she learns strictly according to her wish and aim, she can obtain high school 

degree for sure. 

The lenght of time required for an evening continuation class is 6-7 months; after that, she can 

review by herself and take the high school exam in 2018-2019. If she can pass the exam to 

obtain her high school degree, she can then receive support from the livelihood project. 

After graduating high school, she will be introduced to study open education or evening 

continuation class majors in kindergarten with a certificate of training which will allow her to 

apply for a stable job. 

During schooling, she will be supported with partial tuition and a proper job to earn money for 

education and living expenses as well. 

After finishing the kindergarten course, the project will contact employers and introduce jobs for 

her, helping her to find a stable job appropriate to her skill and ability. By then, she will have a 

stable life and basis on which to further improve her life and her family life as well. 

Considering about her health status in particular and her family in general, she should receive an 

amount of capital combining with her income from a part-time job to provide her a 50cc 

motorbike for going to study and work. After finding a stable job, she will pay the invested 

capital for buying a motorbike back on a monthly schedule. 

In Ms. Ha Thi Cam Huong's case, if the support is provided, checked and followed up, along 

with her own motivation, in the final stage, she will have a stable job with her major and savings 

– and a motorbike. From that result, she should be motivated to become a member of the 

Women Union, and this is a premise for her to contribute back to her local community, together 

to the goal and mission of Women Union for a better, more developed, especially women-

focused community. 

3. Conclusion 

Livelihood support for poor women in particular and the poor in general should be based on a 

multi-direction poverty approach; utlilising results from other support programs to help poor 

family members in many aspects: job, training, education, medicine, accommodation … 

Poor women are often more open-minded and active in connecting, sharing difficulties to many 

people often in order to find better support for themselves and families. They play many more 

roles, are more decisive and life-oriented, and especially so for poor women in single family and 

female breadwinner households. Most of poor women in survey is at middle age, live in big 

families. The highest percentage is accounted for the group of some poor families in survey 

whose livelihood tools support to earn money such as: motorbike, sewing machine. 

The majority of poor women taking our survey were middle aged, living in big family with 

many members. Most of the poor women said that capital support is their expectation because of 

flexibility of using it for different aims such as children‘s schooling, trading, medical treatment, 

preparing house ... From the result above, the authors would like to recommend a poor women in 



158          ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University 

district 8, HCMC with capital support to continue study, job offer and motorbike for travelling 

during studying and working. 

Research itself ends with analysing needs of poor women in livelihood tools without deep 

analysing its own features of each case in district 8; for this reason, the writing result has not 

recommended any solution for the process of stable poverty reduction yet. This result throws a 

light to a new research in analysing its own feature of each case to provide a suitable support 

besides livelihood tools support; also at the same time, pay attention to local government's role, 

social organization in performing local poverty reduction policies. 
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Abstract: Based on the analysis results of 313 articles on biodiversity in three online 

newspapers, namely Dantri, VnExpress and the Natural Resources and Environment 

Newspaper, e-portal of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE), from 

January 1, 2015 to December 31, 2015 and a survey on 337 people in Hanoi, this research 

paper investigates news headlines on biodiversity in the newspapers with a view to explore 

major accomplishments and limitations in reporting on the topic. The analysis of the articles 

show that despite updated, assorted news on biodiversity and innovative, state-of-the-art manner 

of reporting, the topic is of much lower news coverage than other social issues. Moreover, there 

is an absence of in-depth features exploring multiple dimensions of biodiversity and the 

interrelation between biodiversity and people's life is not reflected. The research paper 

recommends the diversification of journalism genres, development of biodiversity-related 

targets, creation of a network of journalists and advisors, and organization of training courses 

for biodiversity awareness raising among journalists. 

Keywords: biodiversity, news, online newspaper, the public 

____________________ 

 

Introduction 

Although biodiversity is not a new concept
1
 the level of public awareness of the issue and the 

possibility of biodiversity becoming a common social interest relies heavily on coverage of the 

topic in mass media (inclusive of online newspapers) which not merely spreads the news but 

also plays a crucial role in creating a forum for ideas exchange and sharing on a particular social 

issue. Thanks to its 'multimedia' nature (with audio, visual (either static or motion) effects, 
graphics and text)2

, electronic paper (e-paper) provides a huge volume of information at the 

fastest pace and has significant impacts on social life. Information on digital newspapers is 
able to have multi-sensory impacts on human beings, enhance reader attraction and 
promote unbiased, authentic and vivid content, credibility, and information access 
methods3.  

Based on the analysis results of 313 articles featuring the issue of biodiversity in the three online 

newspapers of Dantri, VnExpress, the Natural Resources and Environment Newspapers during 

                                                        
1 Google search for the word 'biodiversity' generates about 1.56 million results in 0.45 seconds 
2 Tran Huu Quang (2006), The Sociology of Journalism, Tre Publishing House - the Saigon Times – Asia Pacific 

Economic Center, HCMC. p. 448. 
3 Nguyen Van Dung (2011), Journalism and Public Opinion, Lao Dong Publishing House, p. 166 
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January 1, 2015 and December 31, 2015 and the survey conducted on 337 people in Hanoi, this 

study is aimed at investigating public evaluation of the quality of biodiversity news in the 

research sample newspapers. 

 

1. Methodology 

With the content analysis method, the authors utilized encoding to encode 313 articles on 

biodiversity
4
 in the electronic newspapers from January 1, 2015 to December 31, 2015. The 

encrypted data were processed and analyzed with SPSS 16.0. The selection of the sample 

articles was performed by creating statistics of all articles on the research subject on a daily basis 

in columns of the three survey online newspapers. Twenty-four columns were found in Dantri, 

eighteen in VnExpress and nine in the Natural Resources and Environment Newspaper. A 

number of columns in Dantri and VnExpress were eliminated from the selection of columns for 

the purpose of this study as entertainment and advertising columns have little relevance to 

biodiversity. Specifically, sixteen columns
5
 in Dantri and ten columns

6
 in VnExpress were 

eliminated while none in the other newspaper was crossed out. 

In the method of sociological survey with questionnaires, 337 valid questionnaires out of 400 

ones were collected from people living in Hanoi to investigate public evaluation of the quality of 

biodiversity news in the research sample newspapers. 54.3% of the respondents are male, 46.6% 

female; 56.4% were students, 30.3% office staff, 5.9% unskilled workers and 7.4% of other jobs. 

Most of them were aged between twenty and thirty (67.4%), under 20 (15.7%), and over 30 

(16.9%). 

 

2. Results  

2.1. General information of biodiversity on online newspaper 

313 out of 150,000 articles in on other social issues in the e-papers within the course of twelve 

months (from January 1, 2015 to December 31, 2015) were about biodiversity, which means an 

average of one to two articles on the topic on a weekly basis and the coverage of biodiversity of 

the papers was 0.21%. As can be seen, the topic was of the lowest level of interest as it 

accounted for a marginal portion of the total number of articles on different topics found in the 

papers over the time of research. The level of interest in biodiversity was much lower than those 

of other issues such as climate change (with coverage hitting 1.3%
7
, domestic abuse 1.66%

8
, 

food safety 0.4%
9
). The number of articles varied over the months, averaging 0.86 to 26 articles 

a day. It can be inferred that biodiversity did not receive much attention from e-papers.  

                                                        
4 Information on biodiversity covers news on ecological systems, species, and genes. 
5 Sixteen columns that were eliminated include: World News, Sports, Charity, Business, Culture, Entertainment, 
Tourism, Vietnamese Talents, Health, Digital Power, Automobiles - Motorbikes, Love - Gender, Jobs, International 

Education, Bizarre, Life, and Blog 
6 Ten columns that were eliminated include: World News, Business, Entertainment, Sports, Health, Tourism, 

Digitalization, Automobiles, Confidence, Jokes 
7 Academy of Journalism and Communication (2013), Summary Record of the International Conference 'Vietnam's Mass 

Media and Climate Change', Hanoi 
8 Pham Huong Tra (2016), Online Newspapers: Effects of Communication on Domestic Abuse on Television, Labor - 

Social Publishing House, Hanoi 
9 Khuat Thi Dieu Linh (2015), 'Messages of Food Safety in Online Newspaper Nowadays', Master thesis of sociology, 
Academy of Journalism and Communication, Hanoi 
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Table 1. Number of surveyed articles 

Newspaper Number of articles Ratio (%) 

VnExpress 87 28.3 

Dantri 83 26.3 

Natural Resources and Environment 

Newspaper 143 45.4 

Total 313 100 

The columns in which the articles were found is an important indicator of significance of 

messages according to the planned arrangement of media agencies. The news and articles were 

mainly found in the sub section of Environment with 176 items (accounting for 60% of the 

section's total items).  

 

Chart 1: Online newspaper coverage of biodiversity (%) 
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The Environment sub section was found across the three papers. Research results show that the 

majority of headlines on biodiversity in Dantri was in the sub sections of Science and 

Environment (embedded in the Social Issues section). The relatively similar arrangement of 

content was observed in VnExpress with the Environment sub section under the Science section 

and it was dedicated to news translated from international ones. VnExpress was the only 

surveyed electronic paper with translated international news on biodiversity. As an industry 

specific newspaper, the Natural Resources and Environment spared two major columns, i.e. 

Environment and Natural Resources, for biodiversity. A constant number of articles were 

maintained in this paper from quarter to quarter. 

 

Science 
Other columns 

Environment 

Natural resources 
Social issues/News 
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2.2. Accomplishments in online newspaper coverage of biodiversity 

Firstly, coverage content of biodiversity in online newspapers was quite assorted, ranging from 

policies, particular activities in biodiversity conservation, species, rare animal and plant 

breedings to organizations with outstanding contributions to the conservation of biodiversity, 

etc. The surveyed e-papers shared one thing in common, that is most coverage was about wild 

animals, rare and endangered breeds of animals and plants which were reported by 58% of 

surveyed people to be attractive to them and the demand for more news of the topics was of the 

highest (with 64.7% of survey people cited) among topics associated with biodiversity. 

Table 2: Number of reports on biodiversity by topic 

No. Content 
Number of 

articles 

1 Wild and domestic animals, endangered, rare and precious plants 228 

2 
Coverage of individuals and organizations with outstanding 

contributions to the conservation of biodiversity 
103 

3 
The uncover, acquisition and process of reporting on biodiversity 

damage 
68 

4 Natural ecosystems 53 

5 Biodiversity conservation against the backdrop of climate change 13 

6 Propagation of guidelines and plans of the Party and the State 9 

7 
Resource exploitation and interest sharing of ecosystem services and 

biodiversity 
5 

 

Secondly, the news was of current affairs, updated and brief to suit the needs of the majority of 

online viewers who are typically young people having limited amount of free time and seeking 

for the most update in the shortest period. News genre had the highest percentage in the 

surveyed papers with 210 pieces of news (accounting for 67.6% of the total pieces) and the rate 

was recorded at 87% for VnExpress. Most articles were 300 to 500 words long. Biodiversity 

connected news was written in the up-side-down pyramid style (the most important detail was in 

the beginning) or in a chronological order (such as narrations of events or in a mixed or reversed 

chronological order). The writing structure depended on the content and purpose of composition. 

Thirdly, 'truth' is of a strong emphasis in biodiversity coverage in e-papers. Most images, 

videos, stories, etc. (98%) came along with real location and were taken or recorded on spot and 

only 2% of articles used images merely for the sake of illustration, enabling viewers to imagine 

mentioned issues in the most genuine manner. Illustrating images were paid attention to by the 

e-papers as there were 618 images found in 313 articles, resulting in an average of two images 

every piece of news At least one image was used in 97.4% of articles.  

Fourthly, online newspaper coverage of biodiversity facilitates the direction of public opinions 

via journalism on guidelines and plans of the Party and the State, criticism of natural 

biodiversity destruction activities, the creation of changes in people's awareness of biodiversity 

conservation and knowledge building on the issue. Thanks to the coverage, the public has 

developed clearer understanding of the benefits of biodiversity for human life and our 

responsibilities in biodiversity conservation against the risk of destruction caused by mankind's 
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activities. The coverage of natural biodiversity was not confined to particular areas in Vietnam 

and relevant to various regions across the country. This reveals enormous dedications asserted 

by journalists who overcame difficulties to acquire information and provide the public with 

valuable information of biodiversity. 

The fifth accomplishment lies in the fact that a focus was placed on the appearance of State 

agencies and units at central and local levels when it came to management responsibilities, 

images of famous figures who were directly involved in biodiversity conservation in Vietnam. 

This brought tangible impacts on public awareness of the protection of species (plants and 

animals) as well as the conservation of biodiversity According to analysis of the e-papers, there 

is a big number (103) of articles on individual and institutional participation in biodiversity 

conservation. They were of diverse content with people from different walks of life joining 

hands in the conservation of biodiversity.  

As the sixth achievement, there was contemporary and innovative report on biodiversity in the 

three surveyed papers which made use of news in international papers and annotation boxes in 

their composition to be more viewer appealing. As digital newspapers are mainly used by busy 

people who appreciate convenience lengthy composition would under no circumstances be an 

ideal choice. Instead, small information boxes were used, highlighting major content of an 

article. The use of information boxes is in line with the trend of global online newspapers whose 

interface area is limited and demand for information acquisition is higher. Nonetheless, 

information boxes were used in only 14 sample articles (4.47%). The major content of 

information boxes were news and necessary additional background knowledge to clarify 

mentioned issues. They were also used for quotations and data for reference in some articles. 

Table 4: Number of articles on individual and institutional involvement 

in biodiversity conservation (units) 

Individuals and organizations 

contributing to biodiversity 

conservation 

Surveyed online newspapers 
Total 

VnExpress Dantri NRE 

Individuals 2 6 6 14 

Organizations 

Regulatory agencies 4 10 21 35 

National parks, nature 

reserves 
0 16 9 25 

Animals Asia  
1 3 3 7 

International Union for 

Conservation of Nature 

(IUCN) 
0 2 3 5 

Other organizations 2 6 9 17 
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2. Limitations to online newspaper coverage of biodiversity 

The first limitation to coverage of biodiversity in online newspapers was the lack of in-depth 

information to further explore different aspect of the issue. 30.5% of respondents cited that most 

articles which were predominantly news only provided viewers with additional information 

about biodiversity and there was an absence of journalistic writing to sequence series of events 

or follow up a topic so that readers could be furnished with full information of an incident. 

67.2% of questioned people expressed their expectation of articles which can connect series of 

events. Here is an example of the incident of trade of forty-two pangolins in Bac Ninh in early 

February, 2015. In a Dantri headline 'Wild Animal Trade Uncovered, Caught Red-Handed in 

Camry' (February 7, 2015), northern Bac Ninh Province's Forest Protection Department (FPD) 

put forty-two pangolins rescued from wildlife traffickers up for auction. Further details of the 

case was unveiled in the Natural Resources and Environment Newspaper. The article 'Pangolin 

Trade Should be Promptly Stopped' (February 6, 2015) reported that Bac Ninh FPD applied 

outdated legal regulations, which was a wrong action to take, creating bad impressions on the 

conservation of wild animals. VnExpress, in the meantime, had an interview with conservation 

experts and authorities of the FPD in the article 'Arguments of Bac Ninh 42-Pangolin Trade' 

(February 10, 2015). Despite the coverage of the incident in the e-papers, the final development, 

the verdict over the FPD and their responsibilities in case of a guilty verdict were left 

unresolved.  

Second, the headlines were far from being appealing enough to readers whose interest in the 

incident was not significant in the surveyed papers. Only 35% of them were interested in 

biodiversity while 58.26% said the topic did not gain their attention or they did not see the 

benefits of knowing about the case. The application of visual effects technologies such as 

infographics, Mega Story, quizzes, motion pictures, etc. was also absent when it came to the 

reporting of biodiversity. 

Third, journalism genres for biodiversity content were not diverse and there were little public 

interactions in the online papers. The number of articles with viewers' comments and feedbacks 

was modest while the public is readers, supervisors, and a good source of information for the 

press. Research results demonstrate that more than half of surveyed people had never had 

comments or feedbacks on digital newspapers as some of them did not see biodiversity as a 

really attractive topic that may impact their good and life. In addition, whilst VnExpress and 

Dantri took 'good care' of viewers' comments, the other surveyed paper had never developed any 

comment section for readers, limiting their interactions with the public. 

 Fourth, it was observed that headlines on biodiversity tended to report macro events attended by 

high-level officials such as meetings, programs of foreign affairs, conferences and policies rather 

than to write about daily life issues. The articles presented the viewpoint of the Party and the 

State towards biodiversity using a stereotype of top down directions in speeches by regulatory 

officials via words like 'direct', 'shall', 'guide', 'instruct' etc.  

Fifth, coverage of biodiversity focused on topics related to wild and domestic animals, 

endangered, rare and precious plants predominated with 228 news and articles while coverage of 

other topics was significantly outnumbered. To be more specific, there were dominantly 188 

articles on wild animals dominated news on endangered, rare and precious wild animals, plants 

and animals and 16 articles on wild plants. In most cases, journalists would describe 

characteristics, current states, the conservation, consumption or use of wild animals. On March 

11, 2015, VnExpress ran the headline 'New Species of Toad Found in Vietnam' reporting that a 

new species of toad was found in provinces of Dien Bien and Son La It informed of research 

results on the new species and its distinction features, including appearance, size and identifying 

characteristics.  
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Sixth, illustrating images and videos were not creative and eye-catching enough. Vivid images 

were not abundant and failed to provide clear illustration for propaganda messages, repetition of 

photos were observed and they were unable to create visual stimulations. The problems could be 

easily found in the sample articles.  

 

3. Recommendations for boosting the effectiveness of online newspaper coverage of 

biodiversity 

- Develop biodiversity sub sections in online newspaper. A sub section for biodiversity is not 

available in the Natural Resources and Environment Newspaper, the media portal of the 

Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment. E-paper coverage of biodiversity is 

characterized as fragmented and spontaneous.  

- Diversify journalism genres to accommodate the enhancement of viewers' understanding of 

biodiversity. As analyzed at the beginning of the study, the dominant genre is news thanks to its 

prompt, constant and continuous update. This requires journalists to be sensible and develop 

good information screening skills. Although those are minimum requirements for journalists, 

especially for digital ones, other things are needed as the public would like to know about and 

have in-depth understanding of any reported incidents. 

- Boost viewers' contributions (use videos, photos and writing provided by readers). More 

attention should be paid to this important source of information for the development of measures 

to boost the effectiveness of biodiversity coverage in the news. Online articles should have 

greater focus on the appearance, voices, viewpoints and recommendations put forward by 

people, helping to promote democracy and attract greater public interest because they will 

develop sympathy and have a common view with people of the same social status and 

background. Public voice will be heard and more information sharing will be realized.  

- Develop a network of advisers including scientists and biodiversity conservationists for 

information verification and consultation on biodiversity knowledge in a bid to boost effective 

communications.  

- Build knowledge, intensive working skills for communication officers of biodiversity. 

Biodiversity is a scientific and educational subject that has huge natural and social content. As a 

results, it is necessary for communication officers to develop a rich knowledge pool of nature, 

environment, species, creatures and their characteristics, habits and behaviors, general 

knowledge of biodiversity by regions in Vietnam, etc. They should be equipped with such skills 

as information uncover, acquisition and exploitation, integration of biodiversity into other fields, 

event sequencing, risk minimization in work and keeping track of public comments and 

feedbacks. Therefore, online newspapers need to invest in improving professional skills for news 

rangers on biodiversity and conservation of biodiversity by organizing forums for knowledge 

exchange and professional training courses, etc. 

- Discover new ways of reporting the news (such as infographics, videographics, MegaStory, 

etc.) to have greater viewers' interest. In order to increase readers' interest in biodiversity news, 

more attention should be paid to presentation of news in unconventional and appealing manners. 

Online newspapers are also advised to take greater care of the art of arranging text, illustrations, 

information boxes, videos, etc. for the enhancement of attraction to readers. 

- Maintain investment in upgrading the quality of information on biodiversity: Research results 

show that the amount of information on biodiversity uncovered by journalists was low and most 
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of it came from government authority agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 

conservation research centers, etc. As biodiversity covers wide ranges of fields and spreads 

across remote areas accessing information is time and effort consuming for journalists. 

Subsequently, online newspapers should develop better policies to encourage journalists to 

'dedicate' in their jobs for the provision of diverse, exclusive and in-depth reports on biodiversity 

for viewers. 
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Abstract: In the face of the heightened uncertainty about the future that defines our era, 

indelibly associating it with the dual themes of crisis and transition (both transitional crisis and 

critical transition), we are often compelled to recognize that what is at stake is nothing less than 

an underlying rupture in the grounds of comparison.  It is not simply that a process reductively 

known as globalization seems to have exposed the limits of national standards, making 

everybody everywhere painfully aware (once again) that this could be done like that. In that 

sense globalization is merely an expression of the essentially transitional and transferential 

character of modernity. Yet neither transfer nor transition would make sense without an  implicit 

model of comparison. Today, however, even as the calls for transition from both the left and 

right reach deafening proportions, the problematic basis of comparison has received only 

limited attention. Meantime, the introduction of new technologies and new forms of social 

production continue to radically alter some of the conventional foundations, such as the unit of 

labor time, on which economic processes of valorization and socio-cultural conventions of 

evaluation have been conducted and justified throughout the modern era. As a result, many of 

today‘s political movements, on both the left and the right—and not simply of the ―populist‖ 

variety, share the attempt to re-establish the grounds of value on the basis of organizational 

forms, identities, and language inherited from the colonial—imperial modernity. Perhaps, if we 

were to pay more attention to the grounds of comparison, other alternatives would not only 

appear more feasible but also eminently necessary. 

Keywords: biopolitics, comparison, infrastructure, new technologies, specific difference, 

subjectivity 

_______________________ 

In the face of the heightened uncertainty about the future that defines our era, indelibly 

associating it with the dual themes of crisis and transition (both transitional crisis and critical 

transition), we are often compelled to recognize that what is at stake is nothing less than an 

underlying rupture in the grounds of comparison.  It is not simply that a process reductively 

known as globalization seems to have exposed the limits of national standards, making 

everybody everywhere painfully aware (once again) that this could be done like that. In that 

sense globalization is merely an expression of the essentially transitional and transferential 

character of modernity. Yet neither transfer nor transition would make sense without an implicit 

model of comparison. Today, however, even as the calls for transition from both the left and 

right reach deafening proportions, the problematic basis of comparison has received only limited 

attention. Meantime, the introduction of new technologies and new forms of social production 

continue to radically alter some of the conventional foundations, such as the unit of labor time, 

on which economic processes of valorization and socio-cultural conventions of evaluation have 

been conducted and justified throughout the modern era. As a result, many of today‘s political 

movements, on both the left and the right—and not simply of the ―populist‖ variety, share the 

attempt to re-establish the grounds of value on the basis of organizational forms, identities, and 

language inherited from the colonial—imperial modernity. Perhaps, if we were to pay more 

attention to the grounds of comparison, other alternatives would not only appear more feasible 

but also eminently necessary. 

mailto:thejonnyroach@gmail.com
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Beyond a small handful of subfields such as comparative literature devoted explicitly to 

comparison, the disciplinary divisions of the human and social sciences would seem to have 

tackled the problem simply by incorporating it into the very structure of research disciplines. 

Jacques Derrida noticed this when he observed the redundancy of hypothetical disciplines such 

as ―comparative history‖ (Derrida 2008). There‘s no need for a separate discipline devoted to 

comparative history when all history is comparative by nature. Derrida, who was also working 

on an aborted project in the ―onto-theology of national humanism‖ at roughly the same time, 

was deeply aware of the extent to which essentially comparative notions and practices had 

profoundly insinuated themselves into the normative organizational unit of global modernity, the 

nation-state. The amount of energy he devoted in the 1980s to examining the connections 

between disciplinary fields of knowledge and the geopolitical divisions of the imperial—

colonial, i.e., modern, world continues to serve as an inspiration. 

Ultimately, the notion of comparison is ―baked in‖ to the disciplinary divisions in two different 

ways. The first concerns the division of disciplines according to geocultural area. The implicit 

correspondence between an area of research and a geocultural unit in the real world is itself a 

mode of comparison that creates or sutures equivalence between objects of study and actual 

social formations, each of which is organized, both internally and externally, in parallel fashion. 

The second way in which comparison is ―baked in‖ concerns the distinction between theoretical 

and empirical disciplines. The relation between universalism and particularism, or again 

between the theoretical and the empirical, is not simply an issue for reflection but one of 

disciplinary practice, as specific disciplines or fields of research are weighted towards one or the 

other. Invariably, these two inherent forms of comparison ―baked in‖ to the disciplinary 

divisions of the human and social sciences are cross-mapped. The template or model for the 

results of this cross-mapping would be that conceptually incoherent yet socially powerful 

abstraction known as the West.  

As an apparatus of area, the West plays a performative role in the hegemony of comparison. It 

is at once both the standard by which other ―areas‖ are measured and an exception to that 

measure. In stressing its incomparable quality, however, my aim is not to direct discussion 

towards the theories of the exception developed in recent years notably by Giorgio Agamben 

and those inspired by his work. Instead, I would like to stress an aesthetic aspect to the problem. 

I understand the aesthetic, in this context, as a field in which the representation and figuration of 

some of the essential aporias or splits of modernity are staged. In relation to the economy, the 

aesthetic is the place where ―the problem of the presentation, or even the representation of 

something called the capitalist mode of production itself‖ (Read 2003, 30) becomes inseparable 

from the figuration of the human—and, more generally, the parallel forms of difference (one 

colonial, the other anthropological) that comprise the apparatus of specific or species difference. 

Seen from this perspective, the West names an aesthetic point of transition between 

anthropological difference and colonial difference, or again, between the economic and the 

aesthetic, between measure and the incommensurable. That this point of transition is related to 

the notion of modernity as, fundamentally, an era of transitions each metonymically linked with 

the others (such that, for example, the industrial revolution virtually stands for the bourgeois 

democratic revolution and vice versa) should come as no surprise. The West, understood to be 

sure not as a historical cultural entity but as a model for a universal apparatus of area, is 

precisely a device for managing, and grounding, the messy oscillation between the different yet 

interrelated forms of materiality that characterize capitalist transition. These forms are both 

subjective and objective and each are equally material, though in differential ways.  

My focus here in this position paper falls on the way in which the subjects produced by the 

apparatus of area are invariably stamped with the imprint of anthropological difference, 

configured through the logical economy of specific difference and the anthropological type. This 

effort is part of a general project to understand the production of subjects who in Marx‘s terms 
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are predisposed to look at the political and social organizational supports to capitalist modes of 

production in terms of ―self-evident, natural‖ laws and phenomenon. The larger aim, beyond 

what this position paper can attempt, is to delineate a critique of the composite apparatus of 

area and anthropological difference, opening the way for simultaneous, parallel reorganizations 

of the human/social sciences, on the one hand, in concert with a radical reorganization of the 

political and social structures governing the organization of human (and other) populations, on 

the other.   

The issues schematically described above came into play in a very interesting way during recent 

intellectual debates around the problem of comparison and its relation to the history of 

capitalism and colonialism. In an important essay from 2009 titled, ―The Material World of 

Comparison‖, the Malaysian diasporic scholar Pheng Cheah coined the term ―biopolitical 

infrastructure of comparison‖ (Cheah 2009, 539) to describe a series of infrastructural aspects in 

modern societies that not only have biopolitical implications (i.e., are connected to the life and 

well-being of a population inasmuch as that population is considered ―productive‖ from the 

perspective of capital accumulation), but are also inherently comparative in nature. This 

inherently comparative aspect is due to the peculiarities of a world system based on a plurality of 

nation-states, each of which contains within its borders an analogous social structure based on 

class difference articulated to a specific anthropological type—a national image. Cheah‘s 

approach to comparison subsequently attracted criticism from Singaporean scholar Shaoling Ma, 

who astutely argues in an essay titled, ―To Compare Otherwise: Immanence, Totality, and the 

Crisis of Capital‖, that capitalist valorization is based on an inherent process of comparison 

incessantly replayed in the difference between exchange value and use value. Within this 

framework, social needs are constantly compared to the standards of exchange value – the 

economic ―bottom line‖ that tends to replace all other values, becoming, in the era of 

neoliberalism or real subsumption, the one unique standard of value against which literally 

everything must be measured. Ma‘s critique identifies an almost latent Plekhanovian tendency in 

Cheah‘s approach, which implicitly relies, she claims, on a reductive, binary division between 

base and superstructure for its understanding of ―infrastructure‖. Intellectual labor is not exempt 

from this corrosive form of comparativity imposed by capitalist regimes of accumulation and 

must be made, Ma argues with good reason, to account for its complicity with it. In effect, what 

Ma is pointing to is not just the circular relationship, or reversibility, between social objects and 

the fields called forth to study them but also the way in which capitalism benefits from such 

circularity. Just as saving the planet has become synonymous with saving capitalism (Shukin 

2009, 82), a similar dynamic can be observed in the production of knowledge. Saving, or 

promoting, critique tends to become, in the neoliberal university, synonymous with saving 

capitalist forms of measure. 

Ma‘s critique, with which I partially agree, leaves aside questions related to subjective formation 

and causality that are both crucial to Cheah‘s approach and help shed additional light on the 

intersection between intellectual labor and capitalist valorization that commands Ma‘s attention 

(and, in the name of full disclosure, mine, too). Cheah is interested not only in showing the 

existence of a comparative dimension to biopower for which the primary vehicle is the nation-

state, he also wants to reveal the way in which comparison is not an operation conducted 

between two or more autonomously formed subjects whose existence fundamentally precedes 

their relationship but is rather a constituent process in the formation of those subjects. In other 

words, comparison occurs before the things to be compared – such as nation-states and their 

attendant populations, principally – can ever be compared. This point, we should note in passing, 

parallels Ma‘s observation that comparison occurs in the relationship between exchange value 

and use value even before social things of different value are related to each other through the 

convenience of an abstract equivalent in the form of money. The relation between these two 

different forms of proactive comparison are of great interest to me and deeply influence the way 
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I understand Cheah‘s conclusion that, ―Biopower is therefore a form of structural causality‖ 

(Cheah 2009, 539).  

Taken from the conceptual vocabulary developed by Louis Althusser, the concept of structural 

causality, also called immanent causality, refers to a feedback loop in which causes become 

effects and effects causes. The principal upshot of this approach for a Marxist critique of 

capitalist accumulation is to displace the knotty problem of capitalist transition away from both 

economistic explanations, i.e., explanations that privilege a positivistic understanding of social 

relations based on a parallel with the natural sciences, and idealist explanations that privilege the 

cultural superstructure, i.e., identities, without any attempt to account for materiality. Instead, 

what emerges are two parallel forms: the mode of production (what used to be called the base) 

and the mode of subjection (what used to be called the superstructure), both of which are equally 

material yet in different ways. While acknowledging that the complexity of the problems 

involved demands investigation that goes beyond the schematic account above, I also assert that 

simplification is a useful aid to understand the broader implications for humanistic research in 

general. The relation between the two is mutually constitutive, moving us towards a processual 

ontology that begins with relationship before the things being related have coalesced into 

discrete, autonomous entities as such. Beyond its implications for Marxist theory and closer to 

the topic of this position paper, this processual methodology has profound ramifications for 

understanding the type of comparativity hardwired into social relations through the 

organizational matrix of the nation-state. Is it not, in truth, the only hope we have of not falling 

prey to the forms of comparison already ―hardwired‖ into modern social relations and 

knowledge production? If the answer to this rhetorical question is affirmative, it means that we 

cannot take the nation-state as a unit of comparison without losing sight of the conditions that 

not only constitute its emergence in the past but also its reproduction in the present and its 

projection into the future. To not do so risks losing sight, in other words, of the moments of 

indeterminacy and plasticity in which alternative pasts and alternative futures are suppressed, 

while ―choices‖ are formatted into binary oppositions such as the foreign and the domestic, the 

normal and the abnormal, the standard and the exception. As Jason Read observed a decade ago 

in The Micro-Politics of Capital: Marx and the Prehistory of the Present, the introduction of 

immanent causality into the field of inquiry ―challenges the very idea of capitalism as 

functioning like an economy, a self-sufficient series of market relations that function as ‗natural 

laws‘ of society‖ (Read 2003, 15). Yet how can we possibly avoid accepting the nation-state as 

an implicit unit of comparison when the very languages in which knowledge production is 

conducted have all been ―nationalized‖?   

The point to which I would like to draw attention, one that is not thematized by Read per se, is 

that Read‘s critique implicitly displaces our understanding of capitalist transition away from the 

realm of the economic (obviously) and the political (less obviously) to the realm of the aesthetic. 

This displacement is seen primarily in the fine-grained attention that Read devotes to the 

problem of representation, and the distinction between the presentation of an argument and the 

actual program of research that constitutes it, in Marx‘s Capital. It goes without saying that this 

aesthetic domain is not synonymous with the realm of art. Yet, as Simon Gikandi has shown, it 

is inseparable from the standards of cultural and artistic value embraced by the European 

bourgeoisie to justify the practice of slavery (Gikandi 2001) that opened the era of a modernity 

that Fred Moten and Stefano Harney would agree is, specifically in relation to slavery, 

thoroughly logistical  (Moten & Harney 2013). The aesthetic is the device used carefully to hide, 

through naturalization, or mimesis, the apparatus of area and anthropological difference. With its 

cross-mapped cartographies of anthropological types, geopolitical borders, and hierarchies of 

linguistic and translational labor, this apparatus is essential to the logistical modernity that 

combines colonization in the broadest sense with capitalist accumulation.  
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More than just representation in the political sense of a proxy or the artistic sense of a portrait, 

the aesthetic is a domain that manages the logistics of transition or oscillation between the two 

that is at the crux of the political born out of colonial—imperial modernity. It is crucial to 

recognize that the operation of this transitional device falls squarely on the process of 

figuration—the fashioning of an anthropological type through processes of abstraction that are 

parallel to the way capital creates abstract labor. As Read helpfully explains (while summarizing 

Fredric Jameson): ―one of the difficulties of representing the capitalist mode or production is 

that it is both more than or less than its constitutive elements; that is, it is not money but the 

intersection of the point where money becomes more than itself, as capital, and less than itself, 

as the poverty of workers…In Althusser, this combination of the ‗more and less‘ is expressed 

through the combination of ‗metonymical‘ and ‗immanent causality‘‖ (Read 2009, 167). The 

role of anthropological difference as an implicit organizational matrix or infrastructure for the 

recognition of social objects through the categories of national culture, national language, 

national history, national literature, etc., needs to be questioned as an intrinsic part of the 

biopolitical infrastructure of comparison that makes capitalism‘s standard of comparison – the 

reduction of everything to exchange value – livable (even if barely livable or sometimes not at 

all) for the populations that serve as the ultimate source of labor from which value as recognized 

by capitalism as such can be extracted. This position paper proposes that what is specifically 

biopolitical about the infrastructure of comparison inherent to modern knowledge production is 

precisely the way in which anthropological difference is understood to be anchored in an area 

that serves as a kind of apparatus or device for the production of subjects. The standard form 

which this area takes in the modern period is the nation-state, invariably accompanied by the 

supplement of civilizational difference.  

The biopolitical infrastructure of comparison would thus be an alternate name for what I have 

been calling the apparatus of area and anthropological difference. It is an abstraction of social 

relations that is composed primarily of two sides: one is the abstraction of social relations into 

the commodity form and abstract labor; the other is the abstraction of social relations into 

anthropological types essentially modeled on a conception of language sustained by an 

appropriation-under-erasure of the labor of translation. As such, it is a form of material 

infrastructure that straddles the epistemological and the ontological, the empirical and the 

theoretical, the subjective and the objective, giving rise to ―areas‖ that supposedly correspond 

―naturally‖ to anthropological objects in the way that ―Chinese studies‖ is presumably called 

forth by the need to study objects marked by specifically ―Chinese‖ characteristics.  Needless to 

say, this is a problem, or a disposition, that concerns more than ―Chinese studies‖ itself but 

extends in fact to all of the social relations and practices that constitute and sustain knowledge 

production in all fields in the human and social sciences. Precisely because you are not involved 

in Chinese studies and do not write in Chinese, your praxis is directly involved in the creation of 

an areal apparatus that produces ―Chinese‖ subjects. 

The aesthetic, thus, is a mobile site that manages logistical transfer and transitions in general—

the heart of colonial—imperial modernity—through the subjective technology of translation. At 

the heart of this technology is a process of figuration, or, more accurately, a process of 

cofiguration, as Naoki Sakai has described in detail (Sakai 1997). Figuration means the 

assignation of an anthropological type constructed within the logical economy of individual, 

species, and genus—the logic of specific or species difference. Within the colonial—imperial 

modernity, the anthropological type is invariably associated with the nation and its supplement, 

the civilization. The modern nation-state represents anthropological difference both in the sense 

that it is supposed to be a proxy for a specific population composed of individuals within a 

homogeneous species and in the sense that it crystallizes the capacity for reason that is at the 

heart of the speciesist distinction between homo sapiens and other species. I am particularly 

interested in charting out the way in which the nation-state, as an avatar of anthropological 

difference, is both a product of capitalist regimes of accumulation and a condition for their 
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reproduction and I propose that this cartographical research project can only be undertaken on 

the ground of the aesthetic. 

The difficulty in charting out this aesthetic constellation is considerable, not least of all because 

the disciplinary divisions of the human and social sciences incorporate this difference into their 

very constitution. This predicament is what is at stake, as I understand it, when Ma asserts: ―if 

intellectual comparisons take place under the conditions of capitalist comparison, the latter is no 

mere backdrop but is subject to mediating between subjective and general levels of 

exchangeability‖ (Ma 2017, 34). Hence it is not surprising that Ma turns our attention to the 

importance of the indeterminateness of labor. This is the moment when living people become 

stamped by an abstraction, what Marx calls ―abstract labor‖ ready to be bought and sold as a 

commodity. The actual ―stamp‖ itself cannot be objectified; only its effects can be seized 

through the marks of anthropological difference that adhere to all forms of living labor and 

partially determine, in a comparative mode, their price relative to one another in the greater 

division of labor. The compulsion to identify labor in reference to anthropological difference—

the work of the aesthetic—is the negative sign of the indeterminateness of labor.  

Yet it does not seem to me that Ma draws the full implications from Marx‘s insight that 

exchange value presupposes population (Ma 2017, 34). Of course, as Ma had pointed out, 

exchange value in relation to use value is one of the innately proactive forms of comparison that 

inhabits capitalist social relations even before any explicit comparisons are undertaken. Yet, if 

exchange value in turn presupposes population, this means that we would have to account for the 

various innately proactive forms of comparison that inhabit the concept of population in much 

the same way. It is because capitalism is the story of transitions of all sorts that comparison takes 

on a biopolitical sense, presupposing a population which is configured through mapping, 

bordering, and translation, turning population into a figure of anthropological difference that 

purportedly explains the division of labor: Chinese are priced lower than Germans. 

While an account of the history of the disciplinary divisions of the human and social sciences 

would be unthinkable without reference to such difference, the inherent difficulty of providing 

an account of anthropological difference today is compounded by the role of nationalized 

languages formed through the modern regime of translation. In truth, every enunciation about 

anthropological difference, or indeed any cultural object whatsoever, is always already 

implicated in the production of anthropological difference in ways that cannot be accounted for 

without recourse to a methodological solution like immanent causality. At the very least, a 

regime of translation correlated to anthropological difference forms an integral part of the 

implicitly comparative nature of knowledge about the ―units‖ that form the basis of cultural and 

social knowledge in any given situation. If Naoki Sakai has repeatedly revisited the question of 

comparativity at various points during the past several decades‘ work on a critique of the 

modern regime of translation, it is because implicit concepts of translation and comparison 

insinuate themselves into epistemological frameworks even before the work of comparison per 

se has actually begun. ―Precisely because the operation of comparison is neither objectified 

explicitly nor posited as a thematic, is the comparative study of language, culture, nationality 

and civilization very often ignorant of what precedes, calls for or prepares for comparison‖ 

(Sakai 2013, 2). Sakai‘s response to this state of affairs is to call our attention to the primary 

forms of labor without which these innately proactive, yet unrecognized, forms of comparison 

are accomplished: the labor of translation and the labor bordering. The labor of translation is a 

name that applies to a whole panoply of linguistic practices that exceed the purview of what is 

narrowly defined as translation per se (which might be better identified as a practice of creating 

and sustaining logistical species). Translation is, simply put, social practice, and vice versa.  

To return to Ma‘s critique of Cheah, we could say that Ma invites us to expand the notion of 

comparative infrastructure. Not content to limit this expanded view to the different kind of 
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materiality encountered in the subjective aspects of social life, Ma‘s critique challenges us to 

account for the way in which critique is constitutive of the objects it deals with. Yet, despite the 

contribution that Ma‘s critique of Cheah brings to us in promoting a fuller understanding of the 

mode of subjection, I cannot help but detect a moment when it, too, tellingly stumbles around 

the role of anthropological difference in the construction of the modern world‘s biopolitical 

infrastructure. Instead of pursuing the logic that leads from an account of the forms of 

comparativity hardwired into social relations from exchange value to population, Ma turns 

towards the opposition between thought and practice, world and knowledge. In other words, 

what is lost is an opportunity to focus on the labor of translation and the labor of bordering that 

precedes these fundamental categories that would otherwise trap us into the positivity of their 

apparent—yet wholly fabricated—givenness. Or again, what is lost from view is the chance to 

seize the moment, in academic labor, when the indeterminateness of labor is stamped with the 

imprimatur of anthropological difference through the inherently comparative protocols of 

nationalized language and disciplinary specialization—protocols that are spectral images 

produced by the modern regime of translation.   

One of the most important conclusions drawn by Cheah is that ―the technologies that 

productively shape human life are detached from and exceed individual intellectual 

consciousness‖ (Cheah 2009, 538). In Cheah‘s account, these technologies are the substance of 

what he means by the term biopolitical infrastructure of comparison. When we start to include, 

as Ma‘s critique opens a way for us to do, subjective technologies such as translation into the 

picture, we can begin to appreciate the full implications of what it means that the biopolitical 

infrastructure of comparison simply cannot be an object of individual, personal experience. This 

is precisely the argument laid forth by Sakai when he borrows the Kantian notion of the schema 

to describe the putative totality of language. It is not something that could ever be an object of 

experience but is rather posited as the precondition for a simulacrum of experience that goes by 

the name of our language versus theirs. Without this simulacrum in place, the entire structure of 

sympathy that sustains that form of racism known as nationalism could never be effective. At the 

level of language, none of us can effectively experience the biopolitical infrastructure of 

comparison. The only times it becomes visible are during the moments we conventionally 

understand as a translational situation. Needless to say, the trick is to recognize that all linguistic 

practice is a form of translation and that translation is a social practice of labor and bordering.  

In other words, I propose that the solution to the problems and difficulties raised and 

encountered by Cheah and Ma lies in dialing them in around the view of knowledge production 

as a question of translation, and of translation as a social practice. Armed with this awareness, 

social research in the humanities and social sciences would be much less likely to lose sight of 

the indeterminacy, past, present, and future, that inheres beyond the abstractions of the apparatus 

of area and anthropological difference. This is a form of research that might finally be able to 

contribute to the simultaneous displacement of the both the modern regime of translation and the 

capitalist regime of accumulation.  
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Abstract: Contemporary life sciences, in both their logic and practice, have rendered 

problematic the concept of life as well as the experience of living, necessarily taking on a 

political and ethical role in human society. The successful sequencing of the human genome in 

2003 gave rise to a technoscientific landscape of making an enterprise of genetic data that, as 

promised, would create productive routes to tackling disease and flourishing human health by 

equipping people with self-knowledge and thus self-care. My contention is to argue that this 

contemporary moment calls for new tools of inquiry for the social sciences, to think, that is, with 

encounters and uncertainty in the world. To think with encounters would call for approaching 

matters as they are given shape through someone‘s care and concern, taking account of the 

potential for new inequalities that it holds. To foreground uncertainty would involve going 

beyond responses of simple affirmation or criticism of increasing biologisation in our culture, 

bringing out the contingent politics and ethics of human beings. Lastly, to encounter the 

uncertain science of genomics with the analytic of care or concern would mean making the 

terms of inquiry correspond with things in the process of their emergence. 

Keywords: Contemporary science and technology; Postgenomic condition; Uncertainty; Matters 

of concern; Care of knowledge; Contingent politics and ethics; Encounters; Process philosophy; 

Biologisation 

_____________________ 

 

Beginning from the latter part of the 20th century till the present moment, contemporary life 

sciences have witnessed a steep rise in the breakthroughs made possible in the domains of health 

and medicine. From transforming virus-bacteria chimeras into patented drugs in the 1970s 

through recombinant DNA technology to making human-animal hybrids to meet the growing 

need for organ transplants in humans, to the most recent and controversial birth of twins whose 

embryos were genetically modified by Chinese scientists to prevent the activation of the HIV 

gene carried by a parent, one can hardly argue against the (in)famous genetic scientist Craig 

Venter
2
 when he called the 21st century as the ‗century of biology‘ (Venter and Cohen 2004). 

The promise of the new life sciences was always targeted towards improvements in the health of 

people via technological advancements in medical interventions. A key event to such 

transformations was marked by the Human Genome Project that sought to sequence the entire 

human genome- the totality of genetic material in a person‘s body- for diagnosing disease at the 

level of single letter of the DNA code text. The pervasiveness of this kind of thinking in 

                                                        
1 The current paper has been reworked from the MPhil thesis titled ‗Uncertain Encounters: Traversing Life, Biology and 

Modern Genomics‘ that I submitted to the Department of Sociology, University of Hyderabad under the supervision of 

Prof. Sasheej Hegde in June, 2019. I would like to thank Prof Hegde for pushing me to think further than the bounds of 

the thesis, a motivation that has resulted in the current paper.  
2 Craig Venter is remembered in the ‗genome wars‘ as the scientist and head of the private biotech company, Celera 

Genomics, who challenged the public consortium for the Human Genome Project spearheaded by the U.S. government, 

to finish the sequencing of the human genome in a lesser time and a lower cost  He is described most commonly as 'an 
outspoken maverick of the scientific world' (Rabinow 2008: 85). 
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molecular biology and biomedicine together had created what historian of science, Lily E. Kay 

(1992) termed as the ‗molecular vision to life‘.  

The effects and affects created by these breakthrough possibilities as they were actualised 

through the discipline of molecular biology generally, and the technoscientific field of genomics 

specifically, have had consequences far beyond the domains of scientific inquiry and practice. 

Without doubt, in the ongoing 21st century, the very space of biology and the life sciences as a 

whole are beginning to play a critical role in redefining how we think about life, make use of 

living matter as technology and overall learn about how to lead a good life. No wonder then that 

at least some bioethicists have suggested that the latest tool for gene editing called CRISPR
3
 can 

be classified as a ‗disruptive‘ technology that potentially transforms an entire field of study, 

changing existing relations, practices and modes of production as well as social institutions and 

moral domains of life (see Greenfield et al. 2016: 18). 

The coming into being and consequences of such disruptive technologies are then part of the 

contemporary world that the social sciences need to encounter and find a vocabulary to describe. 

The pervasive nature of such technologies is rooted, among other things, in the landscape of 

globality that according to anthropologists Aihwa Ong and Stephen Collier (2005) act out in 

contingent political, ethical and technological formations from which radical change arises and 

that it further brings into effect. This paper seeks to argue that the prevalent terms of inquiry 

employed in the social sciences may not be sufficient for us to evaluate and account for the 

transformations that are brought by contemporary life sciences and technology. A major reason 

for the unaccountability of transformative scientific change is that they demand an attention 

neither to positivist inquiries of progress in human abilities that anyway seek to serve 

anthropocentric ends nor those of a capitalist science disrupting human relations and subjectivity 

for the worse. Rather what a social scientific inquiry needs to ‗invent‘ a vocabulary for is 

precisely the multifaceted reality of contemporary technoscience to take account of the positive, 

negative as well as the unknown and uncertain consequences that they hold for the collective 

futures of human beings and other organisms. In addition to the political, ethical and 

technological formations, I argue that it is equally important for social inquiry to be attentive to 

the historical emergence of scientific objects. But first let us briefly recount some recent 

suggestions coming from social theorists on how to undertake inquiries today.  

 

Social Inquiries in the Age of Technoscience 

In his work on the ethics of social inquiry, sociologist and social theorist Martin Savransky 

argues that if inquiries in social sciences are to be made relevant in the world today, they need to 

―come to terms with the situated ways in which experiences of various kinds and natures come 

to matter.‖ (Savransky, 2017: 8). Savransky takes inspiration from philosopher John Dewey‘s 

project of reconstructing philosophy after the two World Wars writing in and for a world 

ravaged by the destruction of war and violence. For Dewey, the project of reconstruction 

involved the literal formation of intellectual instrumentalities that for which the latter paved the 

way by developing the terms for a moral human science that would take account of the ―deeply 

                                                        
3  CRISPR (which stands for ‗Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats‘) is one of the tools for gene 

editing that broke on the biotech scene for enabling genetic modifications in organisms at a speed previously 
unimaginable by biologists in the laboratory. The seemingly unlimited possibilities of this technique is said to have 

introduced a new paradigm in biological research, even constituting a ‗revolution‘ of sorts. One could potentially cure 

diseases with strong genetic links like cancer and Huntington‘s, but one could also ‗optimise‘ human characteristics such 
as intelligence and height. 
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and inclusively human—that is to say, moral—facts‖ (Dewey 2004 as quoted in Savransky 

2017: 6).  

Savransky‘s point of reigniting Dewey‘s project is that, in the course of its development from 

the mid-20th century up until the present moment, the social sciences have predominantly 

translated the ‗inclusively‘ human facts into ‗exclusively‘ human ones. What the age of 

disruptive technoscientific advancement demands is to realise how human or moral facts were 

never exclusively human but are composed of ―experiences of various kinds and natures‖ 

including those of nonhuman life as well non-living objects. On this front, it may be useful to 

utilise the idea of critique that we get from the Science Studies scholar Bruno Latour, 

specifically his reformulation of the term ‗matters of fact‘ to ‗matter of concern‘ (Latour 2004). 

Latour‘s beginning point is that the age we live in, it is no longer sensible to draw a distinction 

between the ‗thing‘, defined in Heideggerian terms, as something that comes into existence as a 

result of creative human labour, and the ‗object‘ that is the mechanical result of technology. 

While rejecting the distinction between ‗thing‘ and ‗object‘, Latour retains Heidegger‘s idea of 

‗gathering‘ when he suggests that the role of critique is to unpack the process through which 

objects (including human and nonhuman life) are gathered in an arena to become something that 

stands apart. This gathering can only be possible if we draw our attention to matters of concern 

that are actively working to ultimately compose a matter of fact as a separate thing. He writes, 

Matters of fact are only very partial and, I would argue, very polemical, very political  

renderings of matters of concern and only a subset of what could also be called states of 

affairs. It is this second empiricism, this return to the realist attitude, that I‘d like to 

offer as the next task for the critically minded (Latour, 2004, p 232). 

An expansion of the domain of social inquiry to the nonhuman and the nonliving world, albeit in 

its interaction with the human, has an important methodological consequence. Both Savransky 

(2017) and Latour (2004) seek to move beyond an overemphasis on constructionism, that has 

guided social studies of science since the late 20th century. Savransky suggests that relevant 

social inquiries need to be posed not at the epistemological or the cognitive level but at a 

practical level, such that they lead us to what, following pragmatic philosopher William James, 

he calls ‗radical empiricism‘ (2017, p 47-48). Latour similarly revises his own earlier position 

during his ethnographic investigations of science in which his methodological strategy was to 

move away from the scientific fact per se by focusing on the conditions that made them possible, 

a position that is often associated with social constructionist inquiries that often implying a 

denial of the real. While opening out to the wider category of matters of concern in  his use of 

the term ‗gathering‘, Latour‘s aim is to ―add reality to matters of fact rather than subtract reality‖ 

(2004, p 232).  

Their theoretical prowess apart, I take issue with two methodological consequences of the kind 

of inquiries proposed by the two scholars. One, it avoids foregrounding the historical  process 

through which the scientific practice or object comes to exist. If inquiries targeted at a practical 

level are to become relevant for today, then surely it is with relation to the concerns of yesterday 

that we can gauge what becomes a matter of concern today. Two, the equivalence between 

humans and nonhumans seems to work up until the point where we are gathering how matters 

come to become facts. However, as philosopher Ian Hacking (1999) has pointed out, there is a 

‗looping effect‘ with humankind that equips us with the ability to adapt and form ways of living 

according to the classifications that we give ourselves. This is why the distinction that Savransky 

makes between the practical, the cognitive and the epistemological levels of inquiry is important 

but may not be enough for us to formulate a relevant social inquiry. In fact, the challenge of 

inquiry, in my opinion, would be to precisely carve out the exact interrelations between these 

different levels. How do human beings know the world, what kind of mental and material 

categories do we make, and how do we (human and nonhuman) live in the world today are 
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questions belonging to different orders, but questions that need to be synthesised especially in 

inquiries of science and technology. 

To formulate such inquiries then would involve investigations in two directions. One is to accept 

that historical engagement with objects is not redundant today. Since science is a practice in 

knowledge making, we still need engagements with the history of knowledge, and by extension, 

the history of science that would pose questions of knowledge at the level of epistemology. In 

relation to the technoscientific field of genomics, such a historical engagement would pose 

questions like how did we come to know the genome, that is, using what instruments, models, 

organisms and concepts did discourse of the gene give way to genomics; how did the ‗molecular 

vision to life‘ come to be established in biology and biomedicine; as well as how did further 

scientific knowledge and technological apparatuses post-genome come to draw the limits of 

reducing life to its elementary parts? The second set of questions in an inquiry of contemporary 

science would include taking account of how the concepts and practices we have built as part of 

scientific engagements brought into effect certain formations, institutional or personal, that have 

shaped our subjective understanding of ourselves. In other words, the pervasive presence of a 

technoscience like genomics in our everyday thinking about health, disease and lifestyle calls for 

us to historicise and cognise our present terms of reference, that are increasingly biologised, to 

think about ourselves as human beings who, in sociologist Nikolas Rose‘s description, are ―born, 

mature, sicken and die‖ (Rose 2007, p 54).  

The Historical Reality of Scientific Objects 

We turn to historians of science and epistemology, Hans-Jorg Rheinberger (2000 and 2010) and 

Lorraine Daston (2000) to approach science as a practice in knowledge-making that is 

historically mediated. Setting the stage for such efforts under the broad rubric of ‗historical 

epistemology‘ – itself inspired by the creative oeuvre of the French philosopher of science and 

medicine, Georges Canguilhem (see 1994 and 2008 [1966]) - Rheinberger claims that in the 

transition from the 19th to 20th century experimental sciences, the understanding of 

epistemology changed from being a mere theory of knowledge to ―reflecting on the historical 

conditions under which, and the means with which, things are made into objects of knowledge‖ 

(Rheinberger 2010, p 2). For Rheinberger, this change was characteristic of a transformation in 

the very problem space of epistemology that had gone from conceptualising the object of science 

from the perspective of the knowing subject to reflecting on ―the relationship between object and 

concept that started from the object to be known‖ (ibid., p 3). Indeed, the increasingly 

experimental mould within which the sciences come to be practiced since the 19th century 

becomes the driving force behind an endeavour such as historical epistemology, as it came to be 

realised that there can be no knowing of the object in transcendental terms and, even more so, 

that the object itself had to be grasped under historically variable conditions. 

An exemplary situation recounting this change is how following from the second World War, 

the advent of cybernetics as a military science and information theory in media and 

communication had pushed biological thinking to conceive of the organism in more 

informational term. It is thus not surprising that a major scientific breakthrough after the war 

was the elucidation of the structure of DNA in 1953 as an ‗information-carrying molecule‘. This 

breakthrough event brought about a shift in our ways of thinking as life came to be understood 

in informational terms, which changed the very linguistic register in which biologists 

communicated. One can observe here a correlation between the historical conditions during 

which particular sciences and objects come into existence and the cognitive categories used to 

make sense of and crystallise those objects into what Latour would call a ‗matter of fact‘.  

More concretely, the historian of science Evelyn Fox Keller (2002) has recounted the 

importance of metaphors in understanding biological development and making sense of life. She 



ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          179 

points out that in the discourse of genetics, research during most of the 19th and the first half of 

the 20th century was lead by the term ‗gene action‘ when biologists did not know what was the 

exact structure and function of genes, knowing only that genes acted to create the characteristics 

of the organism. However, following from the development of molecular biology, pinning down 

DNA as the information carrying molecule had resulted in the popular model of ‗genetic 

programme‘ in the 1960s that conceived of the entire genome of the organism as functioning on 

the principles of circular feedback. This shift in the linguistic register of biology did not mean 

that the previous concept of ‗gene action‘ lacked any more reality than it did earlier. It meant 

that both the terms were contingently developed to refer to the same object under different 

historical conditions.  

On similar lines, Daston (2000) proposes to approach ‗scientific objects‘ as both real and 

historical objects. Her critique is set against the backdrop of such oppositional positions as 

realism and constructionism adopted by sociologists, historians and philosophers of science in 

analysing scientific questions. While realists see scientific objects as ―discoveries, unexplored 

territory waiting to be mapped‖ (see Daston 2000, p 2), constructionists regard these objects as 

inventions or fabrications that are strictly tied to a specific time and place, in the process 

denying them their reality in favour of historicity. Both these positions, as Daston also urges, 

lose their feasibility for a comprehensive analysis of science as historical knowledge. Her simple 

and yet concrete suggestion is that to grasp how scientific objects come into being, sustain their 

presence and pass away (in some instances), one needs deeper engagements with both the real 

and the historical.  

This necessarily entails recognising that the phenomenon in question has a reality before it 

becomes a scientific object, even as scientific inquiry per se stabilises the same or classifies it 

into a coherent category. It also involves recognising that scientific objects are not inert but 

produce results in the form of applications, techniques, or explanations; and, what is more, they 

are also embedded in the larger domains of scientific culture that includes instruments, like 

microscopes, and non-human model organisms that are used in research (ibid.). As a case in 

point, I shall turn to exploring the scientific culture of molecular biology in the process tracing a 

historical trajectory of its object of interest, that is, from DNA to the genome. The following 

section thus serves as a connector to bring out the interrelation between the historical-epistemic 

conditions of science, their conceptual translations and the practical bearing on how we might 

live today. 

 

The case of Molecular Biology: Old Certainties, New Uncertainties 

As mentioned in the introduction, genome-based interventions in diagnosis of disease and other 

health related issues have created what Lily E. Kay famously called the ‗molecular vision of 

life‘. These interventions were able to be enacted from within the field of molecular biology, as 

a field of research established as part of the ‗technological landscape‘ (1993, p 5), comprising of 

people, institutions and instruments, which brought about several practical change in the 

discipline of biology. One, the new kind of biology came to study molecules, the building blocks 

of all life, establishing a unity rather than diversity of life. Two, it came to integrate a number of 

physicists and biochemists who were interested in the problem of ‗naturalising life‘ (Morange 

2008, p 33), that is, to rid it off of any vitalist mystery by unlocking its material composition. 

Three, this motivation was aided by the gradual movement towards lower levels of organisation 

of life- the downward movement in the history of biological descriptions- beginning from 

organisms, organs and tissues in the 18th century, cells in the 19th century, to subcellular 

structures like chromosomes and molecules in the 20th century. Four, this downward movement 

was aided by improvements in optical devices over time like the revolutionary introduction of 
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the electron microscope that was able to penetrate the subatomic levels of matter and address ―a 

domain of the living world that had previously been partially absent from the description‖ (ibid., 

p 33) 

All of these factors together had created a certainty for molecular biology to establish the central 

dogma of life on the basis of ‗upward causation‘, that would study vital phenomenon from the 

smallest and most fundamental parts to the aggregated state of the body (Kay 1993, p 4). The 

Human Genome Project was born out of this way of thinking, with the explicit aim of 

diagnosing genetic disease according to the specific sequence of DNA that would be found to be 

‗abnormal‘. This reductionist way of thinking had become even more powerful with 

technologies of information, like the ABI sequencing machines that displaced scientists in 

sequencing the human genome to avoid ‗human error‘ (see Reardon 2017, p 41-42) as well as 

those in biomedicine, like technologies of genetic screening and testing that promise diagnosis 

of genetic diseases that can often end up essentialising an individual or a whole community for 

being ‗genetically at risk‘ (see for example Rose 2007; Lock and Nguyen 2010).  

However, as Nikolas Rose pointedly observes, contemporary life sciences are simultaneously 

supporting another style of thought that ―construes vital properties as emergent, and living 

organisms as dynamic and complex systems, located in a dimension of temporality and 

development, and constitutively open to their milieu – a milieu that ranges in scale from the 

intracellular to psychological, biographical, social and cultural‖ (Rose 2013, p 5). This scale of 

movement follows the principle of downward causation, something that was almost entirely 

ignored in the beginning decades of molecular biology, but has come to be largely accepted by 

biologists especially after the completion of the Human Genome Project. Fissures in the 

genomic style of thought also came from the problem of interpretation of genomic data. Life 

scientists had realised after they had the draft of the entire sequence of the genome in their hands 

that sequence information is not supposed to deliver biological meaning itself; it will have to be 

interpreted, perhaps by the whole biological community as one leader of project famously wrote 

(Reardon 2017).  

While molecular biology has often been characterised as a project with a reductionist aim 

(Morange 2008), critical analyses have stressed on the fact that the aim of molecular biology 

was a move towards materialism (see Rheinberger 2000, p 226) or ‗molecular-structural‘ modes 

of representations (Barnes and Dupre 2008, p 48). Clearly, it was also from within the same field 

of research that the limits of reductionist thinking were drawn. As Keller (2000) had predicted, 

at the end of reviewing the development of the gene over a century, the gene seems more like a 

concept of the 20th century than the 21st. The  uncertainties created by the new sciences of life 

had rendered sensible to talk only of a ‗flexible dynamics of the genome‘, rather than of any 

stable entity called the gene. To think with the dynamics of the genome or the emergent 

properties of vitality also serves as an ethical ground for the life sciences to resist the casual 

applications of ‗disruptive‘ technologies like CRISPR, as was apparent in the recent genetic 

modification of Chinese twins. It is here that we find that the ‗deep and inclusively human facts‘ 

that the social sciences are supposed to engender are not exclusively human at all but constituted 

of the changing historical, technological and ethical conditions in the material culture of the life 

sciences.  

Concluding Ties: How are we to Think and Live? 

The contemporary life sciences have dictated our concepts of life, health and disease as well as 

our experience of living. The field of biopolitics as instituted by Michel Foucault, and developed 

further by sociologists and anthropologists, is dedicated to assessing questions of how both 

biological and social life become the object of politics. Consequently, ‗biopower‘ for him was a 

particular modality of government that differed from the sovereign state‘s exercise of power, 
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obtaining less by commanding the death of dissidents and more by ‗managing‘ the life of its 

citizens in micro-practices of health, sanitation, birth, sexuality etc. so as to achieve the 

‗subjugation‘ of bodies and ‗control‘ of populations (see Jasanoff 2011, p 6). However, today 

when politics has long extended its presence outside of statist activities, biopower has a renewed 

emphasis with regards to how they govern our lives. Paul Rabinow and Nikolas Rose (2006) 

offer some conceptual clarifications on the concept of biopower that for the scholars need to 

have at least the following elements: 

1. Truth discourses about the vital character of human beings, like the discourse on the 

genomic basis of life, being pre-symptomatically ill according to risk assessments, and 

taking responsibility of your genome to care for the self, 

2. Strategies of intervention on the collective existence of humans in the name of life and 

health, like genetic testing and screening and more recently whole genome tests, and 

most importantly for our purposes, 

3. Modes of subjectification in which individuals work on themselves under forms of 

authority in relation to truth discourses 

Herein then lies the concrete relation through which the epistemological and the cognitive 

become matters of concern for a practical inquiry of science. Modes of subjectification by 

individuals or communities are in turn dependent on how they think of themselves according to 

classifications drawn by biological knowledge and biomedical authorities. However, to work on 

the self is also a matter of who has the educational and economic resources, matters that shape 

subjectivity in very different ways in different parts of the world. Ethnographic instances of 

genetic technologies in biomedicine bring out that on the one hand, the difference between 

optimisation and genetic intervention becomes blurred as ‗patients‘ themselves choose to 

perceive themselves as consumers practicing free choice (see Taussig et al. 2003, p 64). Indeed, 

this multiplicity of attitudes towards intervention is what the anthropologists refer to as a 

‗flexible eugenics‘ involving ―technologies of the self through choosing and improving one‘s 

biological assets‖ (ibid., p 65). On the other hand, choice itself can be absent, as in the political 

economy of clinical trials for genomic medicine in which the ‗experimental‘ subject of the 

developing world becomes a participant of biomedical regimes out of economic deprivation and 

lack of choice (see Sundar Rajan 2011). There are thus no homogenous effects in terms of how 

human beings think and act upon themselves with relation to the truth discourses of 

technoscience and the regimes of biomedicine. Enquiring into such presents and futures need not 

be limited to using a dominant line of thinking as social theory but be open to encountering as 

many facets as we can in a more open social inquiry. 

In our journey of attempting to visualise how a relevant social inquiry of a technoscientific field 

can look like, we began by reviewing suggestions in recent scholarship to move beyond 

anthropocentric questions and to direct our inquiries at the level of practice, rather than those of 

conceptual categories or epistemological means. However, the argument that I have attempted to 

weave in the course of this paper is that how we know, in what conceptual terms and how we 

live our lives are separate but not independent domains of inquiry for science, and especially the 

sciences of life. Towards the end of his paper on the significance of the human sciences in a 

biological age,  Rose observes that  

our way of living, our sense of how we should live as humans, why we should live as 

humans, of what we owe to ourselves and others, of what we can know, what we 

should do, what we can hope for: all these have become tangled up – maybe always 

were tangled up – in what we think we are as living creatures (2013, p 23). 
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Since what we think we are as living creatures are today more than ever, largely informed by in 

the disciplinary spaces of biology and biomedicine, which are in turn situated in an increasingly 

technoscientific world, our ways of knowing must be actively connected with our ways of being 

in the world. The challenge of a relevant social inquiry of contemporary science, is to integrate a 

historical-epistemic experience of scientific objects and fields with the contemporary 

transformations in the experiences of the human.  
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Abstract: Using Historical – Logical approach, this paper analyses the population transition 

model in Vietnam from 1960 to 2016 and projection to 2049. The research results show that the 

demographic transition
1
 of Vietnam is compatible with the transitional model of Western Europe 

and Asian countries. However, this process in Vietnam has some differences: 1) The transition 

of population in Vietnam is later than in Asian countries about 30 years while Europe is nearly 

85 years later, 2) The period of the first stage transition of population in Vietnam may not be 

very different from other Asian countries but it is about 70 years shorter than in European 

countries, especially those in Western Europe. One of the main factors influencing the late 

transition of Vietnam's population process is the Vietnam War (1955-1975). After 1975, 

Vietnam's population was stable and followed the general rules of industrialization and 

urbanization, which led to the development of health services, education and urban lifestyle as 

well as of population policies. 

Keywords: Asia, Crude death rate, Demographic Indicators, Demographic Transition, Europe, 

History - Logic, Population Policy, Total fertility rate 

 

__________________________ 

1. Introduction  

Demographic transition is a common population phenomenon. Accompanying this process is the 

opportunity and challenge of every country. The transitional fertility rate is quite long in Europe 

(1750-1950) until the rapid demographic transition in East Asia (1950-1990) and Southeast Asia 

(from about the 1960s of the 21
th
 century so far) show the tremendous importance of taking 

advantage of 'population income' during the population transition period to the process of 

industrialization and modernization in each country. 

Recognizing the importance of population issues in the country's development, the State of 

Vietnam has many policies on population. Population policies from 1954 to 2000 focused on 

controlling population growth; then from 2000 to present, focusing on actively controlling and 

proactively adjusting the demographic structure to improve population quality, such as 

increasing life expectancy, reducing child malnutrition, reducing maternal and child mortality 

rates (Truong, 2004). In general, the State of Vietnam is clearly aware that Vietnam's Population 

Strategy is an integral part of the National Development Strategy (UNFPA, 2009). 

One of the first studies on population transition in Vietnam is by Barbiery (1996), which shows 

that although there are specific characteristics of population transition in Vietnam, this process is 

still generally follows the rules of the demographic transition theory. However, the author also 

                                                        
1 Demographic transition is a theory of population processes derived from the population transition process in Europe. 
'During most of its history, Europe was in Stage I. High birthrates offset by high death rates led to a fairly stable 

population. Then cam Stage II, the 'population explosion' that so upset Malthus. Europe‘s population surged because 

birthrates remained high, while death rates went down. Finally, Europe made the transition to Stage III – the population 
stabilized as people brought their birthrates into line with their lower death rates' (Henslin, 1996) 

mailto:hatrongnghia1@tdtu.edu.vn
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stated that 'some doubts are constantly being raised by many researchers working on what has 

been called the third world, when the cultural - social and social contexts very different from 

those of the Western world that can produce population patterns that deviate from those 

observed in developed countries.' (Barbiery, 1996, p. 86) 

Thu (2000) is one of the few studies on the theory of population transition in Vietnam. However, 

although the author's findings and comments can be considered as the basis for further studies, 

unfortunately the data stopped in 1995 so the author didn't have many opportunities to analyze 

Vietnam's more recent population transition, as well as systematizing the population transition 

model in Vietnam. 

After Thu's study (2000), the theoretical concern of the transitional population problem in 

Vietnam declined significantly and gave way to experimental studies. Later studies (Truong, 

2004); UNFPA, 2009; Vinh, 2009; Binh, 2013; UNFPA, 2016) implicitly acknowledge the 

compatibility between population democratization theory and the population process in Vietnam 

and devotes a lot of effort to analyzing the situation, causes and solutions to fertility problems. 

The level of mortality of population growth in Vietnam are issues that may be debated in 

relation to population transition. The most recent attempt to re-establish theoretical concerns 

about the population transition problem in Vietnam (almost neglected for at least 20 years) came 

from the research of Nghia & Thuong (2018) which describes the process of population 

transition according to historical processes through two indicators of fertility and mortality. 

Although these researchers have provided a model of population transition they have not set this 

process of population transition in Vietnam in the context of population growth in the region and 

the world. 

Both academic and practical studies show that most successful 'take-off' countries have effective 

population policies in order to make the most of the 'golden population' during the 

overpopulation process. Vietnam has entered a population aging period in 2011 and the peak of 

demographic dividend will be reached in 2020, but it seems that the nation is wasting a unique 

population advantage. How long will the transition period in Vietnam take? What are the 

characteristics of the demographic transition in Vietnam compared to the demographic transition 

model in the world, in particular compared with Asia and Europe? What is the cause of these 

differences? Which population policies help ensure maximum exploitation of the benefits of the 

population transition periods? These are problem the writer focuses up on this article. 

 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Theoretical perspectives 

2.1.1. Historical – Logical perspective 

The History - Logistic method helps researchers to understand the rules of phenomena through 

the process of considering the formation, development and ending of research objects (Ho & 

Binh, 2004). A comparative study of population transition in Vietnam and Europe and Asia will 

be carried out from the collection of birth and death rate data, population growth in population 

periods in each country, region, from which generalization of the rule of population 

mobilization, is the basis for making a typical population transition model of Vietnam. 

2.1.2. Demographic transition theory 

Demographic transition theory is the foundation of this study. This theory defines: 'Population 

transition is the period of transition from pre-transition equilibrium, characterized by high 

mortality and high fertility, to the post-transition balance level determined by mortality and 

fertility levels are low' (Thu, 2000, p. 47) 
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Population transition theory often describes the demographic change of countries that go through 

three major periods: 

The pre-transition period is characterized by a high and stable fertility level and a high 

and volatile death rate. - Transition period is a period of great fluctuations in both 

fertility and mortality, the common trend is that the mortality rate decreases faster than 

the fertility rate, so the population increases rapidly (also known as population 

explosion). - The post-transition period is characterized by low fertility and mortality 

(Truong, 2004, p. 47). 

Frank W. Notestein divides the classical demographic transition model into 4 stages: 1) Stage 1: 

Pre-transition, 2) Stage 2: Early transition, 3) Stage 3: Late transition, 4) Stage 4: Post-transition 

(UNFPA, 2019). Another view is more detailed when it considers that there are 5 stages of 

demographic transition: 1) Stage 1: High stationary, 2) Stage 2: Early expanding, 3) Stage 3: 

Late expanding, 4) Low stationary, 5) Stage 5: Declining. (Grover, 2014) 

This paper applies the criteria of the 5-stage model and terminology of the 4-stage model to 

analyze the demographic transition process of Vietnam through two indicators: total fertility rate 

and crude death rate. 

Table 1: Qualitative indicators of demographic transition 

     Phase 

 

Indicator 

Pre-

transition 

Transition 

Post-transition 

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 

Birth rate High High Falling Low Rising again 

Death rate Hing Fall rapidly Falls more slowly Low Low 

Source: Tổng cục Dân số - KHHGĐ; Quỹ Dân số Liên hiệp quốc (2011), Wikipedia (2019) 

2.2. Data source and analysis indicators 

This study is based on quantitative data sources from the General Statistics Office of Vietnam, 

UNFPA Vietnam, World Bank (World Bank) and real social studies in Vietnam and in the world 

in recent years. The data are taken from before and after 1950. In case the data are different from 

many sources, the priority order of data selection will be UNFPA Vietnam, General Statistics 

Office of Vietnam and finally World Bank. 
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3. Results 

3.1. Birth rate transition in Vietnam: comparison with Europe and Asia 

If counting from 1870 when the birth rate in some of Western Europe's pioneering industrial 

countries peaked (fertility rate above 5.0) (Galor, 2005), the first stage of the fertility rate in the 

West of Europe in particular and Europe generally lasted about 56 years starting from about 

1871 to 1927 (at which point the fertility rate is 2.23); stage 2 of the fertility period lasts only 4 

years, from 1973 (the fertility rate is 2.131) to 1977 (when the fertility rate is 1.90); stage 3 

begins in 1978 (fertility rate is 1.85) by 2017 (fertility rate is 1.56) for 38 years. (Figure 1 & 2) 

Figure 1: Fertility rate, total (births per woman) in Western Europe area,  

1851 – 1980 

 

 Source: Galor (2005) 
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Figure 2: Fertility rate, total (births per woman) in Euro area, 1960 – 2017 

 

 

 Source: The World Bank Group (2017) 

Europe entered stage 2 of the fertility period marking an important milestone of demographic 

transition. Besides strong economic factors, the driving force of this change is due to the change 

in the value of marriage and family. Acceptance of cohabitation before marriage, having 

children out of wedlock, as well as many women, especially in urban areas, having more 

opportunity to satisfy their needs, makes a lower birth rate more desirable to want to be a mother 

on their own terms. In the past, giving birth to another being was considered a defining role, but 

with development, giving birth to a child may, for some women, become only be one option 

among many other options to satisfy happiness. Until the present time, that trend has remained 

almost unchanged. Although many fertility incentives have been implemented in countries in 

Europe, fertility to achieve replacement levels seems impossible. (Kaa, V. D, 1987). 

Asia entered the pre-transition of the fertility phase much later than Europe, around 1950, which 

lasted until 1965 (10 years). Stage 1 of the transitional phase of birth rate from 1970-1989 (19 

years); stage 2 from 1990-2005 (15 years) and stage 3 starting from 2006 to 2017 has been over 

11 years. (Figure 3). On the other hand, stage 1 of the fertility phase in the East Asia and Pacific 

region lasts 20 years, from 1973 (fertility rate is 4.81) to 1993 (fertility rate is 2.20); stage 2 lasts 

3 years from 1994 (fertility rate is 2.08) through 1997 (fertility rate is 1.87); stage 3 from 1998 

(fertility rate was 1,849) and by 2017 (fertility rate was 1,848) it was 19 years. (Figure 4) 

Figure 3: Fertility rate, total (births per woman) in Asia, 1950 - 2010 

 

Source: Hischman (2011) 
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Figure 4: Fertility rate, total (births per woman) in East Asia and Pacific, 1960 – 2017 

 

 Source: The World Bank Group (2017) 

The pre-fertility phase in Vietnam ended around 1978 when fertility declined slowly (fertility 

rate was higher than 5.0) (Figure 5). Stage 1 of the fertility period in Vietnam lasted 25 years 

(1979 - 2004) when the fertility rate decreased rapidly and began to stabilize but remained 

higher than the replacement fertility rate; stage 2 from 2005 to 2044 when the fertility rate of 

women reaches replacement fertility level then gradually decreases to 1.85 children / woman = 

39 years; stage 3 forecast after 2044 (UNFPA, 2016) 

Thus, Vietnam entered a phase of transitional fertility in about 1979, slower than Asia by 13 

years, East Asia - Pacific by 6 years; stage 1 of Vietnam's fertility period is about 25 years, 

longer than Asia by 2 years and East Asia - Pacific by 5 years. The second stage of the fertility 

period in Vietnam began in 2005, coming 15 years behind Asia and the East Asia – Pacific by 

11 years, and Europe by 32 years. In short, the phase of fertility transition in Vietnam lasts about 

39 years, longer than Asia 24 years, East Asia - Pacific 36 years and Europe 34 years (figures 5 

& 6) 

Figure 5: Fertility rate, total (births per woman) in Vietnam, 1960 – 2016 

 

 Source: UNFPA (2009), Thu (2000), Tổng cục Thống kê (2017) 
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Figure 6: Fertility rate, total (births per woman) in Vietnam, East Asia & Pacific  

and Euro Area, 1960 – 2017 

 

 Source: The World Bank Group (2017) 

In summary, the demographic transition process in Vietnam comes later and lasts longer than in 

Asia and Europe. Excluding the impact of factors such as education, health, urbanization and 

social policy, which have a common impact on the fertility rates of most countries on a global 

scale, it can be said The Vietnam War (1955-1975) was one of the leading agents that made the 

transition of Vietnam's population slower than other Asian countries. Another noticeable feature 

is that Vietnam and the East Asia - Pacific countries have a much stronger rate of fertility 

decline than in Europe. Not to mention the reason that Asian countries (including Vietnam) 

inherit scientific and technological achievements to carry out the industrialization process 

(coupled with this process is the development of education and health, lifestyle, population 

policies, etc.) in ways that are faster than the Europe an experience and this may reduce fertility 

faster. Another factor to consider is the impact of religion. The laws of Catholicism, which is a 

dominant European religion, do not encourage, if not prohibiting abortion, contraception and 

sexual safety measures as well as promoting the protection of traditional marriages, contribute 

important to reduce fertility rate in Europe for a long time. Only when the trend of religious 

secularism takes place is strong, does the new trend of fertility reduction become solid 

(Lesthaeghe, & Wilson, 1986). The majority of Vietnamese people follow the tradition of 

worshiping ancestors and Buddhism, which has no law prohibiting family planning acts, but 

only proscribes abortion. This has created a favorable psychological and social environment for 

women to apply contraceptive methods, making the fertility rate easily fall. 

 

3.2. Death rate transition in Vietnam: comparison with Europe and Asia 

Western Europe in particular and Europe in general entered stage 1 of the level of death rate 

transition from 1730 - 1920 (lasting about 190 years); stage 2 of the transition period of death 

comes from around 1920 and by 2017 and it has been about 96 years (figure 7 & 8) 
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Figure 7: Death rate, crude (per 1,000 people) in Western Europe, 1725 – 1925 

 

 Source: Galor (2005) 

Figure 8: Death rate, crude (per 1,000 people) in Euro area, 1960 – 2017 

 

 

 Source: The World Bank Group (2017) 

The transition of death rates in Europe is affected by changing socio-economic conditions 

(because of the industrialization process) which in turn leads to changes that increase the 

average life expectancy of the people while also making fertility decline. After the first stage of 

the death transition, fertility and mortality are low and balanced at about 10 per thousand, which 

means stable population. The quality of life of women is better, good reproductive health care, 

women participate in productive labor and other social work, so the number of women married 

late accounts for a high percentage; The families themselves have a sense of having fewer 

children so that their parents have to invest less time and gradually increase their physical and 

spiritual investment (changing from 'quantity' to 'quality' for children) (Chinh, 2019) 

Asia ended the first stage of the transitional phase in about 1975, while the countries of East 

Asia and the Pacific ended the first stage around 1961 (crude death rate was 13.66); stage 2 and 

stage 3 period in Asia began after 1975 (it has been 42 years until 2017) while in Asia and the 

Pacific started earlier than 1962 (crude death rate is 10.91) (has been 55 years to 2017) (figures 9 

& 10) 
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Figure 9: Death rate, crude (per 1,000 people) in Asia, projection to 2055 

 

 

 Source: Hischman (2011) 

Figure 10: Death rate, crude (per 1,000 people) in East Asia and Pacific, 1960 - 2017 

 

 Source: The World Bank Group (2017) 

When learning about the causes of death in Asia and the Asia-Pacific, it is not surprising that 

countries in this region conduct industrialization fairly quickly, leading to a change in living 

standards , education, health and lifestyle. These positive movements have kept the mortality 

rate in this area after 1975 always below 10 ‰. 

The pre-transition phase in Vietnam was from before 1950 (with a crude death rate of around 30 

‰); stage 1 of the period of transitional death lasts 25 years (1950-1975); stage 2 and stage 3 of 

this phase begins in 1976 - and is expected to last until 2044 when the death rate is low along 
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with the increase in the annual life expectancy (according to the forecast (UNFPA, 2016), from 

2019 to 2049, the average life expectancy of Vietnamese people is 72.35 years old. Similar to 

fertility, the post-transition phase is far more likely to occur in the following years 2044. (Figure 

11). 

 

Figure 11:  Death rate, crude (per 1,000 people) in Vietnam, 1936-2016 

 

 

 Source: Thu (2000), Tổng cục Thống kê (2017) 

Factors affecting high mortality rates in Vietnam in the pre-transition phase are mothers' 

education, war (against France, the US), famine (1945), quality of health services (especially is 

in the resident areas of ethnic minorities) (Thu, 2000). Vietnam takes 25 years to bring death to 

below 10 ‰. Especially, the mortality rate of Vietnam in the second stage of the transition phase 

is still below 10 ‰ but tends to increase after 2009. The cause is partly due to the increasing 

proportion of the elderly; in addition, traffic accidents increase along with climate change and 

environmental pollution, high pathogenic effects, which can also be high causes of death 

(UNFPA, 2011). 

Compared to Europe and Asia, Vietnam has a lower crude death rate because the population of 

Vietnam officially enters the aging stage from 2014 (figure 12) while the population aging 

process in countries Western Europe took place in the early 21st century (Wikipedia, 2019) 
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Figure 12: Death rate, crude (per 1,000 people) in Euro Area, East Asia & Pacific and 

Vietnam, 1960 - 2017 

 

 Source: The World Bank Group (2017) 

 

3.3. Demographic Transition mode in Vietnam: comparison with Europe and Asia 

Data from figure13 show a difference time between the fertility transition and the mortality rate 

in the transitional demographic in Vietnam. The death transitional phase (began from 1950) 

came sooner than the fertility transitional phase (began from 1979), and was about 29 years. 

That is why since the phenomenon of 'population explosion' appeared in Vietnam - starting in 

1960, and it ended after 1989. On the other hand, because stage 1 of the death and fertility 

transition phase o lasted about 25 years, the process of transitional fertility and death in 

Vietnam's population began to converge from 2005, right by the time Vietnam reached the 

replacement fertility level (2.1 children / woman), then Vietnam had entered stage 2 of the 

population transition phase. 

Figure 13: Demographic Transition mode in Vietnam, 1935 – 2016 

 

 

Source: Sang (1990), Thu (2000), Tổng cục Dân số - KHHGĐ, Quỹ Dân số Liên hiệp quốc 

(2011), Tổng cục Thống kê (2017) 
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Similar to Vietnam, Asian countries also entered the first stage of the death rate earlier than the 

birth rate. In Asia, the death transition came 16 years sooner than the birth transiton and the 

death rate in Asia is almost the same as the fertility time (25 years versus 23 years). The 

convergence of fertility and mortality in Asian countries took place after 1975, which was also 

the beginning of the second stage of the population transition. Thus, stage 2 of the transitional 

demographic in Asia is 30 years earlier than Vietnam. 

In the other hand, stage 1 of the demographic transition phase in Europe also witnessed the 

inequality of fertility time with the death rate. The death rate in Europe (which represents 

Western European countries) came ahead of the fertility rate more than 140 years and the 

extension of the death rate was 190 years, longer than the 98-year birth rate. The process of 

convergence of fertility and mortality in Europe began from 1920 onwards, also the beginning of 

the second stage of the demographic transition. Thus, it can be said that stage 2 of the 

transitional demographic in Europe is about 85 years earlier than Vietnam (table 3) 

 

4. Discussion 

Research results show that although Vietnam still experiences a phase of population transition 

anticipated in descriptive demographic transition theory, the population transition model in 

Vietnam still has specific characteristics. The population transition in Vietnam is about 30 years 

later than other Asian countries and 85 years later than in Europe. Similar to demographic 

transition in Asia and Europe, death rates transition in Vietnam also come earlier than the 
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fertility transition. However, while the period of the first stage of demographic transition in 

Vietnam may not be very different from Asian countries (about 25 years), it is much shorter than 

European countries, especially those of Western Europe (98 years). 

Vietnam entered the population transition slower than Asian and European countries because the 

Vietnam War (1955-1975) disrupted the population process. Since 1975, Vietnam has gradually 

come the process of demographic transition due to inheriting modern medical achievements and 

receiving technical and financial support from international organizations to improve quality 

population. On the other hand, the process of urbanization, improvement of education levels, 

and improvement of the quality of health services that have increased life expectancy are also 

important reasons. Additionally, Vietnamese cultural characteristics are not adverse to restricting 

fertility combined with industrial lifestyles, making it easier for people to implement fertility 

control acts, contributing to accelerate on of the transitional population growth rate. 

It can be said that the characteristic of population transition in Vietnam is a form of progressive 

transition. It seems that population transitions come faster and easier than a nation's takeoff 

process. But that's why it creates challenges for those in power. There is a problem that 

governments (in both developed and developing countries) have to worry about how to develop 

their economy and society to take advantage of the pace of demographic transformation as well 

as meet those population needs in each stage. The situation of 'not rich yet old' country, low 

population quality and rapidly increasing mortality rate due to traffic accidents, diseases, natural 

disasters clearly illustrate the government's embarrassment in bringing effective solutions to take 

advantage of the golden population phase in the rapid transition of demographic transition in 

Vietnam today. 

The study of population transition has always had a problem that is the reliability of the data as 

well as the absence of demographic data in the period before 1960. Therefore, there are certain 

data errors of the delimitation of periods of normal demographic transition. However, perhaps 

studying the population process, it is necessary to accept these inherent flaws, but more 

important is to create an analytical model that has flexibility and forecasting, not only to help 

researchers but also to help politicians, managers and social organizations easily access and 

manipulate necessary data in building and realizing their population policies. 
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Abstract: Ho Chi Minh City plays a particularly important role in the country's economic 

development. In 2011, it contributed 27.7% to the city's budget, 30% in 2014. GDP per capita of 

the city increased by 12%/year and reached 5,538 USD/person by 2015. To achieve such 

outstanding economic achievements, the middle classes of the city has played a huge role. 

Although the middle class has made important contributions to economic development and 

maintaining social stability, there are still many issues related to this class that have not been 

interested in research including health. The article used in-depth interview method and 

secondary data analysis method which based on two sets of research data. First, the research 

‗Social structure, lifestyle and welfare of Ho Chi Minh City residents‘ was implemented in 2009-

2010. Second, the State-level research ‗Transforming social structure in social development and 

social development management in the southern key economic region to 2020‘. This article 

describes the health status, care and health risk prevention measures of middle-class people in 

Ho Chi Minh City. 

Keywords: Middle class, health care, Ho Chi Minh City, health 

_______________________ 

 

1. The concept of Middle Class 

Middle class is a complex concept. Different approaches to studies of middle class have brought 

out different concepts. When it comes to the concept of the middle class, many scholars are 

interested in the viewpoint of Marx & Engels. In ‗The Communist Manifesto‘ (1847), Karl Marx 

and Friedrich Engels described, the petit bourgeoisie or lower middle classes as those from small 

industries, small businesses, craftsmen and farmers. During this period of history, all middle 

classes fought for their own survival. The author believed that, the middle class sought the way 

to make the historic wheel go back and the revolutionary attitude of this class is only in 

moderation. In White Collar: The American Middle Classes by the 20th century philosopher C. 

Wright Mills (1953), the writer described the old middle class and the new middle class. 

According to C. Wright Mills, the old middle classes are small businesses, shopkeepers, farmer 

families and homemade job creators. According to the Vietnamese dictionary, the middle class 

means the class that is in the middle of the society, lower than the upper class and higher than 

the lower class (Hoang Phe, 2014, pp. 2014: 1358). In John Scott & Gordon Marshall's 

sociological dictionary, middle class / middle classes, including all white-collar workers, are 

middle-class. The middle class are professionals with paid careers, managers and civil servants, 

and senior technocrats (John Scott & Gordon Marshall, 2002, pp. 469-470).  
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2. Health situation of the Middle class in Ho Chi Minh city.  

Health is a completely comfortable state of the mind and body and society, not just without 

disease and disability. To learn about the middle-class city health care situation, the authors 

approached health theory and health care workers to describe the health care picture of the 

middle class in particular and the city in general. Chart 1 describes the state of health in the 

Middle Class in Ho Chi Minh city in 2010, expressed through the following criteria: normal, 

chronic diseases, and other diseases. Quantitative research showed that in the research groups, 

the middle class and the professional group with the normal health status accounted for the 

highest rate of over 70%, followed by the owner group with 66.1% and the lowest one was the 

state management group with 54.2%. Research results on chronic diseases in groups were also 

remarkable. Among the four groups, the professional group has the lowest chronic disease rate 

of only 23%, followed by the middle group and the owner group of over 26%, the state 

management group accounted for the highest percentage of 45.8%. Through the results of in-

depth interviews with 38 participants, chronic diseases were common in groups such as Gout, 

high liver enzymes, lipid metabolism disorders (fatty blood), sinusitis, and stomachache. 

Additionally, the qualitative research indicated that the nature of jobs is one of the main causes 

of chronic diseases mentioned above. The main occupation of the middle class is intellectual 

work and they are constantly under pressure from work and the work environment. Stress was a 

common health condition of professional groups, owners and state managers and is the main 

cause of chronic diseases such as stomach pain, vestibular disorders, and even obesity. An office 

worker (Female, 37 years old) said that her work was very stressful, every day she had to 

schedule and prepare all documents for the boss. Besides, she had to check all incoming 

documents and dispatches. The negligence in a short while could be a big problem. She always 

suffered a headache each time her boss scolded her and sometimes she did not have lunch until 

one or two o‘clock because of the stress. 

Another office worker (Male, State employee, 42 years old) said that he usually had meetings 

with his partners. People often said that his work was not very difficult but it was not. 

Sometimes he had to receive many guests that made him not eat and drink in moderation and it 

affected his health a lot. 

Chart 1. Percentage of health status in middle class in Ho Chi Minh city, 2010, % 

 



200          ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University 

Source of original data: Bui The Cuong. 2010. A set of quantitative survey data on the topic 

‗Social structure, lifestyle and welfare of Ho Chi Minh City residents today‘.  HCMC: Southern 

Institute of Social Sciences and Ho Chi Minh City Department of Science and Technology. 

 

3. Health care interest in middle class Ho Chi Minh City 

3.1 Middle-class medical examination and treatment in Ho Chi Minh City 

The result of qualitative research indicated that most of the people in the middle-class cared 

about the health condition of themselves and their families. Regular health checkups and timely 

access to good health services when facing health problems were one of the ways middle-class 

people used to manage risks to this problem. Due to good finance condition, the middle class 

especially people in the high level of this class invested highly in periodic health check and 

eating in moderation. Therefore, their health improved and they could control the fatal diseases. 

The result of quantitative analysis chart 2 showed the proportion of those having health 

examination and treatment in the middle class in the city by the occupational groups in 2010. In 

the selection of treatment at public hospitals, the ‗State Management‘ group accounted for the 

highest percentage of 45.8%, the group of middle-class and professional accounted for the same 

percentage of approximately 32%, and the lowest is group of owners of 29.9%.  Self-medication 

is one of the popular  options for treatment of the middle class in Ho Chi Minh city. The 

Quantitative Research showed that, the group ‗owners‘ accounted for the highest proportion for 

29.1%, followed by the ‗State Management‘ which was also higher than the middle class rate 

with 25.0% and ‗Specialists‘ group (22%). In addition, the rate of health care at private hospitals 

and private doctors gave us the highest rate in the group of ‗State Management‘ with 25.0%. The 

other groups had the equal proportion and it was approximately with the rate of the middle class 

in general. The group of ‗Specialist‘ was 14.6% and the group of ‗Owners‘ was 15.8%. The 

proportion of people who have medical examination and treatment in the higher levels and lower 

levels of middle class would be more clearly in table 18. The proportion of people who have 

health examination at public hospitals of the upper middle level compared to the lower level 

(21.6% compared to 33.7 %), the rate of people who had self-medication of the upper middle 

level compared to the lower level (21.6% compared to 25.0%), and about the rate of going to 

private hospitals and private doctors. We could see the result that the lower middle class was 

higher than the upper middle class‘s about 16.5% compared with 9.8% (6.7 percent difference).  
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Chart 2.  Percentage of medical examination and treatment in middle class in Ho Chi Minh 

city in 2010, % 

 

Source of original data: Bui The Cuong. 2010. A set of quantitative survey data on the topic 

‗Social structure, lifestyle and welfare of Ho Chi Minh City residents today‘. HCMC: Southern 

Institute of Social Sciences and Ho Chi Minh City Department of Science and Technology. 

Comparing the rate of medical examination and treatment of upper middle class and lower 

middle class in vocational groups showed that there were differences between those two groups 

among occupational groups. The highest rate of medical examination and treatment in the upper 

middle class of the group ‗State management‘ with the rate of medical examination and 

treatment in public hospitals was 50.0% compared to the lower level was 45.5%; medical 

examination and treatment at private hospitals and private doctors in upper and lower middle 

classes (50.0% compared with 22.7%), and the proportion of people who had self-medication 

was 50.0% (upper middle class) compared to 22.7% (lower middle class). This is also the 

highest rate of medical examination and treatment compared to the other two other groups in the 

middle-class in cities. As analyzed above, the ‗State Management‘ group had the highest 

average age and it was the group with the highest rate of chronic diseases among the middle 

class. Therefore, we would see this was in direct ratio to medical treatment in this group; and 

normally the higher the age, the lower the health, and the grandparents often used the phrases 

‗birth, old age, sickness, death‘ which is the law of life so the level of examination and treatment 

in this group accounts for a high percentage. In the two groups ‗Owner‘ and ‗Specialist‘, there 

was a higher rate of medical examination and treatment in the lower middle class than in the 

upper middle class. Medical examination and treatment at public hospitals in the group of 

‗Specialists‘ was at a high level (21.4%) compared to the lower class level (33.3%); the rate of 

going to medical examination and treatment at private doctors and private hospitals in upper and 

lower middle classes: 7.1% compared with 15.7% (8.6% difference); and the proportion of 

people who had self-medication in the upper and lower middle classes of this group was 10.7% 

compared to 23.5% (up to 12.8 percentage differences). Similar to the group ‗Owner‘ is the 
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group that has the lowest rate of medical examination and treatment in public hospitals 

compared to other middle-class occupations (upper middle class: 19.0%, lower middle class: 

32.1%);  the rate of going for medical examination and treatment in private hospitals and private 

doctors (7.1% compared with 15.7%); for drug procurement and treatment at home is only 

10.7% compared to 23.5% (upper and lower middle class of this group is more than 2 times, 

12.8 percentage points difference) (Pham Thị Dung, 2015).  

 

3.2. Spending on health care activities in the middle class in Ho Chi Minh city 

The results of Table 1 showed that the upper middle class groups have a higher total expenditure 

for medical examination and treatment in one year than the lower middle class classes, the ‗State 

Management‘ group was  up 8.9 times. (5,000,000 VND/year) compared to the lowest group, 

and it was the most health care expenditure group of the year. The upper middle class group of 

the ‗Specialist‘ group spent more 3.0 times higher than the lowest group. Quantitative research 

also showed that the total expenditure for health care in the middle class is much higher than for 

the entire survey group (1,392,100 VND compared to 263,000 VND, over 5.3 times). Among 

middle-class groups, the ‗Owners‘ in high level had the lowest level of health care spending of 

560,000 VND per year. This result showed a significant difference in the level of health care 

among middle-class groups. Qualitative research has similar results. Through in-depth interview 

data showed that middle-class groups were very interested in their own health care, they were 

willing to spend VND 30,000,000 to buy a package of controlling fatal diseases in famous 

hospitals in year. In addition to spending on medical examination and treatment, middle-class 

groups also invest in eating and drinking to ensure having enough nutrition and use some 

functional foods to maintain their health. The results of the in-depth interviews also showed the 

difference in age and occupation in health care. Young people, especially business owners, often 

think that they are strong, so they usually ignore the regular health checkups organize by their 

company or some organizations and they rarely buy health care packages to screen against 

serious disease. Older people who work in state management and expertise are those who often 

care about and spend more on health care. 

A director of a travel agency said: I am so busy on work and I think that I am still young to be 

sick. Therefore, I do not need to go to the hospital for regular health examination. Every time 

I‘m under the weather, I often buy medicines in the drug stores and keep working. But now you 

ask me about this issue, should I think again? (laugh)‘. (Male, Director of Travel Company). 

Table 1. Total expenditure for health care in the middle class in Ho Chi Minh City, 2010  

Order The small groups in the 

Middle-class 

Expenditure for Healthcare 

Absolute number Compare to the lowest 

group 

I 

1 Superior State management 5.000.000 8,9 

2 Inferior State Management 1.452.800 2,6 

3 General 1.761.300 3,1 

 n 24  

II 

1 Superior Specialists 1.653.300 3,0 
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2 Inferior Specialists 1.167.900 2,1 

3 General 1.225.300 2,2 

 n 232  

III 

1  Superior Owners 560.000 1,0 

2  Inferior Owners 1.844.200 3,3 

3 General 1.628.400 2,9 

 n 127  

IV  The Middle-class   

1 The Superior Middle-class 1.328.000 2,4 

2 The Inferior Middle-Class 1.402.000 2,5 

3 General 1.392.100 2,5 

 n 383  

V Total   

 General 263.900 0,5 

 N (Representatives of 

household business) 

661 

 

   Source of original data: Bui The Cuong. 2010. A set of quantitative survey data on the topic 

"Social structure, lifestyle and welfare of Ho Chi Minh City residents today".  HCMC: Southern 

Institute of Social Sciences and Ho Chi Minh City Department of Science and Technology. 

 

 3.3. Using health insurance for the health care of middle class in Ho Chi Minh City 

Health insurance is considered as the first safety thing in the security net for citizens in many 

countries around the world. Recognizing the importance of health insurance, the proportion of 

people using health insurance in Ho Chi Minh City is increasing especially in the middle class. 

The results of in-depth interviews showed that there were 38/38 people using health insurance 

and they see it as a solution to prevent and solve the health and financial risks of themselves and 

their families. Researching the middle-class health insurance card situation in the city from 2010 

to 2015 showed a change in the past five years. Looking at chart 3, in 2010, the rate of people 

without health insurance accounted for nearly half of the respondents in the middle class city 

survey sample (accounting for 46.2%) but after five years, this figure has decreased by more 

than 20 percent to 25.9%. The rate of using state health insurance has not changed dramatically; 

the utilization rate in 2015 was higher than in 2010 by less than one percent. The most 

interesting finding is that the number of voluntary health insurance users has increased sharply 

after five years, 2010 (15.1%) and 2015 (35.5%). This result showed that middle-class groups 

has been more and more keen on their health and the health insurance, especially voluntary 

health insurance, which is a good signal for the city as well as the whole country. 
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Chart 3. Percentage of health insurance condition in middle class in Ho Chi Minh city, 

2010 – 2015, % 

 

Source of original data: Bui The Cuong. 2010. A set of quantitative survey data on the topic 

‗Social structure, lifestyle and welfare of Ho Chi Minh City residents today‘.  HCMC: Southern 

Institute of Social Sciences and Ho Chi Minh City Department of Science and Technology. 

Bui The Cuong. 2015. Quantitative survey data set for Southern Key Economic zone. Topic 

KX.02.20 / 11-15. Ho Chi Minh City: Institute of Social Sciences in the Southern region. (See 

detailed figures in Tables 17 and 18 in Appendix 1). 

 

In general, the rate of health insurance in the middle class in 2015 is higher than in 2010 (70.8% 

compared to 49.8%), increasing to 21 percentage points, and this was true in each occupation 

group. Considering each group of occupations, it was possible to see an increase with the highest 

rate and nearly double that of 2015 compared to 2010, which is ‗Specialist‘ (91.1% compared to 

50.0%), increasing 41.1% people using health insurance. Following by the group ‗State 

Management‘ with the highest rate in 2010 was 79.1% and accounted for a high proportion in 

2015 was 90.8% (the difference was 11.7 percentage points). And the group with a lower rate of 

health insurance compared to the middle class was a group with a low rate of occupational 

groups during this survey period as the ‗Owner‘ group: 36.2% (2010), 58.2% (2015) (22 

percentage points difference). We saw a change in the middle-class rate of health insurance in 

the city and in different groups of careers, which also proved that the ‗State Management‘ and 

‗Specialist‘ groups paid more attention to their health than the ‗Owner‘ group. 
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Chart 4. Percentage of people possessing health insurance in middle-class in Ho Chi Minh 

city, 2010 - 2015,% 

 

Source of original data: Bui The Cuong. 2010. A set of quantitative survey data on the topic 

‗Social structure, lifestyle and welfare of Ho Chi Minh City residents today‘.  HCMC: Southern 

Institute of Social Sciences and Ho Chi Minh City Department of Science and Technology.  

Bui The Cuong. 2015. Quantitative survey data set for Southern Key Economic zone. Topic 

KX.02.20 / 11-15. Ho Chi Minh City: Institute of Social Sciences in the Southern region. (See 

detailed figures in Tables 17 and 18 in Appendix 1). 

 

Conclusion 

In general, the health of the middle class is quite good, compared to the professional group, the 

owners the normal health status of the middle class is lower. However, the ratio of chronic 

diseases in all special groups of State Management is still high. The research showed that 

middle-class groups are becoming more and more interested in health care and they regularly 

have medical examinations and treatment at reputable state health facilities. Besides, they also 

raise the awareness of the importance of controlling the diseases through regular health 

checkups. Health insurance is also a good choice for most middle-class groups in managing 

health risks. 
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Abstract: Cruise tourism is one of the fastest growing tourism segments. In recent years, cruise 

tourism has been developing strongly in Asia, promising to bring great economic benefits to 

countries that are eligible to develop this type of tourism. Vietnam is one of the most 

advantageous countries to develop such tourism in Asia but there are almost no formal studies 

on this field in Vietnam. The purpose of this study is to review the field and use SWOT analysis 

to provide a more holistic overview of cruise tourism in Vietnam. I propose a sustainable 

tourism approach for Vietnam's cruise tourism which can limit negative impacts of this tourist 

segment. Based on this proposal, subsequent researchers can research more in-depth aspects of 

Vietnam's cruise tourism. 

 

Keywords: Cruise tourism, sustainable tourism, cruise tourism negative impact, SWOT 

analysis, Vietnam. 

 

_______________________ 

 

1. Introduction  

The cruise industry is the fastest-growing category in the leisure travel market. An 

estimated 30 million will cruise globally in 2019. $134 billion on total economic impact 

and 1.11 million jobs paying $45.6 billion in wages and salaries were generated by the 

global cruise industry in 2017. From a capacity standpoint, utilization is consistently 

over 100%. More than 8 of 10 CLIA-certified travel agents expect increased cruise 

sales in 2019 (Florida Caribbean Cruise Association, 2019, p.8).  

By bringing a large number of passengers, up to a few thousand people, to a certain destination, 

along with its growing trend throughout the world, it is clear that the development of cruise 

tourism can bring great economic benefit for countries that can develop this type of tourism.  

Although the Caribbean is the main deployment area for cruise lines and account for one third of 

cruise tourism capacity all over the world, cruise tourism is expected to grow strongly in Asia in 

the coming decade thanks to the rapidly development of the Chinese source market (UNWTO, 

2016). This is a good opportunity for countries in Asia to develop this type of tourism. However, 

the significantly growth of cruise tourism has also generated negative impacts which affect the 

environment and local cultural alongside economic benefits (Klein, R.A; 2011). Without a 

reasonable development strategy, increasingly cruise tourism can mean the likelihood of loss of 

precious biodiversity and destruction of cultural heritage or unique natural landscapes. This 

needs to be taken into account when developing cruise tourism in Asia because these are the 

main factors that attract tourists from many countries here, especially those from Southeast 

Asian countries (UNWTO, 2016). 

mailto:nguyenduclong@tdtu.edu.vn
mailto:slyu@gms.npu.edu.tw#inbox/_blank
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In Southeast Asia, Vietnam is now one of the most advantageous countries in which to develop 

cruise tourism and in 2018 it became the fourth country in Asia most-visited by cruise ships 

(Cruise lines international association, 2018). However, cruise tourism still is a new segment in 

Vietnam and also is currently facing huge challenges. This requires in-depth research, 

but,previous research on Vietnam's cruise tourism is also in its infancy and currently lacks many 

in-depth studies. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to introduce a holistic picture of 

Vietnamese cruise tourism, about the potential, realities and risks, and by using both secondary 

data and SWOT analysis methods to propose suggestions for the development of cruise tourism 

in Vietnam. Based on this, later researchers may research further in-depth aspects of the 

Vietnam's cruise tourism. 

 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Definition of cruise tourism 

Cruise tourism is a luxurious form of traveling, involving an all-inclusive holiday on a 

cruise ship of at least 48 hours, according to specific itinerary, in which the cruise ship 

calls at several ports or cities (research center for coastal tourism, 2012, p.3). 

There are many types of cruise, such as expedition cruises, river cruises, sea cruises, theme 

cruises, transit cruises etc. However, this research mainly focuses its analysis upon sea cruises 

which have the following characteristics: operating on the ocean; passenger spending several 

nights on board; large ships, often as tall as ten-floor buildings; comfortable resort facilities with 

recreational activities and service on board, (Research Center for Coastal Tourism, 2012). 

Cruise ships often belong to big cruise lines in the world like Carnival Corporation plc, Royal 

Caribbean Cruises Ltd., Norwegian Cruise Line Holdings etc.  

Ports can be separated into two main types: the homeport and a port of call. 'A Home port  is a 

destination which ships begin and end while a port of call is just an intermediate stop' (J.G.Brida 

& S.Zapata, 2010, p. 215). 

2.2. Background in Vietnam 

2.2.1 Geographical location 

Vietnam is located in the eastern peninsula of Indochina, the north is bordered by China, the 

west is bordered by Laos and Cambodia, the east and south are bordered by the Eastern Sea 

(South China Sea) of Pacific Ocean (Government Portal of Socialist Republic of Vietnam
1
). 

Vietnam is advantageous for maritime routes around the Asian region due to its location in the 

center of the Pacific Ocean. Moreover, it is located close to the homeports of Asia such as Hong 

Kong (China), Singapore, etc. This means cruise lines may easily choose Vietnam as one of their 

transit ports, providing a large number of passengers for Vietnam's cruise tourism.  

2.2.2 Climate 

'Vietnam is located in the tropical and temperate zone characterized by high temperature and 

humidity all year round, especially in rainy season' (Government Portal of the Socialist Republic 

                                                        
1http://www.chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English 

http://www.chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English
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of Vietnam). This climate can be developed for tourism year-round even though in the winter 

vacation.  

2.2.3 Port facilitates & Shore excursion 

With a long coastline of over 3200 km and a diversified deep-water seaport system that stretches 

from North to South, Vietnam has a great opportunities to develop cruise tourism. However, 

most seaports in Vietnam are cargo ports combined with passenger ports. With such 

characteristics, the lack of standard infrastructure and the services of a cruise port means 

sometimes a cruise ship cannot dock because cargo ships have already filled the port. Until now, 

just only Halong international cruise port, located in Quang Ninh province (North of Vietnam), 

is a specialized cruise port in Vietnam
2
.  

Although Vietnam's port infrastructure can't meet the requirements for a cruise port, shore 

excursions are significantly diverse with many attractive tourist destinations associated with 

each cruise destination (Table 1)
3
. Almost all the tourist destinations are cultural heritage, 

ancient villages or unique natural landscapes and some of them are UNESCO World heritage 

sites. Due to historical and regional characteristics, there are cultural differences between 

northern, central and southern Vietnam. In each different area, passengers will have completely 

separate experiences. In addition, some passengers have the chance to experience the culture of 

ethnic minorities, with more than 53 ethnic groups distributed throughout Vietnam. Typical is 

the culture of the Cham ethnic group living in central of Vietnam, the owners of My Son 

Sanctuary (UNESCO world heritage sites). 

 

Main shore excursion associate with Vietnam's cruise destinations 

Areas Ports Provinces Shore excursions 

North of 

Vietnam 

Ha Long international 

cruise port (Quang 

Ninh) 

Ha Noi capital 

Central Sector of the Imperial 

& the Citadel of Thang Long – 

Hanoi UNESCO world 

heritage  

Ha Noi Orientation and 

traditional villages 

Ha Noi city tours 

Quang Ninh 

province 

Ha Long Bay boat tour  

UNESCO world heritage  

Ha Long Bay boat tour with 

optional kayaking 

Ha Long Bay tour aviator/sail  

Central of 

Vietnam 

Chan May port (Hue) 

or 

Tien Sa port (Da Nang) 

Hue province 

Hué imperial citadel 

UNESCO world heritage 

Hue river cruise, Royal tombs 

and folk song 

Authentic Hue with cooking 

class, and city tour  

Quang Nam 

province 

Hoi An Ancient Town  

UNESCO world heritage site 

                                                        
2 Vnexpress international online newspaper, 2019, specialized ports hold key to Vietnam cruise tourism growth, available at: https://e.vnexpress.net/news/travel/places/specialized-ports-hold-

key-to-vietnam-cruise-tourism-growth-3930652.html ( 08 July, 2019) 

3 Based on information of websites: ShoreExcursion.asia: https://www.shoreexcursions.asia and Vietnam-shore-excursion.com: https://vietnam-shore-excursions.com/ 

https://e.vnexpress.net/news/travel/places/specialized-ports-hold-key-to-vietnam-cruise-tourism-growth-3930652.html
https://e.vnexpress.net/news/travel/places/specialized-ports-hold-key-to-vietnam-cruise-tourism-growth-3930652.html
https://www.shoreexcursions.asia/
https://vietnam-shore-excursions.com/
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 My Son Sanctuary  

UNESCO world heritage site 

Hoi An farming & fishing 

eco-tour 

Da Nang city 
Ba Na hill 

Da Nang city tour 

Nha Trang port Nha Trang city 

Marine sport 

Nha Trang culture & Hot 

spring 

South of 

Vietnam 

Phu My port (Ba Ria – 

Vung Tau) 
Ho Chi Minh city 

Cu Chi tunnels 

Ho Chi Minh city tour 

Mekong Delta visits 

Phu Quoc port (Phu 

Quoc island, Kien 

Giang province) 

Phu Quoc island, 

Kien Giang 

province 

Phu Quoc sightseeing tour 

Night squid fishing 

Khu Tuong Eco farm 
 

Table 1: UNESCO World heritage sites in Vietnam associated with cruise ports (source: 

Author's finding). 

 

2.3. Current status of cruise tourism in Vietnam 

The following is based upon the document 'Asia Cruise Trends 2018' of CLIA, published in 

2018. 

2.3.1. Destination 

Vietnam host almost 500 calls in 2018. In the period 2013-2017, the number of port calls has 

grown but not significantly. In the opinion of many experts, Vietnam's cruise tourism develops 

slowly and is not commensurate with expectations, the main reason is the poor infrastructure and 

services at Vietnamese ports. 

Vietnam becomes number 4 for calls in Asia in 2018, however, when comparing the number of 

calls with other countries in the ranking (except Japan and China), there is not much difference. 

Without a proper development strategy, Vietnam could completely lose its current leading 

position. 

400 (or 81%) of port calls in Vietnam are transit visits (Fig. 4), therefore Vietnam cruise tourism 

doesn't make large profits from their cruise passengers because the length of stay is to short (just 

around 8 to 24 hour). 

Da Nang and Hue host the most calls with 159, followed by are Ho Chi Minh City and Halong 

Bay with 139 and 111 calls. Top ports in Vietnam have a balanced ratio of port calls, reflecting a 

great potential to build a private cruise tourism system in Asia in the future.  



ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          211 

2.3.2. Source Market 

According to information of Asia Cruise Trends 2018 report (CLIA, 2018), Vietnam saw a 

modest increase in cruise passengers, from 5.9 thousand to 6.4 thousand, or 9.4% year over year. 

Vietnam accounts for just 0.2% of Asian passengers. Average age and average duration were 

largely unchanged. Roughly 90% of 2017 Vietnamese cruise passengers opted for a cruise of 6 

days in duration or shorter. Close to 80% of passengers remain in the Asia region for their 

sailings.  

The market of passenger resources in Vietnam has grown, but sales account for a negligible 

proportion compared to other parts of Asia. Therefore, the domestic passenger market is not the 

main cruise market in Vietnam at this time but it's a potential market in the future because 

Vietnam's economy is growing and the proportion of middle and luxury class is also increasing.  

2.4 Chinese Source market 

In 2018, China held number 2 positions in the world in term of cruise passenger source markets 

with approximately 2.3 million passengers (CLIA, 2018). This number can be increase up to 20 

million in 2030 base on opinions of some experts on the 13
th

 China Cruise Shipping Conference 

and International Expo 2018
4
.
 

With the strong growth of Chinese cruise passenger source markets, Vietnam is one of the most 

benefited countries because the convenient location near China where the system of a cruise 

terminal in the southern China is strongly invested and developed, such as Kai Tak terminal in 

Hong Kong, Sanya terminal in Hainan island and even though China also planned to construct 

cruise terminals near Guangzhou and Shenzen cities (China fourth and fifth largest cities). 'At 

present, Vietnam's destinations are the only viable options in South-East Asia return itineraries 

departing from southern China of less five days' (UNWTO, 2016, p. 91). Moreover, due to the 

seasonal nature in North-East Asia, only South-East Asia cruise ports including Vietnam can 

operate during the winter times. With almost all Chinese passengers choosing Asian destination 

(96.9% in 2016 and 96.5% in 2017
5
) for their itineraries in recent years, Vietnam has the big 

opportunities to develop cruise tourism. 

2.5 Negative impact of cruise tourism 

2.5.1. Environmental impacts 

Cruise tourism can cause many negative impacts on the environment: 

The waste of cruise ships such as sewage, graywater, hazardous wastes, oily bilge water, ballast 

water, emit air pollutants or solid waste can damage aquatic life and threaten human health if not 

handled properly (Copeland, 2008). 

Aquatic system disruption caused by cruise ship navigation, facility construction, discharge and 

shore excursion. (UNWTO, 2016).   

Marine degradation from marine recreation (beaches, diving, snorkeling, fishing, etc.) or illegal 

discharge. (UNWTO, 2016).   

                                                        
4 Cruise industry new: https://www.cruiseindustrynews.com/cruise-news/19886-china-2030-20-million-cruise-

passengers.html  
5 CLIA, 2018, Asia cruise trends 2018, published in 2018.  

https://www.cruiseindustrynews.com/cruise-news/19886-china-2030-20-million-cruise-passengers.html
https://www.cruiseindustrynews.com/cruise-news/19886-china-2030-20-million-cruise-passengers.html
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Noise pollution produced by cruise ship engines, propellers, generators, bearing and appearance 

of a large number of passengers at ports and tourist destinations (UNWTO, 2016).   

2.5.2. Social impacts 

When cruise tourism developed, the social issues at cruise destinations also arise: 

People pollution: when a large number of passengers landed on a certain cruise desination that 

exceeded the carrying capacity of that palce. It lead to cost of living increase, overcrowding, 

traffic congestion and noise pollution (Klein, R.A, 2011). 

Cultural heritage sites degradation, traditional cultural changes of local communities can happen 

with a poor management of large scale visitation in short periods Illegal activities can increase 

such as unlawful sex tourism, theft or assault (UNWTO, 2016). 

Homogenisation of the port Experience: Local economic can be changes and depend on cruise 

toruism. 'The Caribbean is an example of a mature cruise destination. As such, ports have to 

degree become homogeneous – jewelry stores, duty frees shops for liquor and others goods, and 

an assortment of tourist-oriented products. A number of companies (e.g., Little Switzerland, 

Diamonds International, Colombian Emeralds, etc.) have stores in various ports. While this 

homogenisation may have economic value to the outside corporations that own the stores, it 

takes its toll on local people' (Klein, R.A, 2011, p.113). 

Community disruption with the dissatisfaction of some local stakeholders who are negatively 

affected by cruise tourism but do not receive any benefits (UNWTO, 2016). 

2.5.3. Economic impacts 

The development of cruise tourism is also associated with many negative impacts on the local 

economy despite the benefits it can bring.  

Cruise tourism creates fewer jobs, especially at transit ports, and also creates less economic 

benefits for the local people than other types of tourism (the profits mainly belong to cruise 

lines) (UNWTO, 2016)   

Even though cruise lines can hinder the development of local business if they invest in building 

reception facilities for local port, it means they have more rights and prefer to choose their 

international partners instead of local business or use their own support services and ground 

handlers etc. (UNWTO,2016).  

Cruise ships with facilities such as a floating hotel combine with many interesting entertainmen 

services, there are considerable numbers of passenger who do not even vistit cruise destinations. 

(J.G.Brida & S.Zapata, 2010, p. 215). Even if the majority of passenger take shore excursions, 

the majority of the money still belongs to cruise lines because the shore excursion provider have 

to share 50% or more the cost of a tour for cruise lines (Klein, R.A, 2011). 

2.6. Sustainable tourism 

The World Tourism Organizaion‘s definition of sustainable tourism:  

'Sustainable tourism development guidelines and management practices are applicable to all 

forms of tourism in all types of destinations, including mass tourism and the various niche 
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tourism segments. Sustianability princeiples refer to the environmental, economic and socio-

cutural aspects of tourism development, and a suitable balance must be established between 

these three dimensions to guarantee its long-term sustainability'. 

Thus, sustainable tourism should: 

1) Make optimal use of environmental resources that constitute a key element in tourism 

development, maintaining essential ecological processes and helping to conserve natural 

heritage and biodiversity. 

2) Respect the socio-cultural authenticity of host communities, conserve their built and living 

cultural heritage and traditional values, and contribute to inter-cultural understanding and 

tolerance. 

3) Ensure viable, long-term economic operations, providing socio-economic benefits to all 

stakeholders that are fairly distributed, including stable employment and income-earning 

opportunities and social services to host communities, and contributing to poverty alleviation. 

Sustainable tourism development requires the informed participation of all relevant stakeholders, 

as well as strong political leadership to ensure wide participation and consensus building. 

Achieving sustainable tourism is a continuous process and it requires constant monitoring of 

impacts, introducing the necessary preventive and/or corrective measures whenever necessary. 

Sustainable tourism should also maintain a high level of tourist satisfaction and ensure a 

meaningful experience to the tourists, raising their awareness about sustainability issues and 

promoting sustainable tourism practices amongst them.‖  (UNEP & UNWTO, 2005, p.11). 

2.7. Sustainable cruise tourism   

2.7.1. Sustainable operation of cruise ships 

The cruise line applies sustainable management method and applies new technologies to cruise 

ships to limit negative environmental impacts, such as cleaner fuel and reduced emissions; 

recycle, reduce and reuse waste (CLIA, Australian cruise association and New Zealand cruise 

association, 2019)  

2.7.2. Sustainable cruise's destination management 

The document ―Sustainable Cruise Tourism Development Strategies - Tackling the Challenges 

in Itinerary Design in South-East Asia‖ publication in 2016 by UNWTO provides 

recommendations for applying sustainable tourism to cruise destinations. Best practices are 

outlined in greater detail as relating to: 

 Destination policymakers and managers 

- Assessment: evaluating cruise tourism development opportunities, risks, 

impacts, and current operations (destination sustainability assessment, visitor 

carrying capacity assessment, destination waste assessments etc.). 

- Planning, policies and monitoring (Apply the results obtained from the 

assessment). 

 Cruise terminal and port facility operators 
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- Construction of port facilities: Need to select construction sites and 

appropriate construction techniques because these can adversely affect the 

environment. 

- Facility design and operations: Designing terminal facilities in a sustainable 

direction by seeking international/national-level green building certifications. 

Should apply an environmental management system (EMS), Port Waste 

Management Plan (PWMP) etc. 

 Excursions and responsible travel 

- Excursions: Apply the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) criteria.  

- Responsible travel of cruise passengers: Organize activities to propagate 

responsible tourism concepts for passenger to make travellers consciously adjust 

their behavior to minimize negative impacts which they can cause to the 

destination.  

 

3. Methodology 

This study uses secondary data and SWOT analysis methods, referring to reports and documents 

from UNWTO, CLIA, articles from major scientific journals around the world such as articles 

from seminars, articles newspapers from prestigious magazines in Vietnam as well as in the 

world. 

After synthesis, the articles are arranged on a data sheet divided by topics such as sustainable 

tourism, negative impact of cruise tourism etc. Next, the information and data in the distribution 

table are analyzed according to the SWOT method to tone industry views on aspects such as 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities to challenge. 

4. Result & Discussion 

4.1. SWOT Analysis 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Geographical location 

Climate 

Rich and diverse cultural and historical heritage 

Gastronomy 

Multiculturalism 

Poor infrastructure 

Lack of experience in operating cruise 

tourism 

Opportunities Threats 

Growing tourism demand 

Market expansion in Asia 

The expansion of China Market 

Environmental impacts 

Social impacts 

Economic impacts 

Growing competition 
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4.1.1. Strengths 

Located close to homeports in Asia such as Hong Kong, Singapore etc., Vietnam has the 

advantage of being selected by cruise lines to become a key cruise destination in Asia. Vietnam's 

climate is suitable for year-round tourism activities, even in the winter. Tourism resources are 

abundant, with a coastline of more than 3000 km along with a lot of unique natural and cultural 

heritage including the UNESCO world heritage cultural site along with diverse and specific 

gastronomy, make Vietnam become one the most attractive cruise destination in Asia. 

4.1.2. Weaknesses 

Almost all the ports in Vietnam are cargo ports so do not meet the facilities requirement for 

cruise ports. The lack of public utilities like duty-free shops, exchange counters and toilets at 

port
6
 and sometimes cruise ship can't dock because the cargo ships have already filled the port. 

This cause inconvenience and bad experience for passengers. 

4.1.3. Opportunities 

Cruise tourism is expected to grow strongly in Asia in the coming years, thanks to the rapid 

growth of China as source market (UNWTO, 2016). With such developments, Vietnam has the 

opportunity to receive a huge numbers of passengers as Vietnam has very suitable geographical 

locations for short-term itineraries departing from southern China (UNWTO, 2016). 

4.1.4. Threats 

Port infrastructure in Vietnam still limited, so it needs to be upgraded to meet the demand from 

passengers but it's may require considerable financial investments, however it have many risks 

because cruise lines might ultimately decide not to choose the port anymore due to the change of 

tourists tastes towards others attractive destinations. 

The outstanding attraction of Vietnamese tourism is the unique natural landscapes and 

traditional cultural heritage such as temples, palaces, ancient temples, etc., which are easily to 

degradation but are very difficult to recover and preserve. With a large number of passengers 

that can reach several thousand people, without proper management strategies, cruise tourism 

can cause serious degradation to the local tourist destinations and traditional culture. 

Cruise lines can change their itineraries and no more coming to some destinations because 

customer's tastes change, competition of others destinations, overcrowded or unsafe etc. This is 

a real risk when building a cruise port requires a huge investment. 

4.1.5. Summary 

In summary, although port infrastructure and public utilities are limited, Vietnam has a great 

advantage thanks to tourism attractions (unique natural landscapes and diverse cultural heritage) 

which is the most important criteria to be considered when cruise lines are choosing a port of 

call (Y. Wang et al, 2014). Moreover, with convenient location with China and also the 

significantly development of Asia's cruise tourism, it's possible that cruise tourism will thrive in 

Vietnam in the coming years. However, Vietnam will also face many negative environmental, 

                                                        
6 Vietnamnet online newspaper, 22 September, 2018, Better seaports and services key to cruise tourism in VN, available 

at 13 august, 2019. https://english.vietnamnet.vn/fms/travel/214642/better-seaports-and-services-key-to-cruise-tourism-
in-vn.html 

https://english.vietnamnet.vn/fms/travel/214642/better-seaports-and-services-key-to-cruise-tourism-in-vn.html
https://english.vietnamnet.vn/fms/travel/214642/better-seaports-and-services-key-to-cruise-tourism-in-vn.html
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social and economic impacts. Therefore Vietnam should prepare for it, especially when it has 

little experience in operating the cruise tourism. This is particularly important as Vietnam has 

many UNESCO World Heritage Sites (both natural and cultural) associated with cruise 

destinations. Without an appropriate development strategy, cruise tourism not only doesn't earn 

profits but also degrades the environment, local cultural or even destroys the UNESCO World 

Heritage sites of destinations, which is the highlight of Vietnam's tourism industry.  

4.2. Proposal sustainable cruise tourism for Vietnam 

Sustainable development is a general direction desired in all fields in the future (UNWTO, 

2016). This in making the case that cruise tourism should develop in a sustainable way because 

sustainable tourism refers to a balance of the environmental, economic, and socio-cultural 

aspects and guarantee its long-term sustainability. Sustainable tourism is now the general 

development trend of the worldwide tourism industry and become the propaganda term of 

UNWTO, when the United Nation member states' designation of 2017 as the International Year 

for Sustainable Tourism for Development sets the ideal stage for the sector to embark on a 

common journey towards 2030 (UNWTO, 2018).   

For the current development of Vietnamese cruise tourism, the first thing to do is to have in-

depth studies on the development of sustainable cruise tourism in such aspects as: destination 

policy and manage, cruise terminals and port facilities, excursions and responsible travel of 

cruise passengers etc. in order for the government to refer to planning the strategies for cruise 

tourism. Need to find different forms of innovation to adopt in cruise tourism as part of the 

transformation toward sustainability. ―Natural, cultural and created destination resources 

comprise the main foundation of a sustainable tourism industry as opportunity for stakeholders 

to accomplish innovative product in order to satisfy the needs of modern, environmentally 

sensitive, tourists. This can be achieved by taking actions that will activate potential drivers of 

innovation to create inegrated and sustainable tourism product‖ (Robert Rinarić, 2015, p.326). 

For sustainable tourism development, interdisciplinary cooperation from stakeholders 

(local/National public authorities, enterprises, education and innovation researcher etc.) is 

required. Not only finding innovative type of tourism, but also applying new technologies in 

accordance with sustainable criteria.  

Vietnam can refer the document Benchmarking Methodology for the Development of 

Sustainable Cruise Tourism in South-East Asia and eight strategies for sustainable cruise 

development tourism in South-East Asia published in2016 by UNWTO
7
, to strategic planning 

for the future. Eight strategies include:  

―Strategy 1: Approach regional cruise tourism development by focusing efforts on controlling 

demand, rather than stimulating it.  

– Tactic 1.1: Evaluate regional trajectory for cruise tourism; 

– Tactic 1.2: Evaluate optimal levels of cruise passenger visitation; 

– Tactic 1.3: Benchmark North-East Asian cruise destinations; and 

– Tactic 1.4: Develop organic growth plans for receiving cruise tourism. 

                                                        
7 United Nation World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), Sustainable Cruise Tourism Development Strategies – 
Tackling the Challenges in Itinerary Design in South-East Asia, published in January 2016. 
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Strategy 2: Assess the sustainable development needs across the entire value chain and visitor. 

– Tactic 2.1: Map the cruise tourism value chain; 

– Tactic 2.2: Assess visitor flow impacts beyond port reception; 

– Tactic 2.3: Assess sustainable destination management capacity; and 

– Tactic 2.4: Conduct destination waste assessments. 

Strategy 3: Quantify the value of natural and cultural heritage conservation to cruise tourism. 

– Tactic 3.1: Identify and assess shore excursion possibilities; 

– Tactic 3.2: Conduct visitor carrying capacity studies at heritage sites; 

– Tactic 3.3: Increase scientific study and monitoring of coral reefs; and 

– Tactic 3.4: Identify dispersal and containment opportunities for attractions. 

Strategy 4: Optimize the value of the destination's natural and cultural heritage through 

appropriate pricing models. 

– Tactic 4.1: Quantify adequate fees for cruise reception; 

– Tactic 4.2: Identify cruise passenger revenue linkages to heritage conservation; 

– Tactic 4.3: Build site manager technical capacity for yield management; and 

– Tactic 4.4: Develop demand-based fee models for receiving cruise ships. 

Strategy 5: Position responsible tourism as an innovative pillar of the region's cruise tourism 

promotion. 

– Tactic 5.1: Build awareness of responsible tourism for cruise passengers; 

– Tactic 5.2: Develop concepts of experience fees and heritage crowd funding; 

– Tactic 5.3: Embed conservation initiatives into itinerary promotion; 

– Tactic 5.4: Provide access for local communities to experience their heritage; and 

– Tactic 5.5: Seek inclusive linkages for cruise ship crew 

Strategy 6: Stimulate innovation and regional interest in improving sustainable tourism. 

– Tactic 6.1: Spread best practice guides across value chain; 

– Tactic 6.2: Create awareness campaigns for local stakeholder's role; 

– Tactic 6.3: Illustrate examples to spread innovation and innovative spirit; 
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– Tactic 6.4: Increase sustainable tourism training mechanisms; and 

– Tactic 6.5: Create cross-functional teams for cruise tourism management. 

Strategy 7: Integrate sustainable cruise tourism components into data collection, monitoring and 

performance measurement. 

– Tactic 7.1: Improve cruise tourism statistical data collection; 

– Tactic 7.2: Monitor visitation levels at key sites; 

– Tactic 7.3: Conduct routine visitor expenditure and motivation studies; and 

– Tactic 7.4: Establish environmental data monitoring systems. 

Strategy 8: Create a regional network for data-driven collaboration in sustainable cruise tourism. 

– Tactic 8.1: Initiate cross-border collaboration for benchmarking; 

– Tactic 8.2: Create knowledge-sharing environments;  

– Tactic 8.3: Evaluate comparative offering of destination experiences; 

– Tactic 8.4: Engage multiple cruise line players; and 

– Tactic 8.5: Increase involvement in industry initiatives and dialogue.‖ (UNWTO, 2016, pp. 

99–115) 

5. Conclusion 

This study reviewed and analysed secondary data to provide an holistic overview of cruise 

tourism in Vietnam, and proposed sustainable tourism as a solution for the negative impacts of 

this tourist segment. Based on that, latter researchers can research more in-depth aspects of the 

Vietnam's cruise tourism. 

The result reveals that cruise tourism in Vietnam is still in a new period of development, there is 

no sudden growth in the period 2013-2018, the lack of infrastructure and services at ports is the 

main reason that limits the development of cruise tourism although Vietnam have many 

advantage.  

However with the rapid growth of cruise tourism, especially from the Chinese market, Vietnam 

should prepare for demand rather than seek it, prioritizing long-term value over short-term 

performance in arrivals. Without proper planning and strict management, cruise tourism can 

bring a lot of negative impacts from the environment, economy to society. 

Sustainable tourism is the direction of the world to solve those problems because its goal is to 

reconcile and grow together on economic, environmental and social aspects. However, this study 

only aims at proposing and introducing sustainable cruise tourism, detailed development 

strategies should be left for more in-depth study. 

 



ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          219 

References 

Association of South-East Asia Nations (ASEAN), 2002, ASEAN cruise development 

framework, published: 2002, https://www.asean.org/uploads/archive/ACDF-Booklet.pdf. 

CLIA, Australian cruise association and New Zealand cruise association, 2019,working together 

cruise industry sustainability guide, published in June, 2019. 

Copeland, C. (2008), Cruise ship pollution: Background, Laws and regulations, and key issues, 

Congressional Reserch Service (Repoer #RL32450). 

Cruise Lines International Association (CLIA), 2018, Asia cruise trend (2018 Edition), 

Retrieved on July 2018: https://cruising.org/news-and-

research/research/2018/december/asia-trends-2018. 

Florida Caribbean Association (FCCA), 2019, 2019 Cruise Industry Overview (2019 Edition), 

Retrieved on April 1, 2019: https://issuu.com/fcca/docs/2019-cruise-industry-overview-

and-s.  

FOST INNO (2018). Strategy for fostering innovation in sustainable tourism for the Adriatic-

Ionian region: https://fostinno.adrioninterreg.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/FOST-

INNO-Strategy-for-fostering-innovation-in-sustainable-tourism-for-Adriatic-Ionian-

region.pdf. 

G. Del Chiappa et al (2018), Host community perceptions of cruise tourism in a home port: A 

cluster analysis, Journal of Destination, Marketing & Management 7, pp.170-181. 

https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/9789284419401 

J.G.Brida and S.Zapata (2010a), Cruise tourism: Economic, socio-cultural and environmental 

impacts. International Journal of Leisure and Tourism Marketing, Vol. 1, No. 3, pp. 205-

226. 

K. Hung, J.F. Petrick (2011), Why do you cruise? Exploring the motivations for taking cruise 

holidays, and the construction of a cruising motivation scale, Tourism Management 32, pp. 

386-393 

Klein, R.A. (2011). Responsible Cruise Tourism: Issues of Cruise Tourism and Sustainability. 

Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Management, 18, pp. 107–116.  

Monty Mathisen, China 2030: 20 Million Cruise Passengers? Cruise industry new, November 

01, 2018: https://www.cruiseindustrynews.com/cruise-news/19886-china-2030-20-million-

cruise-passengers.html 

R. Ribarić (2015): Drivers of innovation in sustainable tourism development, tourism in 

Southern and Eastern Europe, Vol.3, pp. 325-339. 

Research Center for Coastal Tourism (2012), Cruise Tourism From a broad perspective to a 

focus on Zeeland, Volume 4, 

pp.3:https://www.kenniscentrumtoerisme.nl/l/library/download/13920 

Rodolfo Delgado, The Cruise Industry: Destinations, Opportunities, Innovations, and Challenges 

Journal of Advanced Management Science Vol. 5, No. 5, September 2017. 

T. MacNeill, D. Wozniak (2018), The economic, social, and environmental impacts of cruise 

tourism, Tourism Management 66, pp. 387-404. 

Thanh Van, Vietnam becomes Asia's fourth most visited cruise destination in 2018, Vietnam 

investment review, October 29, 2018: https://www.vir.com.vn/vietnam-becomes-asias-

fourth-most-visited-cruise-destination-in-2018-63321.html 

United Nation Environment Programme and World Tourism Orgnanization (2005), Making 

Tourism Mor Sustainable – A Guide for Policy Makers, UNWTO, Madrid, pp. 11: 

http://www.sustainablesids.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/UNEP-WTO-2005-Making-

tourism-more-Sustainable-A-guide-for-policy-makers.pdf 

United Nation World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), Sustainable Cruise Tourism 

Development Strategies – Tackling the Challenges in Itinerary Design in South-East Asia, 

published: January 2016:  https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/9789284417292 

United Nation World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), Tourism and the sustainable 

development Goals-Journey to 2030, published in Jan 2018:  

https://www.asean.org/uploads/archive/ACDF-Booklet.pdf
https://cruising.org/news-and-research/research/2018/december/asia-trends-2018
https://cruising.org/news-and-research/research/2018/december/asia-trends-2018
https://issuu.com/fcca/docs/2019-cruise-industry-overview-and-s
https://issuu.com/fcca/docs/2019-cruise-industry-overview-and-s
https://fostinno.adrioninterreg.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/FOST-INNO-Strategy-for-fostering-innovation-in-sustainable-tourism-for-Adriatic-Ionian-region.pdf
https://fostinno.adrioninterreg.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/FOST-INNO-Strategy-for-fostering-innovation-in-sustainable-tourism-for-Adriatic-Ionian-region.pdf
https://fostinno.adrioninterreg.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/FOST-INNO-Strategy-for-fostering-innovation-in-sustainable-tourism-for-Adriatic-Ionian-region.pdf
https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/9789284419401
https://www.cruiseindustrynews.com/cruise-news/19886-china-2030-20-million-cruise-passengers.html
https://www.cruiseindustrynews.com/cruise-news/19886-china-2030-20-million-cruise-passengers.html
https://www.kenniscentrumtoerisme.nl/l/library/download/13920
https://www.vir.com.vn/vietnam-becomes-asias-fourth-most-visited-cruise-destination-in-2018-63321.html
https://www.vir.com.vn/vietnam-becomes-asias-fourth-most-visited-cruise-destination-in-2018-63321.html
http://www.sustainablesids.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/UNEP-WTO-2005-Making-tourism-more-Sustainable-A-guide-for-policy-makers.pdf
http://www.sustainablesids.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/UNEP-WTO-2005-Making-tourism-more-Sustainable-A-guide-for-policy-makers.pdf
https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/9789284417292


220          ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University 

Vnexpress international online newspaper, 2019, specialized ports hold key to Vietnam cruise 

tourism growth, available at: https://e.vnexpress.net/news/travel/places/specialized-ports-

hold-key-to-vietnam-cruise-tourism-growth-3930652.html  (08 July, 2019) 

W.R. London, G. Lohmann (2014), Power in the context of cruise destination stakeholders' 

interrelationships Research in Transportation Business & Management 13, pp. 24–35. 

Y. Wang et al (2014), Selecting a cruise port of call location using the fuzzy-AHP method: A 

case study in East Asia, tourism management 42, pp.262-272. 

 

https://e.vnexpress.net/news/travel/places/specialized-ports-hold-key-to-vietnam-cruise-tourism-growth-3930652.html
https://e.vnexpress.net/news/travel/places/specialized-ports-hold-key-to-vietnam-cruise-tourism-growth-3930652.html


ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          221 

Problems of How to Impersonate the Tourism Brand for Travel 

Businesses in the Context of Technological  

Agency 4.0 
 

Hoang Thi Van 

Lecturer, Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, Ton Duc Thang University,  

Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam 

Email: hoangthivan@tdtu.edu.vn 

Vo Minh Hieu 

Research Analyst, Outbox Consulting, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam  

Email: hieuvo3108@gmail.com 

 

Abstract: Tourism brands play a role in connecting customers and manufacturers, reflecting the 

quality of travel service business units. In addition, branding also plays a role in shaping 

customer search behavior to help travel businesses find a group of potential customers to 

develop specific services to maintain business advantages. In the age of technology 4.0 today, a 

smart travel brand is not only an advertising marketing channel but also requires businesses to 

adapt and focus on brand value. Customers can easily find travel services from the travel 

agencies but few of the customers understand and place absolute trust in trvel agencies. The 

content of the author's article contributes some ideas about tourism brand personality through 

brand's story and brand's awareness in the context of digital competition, where customers play 

a central role. 

Keywords: Tourism brand personality; travel business; digital marketing. 

 

1. Introduction 

Brand – the brand of any product that is representative of the product provider. The brand 

includes: products, charisma, quality, stories, aesthetics of the business through products to 

customers. Experiencing phase 1.0 - products are mass produced, gradually increased 

competitiveness, phase 2.0 - the world has a gradual and suggestive link to global knowledge. 

Up to 3.0 social network contention and 4.0 - digital social era, customers and businesses are 

closer than ever and this has enhanced competitiveness. So 'our future will be a race between the 

development of the power of technology and human wisdom' (Many authors, 2018, tr.13). In 

many business areas in Vietnam, enterprises have gradually improved the process of branding, 

creating media attraction and ultimately impersonate brand. In the travel business, a few big 

enterprises like Vietravel, Saigontourist and BenthanhTourist have applied the strategy of 

impersonate brand. The group of small and medium-sized travel enterprises still face difficulties 

in creating a long-term brand and this is a significant, researchable problem. 

2. Literature review 

2.1 Brand and brand personality 

According to K.L. Keller (1993) brand image is the memory of the brand that is kept in the 

minds of customers through brand-accompanying activities (according to Nguyen Thi Hong 

Nguyet, 2017, p.93). Building and developing the brand will create the attraction force that 

connects attachments from the brand to customers. Russell W. Belk (1988) says a brand is 

perceived as attractive when it helps customers express themselves, and when customers think 

they share the same characteristics and personality with the brand (according to Nguyen Thi 

Hong Nguyet, 2017, p.93). Recognizing the importance of branding, E.Pista & S.Dimitriadis 

mailto:hoangthivan@tdtu.edu.vn
mailto:hieuvo3108@gmail.com
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(2012) say brand attraction is one of the factors that has an important influence on the brand's 

success (according to Nguyen Thi Hong Nguyet, 2017, p.93). 

Personality of the brand is mentioned by Philip Kotler in many articles and books in the modern 

marketing school. 'Competition in the era # Brand 4.0 depends on the brand as having human 

values and being able to the ability to link those values through the brand's story, while  

 

creating brand awareness for consumers' (Philip Kotler, 2017, p.208). A brand is considered a 

combination of many factors, such as name, logo, slogan, the charisma, and its story over a 

certain period of time constitutes a living product that clearly shows customers the material and 

aesthetic reasons to occupy a certain position in consumer consuming habits. Understanding the 

brand personality has divided into two schools, the first school believes that businesses rely on 

high self-esteem and misperception from customers to personalize the brand to increase sales. In 

contrast, the second school believes that modern customers are smart consumers, so buying a 

product is not merely a purpose of use but, also with many qualifying conditions, creating 

human values and personalizing the brand to show the business ethics of the business. In this 

article, the author analyzes the second school because the perspective of branding personality 

will increase trust and loyalty from customers. 

 

2.2 Overview of the development of the tourism industry in Vietnam 

In the field of tourism, technology equipment (phones, laptops, tablets) become a tool to connect 

customers and travel businesses through websites and apps that create a fast and convenient 

experience. However, this also makes it difficult for travel businesses to compete for tourism 

services due to the possibility of copying ideas. The biggest limitations and difficulties of the 
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tourism and travel industry in Vietnam have two reasons that, the author has noted, are limited: 

these are market research (57.1%) and capital resources and technology (42.9%). 

 

Figure 2: The biggest limitations and difficulties of tourism and travel in Vietnam in 2018 

(Vietnam Report, 2018) 

Customers who access tourism services now have more choices and comparison channels from 

the internet. Basically, marketing strategies have not really placed customers in a central 

position, which makes them feel hurt by not receiving the quality of service commensurate with 

the cost and thus becoming wary of new brands. Philip Kotler said in Marketing 4.0 shifts from 

media to digital technology as follows: 'In human-centered marketing, marketers approach 

customers with the mind, heart and soul. Marketing people need not only to meet the functional 

and emotional needs of their customers but also to deal with the customer's worries and desires' 

(Kotler, 2018, p.165 -166). Therefore, customers set up communities on the internet to exchange 

and respond. They use media as a 'weapon' to reinforce their 'god' status. This becomes a double-

edged sword for travel businesses, skyrocketing the amount of customers and revenue or 

boycott. Vietnam Report statistics for the tourism market in 2018 show information channels 

from the internet accounted for the highest search rate (85. 6%).This is a signal that media 

competition in the tourism industry in the country will face many changes by 2020, travel 

businesses need to have strategies to adopt digital technology and build core values to maintain 

advantages and to compete. To build successful core values, businesses need their own brand 

stories. 
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Figure 3. Chanels search for information tourism in Vietnam 2018 (Vietnam report, 2018) 

The personality strategy of a travel brand is to turn a brand into a 'person' in society with 

elements of origin, story, goals and regular interaction with customers. Changing thoughts in 

customers, brands as friends and as indispensable in their lives, will help reduce competitive 

load and limit negative communication. 

 

Figure 4. Describe the customer experience journey  

 

2.3 The reality of personalizing brand in tourism 

The question of the day for business is how to personalize brands, leading us to ask which 

problems need to be addressed? After solving these problems, how will there be any capture of 

benefits. In this section, the author presents three basic issues from a personal perspective on 

branding personality. Listening to customers is the first thing to note. In the media arena, social 

networking is a multidimensional environment for reaching groups of customers who have not 

used travel services from travel agencies. If tour operators pay close attention to conversations, 

feedback in service advertising content, compliments and complaints after using the service will 



ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          225 

help businesses quickly improve service and planning. plan future products. In order to develop 

a new service, surveying is indispensable. Most of the live interviews, phone calls and mail did 

not make customers share the maximum they might have and they did not alway offer honestly 

all that they thought. But at the time of the current digital technology, monitoring and listening 

on social networks without direct intervention will allow travel businesses to capture the 

psychology and social dynamics of their communities. In the long term, this means travel 

businesses may change their vision and mission in accordance with market demand.  

The second problem is that brand trust becomes especially necessary in the age of 

technology 4.0. In addition to the main role of increasing the value of the brand, trust plays a 

role in connecting users to tourism businesses through payments via the internet. Most of the 

products in the tourism industry are mainly invisible tourism services, so customer trust is 

extremely important. A travel business when personalizing the brand will let customers see the 

business story as one not simply looking for a financial payout but a parallel story to aspects of 

customer life. When looking to satisfy such aspects of life, tourism businesses must easily 

change the roles of their salespeople so as to have them leading loyal consumer groups and 

protecting their own travel services on line. 

Finally, the brand vision in the tourism sector in Vietnam mostly appears only in large 

travel businesses, those with many years of experience. The group of small and medium-sized 

enterprises that merely buy and sell tourism services according to market demand is the main 

game. Any travel business has a brand identity (logo, slogan), but this really only meets the 

basic financial goal. To personalize the brand, travel businesses need to take one more step 

towards brand vision and story. Brand vision speaks of the role of the brand towards the society 

in the future, and stresses how it will bring something of value to consumers and society. For 

example, a tourism business, in addition to the right-to-travel tourist service business (belief), 

may volunteeri with local people to develop sustainable community tourism. Brand vision is 

now easy to implement thanks to the effective support from the internet with easy-to-find criteria, 

easy access and easy implementation. 

 

Figure 5. Issues in brand personality activity 
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2.4 Personalizing brands to make the differences 

The point of success of the process of branding is to turn a pure business brand into a living 

brand, eventually the brand becomes different from the group of businesses operating in the 

same crowded field. Customers can connect their preference to use personal products and 

services with travel businesses through searching information on the internet. The first point of 

contact between the customer and the brand's personality is the brand identity. Although 

operating in the field of tourism, the brands have personalized to help customers easily find 

themselves, reducing competitiveness through focus upon developing specific key products that 

dominate the niche market. Many business companies are trapped in a competitive circuit, they 

passively adopt the existing structure of the industry and hesitate to build brands because they 

think they are really not useful and distract from a focus on competition. This became the main 

cause of their failure (W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne, 2018, p.78). Instead of focusing on 

competition, this author suggests travel businesses should be in the process of branding 

personality to break out of competition. Analyzing a few brands from the travel agencies below 

will make it easier to see this innovation. The author randomly selects several travel brands to 

analyze the brand identity (logo, slogan and mission vision). 

 

Figure 6: BenThanh Tourist logo (website of company) 

BenThanh Tourist logo with a stylized image of eight hearts blended together into an eight-

petaled lotus and the slogan 'Journey to your heart'. Vision 'BenThanh Tourist is the leading 

tourism company of Vietnam and Southeast Asia'. And the mission 'Always create value-added 

chains for diverse products, worthy of customer satisfaction. Enjoy, relax, experience travel and 

life around the world, by combining strong advantages of experience in the field of tourism, the 

professionalism and prestige of internal human resources with the network of service providers 

of reliable quality'. 

 

Figure 7: TNK Travel logo ((website of company) 

TNK Travel logo is stylized in the meaning behind the letters TNK, Thien Nien Ky marks the 

founding year of 2001 at the beginning of the new millennium and the slogan 'The journey of a 

lifetime'. Core values and philosophy 'At TNK Travel, we realize the fact that today's consumers 

are the key to our future business. Therefore, we are carefully selecting our destinations and 

services and only after having an extensive assessment from interns. We continue to follow 

reviews from our travelers so we can continue to improve. For TNK, tourism agency is not only 
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about conducting tours, but also about taking care of customers and providing our tourists an 

experience and a journey of a lifetime'.  

 

Figure 8: Buffalo tours logo (website of company) 

Buffalo tours has the slogan 'Discover your Asia - A suitable journey to discover your Asia'. 

Their vision: '....becomes the leading destination management company in Asia, connecting 

tourists with culture, environment and local communities in a way that inspires and makes sense. 

We know that immersive tourism is the future of travel and all of our products are designed to 

introduce customers to the true heart and soul of Asia'. Community Responsibility is a part of 

their story: 'We partner with local communities to build supply chains to develop small 

economies in a responsible and sustainable framework. We educate our guests and join the 

industry to prioritize conservation of the environment and culture, making Asia an extraordinary 

destination to visit'. 

Currently, tourism is essential for Vietnamese people. According to Asean.travel, Vietnam's 

tourism growth is evaluated as a result of many socio-economic factors impacting, especially the 

emergence and rapid growth of the middle class (MAC - those who have income of VND 15 

million / month or more). In addition, nearly 60% of the Vietnamese population under the age of 

35 has better education and income than previous generations. Before a trip, Vietnamese visitors 

tend to consult information from social networks (Facebook, Zalo, Instargam) to refer to 

information from articles, sharing, and comments. Completely different from international 

tourists who tend to refer to review sites, TripAdvisor is an example. Vietnamese tourists first 

learn about the brand's story of the travel agency, then the price, safety and quality of service. 

They want to find a reputable and long-term tourism provider instead of innovating every year. 

This shows that the activity of branding personality for travel enterprises is necessary. 

 

3. Suggestions for tourism brand personality 

For small and medium-sized travel agencies, the first issue needs to confirm at what stage you 

are able to build your brand according to the appropriate strategy. The author temporarily 

divides this into 3 stages: 

• Stage 1: Products are small, small-scale, not ensuring quality and high risk. 

• Stage 2: The service is professional in the organization of supply and rational 

assurance. 

• Stage 3: The brand has a high professionalism, ensuring physical and aesthetic 

qualities, establishing the absolute trust value in customer psychology. 

After understanding what stage you are at, you can apply a customer utility measuring tool that 

W.Chan Kim & Renée Mauborgne (2017) suggested to complete your own branding product. 
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UTILITY MAP OF BUYER 

Six stages of the Buyer‟s experience cycle 

Purchase Delivery Use Extras Comment Reject 

 

 

Pull and 

push 

factors 

Customer productivity       

Simplicity       

Convenience       

Risk mitigation       

Joy and meaningfulness       

Environmental friendliness       

Figure 9:  Utility map of buyer  

 4. Recommendations 

Along with the efforts of the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism to build a smart 

tourism ecosystem that exploits the foundation of information technology 4.0, it is recommended 

that efforts are made to ensure interaction between managers, travel businesses and tourists. 

Smart travel goes hand in hand with smart travel branding. The personalityization of the brand 

in the field of tourism has long been prevalent in the world, but remains still quite strange in 

Vietnam. It is easy to see that Thailand successfully applied the personality of the travel brand 

with the logo and slogan 'Amazing Thailand' with three campaigns throughout: 'I Hate Thailand' 

campaign, 'Thailand Extreme Makeover' campaign and campaign 'Discover Thainess', making 

visitors feel this national tourist subject as a living personality and building faithful travel 

attachment. Vietnamese travel businesses can learn and develop a strategy of branding 

personality to diversify with the demands and trends of domestic and foreign tourists. 

Impersonating a brand creates a sense of mutual understanding between the travel business and 

the customer. The travel brand ideally has interesting stories behind. The important thing is that 

businesses need to convey the story skillfully to customers to create the feeling that the brand 

has the same sensibility as a person. The participation of customers on social networks has been 

a grea aid for media smart travel enterprises, the problem of travel businesses is still to build 

brand stories, and to find smart customers looking for smart travel products from smart 

businesses. 
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Abstract: Recently, the tourism industry contributes positively to national economies. With the 

tourism market becoming increasingly competitive, the policies, products and strategies related 

to tourism are the focus of research and training knowledge about tourism is promoted among 

countries, territories, and our region. Recognizing this, each country concentrates on building 

destination branding, presenting specific tourism products to create a distinct impression 

compared to other countries. Thus, the national tourism department explores and innovates 

constantly to strengthen destination appeal to tourists to entice arrivals and return visit. 

Furthermore, tourist demand seem to change endlessly, and shows tendencies increasingly 

inclined towards comprehensive destination experiences that typically include landscapes, 

cultural heritage, nature, and local foods. According to the World Tourism Organization 

(UNWTO) report in 2017, gastronomy is ranked third among the main reasons for choosing 

tourist to visit a destination, after cultural motive and nature. Gastronomy is a modern tourism 

strategy in the contemporary world tourism industry. Gastronomy tourism demonstrates food-

related tourism, develops a sense of national pride as an intangible heritage through a country‘s 

cuisines as every dish can tell a story about a cultural destination; they are markers to show a 

destination positively on the world map. Gastronomy tourism becomes a trend, a study, a 

tourism strategy of famous cuisine in developed parts of the world such as France, Turkey, 

Spain, Belgium, United Kingdom, America, Canada, and representative Asian regions as Japan, 

Korean, Thailand. In Viet Nam, there are as yet no agreed definition‘s of what food tourism, 

culinary tourism or cuisine tourism may be, and as yet the latest tourism tendency is not 

confirmed as permanent of simply flavor of the month, however gastronomy tourism by 

definition carries the flavor of Vietnam tourism in general. Consequently, with few research 

articles relating to Vietnamese Gastronomy, the Vietnam Gastronomy Tourism 2018 event was 

held at Ho Chi Minh City as a way to promote Gastronomy more widely across Viet Nam. In 

addition, because it is in  Ho Chi Minh City that we most readily see the convergence and 

abundance of cuisines from the diverse cultural spread of Viet Nam, the full potentials to 

promote gastronomic products could only best be realized centrally. This article seeks a 

definition of gastronomical tourism and explores, the potential of cultural analysis to create, 

develop and access gastronomy tourism products within Ho Chi Minh City. This then function as 

a destination branding, promoting local food resources, as well as suitable marketing strategies 

and sustainable gastronomy tourism via successful gastronomy tourism products in many parts 

of the world. 

Keywords: Gastronomy tourism, destination branding, local food, marketing gastronomy 

tourism, trend. 
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1. Introduction 

The tourism industry is likely to not only contribute to the growing national economy, but it also 

extends national culture into a diverse culture-global arena which in recent decades has been 

driving the development of many societies. With the upsurge of global competition between 

traveling destinations, creating distinctive experiences becomes more necessary. Currently, the 

tendency exploring cultural specificity is becoming a major motivation for choosing tourism 

destinations. The higher appreciation of local cultural values and authenticity of experiences has 

also innovated new trends and within this, gastronomy is identified as a symbolic demonstration 

of the new territories and cultural space opened up through in tourism (Grande, 2001). Seeking 

new gastronomic experiences while traveling is increasingly popular, the stimulation and 

differentiation of tourist destinations is created by the food and cuisine considered as pivotal 

ingredients (Cambourne and Macionis, 2003; Lin, 2009). Thus, gastronomy tourism is evaluated 

as an important orientation to developing destination branding. Gastronomy products are a 

significant potential element in make a destination appealing because food has a vital position in 

the comprehensive experience of a destination, along with the factors of landscape, culture, and 

history (UNTWO, 2107). Recognizing food as a factor to appeal to more tourists, gastronomic 

tourism as a destination driver needs to be established as part of long-term development plans 

and marketing strategies so as to clearly to the intervention and needs of stakeholders.  

This paper delves into the definition of Gastronomic tourism, along with analyzing local food 

development opportunities in Ho Chi Minh City tourism. Moreover, also having mentioned 

gastronomic tourism strategies which have been experienced in many countries the paper 

proposes marketing strategic for Ho Chi Minh City as a destination.  

 

2. Literature Review 

Destination branding 

The theory of destination branding has been researched relying on marketing or branding 

literature (Blain, Levy & Ritchie, 2005) instead of defining only is destination image (Boo, 

Busser & Baloglu, 2009). The destination branding of travel sites concerns building and 

maintaining vital factors, including accommodation, appeal, the tourism orientation, tourism 

company (Cai, 2002), therefore, it is also measured by multiple-dimensions of a place.  

Researchers have mentioned branding as marketing criteria to establish the image, logo, and 

cognizance of visitors (Huan Minh Nguyen, 2018). Because, destination brand strategy is 

considered as 'a plan for defining the most realistic, most competitive, and most compelling 

strategic reason for the country, region, or city; this vision then has to  be fulfilled and 

communicated' (Anholt, 2004). Moreover, destination branding identify contributes to creating a 

distinctive impression focused upon the intentions of tourists, a point mentioned as having a role 

in preparing the tourist‘s planning decisions and choices (Murphy et al., 2007). Recognizing the 

importance of this in, to compete and change the lack of competitors in destinations, many parts 

of the world established place brand awareness and provided value that was developed as a 

priority strategy (García et al., 2012). The brand is not only the first impression and perception, 

it is also a promise that shapes tourist experience of a place. Thus, destination branding must 

demonstrate and present itself as able to fulfill and deliver the promise of enriching experience, 

in turn reinforcing, in the tourist‘s mind, a positive involvement with the chosen place (Ritchie 

& Ritchie, 1998).  
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Not surprisingly, food was ranked third among the main reasons given by tourist to explain why 

they chose to visit, as reported in the UNWTO Survey on Gastronomy Tourism (2016), where 

food is considered a star attraction and 'gastronomy is a driver of destination branding' (Helena 

A. Williams, 2013). In this, gastronomic tourism becomes an icon of the new trend in 

discovering local culture and authentic value at destinations, and contributes to promotion and 

branding destinations (UNWTO, 2017).  

The role of local food in tourism 

The demand for deeper understanding about destinations, overall local culture, and current 

practices, are concerned insight by modern travellers. Tourist desire is understandably diverse: it 

is to enjoy authentic and local experiences, communicate with local people and expect travel 

agencies and hotels to deliver quality applied local values, especially food ingredients (Tolkach 

& Chon 2016). With this definition, local food is iconic as part of the cultural destination and is 

one of the most importance factors in terms of the appeal of the trip. Local food provides a 

marketable impression with which to establish and remember the value of destination branding, 

for example, Kebab is Turkey‘s speciality, pizza of Italia, kimchi of the Republic of Korean, 

tapas of traditional food of Spain, etc… Telfer and Wall (2000) evidenced that tourists spend 

one-third of their travel budget on consuming food which demonstrates an essential position for 

food in tourism. Indeed, destination value is increased through discovering authentic local 

products; as a feature of indigenous culture is embodied via local dishes of the area (Akgol, 

2012). For instance, in this, France‘s cuisine is well-known with some of the world‘s best 

cheeses and wines, but it also shows in that food preparation is taken seriously in France and that 

food embodies part of the etiquette culture of France. 

Gastro tourist 

Gastro-tourists are travelers who plan to experience authentic activities with food at regional and 

international destinations (Henderson, 2009; Kivela & Crotts, 2006; Long, 1998). Furthermore, 

the expectations of the gastro-tourist are of both tasting local food at restaurants and developing 

a relationship with the local culture through food and beverage. According to ICTA‘s study in 

2017, gastro-tourists are those who are willing to spend significant amounts of time and effort to 

taste food and participate in activities related food and moreover, the category is expanding to 

include all age groups, different incomes levels, genders, all ethnic groups, and levels of 

education.  

 

Gastronomic tourism is a potential orientation of the tourism industry 

The word 'gastronomy' has been created from two Greek words, 'gaster' which can be translated 

as (stomach) and 'nomas' which means law (Kivela & Crotts ,2006; Santic,2004). Nevertheless, 

the specificity of the term must be comprehended entirely by its current meaning and 

contemporary value, instead of the fixed determination dictionary (Altınel, 2014). The 

implications of gastronomy are analyzed as significant in efforts to provide the best nutrition for 

ensuring human health and promoting enjoyment of life when eating. Within this point in view, 

the conception includes what we eat and drink, where and when, why others don‘t eat the same 

way, and the communication that we enjoy with other humans through sharing food… these 

topics will become fundamentals to integrate the study of gastronomy (Long, 2004; Molz, 2007). 

For example, gastronomy was seen as the main motivation to attract international tourists in 

2015, with food becoming the most memorable experience tourists have when traveling in 

Taiwan (TTB). This TTB report also demonstrated that night markets are vital gastronomic 

product venues. In general, gastronomy is a new direction in niche tourism, an interaction 
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between eating, drinking and the appreciation of other values such as science and art (Sahin, 

2015). Additionally, the function marketing of gastronomic is also presented in gastronomic 

activities consist of gastronomy festival, class, exhibition, etc…which innovate the gastronomy 

values of a place.   

Gastronomy is not just becoming one of the top orientations of niche tourism, it also retains the 

value of intangible heritage as has been recognized by UNESCO (Richard). For example, 

UNESCO has already acknowledged a number of gastronomic elements of World Intangible 

Heritage: Gastronomic meals of the French (French); Traditional Mexican cuisine – ancestral, 

ongoing community culture, the Michoacán paradigm (Mexico); Nsima, culinary tradition of 

Malawi (Malawi) and Art of Neapolitan ‗Pizzaiuolo‘ (Italia), etc... These cultural heritage 

markers are large honors for the nations, the pride of the local residents, and gastronomic 

heritage value and legacy for the peoples of the entire globe, and as such every cuisine needs to 

be conserved, and of course developed in sustainable way. 

The terms Culinary Tourism and Gastronomic or Gastro-tourism had been used flexibility and 

placed together in food and travel blogs, by experts, and in industry research. According to a 

study by UNWTO, the surveyed evaluated culinary tourism as inclining toward visitor elites, 

thus in 2012, the term gastronomic tourism was introduced as an innovative nuance aiming to 

extend the reference and reach of what was more narrowly understood of culinary tourism. The 

UNWTO association considered in other fact and suggested 'gastronomic tourism applies to 

tourists and visitors who plan their trips partially or totally in order to taste the cuisine of the 

place or to carry out activities related to gastronomy' (UNWTO, 2012). Thus, gastronomy 

tourism contributes to pushing and branding destinations, and retaining and conserving the 

authenticity of destination values (Yolanda Perdomo, Director of the Affiliate Members 

Programme, UNWTO). Gastronomic tourism is evaluated to be principal factor which can 

design a tourist‘s travel as a very unique one, contributing to outstanding destination appeal and 

creating a quality reputation, among competitors as well as acknowledging that food and 

beverages can both serve in meeting a physiological need and having iconic meanings (Calıskan, 

2013). The fact that this niche is appealing to gastro-tourists who don‘t only have a food passion, 

desire to enjoy unique food, strange ingredients; but to those who also want to explore the 

storytelling behind food or beverages related to local culture (Blichfeldt & Halkier, 2013; Horng 

& Tsai, 2012; Iizuka & Kikuchi, 2016).  

In many parts of the world there has been growth that has celebrated gastronomic tourism, such 

as that France, Australia, South Africa, Italy, England, Spain, etc. Additionally, the gastronomy 

tourism report of UNWTO in 2017 supplied new gastronomy products and campaigns promoted 

gastronomic tourism in nations, regions. For instance, where wine tourism is invested to develop 

in Georgia, Mendoza, Argentina, Mexico, and Switzerland with the feast of vineyards – Vevey; 

Canada with whiskey tourism, or beer tourism as the Heineken Experience in Holland. 

Accordingly, there are successful gastronomic tourism practices such as World Tapas Day 

(Spain), the international gastronomy exhibition center 'City of Gastronomy' in Dijon (France), 

'Russian gastronomy week' (The Russian Federation). Consequently, gastronomic tourism one of 

the significant and really emerging markets in the world, becoming attractive in several 

dimensions of competing different destination brandings. 

The potential of gastronomic tourism in Ho Chi Minh City. 

According to the UNWTO tourism highlights in 2018, South-East Asia arrivals increased to nine 

million international tourists in 2017 which makes this the highest development area across 

Asia. Thailand was evaluated as the most attractive destination and Vietnam was considered the 

country with the fastest growth in Asia. In 2018, Vietnam‘s tourism industry was still ranked as 
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a fastest-growing tourist destination and Ho Chi Minh City led with 36,5 million visitors, 

comprised of 7,5 international visitors and 29 domestic visitors (Koushan Das, 2019).  

Nevertheless, the income from of tourist spending showed no significant increase, demonstrating 

that Ho Chi Minh City is only a transit station for other destinations, and most tourists only stay 

in the city a short time. Adding to this, Ho Chi Minh City has never built a tourism development 

strategy because it still has not identified a specific tourism destination profile. 

In 2016, Ho Chi Minh city was nominated the food capital of Vietnam by CNN travel. The 

evidence is that in 2016 ―Bánh mì Sài Gòn‖ was first ranked in the 20 Must-Try street foods 

around the world by Fodor Travel magazine. Also is that year, ―Gỏi cuốn‖ and ―Cơm tấm‖ in 

Ho Chi Minh City were recognized by Asia record as delicious dishes in the area by the Asia 

book of record organization. Ho Chi Minh City was voted in the top 10 best cites by the travel 

and leisure magazine of the United States in 2015, and in the top 23 best cities for street food by 

CNN travel in 2018. To illustrate, in a Government conference, Mr. Paul Le – Secretary General 

of Escoffier French Culinary Association said: 'In Ho Chi Minh City, I can choose several 

delicious meals in the street or a luxurious restaurant with a variety of culinary styles are 

prepared by the traditional chefs or international chefs'. Moreover, Ho Chi Minh City is 

surrounded by rich agricultural regions with fruit, vegetables, fresh meat, and seafood thanks to 

its convenient position in the delta and a modern transportation network. In regard to 

infrastructure for the gastronomic tourism sector, it is instructive to consider other examples, 

such as Bogotá (Colombia) which is also surrounded by different agriculture zones, and it, 

therefore, practices chain value which connects surrounding areas to the gastronomic city. For 

another example, the success of 'Gastronomic tourism in regional communities in Japan' strategy 

is evidence for the potential of regional linkages in gastronomic tourism. Japan conducted 

different development policies based up on gastronomy resources in regions to stimulate foreign 

tourist choices. While, Ho Chi Minh City is also considered as special cuisine destination where 

there is a convergence of culinary regions, the dishes of ethnic minorities, and the presence of 

the cuisines of many countries (Bui Ta Hoang Vu, Director of Ho Chi Minh City Department of 

Culture, Sports and Tourism). All in all, the plentiful food resources in Ho Chi Minh City is a 

significant precondition to encourage many gastronomic tourism concerns contributing to 

promotional activity to reinforce the overall tourism market. However, Ho Chi Minh City 

tourism needs to have a clear development plan and orientation, an effective marketing strategy 

worthy of the available cuisine culture of value.  

In recent decades, South-East Asia has increasingly become an attractive market for 

international tourists, and many countries in the area have used cuisine to promote their 

destination image as well as meeting tourist‘s demand about gastronomic tourism. Moreover, 

Richards (2002) stated that cuisine is a product differential in the segmented market of tourism, 

where there may arise other features for tourist expenditure. Recognizing this, Taiwan has 

conducted the ―Taste of Taiwan cuisine‖ campaign. Singapore has successfully developed 

gastronomic tourism by establishing 'The World Gourmet Summit' organization (Stephen 

Chaney, Chris Ryan, 2011), and in 2003, Thailand published 'Thai kitchen of the world' 

campaign with the expectation to extend broadly the tourism market. In the 'Indonesia Spice up 

The World' campaign, the target is to express Indonesia gastronomic tourism internationally. In 

essence, the understanding is that gastronomic tourism has become a popular site for 

development, an important highlight to affirm in the destination branding of South-East Asia.  

Conversely, gastronomic tourism by definition has had no popular understanding. Food, 

therefore, is only a basic tourism product in Vietnam generally and in Ho Chi Minh City 

particularly. With this point of view, Vietnam or Ho Chi Minh City tourism did not catch the 

trend, and some might saying became dowdy compared with some other parts of the region even 

while it had resources enough to build gastronomic tourism. This is concerning, and so this 
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paper will make a SWOT analysis and propose marketing strategies for gastronomic tourism in 

Ho Chi Minh City. 

Marketing for gastronomic tourism orientation 

Marketing is considered as a vital mission and relates with combining corporate skills and 

market demand (Eric Laws), the marketing or marketing trends, therefore, constantly change 

over time under the influence of customer demand. Marketing operations are an integral strategy 

with most companies, organizations, and industries in modern society. In another opinion, the 

American Marketing Association defined: 'Marketing is an organizational function and set of 

processes for creating, communicating, and delivering value to customers and for managing 

customer relationship in a way that benefits the organization and its stakeholders' ( AMA,2004). 

This notion stressed the customer consumption process, the important characteristic of customer 

relationship management and the equal benefit of stakeholders. The tourism industry has 

differences characteristics with other service industries, as it requires customers to approach 

service providers to consume. In preparing a trip, tourists will consider intention to revisit a 

destination again and research extra information about other destinations. In this understanding, 

marketing tourism becomes a vehicle to direct approaching tourist to raise the priority in 

choosing a destination. Furthermore, the tourism industry is composed of many service segments 

and needs to ensure the coordination and cooperation of many service providers to enhance 

comprehensive marketing strategy. Compare AMA‘s concept of the role of marketing as an 

integral instrument in an increasingly growing market as leisure tourism. The four basic features 

of tourism marketing are namely price, promotion, place and, product.   

UNWTO pointed out key factors gastronomy marketing including firstly, developing the chef‘s 

role as a representative person, who becomes an interpreter of the territory; secondly, investing 

in quality and credible promotional instruments; and then lastly, focusing on exploiting social 

media method. The abundant of marketing gastronomy strategic in the world market due to 

diversity gastronomy resources as well as unique local food at differences nationals, areas and 

territories. UNWTO‘s second report showed the marketing strategy of gastronomic tourism 

around the world. Typically, in 2011, the Republic of Korea had ―Bibimbab Backpackers‖ 

campaign is conducted by young Koreans who moved to 20 cities, 15 countries on 255 days to 

cook Bibimbap; then, in 2012, Turkey along with ―Turkey Coffee Truck‖ campaign traveled to 5 

cities in the United States of America to enhance the relationship together and create 

impressions about Turkey‘s culture. These campaigns are proactive methods to direct approach 

tourist, advertise destination culinary culture as well as the national image. This method is also 

defined as ―Gastrodiplomacy‖ by UNWTO, as a vital tool to promote gastronomic tourism. 

Previously, in 2003, Thailand expanded Thai cooking class to support Thai‘s cuisine culture 

knowledge in ―Thai Kitchen of the World‖ campaign. While Kanazawa in Japan promoted 

gastronomic tourism through ―New York-Kanazawa Chefs‖ exchange program they 

demonstrated the Chef‘s role in marketing. In addition to this, social media plays a significant 

part in gastronomic tourism marketing strategies, as evidence in immersed influences worldwide 

of the 'TripAdvisor gastronomy trend'. Besides, in Japan, Peru or in developing countries, 

addressing the education element means seeing the important role of the schools and universities 

in professional research in establishing gastronomic tourism at the level of nations, territories, 

cities.  

 

1. METHODOLOGY  

SWOT is a popular method in tourism marketing including strengths, weaknesses, opportunities 

and, threats. SWOT method has a wide-deep overall of research subjects because it evaluates 
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both internal elements (strengths, weakness), and external elements (opportunities, threats). The 

result of a SWOT clearly demonstrates an overview of a subject, comprised of the potential 

benefits via internal abilities and external opportunities; and the adverse influence through 

weaknesses and environmental threat. In this manner, the manager has fundamental foundations 

to promote positive factors and limit negative factors. Moreover, SWOT analysis is an easy 

technique to support the manager, marketer, organization in proposing developing strategic, a 

process proposal… 

This SWOT analysis based on information via the prestige report, magazine, article relative Ho 

Chi Minh City tourism and focused on factors which embody the potential of gastronomic 

tourism in Ho Chi Minh City. 

 

2. RESULTS  

♦ Strengths: 

- The capable of diverse tourism resources including cultures, history value, beautiful 

landscapes, architectures… 

- The center position favorable links with neighborhood area. 

- The plentiful of cuisine about different ingredients, flavors, origins, spaces, levels 

…Especially, gastronomy resources widespread at different districts in Ho Chi Minh City.   

- Strong tourism city brand image and achieving international evaluations. 

♦ Weaknesses: 

- Currently, The tourism development strategy of Ho Chi Minh City still has been not built. 

- A lack of research, information, specific promotion in gastronomic tourism.  

- Lack of understanding about gastronomic tourism of the stakeholder as local residents, tourism 

companies, etc… 

- Lack of cooperation and integration between Ho Chi Minh City and surroundings in 

gastronomy tourism. 

- The limited of the tourism authority‘s management and interaction towards local residents, 

travel agencies.   

♦ Opportunities: 

- The opening of ASEAN in 2015 to create opportunities linking tourism routes in ASEAN. 

- Vietnamese food culinary culture organization was established in 2018 to promote image 

Vietnam image as ―the kitchen of the world‖. 

-  The number of international tourists increasingly significant grows in Ho Chi Minh City 

tourism.  
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- The demand for learning local food and culture become a trend in tourism. 

- The food of Ho Chi Minh City is well-known through the appreciating of international experts, 

prestige channels and magazines. 

♦ Threats: 

 - The approaching is slower than many countries in ASEAN and in the world in gastronomic 

tourism. 

- Having powerful competitors in ASEAN being countries have conducted successful 

gastronomy practices as Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia. 

- The world economic crisis that affects tourism. 

- The social problems of Ho Chi Minh City regarding, theft, the civilized city when having 

restaurants serve alcoholic drinks … 

- The warning of food safety and, hygiene with restaurants appearing increasingly on sidewalks 

and tours to experience street food of many travel agencies. While no having any orientation 

planning, management of Ho Chi Minh City Department of Culture, Sports and Tourism. 

The implications for the strategy of gastronomic tourism in Ho Chi Minh City 

According to the results of SWOT analysis, this paper proposed strategies to develop 

gastronomic tourism in Ho Chi Minh City:  

Strategy 1: Promoting researching and finding information about gastronomy in the world. To 

create new knowledge, a unique manner in gastronomic tourism for Ho Chi Minh City, research 

should be invested in professional science researching universities.  

Strategy 2: Developing linkage abilities of food tourism at Ho Chi Minh City. In combining with 

other potential tourism products at the city, along with linking belong to areas and cooperating 

different destinations in Vietnam. In doing so, to support the nation purpose to Vietnam become 

―the kitchen of the world‖. 

Strategy 3:  Focusing on promoting the cuisine branding, creating and innovating the developing 

of food image, gastronomy branding in the city through local chef function and presentation 

quality image on social media marketing. Designing and distributing gastronomic tourism 

marketing strategy belong to gastronomy resource foundation at each district in Ho Chi Minh 

City. The marketing strategy should be conducted as on social media as on real campaigns. 

Strategy 4: Enhancing coordination between management policies of the d, different department 

of mass organizations and stakeholders in tourism including travel agencies, travel industries, 

local residents… as a ―partnership‖ to orient gastronomic tourism at Ho Chi Minh City to 

become attractive gastronomy destination in the world.  

There were projects in the strategy plans:  

1. Exploring gastronomy resources. 

2. Researching deep gastronomy definition with the real condition of the city. 
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3. Researching new gastronomic tourism trends in the world to create a specific 

gastronomic tourism for city. 

4. Practicing a gastronomic tourism model.  

5. Training in the gastronomic tourism understanding for travel business. 

6. Raising awareness gastronomy in local residents. 

7. Investigating building cooking class completely for international tourists.  

8. Appling social media in marketing effectively. 

9. Expanding diplomacy through gastronomy or gastrodiplomacy. 

10. Growing the function of chef as an ambassador of the gastronomy branding. 

 

3. Conclusion  

Gastronomic tourism meets authenticity experience as a demand of modern tourists. 

Gastronomic tourism concentrates on exploring unique local food and beverage resources 

including origin ingredients, flavor, eating style, etc… as well as different elements that 

influence the consumption of local food along with participating in experience activities in 

cuisine such as the cooking process (preparing, cooking and, service). Moreover, gastronomic 

tourism emphasizes a special story, cultural value, traditional value, and/or lifestyle behind local 

food, and promotes comprehensive learning demands about a destination. With this view, 

gastronomic tourism doesn‘t only contribute positively to build destination branding in the 

competitive tourism market, but it also serves the cultural heritage of locals and develops 

sustainable tourism at a destination. Marketing gastronomic tourism must be invested in the 

contemporary forums of social media and proactive in approaching tourists and increasing 

ambassador functions toward local chefs. As a matter of fact, Ho Chi Minh City should create 

and innovate in gastronomic tourism to ensure the attraction, intention, visits and revisits by 

tourists. To do that, we need comprehensive coordination longitudinal and horizontal 

stakeholder 'partnerships' to establish long-term developing strategies clearly.  

This paper proposed four main strategies in developing gastronomic tourism including (1) 

promoting research at professional universities (2) developing linkage abilities (3) focusing on 

marketing strategy, and (4) enhancing coordination in stakeholders. According, this paper also 

suggested ten projects to support developing strategies.  

This paper is constrained by several limitations. Further studies may have deep-interview or 

surveys with tourism stakeholders. For instance, to study creative gastronomic tourism based on 

linkage capable regions including representation dimensions of producers (food factories, food 

and beverage production), traders (market places, local farmer, supermarket…), food and 

beverages service (restaurants, cafes…), gastronomy activities (museums, festivals, exhibitions, 

fairs, cooking class) (Claro, A. M. (2016). Further studies may focus on specific gastronomic 

tourism as street food, to conduct a survey with foreign tourists, and then propose and provide 

analyses as an optimal marketing strategy for Ho Chi Minh City tourism. 
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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to explore the residential model of indigenous minorities in 

the Central Highland of Vietnam (Case studies: Jorai people). Ethnographic methodology is 

applied in the research. Indigenous communities create thoughts of spatial planning which 

relate closely to the environment and their own culture. Each place, like a water station, village 

gate and the direction of the house as well as the space structure of the house, has cultural and 

environmental meaning. The habitat model, therefore, contributes to Jorai environmental 

adaptation and cultural diversity. Jorai's viewpoint on living space shows how they can adapt to 

the environment through cultural characteristics. First, the sacred forest is a way to support 

people who use forest materials economically. Second, because female and community have 

their true powers then they can raise their voice when it is necessary. In the case of climate 

change, the voice of the community is significant in environmental protection. Third, the way of 

living close to the ecology maintains a deep connection with the environment. Therefore, the 

community understand how to protect their living environment. This paper suggests such 

thoughts are worth learning for sustainable urban development. 

Keywords: residence model; traditions, environmental adaptation; sustainability 

 

Spatial planning of Jorai's village and social structure  

Traditional living space (village) 

The Jorai ethnic group was one of the most populous ethnic groups in the Central Highlands, 

and 'the most combative and dynamic' (Maitre, 2008). They lived along the Pleiku plateau or 

Jorai plateau (4,500 km
2
), reaching to Kon Tum plateau and occupied the valleys of SeSan 

River. Jorai people live mostly in Gia Lai province and Dak Lak province, about 372,302 people 

in Gia Lai province until 2009 (Committee, 2010). They speak a homogenized language which 

belongs to the Malayo Polynesian language family. The marks of ancient Jorai location can be 

found over the Pleiku plateau and the valleys along the Ayun and Ba River, Cheo Reo and 

AyunPa valleys (Nguyen T. K., 2010). Although Jorai tribe is a populous group, it's noted that 

counting to 1970; the total number of Jorai people in the Central Highlands was 150,000 within 

3 smaller ethnic groups. 

In the Pleiku plateau, a 'forest
 
village' of Jorai people occurs in deep jungle. They gather in small 

'villages', with discreet fences when many types of dangerous animals live nearby. The ancient 

Jorai people lived in the small land plots for house without garden and fence (Cuu Long Giang, 

mailto:lenadinh@gmail.com
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Toan Anh, 1974). Each ‗forest village‘ separated to others by conventional boundary like a 

natural river bank, a mountain or even a rock. That boundary embraces the whole living space, 

including shared village space in the middle of the village, the grave yard near the village, the 

water drop for daily life, private production lands, the community forest land and the sacred 

forest land. The village stands on the vacant space in the middle of the forest. That structure can 

be a mark of their island roots and helps them give balance to the dense forest around (Nguyen 

Tu, 2003). From the Jorai's viewpoint, the opposite to the 'forest'
 
or 'nature', is the 'village', 

meaning 'culture'. Therefore, 'village' can be understood as 'forest village' (forest village) 

(Nguyen N. , 2002).  

  

Figure 2 - The Jorai traditional village space (village in the forest and inside village space), 

(L.N., Dinh, 2015) 

 

Inside the village, Long Houses stood side by side but separate. Each Long House is the private 

world of the woman leading it and her family. Others who want to enter the house must be 

permitted by the owner (long house).  

A Long House is established from 3 to 4 smaller 'wood-burning-stove' spaces (traditional 

private space, Table 3), ruled by the woman's daughters. Some Long Houses  still exists in Phu 

Thien District (Kla village, Glung village in 2013, 2015). Similar to that, inside the Long House, 

with a smaller 'wood-burning-stove' space each family has a private space for living (template 

illustrated in Figure 3 based on studies of Dournes of Potao (Dournes, (1977) 2013)). 

 

Figure 3 - Inside a Long House space (L.N., Dinh, 2015) according to Dournes's description 

(Dournes, (1977) 2013) 
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The meaning of space for Jorai people is a game of 'sharing/common space' and 'private space'. 

The inner village is a private space unavailable to outsiders (both other ethnic groups and Jorai 

people from other villages) as well as the sharing space for the villagers living in the village. The 

Long House is the private space to the villagers as well as the sharing space for families' 

members living in the Long House (traditional sharing space). Only the 'wood-burning-stove' 

space is the private space for each woman in the mother‘s house. 

Traditional social structure 

The position of Jorai people in the system of power between the Central Highlands and the low 

lands (Khmer and Laos) is recorded in their history. Potao (represented as 'King' of Jorai) is 

comfirmed as keeping one of three sacred objects which protect the balance between the three 

lands of the Central Highlands, Laos' land and Khmer's land (Dournes, (1977) 2013). We can 

say that Jorai have an important position in the history of the Central Highlands. 

Jorai people create a specific perspective on the world around them. The Jorai world respects 

God (Yang, Jorai language) and operates under God's permission, as named in 'Grand-

grandparent's custom' or Gods' Law or Customary Law. First, the 'customary law' here is not a 

tight law system of separate chapters. These are oral traditions recounted from the ancients' 

words. In the world, people live together with animals, trees, gods and the connections among 

them. People can never break the sustainable connections. Therefore, when an animal is killed, a 

tree is cut; a ritual must be done to ask the Gods. Punishment and reconciliation in the Jorai 

world is aimed at reconstructing harmony and connection (Phan, 1998). 

The 88 articles of Jorai Customary Law cover topics judging work, marriage and spousal 

relationships, adultery and divorce, parent-child relationships, adult-kids relationships, 

borrowing, dispossession, land infringement, bad behavior, society harming activities and 

betrayal of the village (Lafont, 1963), (Phan, 2007). In the Jorai Customary Law systems, people 

are held to behave equally and have the same responsibility for their activities: Kids makes 

mistakes when they should behave like an adult (article 34, 61, (Lafont, 1963)). Women and 

men are considered equal when they make the same mistakes or do the same actions. If they 

want to divorce, they have to give an 'indemnification for person (the other in spouses)'. If they 

are adulterers, they must give 'indemnification for community' (Articles 29, 30, from 38 to 43 

(Lafont, 1963)). If they have harmed the social balance, they must be punished. The 

punishments are from light to heavy: indemnification for person, indemnification for community 

(often worship and big meal organization for all members in the village), self-embarrassed, 

deprivation of inheritance, punished by Gods. But, when they fully comply with obligations, 

they are treated like other innocent members of the community. The social management is 

stringent as well as humane. They always have chance of redemption. The most important points 

here are reconciliation and social harmony, the sustainable connections to the gods in the Jorai 

world, instead of the punishment. 

Jorai people hold to the matrilineal form of the family, where women keep an important but 

hidden role in the decision making process while the man represents her and speaks in public. In 

the mechanism of inheritance under the mother's side, the woman holds the property ownership's 

rights (rights of land ownership). When a daughter gets married, she is mature. Then she has 

rights to have a (traditional) private space in her mother's Long House (female traditional 

family). A new 'wood-burning-stove' space is added to the Long House for her new family while 

the man leaves his mother's long house to live in his wife's 'wood-burning-stove' space. If 

divorced, he must leave the wedding properties to his wife and other properties to the children. 

He makes worship to community because of breaking the social balance (the wife must do the 

same if she wants to divorce). Then, he leaves the wife's house and retuns back to his mother's 

long house, perhaps waits for a new 'space' in a new wife's house (male in traditional family) 
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(Article 30 of Jorai customary Law about divorced, (Lafont, 1963)). The leader of the 

community keeps the role of contacting to the God but he does not keep the real authority to the 

community. All official decisions of the community are made through public discussions. While 

the community role's keeps the female positions (Female in traditional society) and the leaders 

of the community keep the positions similar to the man in the family (village elder). To keep the 

balance of the Jorai family and the society, the woman must stay near the 'wood-burning-stove' 

inside the village's boundary or inside her (traditional) private space,. The woman should never 

live in the forest. The 'woman' keeps the role of 'hidden culture' in Jorai's society against nature. 

She is the hidden strength of Jorai society. She must be also kept safe from the outside's eyes 

(Dounes, (1978) 2006) (female in traditional society). The man, on the other hand, moves 

around a lot, even wandering. He connects villagers or being the connecting element of Jorai's 

society (Potao, a represented 'King' of Jorai) (village elder).  

In the analysis of Jorai society's characteristics, it can be shown that the feminine element is the 

core and throughout the objective of the society. It is not only the beginning point for the Jorai 

family and society, but also the most significant element helping to understand Jorai society 

structure. Its representatives are found in the village physicial space as well as in the roles of 

female in (traditional) famlily, of village elder in the village community and of Potao in the 

Jorai's social structure.  

To understand the roles of the feminine in Jorai society, we might imagine an journey starting at 

the place of the woman's (traditional) private space in her mother's long house then going to the 

outside world. In the most (traditional) private space, the space for her family in her mother's 

space, the woman shows her roles as the family head. Then, her mother keeps that role in the 

long house while her daughters' family act as a members in her family group. The boundary of 

the long house as well as the mother's husband can be considered as protection cover layer for 

the women of the family. Outside the long house is the space of the village, the space for 

community. In this space, the role of female in society is more hidden. While the woman's role is 

always unreplaced, it is not shown in public. It is represented through the voice of a group of old 

men village elder. At that scale, the boundary of the village as well as the position of village 

elder is the protection cover layer for the whole of villagers. For the whole of Jorai society, the 

Potao is made to be a represented image of the Jorai community. While the real power belongs 

to God, it is difficult to the people in the outside world to know that truth. That 

misunderstanding makes the Potao be the most important protection cover layer of the Jorai 

society from the outside world.  

According to the graph, it can be seen that the Jorai society presents as a whole structure in the 

face of the outside world. The belief in God is deep inside each of members of the community. 

Ignoring all misunderstandings to their real society, the Jorai people live independently inside 

their own world. Outsider forces affect only the boundary of society, which holds by the Potao 

in general or the village elder in each village. 
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Figure 4 - The social structure (in circle form and in code system) of traditional Jorai 

society (L.N., Dinh, 2015). 

Both the physical living space and social structure support the community relationship. Living in 

the small 'vulnerable culture space' villages in the middle of large 'strong nature power' forest, 

Jorai people are forcesed to work closly together in their daily life as well as in the working. 

Like others indigenous groups in the area, the Jorai applied the shifting cultivation. The dry rice 

fields were farmed respectively each year in the cycle of over ten to twenty years (Condomias, 

(1974) 2008). The working rice fields are also often far from the dormitory living space, deep 

inside the forest (flexible rice field). Moreover, the shifting cultivation agriculture method 

requires people do together the slash-and-burn in the suitable moment of year to protect them 

from forest fire. Therefore, the Jorai people share together time of doing farming in a year (often 

from the first rain of the year in April to October) (community working). Then, they also spend 

together the leisure time (in left months) (community activity).  

The community relationship is also found in the family slace. In the close society, the village 

community is built from some long houses ruled by women. The connections of the families 

living inside a long house are clear and close. Thus, the community relationship can transfer 

easily to the families' relationship. The life style basing on the community's connections creates 

the deep culture imprint on Jorai's comprehension. They are performed into the mix family 

activities and community activities such as wedding, funeral ceremony or worshiping.  

The conception of spatial planning (management) and its values in sustainable urban 

development 

Spatial management aspect. 

There is a smaill important note when studying the indigenous Customary Law collected by the 

French researchers at the French Colonial Period. It's noted that the Customary Law book was 

collected under the permission of French Government. Therefore, it is no hard to know that 
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articles of 'Customary Law' were collectd to 'beneficial to French Government' (Salemink, 

2000). When digging to the Jorai Customary Law collected by Lafont (Lafont, 1963), the 

articles seem to emphasize clearly the protection of the private Rights of land ownership while 

the supposition of the community land management is not clear enough. 

For the Jorai people, it is known that forest is not only belonging to no one but also no ownerless 

(Jorai customary Law (Lafont, 1963)). The forest is the heritage of 'grandparent of grandparent' 

and 'has spiritual significance' (Nguyen N. , 2002). The forest of God is must be respected and 

protected (sacred forest). While the community forest seems like a 'far garden' for the villager, 

the forest around the village keeps meaning of 'near garden'. Both gardens belongs to community 

are the place for all villagers. Any one of them has rights to take forest's products for their own 

demand while they must care of other villagers' demands at the same time. On the other hand, 

one must respect the others' sign of ownership marked to forest's products (community's land 

ownership). 

In the rice field land, cutting from the community forest, each household or 'wood-burning-

stove' owner has a personal plot to grow their own rice and food crops. They have all rights and 

responsibilities of their personal plot. That Rights and responsibility are similar to the private's 

space of 'wood-burning-stove' of a woman in her mother's Long House. However, community, 

the one entity can decide where and when to cut a rice field land from community forest, owns 

the community forest in general (refer flexible rice field).  

In village and long house the private ownership rights also occupies inside the community 

ownership. That is a 'belong to but independent' relationship. Let's take the images of 'wood-

burning-stove' of a woman in her mother's long house to illustrate. The woman has responsibility 

of her family in her own living as well as (flexible) rice field plot. She also manages the 

agriculture farming or her own economic condition. Her mother and her sisters can support to 

her when it's necessary, such as harvesting supporting. But, her farming products belong only to 

her own family. She can repay for the supporting by the farming products, but that activities 

depend on her decision. In turn, the mother and sisters don't have any responsibility to her 

wealthy condition. They can help but that depends on their own decisions.  

It can be said that the land tenure of Jorai's perspective is the private tenure rights is hold inside 

the community land ownership. The private land ownership exists independently inside the cover 

of community ownership (private land ownership). For the outsiders, particular the States in all 

time, a Jorai village is a unified community. So, land owned by village is understood certainly as 

community land. Again, this is the ambivalent meaning of Jorai ownership viewpoint. 

Besides, the meaning of properties (land), which is reflexed in the Jorai Customary Law, is 

crucial. 15/88 articles use metaphorically speaking with illustration of land (properties). For 

example having land/house means wealthy and happy life (article 23), working on own land is a 

sign of mature (article 31, (Lafont, 1963)). Mistakes such as stolen (article 14, 18), unpaid for 

borrowing (article 12, 70, 71, 72), conscious fire making to harm village's properties (article 74) 

and lazy (article 19) are considered as serious guiltiness because of infringing to others' 

properties or not working to make properties.  

About land tenure, the requirement of obvious respect must be followed. The detailed behaviors 

that one abandoned to do on land: jealous to other's farming products (article 75), one's pets 

harm to other's farming products (article 79), not offend the Yang of one's house (article 82, 84), 

not respect the land living on (article 83), cultivate on other's rice field plot (article 85, 86), not 

abstaining in other's rice field plot (article 87, 88). Family members have duties to sharing 

inheritance properties to others, from bracelets, plates to gongs, rice field (article 77, 78, (Lafont, 
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1963)). The land in the world of Jorai people is not only a property but also the value-spirited 

that deeply connects to their life as well as their comprehension of world. 

About the land management method, Jorai people divide their living space, the forest, into 3 

types: village, forest for agriculture and scared forest (Nguyen N. , 2002). More detail, it can be 

divided into 5 types of living space: the village, the near forest around village (like 'garden'), the 

far forest for agriculture (the community forest), and the flexible rice field cut from the 

community forest and the sacred forest. For each type of forest, Jorai people behavior in 

different suitable ways. The sacred forest is forest for Gods. It is inviolable and need be absolute 

respected. The forest for agriculture is the forest land for shifting cultivation or for flexible rice 

field. At the moment, a forest land plot might just be cultured last season (year) and is 

transforming to forest again, other might just be cultured last two to some seasons (year), other 

will be able to culture this year. The left is for taking forest products when the community needs 

them for their special activities. For daily simple demand, the little forest plot around village is 

enough (code: daily demand). For the individual aspect, a Jorai person has rights to 2 types of 

land: her living space in her mother's long house and her rice field plot in the flexible rice field 

of the village. These rights are protected by the Customary Law (Lafont, 1963). Thus, the first 

characteristic of Jorai land tenure conception is 'classification'. 

The second characteristic of Jorai viewpoint of land tenure relates to their social structure and 

mechanism of inherit under mother's side. Firstly, the Jorai social and cultural characteristic is 

protecting woman in safe space, inside the village, near the 'wood-burning-stove' inside the 

house. Woman of home stays in the secretive and the most private place. Secondly, woman is 

the person keeps the rights of property ownership as well as land. She manages her family to use 

these properties and land. And, when a girl gets married, she has the rights to manage a family 

as well as the rights to own properties (and land). She can live in her mother's house in her own 

(traditional) private space or build to her own a new house. But, whatever she chooses, she must 

keep her roles as female in (traditional) society: the hidden-streng of the society. A man goes 

obligatory to his wife's 'wood-burning-stove' space. It can be said that the properties and land 

will belongs to the village, means to the community, until the woman still stay in the village 

(community land ownerhip). 

The viewpoint of land tenure of Jorai people is the important element creating the indigenous 

ethnic Jorai culture. This is the overall perspectives of living space and social structure basing on 

the community ownership and individual's rights respect. 

Values in sustainable urban development  

The 'linking' of 3 factors of the conception of land tenure, the physical living space and the 

social structure is combined to make forces to the Jorai traditional life style. The space of village 

and house makes the space of the Jorai living space as space-around village, space-in village, 

space-house. The different roles of Jorai man (as man's role) and woman (as woman's role) 

create the social structure. And the land tenure conception is built from the position of private 

land ownership in inside of the community land ownership. The form of traditional Jorai society 

is from the combination of these sides. The form is suitable perfectly to the subsistence society 

in the environment of forest.  
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Figure 5 – Social linking in Jorai traditional society (L. N., Dinh, 2015) 

The form of community land ownership covers of the private land ownership protects the living 

environment for the all village (community). Living in the middle of the forest, the decisions 

related to the land (forest) keep significant position to the community survival. Thus, they must 

be given by the all the members of community. Jorai people make these decisions sacred covers 

to increase its strength. Their final purpose is keeping the balance between people's world and 

the nature (Nguyen N. , 2002).  

The model of Jorai traditional village, it is possible to figure about the close connection of the 

villagers to the living space. From a personal perspective, it is a link from inside the family's 

living space to the community's common living space. The connection is not only about the use 

of space, but also the specific social acts. From a community perspective, each village is a 

deeply connected entity with the surrounding natural world. While keeping a boundary that is 

both fragile and clear in the delimitation of the space between 'village' and 'forest'. That spatial 

linkage is concretized in the social structure of the feminist to be the core element to protection 

and hide in the eyes of outsiders. Therefore, the level of attachment to the space of the Jorai 

traditional community lies in the depth of personal and social consciousness. 

This feature is an aspect that can be consulted while looking for an appropriate structure for 

sustainable urban development. The lack of connection between individuals and between 

individuals and communities living in urban areas is quite noticeable. Optimizing the benefits of 

space in urban areas based on the purpose of economic development, has inadvertently mitigated 

the spiritual values of the community at the deeper connection. According to the Jorai traditional 

residence model, the deep attachment to the around space is a solid foundation for a sustainable 

the 'village' or residence unit to the 'forest' or surrounding ecosystem. 

The 'village' – 'forest' relationship actually shows the mutual constraint between the two entities. 

Strict customary law provisions educate villagers about the sense of respect for boundaries, 

sometimes invisible to outsiders. Going far a little from the 'village' means far from 'culture' 

going into 'nature', going into 'forest'. Although the 'village' and 'forest' coexist in a unified 

ecosystem, the ambiguous boundary between 'village' and 'forest' has the effect of restraining 

'village' beyond the scope of scale. When population in a village grows over the level where the 

surrounding nature can meet its survival needs, the solution is to separate the village or move to 

another place. Strong management by law and maintaining an appropriate scale are 

characteristics that modern residence models may consider. Especially for large cities in 

developing countries, where a weak urban government becomes a weakness that makes urban 

scale expansion uncontrollable. Urban expansion with the shortcomings of infrastructure has 
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taken up the agricultural simplicity of the surrounding countryside. The consequence is a 

decrease in the efficiency of land use while the problems of urban issues continue to have no 

proper explanations. 

'Village' – 'forest' creates a solid chance of a more sustainable form of livelihood. It is the 

economic form that balances the demand that is always limited at sufficient levels and the 

surrounding natural ecosystem. Modern urbanism, especially when associated with 

consumerism, is a space built with the purpose of promoting consumption, not restricting them. 

The urbanization of becoming artificial has separated people from nature both physically and 

mentally. Their awareness of the existence of 'original nature' faded away. That link space is 

gradually replaced by meeting individual needs and purchasing goods is a temporary medicine 

that brings satisfaction. The economy based on consumption and resource exploitation sooner or 

later is about to stop due to the lack of natural sources. It is the 'village' space within the 'forest' 

that has created soft ties to ease the urgent but unnecessary needs of the villagers. And this is the 

premise for a more sustainable and soft form of livelihood. 

The Jorai traditional residence model leads to references that need to be considered in terms of 

spatial attachment, respect for community boundaries and mutual restraint between those spaces. 

From here, the model can evoke ideas for a more sustainable form of livelihood for urban 

residents. Deep physical and mental relationship between people and communities in the 

harmony environment and a sustainable livelihood contribute to a better sustainable urban 

development existence.  
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Abstract: Studies on tourism in Indonesia have many models of development. Development 

models focus on the management of rural tourism, urban and natural wealth. Indonesia is an 

archipelago country has the potential to development model tourism island based local 

resources. Masalembu Islands and Masakambingin Sumenep Regency, East Java, Indonesia has 

the potential of tourism to be examined and developed. The potential of tourism resource 

development of local Islands as natural environment, people and culture has a hallmark of a 

multi-ethnic society. Residents live in Masalembu and Masakambingislandare Java, Madura, 

Bugis, Bajo and Mandar. The purpose of this study to uncover development models of tourism 

Islandsbased on localresources. Subjects studied are tourism community groups in the 

Masalembu and MasakambingIsland. Research methods for this study were descriptive 

qualitative participation, observation and interview. Results of the study model of the 

development of tourism based on local resource Islands are 1) Human resource potential, 2) 

Potential of nature and the environment, 3) Economic and technology are potential of creativity.  

Keywords: Tourism Islands; Local Resources; District Sumenep; Madura. 

 

________________________ 

Introduction 

Indonesia is an archipelago country with a diversity of natural and human resources. The 

diversity is of customs, culture, language, arts, Tourism and others (Suharto, 2016). Tourism is 

famous for its various interesting objects so has potential to be developed into an important 

economic sector. The function of tourism as an economic sector is the increase of public income 

so as to reduce the unemployment rate and create a profitable job field (Suwantoro, 2004:36).  

Modelling of the tourism of development in Indonesia varies. Most models of tourism 

development focus on the management of rural, urban tourism and the wealth of natural 

resources. Whereas Indonesia is an archipelago that has potential local resources that are 

interesting when developed into the tourism of the archipelago, one of the districts that has 

hundreds, if not the most, islands in East Java province is Sumenep. The islands in Sumenep 

Regency are one hundred twenty-five (Yasik, Esha, 2007).   

Two of the largest islands are Masalembu Island and Masakambing. Both islands are located 

north of the island of Java and south under the island of Borneo. Masalembu and Masakambing 

Islands have interesting tourism potential to be examined and developed. The tourism potential 

of the archipelago is the development of human local resources, environmental resources, and 

culture with multi ethnic characteristics. The ethnic groups living on Masalembu Island and 

Masakambing are Madura, Javanese, Bugis, Bajo and Mandar (Poernomo, G. 2011).  

mailto:ekna.satriyati@trunojoyo.ac.id
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Studies on the tourism development model of islands based on local resources in Madura were 

rarely researched. It is rare between distant islands and the rare and unfeasible means of sea 

transportation (Satriyati, E, 2009). The study of the islands Tourism development model 

emphasizes the potential of human resources, nature and the environment, and the development 

of creative economy using technological assistance. A minimal background on the development 

of the islands tourism model is interesting for further analysis. 

Materials and Methods. 

Study Area  

This study reveals the tourism development model of the archipelago-based local resources. The 

subject of studies on the Community tourism developers groups in the islands of Masalembu and 

Masakambing. Research methods for qualitative descriptive studies with observation of 

participation and interviews. 

Study Period 

The study was conducted over a period of 3 months from April 2017 to June 2017. 

Study Design 

The descriptive study was performed to analyse the development tourism on the different ethnic 

groups in the region who relied on private house, government establishments and traditional 

facilities in the locality. Prior to the commencement of the study, oral consent was obtained from 

the tourism care institutions and community participating in the study. The data collected from 

informant included name, age, sex, economic status, type and system of tourism locality. A 

verbal survey was also conducted among the informan regarding the compliance to different 

tourism practices. The data collection form as well as the questionnaire for physicians was 

validated internally. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis is performed using a method of studying all available data from a variety of data 

sources. Data sources are obtained from primary data and secondary data. Primary Data of 

observations, interviews and large notes. Secondary Data is derived from research literature, 

news articles and government reports both printed and digital. In order to obtain the validity of 

the data then the test is conducted with the method of triangulation source that is checking data 

between sources one with the other. In this study, data testing was conducted by checking the 

data from one informant with the other and the primary data with secondary data. 

 

Results 

Description of the territory of Masalembu subdistrict consists of three islands namely Masalembu 

Island, Masakambing Island and Karamian Island. This study is only on the island of Masalembu 

and Masakambing. Village in the two islands: village in Masalembu subdistrict there are 4 

villages: Sukajeruk Village, Masalima Village, and Masakambing village. Each village consists 

of several hamlets. Sukajeruk Village consists of 3 hamlets namely the Dusun Ambulung, Dusun 

Gunung and Mandar Hamlet. Masalima Village consists of 3 hamlets namely Masalima Village, 
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new Hamlet and Raas Hamlet. Masakambing Village consists of two hamlets namely the hamlet 

of Ketapang and Dusun Tanjung (Masalembu dalam Angka, 2011). 

The geographical location of Masalembu subdistrict has an area of more than 4,805.199 Ha there 

is a height of less than 500 meters from sea level or belongs to the category of lowland areas. 

Depending on the gradient of more than 3%, or covering an area of 1.23 km² is the topographical 

area of the hills or with a slope between 30%-60%, while as much as 97% or an area of 39.62 km² 

is a ramps or with a slope level Less than 30%. The area of the district is divided into 4 villages 

namely Masalima Village with an area of 11, 73Km², Sukajeruk Village with an area of 11.45 

km², Masakambing Village with an area of 7.67 km², the village of Keramian with an area of 

10.01 km² (Masalembu dalam Angka, 2011).  

Population +/-19 million inhabitants. The population of each village is as follows: The inhabitants 

of Masalima Village +/-8,974 inhabitants, the inhabitants of Sukajeruk Village +/-8,026 

inhabitants, and the villagers of Masakambing +/-2,056 inhabitants. The diversity of tribes 

inhabiting the villages in the islands is explained from the percentage of the number of tribes in 

each village. Masalima Village consists of 35% Madurese (Raas), 25% Mandar people, 25% 

Bugis, 10% Makassar and 5% Javanese. Sukajeruk Village consists of 40% of Madura (Raas + 

Sumenep), 30% Mandar tribe, 20% Bugis, 10% Javanese (Masalembu in Numbers, 2011).  

Ethnic diversity in the Masalembu islands precisely depicts a multicultural area that upholds 

togetherness in life with varying differences. House pattern also shows the diversity of tribes, 

such as in Mandar village and new Hamlet which is the majority of the People Mandar tribe, 

Bugis and people of Makassar have the form of stilt house from Wood and its livelihood as 

fishermen With the ownership of the ship named Pajala (the traditional ship with the balance of 

wood and left vessel and use small nets). Ambulung and Raas Hamlet averaged the majority of 

the people of the Raas tribe, Madura mainland (Sumenep and Sampang) and mixed people from 

the marriage of the Mandar tribe with the Madurese, and also the Javanese tribe. They have a 

form of Limas house with buildings of red/white bricks with cement and sand (Poernomo, G dkk, 

2011).  

The livelihoods of the population of Masalembu sub-district were 60% fishermen, 20% of 

merchants, 10% of farmers, 5% of employees, 5% others (including TKI and TKW). In relation to 

livelihood, education is increasing. In the year 1980-an average resident in the district Masalembu 

only educated graduated elementary school or not graduated elementary school, ten years later 

precisely in the year 1990 there has been a high school graduate and some continuing education 

in college or Diploma. Since the 2000 's there has been a +/-203 scholar and diploma who largely 

devoted himself to working in the Masalembu Islands. Start at Masalembu Camat, school 

principal and Guru SMUN Masalembu, teacher of SMPN Masalembu, teacher of SDN/MI at 

Masalembu, head of Masalima village, village head of Sukajeruk, head of Desa Masakambing, 

head of Desa Keramian, district office officials, village office, doctor As well as nurses and 

midwives, Masalembu has earned a bachelor's degree (S1) and a diploma. The increase in interest 

in the population education in the Masalembu Islands needs to be appreciated because it turns out 

that the number of people who have not graduated from SD also still a lot of 5,276 people per 

year 2009 (Masalembu dalam Angka, 2011).  

Most of the tourism potential of the archipelago in Sumenep district has not been known by 

people outside Madura because of lack of socialization and publication. Need to re-log the 

potential of human resources, natural environment and creative economy in Sumenep five years 

periodically. The re-logging function to find data for the development planning of the 

archipelago tourism becomes exist and maintenance periodically. 
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Tourism driving factor is 1) location, 2) correlation between popularity and size, 3) proximity 

factors between attractions, 4) safe and comfortable 5) efforts to become a tourist icon, 6) 

originality, and 7) provide an entertainment experience. The inhibitory factor is 1) remote and 

isolated locations complicate visitors, 2) the same travel offer on each spot, and 3) unsafe 

(McKercher & Ho, 2006). Both factors play an important role in developing archipelago tourism 

in Sumenep Regency. Especially Masalembu Island and Masakambing. Sumenep District 

Government develops the tourism of the archipelago with guidance on the driving factor, 

avoiding the inhibitory factor, empowerment of human resources, natural environment as well as 

creative economy.  

 

Multicultural Society: the development of local tourism to global levels 

Multicultural society has been examined by Blum (May, 2001) with an offer of focused approach 

to ethics. Various aspects of life are examined with four different values but are interconnected to 

create a multicultural society. For Blum, there are four fundamental values in multicultural 

society education namely antiracism, multiculturalism, inter-racial communities and honorary 

towards humans as individuals. Blum explicitly formulated about multiculturalism as an 

understanding, appreciation, appraisal of a person's culture, reverence of curiosity about the 

ethnic culture of others, as well as efforts to view certain cultures in Expressing value for 

community members (May, 2001). In the science of Anthropology, an offer of approach about 

multicultural society is familiar to the statement because it provides a wide range of opportunities 

for different cultures to share opinions in various interests of life Community (Ahimsa-Putra, 

2002). 

Multicultural society has a multicultural education foundation. There are three social theories that 

affect multicultural education and are able to explain the relationships between individuals in the 

community with a variety of religious, ethnic, language, and cultural backgrounds. The three 

social theories are: (1) Melting Pot I: Anglo Conformity, (2) Melting Pot II: Ethnic Synthesis, and 

(3) Cultural Pluralism: Mosaic Analogy. The three theories are popular with the title of 

Compound Society (Garcia in Suparlan, 1982). 

First theory, Melting Pot I: Anglo Conformity. Melting Pot I think that communities consisting of 

diverse backgrounds such as religion, ethnicity, language, and culture should be united in one of 

the most dominant containers. This theory sees individuals in a hierarchical society, the majority 

and minority groups. If the majority of individuals in a society are Muslims, then other 

individuals who embrace non-Islamic religions must be merged into Islam. If those who dominate 

the community are individuals who are ethnic Javanese, then other individuals who are non-

Javanese ethnic must melt into ethnic Javanese, and so on. This theory only gives the majority 

group an opportunity to demonstrate their identity. Conversely, minority groups have no right to 

express their identity. The identities here can be religious, ethnic, language, and cultural. This 

theory gets a harsh reaction from cultural observers and is judged undemocratically (Garcia in 

Suparlan, 1982). 

Second theory, Melting Pot II: Ethnic Synthesis. The theory popularized by Israel Zangwill sees 

that individuals in a society whose diverse background, are incorporated into a container, and 

subsequently form new containers, by incorporating some of the cultural elements Owned by 

each individual in that society. The original religious, ethnic, language, and cultural identities of 

its members melt into a new identity, so the old identity is lost. If in a society there are individuals 

who are ethnic Javanese, Sundanese, and Batak, for example, then the original identity of the 

three ethnic will be lost, then formed a new identity. Javanese Islam in the Kraton and the 

surrounding community which is a combination of Islamic values and the values of Kejawen is 
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one example. This theory is not yet completely democratic, because it only takes a portion of the 

original cultural element of the individual in society, and removes some other cultural elements 

(Garcia in Suparlan, 1982). 

The third theory, Cultural Pluralism: Mosaic Analogy. The theory developed by the Berkson is 

the view that communities consisting of diverse religious, ethnic, language, and cultural 

backgrounds, have the right to express their cultural identity democratically. This theory in no 

way concoiling certain cultural identities, including the cultural identity of the minority group 

though. If in a society there are individuals who are Muslims, Catholic, Protestant, Hindu, 

Buddhist, and Confucian, then all religious followers are given the opportunity to express their 

own religious identity. When individuals in a community set in the culture of Java, Madura, 

Betawi, and Ambon, for example, each individual has the right to demonstrate their cultural 

identity, even allowed to develop it. The community that adhered to this theory, consisted of very 

pluralistic individuals, so that each individual and group identity can live and lead a life of society 

with Peace and Harmony (Garcia in Suparlan, 1982). 

Based on the three theories above, the theory of Cultural Pluralism: Mosaic Analogy is chosen as 

the basis for multicultural education. In Indonesian society, this theory is in line with Indonesia's 

motto, Bhinneka Tunggal Ika. The motto gives all Indonesians the opportunity to express their 

language, ethnic, cultural, and religious identity, and is even permitted to develop it (Garcia in 

Suparlan, 1982). Research on socio-cultural Multicultural society in Madura Society (Satriyati. E, 

2009) recommends that the people of Madura Island in particular and East Java generally 

prioritize the interwoven social ties between tribes. The virtue is based on the religious equation 

of Islam. Javanese and Madura tribes scattered in East Java as the majority and other tribes as 

minorities, rarely conduct religious propaganda. Instead they tend to look for the dispute so there 

is no opportunity to open the conflict between tribes. The absence of religious and tribal 

propaganda in East Java proved to be from the post-colonial period 1945 to date has never been 

an interfaith conflict or tribe in the province. It is different from Central Java which has been a 

racial and religious issue so that there was a physical clashing in the period of 1965, 1970, 1980, 

and 1997.  Coexistence by building social solidarity of various religions and tribes in East Java 

province shows recognition and appreciation to the diversity of cultural differences. This means 

that understanding multiculturalism has been applied in the lives of East Java Society. 

In multicultural society studies, the role of inter-cultural communication is very important. 

Communication is a defining agreement and a mutual understanding of multicultural society. A 

successful communication management indicator in multicultural society is a good level of 

influence on the environment in the formation of values and the view of a particular ethnic group 

to other ethnic groups. Management of unkind or failed communication will trigger the 

emergence of suspicions and misunderstandings that can bring out the seeds and sources of 

conflict among ethnic conflicts. Pertikaian antar etnik sering terjadi karena kesalahanpahaman 

pesan yang disampaikan dalam proses komunikasi. Kesalahan  menerjemahkan  pesan  dalam 

proses komunikasi antar budaya  menjadi faktor yang sangat krusial untuk memicu konflik antar 

etnik (Junaidi, 2009). Oleh karena itu, kajian akademis perlu memberikan perhatian yang khusus 

dan serius terhadap bentuk komunikasi yang melibatkan kepentingan berbagai etnis. Tujuan 

kajian komunikasi antar etnis agar proses penyampaian pesan di antara kelompok masyarakat 

yang berasal dari etnis yang berbeda dapat menghasilkan kesepakatan dan kesepahaman nilai 

sehingga menciptakan perdamaian di antar etnis. 

The seriousness of communication management involving multicultural relationships is focused 

on intercultural communication. Intercultural communication gives more attention to the process 

of transforming communication between people coming from different cultures to interpret and 

share meanings, both in the environment and relationships between Human.  The intercultural 

communication process occurs when the message and message recipients come from different 
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cultures. Intercultural communication is indispensable to establishing a peaceful relationship in 

multicultural society (Junaidi, 2009). 

Differences in perception, culture and language of every ethnicity affects their inter-

communication process. These differences affect the value and meaning of the message 

conveyed. Various differences in perception, culture and language can not be rejected or be 

dragged in the communication. The press point of understanding the differences in intercultural 

communication is that each tribe seeks to minimize the occurrence of misunderstandings by 

implementing intercultural communication principles in society (Junaidi, 2009). 

Communication involving multicultural communities requires a special strategy for 

communication management to provide insight to the parties involved in the communication. One 

of the effective strategies in intercultural communication is using inclusive communication 

techniques.  The purpose of selecting an inclusive communication technique so that the 

communication message delivered correctly provides a positive meaning for multicultural society. 

Inclusive communication techniques tend to encourage the existence of peaceful conditions 

because the parties involved in communication mutually give recognition and respect to other 

groups that differ from him (Liliweri, 2003). 

In order to establish effective intercultural communication, we also need to understand some basic 

concepts related to the relationship between different groups: 1) Enkulturasi (enkulturation) that is 

the process of studying and absorbing culture Derived from one community, 2) acculturation 

which is the process of cultural adjustment to local culture by adopting values, symbols and/or 

behaviors, 3) ethnocentric (ethnocentrism), a view that considers a Culture is superior to other 

cultures, 4) cultural relativism is recognition of cultural differences and accepts that every 

community has its own norms (Liliweri, 2003). 

These four concepts relate to the value of one's own culture, the culture of others and the process 

of establishing relationships with other people of culture. The concept of Enkulturasi and 

acculturation shows a dynamic and adaptive cultural outlook because of the process of absorption 

and adjustment between one culture and another. The ethnocentric concept is a narrow and rigid 

way of viewing as it only considers their culture most highly than other cultures. This kind of 

view will impede effective intercultural communication. On the contrary, the concept of cultural 

relativism provides a view of recognizing and appreciating cultural differences because every 

culture has its own advantages so there is no need to be disputed the excellence of a culture with 

Other cultures (Djunaidi, 2009). 

Values and views in multicultural societies have the meaning of local wisdom.  Socialization 

among the local wisdom of every ethnicity requires the management of dynamic and effective 

intercultural communication. To achieve its objectives, we use the concept of Enkulturasi and 

acculturation as a guide in conveying messages and intercultural meanings to each ethnic 

community. It requires a lot of academic studies that elevate local wisdom in various discourse of 

life so that values and multicultural meanings are delivered thoroughly. The function of delivering 

value and multi-cultural message is avoiding opposition or hostility. On the concept of cultural 

relativism in local wisdom has taught the community that every culture has its advantages and 

weaknesses. Therefore, society is expected to understand the superiority and weakness of every 

culture and respect it. 

The basis of intercultural communication management in multicultural society as a cornerstone in 

developing archipelago tourism. Tourism is a complex activity that has a large system. On the 

tourism system has a variety of components such as economics, politics, social, culture and so on. 

Tourism as a system has an analysis of various aspects of tourism that are unbiased if released 

from other subsystems such as politics, economics, culture, and so on. Especially in relationships 
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between interconnectedness and related systems. The relationship between components in the 

system is called interdependent relationships. The meaning of interdependent is the change in one 

subsystem will cause the changes in the other subsystem, until finally re-discovered new 

harmonies. 

General tourism in Indonesia has many actors who play a role in moving the system. Actors are 

tourism agents in various sectors. Tourism actors are generally divided into three main pillars, 

namely 1) community, 2) private, and 3) government (Pendit, 1999). The first actor is the 

community is the general public who is in a tourist destination, both as the owner of various 

resources that is a tourism capital and as a workers. Community actors in tourism are also public 

figures, intellectuals, NGOS and mass media. The second actors are private tourism associations 

and entrepreneurs. The third actor is the government's policy and government management in 

various administrative regions, ranging from central government, provinces, districts, sub-

districts, and so on. 

The implementation of the tourism system can run perfectly when the components are melting 

into one and supporting each other. Examples: Society has the obligation to participate and 

preserve the sustainability and cleanliness of the tourist destination. The private sector supports 

financial tourism based welfare development. The government plans, builds, organizes, 

maintains, supervises and invites the public and private together to support tourism activities. 

The development of tourism potential in Sumenep district has many factors that influence the 

outcome to succeed.  Regency of Sumenep has many tourism potentials including natural tourism, 

religious tourism, historical tourism and island tourism. The government regency of Sumenep in 

every annual program always promote tourism from the introduction of tourism program until the 

socialization of the program improvement every year so that its development is widely known by 

the public and private. 

The government Regency of Sumenep also develops its tourism places evenly between the 

mainland and the islands. This is done so that the tourists can enjoy the beauty of various tourist 

destinations in Sumenep Regency. On the financial side, the government of Sumenep obtained 

local sources of revenue in terms of tourism. The government's financial advantage with 

development and promotion, shows cooperation with the media to display tourism in Sumenep 

Regency. One of the development of tourism destination promotion is holding festivals that 

coincide with the anniversary of Sumenep Regency. 

The last five years Program (2016-2020) Tourism development conducted by the Government of 

Sumenep Regency is still in the process of infrastructure development and still doing promotional 

activities. It is to attract tourists from inside and outside the country. Data from the Department of 

Culture and Tourism of Sumenep Regency in 2018-2019, tourism visits are steadily increased 

from a matter of months and annually. The numbers are increasing in accordance with the diverse 

tourism potential from year to year in the regency of Sumenep. The geographical condition of 

Sumenep district is profitable compared to the other three districts in Madura. The geographical 

advantage of Sumenep because it has a heritage tourism destination supported by the public, 

private and government. 

In addition to geographic benefits, Sumenep Regency also has other tourism diversity that is 

religious tourism, beach tourism, culinary tours and island tours. One of the tourism objects that 

are quite a lot in Sumenep Regency is a religious tourism and culinary tourism. This is because 

Sumenep regency has a famous religious culture and the people of Sumenep still hold the custom. 

In addition, the food and beverages made by the people of Sumenep became an icon of culinary 

tourism from Sumenep Regency. 
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The rapid development of tourism that gives an impact to the community of Sumenep Regency. 

The number of tourism visits to Madura especially Sumenep Regency shows that cooperation 

between the three main pillars namely society, private and government has reached a balance 

between the government, private and public in filling the potential and tourism to improve 

people's welfare. Development of tourism potential that occurs impacts in the implementation of 

regional autonomy. Sumenep Regency is a district that is able to run the regional autonomy well 

with evidence there is an increase in budget income (PAD). The development of tourism that took 

place in Sumenep district is besides planned and proclaimed as a regional government program, is 

also a donation of thought and cooperation between the Community perpetrators and tourism and 

private workers both existing In Sumenep and East Java. Coordination between three pillars in 

tourism development greatly facilitates the local government in the regency of Sumenep, 

especially the tourism culture office to reach the target of tourism progress every year. 

Another tourism icon of Sumenep Regency is the development of potential archipelago tourism. 

One of the programs undertaken by the central government in promoting archipelago tourism in 

Indonesia is to open doors for investors (private agents) and tourists to visit the archipelago in 

Indonesia as an interesting destination. Tourism Archipelago in Indonesia, the management of its 

tourism is still very far development compared with neighboring countries such as Singapore and 

Malaysia. In the development of the Islands Tourism program year 2016-2020 helped Indonesia 

in general and the regency of SUMENEP specifically to develop the tourism potential of the 

archipelago. In achieving the target to gain profit and open a job to create welfare independently 

for the community. Therefore, the development of archipelago tourism based on human 

resources, nature and environment, as well as creative economy. The process of achieving 

tourism development using intercultural communication and making the capital multicultural 

society as a cornerstone to achieve a sense of peace and comfort in tourism. 

 

Development of human resources-based islands tourism 

The process of development of archipelago tourism is done by empowering human Resources 

(Pendit, 2002). Need a special strategy for empowerment to achieve objectives. The first strategy, 

cultural communication between ethnic/tribal who live Masalembu Island and Masakambing to 

agree to develop the social potential of each ethnic/ethnic culture into a form of tourism. The 

second strategy, a daily language usage agreement for the implementation of tourism in the 

Masalembu and Masakambing Islands. Both strategies are used to manage human resources 

living in Masalembu Island and Masakambing in managing archipelago tourism. Cultural 

agreements form the character of the People Unity Masalembu and Masakambing in making the 

archipelago tourism safe, comfortable, not boring and provide an entertainment experience for the 

tourists. Language agreements form local wisdom characters in facilitating tourism 

communication to tourists. 

Cultural and language agreements make the process of human resource empowerment easy to be 

formed and developed into the supporting characters of archipelago tourism. Character building 

supports human resources to be trained into a tourism conscious community. Human resource 

character development to be formed into an active and creative community of tourism. The 

character of tourism conscious community makes islands tourism not experiencing obstacles 

despite the remote tourism location. A sense of security, comfort and fun with the community 

makes travelers always back wanting to repeat the island's tourist memories. Active and creative 

tourism characters make sustainable archipelago tourism and make the archipelago community 

prosper.  
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Tourism development of natural and environmental based islands 

The process of development of archipelago tourism is also done with the arrangement of natural 

and environmental Rescue (Oerip, 2002). There are two strategies used to support the tourism of 

islands on the island of Masalembu and Masakambing.  

The first strategy, a deal for the equation of perception against the rescue of natural environment 

on Masalembu Island and Masakambing. The island of Masalembu and Masakambing are given 

the island of life for all ethnic/tribal living. One of the people of any ethnic/tribal who destroys 

nature and the environment on the island of Masalembu and Masakambing, is similar to 

damaging the entire island of life. Environmental conservation perception Agreement continued 

with the preservation of the island environment of life with cultural understanding of each 

ethnic/tribal.  

The second strategy, an understanding agreement on the local wisdom of each tribe about the 

preservation of nature and the environment. The agreement of understanding local wisdom is 

manifested in the conduct of mutual respect and to teach each other applied local wisdom in 

preserving and preventing the destruction of natural environment on the island of Masalembu 

and Masakambing. The process of preserving nature and environment is directly applied in 

behavior has positive consequences. Togetherness in the management of nature and environment 

with mutual respect and still use the way each tribe is perceived as a tribute to the culture of 

each ethnic/tribal.  

The agreement to the equality of perception of the rescue of natural environment in Masalembu 

Island and Masakambing makes the community character create a natural management and 

environment-based multicultural values. Appropriate natural and environmental management 

makes the tourist destination clean and comfortable to be the icon of the Island Tour. The natural 

and Environmental conservation Agreement in Masalembu Island and Masakambing made the 

community take care together in a variety of ways according to the local wisdom of each ethnic 

group. Sustainable natural and environmental care makes the archipelago community 

independent and minimal risk of environmental damage. 

 

Tourism development of the islands creative economy based  

The process of development of archipelago tourism based on creative economy requires several 

strategies. Two supporting strategies for archipelago tourism on Masalembu Island and 

Masakambing. Both strategies are up and down from society and government (Karim, 2008). he 

first strategy, ideas and implementation came from the community, by society and for the 

community. This strategy is derived from the original idea of society after conducting cultural 

agreements, language, management and preservation of environmental nature. The original idea 

embodied a creative economy in behavior. The result of ideas and behaviors is a new material 

that is original and interesting as a cultural manifestation.  

The second strategy, idea and implementation came from the government, by the Government 

but for the community. This strategy is the basic idea of government that sees business 

opportunity for community welfare. The business opportunity is used as a program taught to the 

community to be skilled. Skills program results as a business opportunity to use the community 

to meet daily needs and improve welfare.  
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The idea and implementation of the creative economy from, by and for society as well as from, 

by the Government and for the Community form the process of empowering the archipelago 

community in Masalembu and Masakambing to be creative, many ideas, easily developing 

material and works as a tourism supporter. The creation and implementation of creative 

economic ideas educate the public to always be independent without relying on government 

assistance. On the idea of the establishment of the Government made the community appreciate 

the Government's efforts in supporting archipelago tourism. The process of education and the 

support of implementing creative economy resulted in a balance of community understanding 

with the government. Public and government understanding is needed as a form of support for 

independent archipelago tourism.  

 

Discussion. 

Islands Pride Indonesia as a characteristic of the country.  However, often the building of 

neglected islands. Rural and urban development became the Indonesian Government's priority. 

From Sabang to Merauke, Indonesia has a wealth of remote archipelago that rarely touched 

socialization and publication. In fact there are tourism potential of both human resources, natural 

environment and a large creative economy there. In the outlying islands of Indonesia, inter-

ethnic/tribal conflicts have never occurred. Awareness of living together in a and dwelling and 

willingness to learn each other to make living tribes peaceful and prosperous in one region. They 

are surrounded by the economic potential of natural and creative economic tourism destinations. 

The spirit of promoting the tourism is worthy to be fought and supported by the local 

government of Sumenep Regency, East Java and Indonesia Nation. Hopefully this article can 

inspire readers to be more concerned with the tourism of the archipelago. 

 

Conclusion. 

An understanding of the islands tourism in Masalembu Island and Masakambing need to be done 

some strategies for development. Tourism awareness builds on the development of tourism-

based human resources, natural and environmental as well as creative economy. In the 

development of human resources, it takes a strategy of cultural and language agreements to form 

a community character that is able to become aware of tourism and active and creative tourism. 

On natural and environmental development It takes an agreement between humans and nature to 

manage nature and preserve the environment. It takes a meaning in saving the environment on 

both islands, calling it an island of life for all ethnic/tribal living. On the creative economic 

development of ideas and behaviors of, for and by the public as well as from, by the 

Government and for communities educating and training the people of Masalembu Island and 

Masakambing become self-reliant with the creative economy. 
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Abstract: In the Philippines, many indigenous peoples such as the Ifugaos, who are found in the 

Cordillera Autonomous Region of the northern part of the island of Luzon, continue to thrive on 

the what they have received from their ancestors. This research aims to describe who the 

Ifugaos are and how they withstood the test of time over their customs and beliefs. Their rice 

terraces, and their hudhud are the living proofs that they are a people who did not easily 

succumb to outside influences. Even the Spaniards had difficulty in subduing these people; 

hence, they were able to protect their culture. They are a people who believed about gods and 

goddesses, deities and even spirits who to them interfere with their affairs. This belief then 

drives the Ifugaos to perform rituals to ask for the intervention of these spirits as they are 

believed to have caused a sickness or a malady. Or the spirits can be called upon to intercede 

for good health or well being, and even abundance of harvest. With these rituals, came the 

practice of meat sharing which strengthened the bond between and among the members of the 

clan. The Ifugao world is guided by the bilateral kinship system that reaches up to 3
rd

 or even 4
th
 

generation and that recipients to the meat are considered as close relatives and that marriage 

within is considered taboo or incestuous. However, these traditions are slowly being changed 

due to the influence of the church and education and the changing needs of these indigenous 

peoples. Yet the meat sharing system still thrives up to the present as this was not discouraged 

among the people. In fact, young and old people alike want to preserve this kind of tradition. An 

innovation is that t least the government and the church now see the need to 'lift a finger' and 

come up with programs that can help protect the culture, especially those that do no harm to the 

people. 

 

Keywords: Traditions, indigenous peoples, beliefs, meat sharing, kinship system,  

 

____________________________ 

Introduction 

Many indigenous peoples in the Philippines such as the Ifugaos in the Cordillera Mountains 

have a rich material and nonmaterial culture. Their rice terraces are believed to have been built 

thousands of years ago. Scott (1974) as cited by Acabado (2012) said that the first documented 

Spanish description of the Ifugao rice terraces is in a letter written by Fray Juan Molano to the 

provincial head of the Dominicans in 1801. The irrigated fields surrounded by stone walls were 

already known to the Spaniards in 1750s, but were not very much described before the Spaniards 

settled down in the town later. 

The terraces were believed to have been built by the early ancestors who carved the steep 

mountainsides and transformed them into rice fields. Such engineering marvel continues to 

astound scholars and attract tourists in increasing number. In 1995, UNESCO declared the 

terraces a World Heritage Site. 

The Ifugaos too have a rich oral literature which talks about their encounters with nature, with 

their gods, the deities and ancestral spirits. Lumbera (2009) describes the Ifugaos to have 

mailto:anamorpd@gmail.com
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preserved their literature as it was handed down from generation to generation. He further cites 

that through this group of people who resisted Spanish rule we can now have a glimpse of our 

ancestors and the pre colonial times. Keesing (1962) also describes the people to have refused to 

be Christianized and that they continued their pattern of life.  

The hudhud is one of the narrative chants which according to UNESCO (2008) dates back to the 

early centuries. Its age can also be surmised from the events that were recounted from the 

narration which never speaks about dates except for the use of 'handi wandi' which means in the 

past, long time ago. Lambrecht(1967) asserts that these treasured tales are outstanding works of 

primitive literature that were preserved for ages. In 2001, UNESCO declared the hudhud, an oral 

intangible heritage, a great masterpiece noted for its richness and antiquity. 

 

Methods  

A.  Study Site 

Ifugao is one of the six provinces of the Cordillera Autonomous Region (CAR) found in 

the northern part of the Luzon islands of the Philippines. It is bounded by Nueva Vizcaya 

on the south, Mountain province on the north, Isabela province on the east and Benguet 

province on the west and with an area of about 251,778 ha. It lies around a latitude of 

16
o
35‘north and a longitude of 120

o
50‘ with the highest elevation registered at 2,523 

meters above sea level. It is home to an ethnolinguistic group of the same name who still 

practice traditional knowledge for which (Ryser,2011) refers as a generalized expression of 

knowledge associating the people with 'time honored' ideas and practices associated with 

an individual or family. 

The study sites are the municipalities of Kiangan, Lagawe, Hingyon and Hungduan and 

are restricted to the Tuwali group.1 

B. Data Collection 

The researcher was born and raised in Kiangan and is married to someone from Lagawe-

Hingyon whose maternal lineage is from Hungduan. Being a native to the place, the 

researcher used her experiences and knowledge about the Ifugao culture. 

Data generation include those that were also gathered from key informants who are culture 

bearers. The key informants were the mumbaki (native priest) while the rest were selected 

village folks who have the rituals and traditions be performed. 

 

Results 

Not only are the Ifugaos known for their oral literature. They are also known for their unique 

rituals. These rituals are basically influenced by their beliefs in the different gods, the deities and 

even their ancestors whom they believe to be interfering with them. As (Lambrecht,1957) quotes 

'not only are there a host of circumstances in which sacrifices are performed, but every 

performance is an exhibition of a variety of rituals so great and so complex. Every rice field 

activity has its special sacrifice, every ordinary event in the Ifugao‘s life demands its special 

performance that calls for an intervention of their gods, deities and spirits. 
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Along with these rituals are the offering of animals such as chickens, pigs and carabaos 

depending upon the occasion. The hongan di page (rice rituals) are a series of rites which start 

from the clearing of the field and extends even beyond harvest season. These require the offering 

of chickens. Pigs however were offered by the kadangyans (wealthy families) especially during 

and after harvest. 

Dulawan (2005) classifies another set of rituals. Hongan di Kitaguwan ( rituals for man) 

includes rituals for well being and rituals for prestige. The former follows the life cycle of an 

individual from pregnancy to death and even beyond death while the latter covers rituals which 

define the social status of a couple in the community. Rituals under the hongan di kitaguwan 

category require the offering of pigs. A carabao is also added during death and bogwa 

(exhumation of bones of the dead) and during the prestige rites especially among the rich. 

Embedded in the rituals is the tradition of meat sharing (bolwa). According to one of the 

mumbaki, this practice has been observed as that was the instruction given to them by their 

predecessors – to assign the portion of the meat to be shared by the members of the clan. Meat 

sharing has become a microcosm of the belief system that strongly strengthens kinship among 

the Ifugaos. This according to Barton (1969) who studied Ifugao religion , is to intensify kinship 

solidarity in common ancestry and that the performance of rituals and the sharing of food bolster 

the mutual feeling of dependence and common lineage.  

The same kinship system was described by Conklin (1980) and Dulawan (2005) of the Ifugao 

social world. Kinship reaches up to the fourth ascending generation to include even their dead 

ancestors. 

Another mumbaki says that bolwa has become a binding factor among relatives which can deter 

members of the clan to commit unlawful acts such as incestuous marriage.
2 

He said 'Hanan 

bolway munpatiboh kaat di nunhihintulangan' (It is through the meat sharing system that kinship 

is reviewed). 

He further explains that bolwa is not just the mere sharing of the meat rather, it is the implication 

behind it which should be considered.
3
 This means that the farther the relationship of one is to 

the host, the smaller the share of meat he/she receives. This requires the slicer of the meat to 

know the genealogy of the clan and that he should get the nod of all those present before he cuts 

the meat to ensure that each relative gets his/her appropriate share. 

The Ifugaos also consider the bilateral kinship system as the strongest bond that ties individuals 

together. So that the concept of vengeance against non kin transgressions is prevalent in the 

society. If a member of a kindred is wronged by one outside the clan, conflict between the two 

groups will include every member of the involved kindred. (Conklin 1967,1980)  

After the mumbaki has performed the ritual, he gives instructions for the meat sharing. The hind 

legs of the animals (pigs or carabaos) are set aside for the bolwa. The first recipients are the 

children of the munhonga (host); however, only married children are to be considered to satisfy 

what was described earlier on the nature of bilateral kinship. The married child gets his/her share 

but has to give half of it to his/her spouse who in turn divides the share between or among 

his/her sibling or with his/her parents should they still be alive. If a child however is betrothed or 

engaged to be married, then he/she gets a hini-od, or share not from the hind leg but from the 

breast part. An unmarried child receives no meat as he/she is considered under the care of the 

parents.  

The second level of recipients are the munhonga or the host and his/her spouse. In most cases, 

the share intended for the host is symmetrically proportional to that of his/her spouse and once 
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equally divided, both spouses hand them over to their relatives for equal sharing among the 

siblings. Usually they have their own manogtog (expert in chopping down meat) so the groups 

go their own way of sharing. If however, any of the spouse doesn‘t have any sibling, then the 

share will be added to that which will be distributed to the next level who are the parents of both 

the munhonga and his/her spouse. Again the siblings of the parents are called for their share. 

Meat sharing can reach up to the third or fourth generation if there is abundance of animals that 

are butchered..  

It should also be noted that even illegitimate children are given their share which has to come 

from the parent of the child. 

If a supposed kin was not able to receive any bolwa, a hipdut is considered signifying that he/she 

is already far from the kinship. This can imply that his/her marriage to any member of the clan 

may not be considered incestuous.  

It is on this note that a relative always demand for his/her bolwa no matter how small it is as 

long as he/she is recognized within the clan.  

Due recognition is also given to all who come to join in the occasion. The lapa (forelegs) are 

reserved to be cut into equal shares to be given to every attendee as his/her pahing.
4
 When the 

mabolwa (meat intended for sharing among relatives) and the pahing (meat intended for guests 

and attendees) are placed aside, the remaining portions are chopped into pieces to be cooked for 

everyone to partake of. 

Bolwa does not only take place during the honga (ritual for well being) It is also done during 

other occasions such as the imbango (engagement). In Kiangan, the traditional imbango
5
 

consists of three large pigs which are carried and brought to the would be bride along with some 

glutinous rice placed on a hukup (square basket) and a palayon (a kind of sturdy tree) trunk tied 

at the middle with rattan to symbolize a strong relationship between the would be couple. The 

meat sharing process takes place after the ceremonial baki (prayer invoking intercession of the 

spirits for blessings of abundance and good health). However, only the family of the girl will be 

entitled to their bolwa. 

Bolwa can also be observed on the designated third day (katlu)
6
 of the wake or during the third 

day of the bogwa (exhumation of the bones of a dead person).
7
 It is during the katlu when 

relatives and friends of the deceased gather together to bring help to the bereaved family. Aside 

from friends and relatives, the family of a son-in-law or a daughter-in-law are expected to bring 

one pig, a death blanket and some wines as help to the bereaved. This gesture will be 

acknowledged when they will be given of their share of the meat.  

It is also during the katlu that a carabao is butchered and the usual portions are set aside for meat 

sharing. In cases where the carabao meat is not enough for the sharing, some pigs are butchered 

to augment and ensure that every relative is given a share. The front leg (lapa) is given to the 

spouse of the deceased and his/her relatives while the other is given to the nungilin .
8  

This indigenous practice of meat sharing continues to thrive even up to now however gradual 

changes have been taking place. The researcher was able to identify some factors that caused 

these changes:  

1.  The ingress of Christian missionaries who said that the rituals are works of 

demons and should be avoided. For this, the rituals performed by the mumbaki as he 

calls the spirits of the dead, the gods and the deities were now replaced by Christian 

activities such as prayer services.  
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2. With people being educated, they no longer look at prestige rites as so 

important. They rather use their properties such as animals which they can sell in order 

to send their children to school.  

3. The decreasing number of mumbaki (native priest) who have been acting as 

cultural repository. Only a few of the mumbaki are available and they are being 

regarded as pagans; hence, their families dissuade them to go on with their activities as 

it is kababain (shameful) especially when the family has been Christianized. 

However, despite the changes made on the traditions, still many of the Ifugaos want to preserve 

the practice of the bolwa. The researcher asked an 88 year old woman if she wants to hold a 

honga and with all smiles, she said 'ot o an pinhod kun munhonga ta maamung day iimbabale, 

inap apu ya tutulang dida' ( Of course, I truly love to see the day when my children, grand 

children and all relatives gather together for my honga) 

Another informant who doesn‘t have much land and wealth said that before he dies his wish is to 

hold a honga so all relatives and friends will come even though, he knows that he doesn‘t have 

the means to hold one. He said 'nangamungtu man ya nomnomon kuman tudan uunga' (Never 

mind if I don‘t have the means but I hope that my children will think of holding one for me). 

Even the young and educated children especially those who have become affluent still follow the 

tradition of the imbango. In one occasion, the researcher witnessed her cousin‘s imbango and 

she was surprised to see that instead of the usual number of three pigs, a carabao was added. 

When asked why they have exceeded the number of animals, an elder said 'takon te dimakol 

kayu mo an hintu-tulang, dakol kayun mabolwaan' (yes, because our clan has become so big and 

3 pigs is not enough for the bolwa). 

 

Conclusion 

The bolwa system is generally described as a practice that keeps kinship relationship intact and 

this is deeply ingrained into the hearts and minds of the Ifugaos. 

The rituals which were performed by the mumbaki asking for the help of the gods, deities and 

the dead ancestors to bestow healing upon the sick person or to grant abundant blessings and 

well being when one performs the honga; to accept the soul of a departed one into the eternal 

dwelling or to bless the union of a couple that they may live in abundance are now gradually 

being replaced by Christian acts such as prayer service and pray over extended to the host. 

The church also respects the traditions that these indigenous people have; hence some of the 

rituals performed where Christianized. Instead of the mumbaki performing the rite, it will be a 

minister who does the Christian rite appropriate for the occasion. Even church songs have 

adopted the tune of the indigenous songs and chants.
9
 This according to Reverend Father 

Patricio Guyguyon is the enculturation and indigenization of church practices.  

Today, we still see some Ifugaos practice some traditions such as the honga, bogwa and 

imbango where the bolwa system is still observed. Young and old Ifugao still value the kinship 

which is traced through this system. Credit may also be given to the government's initiative 

through the Republic Act 10066 which mandates the state to conserve, develop, promote and 

popularize the nation‘s historical and cultural heritage and resources. It also created the National 

Commission for Culture and the Arts (NCAA) to oversee its cultural programs and recently the 

NCCA established the school of living tradition (SLT). This is a program that aims to raise the 

awareness and appreciation of one‘s culture by teaching the young. A living master/culture 
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bearer or culture specialist teaches the skills and techniques of doing a traditional art or craft. 

(Talavera, 2008).  

_______________________ 

1 Tuwali- this refers to the ethnolinguistic group of Ifugao whose language and other practices are different from those of 

the Ayangan and Kalanguya who the other ethnolinguistic groups in Ifugao. Although, those from Kiangan, Lagawe, 

Hingyon and Hungduan belong to the Tuwali group, the language they speak have some variants which can identify one 
to be from such place.  

2 Marriage between cousins is considered incestuous and whoever is covered within the meat sharing between and 

among the relatives are still considered as close cousins. 

3 The researcher her first Bolwa experiences during her childhood days. It was when a honga was performed for the 

recovery of her mother who was believed to be engaged to a spirit. Their loud talks must be irritating but that was as she 

came to know later was a result of a discussion between relatives of how the meat should be cut and distributed 
according to the degree of relationship to the host. She actually saw her kinfolks going home contented even when they 

were just given just a small piece of meat.  

4 Pahing – is a share of the meat given to invited friends, neighbors and distant relatives  

5 In Kiangan, a dowry usually of three pigs is brought by the would be groom to the would be bride‘s house. This serves 

as an announcement to the community that this couple is about to settle down in marriage. After sometime, the church 

wedding takes place. In the olden times however, the imbango was itself a wedding rite as once observed, the man and 
the woman could then live as husband and wife. 

What happens when, during the waiting period, the woman no longer is interested with the man she got engaged with as 

she meets another man whom she consents to marry. Then the latter before he could marry the betrothed woman must 
pay back the number of pigs to the former.  

Variation on the number of pigs and animals as form of dowry can also be noted if one is from lagawe, from Hingyon or 

from Hungduan. 

6 Katlu literary means third, the significant day for people to gather in the house of the deceased. What is significant is 

the way the katlu is being counted which is not on third day after the day the person died rather it is reckoned on the day 
the cadaver has been placed in a coffin and that the first pig has been offered. The katlu (third day) and the kalima (fifth 

day) which are the burial days have to be decided upon by the family.  

When the bereaved family can produce all the animals to be used and when family members are all present, then they 
decide when to hold the first day of which all relatives and community members are notified. This is to let relatives 

prepare their tungul or assistance which is a form of a payback for a previous help extended by the bereaved family. This 

will also give time for the families affiliated by affinity to prepare for their hablag (help in the form of a pig, burial 
blanket and wine) in recognition of the relationship brought about by the union of their children.  

7 Bogwa is a tradition were the bones of the dead are exhumed. The bones are brought out from the grave, cleaned and 

wrapped anew with a burial blanket. The bones are then brought home were people keep wake over it. The day it was 
brought home is the start of the first day; hence, the katlu comes on the third day. 

8 Ngilin is a practice observed by the mumbaki where he sits to do the rituals in the dead man‘s house and is supposed to 

be observing some restrictions like not eating climbing vegetables including fish and other water animals. Others even 
abstain from taking a bath for the whole duration that the body lies in state for the wake. 

9 Fr. Felix Bay-ong on some occasions in the church chants the final blessings in the form of a hudhud. When the 

researcher asked the church goers how they take the innovation, they replied 'makakaphod' (It was so nice). Others said 
'at hina kuma aton pon di udum an papadi'. (We hope the other priests will also learn how to chant their blessings.)  
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Abstract: By any metric, the twentieth-century university was a successful institution. In the 

twenty-first century, a growing unease over the costs of the massive investment in universities 

has been married to an epistemological crisis in the worth and meaning of the humanities and 
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forums—the governors of tertiary education systems (i.e., governments, private investors, 

university managers and consultancy firms) who have focused on how HuSS can adapt to the 

research needs of the 21
st
 century and a set of discourses primarily generated by scholars and 

researchers employed within the critical HuSS themselves.  This paper considers what these 

differing approaches mean for reconceptualising HuSS for the twenty-first century.  It examines 

key reports on the future of the humanities from the United States, the United Kingdom and 

Australia. It also offers some preliminary reflections on the future of ‗critical humanities‘ and 

suggests that the ‗crisis of the humanities‘ is attributable to the current audit age that is 

foreshadowing a post-humanist world.  
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_____________________ 

Introduction  

By any metric, the twentieth-century university was a successful institution. In the twenty-first 

century, a growing unease over the costs of the massive investment in universities has been 

married to an epistemological crisis in the worth and meaning of the humanities and social 

sciences (hereafter HuSS) themselves (Calhoun, 2006; Marginson, 2016, 2018; Marginson, 

Murphy and Peters, 2008; Murphy, 2016). These concerns are expressed in two main forums—

the governors of tertiary education systems (i.e., governments, private investors, university 

managers and consultancy firms) who have focused on how HuSS can adapt to the research 

needs of the 21
st
 century and a set of discourses primarily generated by scholars and researchers 

employed within the critical HuSS themselves.  This paper considers what these differing 

approaches mean for reconceptualising HuSS for the twenty-first century.  It examines key 

reports on the future of the humanities from the United States, the United Kingdom and 

Australia. It also offers some preliminary reflections on the future of ‗critical humanities‘ and 
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suggests that the ‗crisis of the humanities‘ is attributable to the current audit age that is 

foreshadowing a post-humanist world.  

 

Section 1: The Research Landscape 

We commence with an overview of the HuSS research landscape in the US, UK and Australia 

by looking at the key reports by the US Social Sciences Research Council (SSRC); the UK‘s 

Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) and National Endowment for Science 

Technology and the Arts (NESTA), and the British Academy; and the Australian Academy of 

the Humanities (AAH) and Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia (ASSA).  

US 

In 2018, the US Social Science Research Council (SSRC) found that the private sector 

represents ‗an increasingly large share not just of research and funding, but also the production 

of data that informs the social sciences, from smart phone usage to social media patterns.‘  

Consequently, the traditional compact between universities, which had ‗supported principles at 

the core of the research enterprise—openness, accessibility, transparency, and quality‘—along 

with ‗the notion that research findings are both authoritative and provisional‘ has become 

uncertain. The SSRC identified three interrelated challenges: short-termism in research, research 

relevance to and impact on contemporary socio-economic challenges, and in an era of post-truth 

epistemology, societal scepticism towards evidence-based research and science in general. The 

pressure to demonstrate a ‗return on investment‘ imposes ‗short-term timeframes on researchers 

with long-term questions about issues of great complexity‘. The SSRC‘s ‗most profound 

conclusion is its call for a new research compact—among universities, non-profit institutions, 

policymakers, and the private sector—to identify a set of shared understandings and 

expectations that build trust in and support for social research today. [This] requires all of us to 

think beyond the institutional and disciplinary silos in which we typically operate.‘  The SSRC 

specifically recommends action related to income, data and research quality measurement 

(SSRC, 2018: ii, vii, 4, 6, 26f.). 

UK 

The AHRC‘s analysis of the UK arts and humanities research landscape identifies similar 

dynamics and issues to those identified by the SSRC in the US. It argues that as ‗the ―knowledge 

economy‖ advances, more organisations—public and private—are part of the creation of 

knowledge and more people are interested in the outcomes‘.  

The AHRC focuses on the need for ‗multi-disciplinary and multi-agent responses‘ to 

contemporary ‗complex problems‘: ‗knowledge will increasingly be produced between a range 

of bodies and not just within universities‘ and disciplinary silos must be broken down‘ (AHRC, 

2008:8f.). Multi-disciplinary research is also linked directly with ‗innovation‘ in a joint report by 

NESTA and AHRC. They state that innovation requires ‗networks built on trust, proximity, 

repeat engagement and ―social capital‖‘, and that such networks require ‗team-based 

collaborations, encouraging different disciplines to work together … promoting knowledge 

transfer with other actors in the innovation system‘ (Bakhshi, Schneider and Walker, 2008: 1, 3). 

Regarding the impact of HuSS research on public policy making, the British Academy called (in 

2008) for the establishment of interdisciplinary centres (related to public policy) and the 

establishment (or enhancement) of forums for humanities, arts and social sciences (HuASS) 

researchers to meet with business, government and non-profit organisations for dialogue and 
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exchange, particularly with respect to identifying areas and opportunities for partnerships and 

collaborations (British Academy, 2008, x-xv).  

AUSTRALIA 

The joint AAH-ASSA report Mapping the Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences in Australia, is 

the first academy level study of Australia‘s HuSS research landscape. It is a data rich account of 

the decade to 2012, however is less strategic than the US and UK reports. It has three key foci: 

research funding, outputs and collaboration. In the ten years to 2012, HuASS produced 34 

percent of Australian university research and represented 44 percent of the research fields 

judged worthy of funding but received only 16 percent of funding. HuASS received 26 percent 

of higher education R&D expenditure, however business and university investment were low. 

Just 2.8 percent of business R&D expenditure in 2012 ($17.9 billion), and 6.5 percent of 

government expenditure ($3.5 billion), went to HuASS. Turner and Brass note that ‗current 

industry tax concessions for R&D expenditure explicitly excludes research in [HuASS] from 

core R&D activities.‘ They also highlight that HuASS have less access than the STEM sector 

(science, technology, engineering and mathematics) to government-funded strategic research 

initiatives. During 2002-12, Go8 (Group of Eight leading) universities received 65 percent of 

ARC National Competitive Grants Programme funding for HuASS. In the same period, regional 

universities received only 4 percent. Much of the research conducted by Go8 universities is 

focused on urban centres. These factors raise questions about the sustainability of rural research 

capacities and a fair and reasonable distribution of opportunity across the nation (Turner and 

Brass, 2014:2f., 42f.). 

Digital and ‗big data‘ developments pose a challenge for HuSS research. The SSRC is 

concerned with the private sectors control of ‗socially relevant data‘ (2018: 5) while the AAH 

acknowledges opportunities for ‗unprecedented inquiry into our history and heritage, our place 

in the region, and the way we live now and into the future.‘ The AAH‘s principle concern is the 

siloing of data in unconnected projects and institutions. This is stifling innovation as ‗researchers 

require access to dispersed collections and qualitative and quantitative data and advanced tools 

to enable data-intensive research and analysis‘ (AAH, 2019). 

 

Section 2: Research Value & Impact 

The AHRC places the humanities at ‗the heart of innovation‘, noting that humanities research ‗is 

rarely sequential but develops and re-evaluates earlier ideas and sources of evidence, viewing 

them from new perspectives and new contexts‘. In contrast, the hard sciences ‗typically solve a 

problem and then move on with that experimentally repeatable discovery becoming part of the 

foundation for further explorations.‘ As such, humanities research is ‗less easy to communicate 

formally‘ and ‗less amenable to codification‘. The contemporary ‗inclination to codify 

everything [having] the perverse effect of leading research towards areas that are easy to codify, 

rather than areas that are crucial‘ (AHRC, 2008: 22f.). 

Australia‘s chief scientist, Ian Chubb, has emphasised that while the STEM disciplines are 

‗critical infrastructure…. HuSS disciplines provide vital knowledge and understanding of our 

world‘ (Chubb in Turner and Brass, 2014: iv). This is supported by several recent reports. 

Deloitte Access Economics‘ The Value of the Humanities emphasises the humanities 

contribution to:  

 A productive and innovative workforce.  

 A better-informed citizenry.  
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 The role of humanities research in improved social outcomes. 

Similarly, The Australian Council of Learned Academies sees HuSS as integral to an ‗innovative 

and skilled workforce‘. While arguing for more investment in STEM fields, it emphasises the 

‗need to promote complimentary skills in HUSS fields to develop understanding of systems, 

cultures and the way society uses and adopts new ideas‘ (Withers, et al., 2015: 82). 

The difficulties in evaluating the ‗impact‘ of HuSS research have been well documented (e.g., 

Levitt et al., 2010; Radbourne, 2011; Cahill, 2015). Several recent reports have emphasised 

‗non-conventional‘ outputs that should considered in the measurement of HuSS research impact:  

 The AHRC identifies exhibitions, websites, databases, conferences, workshops and policy 

papers. (AHRC, 2008: 4-5). 

 Cambridge University‘s Centre for Business Research argues that HUSS research impact 

should encompass ‗mechanisms which include people-based, problem-solving and 

community orientated activities‘ (Hughes, Kitson & Probert, 2011: 1). 

 The RAND Corporation emphasises that ‗public knowledge creation‘ is a key non-academic 

research impact in the arts and humanities. It cites the impact of HUSS research on the 

general public, researches engagement with the media and the involvement in public 

lectures and ideas festivals (Levitt et al., 2010: xiii-i). 

Solutions 

 

Deloitte has designed a ‗research evaluation framework‘ to systematically identify the full range 

of HUSS research impacts. The model has two broad areas of focus: ‗Social Impact and 

Economic Impact‘ (Deloitte, 2018: 48-50).  

 

 
 

Deloitte‘s findings demonstrate the value of using this kind of analytical tool to identify and 

articulate the wider range of research impacts in HuSS.  

The AAH advocates for moving beyond ‗frameworks that focus on simple counts of incidence, 

to frameworks capable of tracking complex systems and changes that are involved in 
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international collaboration‘. It argues that significant data already exists (including altmetrics 

and social media data) that could be ‗repurposed [into an] appropriate evaluation framework‘; 

and notes the potential of ‗social network analysis‘ in ensuring that ‗the wide extent of values 

can be quantified at various levels, and the complex channels that value operates can be mapped 

and understood.‘ But it has not proposed a specific model (Cahill, 2015: 2f., 4, 33, 48). The 

value of case-studies in assessing and demonstrating the impact of HUSS research has already 

been highlighted above.  

 

Conclusion  

Key themes that emerge from these reports include:  

1) the impact of Big Data and the ‗digital revolution‘. 

2) the impact of institutional transformations, especially regarding funding levels and 

funding sources 

3) the necessity for collaboration between academic disciplines, the government and 

private sector. This is particularly important for HUSS due to the changes outlined 

above and HUSS‘ current ‗accountability crisis‘ 

4) The potential of new frameworks to identify, conceptualise and quantify the full range 

of HUSS research outputs. These frameworks have a potential to advocate for HUSS 

research with key stakeholders, such as university management and government/grants 

bodies. 

These findings return us to the value debate alluded to at the outset. The cultural imaginary of 

the ‗university‘ is a unique socio-historical creation that dates back to medieval Europe but has 

blossomed into a world-system over the last century. Its core mission of the reproduction of 

knowledge and its archival responsibilities have been married to a search for new knowledge. 

Such a mission has carried with it a self-reflexive set of cultural values that deem it unique. At 

least since the middle of the nineteenth century, the greater burden of its defence has been 

argued by the humanities. The current challenges faced by HuSS lie at the heat of the 

university‘s current crisis of legitimation: a normative issue of the substantive cultural value of 

the institution itself.  
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Abstract: After the war, Vietnam followed a strong socialism model, characterized by a 

centrally planned economy and state management in all social activities. This model was hit by 

an economic crisis with severe food shortage and endemic poverty in the late 1970s. Because the 

government lacked resources for state management, public services, such as education and 

health care, were of poor quality. In 1986, the country began its political socio-economic 

reforms, known as Doi Moi, to develop a market-oriented economy and open policies for 

international relations. Supported by the discourse of socialisation, the development of a 

market-oriented economy greatly changed Vietnam with rapid economic growth and social 

improvement. Having a different meaning from the same term in sociology, socialisation in 

Vietnam generally implies a greater public participation in social development activities, which 

were considered the sole responsibility of the state. Although socialisation has been the key term 

of Doi Moi process, there is still a debate not only about its meaning but also its implications for 

social changes in Vietnam. To contribute to this debate, the paper examined the discourse of 

socialisation in contemporary Vietnam and their implications for the field of education. 

Discourse analysis of governmental documents and semi-structured interviews (48 key 

informants) highlighted the development of socialisation of education in Vietnam from general 

public participation to privatisation. This development has been well institutionalised, 

tremendously changing the way people gain access to education in Vietnam since the late 1986.  

 

Keywords: Discourse analysis, Doi Moi, education, privatisation of education, public 

participation, socialisation, Vietnam. 

 _____________________ 

 

Introduction 

After the war, Vietnam suffered an economic crisis due to a centrally planning economy and the 

US embargo (Van Arkadie and Mallon, 2004; Tran, 2008). This crisis was characterized by 

severe food shortages and widespread poverty (Ari, 1999; Bui, 2000). Since 1986, Vietnam's 

political socio-economic reforms, known as Doi Moi, have facilitated the development of a 

market-oriented economy and open-door policies, leading to rapid economic growth (Adger et 

al., 2001; Beresford, 2008). 

'Socialisation' is considered the key term of Vietnam's Doi Moi since the late 1980s (London, 

2013). It should be noted that its meaning is quite different from the term of socialization in 

sociology. Initially, socialisation mainly referred to the mobilization of resources from different 

actors, organizations in the society for development, ranging from natural resource management 

to public services (London, 2013). This meaning, however, has evolved over times under Doi 

Moi. Although this evolution has been examined in a number of studies, it is still not well 

understood how this concept has been structured and institutionalised in the context of Vietnam's 

mailto:dangthikimphung@tdtu.edu.vn
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Doi Moi and to what extent it has impacted different fields of society, especially education. The 

paper aims to fill this gap of knowledge. Using the discourse analysis of governmental 

regulations and relevant documents as well as semi-structured interviews with officers in 

education and users of education, the paper investigates the structuration and institutionalisation 

of the discourse as well as its implications for Vietnam's education in Doi Moi era. 

The paper is organized as follows. After the introduction, the paper examines the key concepts 

of socialisation, participation and educational privatisation. It then presents the research 

methods. The next part of the paper elaborates research results. After discussing the the 

unexpected impacts of socialisation in education and the recent privatisation of schooling in 

Vietnam, the paper comes to conclusions. 

 

Concepts 

We examine the discourse of socialisation of education in Vietnam's Doi Moi through the 

theoretical perspectives on public participation and educational privatisation. These two terms 

and socialisation therefore are the three key concepts of the paper.  

2.1. Socialisation  

The concept 'socialisation' in Vietnam's Doi Moi refers to policies and practices to mobilize 

resources from various social actors for development activities (London, 2013; Nong, 2000; 

Phan, 2016). This mobilization is mainly based on the scheme of sharing costs between the state 

and non-state actors in production and services (ibid.). This cost-sharing takes two forms: co-

production and co-payments (Phan, 2016), which are justified by the main storyline 'Nhà nước 

và nhân dân cùng làm' (the state and people work together). Nevertheless, it is still debating 

about the meaning of socialisation in Vietnam on social media. For example, Bùi (2007) stated 

that the concept of socialisation in Vietnam is used in contrast with its original meaning 

regarding collectivisation or under the management of communities. Nong (2000) however 

claims that socialisation is a mechanism for exploiting all social resources for development 

activities, and Phan (2016) specifies it as the cooperation between state and non-state actors to 

provide funding for development projects. 

2.2. Public participation  

The concept of public participation started emerging in governance discussions in the 1960s 

(Quick and Bryson, 2016). It then became a paradigm in public policy making in the early 2000s 

(Bingham et al. 2005). Public participation describes the various relationships between 

organisations and relevant actors in decision making for solving certain issues and/or 

implementing certain activities (Matshe and Pitsoe, 2013; Birch, 2002; 71). These relationships 

shape the extent to which stakeholders (especially the lay people) can engage into decision 

making processes. Arnstein (1969) proposes a 6-rung ladder of citizen participation ranging 

from low to high levels of involvement in decision making. These rungs include informing, 

consultation, placation, partnership, delegated power, and citizen control. Proponents of public 

participation emphasize the importance of public participation in improving the effectiveness of 

service provision because the process not only helps reflect public expectation from the service 

but also facilitates the mobilisation of knowledge and experience from different stakeholders to 

solve public problems (Innes and Booher, 2004; Suebvises, 2018). 

2.3. Educational privatisation  

Traditional public education has long been the norm of many societies where education is 

considered a public good that must be provided by the state (Peña-López, 2015). The provision 

of education under this system is standardized to promote social integration and human capital 

development. Critics of state education however often criticized its stagnation and 

ineffectiveness (Pedro et al., 2015). To address this issue, privatisation is increasingly 
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considered an alternative option (Duong, 2015). Educational privatisation  refers to 'the transfer 

of assets, management, functions or responsibilities previously owned or carried out by the State 

to private actors' (Coomans & Hallo de Wold, 2005, p. 241). Different forms of educational 

privatisation include cost-sharing between state and non-state actors/organisations, 

corporatisation of public schools (business-like management), voucher systems (market 

provision and state financing), and development of private schools (Rizvi, 2016). 

 

Research methods 

The research employed discourse analysis to track the development of socialisation in education 

in Vietnam's Doi Moi. Discourse refers to 'a specific ensemble of ideas, concepts, and 

categorizations that are produced, reproduced, and transformed in a particular set of practices 

and through which meaning is given to physical and social realities' (Hajer, 1995, P. 44). 

Discourse analysis focuses on storyline, which is 'a generative sort of narrative that allows actors 

to draw upon various discursive categories, to give meaning to specific physical and social 

phenomena' (Hajer, 1995, p. 56). Different storylines of socialisation of education were 

systematically sort out from governmental documents (resolutions, decisions, decrees, reports, 

laws ) and relevant documents (scientific papers, articles on newspapers) to track the 

structuration and institutionalisation of the discourse from the late 1990. Statements by different 

actors on socialisation in education on social media and 48 semi-structured interviews with key 

informants, including officers in education and users of education, were also analysed to get 

insights into debating issues about educational socialisation in Vietnam. 

 

Research results 

4.1. The structuration and institutionalisation of education socialisation in Vietnam from 

the late 1990s 

After the country's reunification, Vietnam built a socialist model with a centralized economy 

(Bui, 2000). The central state was responsible for all fields, especially education and health care. 

Public educational institutions and free schooling were outstanding features of Vietnamese 

education during this period. However, the state's constrained budget led to the overload and low 

quality of public services, especially education (ibid.). The country's Doi Moi towards the 

development of a market economy with the participation of multi-actors since 1986 provided 

solutions to the problems. These reforms centered around the discourse of socialisation to reduce 

the state budget on public services. The storyline 'Nhà nước và nhân dân cùng làm' (the state and 

people work together) spread rapidly in the early 1990s to encourage people to participate in the 

provision and improvement of public services.  

Education has long been considered a public good that must be provided by the state in Vietnam 

before Doi Moi (Duong, 2015). Despite the numerous compliments about free education, the 

constrained state budget made education stagnant with low standards (ibid.). This issue required 

reforming Vietnam's educational services. Although the idea of public participation in 

educational activities already emerged in the early 1990s, it was not official until Resolution No 

90/NQ-CP dated 1 August 1997 by the Prime Minister (hereby called Resolution 90). With the 

main storyline 'Vận động toàn dân tham gia sự nghiệp giáo dục' (Mobilize all people to 

participate in education) (GoV, 1997, p. 1), the Resolution stated socialisation of education was 

to mobilize and organise the participation of the whole society for educational development by 

means of diversifying school types and applying tuition schemes (GoV, 1997, p. 1). This was 

considered as a kind of co-production between state and non-state actors to provide 

'opportunities for people to participate actively and equally in education' (ibid.). This Resolution 

thus allowed private actors to participate in educational activities. In order to expand 

opportunities for people to access education, Resolution 90 advocated the development of non-
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public schools in three forms: semi-public,(schools with partnership between the government 

and private) people-founded (schools operated by private organisations) and private schools 

(schools operated by individuals).  

The Resolution also directed the application of tuition fees, especially in vocational and 

professional schools and colleges after decades of free education in Vietnam. Tuition fees were 

considered the share of teaching cost and other related services between schools and students. 

However, the collection of tuition fees was not the same in different regions throughout the 

country. Low fees were applied to rural and remote areas where local incomes were below the 

national average income. The Prime Minister, provincial People's Committees, university 

principals were responsible for deciding specific tuition rates. In addition to tuition fees, students 

were required to contribute to the cost of schools building and facilities. Although the 

Resolution allowed private actors to participate in educational activities, it still emphasized the 

key role of public schools. Nevertheless, the establishment of non-public schools was only 

considered necessary in locations with favorable economic conditions and for non-profit 

purposes. Mobilizing people's participation in education is considered a long-term strategy to 

develop Vietnamese education and ensure social justice in education because people are both 

beneficiaries and contributors. education process (GoV, 1997). 

2 years after the issuance of Resolution 90, the Prime Minister issued Decree No 73/1999/NĐ-

CP (hereby called Decree 73) on educational socialization. With the same storyline 'Vận động 

toàn dân tham gia sự nghiệp giáo dục', the Decree confirmed the need of strengthening public 

schools in Vietnam (GoV, 1999, p. 1). Nevertheless, it seemed to subtly mitigate the key role of 

these schools by stating: 'Encourage broad development of non-public establishments in 

accordance with state planning' (ibid.). The Decree also encouraged private sectors to establish 

non-public educational institutions by preferential policies on land lease, land allocation, 

taxation etc... The development of the 3 types of non-public schools (semi-public, people 

founded and private) was still for non-profits purposes. Social justice in education was still 

understood in the sense that people were both contributors and beneficiaries of education.  

In the mid-2000s, Resolution No 05/2005/NQ-CP by the Prime Minister (hereby called 

Resolution 05) raised concerns about the slow rate of socialization in education (GoV, 2005). 

The resolution stated that due to the low number of non-public institutions, the rate of private 

schools should be increased to 80% for kindergartens and preschools, 70% for primary schools, 

40% for high schools, 30% for vocational schools, 60% for vocational schools, 60% for training 

institutions and 40% for universities and colleges. The establishment of private schools was no 

longer limited to favorable economic areas and their activities were allowed to be both profitable 

and unprofitable. Along with the development of private schools, the Resolution regulated the 

elimination of the form of semi-public schools and ordered the transfer of some public schools 

to non-public schools with profit or non-profit mechanisms. Although the opening of new public 

schools in developed economic regions was restricted, public schools were allowed to operate 

like business with autonomy in providing educational services. Resolution 05 allowed the 

application of market mechanisms for educational services for 'ensuring equal rights and 

opportunities for access of the education beneficiaries' and 'The beneficiary has the right to 

choose a service provider suitable for each field' (GoV, 2005, p.2). Specifically, Resolution 05 

emphasized the need to reform tuition fees to help both public and private schools pay for their 

educational services. Learners were considered beneficiaries, having the right to choose a 

service provider suitable for each area. This reform is combined with preferential policies to 

reduce / exempt school fees for the poor, disadvantaged, and people with public services for the 

country. 

If Resolution 05 centered around the development of non-public schools, Resolution 

35/2009/QH 12 by The Vietnam National Assembly in 2009 (hereby called Resolution 35) 

mainly focused on tuition fees. This Resolution stipulated that the application of tuition fees for 

nurseries, kindergartens, and high schools must be suitable to the economic conditions of 
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different regions (VNA, 2009). Children of people having good service for the country, poor and 

disadvantaged households enjoyed exemptions of tuition fees. Tuition fees for students from 

households with the economic status  that was 'close' to poverty would also be reduced. Tuition 

fees for vocational training and public universities followed the cost-sharing principles between 

the educational institutions and learners.  

Socialisation of education was institutionalised in the Law of Education 2005, which stated: 'All 

citizens are equal in learning opportunities' (VNA, 2005, p.2) and 'Developing education, 

building a learning society is the cause of the people and the entire people' (VNA, 2005, p.3 ). 

The development of private school, especially private universities, was given priority and 

institutionalized in the Law of Education in 2012 and its revision in 2018. Although Resolution 

90, Decree 73 and Resolution 05 supported the development of non-public educational 

institutions, the Law still regulated that the State was responsible for ' objectives, programs, 

contents, education plans and regulations on examination…' (VNA, 2018, p. 16).  

4.2. Unexpected impacts of education socialisation in Vietnam  

Socialisation of education in Vietnam since the late 1990s has centered around the 

diversification of schools and the application of tuition fees in both public and private schools. It 

is widely agreed that socialisation has led to more resources mobilised for educational activities, 

improving schools infrastructures and teaching quality (Duong 2015; Pham, 2010; Pham, 2017, 

Quan, 2018). There is no doubt that the diversification of schools offers more choices in 

schooling (ibid.). Wealthy families now send their children to high-quality classes in public 

schools or private schools and universities, even international schools, which were not available 

before the reforms.  

Since the mid-2010s, schools have been diversified to met the diverse needs of learners and 

tuition fees already have become the norms. However, concerns on some unexpected impacts of 

socialisation of education started emerging on social media, especially online newspapers. First, 

there are concerns on what is called 'overcharging' (lạm thu) in public schools in the name of 

socialisation (Duong, 2015, Thuy Mai, 2017; Quan, 2018). Although Vietnam's public schools 

apply lower fees than private schools, students have to pay for what is so-called 'contribution to 

school building' and other relevant fees (uniforms, school books, …). This contribution is 

attributed to voluntary contributions from student families and the contribution amount is 

decided during the Parent Parents Association meetings. Increased every year, this contribution 

has been widely complained as overcharging and become burden for average and poor families 

(Pham, 2010, Thuy Mai, 2017) . 'Overcharging' is considered a downside of socialisation, 

suggesting that the government seems to lose control of the education sector (Pham, 2010). 

Second, tuition fees and other learning cost are increased for each academic year. Although the 

state applies policies to reduce and waive school fees for students from poor families, these 

students at public schools still have to pay additional fees (uniforms, learning material…). 

Children of low-income households, who are not considered poor in accordance to regulations 

do not enjoy tuition exemption or reduction, facing difficulties in paying tuition. Tuition fees are 

especially high in the case of universities. Some public universities apply a tuition scheme that is 

much higher than the average income. High tuition fees thus limit the selection of poor students 

to schools and universities. 

The results of semi-structured interviews with 48 key informants including educational officers 

and student parents in Binh Thuan and Binh Duong highlighted both the achivements and 

concerns about socialisation of education. On the one hand, 90% of respondents agreed that 

socializing education was necessary because the participation of the private economic sector in 

the Vietnamese education system helped diversify school types and mobilize resources to 

develop and upgrade school facilities. With this diversification, students from well-off families 

were able to choose advanced learning programmes that they could afford. On the other hand, 

respondents complained about the high tuition fees compared to the local average income and 
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the problem of overcharging in contribution to school building. Interviews showed that high 

tuition and other financial contributions in the name of socialisation became a burden for 

students from low-income families. In addition, there were concerns about the misuse of 

contributions and growing gaps between students from rich and poor families in the 

development of private schools and high-quality classes in public schools.  

 

IV.Discussion 

Socialisation is considered a key policy of Doi Moi, especially in the provision of public services 

in Vietnam from the early 1990s (Duong, 2017). This policy is based on the mobilisation of 

resources from the whole society for public services. Regulations on socilisation emphasise this 

mobilisation is a type of public participation in educational development. However, there has 

been a debate on whether the ongoing socialisation in Vietnam is in fact the process of 

participation (Anon, 2015, Ta and Duong, 2013; Tran, 2015; Vo, 2017). The paper contributes to 

this debate by discussing whether socilisation of education in Vietnam is participation or 

privatisation. 

Vietnam's Education Laws in 2005, 2012, and the 2018 amendments as well as relevant state 

regulations strongly emphasized people participation in education socialization. However, 

diversifying educational activities and applying tuition fees, the two main contents of Vietnam's 

socialization of education seemed to be show the trend of privatisation in education according to 

the following three reasons. First, there was a shift from strengthening public schools 

(Resolution 90, Decree 73) to restricting public schools, even transferring some public schools 

to private schools (Resolution 05). Second, there were policies to encourage the strong 

development of private education institutions (Decree 73). Third, the operation of educational 

institutions was allowed to follow market mechanisms (Resolution 05 and 35). Even public 

education institutions were allowed to operate as businesses with the right to determine the cost 

of their products and services (ibid.). These changes represented the transfer of assets of 

education from a number of public schools to private management and decision-making, a 

typical feature of privatisation. In this process, learners became beneficiaries, having the right to 

choose appropriate products and services while educational institutions had the right to 

determine fees to cover the cost of teaching. 

Although it can be argued that the establishment of private educational institutions clearly 

showed the participation of non-state actors in Vietnam's education, this level of participation 

was still limited for some reasons. First, mobilising people to participate in socialisation of 

education mostly focused on their investment in building schools (co-production). Meanwhile, 

the contents of educational programs and development plans were mainly decided by the State 

(VNA, 2005, 2018). Second, public consultation on these contents was not fully implemented 

and transparent. Public participation in deciding the sharing-costs through tuition fees was 

particularly low, mainly at the level of informing. Tuition was controlled by the central 

government (in the 1990s) and is now decided by provincial government and schools. 80% of 

respondents in semi-structured interviews confirmed that students' contributions to school 

building and facilities were not voluntary and the amount of required contribution was mainly 

decided by the School Boards. Student parents were only informed during some meetings of the 

Parents Association. This passive participation led to the issue of overcharging. Because 

participation focused on mobilizing economic resources rather than public consultation in 

education, only the resource-capable individuals or organizations were able to get involved in 

school diversification. Students of poor and even average families could not enjoy the products 

of school diversification not only in private schools but also in public schools. They were 

marginalized in the goal of equal learning opportunities for all people as defined in the 

Education Law in 2005, 2012 and the revised Education Law 2018. Although the diversification 
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of education broadened choices of learning for users of education, it in fact restricted the poor to 

get access to advanced schooling. 

 

Conclusions 

With the main storyline 'Nhà nước và nhân dân cùng làm', socialisation in Vietnam's Doi Moi 

aims to mobilise resource from social actors for developing activities. This mobilisation is 

essentially a cost-sharing between the state and people through two main forms: co-production 

and co-payment. In the field of education, co-production leads to the diversification of schools, 

especially the development of private schools. The co-payment introduces tuition schemes, 

leading to the rapid increase in tuition fees over the last two decades. The implementation of 

these two forms shows different levels of people participation in Vietnam's education. Co-

production enhances the participation of privates actors in building and operating new schools. 

Although these participant are still restricted in making decision about curriculum and learning 

materials, they have a say in the services provided (infrastructure, teachers, …). Co-payment 

allows people to contribute to the cost of teaching and learning facilities. Although the 

Vietnamese government states that socialisation of education is promoting people participation 

in the provision of better schooling for Vietnamese people, research results show that the level 

of participation is particularly low in the case of co-payment. Tuition was controlled by the 

central government (in the 1990s) and was now decided by provincial government and schools. 

Educational users do not have rights to get involved in decisions regarding that matter. In 

general, co- production has shaped the co-payment scheme after Resolution 05 and 35 allow 

private school to decide tuition that is not only cost-effective but also profitable.  

 Socialization of education seems to be more privatised in terms of transferring educational 

assets to private entities and corporatising public schools, especially public universities. The 

current trend of privatising Vietnam's education together with the low level of public 

participation in educational activities create trade-offs between socialization goals and its results, 

leading to unexpected impacts for Vietnam's society. Although the diversity of schools actually 

allows learners to choose the products / services they want, increased tuition are actually a 

barrier for students from poor families to get access to both 'good' private and public schools. 

These unexpected impacts challenge the aim of realising social justice of socialisation of 

education in Vietnam under the provision of the Vietnam's Education Law in 2018. The trend of 

privatising education shows a partly withdrawal of the state in schooling, making education 

activities a profitable commodity in the name of socialisation. 
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1. Introduction 

The main aim of education nowadays is to foster creativity, to encourage lifetime learning 

attitude in students, to prepare students to have multi-skill so that they are able to adapt to the 

changing environment and to participate successfully in the social, economic and cultural 

activities of the society in which they live. Recently, change in technology progress and the 

move to the digital economy have affected all aspects of societies. We can expect more of such 

change in the future. Skill set requirements for participatory workforce require an adaptive 

response from educational institutions and companies involved in the teaching and training of 

learners in various countries in the world. 

In Australia, as school have greater flexibility and autonomy in providing tests and assessments, 

other supporting tools such as assessment software are provided by specialist educational 

companies. Computational skills in primary and secondary schools are recognised and 

embedded in curriculum by governments in many states in Australia. 

In this study, we describe some of the main drivers and how they shape the trend in education 

toward a learner-focused environment which is adopted by various education institutions in 

many courses in developed countries in general and in Australia in particular. 
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2. The digital economy, energy technology progress  

The next phase of industrial revolution, the New Economy or digital economy, is now the major 

job creation and provide wealth to the national and global economy. Rapid change in digital 

technology, readily available information and knowledge provided by it has transformed the 

learning landscape (Hanon et al. 2011)  

Another change that is occurring and will be disruptive as much as the digital technology, on 

which the knowledge economy depends on and has changed our life, is the transformation of the 

energy and transport from the fossil fuel and internal combustion engine (ICE) to the renewable 

energy and electric vehicle (EV) transportation industry.  This change in part is driven by the 

demand for cleaner energy, less pollution and harmful impact to the environment and climate 

change mitigation and the significant progress in renewable energy efficiency and storage 

technology. Another recent significant change in the economy is the introduction of automation 

and expert systems based on Artificial Intelligence (AI). These systems are replacing many 

routine jobs in manufacturing industry and in many areas of service industry in which complex 

problems require human expert knowledge to solve and make decision. 

Hannon et al. 2011 stated that people in the 21st century has to be lifelong learners because 

technology, politics, economics, and the environment are changing so quickly. Schools is not the 

only place to learn. The learning environment can be anywhere.  

3. Education innovation in Australia 

An area that the digital (or knowledge) economy has a large impact is the media publication and 

broadcasting. Traditional media publication and broadcasting have a period of painful 

adjustment when the proliferation of information and news on the Internet where users can get 

information near real time. With such rapid change, to be relevant and to survive, media and 

broadcasting companies or authorities have to adapt quickly with new business model of 

generating, distribution and consumption of information.  Media education also has to adjust to 

the changing landscape like in other fields. It is necessary to prepare students to have adaptive 

skill and a lifelong learning in a knowledge economy environment by designing courses in 

which the learner play a central role (Flew 2002). 

Similar to change in media education responding to the media business environment, Lebler 

2007 also has shown that students graduated from a music course that incorporate technological 

change aligning with current one in music organisations and entertainment industry, greater 

student autonomy, flexible self-directed activity and self-efficacy are more successful compared 

to the conventional method in establishing their own business enterprise, performing, increasing 

creativity and in gaining employment or contracts with recordings or publishing studios around 

the world. 

In addition, demand for environmental science and engineering courses and degrees at tertiary 

levels are increasing recently. This can be explained as due to the government funding support 

for STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) education which is seen as 

priority for government and industry to produce the skills needed for the Australian economy. 

Norton et al. (2016) noted that since 2009, science has grown more than other STEM fields with 

a record number of 112,500 in 2014, 94,800 of whom are domestic students. Employment of 

science discipline has medical laboratory scientists and environmental scientists as the largest 

groups which have also grown by the largest number since 2006. But it may also reflects the 

increasing trend of environmental consciousness in the society in the past decade regarding the 

issue of climate change and the belief on fossil fuel phasing out gradually and renewable 
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technology progressing in energy generation and transport sectors in the future with government 

policy of net zero emission in some Australian states.  Environment education approach is more 

on multi-discipline to aim at solving multi-faceted environmental challenge such as 

sustainability and climate change from mitigation to adaptation solution. 

4. Discussion and Conclusion    

Successful innovation in education requires not only adopting change in education technology 

but also valuing student participation, allowing students to express their creativity as provided in 

these educational technological tools. In this way, students will be well equipped to adapt to a 

changing environment in their future career. It is expected that continuous learnings as the norm 

in career development.  

This study suggests that the conventional teaching method as provided by educational institution 

can be supplemented by innovative approaches or activities such as those provided by education 

technology to promote creativity. And that education technology must incorporate self-

development, self-learning through creative expressiveness in its product to support the teaching 

method. In this way innovation can be achieved in education and benefit students to be equipped 

with skills so that they can adapt and thrive in changing environment 

In conclusion, to foster creativity and adaptive skills of students/graduates in a changing 

environment as of today and in the future, an innovative pedagogical approach should be used to 

embed or supplement the conventional approach currently used in many courses. This approach, 

instead of focussing on content delivery as in conventional way of knowledge transfer or 

implant, will make learners as the centre of focus with self-learning, self-discipline, self and peer 

assessment as more important than teacher assessment.  With this approach, students will be 

equipped with adaptive, learning for life and creative skills to involve positively in a rapid 

changing economy dominated by technology progress. Not least is the cultivation of 

environmental sustainability awareness and skills to be able to contribute to solving global 

issues that current and future generations will be facing. Educational technological tools, 

available online or provided by companies or non-government organisations, will be of great use 

to achieve these aims.  
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Abstract: This article reviews and presents a number of results of research on local level public 

service innovations in Indonesia, especially in Jawa Timur Province by conducting Meta-

analysis in Qualitative study. The issue of public service innovation has long been a concern for 

practitioners and academics in public policy, public administration, and public services. This 

was marked by a series of studies both conducted by professional researchers and by students 

for their final assignments. Therefore, it is interesting to analyze the results of these studies, 

recognize the processes, character, and impact of these innovations and disseminate them for 

wider benefits. The finding of this study is innovation in public services in Indonesia has been 

carried out in a number of service areas at the level of the local bureaucracy even to the lowest 

level/village. Innovation has proven to provide benefits in terms of ease of service processes, 

lower costs, timeliness of service, speed of service processes. All of these benefits have caused 

the lowest groups of people to get direct access to the main service centers they need. 

Keywords: innovation; local institution; meta-analysis; public services. 

_____________________ 

 

1. Introduction 

Many public service innovations have been carried out, but still, organizational change is a 

challenging task (Novita & Suryani, 2018). Osborne and Brown state that in certain situations, 

innovation and change are overlapping phenomena (2005, p. 5). The research findings of Beer 

and Nohria show that about 70% of innovative programs fail (2000; Holbeche, 2006, p. 6). 

Osborne and Brown (2005, p. 90-91) divide the service change process public and organization 

service of the public into two: 1. Wide-ranging; transformational change can be described as a 

change radically through accept patterns of behavior and operations of the organization. 

The success of organizational transformation can only be achieved with strong leadership, an 

inspiring vision in the organization and together with stakeholders who want to realize this 

vision. The acceptance of the idea requires efforts to identify obstacles in the organization. 

Radical change is intended for fundamental and robust changes in organizational activities. 2. 

Small-scale; small incremental changing is a form of slow changing. The process of change can 

be shown through both types of changes at the same time (Stenvall et al., 2007, p. 25). 

Numerous literature show that there are two methods for implementing organizational change: 

a top-down and a bottom-up approach. A top-down approach; Initiative changes conducting by 

management, whereas a bottom-up approach requires changes dialogical communication 

between leaders and subordinates involvement. This second approach requires a more intensive  

process than the top-down approach, but the resulting changes are more qualified in changing 

behavior and running the organization (Stenvall et al., 2007, p. 27-28; Novita & Supranoto, 

2018 ). 

mailto:moeroe.supranoto@gmail.com
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This study presents reviews and analyzes eight research results on public service innovations at 

the local level, such as the level of village government. Villages in the government system of 

the Republic of Indonesia are the lowest autonomous regions (Law No. 23/2014 and Law No. 

6/2014). This research also analysis Community Health Centers in sub-district (primary health 

care) is the center of public health services are provided and managed by the government to 

provide health services to the community at the lowest level sub-district. This research also 

analyzes the District Government and City Government. The types of services studied include 

service document population, security complaints services, and health services. All research 

was conducted in East Java Province, Indonesia. 

 

Condition of public services in Indonesia 

The service quality of population documents in Malang District, East Java Province is one of 

the contributors to Indonesia ranked 117 of 180 countries related to the poor public services in 

2016. The Ombudsman of the Republic of Indonesia states that regional governments are the 

institutions that get the most complaints from the public, which is as many as 3,427 or 

equivalent to 42.3% of all public reports (Ombudsman of the Republic of Indonesia, 2017). 

Suboptimal/less optimal public services can also be seen from the number of public complaints 

on services provided by the government as shown in Figure 1. which shows that population 

administration document services still do not meet public expectations, and services in the 

population administration document are listed as the fifth worst service in Indonesia. 

Complaints about complicated service procedures, long service completion processes, 

expensive costs, until the attitude of less responsive officers are often found and almost evenly 

distributed in all fields of government services today (Aini, 2019, p. 9). 

 

Figure 1. Ranking of Public Complaints Report on Public Services 

According to the Service Sector 

 

Source: Ombudsman of the Republic of Indonesia, 2017 
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The quality of public service practices that are less than optimal encourage a series of service 

innovations in various fields both at the central, regional and local levels, even in rural areas. 

These innovations triggered a number of studies. Review of the development of theory and 

previous research shows that there are still a number of issues related to the practice of public 

service innovation, at least in Indonesia, which still requires deepening. These are the reasons 

that led to this research. 

2. Meta Analysis Methods 

The meta-analysis method has been used for a long time. Meta-analysis is a quantitative 

statistical analysis of several separate but similar trials or studies to test the collected data for 

statistical significance. The first known use of meta- analysis was in 1976. Another 

understanding of meta-analysis is a statistical procedure for combining data from various 

studies. When treatment effects (or effect sizes) are consistent from one study to the next, meta-

analysis can be used to identify this general effect. When the effects vary from one study to the 

next, meta-analysis can be used to identify reasons for variation. 

Decisions about the usefulness of the intervention or validity of the hypothesis cannot be based 

on the results of a single study, because the results usually vary from one study to the next. 

Instead, a mechanism is needed to synthesize cross-study data. Narrative reviews have been 

used for this purpose, but narrative reviews are largely subjective (different experts can come to 

different conclusions) and become very difficult when there are more than a few studies 

involved. Meta-analysis, on the other hand, uses objective formulas (just as someone will apply 

statistics to data in one study), and can be used with a number of studies (Rice, Lambon & 

Hoffman, 2015). 

Meta-analysis is a series of techniques used "to combine results from a number of different 

reports into one report to make a more accurate estimate of the effect" (Ferrer, 1998). The aims 

of a meta-analysis are to increase statistical power, to deal with controversy when individual 

studies disagree, to improve estimates of the size of an effect, and to answer new questions not 

posed in component studies (Schmidt & Hunter, 1999). All definitions stress that there 

supposed to be a valid reason to combine the studies. 

Although meta-analysis was initially used as a statistical technique to summarize and examine 

several studies using statistics in its analysis, in several further studies, a meta-analysis was also 

applied in qualitative studies (Feder et.al., 2006; Ke, 2011; Paterson et.al., 2001; Timulak, 

2009). In this study, a meta- analysis was also applied to combine, summarize, and analyze 

research that applies qualitative methods. 

 

3. Data and Data Sources 

The data combined and analyzed in this article is derived  from a number of academic work on 

student final assignments as graduation requirements for undergraduate level in university. 

Data sources were obtained from the University of Jember library, where the student final work 

was stored. The final task was chosen by purposive sampling from several final works that 

discussed the same topic; it was public service innovation. The criteria chosen and discussed in 

this article are those who get an A on the final thesis examination. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

4.1 Hendri Kurniawan (2012) 

Kurniawan's research describes public service innovations that occur in  the Kaligondo Village 

office, Genteng Sub-district, Banyuwangi District. The situation of public services in the 

village of Kaligondo is described as poor public service. Public services that experience 
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innovation are the service of population documents, namely all documents that serve as proof 

of one's identity as an Indonesian citizen, such as Identity Cards, Family Cards, and others. 

The conclusion obtained by Kurniawan is, first, the reason for the innovation is the presence of 

a number of missing documents. Losing a document results in a long service process, is 

expensive, and time-consuming. Public service innovations are carried out in the form of 

changing archive forms from hardcopy to soft file, services are carried out online from the sub-

sub-village level, so that people do not need to come to the Village Office to get administrative 

services. Innovation in the village of Kaligondo has been carried out to sub-village levels even 

at the sub-sub-village level the speed, convenience and decrease in service costs have occurred, 

both in the form of cash of money and opportunity lost. 

 

4.2 Laily Mutmainah (2018) 

Mutmainah's research describes service innovation in integrated administrative services in 

Jangkar Sub-district, Situbondo District based on the typology of innovation. According to the 

results of the study, it can be concluded that there has been an innovation of service in the field 

of Non-Licensing and Recording Services e-ID (Identity Card) in the implementation of 

Integrated Online Services (PATEN) in the Jangkar Sub-district. These innovations include the 

PEJUANG 65 Innovation and Night Record Innovation which are more inclined to the service 

process innovation typology because they meet the criteria of process innovation as follows. 

1. Innovation takes place in the routine management 

The innovation held regularly every Friday morning and evening. The implementation 

of service innovation is active since 2017 without formal endorsement and the 

socialization process is still manual. The innovation held at the level of routine 

management shows the accuracy of service as a manifestation of quality renewal 

instruments that make the addition of services at night and specifically on Friday 

morning and Friday afternoons truly carried out in accordance with the collective 

agreement and accepted by the public as the applicant. 

2. Successful innovation because it has fulfilled the components which include 

the completion of the service process becomes faster, the ease of accessing services 

through the freedom to choose time by the applicant as a manifestation of service 

justice in serving all levels of society and effective work processes because they have 

met the target of the problem. 

3. In routine management, the authorities become less and the duplication or 

overlap of the stages becomes lost because there is an appointment of officers 

specifically for each innovation to do service as well as duplication or overlap the 

stages become lost, because the mechanism or procedure in the Innovation service is 

the same as the Integrated Online Service procedure (PATEN) making services at the 

sub-district level that were previously conventional turned into one-stop integrated 

services. However, in the process of implementing the innovation there were several 

obstacles which included the lack of information provided by the sub-district 

regarding the implementation of innovations and service requirements, lack of public 

awareness, lack of supporting facilities and infrastructure and lack of schedules. 

 

4.3 Faisal Haqi (2017) 

Haqi's research describes the public service e-Health innovation at the Surabaya City Health 

Office. Based on the results of the study, conclusions can be described as follows. 
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4. E-Health is a product of the government's readiness to implement e- 

government that aims to develop the community into an independent and broad-

minded society. In addition, the application of e-health also reduces excessive paper 

use. 

5. E-government run by the Surabaya City Government and initiated by the 

Mayor of Surabaya Ms. Tri Rismaharini is a step or breakthrough that can be able to 

overcome service problems that have often become obstacles both too much 

bureaucratic service and administration services that are too long because of 

management manual system. 

6. E-Health is one of several products of the implementation of the 

Surabaya City E-government that is able to overcome the problem of 

health services related to the accumulation of queue volume and 

referral process to the hospital. 

7. E-health innovations contribute to providing modern health services. This can 

be seen from the Surabaya City government, especially the Health Office, 

transforming the traditional bureaucratic system into a modern one by utilizing current 

technological developments and sophistication. 

8. E-health is also in accordance with the concept of interaction between actors, 

namely the interaction of the Surabaya City government and its people. This 

interaction is realized by making an e-health application. 

9. The benefits obtained from the existence of e-health applications are reducing 

the obligation to enter data from public health center officers. The data has been 

automatically recorded through e-health, in addition to the use of e-health that is 

environmentally friendly because of the reduction in paper use. 

10. Another advantage obtained by residents is that there is an online referral 

system, so the referral process is fast and does not need to re-register  in the hospital as 

a referral patient because the data recorded from the Public Health Center is directly 

directed to the hospital that handles the patient. 

11. The impact of implementing e-health is people's trust in health services in the 

city of Surabaya and changing people's thinking to be positive which can later help the 

Surabaya City government by contributing ideas, thoughts and energy to the ideal 

health services for residents of Surabaya. 

 

4.4 Ahmadi Imam Muslim (2017) 

Muslims describe the Kentongan Online service innovation at the Jember Resort Police, We 

Are Ready (WAR) application. This study uses e-Service theory from Essen and Conrick 

(2008) which includes three elements of innovation, namely: 1) service concept innovation that 

involves adjusting new technologies and services; 2) system service innovation involving 

understanding and adaptation, and 3) service process innovations whose implementation 

includes the application of roles and configuring technical systems. The role of technology is 

executed with human elements, and also includes creating routines on how personnel must act 

on specific solutions . Based on the results of the study it can be concluded that: 

12. Service innovation for public security and order (Kamtibmas) through online 

kentongan on the We Are Ready (WAR) application of Jember Regional Police is an 

efficient service. This can be seen from service process innovation and method 

innovation. Changes to the simpler service process can make it easier for people to 



290          ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University 

report public security and order, because people do not need to leave the scene so they 

can save time, money and energy. In addition, Kentongan Online can also provide 

convenience and speed for the community to get services. The ease of access to 

services is supported by the innovation of service methods that change manual 

communication methods into technology-based communication so that services 

become faster. In addition, the Kentongan Online service innovation has a wide range 

and guarantees a sense of security for people who use services. 

13. Although the innovation of the service of Kentongan Online Jember Police is a 

service that aims to improve the quality of service, in its implementation it is not 

maximized. The application of new programs within an organization cannot 

immediately run smoothly, there must be obstacles faced. In its implementation and for 

the development of the e- governmet of Jember Police in the future, there are several 

factors that support and hinder. The supporting factors are: the planning of e-service 

implementation in the Republic of Indonesia Police (POLRI),  the ability of Human 

Resources (HR), the availability of Information Technology (IT) infrastructure, wide 

range, continuity of application, and easy to operate applications. While the inhibiting 

factors are: lack of socialization, there is no collaboration with other emergency 

services, the system has not been built as a whole, operators are not disciplined, IT 

infrastructure is not fully utilized, lack of public understanding of IT, not all people 

use android, and lack of community participation. 

 

4.5 Dhia Atika Kamila (2017) 

This study describes the innovation of the Situbondo District Population and Civil Registration 

Service through the Print Population Services Program on Place (Fast Banner). Based on the 

results of the study, it can be explained that before the e-ID service was very complicated 

because of the lengthy procedures and many requirements. Therefore, the Department of 

Population and Civil Registration Situbondo innovation services Identity Card Electronic (e-

ID) traveling to all parts of villages to facilitate the applicant to take care of the e-ID card. 

Until eventually formed a team correctly ruled corresponding Decision Letter (SK) and the 

warrant of mobile service called Quick Lemur. This service has been planned in 2014 and has 

been running since mid-2015, but there is still no consistency in the schedule. In addition to 

forming a team, the Department of Population and Civil Registration, Situbondo District also 

changed the organizational structure to support these services and innovations. 

Based on a circular by the Ministry of Empowerment and State Apparatus and Bureaucratic 

Reform in May 2016, the previous requirements were very much then simplified. Applicants 

simply bring a copy of the Family Card as the main requirement. Despite simplifying the 

procedure, it seems that it still does not build public awareness to take care of e-KTP. There are 

still some obstacles that occur during the process of mobile services such as the lack of 

information obtained by the community resulting in miscommunication, weak internet network 

and lack of Human Resources (HR) that help the process of implementing mobile e-ID 

services. 

 

4.6 Viditya Indah Handiyastuti (2014) 

The research objective of Handiyastuti a) describes the form of innovation in the birth service 

Go Home Bring Deed (Procot) in Banyuwangi District; b) describe the innovation barrier in the 

birth service Go Home Bring Deed (Procot) in Banyuwangi District. Based on the results of 

research on population service innovation through Procot's birth service, returning with a deed 

is an efficient and effective service, this can be seen in terms of easy service process 

innovations and fast service innovation methods. Although there are a number of obstacles but 

overall it does not disturb the process of innovation. 



ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University          291 

The service process innovation includes simplification, so that the applicant no longer needs to 

take care of many agencies. The obstacle of service process innovation is that there are still 

operators who hold concurrent positions and not from information technology graduates, and 

there are still levies in midwives. New service innovation methods include sending documents 

using the services of the Banyuwangi branch office, sending data from the Public Health 

Service operator or Hospital using a scan engine and internet network, notifying that the 

document is ready to be taken by the midwife or applicant via a short messeges service (SMS) 

by the operator. 

The obstacle in service method innovation is the lack of strengthened Wifi networks at 

Community Health Centers (Puskesmas) or hospitals. There are other obstacles that come from 

the community, namely the first is the lack of awareness to immediately apply for the issuance 

of birth certificates. The second obstacle is that there are still many Banyuwangi people who 

believe in such beliefs (traditional beliefs of the local community that during the first five days 

of birth, babies and mothers should not be in contact with outside families, let alone travel 

outside the house. In Javanese Indonesian, those five days are called Sepasar . 

 

4.7 Mita Dian Anggraini (2016) 

Anggraini Describes the form of innovation in the service of pregnant women through the Stop 

Maternal and Child Mortality Rate (SAKINA) program at the Sempu Community Health 

Center (Puskesmas) in Sempu Sub-district, Banyuwangi District. Based on the results of 

research on the innovation of stop services for maternal and child mortality (SAKINA) by the 

Sempu Health Center, it can be concluded as follows: 

14. The SAKINA service innovation for pregnant women conducted by the Sempu 

Community Health Center is an effective and efficient service in reducing maternal 

and infant mortality in the working area of the Sempu Public Health Center. It can be 

seen from the service process innovation and service method used for two years. So 

that the  innovation can provide health services to remote villages and can reduce 

maternal and infant mortality in the working area of the Sempu Public Health Center 

in 2014- 2015 to 0 (zero) deaths. 

15. On product innovation, Community Health Center make products priority 

named Sakina which is a product of free services to pregnant women with pregnancy 

counseling exclusively in order to be better controlled. in product innovation Sakina 

has facilities for pregnant women, namely, 1) the existence of the shelter house that 

point as transit point for pregnant women who live in the forest, 2)  a free consultation 

with an obstetrician 1x in Hospital. 

16. This service process innovation in SAKINA innovation is in the form of 

services that are ready to serve 24 hours to patients (pregnant women). In the 

innovation, the Community Health Center service process prioritizes the principle of 

accessible access services, where maternal services can be carried out within the 

puskesmas and outside. 

17. The new service method innovation is by picking up the ball, doing a 

pregnancy examination by going to the home of a pregnant woman. To be able to find 

the whereabouts of pregnant women quickly, midwives are assisted by SAKINA 

cadres. The cadre is the one who will find and find the existence of pregnant women 

with the help of citizen information and also by visiting themselves to the homes of 

residents or couples of childbearing age who are married. The benefit of finding 

pregnant women from an early age is that they can be monitored and accompanied by 

the beginning of pregnancy to the time of delivery so that the pregnancy is not at risk. 
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4.8 Linda Nur Aini (2019) 

Aini's research uses the main theory of public sector innovation typology from Muluk (2008) 

and service process innovation criteria from the Handbook of State Administration Innovation 

(2014), and aims to describe and analyze innovation in population service processes in the 

Malang Regency Population and Civil Registration Service, with Kademangan Village as a 

case study. This study basically discusses the innovation of the population document service 

process that occurs in Malang Regency. The innovation was named Jebol Anduk,  which stands 

for Jemput Bola Population Administration. This innovation was initiated in 2015, tested in 

2017, and started officially since 2018. 

This study concluded that Jebol Anduk service was an innovation in the service process. This 

service process innovation can be seen from the change in the service center which was 

originally centered at the Population and Civil Registration Office in the district capital of 

Malang, then the people from all villages came to the office, now turned to the Population and 

Civil Registration Service who assigned their staff to the village office and the community 

simply came to their village office. 

Innovation in the Jebol Anduk service process is also evident from the increasingly concise 

process of service, from the initial five stages to only three stages. The required documents are 

also fewer, from the original seven documents to only four documents. The cost of arranging 

population documents is also cheaper because the community simply comes to the village 

office. 

Jebol Anduk service innovation has also fulfilled the criteria of service process innovation, 

namely: a) Innovation takes place at the level of routine management. The service for the Jebol 

Anduk population administration document is now routinely carried out. The service routine is 

marked by a schedule that has been made every month within one year. In one month the 

service is divided into several weeks, and each week can serve two to four times. The service 

schedule takes holidays with the aim that all people who do not have population documents can 

attend to do the service. b) Innovation is called success if the work process carried out becomes 

increasingly fast, easy and effective. Innovation in Jebol Anduk service is getting faster. This 

service speed can be seen from the service time which only lasts in minutes, as well as the 

speed in obtaining population documents that can be obtained within one day or during service 

due to the application of one day service services. 

The ease of innovation in Jebol Anduk service is also evident from the fewer requirements, as 

well as access to services that are getting closer. Innovation in Jebol Anduk service also makes 

the service process more effective because the community is not required to go back and forth 

to the Office of Population and Civil Registry (Dispendukcapil) office, but it is sufficient to do 

service in the village office. c). In routine management, the authorities become less and the 

duplication or overlap of the stages becomes lost. The authorities in the innovation of the Jebol 

Anduk service are increasingly less visible from the existence of a cut in the service flow that 

initially the community had to do service by visiting several offices, now enough to go to the 

nearest village office. The authorities are also less evidenced by the letter of assignment 

regarding the direct appointment of the technical executor of the Anduk broken down service. 

With the existence of a letter of assignment, the authorities in performing services are 

becoming less and less, because there is a special appointment of officers by the head of the 

service. The duplication or overlap of the stages of being lost is realized through a mechanism 

or procedure in Jebol Anduk service which becomes easier because the applicant simply 

submits the file to the officer then waits until the results of the document are received. 

 

5. Discussion 

Several studies presented above refer to the public sector Knowledge Management developed 
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by Khairul Muluk (2008, p. 17-49 ), Handbook of State Administration Innovation (2014, p. 

22-23), Rogers (1983), and Handbook of Service Innovation (Agarwal et al., 2015) which 

consists of 1. Innovations carried out in routine management, 2. Innovation is called success if 

the work process carried out becomes increasingly fast, easy, and practical, 3. In regular 

governance, the authorities become increasingly little, and duplicate or overlapping stages 

become lost. Besides, public service innovation as a principle and substantive necessity will 

reinforce in responding to and resolving the problems of public policy that take place in the 

community. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Innovation in public services in Indonesia, especially in East Java Province, has been carried 

out in some service areas at the level of the local bureaucracy even to the lowest level (village). 

These innovations include organizational changes, changes in procedures, and policy changes. 

The innovation this happens to system services, product services, process services, service 

methods, and policy services. Innovation has proven to provide benefits in terms of ease of 

service processes, lower costs, timeliness of service, speed of service processes. All of these 

benefits have caused the weakest groups of people to get direct access to the primary service 

centers they need. 
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Abstract: If the twentieth century is the century of ideology, so the twenty first century is the 

century of culture. Throughout a hundred years of dispute back in the twentieth century, people 

distinguished nations by doctrine, and the peak of the distinction was "The Cold War". In the 

future, nations of the world shall assemble as groups based upon culture and religion. In the 

twenty first century people will ask "Who are you?" instead of "Which side are you on?" in the 

cold war. That is, a change in identify from faction to appearance. The first answer is based on 

cultural appearance, because culture is associated with people in the modern world. On the 

other hand, the history of movement and development of cultures is the history of exchange, 

contact and cultural value. Along with the process of globalization, international integration is 

strong, cultural interference is becoming an inevitable phenomenon, and no culture can stand 

outside this process. Each culture wants to develop and deepen its cultural value, and to open 

opportunities to promote its image to the world. Therefore, in modern diplomacy, countries are 

interested in the law and the impact of cultural interference. Therefore, the trend of integration 

with the world is increasingly deeper and wider and in the current era of globalization, cultural 

diplomacy is considered a 'soft strength' or 'soft power' – it then holds an important position in 

the foreign policies of many countries, contributing to security protection, and serving the 

development and empowerment of the country in the international arena. Many countries even 

consider cultural diplomacy as the "key of state diplomacy" in the twenty-first century. Along 

with political diplomacy, economic diplomfacy, cultural diplomacy today has become one of the 

three pillars of a comprehensive, modern, foundation, measure and goal of policy on foreign 

affairs in Vietnam. This is clearly stated by the 11th Party Congress: 'Combining the Party's 

foreign relations with the diplomacy of the State and people's diplomacy, between political 

diplomacy and economic diplomacy and cultural diplomacy'. 

 

Keywords: cultural diplomacy; cold war; law; Vietnam 

 

_______________________ 

 

1. Culture in the context of globalization 

It may be argued that today, the world has recognized that sustainable development for every 

country and nation must be based on a foundation of certain cultural values. Cultural value is 

both a goal and an internal force for development for each country and region. 

Globalization has increasingly become a popular theme for analysis, affecting all countries, 

nations and regions of the world. Globalization puts countries, nations and regions into 
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interdependence and therefore dependence; there is not an entity which can exist independently, 

isolated, and undeveloped in unity. Openness and integration therefore also become an 

inevitable and popular solution for all countries when innovating reforms are pursued. 

A healthy development of culture and social community must be sought as consensus and 

alongside human culture, the idea of a world, of humanity as a whole as a value. Openness and 

the initiative to integrate into the process of contact and exchange of cultural dialogues in the 

spirit of cultural tolerance would require the best resources of each national culture. Each 

country in the context of cultural creation then carries its cultural identity into the common 

treasure of human culture, as such bringing this identity into the face, soul and personality of 

living world culture, shared with all other ethnic communities. Therefore, culture is a legal entity 

with protections in law, and so it expressing itself and asserting itself with openness, not self-

contained. 

International integration for simultaneous development entails cooperation, exchange, cultural 

dialogue, it promotes development and is best oriented towards sustainable development. The 

problem is how to develop national culture on the path of integration, in the context of 

globalization. 

Cultural dialogue aims to enhance mutual understand, thereby seek possibilities and develop 

mechanisms for cultural programs, plans and projects among ethnic groups through the state and 

the government. Cultural dialogue can create a new impetus for economic development, can 

reduce social tension, may prevent or avoid political conflicts or disturbances and offers the 

characteristics of political instability. 

Ethnic groups engage in cultural dialogue with similar development goals, and yet cooperate to 

enhance their cultural diversity. This is an activity that brings concurrency and reception. That 

innovative contribution is also the consequence of many fields, relations and dimensions, 

enriching social capital and enriching national culture as well as world culture. For our country 

Vietnam, by creative labor and the will to persevere in our ever resilient struggle to build and 

maintain a heroic history, our people have built a rich and multicultural culture. Vietnamese 

identity is the crystallization of strength and bold identity, proving the resilience and 

sustainability of the Vietnamese peoples. Under the leadership of the Party, we are currently 

implementing the cause of innovation and national integration with the region and with the 

world. Taking the physical and spiritual cultural heritage of our ancestor to become a fulcrum 

for development, the more we have the right to be proud and trust in the future of the country, 

the more we must build up culture. Advanced Vietnamese culture, imbued with national identity, 

expanding exchanges with the world and the region, absorbing in a selective way the essence of 

humanity, harmoniously combining tradition and modernity, ethnicity and nationality.  

2. Cultural diplomacy – Rules of the era 

The history of international cultural exchange gives people intellectual light, inventions and 

experiences in creative labor. Thanks to cultural exchanges in the right direction, it is said 

underdeveloped countries have the opportunity to become developed countries in a short time. 

Circumstances – colonisation, wars etc., - mean this may be delayed, but suggests there is a 

timetable. In return we have the experience of cultural integration without assimilation. For 

thousands of years under the domination of Chinese feudalism, when exposed to the Northern 

culture, our writers and priests did not fall into confident self-esteem, but were always creative 

with the motto: "Of constant changes" – meaning to have a separate, independent culture that is 

neither isolated or integrated but certainly not dissolved. In the process of engaging with French 

culture, from 1919 onwards, a renewed movement in many art forms was of great importance: 

writing, language, journalism, education, poetry, painting, music, stage and cinema conveyed the 
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values of the nation, such that it was still possible to speak of the soul, lifestyle, and 

psychological tastes of the Vietnamese people in the first decades of the twentieth century. 

Therefore, although the phrase "cultural diplomacy" has appeared now for many years, the 

history of national construction and protection of the Vietnamese people shows that our 

ancestors had many "soft" diplomatic forms. Open letters to the enemy through "diplomatic 

diplomacy" or stories of the Dai Viet envoy using poetry to "respond" to the North in history 

have shown intelligent behavior and the literary natural chemistry of our people. In complex 

situations, difficult times, flexible foreign ways and hospitality, humanity has helped us win the 

diplomatic front and deepen the  nation's tradition "a Long-time civilized capital" as Nguyen 

Trai has affirmed, since the 15th century. 

During the resistance war to liberate the nation, thanks to good communication and propaganda 

work, peace-loving humanity in the world, including the progressive people within those 

imperial nations who had invaded our country, had understood correctly and actively supported 

the just war of the Vietnamese people. Many touching stories of many international friends have 

also given support to our people in the two resistance wars and have become a beautiful 

symbolic expression of humanity. Such examples of pure internationalism, partly derived from 

activities of exchange and meeting, exchanging on the path "From the heart to the heart" – are a 

vivid consequence of Vietnamese cultural diplomacy. 

Assessment of reality shows that cultural exchange has become a bridge between nations and 

has a great role in national reconciliation, repelling ethnic and religious conflicts and wars; and 

at the same time, promoting countries to strengthen solidarity, friendship, mutual understanding, 

cooperation and development. Deeply aware of this, over the years we have become more and 

more active in implementing cultural diplomacy activities. From the Cultural Outline (1943) of 

the Communist Party of Vietnam to the Documents of the Party Congress today, at different 

levels and according to different history, cultural exchange is considered as strategic content. 

However it is weighted, this diplomacy contains many consistent views, and is successful under 

many different mottos. 

In the Cultural Outline of 1943, we did not yet see cultural exchanges. Then the main motto of 

Vietnamese culture was to resist. Against the double threats of French colonialism and Japanese 

colonialism, using enslaved cultural policy to kill our country's culture, against the ridiculous 

Europeanization, the Japanese way of haggling. These factors formed specific conditions for 

cultural exchanges in subsequent phases. 

President Ho Chi Minh's 1945 declaration of independence was considered a legal document 

affirming the basic national rights of the Vietnamese people. It is also a historical premise for 

cultural exchanges to come. In 1946, the National Conference of Culture opened, President Ho 

Chi Minh had profound knowledge about culture. According to him: "There is good something 

of the West or the East we have to learn to create a Vietnamese culture. We must take the 

experience of the old culture, cultivate the Vietnamese culture, have pure Vietnamese spirit, in 

accordance with the democratic spirit"
1
. 

Thus, the rule of cultural exchange often carries the dialectical motto: learning the good of 

exogenous culture, learning the beauty of the past culture to build the current culture with 

national identity. And vice versa, the culture of national identity is the prerequisite and basis for 

convenient exchange with the culture of the other countries. 

                                                        
1 Bác Hồ với văn nghệ sĩ, Nxb Văn học, Hà Nội, 1995 
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To the National Cultural Conference (July 1948) in the Report: Marxism and Vietnamese 

culture, General Secretary Truong Chinh had more open views on cultural exchange. In Part IV: 

The nature and mission of the new democratic culture in Vietnam, the author considers one of 

the goals of building a new national culture of Vietnam as "contributing to bringing Vietnamese 

culture into such a cultural treasure".
2
 

During the two resistance wars against the French and the Americans, the human, intellectual, 

and economic had to be a focus as strategic tasks of the revolution. The Party passed many 

resolutions in the Congress to build a culture with socialist content and national character, from 

which there are remarkable historical milestones. In light of the Resolution of the 3rd Congress 

of the Party (November 1962), the third National Congress of the Arts opened and the Central 

Government reminded cultural and artistic writers of the need to understand nationality and 

national tasks correctly, as well as the economic aspects of the country's culture. The two sides 

complement each other, to make room for each other, so as to build a new culture. 

In the letter of the Central Executive Committee sent to the Fourth Congress of Culture (January 

1968), the Party did not forget to remind members of the issue of proletarian cultural exchange 

and internationalism. With three words: Understanding, Discovering and Creating, Prime 

Minister Pham Van Dong encouraged artists to take inspiration from three sources: from three-

dimensional reality – past, present, future of the country; the Party's thoughts, the will of the 

people and knowledge in the treasure of national and human culture. 

The Sixth Congress of the Party (1986) marked a great milestone in national history and culture. 

The Party had initiated a new innovation road, first of all to renew economic thinking. One of 

the great achievements in this period was to maintain political stability, continue to expand 

cultural exchanges and ensure that Vietnam wanted to be friends with all countries in the world. 

The Seventh Congress of the Party (1991) supplemented and developed the reform method, 

which emphasized the new, clearer social and cultural life of an advanced and daring culture. 

National identity is always associated with true philosophical thought and progressive morality. 

To the Central Conference 5 (Term VIII - 1998) with many historical premises, with time and 

practical experience, the theoretical level and development of cultural internal forces in the 

situation, in the modern world, Our Party issued a Resolution: Building and developing the 

progress of a Vietnamese culture imbued with national identity. 

This is a highly general philosophical text, to fully relate to all fields, exploit the wisdom of the 

entire Party and the entire people, first of all, the knowledge team had a strategic goal: Culture is 

the core item, is both a driving force and a social foundation. The position, role, and effect of 

culture and cultural exchange of the Central Resolution 5 (Term VIII) was basically taken up by 

the following Congresses of the Party and clarified in historical conditions for the 21st century. 

The documents of the IXth Congress clearly state: "Consistent implementation of established 

foreign policy, autonomy, openness, multilateralism, multi-diversification and international 

relations. Vietnam is ready to be a friend, a reliable partner with all countries in the international 

community ... Promoting international cooperation in scientific and technological research,... 

Acquiring the quintessence and contributing to enriching the culture of humanity. Fighting 

against the intrusion of harmful culture"
3
. The Xth Great Day document again emphasized: 

Actively and dynamic integrate into the international economy and at the same time 

expand international cooperation in other fields. Vietnam is a friend, a reliable partner of 

                                                        
2 Đề cương văn hóa Việt Nam – Chặng đường 60 năm, Nxb Chính Trị Quốc Gia, Hà Nội, 2004, tr.32 
3 Đảng Cộng Sản Việt Nam: Văn kiện Đại hội Đại biểu toàn quốc lần thứ IX Nxb Chính Trị - Quốc Gia, Hà Nội, 2001 
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countries in the international community, actively participating in the process of 

international and regional cooperation... Inheriting national traditions and receptive 

Cultural flowers of humanity... Expanding world cultural information exchange... 
4
  

The Congress XI document also highlights the role of cultural exchange: "Building common 

awareness about cultural integration, combining cultural diplomacy with Political Diplomacy 

and Economic Diplomacy; actively introducing for international friends to understand Vietnam 

well, actively participate in multilateral cultural institutions, take advantage of UNESCO's 

programs and ideas to serve the country's socio-economic development and enhance Vietnam's 

position and role"
5
. This is a general and comprehensive direction, showing the proactive and 

positive role of Vietnam in the process of integrating into the world culture. Thanks to the 

initiative of active integration, in 2013, for the first time, Vietnam was elected a member of the 

Heritage Committee of the 1972 UN Convention. This is a great honor, demonstrating the trust 

of the international community for Vietnam. 

The implementation of cultural diplomacy policies at the Congresses has made Vietnam's 

cultural appearance flourish, while helping to prevent negative impacts on the development of 

society and country. Gradually formed new cultural norms and personality of Vietnamese people 

in the period of accelerating industrialization, modernization and international integration, but 

still inheriting the traditional values of the nation. Cultural life of people, especially in 

mountainous, island, deep-lying and remote areas has been raised, the cultural gap between 

urban and rural areas and regions has a narrowing. Along with emulation movements to build 

cultural life, the system of cultural institutions at grassroots levels is also interested in 

developing investment and getting more and more in-depth and practical. The tangible and 

intangible cultural heritages of the nation are preserved, preserved and promoted, in which the 

cultural values of ethnic minorities are valued within cultural institutions and institutes. Cultural 

and artistic activities are promoted in the direction of mobilizing resources and effectively 

implementing socialization. It creates achievements of renovation, stable political environment, 

peaceful country, friendly people, many beautiful landscapes, many national cultural heritages, 

many traditional festivals sharp… are the images that we regularly inform, propagate and 

promote, thus attracting the attention of many countries in the region and the world. Cultural 

diplomacy has been strengthened to focus on the development of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs' Action Plan to implement the Cultural Diplomacy Strategy until 2020. We also focus on 

enriching the content of activities with important partners and traditional friends during the 2012 

Year of Friendship with Laos, Cambodia, India, and Korea ... We together with UNESCO 

celebrate the 40th anniversary of UNESCO through the "Convention on the protection of world 

natural and cultural heritage" (1972-2012). We successfully mobilized UNESCO to recognize 

some of our heritage such as Thanh Ho in Thanh Hoa, Moc Ban Kinh Buddhist temple in Vinh 

Nghiem which is a documentary heritage of the Asia-Pacific World Memory Program. ; "Hung 

Vuong worship worship" is an intangible cultural heritage of UNESCO; continue to mobilize 

UNESCO to recognize Trang An Scenic Complex as a World Cultural Heritage... We also 

successfully organized the Diplomatic Corps to attend Dalat Flower Festival and special cultural 

programs during Tet Thin Dragon,... 

3. Cultural diplomatic activities – Some suggestions. 

Thus, in recent years, Vietnam has made strong progress and proud achievements in the process 

of international integration. Our country has established diplomatic relations with nearly 200 

countries, having two-way trade relations with over 160 countries and territories across all 

continents. However, we must admit that the results of cultural exchanges seem to be inadequate 

                                                        
4 Đảng Cộng Sản Việt Nam: Văn kiện Đại hội Đại biểu toàn quốc lần thứ X, Nxb Chính Trị - Quốc Gia, Hà Nội, 2006 
5 Đảng Cộng Sản Việt Nam: Văn kiện Đại hội Đại biểu toàn quốc lần thứ XI, Nxb Chính Trị - Quốc Gia, Hà Nội, 2011 
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if placed next to brilliant achievements in the field of diplomacy or spectacular steps in the 

economic field. In the current international integration process, promoting cultural diplomacy 

activities may propose some recommendations to expand exchanges with foreign countries on 

the basis of preserving and promoting the national identity: 

- Continue to raise awareness, strengthen the leadership of the Party and State on cultural 

diplomacy. Political diplomacy plays an important role, economic diplomacy is a material 

foundation and cultural diplomacy is the spiritual foundation of foreign affairs. In the current 

period, cultural diplomacy and the promotion of Vietnam's image can only succeed if mobilized 

with the combined strength of all forces and all resources of the country. All levels, sectors, 

localities and enterprises need to be fully and deeply aware of the importance of cultural 

diplomacy to find practical measures to serve foreign and domestic objectives. Accordingly, on 

the basis of the country's development objectives and requirements and with international 

commitments, it is necessary to complete the system of synchronous cultural diplomacy, in the 

whole of Vietnam's comprehensive diplomatic background. Integrating cultural diplomatic 

activities with socio-economic development plans of all levels, branches and localities. Develop 

mechanisms to coordinate and delineate functions and tasks of relevant units in organizing 

cultural programs and activities with foreign elements at home and abroad. Continue to 

supplement and complete the legal framework for preserving and promoting the national cultural 

identity and regulations in international cooperation in the field of culture. To attach importance 

to importing cultural products of aesthetic, educational and high-age properties, contributing to 

raising people's intellectual and aesthetic standards. This is an extremely important factor to 

strengthen the resources for the "soft power" of the nation, strengthen the will and the character 

of the nation. 

- Develop measures to standardize and improve the quality of foreign cultural products. Planning 

investment in cultural development of regions and ethnic groups of Vietnam with its own 

outstanding and unique advantages. Consolidate, build the values of family culture, culture of 

eating, wearing, staying, traveling ... Carry out the planning and creating the own identity for 

national and international festivals and festivals organized periodic functions in major provinces 

and cities throughout the country in accordance with the Party's guidelines and guidelines and 

the customs, practices and culture of Vietnam and international practices. 

- Organize activities to promote the image of the country, people and culture of Vietnam with 

messages about a people with a rich culture, history and hero, a country with strong vitality, rich 

in potential, achieving many achievements in innovation, industrious, creative, friendly and 

peace-loving people. At the same time, strengthen the introduction of Vietnamese people 

through images of national heroes and cultural celebrities as well as typical beauties of 

Vietnamese people. Introducing to international friends the strengths of Vietnam such as 

ecotourism, festival tourism, traditional craft villages and organizing international exhibitions 

and marketing of handicraft products, fine arts and local products... Building a national image 

suitable to Vietnamese culture to promote on the international market. 

- Enhancing cooperation in cultural diplomacy at bilateral and multilateral fora such as the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) , Asia - Europe Cooperation Forum (ASEM), East Asia 

Forum (EAS), French Language Organization, United Nations ... 

- Focus on publishing and disseminating to foreign countries the publications of famous writers, 

poets, researchers, introducing customs, festivals, costumes of ethnic groups in Vietnam and 

famous places. Scenes, traditional villages, works in the fields of film, music, painting, art, 

photography, architecture. Using modern information and communication facilities and 

technologies, building own websites of art associations... to introduce Vietnamese country, 
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culture and people in many languages; building satellite TV programs in foreign languages, 

helping international friends have the opportunity to access and understand more about Vietnam. 

- Renovating the content, form and method of promoting images, enhancing and improving the 

quality of foreign information and cultural activities such as "Vietnam Days", "Vietnam Week", 

"Summer Camp Vietnam","Meet the young overseas students","Spring Homeland"...; open 

important foreign information programs and campaigns on the occasion of major domestic and 

international events. Establish a number of Vietnam Centers to study in some key countries, in 

regions, organizing cultural weeks between countries. 

- Provide full and timely cultural information to meet the spiritual life needs of overseas 

Vietnamese, including organizing cultural groups to perform for the community. Make the most 

of the strength of the media, in the short term, urgently put Vietnamese television into cable TV 

in areas with large numbers of expatriates and need to expand communication to print 

newspapers, publishing activities,... 

- Encouraging deep research on the culture and history of countries around the world. Promote 

strategic research, forecast the development trends of cultural and cultural diplomacy in the 

region and the world affecting Vietnam. Adjust and supplement the system of mechanisms and 

policies on cultural diplomacy comprehensively and synchronously on the basis of conformity 

with the country's development practices and international commitments. 

- Putting the content of teaching culture and arts in the countries in the world into the official 

secondary school program or higher. 

- Developing a national cultural education program as a basis for transmitting the world cultural 

quintessence to generations, especially the young generation from kindergarten to university. 

Consider the preservation of the clarity of Vietnamese language, at the same time having the 

right attitude in studying and using other languages. 

In the context of globalization, international integration, East-West exchanges, both 

opportunities and challenges, we need to promote the strength of Vietnamese culture, typical 

cultural values as resources, The most important resource to develop and modernize society, 

especially to originate "intellectual capital", to create surplus value, to determine the wealth of 

the country. At the same time, this is a great historical opportunity to complement the national 

culture such as rational culture, business culture, promoting the strong side, overcoming the 

weaknesses, supplementing the lack, developing to new heights. Promote the opening, 

integration of culture and social science with the world and strengthen basic research, 

systematization of national cultural values in terms of thinking, personality... to educate the 

young generation, to create talent personality, create high quality products, competitiveness and 

international exchanges, contributing to human civilization. 
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1. Introduction 

Migration is a common phenomenon, especially in the context of globalization today. Therefore, 

the next issue that needs to be considered is how to best integrate migrants into the host society. 

Study of social integration in its relationship to professional development opportunities, to 

income, and to satisfaction of life, among other intervening variables, permits sociologists to 

address questions of utmost relevance to evaluation of migration patterns and contributions to 

residential movement.  

New ways of using research methodologies such as ethnography and participatory research, 

qualitative methods with photography, analysis of narratives discourse, individual and in-depth 

interviews and deploying different sample methods to reach less-accessible migrants, have all 

been experimented with in order to engage and empower the wide spectrum of migrants as such 

(Wong: 2007).  

There are competing definitions of the concept of social integration. Social integration can be 

defined as the harmonious and coherent processing of the structures of a social system 

(Koramaz, 2013). This idea is examined more closely as a general sociological concept when 

integration is defined as the stability of relations among parts within a system-like whole 

(Bosswick & Heckmann, 2006).  

1.2 Elements impacting social integration.  

With social integration seen as an indicator of life satisfaction, investigations of the influence 

of the economic, social, and cultural variables on life satisfaction were conducted in Asia and 

Europe. The researchers set a unifying theoretical framework for each domains by defining 

life satisfaction as a function of aspiration and expectation, which in turn are affected by 

micro- and macro-level variables. The results showed that, on the micro-level, economic 

capital is a resource for the actor. On the macro-level, societal economic capital improves the 

opportunity structure for the individual under certain conditions. Thus,  economic capital on 

both levels positively affects perception and evaluation of the chances of fulfilling 

aspirations. As long as the latter remain unchanged, life satisfaction generally increases with 

economic success. Social and cultural capital partially follows the same logic (Jagodzinski: 

2009). 
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1.3 The impact of immigration upon host countries. 

Results from researches focused upon three aspects: demography, social-economic and culture.  

2. Methodology 

This paper is based on results from case studies of Vietnamese resident in Cabramatta, Sydney 

Australia and in Philadelphia. PA. U.S.  

Based upon the viewpoints of Elif Kısar Koramaz (Koramaz, 2013) and Wolfgang 

Bosswick and Friedrich Heckmann (Bosswick & Heckmann, 2006), a working definition 

of social integration used here was the stability of relations among parts within a system-

like whole. Processes of social integration for immigrants were conceptualized as 

structural integration, cultural integration and social integration. Social integration is 

reflected through processes: awareness of and ability for approaches to accommodate 

diversity. Immigrants are training for careers, they aspire to go to school to obtain better 

education, the seek proficiency in English Acceptance of the laws of society and adoption 

of a common set of values of the society is key. Redistribution of social and economic 

resources (employment, income, socio-economic status; representation of political voice; 

personal security...) is a mark of success.  

A rights-based approach and a capabilities approach (Van Dam et al., 1992; Sen: 1992) is 

used here. Rights-based approaches on social integration emphasise enhancement of the 

capacities of immigrants so they can access the resources of the host country. The term 

'empowerment' is used to measure changes for immigrants after social integration into the 

host country. Empowerment is viewed as both a process and an outcome. (World Bank: 

2007).  

Survey Information comes from 22 people aged eighteen years and older, employed in 

both skilled and less-skilled occupations with different English skills. There are 11 people 

belonging to 3 families including 1 to 3 generations. Qualitative crucial and sensitive 

information was collected from narratives and behaviour of voluntary research 

participants. Quantitative data relied upon available works of literature.  

3. Findings 

3.1. Vietnamese Diaspora Profiles.  

It is realized that, before 1975, the Vietnamese individuals settled in the U.S. and Australia were 

mates or offspring of U.S. officers in Vietnam, were students, or were merchants. At the point 

when the war in Vietnam finished on 30th April 1975, numerous Vietnamese were 

contemplating working abroad. Some young Vietnamese women married outsiders and were 

permitted to settle in the nation of their husbands..  

The principal wave of displaced people began in the spring of 1975. They were delivered via air 

to the bases in the Philippines and Guam, and after that transitioned to evacuee centres all 

through the United States.  

In 1976 the second wave of Vietnamese refugees started and continued until the mid-1980s. 

Approximately two million people became refugees, crossing in small narrow boats, navigating 

the extremely dangerous sudden wind shifts and waves of the East Sea. They were called 'boat 

people – thuyen nhan'. They usually were held in refugee camps in Thailand, Singapore, 

Indonesia, Hong Kong or the Philippines, most waiting for resettlement in a third country such 
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as Norway or Australia…. As a result of the 1982 agreement between the Australian and 

Vietnamese governments (the Orderly Departure Program) relatives of Vietnamese Australians 

were permitted to leave Vietnam and to settle in Australia, and acceptance of this was mainly 

due to Australia's family reunion scheme (Australian Social Trends -4102.0: 1994).  

3.2. Social integration  

3.2.1. Structural integration.  

The first result from the analysis of the gathered qualitative information was that social 

integration of Vietnamese American immigrants is reflected in their access to the economy and 

the labor market, education systems, the housing system, welfare state institutions and full 

political citizenship. This is described by theorists as structural integration, cultural integration 

and social integration and is reflected in the comments of the immigrants themselves. 

Vietnamese immigrants faced the challenge that those who had a degree from a university or 

higher institution in Vietnam were unable to exercise their profession due to difficulties in 

translating their credentials, limited English proficiency and lack of legal status... As with other 

immigrant workers abroad, a distinctive feature of Vietnamese immigrants in Philadelphia and 

in Australia is that they have a higher tendency toward entrepreneurial activities than the U.S. 

or Australian-born. Self-employment is a traditional immigrant path to economic prosperity 

because it offers a less difficult way to enter the labor host market.  

The subsequent immigrant generations are extended into educational system at all levels. Most 

of them have high educational achievements, high English proficiency and they can access 

socio-economic status and resources in society to enhance their quality of life and enjoy a 

modern lifestyle. 

3.2.2. Cultural integration  

Cultural integration is reflected in a person's intellect, conduct and attitudinal changes. For all 

Vietnamese Americans, especially the old ones, the English language is a major obstacle for them 

in their day by day correspondence.  

Numerous youth thought of themselves as Americans, communicated in English as their primary 

language and sought instruction in America and had relatives in America. They understood that 

they were not perceived as Americans by different Americans through associations in everyday 

life and such misrecognition could often set up a shift in their personality. They began to see 

themselves as ethnic Vietnamese and so different from Americans and they began to associate 

with other Vietnamese migrants.  

Vietnamese businesses focused upon urban communities, such as in Cabramatta Sydney, in 

Melbourne, in Philadelphia and Maryland. These suburbs are where practical financial exercises 

as well as opportunities to address social issues were found for Vietnamese people as a group 

abroad.  

Vietnamese Buddhist sanctuaries, for example, Bo De Sanctuary in Philadelphia, Cao Dai 

Sanctuary in Wiley Park, New South Ribs can be seen wherever the Vietnamese people as a 

group abroad are living. Going to sanctuary or church is a fundamental need of the Vietnamese, 

helping them find equilibrium in life. 
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3.2.3. Social integration  

The vast majority of Vietnamese abroad exploit the systemic support of the community. Social 

mobility of migrants were both vertical and even portable. The battle for the Vietnamese 

populace to be recognised in Philadelphia is especially intense.  

3.2.4. Being and Having a place: Cross–Ages of Vietnamese Diaspora. 

It is said that for the most part, American history is an account of outsider youngsters satisfying 

their old folks' fantasies. The original generation moves to American looking for a better life for 

their families. The lion's share of the parent's effort yielded their life for their kids' future. The 

second generation figured out how to adjust and coordinate advancment in their new world.  

 

4. Conclusions and Discourse 

Reasons for the resettlement of Vietnamese are determinant elements of the extent of their social 

integration. After April 1975, most Vietnamese arriving in the U.S. and Australia with the status 

of refugees had not been able to make prior arrangements for employment within their 

professions. With varied English language capability, resources and social capital, numerous 

individuals had migrated in highly-hazardous conditions (facing privateers, unsafe boats, disease 

and danger in the camps etc...). To then integrate into the host country meant hard work to show 

that in each case they could confront difficulties and succeed despite the numerous obstacles. 

Even Vietnamese migrants with strong scholarly credentials and other highly proficient 

capabilities found that to emigrate and win improvement in their lives within their new nations, 

the U.S. and Australia, meant they often faced difficulty getting the authorities to positively 

interpret their accreditations. With this, and because of their restricted English capability and 

limitations of their legal status, they were unable to practice their calling, or professions of 

choice.  

There are contrasts in social integration between the differnt age groups of the Vietnamese 

diaspora. To ensure survival and improve their lives, the first generations of the Vietnamese 

diaspora figured out how to live with the past and work for the future benefit of their children 

and kin. When all that was said in done, the next generations benefitted with more progressively 

coordinated relations with the host nation (economic integration), and were able to be more 

grounded in their interest in and emulation of local character. Many more Vietnamese have 

figured out how to behave or perform as both integrated and recognisable communities within 

their host nations.   

To present a total picture about the social integration of migrants, qualitative research with 

photographs, narratives, conversation, perceptions examination demonstrates itself to be of value 

to help induce understanding of actual behaviour from survey data on subjective perception and 

emotional discernment.  

Discoveries originate from a small data example. To improve the reliability and general level of 

analysis, this study ought to be expanded in degree, area, substance and object of study. For 

instance, if it is valuable to focus on study across generations, then the second and third 

generations who have minimal Vietnamese, will require further study. Some may not return to 

Vietnam, rather loving their new home, and only keeping the culture of their precursors and 

origins in a favorable position, one of instructive accomplishment, more or less without bias, 

favouring, where they can, their further development. 
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Abstract: This paper explores the lack of archival documentation on Jamaican music history, 

especially in the years prior to and surrounding Jamaican independence in 1962. Natural 

disasters, neglect, theft, and the social impacts of colonialism are discussed as barriers to 

proper record keeping. Oral history provides an opportunity for historians of the six major 

genres that Jamaica has given the world—mento, ska, rocksteady, reggae, dub, and dancehall—

to both fill this void as well as supplement existing documentation. This tool, however, offers its 

own set of barriers including the death of the musicians, memory, accuracy, and perception. 

Examples are provided to demonstrate these challenges and remedies. The process of utilizing 

oral history to construct Jamaica‘s lost musical history preservation has been underway for 

more than a decade and continues into the future. 

Keywords: archives; historical preservation; Jamaican music; jazz; mento; natural disasters; oral 

history; primary sources; reggae; ska 

________________ 

Introduction 

Ethnologist and writer Amadou Hampâté Bâ of Mali made popular at a UNESCO meeting in 

1960 the African proverb, ―When an old man dies, it‘s a library burning.‖ Certainly, as 

historians and those who work in the social sciences, we can appreciate the truth of this 

aphorism. But in Jamaica, it is more than the passage of great men and women who have never 

recorded their histories at stake for those, like myself, who wish to preserve the past for present 

and future generations. It also, quite literally, the libraries themselves. Though Jamaica does 

honor its history with tradition, rituals, and religion steeped in Africa and the customs of the 

colonizers, like many cultures, Jamaican institutions have neglected to record and value parts of 

its history deemed to be less desirable, for a number of reasons. It is what Bob Marley called, the 

half that‘s never been told. Music history is one of these areas of neglect, largely because music 

in Jamaica was not always associated with Jamaican identity and culture. Rather music was a 

lowbrow art form, unless it was the music of the colonizers. As such, the history of Jamaica‘s 

indigenous musical forms, forms based in Africa rather than Europe, was not documented by 

aristocratic-owned media, and libraries and repositories maintained by the crown. Additionally, 

Jamaica‘s geography has placed its cultural institutions in the path of natural disasters such as 

hurricanes and floods. This has resulted in destruction of historical collections crucial to 

chronicling the history of Jamaica‘s musical heritage. Therefore, oral histories as a method of 

culture preservation are imperative. This paper will look at the challenges to recording and 

preserving history in Jamaica and how oral history provides both an important and a challenging 

tool for music historians. 

mailto:haugusty@pnw.edu
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Natural Disasters 

Perhaps the most notorious natural disasters in recorded Jamaican history were the earthquakes 

of 1692 and 1907 and both of these events are still very much within the Jamaican culture and 

psyche. ―Within the space of less than thirty seconds, two thirds of the city of Port Royal, then 

the most prosperous and important English city of the New World, was submerged beneath the 

sea and much of what remained was smashed‖ in 1692 (Shepherd, 1968). The earthquake in 

1907 destroyed both Port Royal and Kingston since building structures failed from poor 

construction and poor application of building codes (Shepherd, 1968). 

Jamaica is also geographically located in what is termed the Atlantic Hurricane Belt. According 

to the ―History of Hurricanes and Floods in Jamaica,‖ from the National Library of Jamaica 

(NLJ), ―Between the beginning of the hurricane season in June until the end of the season in 

November, an average of ten (10) tropical storms are formed, some of which develop into 

hurricanes. Therefore, countries within the hurricane zone, including Jamaica have been subject 

to the effects of this destructive force.‖ This NLJ document chronicles the significant destruction 

of 24 hurricanes and floods in the 20
th

 century including the two ―direct hits,‖ Hurricane Charlie 

in 1951, and Hurricane Gilbert in 1988. It is the later that impacted Jamaica‘s infrastructure most 

significantly. Estimated damage totaled $800 million U.S. and one fifth of the island‘s homes 

were destroyed or severely damaged. After the storm, massive flooding, shortages of food and 

supplies, and ensuing looting caused further destruction. Jamaica‘s historical archives also 

suffered damage, including the library at the University of the West Indies at Mona. A section of 

the roof and one-third of the structures‘ glass panes were ripped off during the storm, meaning 

the library‘s contents ―came under direct siege by the elements‖ (Walker, 1988). In the days that 

followed, significant flooding and subsequent mold further damaged the materials. In total, some 

360,000 books and 12,000 journals were lost at the University of West Indies library (―Jamaica 

University,‖ 1989, p. 23). Additionally, school libraries all over the island were destroyed 

(―Huge Task Facing Ministry‖ 1988, p. 27) and the central library in Portland was destroyed. 

―Scores of library books were soaked and left useless‖ (―After Gilbert,‖ 1988, p. 11). 

Then in September 2004, Jamaica experienced a category 5 hurricane, Hurricane Ivan, ―which 

was recorded as one of the worst tropical cyclones [hurricanes] in the island‘s history. The 

aftermath of the hurricane witnessed damage to thousands of properties, including libraries and 

other information units. The University of the West Indies, (UWI) Mona library was one of the 

libraries impacted by Hurricane Ivan‖ (Newman & Harris, 2015, p. 1). The impact was 

irreversible, due to lack of disaster training for staff and lack of storage facilities. ―Extensive 

flooding of the UWI Mona library as a result of the passage of Hurricane Ivan … resulted in 

serious infrastructural and collection damage. In the Main Library: the West Indies and Special 

Collection (WISC), the Humanities Collection, the Microfilm Collection, the Oversized books, 

the Maps and Atlases Collections were the worst damaged as these were on the Ground Floor. 

The entire floor was flooded with water rising to levels of seven inches in some sections‖ 

(Newman & Harris, 2015, p. 15). 

In addition to the damage to libraries, offices with other types of crucial records were also 

destroyed in Hurricane Gilbert. Over 120,000 birth and death records and medical records from 

hospitals were soaked with water in the Registrar General‘s Office in Spanish Town. The 

records were stored on open shelves due to lack of space in protective vaults (―Extensive 

Damage,‖ 1988, p. 2). Though digitization processes were not yet commonplace in 1988, 

certainly microfilming was, but these records were not preserved in such a matter, perhaps due 

to cost.  

Even today, many historical records are left to the destruction of natural disasters. Through my 

own personal work in documenting the life and death of legendary Jamaican trombonist Don 
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Drummond for a biography I published in 2013, I encountered barriers due to damage and 

neglect of historical records. Without going into the particulars of Drummond‘s life, suffice to 

say that he suffered from mental illness and was remanded to treatment at the Bellevue Mental 

Hospital on a number of occasions before ultimately dying there. The South East Regional 

Health Authority advised me on March 19, 2011 that they were unable to provide me with his 

records from the 1960s—not due to privacy issues, but due to natural disaster. ―We regret to 

inform you that some of our records were destroyed from past hurricanes. Consequently, we are 

unable to locate any information pertaining to this matter,‖ wrote Dwayne Francis, hospital 

administrator who later confirmed the same in a face-to-face interview at the hospital.  

Neglect 

Some historical records are simply not kept by Jamaican institutions, perhaps due to issues of 

storage and cost. When further seeking medical records on Don Drummond, Vinnese Dias, 

responsible officer for permanent secretary at the Jamaican Ministry of Health, advised that 

Drummond‘s medical records had been destroyed. ―…inactive medical records are disposed of 

after a period of 10 years,‖ she wrote in a letter dated July 20, 2011.  

In addition to purging records, many archival documents that do remain are in critical condition 

and in urgent need of preservation. One of the most critical sources of music history in Jamaica 

is the Star Newspaper. This collection exists in only two places in the world, both in original 

paper form, bound into large albums—one at the National Library of Jamaica and one at the 

Gleaner Corporate Office, both in downtown Kingston. Why is this newspaper so rich in music 

history? The other major newspaper in Jamaica, the Daily Gleaner, or the Jamaica Gleaner as it 

was later called, was founded in 1834, established by brothers Joshua and Jacob deCordova, 

British colonizers and landowners. Jacob went on to become a senator in Texas and he 

established the city of Waco, Texas. Founded in wealth and privilege, the Gleaner avoided 

coverage of unsavory topics such as slavery and emancipation, socialist politics, Rastafari 

spirituality, and music which was a manifestation of the lower class. ―The paper was very 

English-oriented and focused on the business, political and social interests—and amusements—

of the local white ruling class,‖ said the Gleaner itself in an article on their 180th anniversary 

(Spaulding, 2014, A5). This explains well why there was little coverage of music in the Daily 

Gleaner, given the colonial and patrician nature of the publication‘s ownership and editorial 

direction. On the other hand, The Star, was called ―the people‘s paper.‖ It was founded in 1951 

and it did cover music and entertainment. This paper even featured a special weekend section 

that contained articles on musicians and it also had a column, ―Vere Johns Says.‖ Vere Johns 

was originator and host of the Vere Johns Opportunity Hour, an island-wide talent competition 

that launched many musical careers including Bob Marley and Jimmy Cliff. So too did other 

columns, like ―Partyline by Stella‖ and ―With the Stars by Batman‖ which both told of 

upcoming performances and reviewed shows just passed. The Star also contained a wealth of 

advertisements on weekly performances at popular nightclubs and outdoor venues, as well as for 

sound systems and record stores. The Star has never been put on microfilm or digitized and 

today sits on open shelves where it is browned and crumbling. Some issues are missing, while 

others have had pages or articles removed with a razor blade and stolen. ―It would be so easy to 

mend these torn pages with cellotape, why don‘t you do it?‖ questioned a reader of this library in 

the March 1972 issue of Jamaica Journal, to which author Glory Robertson responded, 

―Unfortunately, mending old and brittle paper with anything as rigid as cellotape simply makes 

it tear again, along the edge of the tape. The lack of a document repair department is one of the 

pressing problems of the [library]. Another is the need for a microfilming programme. As far 

back as 1962 a number of newspaper volumes in bad condition were withdrawn from use to 

‗preserve them for microfilming.‘ They have not yet been microfilmed,‖ wrote Robertson (p. 

20). That microfilming, nor any other technological preservation, has still not occurred some 47 

years later. Why? As Robertson wrote in 1972, ―The funds available to the [library] are very 
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small‖ (p. 20). When I attempted to organize a crowd-funding effort for the National Library of 

Jamaica in 2016, I was met with strong resistance. 

Archives as a means of record keeping was not an effort of cultural institutions in Jamaica at all 

until the 1950s. After Jamaica won its independence in 1962, however, what few records were 

kept were either transported to Britain, or ―in some cases, destroyed after active use‖ 

(―Establishment,‖ p. 64). There were no plans put in place for developing an archive due to 

―lack of funds‖ (―Establishment,‖ p. 64).   

Theft 

Add to this the fact that in January 2008, one of the largest repositories of Jamaican music, the 

Jamaica Broadcasting Corporation which at one time employed its own musical composers as 

directors, Sonny Bradshaw and Carlos Malcolm, was vandalized and looted. Former Prime 

Minister and music supporter Edward Seaga (2008) called it a tragedy for Jamaica‘s musical 

heritage. He wrote: 

It is not the first time that the Jamaica Broadcasting Corporation has let down the trust 

of the nation in securing our heritage. In the 1970s … JBC TV recorded news and other 

events on video and audio tapes that had precious material of the Jamaica Festival and 

other events of cultural heritage. These recordings wiped out the original recorded 

material, as any user of recording equipment would know. Speeches, music, news 

items, festival events, dance, were all wiped out. This was not deliberate. JBC TV had 

no money to buy new tapes in those days, believe it or not. So the reuse of old tapes 

was the order of the day. Now comes the news of the theft of most of the JBC archive 

collection of records, a precious history of the emergence of reggae … one of the 

important archival collections has disappeared (p. G3).  

Eighty percent of the collection was stolen over a period from 2004 to 2007. It was only 

discovered in January 2008. It has never been recovered. 

The Use of Oral History 

Given these limitations and challenges to recording and writing about music history in Jamaica, 

the tool of oral history became a method for both archival history and social history. It is this 

dual aspect of oral history that Ronald J. Griele (2007) of the Oral History Research Office at 

Columbia University identifies in his essay, ―Oral History as Evidence‖ (p. 42). Using oral 

history supplements Jamaica‘s archive of documentation on music history, as well as gives voice 

to the musicians and those in the music industry who were marginalized by colonization.  

The use of oral history is perhaps best aligned with history-making traditions in Jamaica. 

Lecturer Cliff Lashley (1972) stated in a paper entitled ―West Indian National Libraries and the 

Challenge of Change‖ presented at the International Library Conference in 1972: 

There are three little traditions in Jamaica. There is a little colonial tradition which is 

the literate, fully institutionalized and officially transmitted tradition. Because it is 

literate, institutionalized and official, the other two little Jamaican traditions sometimes 

relate to it as if it were a great tradition. The other two traditions are the African Folk 

tradition and the Rastafari counter-tradition. They are both essentially oral. Although 

African Folk tradition is in some degree a tradition of all Jamaicans … most Jamaicans 

regard it as a lesser tradition than the colonial. It is viewed as the dark tradition of dark 

people from the dark continent. Because of this, its oral nature, its lack of 

institutionalization and the refusal of the specialists to give it recognition, the African 
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folk-tradition has remained a little tradition … So, the peculiar need a Jamaican 

national library would have to satisfy would be the enfranchisement of the African and 

other folk and Rastafari and other counter-traditions. This is the challenge of change for 

all West Indian libraries (pp. 31-33). 

Unfortunately, the National Library of Jamaica, and other cultural institutions in Jamaica, have 

never properly preserved the history, albeit largely oral, of the counter-tradition of music, with 

one foot in the African folk-tradition and one foot in colonization. Therefore, this history has 

remained either largely oral, told to historians at their request, or not told at all.  

In my own work as a historian of Jamaican music history, I first began recording oral histories in 

1996. By then it was already too late to capture the ―libraries‖ of a number of musicians who 

had died. I chose this method of oral history because, as I‘ve explained, there was little recorded 

via other methods, and I was a trained journalist so it was a natural way for me to turn to 

primary sources. Those oral histories then supplemented the secondary sources that did exist. As 

Valerie Raleigh Yow (2015) of the Oral History Association writes: 

… the in-depth interview can offer answers to questions that no other methodology can 

provide. Oral history enables us to see the topic of research in terms of actual 

experience … Consider the ways the oral history interview is used. First of all, oral 

history preserves a historical record in cases where documents or physical remains no 

longer exist … missing evidence can be recovered only by means of oral testimony … 

Oral history testimony is the kind of information that makes other public documents 

understandable (p. 9-10) … Oral history reveals daily life at home and at work—the 

very stuff that rarely gets into any kind of public record. (p. 12) … Narrative has the 

potential of revealing information about the culture at a certain time and place and 

social class and is approached critically, as one would approach any other kind of 

evidence‖ (p. 18).  

 

William Moss (1996) of the Smithsonian Institution concurs. ―Oral history, to be most effective, 

must itself be well-grounded in sound analysis and in a thorough knowledge and understanding 

of all the other available and pertinent sources (p. 113). … In the absence of primary evidence, 

an aggregate of testimony may serve to approximate historical certainty‖ (p. 120).  

Herein lies the challenge for oral historians, and in particular for historians of Jamaican music 

history. Not only are these primary so sources lacking, as discussed, that it can be difficult to 

corroborate oral testimony for the purposes of validity, but that testimony can also be inaccurate 

due to the fallibility of human memory. Yow (2015) contends, ―When we oral historians judge 

evidence from interviews, we ask such questions as these: Is this memory accurate so that I can 

use it as evidence? How can accurate aspects of recollections be distinguished from inaccurate 

aspects? Can inaccurate aspects of a memory be regarded as evidence of a different kind? … I 

will argue that human memory is both fallible and—when we approach the oral history 

document critically—trustworthy‖ (p. 42). Yow presents research from psychologists to discuss 

the way that memory functions, concluding that when used in oral history, memory has 

―relevance for what we do in in-depth interviewing (p. 45) and ―it is the very interpretation of 

the event and the remembered feelings about it that we seek‖ (p. 49). Certainly, in terms of 

Jamaican musical history, individuals recalling events from 50 or 60 years ago presents 

researchers with inaccuracies, with exact dates, with the details of the exact cast of characters 

present in the recording studio or live stage, but it provides scholars with something, I would 

argue, deeper and more meaningful. It provides context and perception that cannot be gleaned 

from a newspaper read by secondary external eyes.  
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To present a single point-of-view from a single actor through oral history may be so flawed 

factually that it becomes a work more of fiction than fact. How then do researchers present oral 

history as evidence of the events that transpired decades ago with little documentation to 

corroborate the narrative? One approach that I have utilized, drawing from my background as a 

journalist, is to present as many voices as possible from a variety of perspectives, as well as 

using what little archival documentation is available. I will provide here a single example for the 

use of demonstration.  

The way in which ska evolved in Jamaica is the subject of controversy among the musicians 

who were involved, as well as musicians and fans of the music today. Ska is a blend of jazz, 

American rhythm and blues, and mento that originated in Jamaica in around 1959. It emerged 

from Jamaican musicians attempting to imitate the American rhythm and blues they heard on 

transistor radios on the island, as well as through sound system operators bringing American 

vinyl to the island to play at dances. The American beat was a shuffle, but the Jamaican 

imitation wasn‘t quite right and instead produced an off-beat, a syncopation. Combined with 

horns of skilled Jamaican jazz musicians, and mento style and lyrical sensibility, this was 

uniquely ska. Ask any Jamaican musician to recall how ska began and you‘re likely to get as 

many perspectives as people you ask, hence the saying, ―There is no history in Jamaica, only 

versions.‖  

Some key figures who were part of this time in Jamaican history, like vocalist and record 

producer Prince Buster, claim they were either the sole inventor, like Prince Buster, or that they 

were present when it was created. Prince Buster told me in an oral history interview in 1996 that 

he so loved processional music and wanted to emulate this form that he asked his drummer to 

perform in this manner. ―I put the march on the track and I asked him to put the accent on the 

one and the three and I had Jah Jerry [guitarist] come up with the strum of the guitar and I had 

Rico Rodriguez do the ‗pop pop pop‘ on the tenor sax and recorded the sound that took over 

Jamaica. And that was called ska‖ (P. Buster, personal communication, July, 14 1997). Not only 

did Prince Buster erroneously recall that Rico Rodriguez played the saxophone instead of the 

trombone, but he essentially situates himself as the prime mover in the invention of ska music. 

What is an historian to do with this oral history? 

For historians such as myself, I choose to propose the question to as many musicians, vocalists, 

producers, and even governmental figures as possible—"how did ska begin?‖ As revealed to me 

through their oral histories, Former Prime Minister Edward Seaga (2015) recalls that it was a 

genre developed in his political district, Chocomo Lawn in West Kingston; bass player Lloyd 

Brevett (1997) says he and fellow musicians deliberately created the beat while in the studio; 

vocalist Derrick Morgan (1997) says he and fellow musicians gave the American rhythm and 

blues beat a different beat with the guitar strum; drummer Lloyd Knibb (1997) says, ―I am the 

originator of the ska beat;‖ vocalist Laurel Aitken (1997) says they mixed boogie woogie with 

calypso; and female vocalist Patsy Todd (2009) says it was a creation of the men because as a 

woman, she never had a voice, other than for singing.  

With dozens of narratives, dozens of interpretations of the events, and the perspective that the 

passage of time affords the participant, a tapestry takes shape. The evolution of ska was not 

linear. It was not teleological. It was, to quote Lin-Manuel Miranda in Hamilton, not a moment 

but a movement. It was as the result of a number of artistic, social, economic, gender, and racial 

factors—the subject for another paper, or perhaps book. The point is, as this one example 

demonstrates, many voices provide many histories that help to illuminate the many facets of the 

history in a way that no documentation—however intact or exact—can do. As the Venerable 

Bede wrote in the 8
th

 century, ―I am not dependent on any one author, but on countless faithful 

witnesses who either know or remember the facts, apart from what I know myself‖ (P. 

Thompson, 2000, p. 31). These ―facts,‖ as we have come to understand, are fluid, depending on 
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the point of view of the oral history narrator, interviewer and/or oral historian, and social 

context, but perhaps that again is the subject for another paper using metaphysics, 

phenomenology, or Gestalt theory.  

Jamaican music historians such as myself have been conducting oral histories for almost two 

decades to augment historical preservation. I specialize in ska, the musicians of Alpha Boys‘ 

School, and women in Jamaican music. Others include David Katz of London who has utilized 

dozens of oral histories in his work on reggae; as has Adam Reeves of Brighton who chronicles 

reggae musicians who attended Alpha Boys‘ School; Carl Finlay of Ireland who draws on over 

100 oral histories for his history on Studio One; and Roberto Moore of Kingston, Jamaica who 

specializes in the swing jazz era. A number of academics and those in cultural institutions 

analyze primary sources and produce their own secondary sources, but those historians adding to 

the dearth of primary source material are few and there is still a great need. 

For the benefit of Jamaican music history, to understand the complexities of the culture and cast 

of characters that contributed to one of the most popular global genres, reggae, and one of the 

most popular global artists, Bob Marley—an artist whose face adorns tee shirts in every Wal-

Mart in the country, whose songs play in airports and cafes all over the world—it is necessary to 

listen to the half that has never been told. Though documentation and preservation of music 

history has been sparse due to the social, political, and economic impact of colonization, as well 

as the devastation caused by natural disasters and the lack of proper mitigation and resources, 

oral history provides a valuable opportunity to fill this gap. Though oral history engenders its 

own set of challenges, by adding voices to the discourse, historians can create a fuller picture of 

the events, issues, and perspectives surrounding this fertile time in Jamaican history, when a 

confluence of indigenous musical forms stolen from Africa merged with the radio transmissions 

from Miami and Nashville and New Orleans and the brass behind band shells, as a country was 

getting up, standing up, independent and claiming its identity. Oral history may be the only way, 

at this point in history, to capture the library before it burns. 
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Abstract: Manggaraian community of Flores in East Nusa Tenggara has an image of an ideal 

woman that originated in their culture. It can be found in the various forms of their oral 

tradition such as folk stories, parables, and proverbs that have been transmitted from generation 

to generation. The indigenous image of ideal womanhood is the exemplification that 

Manggaraian women seek to emulate and the people of Manggarai look on as the standard they 

expect to see in women in their society. Manggaraian rap musicians represent women in their 

songs according to their own interpretations and its relevance to the current era. Their version 

of representation may be different from the image of an ideal woman prevalent in Manggaraian 

tradition. Two research questions raised for this study are: What image does Manggaraian 

culture have of ideal woman? and How are Manggaraian women represented in Manggaraian 

rap songs? This study focuses on three Manggaraian rap songs entitled 'Cewek Matre,' 'Enu 

Molas Maras,' and 'Molas Baju Wara'. These songs represent two major cultural regions of rap 

in Manggarai, namely West Manggarai and Central Manggarai, which is also commonly known 

as simply Manggarai. Data regarding Manggaraian women‘s representation in Manggaraian 

rap songs were derived from the lyrics of those three songs. Data related to the image of ideal 

Manggaraian women were obtained from go‘et-go‘et and nunduk, which are proverbs and 

parables respectively in Manggaraian folklore. To have deeper understanding and more well-

informed interpretation of both the indigenous image and the rap song-based representation of 

Manggaraian women, this study also includes interviews with several ethnic community leaders 

and some young fans of rap music in Manggarai. Based on the study, this article reveals a 

number of differences between the image of ideal woman in Manggaraian oral tradition and 

women‘s representations in Manggaraian rap songs. The differences are the results of the 

changing eras of Manggaraian culture, discontinuation in the inter-generation cultural 

transmission in Manggarai, and some influences from outside of Manggarai on the rappers. 

Keywords: Manggarai, Rap, Representation, Songs, Women 

_______________________ 

1. Introduction 

Rap music was spreading across the world, including Indonesia in 1990s. Rap, which is an 

inseparable part of hip hop culture, emerged in New York in the 1970s as a culture-based 

liberation movement to deal with racial issues, cultural persecution, and also as well as 

economic, social and political differences (Hess, 2010; Price III, 2006). Indonesian rappers have 

created appropriations and adaptations of American rap songs. They adapt them to their own 

culture in order that they can produce rap songs that are more fitting to their social environment 

and their audience. For this purpose, they make adjustments to the themes, the language, and the 

musical format. A research conducted by Boden (2005a; 2005b) informs that early rap songs in 

Indonesia did not talk about violence and crime, drugs, or resistance to the dominant authorities. 

Instead, they express young people‘s anxiety about the future, the struggle of urban people in 

dealing with alienation in their daily life, and the gap between generations. 

mailto:tia.yuliantari@gmail.com
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The process of appropriation and adaptation of foreign rap music in Manggarai have been taking 

place with the use of local languages and dialects in the songs written by Manggaraian rappers, 

and also the use of themes in the lyrics that draw on the familiar experiences of the 

Manggaraians. The majority of Manggaraian rap songs use Indonesian language and Indonesian 

language with local dialects. Other songs use either Manggaraian or English. The themes 

narrated in the lyrics are generally related to the rappers‘ living environment. Some 

Manggaraian rap songs, such as 'Ruteng is de City' and 'Molas Baju Wara,' describe the dynamic 

lives of the Ruteng people. There are also songs like 'Kador Neka Culas Bail' and 'Reggae 

Manggarai' which tell about the life of the rural communities in Manggarai with agriculture as 

their livelihood and strong tradition and kinship as their social system. Some others are like 

'Leng Bail Umet,' and 'Alay' which express opinion about some changes in the young 

generation‘s lifestyle caused by modernity and technological development. 

Along with themes of the local people‘s life, Manggaraian rappers incorporate the traditional 

values expressed in go‘ets. Go‘ets is Manggaraian traditional poetry with poems about the 

history, the traditional values, and the social norms of Manggaraian people (Deki, 2011). Most 

of Manggaraian rap songs‘ lyrics use materials from go'ets alongside stories about their 

hometown or particular advice for the listeners. 

American rap music underwent a change in theme in the 1980s due to the popularity of gangsta 

genre. During this genre‘s popularity, subjects such as economic marginalization, illicit 

activities, and racial criminalization of black youth were the major themes in rap American 

music (Jeffries, 2011). Apart from these themes, there is misogyny ideology. According to 

Adams and Fuller (2006) 'Misogyny is the hatred or design of women. It is an ideology that 

reduces women to objects for men's ownership, use, or abuse. It diminishes women to expend' 

(p. 939). The misogyny in rap is represented by the objectification of female body (Benton, 

2015), permissive sexual attitudes, exploitation, and a heavy emphasis on physical appearance 

and attractiveness for women (Frisby & Aubrey, 2012). Mysogyny‘s representation in rap songs‘ 

lyrics cannot be separated from the image of aggressive black male masculinity as a symbolic 

expression of resistance to the dominant society, which is also an attempt to maintain men‘s 

honor and reputation (Sasaki-Picou, 2014). According to Kitwana in Rebollo-Gil & Moras 

(2012), violence in rap lyrics has three main significations, namely a symbol of macho power, a 

cure-all for disputes between blacks, and a necessity for individual protection. Moreover, in rap 

music business, any profitable material is worth exploiting. Violence and misogyny were 

profitable materials as the central themes of rap songs because they boosted sales. Both 

misogynistic representations of women and life stories in the ghetto were the answer to the 

consumers‘ wish to listen to ghetto stories, particularly the life stories of black men and women 

(Weitzer & Kubrin, 2009). 

People of Manggarai have an ideal type of woman. Her representations can be found in various 

Manggaraian folk stories, fable, and parable which are transmitted from one generation to 

another through their oral traditions. This ideal type is believed as a standard for every member 

of society, both men and women. 

According to Inosensius Sutam (2019), women in Manggaraian belief system is as worthy as a 

universe which serves as place for human existence. In this context, women are life givers and 

protectors of the community. Women‘s value is also signified by the form of Manggarian 

traditional house called Mbaru Gendang in which the whole members of a clan customarily live 

together. Women are also represented as shady trees that give a shelter for those around them. In 

relation to these significations, women are highly valued in their roles as mothers, siblings, and 

men‘s spouses in Manggaraian society.  
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In Manggaraian culture, women are more than just individuals. They are part of the social 

structure. The extended family of wife giver (anak rona) represents female family, while the 

extended family of wife taker (anak wina) represents male family. Wife giver family‘s social 

stratum is higher than wife taker family‘s. Consequently, in traditional ceremonies, the wife 

taker family should accede the wife giver family‘s requests. However, anak rona and anak wina 

in Manggarai may take turns in their relative social positions to each other in cycles because the 

ideal kinship and marriage system in Manggaraian culture are based on the lineage and position 

of each family in the society (Allerton, 2004; Janggur, 2010). 

Based on those facts about rap music and Manggaraian culture, two research questions to raise 

for this study are: What image does Manggaraian culture have of ideal woman?; and How are 

Manggaraian women represented in Manggaraian rap songs? The first question leads to the 

exploration of the images of ideal women that serve as the standards of behavior and appearance 

to emulate for the members of Manggaraian society to gain respects in their social environment. 

The second question aims to find out whether women‘s representations in Manggaraian rap 

songs correspond with the traditional image of ideal woman or there have been changes in the 

representations. If there are changes that make them differ from the traditional image, the 

question also aims to discover what has caused the changes. 

 

2. Methods and Theory 

This research is a qualitative and interdisciplinary study that uses qualitative methods in 

collecting data. With this method, the researcher interprets the data. To be more specific, the 

data is analyzed using qualitative descriptive approach by which the data are described and the 

findings are interpreted. As explained by Creswell (2003), 'qualitative is a form of interpretive 

inquiry in which researchers make an interpretation of what they see, hear, and understand' (p. 

212). 

The focus of this research consists of three Manggarai rap songs, namely 'Cewek Matre,' 

(Materialistic girls) written by MC Firman, 'Enu Molas Maras,' (A girl from Maras Village) by 

Rifand To'oz and Charles Potas, and 'Molas Baju Wara' (A girl in a red dress) performed by 

Lipooz. These three songs were chosen for several reasons. First, these songs originated in two 

regions representing Manggaraian culture, namely the West Manggarai and Manggarai. 

Geographically and historically, the West Manggarai has been known as the home region of 

coastal communities, whereas Manggarai is located in mountainous region and the home for 

agrarian communities. Two, the songs describe the city and the countryside in Manggarai 

regions. The difference between the two cultural regions in geographical aspect affects the ways 

the rappers represent women in their lyrics. Third, the rappers who wrote the songs live in the 

Manggarai region and outside of the region. Their residential areas are also the factor that 

influences their views on their cultural origins and gender relations. 

Representation, according to Hall (1997), means using language to say something meaningful 

about, or to represent, the world meaningfully, to other people. (p. 16). At its most basic level, 

meaning is constructed through language, signs and symbols, but these constructions are never 

value free. The decisions we make about which verbal representations, images and forms 

represent our choices of intent, ideology and bias (Kidd, 2016, p. 4). In American rap, women's 

representations are based on environmental conditions, the needs of the entertainment industry, 

and the views of white people on the blacks. In contrast, women‘s representations in 

Manggaraian rap are influenced by the traditional values regarding the characteristics of an ideal 

woman and the modernity aspects in Manggarai. These contrasting cultural backgrounds 
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between American rap and Manggaraian rap produce different women‘s representations in 

music. 

The primary data for the present study were the textual lyrics of 'Cewek Matre' (CM), 'Enu 

Molas Maras' (EMM), and 'Molas Baju Wara' (MBW). The secondary data were gathered from 

the interviews with three other Manggaraian rappers, namely Alfa Zflo from Ruteng Hip-hop 

Foundation (RH2F), Nando Panis, and Rhano Alyansha, as well as with Inosensius Sutam, an 

expert in Manggaraian culture. 

Discussion 

3.1 The Image of Ideal Woman in Manggaraian Culture 

In Manggaraian society, according to Inosensius Sutam (1998; 2019), there is a traditional 

concept called Manusia ata lumung or kawe laingn, which means ideal human being. The 

concept is represented through a proverb saying cebo agu cedek, pecing agu manga. It has 

several meanings that include happy, prosperous, healthy, competent, wise, able to live well into 

old age, holding a good position or authority, knowledgeable, perceptive, smart, rich, and having 

something of value. These are the values that are expected to manifest in the following ideal 

characteristics: (1) having good interpersonal skill or good-natured (ba weki or gauk di'a), (2) 

articulate, wise, and upright (peci tombo agu wintuk di'a), (3) skillful and hardworking (peci 

gori), (4) healthy and able to live well into old age (mose cebo), (5) having children, (6) wealthy 

(mose bora), (7) courageous (rani), (8) having healing power (mbeko), (9) calm and collected, 

truthful, and good at managing people (mose jepek / merep), and (10) full of love (momang or 

baur nai). 

Having good interpersonal skill or good-natured (ba weki or gauk di'a) is perceived as a holistic 

attitude. Terminologically, ba weki di‘a signifies positive interpersonal behaviors such as 

respecting others, being courteous, and being friendly. gauk di'a is understood as positive 

attitudes such as gratefulness, generosity, honesty, and fairness. Both inwardly and outwardly 

oriented mentalities are believed to be the basis for the establishment of a strong and respectful 

social life. Women, in particular, are not only expected to be polite and friendly, but also honest 

and fair-minded, to make themselves eligible bachelorettes. In Manggaraian culture, moral and 

ethical aspects are the most valued by and compulsory in social interactions. 

Women are also expected to be articulate and prudent (peci tombo agu wintuk di‘a). To be able 

to achieve that standard, they have to be knowledgeable of the customary laws (roku), tradition, 

and belief system.  Manggaraian women who have mastered the necessary rhetorical skill and 

words of wisdom (peci tombo) usually become advisors or consultants in their society. Younger 

members of society come to them for solutions to certain problems and for advice. Wintuk refers 

to the skills women need to have as organizers in order that the elements of society make 

meaningful contributions in accordance with their respective roles. 

Manggaraian people value hard work (peci gori) highly because they believe that everyone must 

earn his/her own living. In their folklore, hardworking mentality is symbolized by spider. Spider 

is considered an exemplification of assiduousness, adroitness, and consistency. Women in 

Manggaraian society are expected to work hard (gempur) to manage their family‘s rice fields, 

grow other crops, and take a good care of the members of their family. The idealization of 

hardworking women has something to do with the society‘s high regard for wealth (mose bora). 

Wealth for the Manggaraians is an embodiment of God‘s grace. This mental attitude can be 

observed in their daily prayers especially during traditional event called Penti. 
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'Tegi dami Mori, kembus ke wae tekumn, mboas wae wo‘ang; kudut sangged gorigm 

Mori, tua neho nucas, todo neho golos; ahir neho laings, cokang neho tanas; kudut neka 

bapas na‘ang, neka silas ciwal, neka bambos cakong; kaing dani kami Mori benta 

becur.' (Sut98p. 80) 

'We ask God for our drinking water to ever flow, for our bath water to never cease 

filling up; may all our efforts expand like an island, grow like a mountain, accumulate 

like the sand; God keep all kinds of failure; Our Lord begs for abundant crops and 

appeals for glory and prosperity.' 

Besides praying, wealth can be acquired by living frugally and saving money. It is an obligation 

for women to be good at managing their family's resources so that they are not in need. Despite 

living frugally, Manggaraian people have the responsibility of helping others in need. 

Philosophically, although wealth is the result of hard work and frugal life, it is also God‘s grace 

so it has to be shared with others in need. 

Being healthy and being able to live well into old age (mose cebo) are two ideal characteristics 

that are particularly useful for the arduous agricultural life in Manggarai. Health is also related to 

the ideal quality of having children (wing). Healthy women usually can have many children and 

see them growing well into adulthood. Spiritually, the Manggaraians believe that longevity is a 

gift from God, whereas illness (beti jejek) and short lifespan (mose wokok or mata olo) are a 

curse. Therefore, to deal with health problems, they need people with the ability to heal 

physically and spiritually. This is the reason why having healing power or mbeko is also 

considered as one of the characteristics of an ideal human being. In this context, a healer or a 

medicine man or woman (ata mbeko) in Manggaraian society is the one who has the great duty 

of examining and treating sick people. He or she is considered capable of treating health 

problems with natural and supernatural causes. 

In the past, Manggarai's geographical and demographic conditions posed challenges that require 

each member of the community to have the skills to defend themselves. So, the women in the 

community were also expected to have the courage (rani) to defend their land from any attack or 

threat from other tribes or foreign enemies. They had to be skillful in using weapons and 

implementing strategies in dealing with the opponents. In contrast to this role as the defender of 

the tribe, in their other roles as the members of society, they are expected to be calm and 

collected, truthful, and good at managing people. Their society also need them as a protector and 

a good consultant or mentor for others (mose jepek or merep). In addition, as mentioned earlier, 

being caring or full of love (momang or baur nai) is part of the ideal qualities they are supposed 

to have, and it must go hand in hand with compassion, forgiving disposition, and empathy for 

others. 

These mental qualities are more valued than physical appearance although the Manggaraians 

also have preference for physical features such as a nose with narrower and more upward tip 

(ranga mongko),  cheeks like a mango (pacu lasar pau), face with oval shape like a pineapple 

(ranga lasar pandang), hair that is straight and long (wuk lembis), feet like a spotted dove (wa'i 

neho tekur jawa), and many more. In other words, despite their admiration for certain physical 

characteristics, it is the personality traits and behaviors that reflect maturity that they truly value. 

 

3.2 Ideal Women in Manggaraian Rappers‟ Perspective 

Apparently, the traditional image of an ideal woman in Manggaraian culture remains the 

respected standard of women in the present era. Nevertheless, there are some adjustments made 
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by the rappers that are associated with modernity as well as the economic, social, and cultural 

aspects that have shaped their mindset and perspectives. Yanuarius Alfa Aria Graic, which is 

known by his stage name Alfa Zflo of the Ruteng Hip-hop Foundation (RH2F), Nando Panis, 

and Rhano Alyansha, both are solo rappers from Manggarai. They said that Manggaraian values 

for an ideal woman have inspired their lyrics. Their image of an ideal woman is the one with 

both physical beauty and strong personality. According to them, a woman who has strong 

personality has the power to decide what they want. They also agree on hardworking or 

assiduousness as one of the ideal qualities for Manggaraian women. In this era of global 

competition, assiduousness is a requirement for success. As one of the valued mentalities in 

Manggaraian culture, it is applicable not only to men, but also to women. To this day, it is still 

perceived a significant part of their lives. 

Family relationship is a very important aspect in Manggaraian society, and it is also much 

valued by the rappers. Therefore, ideal woman for them is the one who is also a greatly 

supportive and caring member of the family for their husband, their parents, and other family 

members. In their culture, family is viewed as the center of interpersonal relations of the society. 

Each nuclear family in Manggarai is part of an extended family which is also a member of a 

clan. In that case, a woman‘s inability to build a harmonious interaction with her husband and 

her extended family is a great problem in a family social relationship. Therefore, an ideal 

woman has the ability to build harmonious relationships not only with her spouse, but also with 

her parents, parents-in-law, and the extended families of hers and her husband‘s. 

She is also expected to have skills in household management. It means that she is expected to 

have the capabilities of managing her family‘s economy and therefore, ensuring that the needs of 

all of family members are well taken care of. So, being frugal and shrewdly effective in 

managing family income and expenses is an obligation. In addition, as an individual, an ideal 

woman must be able to maintain family‘s reputation by being an active participant of various 

social activities in her community. 

There seem no fundamental changes in the standards of ideal Manggaraian woman in the 

present, as compared to the traditional values upheld and cherished by many generations in 

Manggaraian culture. Changes only occur on the surface level, i.e. the preferences in women‘s 

physical appearances through times. In his song 'Molas Baju Wara,' Lipooz praises the beauty of 

well-known figures in Indonesian popular culture such as Agnes Monika (Agnez Mo), Luna 

Maya, and Sophia Latjuba. Rifan To‘oz and Charles Potas in their song 'Enu Molas Maras' 

mention Chelsea Olivia, a famous Indonesian soap opera star. These celebrities have become the 

representations of modern female beauty that are known and loved by men in Manggarai. 

 

Manggaraian Women Representation in Manggaraian Rap Songs 

There are two major contrasting women‘s personalities represented in the lyrics of the three 

songs. The first is the representation of materialistic, opportunistic, and selfish women who use 

their beauty and ability to get what they want. The second is the representation of an ideal 

woman that corresponds with the traditional values, which is a family woman who has outgoing 

nature but remains polite and self-controlled especially in her interaction with the opposite sex. 

The first representation describes a kind of woman who loves money and luxury along with the 

negative attitudes or habits associated with such materialistic orientation: 'DCM, dasar cewek 

matre di otaknya cuma duit aja, DCM dasar cewek matre ditinggal kalau sudah bokek' (You, 

materialistic girls! You got nothing in your mind but money. You ditch men when they are 

broke.) (CM, verse 1). As shown by this part of the lyrics, materialistic women use men who 

like them for their own benefit. When those men no longer have money, these women leave 
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them. Thus, in this context, the lyrics describe a casual and profit-based relationship between 

men and women, which is obviously in contrast to man-woman relationship according to 

Manggaraian traditional standard. In Manggaraian society, it is considered a serious matter that 

involves the approval of the couple‘s respective extended families and the specific arrangements 

with regard to their social position. Deviating from the social norm, the materialistic women in 

the song‘s lyrics are 'Ngga pernah pakai perasaan yang penting dapatkan kepuasan, tampang 

keren ngga jadi jaminan dompet penuh bisa langsung jadian, yang penting senang harga diri 

dikorbankan' (never care about feelings so long as they get what they want, good looks means 

nothing cause they date you for how much you got in your wallet, it is all about fun in exchange 

of dignity) (CM, verse 1). Emphasizing on how materialistic girls use their beauty for their 

benefit, the third verse of the song says 'Wajah ayu mata sayu sekali kenal selalu merayu, Tanpa 

malu-malu tanpa ragu-ragu, Dasar cewe matre otaknya buntu' (pretty face, flirting eyes, off they 

go looking for a fortune. Materialistic girls, they don‘t know how to use their head). 

In conclusion, the women described in 'Cewe Matre' written by MC Firman are the kind of 

women with behaviors and lifestyle that violate the Manggaraian standards of ideal woman. The 

song can also be seen as a representation of a phenomenon of women that are negatively 

affected by modernity. Modernity is a sweeping power whose influence extends across various 

cities in Manggarai region due to the rapid development of communication infrastructure and 

technology. This technological advancement enables new ideas to be transmitted to the young 

people in the region. Besides communication and technology, the growth of tourism in West 

Manggarai also contributes to the development of the phenomenon. Tourism‘s effect on the 

Manggaraians‘ economy has changed them from an agrarian society to an industrial society. 

Tourism also increases Manggaraian young people‘s exposure to foreign people and culture that 

results in some changes in their behaviors and views. Another contributing factor is the 

decreasing role of families as the primary guidance for individuals‘ actions in Manggaraian 

society that increases the young people‘s individualistic tendency. Thus, romantic relationship 

between man and woman as family‘s business instead of personal matter is also decreasing. 

Some young people date or go out with anyone they like without any consideration of how it 

will affect their extended families. 

MC Firman is a rapper from West Manggarai. West Manggarai has become a popular 

international tourist destination with Komodo National Park as its main attraction. Although 

there hasn‘t been  any research on the impact of tourism on the people of West Manggarai in 

terms of lifestyle, but Zhuang, Yao, and Li‘s research on the sociocultural impacts of tourism in 

China on the people living in various tourist destinations (2019) may offer a useful perspective. 

Local culture and traditional values may be weakened by the acculturation and 

development process […] changes in values or behavior threaten indigenous identities, 

and these changes often alter the community fabric, family relationships, collective 

conventional lifestyles, ceremonies, and morality. (pp. 1-2). 

Another similar research, conducted by Pramanik & Ingkadijaya (2017), may also provide an 

insight into tourism‘s impact on the local people. Pramanik & Ingkadijaya observe that tourism 

in Puncak, one of regions in the Province of West Java, has caused an increase in the prices of 

consumption goods, and only some of the people living in Puncak area can benefit from the 

tourism business there. Consequently, many of them have to earn income elsewhere. Based on 

Zhuang, Yao, and Li‘s research (2019), tourism also generates negative impacts to the local 

communities such as those happening in Koh Samui in Thailand. They include the increasing 

number of slums and poor households, higher crime rate, higher drug abuse occurrences, the 

spreading of pornography and prostitution, and HIV/AIDS infections. 
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Based on the two researches informed above, the similar impacts of tourism may also take place 

in West Manggarai. Thus, it is likely that the phenomenon of materialistic girls who date boys or 

men for their money in the region is partly caused by tourism activities in the area. MC Firman, 

through his lyrics, portrays a social phenomenon in his environment in which some women 

violate Manggaraian traditional values by behaving selfishly without thinking about the 

consequences of their actions for their society and their families. The phenomenon can be 

considered as part of recent sociocultural changes in Manggaraian society. 

The second women‘s representation, which can be found in the lyrics of 'Enu Molas Maras,' 

describes women that meet the traditional standards of ideal woman in Manggaraian culture. The 

description can be recognized as a typical image of nice looking woman from West Flores.  It is 

communicated using the rapper‘s native language of his ethnic group: 'Lako-lako mane tana agu 

hia Carles Potas, toe sengaja laku cumang timi molas, kali anak di Amang sale Mai Maras, ranga 

bambas.' (EMM, verse 1). 'Ranga bambas' in this verse means 'pretty' or 'beautiful.' This phrase 

is actually rarely used in daily conversation, 'ranga di‘a' and 'ranga mongko' are more common 

words to describe a woman‘s beauty. 'Ranga bambas' is chosen because it rhymes with the other 

words in the verse, e.g. the word 'bambas' rhymes with the word 'maras'. The phrase and the 

rhymes support the rapper‘s lyrical expression in talking about the physical beauty of the woman 

he likes. 

Both 'Enu Molas Maras' and 'Molas Baju Wara' describe not only women‘s physical beauty, but 

also their good behavior. Although they are friendly to men, they can prevent themselves from 

doing more than is appropriate: 'Mai kaku rei enu ngo nia, kali di‘a respon enak kole liha,' (I ask 

her where she is going, and the way she responds is so charming) (EMM, verse 1). This kind of 

mannerism in women, which shows that they know their boundary, is what makes them 

appealing to men. The rapper expresses his admiration in the refrain part of EMM‘s lyrics: 'Enu 

molas maras, pande pa‘u nai ge. Di‘a imus mo enu, (di‘a imus mo) cala nganceng aku jadi naca 

me' (This girl from Maras. She makes me fall in love. Hey you with your beautiful smile, would 

you be my girlfriend). In MBW, Lipooz compliments women‘s polite hospitality to men in the 

part of his lyrics where he describes the smile of the girl he likes: 'Tapi wa‘i ho‘o rasana kaku 

neho hena paku, lime daku toe nganceng na pe‘ang one mai saku, Ai hi enu lelo ce‘e molas imus 

pande ragu aku, imus hitu molas neho imus di Agnes Monika (toe ta) Sophia Latjuba (toe ta) 

Luna Maya (toe kole ta), tetep toe nganceng kala imus di molas baju wara' (verse 3) (It feels like 

my legs are nailed to the ground, my hands can‘t be pulled out of my pockets. Her smile has 

made me hesitate. That smile is as beautiful as Agnes Monika‘s [no], as Sophia Latjuba [no], as 

Luna Maya‘s [no]. But, still, none of them is more charming than the lady in the red dress when 

she smiles). The kind of smile that indicate a polite greeting or response, especially in man-and-

woman interaction, is a valued manner whose description can be found in the following 

Manggaraian maxim: 'Eme tombo one banta reha, paka weku di‘a wa‘i, angkem lime; neka pa‘u 

sa‘i rengus ranga; ciru imus kali ba tawa; neka cirang reweng, inggos di‘a wale iyo, nggoes wale 

oe' (If you attend a forum, sit with your arms and legs folded; don‘t wrinkle your forehead, don‘t 

frown, smile and laugh; keep your voice in control, reply politely) (Sutam, 1998, p. 69). Thus, 

according to traditional value, women who act politely can attract men and gain their respect 

because it means they are not indecent women. EMM‘s lyrics represent a high appreciation to 

this kind of behavior in the second verse: 'Imus hitu pande keta jejer pucu daku, lansung mepet 

hi enu cau lime daku' (Her smile makes my heart pound. I immediately reach out to shake her 

hand.). The rapper‘s attraction to a girl with this charm can also be found in MBW‘s lyrics in the 

third couplet: 'Kudut ngo nias tite one nai manga hitus taungs, Duhu lako ngo ruis agu hi enu' 

(Where are you going. That‘s all I have in mind when I see you there.). 

A representation of women as member of an extended family can also be observed in EMM and 

MBW‘s lyrics. In EMM, it is apparent in the second verse: 'Cumang hia amang, Amang neka 

benang, Mbaram reweng kanang, Tipa kala raci tahang kudut bantang lonto cama, Aku ngoeng 
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mose agu hau enu molas' (So I go to see the Amang [father-in-law or prospective father-in-law]. 

I beg him not to prevent me from visiting his daughter, not to say no to my presence in his home. 

I present her family with betel and areca nuts. I want to spend my life with you, my beautiful 

lady.). In MBW, this family-related image of a woman can be seen in the Refrain part: 'Enu cala 

nganceng koe ta, bae ngasang dite, nia mbaru dite, Enu cala nganceng koe aku jadi naca me' (If 

you don‘t mind, would you please tell me your name. Where do you live? Would you take me as 

your boyfriend?). The setting of the story in Lipooz‘s lyrics is an urban area such as Ruteng or 

Labuan Bajo. The part of the lyrics quoted above implies the singer‘s wish to have a serious 

relationship with the woman he loves for which parents‘ blessing is needed. In the next step of 

the relationship, the extended families of the couple should also be involved to arrange a series 

of preparation to ensure that the couple‘s upcoming wedding follow the Manggaraian tradition 

in which the couples‘ families are distinguished from each other by their positions as wife taker 

and wife giver respectively. 

Another image of an ideal woman is related to their role as mothers who love their children and 

are well-respected in the family. The representation of this motherly quality can be observed in 

the first verse of MBW‘s lyrics: 'Kengko li Mama, Nana to'o ga to‘o hang leso, ho'o ga' (Mama 

awakes me, 'Son, wake up, let‘s have lunch'). Understood in its contextual meaning, the verse 

tell a story of a mother who is aware that her son won‘t be able to wake up in the morning 

without her help because in the previous night he had a party and got heavily drunk. The son 

regrets it and apologizes to his mother: 'De Mama molas ge ho'o aku to‘o ga, Neka rabo bao toe 

campe ngo weli gola.' (Dear my beautiful mother, I‘m awake now. Sorry I didn‘t buy you sugar 

as you wanted me to) (verse 1). Compassionate and forgiving are two characteristics of ideal 

woman in Manggaraian traditional standard. Hence, the image of a woman who is caring and 

understanding for her child, as presented by Lipooz in his lyrics, is that of an ideal Manggaraian 

mother. 

Conclusion 

Manggaraian rap songs represent women according to the traditional standards of ideal woman 

in Manggaraian culture. Their representations in the three songs discussed in this study put the 

main emphasis on philosophical and moral aspects instead of physical appearance. Although 

there are some changes because of the influences of modernity, the traditional values are still 

upheld by the younger generation. Negative representation in one of the songs describes women 

who act as gold diggers, which are lack of integrity and indifferent to their family‘s reputation. 

The phenomenon of pleasure-seeker women, as represented by the song, among Manggaraian 

society seem to be caused by its transition from an agrarian society to an industrial society. This 

phenomenon occurs in parts of Manggarai region with frequent contact with foreign culture and 

people. 

Women‘s representations in Manggaraian rap songs are very different from those in gangsta 

American rap songs. American gangsta mostly present women as the inferior gender, and 

therefore men can treat them in any way they want to prove their masculinity as the superior 

gender. This difference between Manggaraian rap and American gangsta rap is caused by 

differences in their sociocultural backgrounds, their production systems, and their target 

consumers. To meet the customer preferences, American gangsta rappers wrote lyrics with 

violence, misogyny, and street life as the dominant themes. On the contrary, Manggaraian 

rappers produce their works independently so that they do not have to follow the mainstream 

consumer preferences. They distribute their songs through various networks of friends and social 

media. People can download their songs for free. 
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Abstract: The twentieth and twenty-first centuries witnessed political change moving away from 

socialism on a national scale in some countries.  In one model the institutions of government 

were completely transformed, e.g. Russia from the USSR, while in another model markets have 

been added to the socialist frame, e.g. in China.  The conditions of art production and hence 

communicative reflexivity are different in each country witnessing these transformations, yet 

several trends can be identified, and these will be described in a series of brief case studies. 
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In the 1990s I took a course at University of California Los Angeles' department of World Arts 

and Cultures taught by Professor Joost Smiers, an expert in art and culture from the Netherlands 

who currently works in areas of how intellectual property laws affect culture, making the 

assertion that the cost imposed by maintaining the present system of patents and intellectual 

property stifles innovation. 

As a scientist and inventor myself, I am aware that intellectual property is a formidable system 

that promotes the kind of secrecy that is anathema to teaching. If I aim to discuss some ideas of a 

novel technology, for example, making solar panels out of ice for use in cold climates, and detail 

these publicly, I am tacitly abrogating any financial interest I may have. My options are either to 

share the details publicly and sacrifice ownership, or to develop them privately for profit. 

For interests of clarity, the notion of solar panels made from ice is not altogether far-fetched. It 

is based on the idea that water ice is a semiconductor, in much the same way that silicon is. At a 

meeting in Montreal of the European Consortium for Political Research where I discussed the 

possibilities publicly (Helman, 2015) as part of a panel entitled 'Do it Yourself? Local 

Renewable Energy Initiatives and the Policy, Politics and Power of Transition Towards a Low 

Carbon Economy,' I started collaboration on the project with one of the other attendees. 

We have done two field seasons of work. During the first we realized that our model was 

incorrect. Because the most-mobile charge-carrier in ice is the proton rather than the electron, it 

makes sense to treat the theory like that of a simple chemical-acid battery. Acids have free 

protons. H2SO4 has two protons to donate. By setting up ice (which can pretty readily donate 

protons) sandwiching an acid layer and by doping one layer of ice with positive dopants and the 

other with negative, we made a primitive electrochemical cell that gives off microwatts of 

power. It is modest but a good initial step. The next part is to add a photoelectrically active 

dopant to one of the layers. 

mailto:helmandaniel@tdtu.edu.vn
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Figure 1. Art from the author's preliminary patent application for an electrochemical battery 

made from ice. 

It is important to be able to discuss my work with colleagues. I am not in the business of making 

money, but rather in helping to educate people and transform the world. Under the current 

system of intellectual property that the US and Europe promote, I seem to have given away all 

rights to my invention by writing the details here, and perhaps I would have been better served 

financially to raise capital and exploit my model for profit. I could spend about ten or twenty 

thousand dollars developing the invention initially, and then a few hundred thousand dollars to 

develop an initial business and ultimately become a tycoon or sell it for profit, or sue if others 

infringe and gain my money that way. My days ought to be spent in hiring people to protect my 

interests. 

Instead, I am a teacher, and I want to spend my days in developing ideas and in sharing these 

ideas with others. The principles of education run counter to the legal structure that protects 

intellectual property. I do not know whether I am making the proper choice in my actions, but 

my time is limited here and I would rather work towards creativity and instilling it in others. 

My course with Professor Smiers some 25+ years ago was focused on the art markets in the two 

Germanys, and how they changed when the Berlin Wall came down, and capitalism was 

introduced to East Germany. His description of art in East Germany under communism was 

based on the idea that becoming an artist was difficult under the communist system, but one held 

economic and social power once that position had been attained. For example, an artists' work 

might be exhibited and paid for well by the state, but if the work were not approved, the artist 

would still be well paid, even though the work would be warehoused. Thus there was a 

partnership established between the state and the artist, wherein freedom of creativity was 

guaranteed by the salary, but freedom of public expression was subject to official approval. 

Obviously the above is a short-hand description, and a contrast to the conditions of art 

production in East Germany after integration. Here, artists were no longer guaranteed a salary. 

Their focus primarily needed to be on gathering public awareness and making a case to the 

market itself to buy the work for financial support. That gathering of public awareness took the 

form of marketing and developing media campaigns for advertising. It is a system many in the 

art world in the United States where I am from are familiar with. 



328          ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University 

 

Figure 2. Two competing systems of art funding and production. 

 

Figure 3. Russian souvenir vendor in Moscow, 2012. Photo: By Алена Рязанова, CC BY 3.0, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=56112352 
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There are a few choices open to artists in a market-based system. They can cultivate contracts 

with large department stores or hotels to produce art for them; or perhaps contract with office 

buildings or architects to produce various exhibits to bring art to the buildings' users. Or they can 

develop their art for placement in shows or galleries, or work in art factories for producing 

artwork for specific markets, for example producing painted boxes for sale to tourists. 

It is not clear which system is the best for creativity. In some way it is useful to consider that 

appealing to the market is a creative challenge. Yet there is also the pitfall that appealing to a 

market can cultivate a very instrumental relationship to art. I may make art because I think it will 

sell well, rather than because I think it will help others to grasp a certain aesthetic or political 

notion. What helps creativity is an ability to predict that my work will result in some income 

from some avenue at some point, and to be able to specify the details of that income so that I can 

plan my time and energy. But in some way that is secondary to the goals I have with my art. I 

want to raise awareness. I want to focus on issues. 

In the near future plan to organize an art show in Los Angeles with the theme of creating a 

university here where all of the classes are given in Spanish. Los Angeles is a city and county 

with millions of Spanish-speakers. The economy is multi-lingual, and it will help to promote the 

economy of the region to allow for the kind of professionalism and licensing in Spanish that a 

university education will afford, and also will aid the culture of the place by bringing cultural 

icons from all over Latin America and Spain to this city for cultural events. Thus this art project 

has a political basis. Yet the idea for it is now about a decade old, and I still have not done the 

work of putting it together, for lack of time and money. 

 

Figure 4. Preliminary Quora post related to setting up a university in Los Angeles where all the 

instruction is in Spanish. 

Why is art in a socialist context important on a global stage?  The work of the world is now 

more closely focused on the climate crisis, and thus there is some interest in a post-capitalist 

transition to a world where communism may make inroads in a world economy that has resilient 

and sustainable pathways. Obviously, the appeal of communism is dulled by its inability to 

eschew violence in the same way that a world based on capital and trade is shorn by its recourse 

to violence to maintain its economic pathways. It is difficult to imagine a world wherein non-

violence is more common, and yet the kind of consensus that non-violence elects is the likely 

means wherein the previous conditions of ownership of private (as opposed to personal) 
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property are transformed into new relations of state ownership. Without a grounding in non-

violence, the above is anathema to human sentiment. Certainly, protecting the rights of workers 

goes a long way towards maintaining a common cause in the workplace and lends itself to 

common interest and a common good. 

Within this context, it is interesting to explore what has occurred in the arts sectors of various 

Socialist states that have either transitioned to non-Socialist states or that have developed market 

economies recently.The analyses are generally of two types. There are research works that look 

at the size of contemporary art markets and conclude that the People's Republic of China is 

increasingly becoming an important market for contemporary art (Crane, 2009; Gray, 2018). 

One may predict that the robustness of art markets follows the flow of capital, and as formerly 

Socialist countries transition, their artists will gain a stronger foothold on fame and recognition 

for their talents. 

Another type of analysis focuses on creativity more closely, and looks to places where artists 

feel comfortable producing and innovating new shows. In Vietnam, for example, all artists need 

to apply for state approval for exhibition, and are sometimes censored for showing avant-garde 

work or work that may promote a movement towards freedom of speech, but are much less 

likely to be jailed than religious figures, bloggers and journalists (Libby, 2011). It is difficult to 

censor a metaphor, so art may be a safer means of expression. 

Truly creative spaces also need to have buyers willing to fund lesser-known artists, and this is 

sometimes a rarity in most countries. What can be said about the transition period in a system 

wherein the opportunities and funding structure are decidedly a mix is that public works suffer 

when these are underfunded, and that market-based approaches suffer without concerted efforts 

by government to protect them. 

I traveled to Cuba in 2016 to visit a scientist colleague and was lucky enough to attend an art 

exhibit there about the art of the Cuban flag, 'Fuerza y sangre. Imaginarios de la bandera en el 

arte Cubano,' and of course this included politics and freedom of expression. There was 

moderate discussion by artists and attendees about how important free speech is for a healthy 

society, though much of the reason for the exhibit was simply to have fun and socialize. There 

didn't seem to be a sense of dread or of protest, though the themes for some of the pieces was 

such. 

I gathered from this experience an idea that any kind of transition can be made more easily with 

greater funding for the arts. Public projects help to instill a desire for pride of place, while 

funding robust markets for art helps to put money into the pockets of some of the poorest people, 

and brings them and others an idea of actual freedom and social mobility. But to divorce art 

from politics seems to be an odd thing to expect. It might be reasonable, nonetheless, for there to 

be a movement towards non-violence. 

If art is an extravagance in a time when the climate is making refugees of so many people, then 

the arts could certainly be promoted both in large-scale and market-based projects as a way of 

lending voice to people as well as bringing money to them. The historical precedent is not very 

strong, and yet I would like to assert that the opportunity for a just transition ought to include a 

focus on art. 
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Extended Abstract 

The growing understanding of a globalizing world is affecting the world of work, workers and 

their organizations. While the road is long, and will be difficult to travel, we now can see the 

emerging path. 

This paper argues that while labor movements need to build locally, they need to recognize that 

they are operating in a global context, and their outward focus must shift from a national to a 

global perspective. This requires an advanced understanding of 'globalization.' And a willingness 

to work across national borders. 

 

Globalization
1

 

The most important thing to understand about globalization is that it is more complex than we 

have been taught. For this to make sense, however, we must discuss globalization in general. 

Globalization is an on-going process. Using the term means taking a planetary scope, no longer 

restricting one's analysis to the level of the nation-state. This does not mean that the nation-state 

is obsolete, irrelevant, etc., but that we cannot confine our political analysis to just the nation-

state level. Jan Nederveen Pieterse expands on this: 

Among analysts and policy makers, North and South, there is an emerging 

consensus on several features of globalization: globalization is being shaped 

by technological changes, involves the reconfiguration of states, goes together 

with regionalization [for example, European Union, Latin Americanization-

KS], and is uneven.
2

 

He further writes that while people oftentimes refer to time-space compression, 'It means that 

globalization involves more intensive interaction across wider space and in shorter time than 

before' (Nederveen Pieterse, 2015: 8). 

There are issues, however, concerning globalization where there are still considerable 

controversies. Following Nederveen Pieterse, this author argues that in addition to the above, 

globalization is multidimensional (that is, cannot be confined to just one aspect, such as 

                                                        
1  This section on globalization is drawn largely from Scipes, 2016a. 
2  The point about unevenness is very important. It means that these processes affect countries differentially, and so 

forth. In fact, they can affect different regions in the same countries differentially.  
 This must be understood: globalization is not a single monolithic force sweeping the globe, like a tidal wave, 

affecting each social order, region, economy the same way at the same time. It is a series of processes that lead to 

"more intensive integration across wider spaces and shorter time than before (Nederveen Pieterse, 2015: 8), but its 
timing and impact are uneven. 

mailto:kimscipes@earthlink.net
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economics, but includes things like politics and culture) and should be seen as a long-term 

phenomenon that began thousands of years ago in the 'beginnings in the first migrations of 

peoples and long-distance trade connections and subsequently accelerates under particular 

conditions (the spread of technologies, religions, literacy, empires, capitalism)' (Nederveen 

Pieterse, 2015: 70-71). In other words, globalization predates capitalism and modernity, which 

means it predates the 'West.' And, of course, that it did not begin in the 1970s. 

While globalization is a much broader, deeper and longer set of processes than is usually 

recognized, these processes began accelerating in the early 1970s.  

If globalization during the second half of the twentieth century coincided with 

the "American Century" and the period 1980-2000 coincided with the 

dominance of Anglo-American capitalism and American hegemony, twenty-

first-century globalization shows markedly different dynamics. American 

hegemony has weakened, the US economy is import dependent, deeply 

indebted, and mired in financial crises. 

 

The new trends of twenty-first century globalization are the centers of the 

world economy shifting to the global South, to the newly industrialized 

countries, and to the energy exporters (Nederveen Pieterse, 2015: 24). 

 

He further points out these changes are taking place in economic and financial spheres, in 

international institutions, and in changing patterns of migration. He concludes, 'The 

unquestioned cultural hegemony of the West is past' (Nederveen Pieterse, 2015: 24-25). 

While this author agrees with Nederveen Pieterse's thinking about globalization – including that 

it is multidimensional and that it predates modernity – I want to add another point about 

globalization: it is multilayered (Shiva, 2005; Starr, 2005; Scipes, 2012). This is an important 

point. 

Business and governments have appropriated the term 'globalization,' insisting that is a 

monolithic force of good that is deluging the world, and is enveloping all within it, like a wall of 

flood water that cannot be stopped. 

Activists initially responded to this by being against globalization; for instance, Amory Starr's 

book was titled Global Revolt: A Guide to the Movements against Globalization (Starr, 2005) 

However, activists came to see that we were not against globalization, but against the type of 

globalization that was being promoted and propagated (for example, Friedman, 1999). 

A number of authors think a better idea is to recognize that there are two levels of globalization 

– a top-down, corporate/militaristic globalization, and a bottom-up, global movement for social 

and economic justice – and that these two levels are based on values completely antithetical to 

the other (Shiva, 2005). By that, I mean that globalization is not a monolith, a single, collective 

phenomenon, but argue it has at least two layers. So we can refer to as 'globalization from 

above,' and 'globalization from below.' What does that mean? 

Accepting Nederveen Pieterse's claim that 'globalization involves more intensive interaction 

across wider space and in shorter time than before' (Nederveen Pieterse, 2015: 8), we must look 

at the values of each of these levels of globalization. The values of top-down globalization are 

those that promote the unhindered spread of capitalist corporations around the world, and the 

militarism (and related wars and military operations) needed to ensure that is possible. In other 

words, top-down globalization is the latest effort to dominate the world, all living beings and the 
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planet. Accordingly, if one wants to attach the term neoliberal to globalization, then the 

understanding must be that this refers to only one level of globalization--the top-down level--and 

thus a particular level of globalization, and that it should not be considered synonymous with 

globalization as a whole. 

Globalization from below, to the contrary, is life enhancing; it rejects domination in all of its 

forms, and seeks to build a new world based on equality, social and economic justice, and 

respect for all living beings and the planet (again, see Shiva, 2005). The two world-views, and 

the values on which each are based, could not be more opposed. Globalization from below sees 

the values of all peoples and cultures around the world, and seeks to enhance and celebrate them. 

Forces working to achieve globalization from below include the myriad struggles by people 

around the world--workers, peasants, women, students, environmentalists, and more--to create a 

new world, a better world, that is life enhancing, not life destroying. 

Progressive unions and struggles to create others are part of the global movement for economic 

and social justice (whether they recognize it or not), and that as they gain such consciousness, 

they will find ways of developing global solidarity with workers and other unions, women, 

peasants, students, the urban poor, etc.  

Thus, understanding that there are two different levels of globalization, and that they are 

opposed to each other, means that people need to choose: which side are you on? 

The Global Economy: Moving from Nation-State to World 

Although most of us have been taught about our respective nation state-based economies, the 

reality is that there has been global trade going on for centuries. Arguably, however, it was the 

development of the cotton industry, serving as the basis for industrialization, that took things to 

a new level. Swen Beckert (2015) discusses his book, Empire of Cotton: 

This book … embraces a global perspective to show how Europeans united the 

power of capital and the power of the state to forge, often violently, a global 

production complex, and then used the capital, skills, networks, and 

institutions of cotton to embark upon the upswing in technology and wealth 

that defines the modern world (Beckert, 2015: xv). 

In other words, while the focus has traditionally been limited to production in particular nation-

states, the reality has been that the industrial system has been a global one, linking and 

integrating 'labor, raw materials, markets, and capital in large swaths of the world' (Beckert, 

2015: xiv). 

While this globalization of industry has been going on since 1780, according to Beckert (2015: 

xiv), it was only in the 1960s that people outside of management of such industries and perhaps 

a few academics began to understand these processes.
3

 It has only been since the late 1970s-early 

1980s that a growing number of working people in the so-called 'developed' countries have 

become aware of this globalization of production, as jobs in large numbers have been shifted to 

the 'Global South,' the so-called 'developing' countries. As Immanuel Ness points out, this shift 

has been extraordinary: '… while industrial production contracted in the Global North from 

1980-2007, industry in the South has expanded, and global production as a whole has grown 

from 1.9 billion to 3.1 billion workers…' by the year 2011 (Ness, 2016: 9, 14). 

                                                        
3  One major exception to this was those who read the works of Karl Marx (1867) and V.I. Lenin (1916), along with a 

few other critical thinkers. Unfortunately, this was a relatively small number of people. 
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Writings on Globalization 

What we have been seeing, particularly in North America as well as in Europe, is a vast 

expansion of literature devoted to taking a global perspective regarding labor and, generally 

speaking, building global labor solidarity.
4

 This has not usually been with the analysis presented 

above, but simply noting how global changes have been affecting labor in at least some of the 

so-called 'developed' countries. Considering the impact on workers in the so-called 'developing' 

countries has been much more limited, but the increasing interaction is notable over the last 40 

or so years. 

I date the beginning of such work in 1978 with the publication of Don Thomson and Rodney 

Larson's pathbreaking book, Where Were You, Brother? An Account of Trade Union 

Imperialism (London: War on Want, 1978), and the launching by Peter Waterman of a new 

journal he called NILS, the New International Labour Studies. Both projects were efforts to try 

to address the problems primarily of labour in the 'Global South,' while also considering 

ramifications upon workers and unions in the Global North. 

There have been important books published subsequently to draw attention to labor (in 

particular) on a global level. These include books by Kim Moody (1997),
5 Ronaldo Munck 

(1988), and Peter Waterman (1998). Another work alongside these is David Featherstone's 

(2012) Solidarity: Hidden Histories and Geographies of Internationalism. A very interesting 

effort, studying the global 'white goods' industry, is by Edward Webster, Robert Lambert and 

Andries Bezuidenhout (2008). Three edited book collections that present case studies and 

discuss global labor include Bieler and Lindberg, eds. (2011); Bieler, Lindberg and Pillay, eds., 

(2008); and Scipes, ed. (2016), while strong edited collections in journals include Hanagan, ed. 

(2003), Scipes, ed. (2014), and Waterman and Wills, eds. (2001).  

There have been an increasing number of articles that are thinking about labor in a global 

context. These include Anner, 2011; Evans, 2010, 2014; Herod, 2003; McElroy and Croucher, 

2013; Munck, 2010; and Waterman, 2008. 

One of the most exciting developments has been the development and promotion of efforts to 

actively build global labor solidarity among working people and their allies (among others, see 

Armbruster-Sandoval, 2005; Cole, 2018; Erem and Durrenberger, 2008; Kumar and Mahoney, 

2014; Lambert and Webster, 2001; Nastovski, 2014, 2016; Ness, 2016; Scipes, 2000, 2014a, 

2015, 2018; Stillerman, 2003). I tried to capture some of this in my section on 'Building Global 

Labor Solidarity' (Scipes, 2016b: 36-45).  

In the section on 'Scope of Substate Global Labor Solidarity: Multiple Actors' (pp. 40-43), I 

argue that efforts to build global labor solidarity include efforts by unions or bureaucratic labor 

organizations, but it could not be confined to them. This is important, because there have been 

an increasing number of efforts to build 'global labor internationalism' by  

                                                        
4  This is not an attempt to oversee the entire body of work subsumed under the rubric of globalization; feminists 

have been increasingly writing from this perspective, as have anarchists, and as have scholars from many different 

perspectives. I am restricting my focus to the world of labor. 

  However, the expansion of literature that is labor-related has been considerable--this is not an effort to cover 

the entire field, but focuses on what I believe to be some of the most important writings to date. As one who has 
done considerable research around the world, and has published widely, as well as one who has been actively 

trying to build global labor solidarity since 1983, I bring a distinct perspective to the field. 
5  For some strange reason, Moody (1997) ignores the KMU despite knowing about them. See my comments on this 

in Scipes (2014b). 
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… rank-and-file and staff initiatives from within unions, worker/labor activist 

initiatives outside of unions, progressive activist initiatives initiated to help 

workers, and more. But these efforts could include establishing cross-border 

alliances of unions, workers' organizations, and worker solidarity groups, 

either in coalition or separately, with workers and their organizations in other 

political communities. These include solidarity campaigns, in which workers 

and activists in one country support the efforts of workers to support their own 

unions… (Scipes, 2016b: 40-41). 

To expand, I mentioned some of the efforts I knew about. I listed efforts such as the Southern 

Initiative on Globalization and Trade Union Rights (see Dobrusin, 2014; Lambert and Webster, 

2001; and O'Brien, 2019), the Labor Start network, the European dockers' network (see 

Waterman, 1998: 79-110), Asia Monitor Resource Centre, the Australia Asia Worker Links, the 

Maquila Solidarity Network, and the Coalition for Justice in the Maquiladoras (see Vogel, 

2006). I further mentioned international solidarity campaigns, such as those between garment 

workers and consumers (again, see Armbruster-Sandoval, 2005; and Kumar and Mahoney, 

2014), as well as efforts of by Canadian workers to support Palestinian workers through 

developing the Boycott, Divestment and Solidarity movement. after building an earlier labor 

campaign against South African apartheid (Nastovski, 2014), and labor support committees, 

such as the Philippine Worker Support Committee. I also mentioned US Labor against War, 

which has worked to build solidarity between Iraqi and American workers, as well as with other 

labor movements (Zweig, 2005). After noting that others were also helping to build global labor 

solidarity--and I particularly mentioned videographers, filmmakers, photographers, 

photojournalists, as well as singer/songwriters – I concluded, 'This new global labor solidarity 

transcends traditional trade union internationalism/solidarity' (Scipes, 2016b: 40-43). 

Despite the growing literature, especially in the edited collections, these experiences and 

writings have not been brought together in a unified manner. Peter Waterman (1998: 140-145) 

tried to overcome this weakness and came up with a list of 13 proposals for possible discussion 

and action, but this was not sufficient to theoretically understand global labor solidarity. Going 

beyond Waterman, I tried to specifically theorize such developments; in my chapter, 'Multiple 

Fragments–Strength or Weakness? Theorizing Global Labor Solidarity' (Scipes, 2016b), I not 

only discussed global labour solidarity in considerable detail, but I advanced a theory of global 

labour solidarity: 

Global labor solidarity is an act, or an ongoing set of actions, by workers, their 

organizations, and their allied organizations, as well as by writers, artists and 

other activists, to support workers across political community borders in their 

efforts to enhance workers' lives, wages, working conditions and, sometimes, 

their every existence as determined by those affected. To strengthen the power 

and well-being of workers globally, workers must develop solidarity across 

political boundary borders in addition to developing solidarity with workers of 

their own country; global labor solidarity does not undercut solidarity by 

workers in the same country but instead develops the power, well-being, and 

knowledge of workers globally (Scipes, 2016b: 45). 

Additionally, I identified nine different types of this solidarity and gave illustrative references 

for each of the nine types, which included building global labor solidarity (1) to establish and 

maintain unions and to improve wages, working conditions, security and other workplace-

related issues; (2) to defend against common multinational or transnational corporations; (3) to 

improve the lives of workers and their families outside of the workplace, such as in their 

communities; (4) to fight against global and regional political-economic plans – such as the 

North American Free Trade Act, Free Trade Area of the Americas (NAFTA), or the 'Commodity 
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Consensus' – and other projects deemed harmful to their communities and general well-being; 

(5) to fight against militarism and invasion; (6) to fight against imperial activities; (7) to support 

oppressed peoples; (8) to help fight to help people liberate themselves; and (9) to support 

workers' efforts through developing innovative legal strategies and tactics, and to try to use 

treaty side-agreements to try to protect workers from victimization through legal and political 

institutions (Scipes, 2016b: 46-47). 

I think getting scholars to recognize that all labour takes place in a global social context is 

important, whether workers recognize it or not. Accordingly, I'm encouraged to see books titled 

such as Stephanie Luce's Labor Movements: Global Perspectives (2014), as well as Global 

Labour Studies by Marcus Taylor and Sébastien Rioux (2018).  

Yet, there are recent books that are looking at developments among Southern labor with fresh 

eyes. These include books such as Southern Insurgency: The Coming of the Global Working 

Class by Immanuel Ness (2016); Neoliberal Globalization and Resistance from Below: Why the 

Subaltern Resist in Bolivia and not in Ghana by Jasper Ahembra Ayelazano (2018); Dockworker 

Power: Race and Activism in Durban and the San Francisco Bay Area by Peter Cole (2018); 

Workers' Movements and Strikes in the 21
st
 Century: A Global Perspective, edited by 

Madhumita Dutta, Joerg Nowak, and Peter Birke (2018); Mass Strikes and Social Movements in 

Brazil and India: Popular Mobilization in the Long Depression by Joerg Nowak (2019); and 

Labour Internationalism in the Global South: The SIGTUR Initiative by Robert O'Brien (2019). 

The point being made herein is that there is a growing literature not only on workers in an 

increasing number of developing countries, but that they and their struggles are being seen in a 

global context. It is an exciting development. 

Conclusion 

In this elaborated abstract, I have argued that we need to understand globalization as being a 

complex process with two levels – and the most important one being the Global Movement for 

Economic and Social Justice (i.e., the global movement from below). Although production has 

taken place on a global level for centuries, we are coming to understand it in new ways, and 

activists and writers are seeking to understand how this is effecting working people in both 

developed and developing countries, and understanding that that we must join together if we 

want to have a chance of defeating neoliberal corporate/militarist globalization from above. 

As our global understanding advances, we must also learn how to convince others of its 

importance, and seek discover how to create innovative links between the global and local. 
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Abstract: Frantz Fanon's thinking on violence has major implications for the oppositions set up 

in some of the most influential theorists of history, memory and violence. Placing Fanon in 

dialogue with some of these figures enables an innovative perspective to emerge that does much 

to destabilise theorisations of the myths of founding violence in the European context. Rather, 

what emerges is a rejection of the very structure of history as it is performed within an imperial 

context, framed through its dichotomous relationship with memory. Instead, Fanon, in an echo 

of Benjamin‘s assertion that ‗even the dead are not safe‘ from the victors, places the struggle 

over time at the centre of his revolutionary programme. Reading Deleuze and Guattari‘s 

account of the nomad and race with Foucualt‘s description of the ‗race war‘, we come to a 

clearer account of how such foundational violence might instead be better understood as 

constantly constitutive of the present. 

Keywords: commemoration; memory; state. 

_____________________ 

The intersection between memory, identity and violence is played out in Frantz Fanon‘s work in 

a way that has the capacity to challenge some of the theorisations of history, memory, identity 

and violence. For example, Paul Ricoeur, in his Memory, History, Forgetting, foregrounds the 

necessary relationship between community and violence: ' 

there exists no historical community that has not been born out of a relation that can, 

without hesitation, best be likened to war. What we celebrate under the title of founding 

events are, essentially, acts of violence legitimated after the fact by a precarious state of 

right. What was glory for some was humiliation for others. To celebration on one side 

corresponds execration on the other. (Ricoeur 2006, 79) 

He goes on to explain with relation to this 'heritage of the founding violence' that, 

It is a fact that there is no historical community that has not arisen out of what can be 

termed an original relation to war. What we celebrate under the heading of founding 

events are, essentially, violent acts legitimated after the fact by a precarious state of 

right, acts legitimated, at the limit, by their very antiquity, by their age. The same 

events are thus found to signify glory for some, humiliation for others. To their 

celebration, on the one hand, corresponds their execration, on the other. It is in this way 

that real and symbolic wounds are stored in the archives of collective memory. 

(Ricoeur 2006, 82) 

Memory here is instituted at the base of the collective subjectivity mobilised under the sign of 

the nation. The Latin prefix 'com-' in commemoration indicates a togetherness, a collective 

action undertaken; this mutual/self-production through memory thus implies that, beyond simple 

memorialising, the common activity of commemoration is itself marked with a violence that 

exceeds the singular constitution of individual identity. The question then arises as to the 

location of violence within this collective self-production. In spite of Ricoeur's suggestions that 
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violence is legitimated by its distance from the present and that identities are founded on such 

ancient violence, it is not all clear that this experience can be considered universal.  

The connections between violence, identity and memory are characterised in a somewhat 

different manner by Fanon; for him it is the experience of Ricoeur‘s  ‗humiliated others‘ who 

form the basis of his understanding. In his Wretched of the Earth, Fanon identifies two clear 

relationships between memory and violence. The first is characterised as symptomatic of the 

non-revolutionary moment, marked by the periodical eruption of 'bloody fighting between tribes, 

clans, and individuals'. Such 'Internecine feuds merely perpetuate age-old grudges entrenched in 

memory' (Fanon 2004, 17). Thus, violence is both motivated by and reinforces memory as a 

conduit of identity (whether tribal, clan-based or individual, n.b. Fanon does not include the 

national in this category). This violence is then subject to a process of memorialisation within a 

broader narrative that heightens these sub-national antagonisms. Fanon uses the example of 

internecine feuds under colonialism as a mode of disavowal: 

By throwing himself muscle and soul into his blood feuds, the colonized subject 

endeavors to convince himself that colonialism has never existed, that everything is as 

it used to be and history marches on. Here we grasp the full significance, the all too 

familiar "head-in-the-sand" behavior at a collective level, as if this collective 

immersion in a fratricidal bloodbath suffices to mask the obstacle and postpone the 

inevitable alternative, the inevitable emergence of the armed struggle against 

colonialism. (Fanon 2004, 17) 

The inverse of this type of violence, which is central to organising the subjective experience of 

memory through the narration of identity, is the revolutionary violence of the anti-colonial 

struggle. Fanon described this as 'seiz[ing] this violence as it realigns itself' (Fanon 2004, 21). 

The immediately pre-revolutionary phase for Fanon is marked by memorialising folk heroes and 

banditti, ancient and modern: 

the people ... resort to retelling certain episodes in the life of the community. The 

outlaw, for example, who holds the countryside for days against the police, hot on his 

trail, or who succumbs after killing four or five police officers in singlehanded combat 

or who commits suicide rather than "give up" his accomplices, all constitute for the 

people role models, action schemas, and "heroes." (Fanon 2004, 30) 

No longer is it a slight directed against an individual or clan that focuses communal memory and 

present violence, but the rebel who synecdochially enacts the soon to be revolutionary violence 

of the nation. This process is coupled with a concentration on the 'historical role of national 

resistance to the colonial conquest. The major figures in the history of the colonized are always 

those who led the national resistance against foreign invasion. Behanzin, Sundiata, Samory, and 

Abdel Kader are revived with particular fervour during the period preceding the actual struggle' 

(Fanon 2004, 30). It is important to note here that the semi-mythical and ancient (Behanzin and 

Suniata) mingle in the same narrative with much later opponents of French colonialism (Samory 

and Abdel Kader) in the (pan-) national narrative.   

The centrality of the temporal dimension to Fanon‘s thought is further emphasised in his 1960 

speech before Kwame Nkrumah in which he speaks of the colonized people being ‗caught in  a 

web of three-dimensional violence‘: ‗violence in everyday behaviour, violence against the past 

that is emptied of all substance, violence against the future, for the colonial regime presents 

itself as necessarily eternal.‘ Thus, the repopulation of the past with national heroes and national 

histories becomes a central aspect of the revolutionary endeavour. There is a clear echo here of 

Walter Benjamin‘s famous remark that ‗only that historian will have the gift of fanning the spark 
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of hope in the past who is firmly convinced that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if 

he wins. And this enemy has not ceased to be victorious‘ (1999, 247). 

For Fanon, the import of this form of (national) memorialising is clear – it is a prelude to the 

emancipatory violence unleashed by the war of national liberation. Crucially, in contrast to the 

models of popular resistance culled from folk and historical memory, this violence is by its very 

nature collective. Fanon uses the example of the Kenyan Mau Mau who insisted that every 

member of the group would strike the victim to ensure that responsibility was collective (Fanon 

2004, 44). Narrativised memory of grievance as the basis for present (internecine) violence is 

supplanted by memory as the moral guide in the exercise of righteous violence in the name of 

the national liberation struggle; remembering together (commemoration) becomes the basis of 

killing together. Thus, Ricoeur's 'heritage of the founding violence' marks not a distant 

foundation but rather a living response to the ultimate failure of that violence; the perpetuation 

of colonial violence in the absence of national instauration. 

A similar tendency to that of Ricoeur can be seen in Pierre Nora's work. Nora states: 

Consider, for example the irrevocable break marked by the disappearance of peasant 

culture, that quintessential repository of collective memory whose recent vogue as an 

object of historical study coincided with the apogee of industrial growth. Such a 

fundamental collapse of memory is but one familiar example of a movement towards 

democratization and mass culture on a global scale. Among the new nations, 

independence has swept into history societies newly awakened from their ethnological 

slumbers by colonial violation. Similarly, a process of interior decolonization has 

affected ethnic minorities, families and groups that until now have possessed reserves 

of memory but little or no historical capital. (Nora 1989, 7) 

The supposed disappearance of 'peasant culture' is exactly that which is contested by Fanon in 

his critique of colonised intellectuals aping the politics of metropolitan leftists (Fanon 2004, 22-

23). Fanon again allows us to de-centre such assumptions, not merely as a sociological exercise 

in analysis of the class composition of a given society but to probe more deeply into the precise 

relationship between memory, violence and identity. The idea that 'colonial violation' has been 

the midwife for the birth of 'new nations' that hitherto lacked 'history', echoes the Oxford 

historian Hugh Trevor-Roper's infamous remark that 'Africa has no history', memorably 

dissected by Chinua Achebe (2016).  

However, Fanon makes it clear that the history of the coloniser (i.e. European history) is but one 

mode of history that purposively excludes the colonised while at the same time remaining 

subject to challenge in a way that undermines its claim to universality: 

The colonist makes history and he knows it. And because he refers constantly to the 

history of his metropolis, he plainly indicates that here he is the extension of this 

metropolis. The history he writes is therefore not the history of the country he is 

despoiling, but the history of his own nation's looting, raping, and starving to death. 

The immobility to which the colonized subject is condemned can be challenged only if 

he decides to put an end to the history of colonization and the history of despoliation in 

order to bring to life the history of the nation, the history of decolonization. (Fanon 

2004, 15) 

Like memory, history is bifurcated: it is split into the history that is amenable to colonialism and 

that which will bring it to an end; history, like memory, is retrospectively instituted as the basis 

for collective belonging within a national narrative.  
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The critique of universal history and the parallel lives of history and memory in Fanon's account 

appears to damage the opposition that Nora sets up. For Nora, 'History [...] is the reconstruction, 

always problematic and incomplete, of what is no longer [...] history is a representation of the 

past' (Nora 1989, 8). Whereas for Fanon, (anti-colonial) history is something vital and creative, 

the past subsists in the present as the basis for something genuinely new. This productive force 

of the type of anti-colonial memory and history that Fanon centres in the revolutionary struggle 

can thus be understood to effect a break with history and memory as it is understood by theorists 

such as Nora and Ricoeur. A valuable critique of the history/memory nexus and how it can (and 

is) overcome can be found in Deleuze and Guattari's Thousand Plateaus (2004). It is hoped this 

will help to understand more clearly what it is that is at stake in Fanon's break with universal 

history. 

In an apt description of much of the literature on the topic Deleuze and Guattari state, 

History may try to break its ties to memory; it may make the schemas of memory more 

elaborate, superimpose and shift coordinates, emphasize connections, or deepen breaks. 

The dividing line, however, is not there. The dividing line passes not between history 

and memory but between punctual "history-memory" systems and diagonal or 

multilinear assemblages, which are in no way eternal: they have to do with becoming; 

they are a bit of becoming in the pure state; they are transhistorical. There is no act of 

creation that is not transhistorical and does not come up from behind or proceed by way 

of a liberated line. (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, 326) 

Thus, the work of delineating the dividing lines and overlaps between history and memory 

serves only to disguise the real opposition between the creative and the captured, the nomad and 

the state. However, there persists the danger of state capture, or what Fanon describes as the 

pitfalls of national consciousness. 

Creations are like mutant abstract lines that have detached themselves from the task of 

representing a world, precisely because they assemble a new type of reality that history 

can only recontain or relocate in punctual systems. (Delezue and Guattari, 2004, 326) 

The refusal of representation can be seen not only in Fanon's radically different concept of 

history, but also in his non-representational epistemology: 'But the fellah, the unemployed and 

the starving do not lay claim to truth. They do not say they represent the truth because they are 

the truth in their very being' (Fanon 2004, 13). Thus the work of decolonisation moves beyond 

representation in order to create a new type of reality, a reality that nevertheless is eternally 

vulnerable to the potential to state capture and the ossification of (colonial modes of) 

history/memory. 

The mode by which it is possible to draw such 'liberated lines' and how this can be further 

understood to intersect with identity, violence and memory can be seen in Michel Foucault's 

explication of the concept of the 'race war'. Foucault conceptualises two competing discourses 

that emerged in in the nineteenth century and permeated European thought. The one 

('philosophico-juridical discourse') is predicated on the doctrine of abstract right and essentially 

functions as the rationality of state. The other ('historico-political discourse') insists that society 

is predicated by (racial) division and that the ideal concepts that underpin raisons d‘etat are but 

strategic ruses to subjugate and dispossess. Truth thus becomes a weapon (Fanon: 'Truth is what 

protects the "natives" and undoes the foreigners' (2004, 14)). Crucially it is the memory of loss 

and defeat (and the correlative refusal to participate in the victors' conceits of universalism and 

truth) that informs 'the struggles of decentred camps' (Foucault 2003, 61): 
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the defeats to which we have had to submit during our long wait for the promised land 

and the fulfilment of the old promises that will of course re-establish both the rights of 

old and the glory that has been lost. (Foucault 2003, 71). 

It is clear from this that this is the very type of 'history' that Fanon sees as crucial to the (re-) 

generation of the nation. The racial aspect of this will become more clear if we turn to Delezue 

and Guattari‘s explication of the intersection between race and nomad. For them, nomadic 

thought, 

does not ally itself with a universal thinking subject but, on the contrary, with a singular 

race; and it does not ground itself in an all-encompassing totality but is on the contrary 

deployed in a horizonless milieu that is a smooth space, steppe, desert, or sea. A 

entirely different type of adequation is established here, between the race defined as 

"tribe" and smooth space defined as "milieu." A tribe in the desert instead of a universal 

subject within the horizon of all-encompassing Being. […] For what can be done to 

prevent the theme of a race from turning into a dominant and all-encompassing fascism, 

or into a sect and a folklore, microfascisms? […] It is certainly not enough to travel to 

escape phantasy, and it is certainly not by invoking a past, real or mythical, that one 

avoids racism.[…] The race-tribe exists only at the level of an oppressed race, and in 

the name of the oppression it suffers: there is no race but inferior, minoritarian: there is 

no dominant race; a race is defined not by its purity but rather by the impurity conferred 

upon it by a system of domination. Bastard and mixed blood are the true names of race. 

(Delezue and Guattari 2004, 418-19) 

Returning to the extended quotation tfrom Aimé Césaire that Fanon deploys in The Wretched of 

the Earth ties some of these themes together succinctly.  

MOTHER My race: the human race. My religion: brotherhood ...  

REBEL My race: the fallen race. My religion ... but it is not you who will prepare it 

with your disarmament; it is I with my revolt and my poor clenched fists and my bushy 

head. 

... 

REBEL My heart, you will not free me of my memories .... It was a November night... 

And suddenly clamours lit up the silence, we had leapt, we the slaves, we the manure, 

we beasts hooves. (Fanon 2004, 44-45) 

The rebel has rejected the colonial pieties of humanism; race becomes singular, particular, no 

longer integrated into the Great Chain of Being. Memory is inscribed in the heart of the 

oppressed, it elicits movement and the I becomes we.  
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Abstract: This paper has two crucial recent markers or backdrops that serve as starting points: 

the mass prison strike of August 21–September 9, 2018 (beginning on the 47th anniversary of 

George Jackson‘s assassination August 21, 1971, and ending on the anniversary of the Attica 

Rebellion September 9 that same year), with work stoppages and hunger strikes, the largest in 

more than 25 years; and the release on February 16, 2016 of Black Panther Albert Woodfox of 

the Angola 3, after having served 44 years in prison, 43 in solitary confinement, the longest such 

period of anyone in U.S. history. Woodfox found the most disappointing aspect of his newfound 

freedom was his discovery how little had changed: ―It‘s the same old America‖ (Aviv 2017). 

 

This paper draws on the award-winning work of Dan Berger in Captive Nation: Black Prison 

Organizing in the Civil Rights Era (2014), and Heather Lee Thompson‘s Blood in the Water: the 

Attica Prison Uprising of 1971 and Its Legacy (2016), in assessing the current state of prison 

struggles, from a perspective of recognizing their primacy in the civil rights and Black liberation 

movements, and the growth of the ‗prison industrial complex‘ as a result in many ways of the 

counterinsurgency war against them. In the course of examining the mass incarceration crisis of 

the U.S., I will reflect on the ‗prison industrial complex‘ as what Ruth Gilmore described as a 

―geographical solution to socio-economic problems‖ (1998/1999), as a response to surpluses in 

capital, land, labor, and state capacity (Davis 2003). In looking at current prison movements, I 

will attempt syntheses from past praxes, the often reciprocal relationships involved in theorizing 

about prison struggles: the influence for example of George Jackson‘s Soledad Brother (1970) 

on Michel Foucault‘s take on prison systems as ―reform of the soul‖ of the prisoner (Hill 2009; 

Foucault 1975/1979, 1980, 1991). The work of the Groupe d‘Information sur les Prisons (GIP) 

(see Toscano 2013) in which Foucault was involved borrowed heavily from the American prison 

movement. In turn, the perspective on incarceration of Foucault and post-structuralist theory in 

general has drawn stringent Marxist critiques (for example Caffentzis 2001). The current 

fluidity of neoliberalism in the U.S. as reflected in the prison industry (e.g. the accelerating rate 

of confinement of black women in the ‗90s, overtaken by the rate of incarceration of white 

women in the early ‗00s) acts as a spur to update our ideas on theory and organizing in the U.S. 

prison movement. 

 

Keywords: U.S. prison struggles; "prison-industrial complex"; Attica; Prison Strike 2018; Black 

Panther Party; Albert Woodfox; George Jackson; George Caffentzis; Michel Foucault; Groupe 

d'information sur les prisons (GIP); Dan Berger 

--------------------------------------------- 

 

 

Black Panther Albert Woodfox, one of the Angola 3 in Louisiana‘s notorious Angola Prison, 

was released February 16, 2016, after serving 44 years in prison, 41 in solitary confinement.  He 

found the biggest disappointment of his freedom, after having suffered the longest solitary 

confinement of anyone in U.S. history, documented in his memoir Solitary (2019), was how 

little had changed – ‗It‘s the same old America‘ (Aviv 2017). Woodfox had been released into 

what the Young Lords Organization in New York used to call ‗the prisons of the street‘ (Berger 
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2014, 81), an open-air prison of police harassment, an epidemic of police shootings, and massive 

incarceration unimaginable in the 1960‘s. ‗The more things remain the same, the more things 

remain the same,‘ Woodfox was quoted as saying, ‗We have to protect Black Lives Matter in a 

way we didn‘t protect the Black Panther Party‘ (Ibid). 

 

On August 21, 2018, the 47
th

 anniversary of the assassination of Black Panther militant George 

Jackson at Soledad Prison, the largest national strike in U.S. prisons spread, in more than 17 

states, with work stoppages and hunger strikes, to end on September 9, the anniversary of the 

Attica Prison uprising in 1971. Led by Incarcerated Workers Organizing Committee, a section of 

the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), the strike was partly in response to the uprising at 

Lee Correctional Institution in April, 2018, in which seven inmates were killed, the deadliest 

prison riot in the United States in more than 25 years. It follows up on an almost equally large 

prison strike in 2016, recognized for its significance despite the lack of mass media reporting on 

its vicissitudes (Washington 2016). The result of a long-building, restive prison movement, 

some of the ground for this was prepared by the successive hunger strikes 2011-13 at Pelican 

Bay State Prison, a prison within a prison near Crescent City, California, the only supermax 

facility in the state. At its height, 30,000 prisoners refused food in protest of the routine use of 

extreme forms of solitary confinement (Berger, n. 13 336).
1
 

 

This ‗new‘ militancy was the product of decades of hard-won organizing, and in part due to the 

increasing coherence and reach of the prison abolition movement.  As several recent award-

winning tomes had already demonstrated, such as Dan Berger‘s Captive Nation: Black Prison 

Organizing in the Civil Rights Era (2014), and Heather Ann Thompson in Blood in the Water: 

the Attica Prison Uprising of 1971 and Its Legacy (2016/17), the prison and prison struggles had 

always had an if not always acknowledged primacy in the civil rights and Black liberation 

movements, and the growth of a ‗prison industrial complex‘
2
 was a result in many ways of the 

government counterinsurgency war against these 1960‘s and ‗70s social and political 

movements.  The ‗war on drugs‘ for example, inaugurated by the Nixon administration in July, 

1969 was also part of this massive assault on the antiwar left and the Black liberation movement. 

As top Nixon aide John Ehrlichman admitted to Harper‘s writer Dan Baum in 1994,  

―You understand what I'm saying? We knew we couldn't make it illegal to be either 

against the war or black, but by getting the public to associate the hippies with 

marijuana and blacks with heroin. And then criminalizing both heavily, we could 

disrupt those communities," Ehrlichman said. "We could arrest their leaders, raid their 

homes, break up their meetings, and vilify them night after night on the evening news. 

Did we know we were lying about the drugs? Of course we did.‖ (LoBianco 2016) 

 

This ‗prison industrial complex,‘ holding a full quarter of the globe‘s prison population, was due 

to multiple, overlapping causes (for one argument see Hinton 2017), constituting what Michelle 

Alexander termed a ‗new Jim Crow‘ (Alexander 2012).  Ruth Gilmore described it in part as a 

‗geographical solution to socio-economic problems‘ (1998/1999, 174), and response to surpluses 

in capital, land, labor, and state capacity (Davis 2003,14). As George Caffentzis has noted, the 

end of the moratorium on use of the death penalty in 1977 coincided with the profound crisis in 

prison reform and the late ‗70s neoliberal restructuring of the U.S. economy (Caffentzis 2001, 

76-77), soon to go high tide in eight years of full ‗Reaganomics‘, but to date unbroken through 

Democratic and Republican regimes, from Clinton to Obama and Trump.  The fluidity of 

neoliberalism in the U.S. has often been reflected in the various rates of incarceration – the 

acceleration in the incarceration of black women in the ‗90s, overtaken by the rate of 

                                                        
1 For a list of prisoner demands behind this strike, see the website of the Prisoner Hunger Strike Solidarity coalition 

(PHSS), www. prisonerhungerstrikesolidarity.wordpress.com. Accessed August 11, 2019. 
2 A term first coined by historian Mike Davis in an article in The Nation in 1995. See Mike Davis, ―Hell factories in the 
fields: A prison-industrial complex,‖ The Nation 260, n. 7 (20 February 1995). 
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incarceration of white women in the early ‗00s. Yet current trends were already set by end of the 

‗70s.  As Caffentzis writes, 

The prison revolts in Soledad, Folsom, and especially, Attica in the early 1970s proved 

to be high point of the racial recomposition of the prison population. The Attica martyrs 

showed that the political unity between white and black prisoners was possible, but also 

that the state would respond to it with annihilating violence. (76) 

 

A demand of both the Folsom and Attica prison rebellions was that prisoners be able to join 

labor unions. Attica prisoners demanded that all work be compensated by the current New York 

state minimum wage. Watchdog groups investigating over forty years later found prisoners 

compensated at 10 to 25 cents per hour, a rate that had not changed in over twenty years 

(Winerip et al, 2016; Lopez 2018). 

 

With the collapse of prison reform in the ‗70s and an ever increasingly successful neoliberal 

attack on working class wages and unions, came the retreat of any ‗therapeutic‘ philosophy of 

prisons, the molding of the prisoner into an acceptable laborer or model worker, and the 

widespread acceptance of prison as punishment, as ‗just deserts‘ for the crime rendered 

(Caffentzis, 78). This approach elevated the moral autonomy and responsibility of the convicted 

individual while obscuring the root socio-economic conditions of class and race, exactly as they 

were becoming ever more exacerbated. Thus draconian sentencing (e.g. the ‗three strikes‘ rule), 

rampant overcrowding, and epidemic violence could be excused away under the heading of just 

retribution. Among the results of this was a skyrocketing rate of incarcerating people of color. 

From 1950 to 1975, black and Latino prisoners in federal prisons averaged 35 percent; by 1995 

this was 62 percent (Ibid.). 

 

Drawing on the work of John M. Sloop in The Cultural Prison among others (Sloop 1996; 

James 1996), Caffentzis argued that, far from being an easily discredited, solely right-wing ‗law 

and order‘ Republican ideology,  

On the contrary, the post-1975 penal ideology in the United States can claim  a very 

distinguished pedigree and program, for it presents itself as antiracist, by detaching the 

criminal from the crime, and proprisoner, by reviving  the Kantian and Hegelian 

―autonomy-first‖ philosophies of punishment and rejecting ―therapeutic‖ 

totalitarianism. (79) 

 

This is so much the case that ‗it had the support of the most sophisticated thinkers of the day‘ 

(Ibid.).  In this ―‘ideology,‘ Caffentzis claims, there is a convergence of thinkers like the 

neoliberal economist Gary Becker, and the ‗poststructuralist‘ examination of the prison (as well 

the hospital, the army, the asylum) by Michel Foucault. There are complex, overdetermined 

reasons for Caffentzis as to why Foucault would appear ‗so confused and sophistic at the gates 

of the U.S. prison system‘ (74). Chief among them perhaps is the very different role slavery 

played in the formation of the American working class, and the development of the U.S. prison, 

compared to European capitalism, and thus a divergence or asymmetry in the coherence of 

U.S./Continental theories. 

 

At first glance this may not seem fair. Foucault was early on fascinated by the ‗Ten-Point 

Program‖ (1966) of the Black Panther Party, finding in it a germinative revision of Marxist ideas 

of nationalism and revolution, in fact going beyond Marxism (Foucault 2003, 282). For more 

than two years, 1971-73, Foucault was a prime mover in the Groupe d‘information sur les 

prisons (GIP), dedicated to publicizing prison struggles and the perspectives of prisoners in 

France. Against a backdrop of France‘s own prison strikes and rebellions (over twenty in the fall 

of 1971), the GIP published five booklets titled Intolérable between February 1971 and January 
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1973
3
 – inquiries and declarations on prison demands, questionnaires on prison conditions, 

reports by psychiatrists, documents from the black prison movement in the U.S., information 

and examination of prison suicides (Toscano 2013; Zurn and Dilts 2016). The GIP was a product 

of the post-1968 dilemmas of the French left in general, but especially those of French Maoism. 

It coincided with the decision of imprisoned French Maoists to end a hunger strike, and no 

longer regard themselves as ‗political prisoners,‘ seeking thereby to foreclose any separation 

between themselves and the rest of the working class. On a theoretical level, the GIP was an 

important demonstration of Foucault‘s then insistence on not speaking for the oppressed, to 

allow the subaltern to speak for themselves, refusing the traditional role of the ‗universal‘ 

intellectual (and hence an issue of difference with another celebrity-intellectual supporter of 

French Maoism Jean-Paul Sartre) (Foucault 1977a; Sartre 2008). 

 

The influence of the American prison movement, more explicitly political in what a writer for 

Intolérable termed its ‗revolutionary function‘ (Toscano), was ever present. Intolérable 3 was a 

dossier on the assassination of George Jackson, containing two interviews with the Panther 

leader (yet ignoring, as Toscano notes, Jackson‘s references to the necessity of ‗democratic 

centralism‘ and the vanguard party, commitments the Maoist Gauche prolétarienne organization, 

one of the vital forces behind GIP, would soon drop). George Jackson‘s sensational memoir, 

Soledad Brother (1970), was a huge influence on Foucault‘s thinking, inspiring him ‗to think 

about the relationship of the reform of the soul to the maintenance of power‘ (Hill 2009, 296). 

When Foucault‘s study of the prison, Discipline and Punish, appeared in France in 1974, there 

was no mention of Jackson, or the militant milieu of the GIP, and though no time was lost in 

criticizing Foucault‘s conclusions (see for example Davis 1998, Heiner 2007, in addition to 

James 1996), and the limitations of using an 18
th

 century European carceral subject as his prime 

example, as opposed to an American subject who typically was subject to considerably more 

brutal violence, there was more than enough in Jackson and other Panthers‘ writings to 

substantiate Foucault‘s thesis (Berger, 154-155). As historian Dan Berger explains, 

Jackson routinely described how the prison had dulled his emotional sensitivity so that 

he remained affectively closed off as well as physically self-regulating. Jackson 

alternated between pride and lament in describing the ways imprisonment had forced 

emotional self-control on him. His frequent references to his rigid exercise regimen and 

the need to ―repress the sex urge,‖ alongside the barely concealed sexual tension of his 

descriptions of his physical strength, show how the prison‘s discipline worked its way 

through the body of the condemned. These elements of life in prison, the daily 

characteristics of living inside such extremely controlled and repressive institutions, 

formed the backbone of Foucault‘s interest in the disciplinary elements of 

imprisonment as played out on both the individual prisoner and society at large. (155) 

 

Jackson‘s influence was wide-ranging in France, leading in part to Jean Genet‘s extensive 

engagement with the Black Panther Party (Genet 2003, 2004), and his militant trajectory was 

used as an example of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari‘s ‗line of flight‘ in their collaboration A 

Thousand Plateaus (1987, 204). 

 

Yet Foucault curiously seemed to move on from his intense engagement with prison struggles. 

He visited Attica Correctional Facility within months of the revolt, and lectured at University of 

Buffalo shortly thereafter on prison issues; yet afterward these episodes merit barely a mention. 

Some of this ambiguity perhaps can already be gleaned from comments in Discipline and 

Punish. In remarks Caffentzis cites to reinforce his critique, Foucault, faced with the wave of 

prison revolts in the late ‗60s and early ‗70s, appears to read them as revolts against 

‗rehabilitation‘: 

                                                        
3 See Groupe d‘information sur les prisons. 2013. Intolérable. Ed. Philippe Artières. Paris: Verticales. 
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In recent years, prison revolts have occurred throughout the world. There was certainly 

something paradoxical about their aims, their slogans, and the way they took 

place…Were they revolts whose aims were merely material? Or warders, but also 

against the psychiatrists?...What was at issue was not whether the prison environment 

was too harsh or too aseptic, too primitive or too efficient, but its very materiality as an 

instrument and vector of power; it is this whole technology of power over the body that 

the technology of the "soul"—that of the educationalists, psychologists, and 

psychiatrists—fails either to conceal or to compensate, for the simple reason that it is 

one of its tools. (Foucault 1977b, 30; qtd. in Caffentzis, 80) 

 

To clench his point, Caffentzis points to an interview done within months of Foucault‘s death in 

1984. In it Foucault seems to acknowledge his influence in the trashing of any ‗therapeutic‘ 

regime, and calls for a new social contract –  

I believe that indeed the penal law is part of the social fabric in a society and that 

there‘s no reason to mask it. That means that individuals who are part of this society 

have to recognize each other as subjects of the law who as such are susceptible of being 

punished and chastised if they infringe upon some rule. There is nothing scandalous 

about that, I don‘t think. But it‘s the duty of the society to act in such a way that 

concrete individuals can actually recognize each other as subjects of law. (Foucault 

1996, 430, qtd. Caffentzis, 80). 

 

Much of this points to what was nothing less than an ‗intellectual crisis‘ for Foucault in the mid-

70‘s (for one account of this see Chitty 2012, also Macey 1993/2019), by which time much of 

the radical, experimental milieu of the early ‗70s in France and elsewhere had dissipated. 

 

For Caffentzis, since for Foucault prison reform had not really ‗failed,‘ there was no reason to 

repair it, only to open it for discussion, ‗to give voice to the prisoners themselves‘ (Caffentzis, 

80)
4
. Yet this point of view occludes how in the French, far more perhaps than the American, 

prison situation the matter of whether a given praxis was reformist or revolutionary, was often 

extremely moot. This was especially the case in establishing a kind of anonymous and street-

level ministry of information regarding French prisons – which were notorious black holes 

informationally at the time compared to prisons in the U.S. Foucault definitely contributes to this 

political blurring in failing to become a public advocate of finite political goals such as abolition 

of prisons and the death penalty, or the key issue in the U.S. of solitary confinement, yet he was 

also faithful to the nearly inchoate, anarchic voices collected in Intolérable, that for all their 

political indecidability nevertheless were clearly enough ‗anti-capitalist‘ and preached a violent 

rejection, an ‗active intolerance‘ of their conditions (Toscano).  

 

These thresholds or dilemmas reappear in the U.S. prison strikes of 2016 and 2018. The 

demands in 2016 were unable to be nationally coordinated, and varied widely – from poor food, 

unhygienic conditions, inadequate health care, lack of air conditioning in harsh heat, violence 

and guard brutality, to protests against the wide use of solitary confinement. But one unifying 

factor was the protest against exploitation of prison labor (Lopez 2016). Nearly fifty years after 

Attica, The Marshall Project found the typical wage for prison labor was 20 cents per hour. In 

Arkansas, Texas, and Georgia, inmates can be made to work for free. For Azzurra Crispino of 

the Incarcerated Workers Organizing Committee it is this demand – the work refusals and 

stoppages in conjunction with the demand for the minimum wage – ‗that will ultimately lead to 

reform for decarceration and prison abolition‘ (Qtd. ibid.). In 2018, there was a comprehensive 

                                                        
4 This is in Foucault‘s very first manifesto or public statement of the GIP, February 8, 1971, that merely proposes an 

inquiry, information-gathering, ―It is not for us to suggest reform‖ (Foucault 2016). 
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set of 10-point national demands (Jailhouse Lawyers Speak 2018), ranging from ‗an immediate 

end to prison slavery‘ to targeting laws that have boosted mass incarceration and made it more 

difficult for inmates to sue officials. It also included demands a shade more reformist, such as 

reinstitution of rehabilitation programs and demand for the right to vote (presently only two 

states allow prisoners to vote, Maine and Vermont). In line with this is the current hunger strike, 

begun July 31, 2019, within the solitary unit at Scotland Correctional Institute in Laurinburg, 

North Carolina. There it is a matter of the prison administration carrying out their procedures in 

terms of allowing regular, five-days-a-week exercise, and allowing phone calls every 90 days. 

At least as of August 12, it appears the hunger strike has had some effect (see the report from 

‗inside,‘ ―A thank you from a Hunger Striker in NC,‖ 2019). In an earlier era of militancy, it was 

the ‗STOP SLAVE LABOR‘ demand of the Attica uprising that Caffentzis argued, ‗would have 

spelled the end of the U.S. prison system as it was constituted since the end of the Civil War‘ 

(76). The movements coming out of the myriad revolts of the ‗60s were too weak at the time to 

enforce that solution. Now we only know that similar forces are assembling with new vigor.  
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Abstract: Most national history surveys attempt to show the nation in question in a positive 

light. Moreover, the focus is usually on the doings of the wealthy and powerful. Howard Zinn‘s 

A People‘s History of the United States, published in 1980, is different in both respects. It 

contains a great deal of information about the misdeeds of those ‗on top‘, and devotes 

substantial attention to the activities of ordinary people. The book has provoked widely 

divergent reactions, and has been fought over from the beginning. Indeed, in this decade 

government officials have attempted to ban the teaching of the book in the public schools of two 

states, Indiana and Arkansas. But the focus of this essay is on the work of four harsh critics of 

Zinn‘s book, all of them prominent scholars: Sean Wilentz, Oscar Handlin, David Greenberg, 

and Sam Wineburg. I engage in some of my own ‗fighting over history‘ by attempting to show 

that their criticisms are not only false, but grotesque—laughably incompetent at best, fraudulent 

at worst. 

Keywords: David Greenberg, Oscar Handlin, Sean Wilentz, Sam Wineburg, United States 

history, Howard Zinn 

__________________________ 

 

There has always been a demand for ‗patriotic‘ history—accounts of the past that cast a nation‘s 

leaders, and its economic, political, social, educational, and judicial institutions, in a positive 

light. The wealthy and powerful, in particular, tend to favor histories that celebrate the system 

that has elevated them to positions of prominence, and to resent anything that might lead the 

nation‘s youth to regard that system (and their own privileged place within it) as illegitimate. 

In the United States, by far the most resented text is Howard Zinn‘s famous bestseller, A 

People‘s History of the United States. Originally published in 1980, and repeatedly revised until 

the author‘s death in 2010, it has sold an astonishing 2.6 million copies to date, and continues to 

sell briskly. Prior to its publication there had never been another book like it. Instead of focusing 

on the wise and heroic deeds of presidents, Supreme Court justices, military and business 

leaders, and various other wealthy and powerful elites, as the traditional U.S. history surveys had 

done, Zinn called attention to their misdeeds: enslaving Africans, slaughtering Indians, lying, 

breaking promises, violating treaties, trashing the Constitution, exploiting workers, bombing or 

massacring civilians, assassinating foreign leaders, sabotaging elections, and propping up brutal 

puppet dictators, among other transgressions. Zinn‘s account also broke new ground by 

assigning most of the credit for progressive political changes to ordinary people. Thus, in Zinn‘s 

radical revisioning of American history, the nation‘s greatest heroes are those who have 

participated in popular movements agitating for peace, for racial and sexual equality, for 

improved working conditions, and for environmental protection, among other similar causes. 

Not everyone is a fan of this approach. While it is certainly true, as the continuing success of 

Zinn‘s book testifies, that many readers warmly welcome his work, seeing it as a vital corrective 
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to the omissions and distortions of the standard surveys, the reaction of many other readers has 

been one of loathing. Zinn‘s criticisms of our nation‘s leaders, traditions, and institutions are 

frequently denounced as unpatriotic ‗propaganda‘, allegedly reflecting an anti-American bias 

rather than sound historical scholarship. Perhaps the most offended group has been conservative 

elected officials. Unsurprisingly, in recent years a governor in Indiana and a state legislator in 

Arkansas have attempted, though unsuccessfully, to ban the teaching of Zinn‘s book in the 

public schools of their respective states. 

But powerful governmental officials are not the only ones who have taken exception to Zinn‘s 

work. Many scholars, journalists, and other commentators have also harshly denounced it. We 

are told that A People‘s History of the United States is ‗a pretty lousy piece of work‘ (Greenberg, 

2013, p. 45), that is ‗very simplistic and appeals to the high school mind‘ (Greenberg, as quoted 

in Jacobson, 2015), that it is ‗dangerous‘ and ‗invites a slide into intellectual fascism‘ 

(Wineburg, 2012-2013, p. 34), that it is a ‗deranged…fairy tale, in which the incidents are made 

to fit the legend, no matter how intractable the evidence of American history‘ (Handlin, 1980, p. 

548), and that Zinn ‗had a very simplified view‘ of American history (Sean Wilentz, as quoted in 

Miller, 2010).  

In my recent book, Zinnophobia: The Battle over History in Education, Politics, and 

Scholarship (Detmer, 2018a), I examine in some detail the evidence and arguments that these 

critics provide in support of their anti-Zinn stance. I looked up the works in which the comments 

quoted above, and others like them, appeared, so as to get the full context, and to see what kind 

of evidence these scholars could cite and arguments they could make in support of their stinging 

words. Since many of these harsh critics were distinguished scholars, I fully expected that I 

would find in their works intelligent, well-reasoned criticisms, fairly presented, and backed by 

evidence and logic. Since I had found much of value in Zinn‘s work, I thought I would probably 

disagree with some of their criticisms, but I thought these disagreements would be of the normal 

scholarly sort—‗I have a different angle on it than you do, a different interpretation, that I think 

makes a little more sense‘—not, ‗you‘ve made twenty claims that are demonstrably false, 

misquoted Zinn, paraphrased him inaccurately and incompetently, and committed so many 

logical blunders that one could base an entire course on fallacies using nothing but this material‘. 

But the latter, to my repeated shock, was what I found. That‘s why I call the book 

‗Zinnophobia‘. As much as it is about Zinn, it is at least as much about a phenomenon that I 

think I‘ve discovered—a phenomenon in which scholars (many of them at elite institutions, and 

winners of prestigious prizes for their scholarship), produce work on Zinn that is not up to the 

scholarly standards that we demand of freshman students at Purdue University Northwest. 

Properly skeptical readers will assume that I am engaging in hyperbole. Regrettably, I am not. 

In this article I do not have space to document this phenomenon adequately. But I will illustrate 

it with a few astonishing examples. To keep it to a manageable length, I‘ll discuss just four 

critics: Sean Wilentz, Oscar Handlin, David Greenberg, and Sam Wineburg, all of them 

respected scholars from elite institutions. In my book the discussion of Zinn‘s critics runs 373 

pages, covers twenty-five critics, and presents dozens (perhaps over one hundred) examples of 

grotesque mistakes by these critics. The blunders I‘ll present here are representative of this 

large-scale phenomenon. I‘d like to suggest, with respect to each of them, the following theses: 

(1) It is difficult to understand how such a mistake could have been made; (2) For all of Howard 

Zinn‘s faults, whatever those might be considered to be, he never made an error of this sort (one 

can readily imagining the howling and wailing that would have occurred if he had); and (3) If a 

freshman student in a class at my university were to submit a paper that featured this sort of 

error, it would be difficult to justify assigning it a passing grade. 

Now on to the examples.  
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Sean Wilentz is The Sidney and Ruth Lapidus Professor of the American Revolutionary Era at 

Princeton University. On the occasion of Zinn‘s death Wilentz remarked that Zinn ‗had a very 

simplified view that everyone who was president was always a stinker and every left-winger was 

always great. That can't be true…. Abraham Lincoln freed the slaves. You wouldn't know that 

from Howard Zinn‘ (as quoted in Miller, 2010). I don‘t know about you, but I think that is 

refuted by the fact that Zinn says the following in A People‘s History: ‗It was Abraham Lincoln 

who freed the slaves‘ (Zinn, 2015, p. 171). In fact, he says it twice on that page. Moreover the 

page in question is the very first page of his chapter on the Civil War. And he does not say it 

ironically, or anything like that—I have not taken it out of context (as you can easily check for 

yourself). 

Now let‘s go back to my three theses. (1) I can‘t think of any plausible explanation as to how 

Wilentz could have made such an idiotic mistake. In the research for my book I checked out 

every instance in which one of the 25 critics I discuss accused Zinn of committing a factual 

error. In all but two or three cases, their accusation of error did not hold up. But in the few cases 

when it did, at least there was a plausible explanation. The worst error I found was Zinn‘s 

putting the death toll from the bombing of Dresden at over 100,000, when, I gather, more recent 

studies of the evidence have yielded a consensus view that the total is probably closer to 25,000. 

But here, even though Zinn is way off, it is at least understandable how the mistake happened. 

Earlier scholarship had persuaded many historians of the higher figure, and Zinn, in revising his 

text for subsequent editions as errors were pointed out to him, either overlooked this one or 

simply forgot to make the correction. Now compare that to Wilentz‘s false claim. How did he 

arrive at the impression that Zinn had not acknowledged Lincoln‘s role in ending slavery, given 

the clarity with which Zinn does so in A People‘s History? Are his reading comprehension skills 

really that bad? And wouldn‘t any minimally competent scholar at least check such an 

outrageous claim for accuracy before issuing it? It would have been easy to check. A People‘s 

History is reasonably well indexed; there are online versions freely available, allowing one to do 

in-text searches; and, as I mentioned, the point is made just where one would expect to find it—

in the chapter on the Civil War (and on the very first page of that)! Moreover, from a moral 

standpoint, wouldn‘t a minimally decent person at least take the effort to check out such a claim 

for accuracy before issuing it—especially when the context was that of being asked, as an 

‗expert‘ on American history, to comment on Zinn on the occasion of his death?  

(2) Can you imagine the uproar that would have been generated had Zinn made a mistake of that 

sort—trying to take someone down by publicly claiming that he never said something that, in 

fact, and as an easily checked matter of record, he had said in a multi-million selling book? You 

have to use your imagination, because, so far as I know, no one has ever even accused him of 

making a mistake like that. So why is that none of Wilentz‘s colleagues in the history profession 

have ever called him out for this—even as many of them claim to be offended by Zinn‘s 

comparatively much smaller transgressions? 

(3) Let me address this to my colleagues. If a student in one of your classes, even a 100-level 

course, turned in a paper that contained a mistake like that, would he or she be able to receive a 

passing grade? Don‘t we demand, even of our freshman students, higher standards than that? 

They are not allowed, are they, to receive credit for work in which they ‗back up‘ their positions 

with factual claims that are demonstrable falsehoods?  

The late Oscar Handlin, a Pulitzer Prize-winning historian, was The Carl H. Pforzheimer 

University Professor at Harvard University. In a review of A People‘s History published in The 

American Scholar he dismissed Zinn‘s work as ‗a deranged fairy tale‘. Unfortunately, his 

justification for this judgment consisted of a long string of demonstrable falsehoods, of which 

the following may serve as an example: ‗He [Zinn] lavishes indiscriminate condemnation upon 
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all the works of man—that is, upon civilization, a word he usually encloses in quotation marks‘ 

(Handlin, 1980, p. 550). 

In reply, note, first, that the category ‗the works of man‘ surely includes novels, short stories, 

poems, plays, and other works of literature, and that Zinn‘s book contains a significant amount 

of quotations from, and praise for, the works of Mark Twain, Arthur Miller, and Langston 

Hughes, among many other literary artists. The fact that Zinn also expresses admiration for 

several movies, songs and other musical works, as well as paintings and works in the visual arts, 

further underscores the absurdity of Handlin‘s claim. Indeed, a notable feature of Zinn‘s 

history—and an unsurprising one given that Zinn was an accomplished playwright, as well as 

the husband of a painter and the father of an actor and theater director—is the fact that it treats 

artists of all kinds as major (and positive) figures in the unfolding of history.  

But what about the claim that he expresses his contempt for civilization by ‗usually‘ enclosing 

that word within quotation marks? That‘s easy to check. Is it true? Zinn uses the word 

‗civilization‘ twenty times in A People‘s History (not counting the appearance of the word in 

quotations from the sayings and writings of others). It appears on pages 1, 9, 11, 12, 16, 17, 22, 

26 (twice), 29, 104, 122, 127, 128, 137, 313, and 629 (four times). He encloses it in quotation 

marks twice (pages 104 and 128). Two out of twenty comes out to 10% of the time—which is a 

far cry from ‗usually‘. But it should be noted that, according to Handlin, it is Howard Zinn who 

‗pays only casual regard to factual accuracy‘. 

David Greenberg is a Professor of History and of Journalism and Media Studies at Rutgers 

University. His review of a biography of Zinn is entitled ‗Agit-Prof: Howard Zinn‘s influential 

mutilations of American history‘. In this review he characterizes Zinn‘s famous book as ‗a pretty 

lousy piece of work‘, but the case he marshals in support of this judgment rivals Handlin‘s in its 

reliance on a staggering number of demonstrably false claims, and its seemingly principled 

avoidance of factual accuracy.  

As an example representative of the quality of Greenberg‘s critique, consider his claim that Zinn 

‗relentlessly criticized American policy and seems to have stayed silent about the Soviet Union‘ 

(Greenberg, 2013, p. 46). Unfortunately for Greenberg, in an essay entitled ‗Communism and 

Anti-communism‘, published 23 years prior to the appearance of Greenberg‘s claim, Zinn had 

written this:  

The Soviet Union … has been brutal in its treatment of its own citizens, 

murdering peasants in large numbers during the process of collectivization; 

imprisoning, torturing, and executing those it considered dissidents, whether 

ordinary people, intellectuals, artists, or distinguished leaders of the 1917 

Revolution. The term police state fits it very well…. It has imitated the 

imperialist powers in invading other countries—Hungary, Czechoslovakia, 

and Afghanistan, killing thousands of people. (Zinn, 1990, p. 268) 

 

In Zinnophobia I provide a number of other quotations in which Zinn characterizes the Soviet 

Union as ‗ruthless‘, ‗oppressive‘, ‗brutal‘, ‗murderous‘, a ‗dictatorship‘, a ‗police state‘, and an 

example of ‗fascism‘, and criticizes its ‗aggression‘, its ‗atrocities‘, and its ‗monstrous tyranny‘. 

One might be able to regard Greenberg‘s ‗seems to have stayed silent‘ falsehood as something 

less than an ‗F-for-a-freshman‘ blunder if Zinn had made such comments only rarely, and only 

in obscure, hard-to-find pieces. But in fact he made them (a) often, and in numerous 

publications, (b) in obvious places, such as in essays with titles like ‗Communism and Anti-

communism‘, where even a second-rate scholar would easily find them (provided that he, in 
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radical contrast to Greenberg, were at least intellectually responsible enough to check his 

defamatory claims for accuracy before publishing them), (c) in A People‘s History, a work with 

which Greenberg should be familiar, given that he judges himself competent to call it ‗a pretty 

lousy piece of work‘, and (d) in multiple passages that are quoted in the very biography of Zinn 

that is purportedly the subject of the review in which Greenberg‘s false claim appears.  

Sam Wineburg is the Margaret Jacks Professor of Education at Stanford University and 

Executive Director of the Stanford History Education Group. One of his claims about Zinn‘s 

history is that it is dogmatic, indeed, that it exhibits ‗Undue Certainty‘, to cite the title of an 

article about Zinn that Wineburg published in the journal American Educator.  

What evidence does Wineburg offer in support of this judgment? One of his points has to do 

with Zinn‘s language. Wineburg insists that good, conscientious, careful historians are modest 

enough to realize the enormous difficulties in reconstructing from present evidence a past that no 

longer exists, and accordingly make a point of attaching qualifiers to their claims about history, 

thus marking them as uncertain. The problem with Zinn, according to Wineburg, is that he fails 

to do so: ‗A search through A People‘s History for qualifiers mostly comes up short‘ (Wineburg, 

2018, p. 73); his history ‗extinguishes perhaps, maybe, might, and the most execrable of them 

all, on the other hand‘ (Wineburg, 2018, p. 78). 

But Wineburg‘s claim is false. In fact, A People‘s History makes extensive use of qualifiers. For 

example, it does not ‗extinguish‘ the word ‗perhaps‘, as Wineburg claims, but rather employs 

that term a total of 101 times, not counting instances in which it appears in quotations or in 

Zinn‘s paraphrases of the views of others. Zinn uses this ‗extinguished‘ word on pages 2, 5, 11, 

16 (twice), 17, 18 (three times), 21, 22, 29 (twice), 32, 36 (twice), 37, 47, 49 (twice), 60, 67, 77, 

81, 99, 110, 112, 114, 120, 138, 141, 162, 172 (three times), 174, 185, 188, 208 (twice), 233, 

236, 238, 242, 249, 268, 273, 281, 289, 294, 326, 331, 340, 354, 357 (twice), 360, 366, 372, 387, 

395 (three times), 404, 422 (twice), 426, 427, 428, 443 (twice), 449, 459, 463, 484, 486, 501, 

506, 510, 511, 514, 517, 519, 557, 564 (twice), 567, 585, 591, 594, 596, 597 (three times), 598, 

619, 636, 638, 648, 655, and 679.  

Similarly, Zinn uses ‗seem‘, ‗seems‘, and ‗seemed‘ to qualify his assertions a total of 130 times: 

on pages 5, 14, 15, 19, 35, 40 (three times), 47, 50, 53, 54, 60, 61, 65, 66, 68, 70 (twice), 72, 79, 

80, 83, 86 (twice), 90, 95, 99, 100 (three times), 103, 104, 106, 109, 136, 142, 150, 160, 164, 

198, 219, 228, 235, 264, 273, 295, 301, 303, 346, 353 (twice), 359 (twice), 374, 382 (twice), 

395, 402 (twice), 409, 410, 411, 414, 418, 419, 422, 424, 425, 426, 428, 434, 440, 441 (twice), 

442 (twice), 450, 453, 459, 463, 474, 476, 479, 492, 499, 504 (twice), 506, 510, 512, 523, 524, 

536, 541, 546, 548, 553, 554, 555 (twice), 559, 561, 562, 564, 565 (twice), 575, 576, 579, 582, 

584, 585, 594, 595, 596 (twice), 597, 599, 610, 611, 612, 613, 621, 638 (three times), 676, and 

679 (twice). 

Then there is the matter of Wineburg‘s many inaccurate paraphrases of Zinn‘s text. A sentence 

from Zinn‘s discussion of World War II reads as follows: ‗There seemed to be widespread 

indifference, even hostility, on the part of the Negro community to the war despite the attempts 

of Negro newspapers and Negro leaders to mobilize black sentiment‘ (Zinn, 2015, p. 419). 

Wineburg‘s paraphrase: ‗Zinn claims that an attitude of ―widespread indifference, even 

hostility‖, typified African Americans‘ stance toward the war‘ (Wineburg, 2012-2013, p. 28). 

Wineburg‘s paraphrase distorts Zinn‘s meaning in at least three ways. 

(1) Whereas Zinn had said that indifference and hostility seemed to be widespread among the 

black community, Wineburg attributes to him the much stronger claim that indifference and 

hostility typified (a word not used by Zinn) the stance of that community. But what is 
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‗widespread‘ need not be ‗typical‘, and Zinn never says or implies that indifference or hostility 

‗typified‘ African Americans‘ stance toward the war‘. To say that something is ‗widespread‘ is 

to say that it is ‗found or distributed over a large area or number of people‘. So, while to say that 

‗indifference, even hostility‘ to the war on the part of black Americans was ‗widespread‘ is 

definitely to say that there was a lot of it, and it was found in many places, it certainly carries no 

implication that such a characterization applies to the attitudes of most black Americans. But to 

say that ‗―indifference, even hostility‖, typified African Americans‘ stance toward the war‘ is to 

say that most African Americans adopted such a stance—indeed, it is to make a stronger claim 

even than that. For ‗typify‘ is a verb meaning ‗to embody the essential or salient characteristics 

of‘, while its related adjective, ‗typical‘, means ‗having the distinctive qualities of a particular 

type of person or thing‘. So if Zinn had said what Wineburg claims he did, he would have been 

asserting that most black Americans were indifferent to or hostile toward the war, indeed, that 

such attitudes embodied the essential or salient characteristics of the response to the war by the 

American black community. By contrast, Zinn‘s actual claim was much more modest. It was 

merely that such attitudes seemed to be found among a large number (though a number that 

might come nowhere close to constituting a majority) of black Americans, and in many parts of 

the country. 

This distortion of Zinn‘s text is crucial, because Wineburg goes on to accuse Zinn of providing 

insufficient evidence in support of the claim that Wineburg puts in his mouth (that an attitude of 

indifference, even hostility, ‗typified‘ African Americans‘ stance toward the war), a criticism 

that would not apply in connection with Zinn‘s actual thesis (that such attitudes merely seemed 

to be ‗widespread‘ among African Americans). 

(2) Recall that in Zinn‘s statement about the apparently widespread attitude of indifference, or 

even hostility, on the part of black Americans toward the war, he also includes information 

about members of that community who did not share such attitudes, as he points out that these 

attitudes were maintained ‗despite the attempts of Negro newspapers and Negro leaders to 

mobilize black sentiment‘. Now notice that this aspect of Zinn‘s statement is omitted entirely 

from Wineburg‘s paraphrase. This is important, because Wineburg goes on to criticize Zinn for 

his alleged failure to give the other side of the story, that is, to acknowledge that many black 

Americans supported the war: ‗But just as we can find instances that embody resentment, we can 

also find expressions of African American patriotism and support for the war, just not in Zinn‘s 

book‘ (Wineburg, 2018, p. 55, emphasis added). Readers of Zinn might respond by wondering 

why ‗Negro newspapers and Negro leaders‘ would be ‗attempting to mobilize black sentiment‘ 

in favor of the war if they did not support it themselves. But those only reading Wineburg would 

have no such worries—for Wineburg simply leaves out the relevant information.  

In this same vein, Wineburg also omits Zinn‘s statement that ‗there was no organized Negro 

opposition to the war‘ (Zinn, 2015, p. 419). Even more significantly, he cuts off another 

quotation right at the point where Zinn disproves Wineburg‘s claim that no expressions of 

African American support for the war can be found in Zinn‘s book. Wineburg quotes Zinn as 

follows: ‗A student at a Negro college told his teacher: ―The Army jim-crows us. The Navy lets 

us serve only as messmen. The Red Cross refuses our blood. Employers and labor unions shut us 

out. Lynchings continue.‖‘ Wineburg stops quoting at this point, but Zinn continues to quote the 

student: ‗―We are disenfranchised, jim-crowed, spat upon. What more could Hitler do than 

that?‖‘ Then Zinn continues:  

NAACP [The National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People] leader Walter White repeated this to a black audience of several 

thousand people in the Midwest, thinking they would disapprove, but instead, 

as he recalled: ‗To my surprise and dismay the audience burst into such 



360          ISSH2019 Ton Duc Thang University 

applause that it took me some thirty or forty seconds to quiet it‘. (Zinn, 2015, 

p. 419) 

Why would an African American leader be ‗dismayed‘ by this anti-war statement unless he 

disapproved of it? Once again, Wineburg‘s elisions leave his readers with no informed basis for 

asking such a question. 

(3) Recall that Zinn did not make an unqualified assertion about how widespread anti-war 

attitudes were among black Americans, but rather said that such attitudes ‗seemed to be‘ 

widespread. Wineburg‘s paraphrase leaves out this hedging locution. In many contexts such an 

omission might be defensible, as the introductory ‗seemed to be‘ phrase might legitimately be 

seen as an inconsequential piece of rhetoric. But Wineburg, as the reader will remember, claims 

that ‗a search in A People‘s History for qualifiers mostly comes up empty‘, and proceeds to 

accuse Zinn of ‗Undue Certainty‘, largely on that basis. I trust that the reader will agree that 

anyone who wants to accuse someone else of refusing to use qualifying language must not edit 

out of quotations from that person such phrases as ‗seemed to be‘. 

To date, Wineburg is the only one of the four Zinnophobes that I have discussed in this essay 

who has offered any kind of response to my published criticisms of his work. (Handlin, who is 

deceased, has an airtight excuse!) Wineburg‘s book, Why Study History, was published in fall 

2018, at about the same time as my Zinnophobia. His book includes a chapter on Zinn—an 

expanded and lightly revised version of his ‗Undue Certainty‘ article, which I had criticized in 

my book. He also promoted his new book by publishing an excerpt from it, drawn from his Zinn 

chapter, at the Slate.com website. This prompted me to publish online some of my criticisms of 

Wineburg‘s critique of Zinn (Detmer, 2018b). His response to my article further documents my 

claims about the intellectual standards that prevail among the Zinnophobes.  

Someone named Mike Reynolds tweeted on September 23, 2018: ‗Hey @samwineburg I would 

love to hear you respond to David Detmer. He seriously calls into question key aspects of your 

critique of #HowardZinn‘. His reply, tweeted that same day: ‗The Slate piece is a short overview 

of a 12,000 chapter with pages and pages of documentation. Judging my argument by reading 

Slate is like judging a 2 hour movie from its preview‘. (Presumably he meant ‗12,000-word 

chapter‘.) 

As this reply consists of both factual and logical errors, it conforms to the standards that prevail 

in Wineburg‘s other writings on Zinn. I‘ll mention just four points.  

(1) It is not true that I judge his argument solely by reading Slate. While my essay takes up a few 

points from the Slate piece, it mostly addresses his article from the Winter 2012-2013 issue 

of American Educator. So Wineburg‘s position is apparently that while he is free to write two 

articles critical of Zinn, and which argue against the use of his book as a classroom textbook, 

criticisms of his arguments in those articles are nonetheless out of bounds and undeserving of a 

substantive response. 

(2) Wineburg defends his work by referring to his ‗pages and pages of documentation‘, but in 

fact, as documented above, and in greater detail in Zinnophobia, many of his key claims are 

presented without documentation, or stand in opposition to the documents that are alleged to 

support them. Moreover, Zinnophobia is 584 pages long, 62 pages of which consist of 

documentation in the form of endnotes. My section on Wineburg‘s critique is 58 pages long. 

And everything is documented—every erroneous quotation, every distorted paraphrase, every 

false factual claim, every logical blunder. I always cite the page number in Wineburg, the 

corresponding page number in Zinn, and, where relevant, additional documentary evidence. 
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(3) The movie preview analogy is highly dubious. The sole purpose of a movie preview is to 

stimulate interest in seeing the entire film. But critical articles, even if they are shortened 

versions of a larger work, must still be able to stand on their own. Their status as excerpts gives 

them no license to misquote, to state falsehoods, to advance fallacious arguments, and so forth. 

(4) On the other hand, it is true that a short excerpt might be excused for omitting the 

documentation that is provided in the longer piece, or for slighting some of the nuances and 

qualifications that cannot be addressed in a briefer version. But my criticisms of Wineburg are 

not for shortcomings of that sort. I fault him for such things as claiming that Zinn ‗extinguishes‘ 

a word that he uses 101 times in A People‘s History, for accusing Zinn of providing only three 

pieces of evidence in support of one of his claims when, in fact, he provides five pieces of 

evidence on the very page that Wineburg cites, and for about 30 other transgressions of this sort. 

Surely it is disingenuous for Wineburg to argue that his ‗pages and pages of documentation‘ 

immunize him from an obligation either to defend his work against such criticisms or else to 

concede their validity and correct the record.  

History is important. It is understandable that people would fight about it. But the fight should 

be a fair one, and this is a standard that Wilentz, Handlin, Greenberg, and Wineburg, despite 

their training, positions, and reputations, fall scandalously short of meeting.  
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