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LETTER FROM THE EDITORS-IN-CHIEF 
APRIL 29, 2022 

Columbia University, New York, NY 
 

Dear all, 
 
It is an honor to present our inaugural issue of the Columbia Journal of Asia (CJA), an 
initiative that has been nearly one year in the making. Volume I, Issue 1 of CJA features 
eighteen creative and scholarly pieces by undergraduates and recent graduates from 
across the United States, Europe, and Asia, presented in three sections: creative works, 
which include art, poetry, and translations; notes, which are brief academic essays; and 
articles, which are long-form research papers. These works, spanning the arts, history, 
political science, and literature, illuminate a plurality of Asian and diasporic 
narratives³of imperial domination and paths to decolonization, of assimilation and 
integration amidst diasporas, and of wartime and anticolonial resistance, mediated 
through the lens of gender. In so doing, they invite an inclusive view of Asia itself, that 
brings together highly-specialized research and experiences with a sense of Asia and 
diaspora transcending postcolonial nation-states and Cold War regional divides. 
 
CJA is the first³and thus far, the only³undergraduate publication at Columbia to 
focus on Asia and the Asian diaspora. Certainly, we have come a long way since last 
summer, when the two of us first imagined a journal that would center Asian histories 
and narratives, urgently needed on a campus such as ours where these narratives are 
too frequently sidelined in favor of a limited canon and an exclusive view of history. 
We did not, however, want this journal to become a silo: a means of marginalizing 
$VLD�DQG�VHSDUDWLQJ�LW�IURP�¶WKH�:HVW�·�ZKLFK�UHPDLQHG�DW�WKH�FHQWHU�ZKLOH�$Via was 
relegated to the periphery. Instead, what we have sought to foster here is an inclusive 
space, one that is defined not by absence³by the lack of Asian narratives in Western 
academic and artistic circles³but by the integral role they have played in broader 
global and transnational contexts, of decolonization, of globalization, of immigration 
and migration, among other important themes that are addressed by our authors. 
 
This issue reflects the combined efforts of an inspiring team of undergraduates, 
graduate students, faculty, and Columbia community members whom Suan and I are 
honored to have worked alongside. We would firstly like to thank our Managing 
Editor, Jacqueline Yu, and our Director of Peer Review, Karuna Vikram, both of 
whom have been with us and have believed in this journal since we were a six-person 
team last fall. They have been tremendous, and this issue would not have been possible 
without them. We are also so grateful for our amazing editorial board of Columbia 
and Barnard undergraduates, including our articles editors, creative editors, production 
editors, and outreach team; and to our graduate peer reviewers from Columbia 
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University, Harvard University, Yale University, New York University, and other peer 
institutions, who put in such hard work this past semester to provide edits on all notes 
and articles. 
 
Finally, we would like to give a very special thank you to Michelle Wilson, our Digital 
Publishing Librarian who led our partnership with Columbia Libraries, and to the 
members of our faculty advisory board, whose scholarship, insights, and support were 
truly invaluable to us³Professors Manan Ahmed, Isabel Alonso, Neferti X.M. Tadiar, 
Manijeh Moradian, Jungwon Kim, and Timsal Masud. 
 
We sincerely hope that you enjoy reading this inaugural issue of CJA, and are excited 
IRU�ZKDW�WKH�IXWXUH�KROGV�LQ�VWRUH�IRU�RXU�MRXUQDO·V�JURZLQJ�FRPPXQLW\� 
 
0ULQDOLQL�6LVRGLD�:DGKZD�&&·�� & 6XDQ�/HH�&&·�� 
Co-Founders and Editors-in-Chief, Columbia Journal of Asia 
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THE NIGHT SHE WENT DANCING 
25��$�5(,0$*,1$7,21�2)�6$7<$-,7�5$<·6�

PRATIDWANDI (1970) 
 

YUXIN CHEN 
B.A. Candidate in Art History 

Columbia University, Class of 2023 
 

KH�GLGQ·W�QHHG�WR�WXUQ�DURXQG�WR�NQRZ�ZKDW�ZDV�RXWVLGH�RI�KHU�URRP��Even at 
night, the house felt like a furnace in July. She kept the door ajar, but the 
stuffiness in her room clung around her body with malicious intent, refusing to 

make an exit. As she lay in bed and faced the cracks in the white-plastered wall, she 
could picture her mother in that terrible white dress, still standing in the hallway, not 
unlike a piece of plaster on the wall that had begun to peel off. 

´7KH\·YH�EURXJKW�GLVUHSXWH�WR�P\�GDXJKWHU�µ�VKH�KHDUG�KHU�PRWKHU·V�YRLFH��
´UHDOO\��LW�LV�EHWWHU�WR�GLH�WKDQ�WR�OLYH�OLNH�WKLV«µ 
  So Siddhartha was back, she thought nonchalantly. All had become part of the 
routine. Open the door³tread across the floor scattered with fractured tension 
(careful, unless you want your feet slit)³walk past your mother who started droning 
as if on cue³retire to your fortress of magazine pages and too thin a quilt³wait for 
the droning to start again when your brother returned from his never-successful job 
hunt. Nightly she danced the dance. 
 
She danced the dance nightly since mid-February. The dance studio was in an office 
building on the outskirts of Calcutta, a third-floor unit once used for storage by a 
pharmaceutical company. She had to squeeze past the deserted cardboard boxes in the 
stairway every time she climbed up. The room was too cramped, with a musty smell 
and an odd layer of grease on the mirror. She loved it there. 

Fatima, a girlfriend from college, told her about the place when she was one 
ZHHN�LQWR�ZRUNLQJ�IRU�$QDQWD�6DQ\DO��´<RX�QHHG�WR�JR�RXW�PRUH��6XWDSD�µ�VKH�VDLG��
´7U\�WR�KDYH�D�OLWWOH�IXQ�RQFH�LQ�D�ZKLOH�µ�VKH�VDLG��´'DQFH�FDQ�WDNH�\RXU�PLQG�RII�RI�
WKLQJV�µ�VKH�VDLG��´LW�ZLOO�GR�\RX�JRRG�µ 

In the dingy restaurant that served subpar Chinese food, she looked across the 
table at Fatima. Fatima had some thick volumes of textbooks poking out of her canvas 
bag and some ink stains on her knuckles. They must be from that statistics lecture. 

 She looked at Fatima and thought, this could have been me. I could have been you. I 
would have done so much better if I were you. You could have been me, if your father too passed away, 
if you too had an elder brother in medical school, if your mother too deemed his education a priority, 
and yours a redundancy. 

She promised Fatima that she would check out that dance place on the next 
day. 

S 
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That was winter, which felt like decades ago.  Now she found herself in front 
of the dance room mirror, an hour after she got off work, five bus stops away from 
0U��6DQ\DO·V�RIILFH��WKH�WKLUG�WLPH�WKLV�ZHHN��WKH�WHQWK�WLPH�WKLV�PRQWK��6KH�VWDUHG�DW�
her reflection, slightly distorted by the layer of grease. 

Then the music started. She swayed to the music, and the floorboard creaked. 
 

The floorboard creaked as Siddhartha stepped into her room. He never 
knocked, not tonight or any night. 

 ´,�ZHQW�WR�\RXU�ERVV·V�KRXVH�WRGD\�µ�KH�DQQRXnced to the back of her head, 
´,�WROG�KLP�WKDW�\RX�ZLOO�QRW�ZRUN�DQ\PRUH�EHFDXVH�\RX·YH�EHHQ�IHHOLQJ�WKH�VWUDLQ��,�
said that every day you return after nine and you might have a breakdown anytime. He 
said that he had nothing to say about it if you really felt that way. He also said that you 
are a smart, hard-ZRUNLQJ�JLUO�µ 

6KH�FRXOGQ·W�KHOS�EXW�ODXJK��+LV�VHQWHQFHV�VZXQJ�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK�EHWZHHQ�WUXWK�
and lie, a tick paired with a tock, a lighter piece on top of a darker one as per the 
suggestions in her fashLRQ�FDWDORJ��<HV��6LGGKDUWKD�GLG�JR�WR�KHU�ERVV·V�KRXVH�WRGD\³
Sanyal phoned home earlier in the afternoon and asked if she had indeed been 
struggling, with a tone of concern tinted by condescension. No, she would not stop 
working³she refused to surrender the thing that had been forced into her hands. Yes, 
she did return after nine every night, but it was the only thing that kept her from a 
EUHDNGRZQ��1R��6DQ\DO�ZRXOGQ·W�EH�ILQH�ZLWK�KHU�TXLWWLQJ³who else would listen to 
his pathetic rant about his pathetic wife? Yes, Sanyal did compliment her every now 
DQG� WKHQ�� EXW� QRW� EHIRUH�KH� FDOOHG� KHU� ´GROOµ� DQG� UHVW� KLV� KDQG� RQ� KHU� VKRXOGHU��
sometimes her thigh. 

On the page of the fashion catalog that she was reading just then, they said, 
wear a lighter piece on top of your dark-colored staple clothes to create a layered look. They said, if 
styled wisely, the clothes that we recommend can conceal the not-so-slim parts of your body. 

She let her giggles die down and turned around. As she looked straight into 
KHU�EURWKHU·s eyes, she knew all too well the parts of the story that he had left out, the 
bad figure underneath all the layering. She knew where to press. 

 ´+RZ�GLG�\RXU�LQWHUYLHZ�JR"µ�VKH�DVNHG� 
3URPSWO\��D�VKHHQ�RI�VZHDW�PDWHULDOL]HG�RQ�6LGGKDUWKD·V�IRUHKHDG��+H�ILdgeted 

LQ�WKH�FKDLU�DQG�HGJHG�DZD\�IURP�WKH�EHGVLGH�ODPS��$W�WKDW�PRPHQW��VKH�FRXOGQ·W�KHOS�
EXW�WKLQN�RI�WKH�)UHQFK�ZLQGRZV�LQ�0U��6DQ\DO·V�KRXVH��6XQOLJKW�ZRXOG�SRXU�VWUDLJKW�
through the grand expanse of glass, and even the smallest thing could be seen. She 
wondered how Siddhartha must have looked in that well-lit room, on the beige sofa, 
an unemployed elder brother asking the boss to sack his sister, the only breadwinner 
in the household. 

´'R�\RX�WKLQN�,·P�MRNLQJ�ZLWK�\RX"µ�6LGGKDUWKD�VHHPHG�SURSHUO\�DQJUy now. 
´+LV�ZLIH� FDPH� WR� RXU�KRXVH� WRQLJKW� DQG� VDLG� VR�PDQ\� WKLQJV«�'RHV� WKDW�PHDQ�
nothing to you? Nothing at all? I swear, I swear that if that Sanyal dares behave badly 
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ZLWK�\RX�,�ZLOO�JLYH�KLP�D�WKUDVKLQJ�P\VHOI«�$UH�\RX�QRW�DEOH�WR�EHOLHYH�LW"�6XWDSD��
GR�\RX�QRW�EHOLHYH�LW"µ 

´6XWDSD�� GR� \RX�QRW� EHOLHYH� LW"�'R� \RX�EHOLHYH�PH�QRZ"µ� 6LGGKDUWKD�ZDV�
GUDJJLQJ�%DGDO�E\�WKH�FROODU��´0RP�ZDUQHG�\RX�DJDLQVW�LW��,�ZDUQHG�\RX�WR�VWRS�VHHLQJ�
KLP��,�ZDUQHG�KLP�WR�VWD\�DZD\�IURP�\RX��,�GLG��<RX�WZR�OHIW�PH�QR�FKRLFH�µ 
  6XWDSD�VWRRG�DW�WKH�GRRU�RI�%DGDO·V�SODFH�DQG�ORRNHG�DW�WKH�VFHQH�LQ�IURQW�RI�
her. Both men were covered in bruises. She was certain that Badal had a dislocated 
MDZ��+HU�EURWKHU·V�KHDY\�EUHDWKLQJ�DQG�%DGDO·V�SLWLIXO�ZKHH]HV�SXQFWXUHG�WKH�VLOHQFH�
in the hallway time and again like a bad stapler. She was supposed to be on a date in 
exactly twenty minutes and she had put on her earrings and satin dress. A spring breeze 
blew through the hallway and she felt cold around her shoulders. 

She first met Badal when he moved into a neighboring house on her street. 
Every time she left for work in the mornings, Badal would sit on the windowsill and 
whistle to her, his two long legs dangling in the air. It took her a whole month to finally 
overcome her nerves, look up, and meet his eyes. He gave her a beaming smile in 
return. 

Letters started coming in shortly afterward. From the childlike writing, she 
OHDUQHG� WKDW�%DGDO�ZDV�RI� WKH�VDPH�DJH�DV�VKH��+H�GLGQ·W�JR� WR�FROOHJH³his family 
FRXOGQ·W�DIIRUG�LW��+LV�IDWKHU�ZDV�DQ�Hlectrician, and Badal learned a trick or two from 
him. Right now, he worked as a temp, fixing radios and bathroom lights in the 
downtown area. 

She made sure to let Badal know that she had a broken radio herself the next 
day she walked past his window. Badal paid her house a visit the day after. 

 It was a warm Saturday afternoon in March. Her mother was taking a nap. 
6LGGKDUWKD� ZDV� DW� KLV� IULHQGV·�� 6QHDNLO\�� 6XWDSD� LQYLWHG� %DGDO� LQWR� KHU� URRP� DQG�
showed him the radio in question. 

 After some WLQNHULQJ��WKH�UDGLR�VL]]OHG�EDFN�WR�OLIH��´,�DGMXVWHG�WKH�DQWHQQD��LW�
VKRXOG�EH�JRRG�DV�QHZ�µ�%DGDO�ZKLVSHUHG��WKHQ�JULQQHG��KLV�ZKLWH�WHHWK�VKRZLQJ� 

$Q�(OYLV�3UHVOH\�VRQJ�ZDV�SOD\LQJ��%DGDO�ZDVQ·W�OHDYLQJ��DQG�6XWDSD�GLGQ·W�DVN�
him to. They sat side by side on the bed, one tapping his feet, the other humming 
under her breath. 

$V�WKH�VRQJ�GUHZ�WR�D�FORVH��%DGDO�VWRRG�XS��VRPHZKDW�UHOXFWDQWO\��´,�ZLOO�VHH�
\RX�WRPRUURZ��6XWDSD�µ�KH�VDLG��$QG�VKH�QRGGHG�ZLWK�D�VPLOH� 

 When the whole family gathered around the table that evening, her mother 
grabbed the ladle, halted for a few seconds, and dropped it back into the big bowl with 
a loud noise.  
  ´<RX�EURXJKW�VRPHRQH�KRPH�WRGD\��GLGQ·W�\RX��6XWDSD"�,�VDZ�KLP�OHDYLQJ��,W�
was that good-for-QRWKLQJ�YDJDERQG�IURP�GRZQ� WKH� VWUHHW«� ,�GRQ·W� VHH�KRZ� \RX�
would fall for it, Sutapa. He knew nothing except for teasing girls. It was such a 
GLVJUDFH�WR�RXU�IDPLO\�QDPH«µ 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 

© 2022 Yuxin Chen VOL I , Issue 1 | 4 

Sutapa wondered exactly what was left in their family name. When Father was 
VWLOO�DOLYH��ZKHQ�WKH�WHD�EXVLQHVV�ZDVQ·W�\HW�EDQNUXSW��WKH\�GLG�KDYH�D�VL]DEOH�LQFRPH�
and general respect attached to their family name. Now Father was buried under a 
tombstone, their tea estates were put into liquidation, and her own salary was the only 
thing that kept them from being thrown out of the house by the landlord. Their family 
name was a radio with a splintered antenna, and her mother was still holding it 
desperately in the air, trying to catch a signal. 

6KH�GLG�QRW�OHW�KHU�PRWKHU·V�ZRUGs deter her and started going out with Badal 
shortly after. Her mother threw her disapproving glances when she returned. 
Siddhartha sometimes tailed them when they were out. She paid them no mind. 

)LYH�MR\IXO�ZHHNHQGV�ODWHU��6XWDSD�IRXQG�KHUVHOI�DW�%DGDO·V door, looking at the 
WZR�PHQ�LQ�IURQW�RI�KHU��%DGDO·V�KRXVH�ZDV�GLPO\�OLW��:KHQ�WKH�GRRU�ZDV�WKURZQ�RSHQ��
it was as if a streak of limelight shined through. She saw two unhappy sitters for an 
unhappy portrait, stuck in the confines of the doorframe, ready to be captured by a 
mechanical eye. 

The following week, she learned that Badal was captured by police for running 
DQ�XQOLFHQVHG�EXVLQHVV�DQG�HQJDJLQJ�LQ�´URZG\LVP�µ�6KH�NQHZ�WRR�ZHOO�ZKR�WLSSHG�
the police. She wanted to scream, but she kept her mouth shut. 
 

Tonight too she wanted to scream but she kept her mouth shut. Siddhartha 
was still fuming, still waiting for her to give some sort of response to his accusations. 

Sutapa got up from her bed, walked past her brother, and stood in front of the 
mirror. Her bedroom mirror was smaller than that of the dance room, but it was much 
cleaner, without any dust or grease stuck on the surface. Through the mirror, she felt 
WKDW�VKH��WRR��FRXOG�VHH�WKH�VPDOOHVW�WKLQJV��6KH�VDZ�WKH�EDFNVLGH�RI�6LGGKDUWKD·V�KHDG��
A lock of his hair was not smoothed and poking outwards. All of a sudden, the whole 
conversation that she was having, the whole memory that she was recalling, the whole 
house where she was living, felt absurd to her. 

´%URWKHU��KRZ�ZLOO�LW�EH�LI�,�JHW�LQWR�PRGHOLQJ"µ�VKH�DVNHG� 
7KDW� VHHPHG� WR� WKURZ� 6LGGKDUWKD� RXW� RI� NLOWHU�� ´0RGHOLQJ"µ� KH� VHHPHG�

genuinely confused. 
´,W·V�D�JRRG�SURIHVVLRQ��,W�SD\V�ZHOO��7KHVH�GD\V�TXLWH�D�ORW�RI�SHRSOH�DUH�GRLQJ�

LW�µ 
  ´6XSSRVH�WKH\�DVN�\RX�WR�ZHDU�VRPH�ULGLFXORXV�RXWILW"µ 

$UHQ·W� Ze all wearing some ridiculous outfit? She thought, DUHQ·W� ZH� DOO� WU\LQJ� WR� EH�
something that we are not? You with your out-of-practice ingratiation in the job market. Mother with 
her out-of-VW\OH�LQVLVWHQFH�RQ�KHU�´DULVWRFUDWLF�EDFNJURXQG�µ�0H�ZLWK�P\�RXW-of-town dance classes that 
NHSW�PH�XQWLO���R·FORFN��ZKHUH�,·P�PRVW�DW�P\VHOI��ZKHUH�,�FDQ�DOPRVW��DOPRVW�FRQYLQFH�P\VHOI�WKDW�LW�
was okay even if I cannot be someone else. 

´:KDW·V�ZURQJ�ZLWK�WKDW"�,�KDYH�D�EDG�ILJXUH�DQ\ZD\�µ 
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Siddhartha stood up. His confusion visibly slipped to frustration. Sutapa 
FDXJKW�KLV�DUP�MXVW�DV�KH�ZDV�DERXW�WR�EXUVW�RXW�RI�WKH�URRP��´&DOP�GRZQ��EURWKHU��
)ROORZ�PH�WR�WKH�WHUUDFH�µ�VKH�VDLG��´,�ZDQW�WR�VKRZ�\RX�VRPHWKLQJ�µ 

 A single light bulb hung above the terrace. In the open air, the stuffiness was 
no more. The sweat on her skin had all but evaporated, leaving behind a hint of 
coolness on her collarbone. Sutapa stepped into the patch of light on the cement 
ground with bare feet and imagined that she was on the hardwood floor, surrounded 
by mirrors. For the second time that night, she threw herself into the dance moves. 

´,·P�OHDUQLQJ�GDQFLQJ�µ�VKH�DQQRXQFHG�� 
´:KHQ"µ�6LGGKDUWKD�DVNHG� 
  ´,Q�WKH�HYHQLQJ��DIWHU�RIILFH�µ 
Siddhartha went quiet again. 
 As Sutapa twirled in the darkness, WKH�QLJKWWLPH�FLW\VFDSH�DQG�6LGGDUWKD·V�IDFH�

alternated before her eyes, Siddhartha with his knitted brows and pursed lips, the city 
with its tens of thousands of windows, each an emotionless eye. 

 After a long stretch of silence, Siddhartha opened his moXWK�� ´<RX·YH�
FKDQJHG�µ 

At that very moment, Sutapa thought of so many things. She wanted to say so 
many things. Do you remember, brother, she thought, how we used to spend the Puja holidays in 
Deoghar? We were so little then. I was six and you were seven. We went to chase a bird on the first 
GD\�ZH�DUULYHG��'R�\RX�VWLOO�UHPHPEHU"�6RPH�ELUGV�ZHUH�PDNLQJ�WKH�PRVW�EHDXWLIXO�VRXQGV��:H�KDGQ·W�
heard anything like it. I grabbed you by the arm and we clambered through the woods on the little hill. 
It was then that I had a bad fall. The slope was slippery after the rain, and I tripped. When I got 
myself back onto my feet, my dress was all messed up and I was covered in mud and leaves. Can you 
picture that? Do you remember what I did? I screamed. I threw a terrible, terrible tantrum. A flock 
of birds was startled and took flight from the canopies. Gone was the chance of finding that mystery 
bird. 

Do you remember what you did back then, Siddhartha? I bet you do not. You lay on the 
muddy ground right beside me, you rolled around, you laughed and you squeaked. I understood that 
it was your way of telling me that it was alright. It was alright to take a fall. It was alright to come 
out of it all dirty and unseemly. It was alright to scream, to vent, to hurl your fury like a rock. 

In the many years that followed, more than once I wanted to scream as I did back then. But 
,�DP�QR�ORQJHU�VL[��,�ZHDU�D�VDUL�LQVWHDG�RI�D�IURFN��:KDW�,·YH�JDWKHUHG�LV�WKDW�,·YH�DOUHDG\�SDVVHG�
the stage where it was permissible to scream when I felt like it. In the end, I am the one in the 
glasshouse, I am the one in the limelight, I am the one in front of ten thousand windows, ten thousand 
emotionless eyes. And when I scream, people would point at me. They would talk. 

And instead of joining me in my wordless fury, brother, you would just purse your lips and 
frown at me as I scrambled in the mud. What was it that sealed your mouth and bound your limbs? 
Was it guilt? Was it pity? Was it your superiority intermingled with inferiority? Was it fear of 
acknowledging that I, too, can take everything from you, if I so choose? 

´(YHU\RQH�FKDQJHV�µ�LQ�WKH�HQG�VKH�VLPSO\�VDLG��´\RX·YH�FKDQJHG�WRR�µ
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21:37 
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Artist Statement 
saw her at 21:37 one spring night of 2020, near a high-end mall affiliated with 
the most expensive hotel in Shenzhen. Though the mall was closed, some lights 
remained on, illuminating the white, feminine, and elegant gypsum ladies in the 

display case, modeOOLQJ�IRU�DQ�$PHULFDQ�OX[XU\�EUDQG�,�FRXOGQ·W�UHPHPEHU��1H[W�WR�
the mannequins, she walked by, dragging a full trashcan, not once stopping to admire 
or wonder at them. As her footsteps passed me and faded into the empty hallway, I 
stood thinking of economic growth models, white feminism, progress, civilization, 
´VXUYLYDO�RI�WKH�ILWWHVW�µ�DQG�RWKHU�QHROLEHUDO�PLUDFOHV�,�OHDUQHG�DW�VFKRRO³perhaps she 
GLGQ·W�ZRUN�DV�KDUG�DV�WKH�ILJXUHV³yet none gave me an explanation to the question 
that we avoid raising in this country and around the world: is this woman the intended 
consequence of, a worthy sacrifice for, or a careless mistake made by economic 
liberalization? As affluent and educated writers of loquacious opinion pieces raise the 
false hope that economic, social, and political inequality will be eliminated by growth, 
either acknowledging that efficiency will inevitably cause inequality, or hoping the 
disadvantaged will be satisfied with increasing material entertainment, this woman, 
next to the inanimate, idealized ladies, labors in silence, unacknowledged and uninvited 
to the debate. 

7KLV� ZRUN� LV� WKH� VHFRQG� LQ� P\� VHULHV� FDOOHG� ´3URJUHVV�µ� ZKLFK� FRQWDLQV�
snapshots of my personal life, offering a glimpse that gives context and complexity to 
the well-acclaimed liberalization of the Chinese economy. The first painting features a 
food delivery worker on the road at five in the morning the day after the beginning of 
the Spring Festival. In a time when another delivery worker injured at work can find 
no employer legally responsible for reimbursement, I was moved to make the piece 
and the series in contemplation of the supposed economic and social empowerment 
the neoliberal economic model brings to the people of China, especially the ones 
whose lived experiences are unheard of by proponents of the model.  

  

I 
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Media: Oil painting on canvas 
Size: 50cm (width) x 60 cm (height) 
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A COLLECTION OF POEMS: 
IDENTITY VERSUS FAMILY 

 
KASHIF YAMIN CHOWDHURY 

B.A. Candidate in Oriental Studies (Japanese) 
University of Oxford, Class of 2023 

 
Guilty Strings 

written a year after having left Islam as my father leads the pre-iftar dua during Ramadhan, asking 
Allah to make me religious again. 

 
bellies raw and throats dry 
WKH\·UH�FKDQWLQJ�VSHOOV�DW�WKH�WDEOH�DJDLQ� 
 
my head swims, 
they offer me up  
                                     I go,  
            ¶ILOO�KLP�ZLWK�KRO\�WKLQJV· 
¶SXUH�WKLQJV· 
                    ¶\RXU�WKLQJV·� 
my father orgasms,  
and everyone moans 
*RG·V�QDPH� 

 
The Bunny Butcher 

written in my university accommodatLRQ�ZKHUH�RYHU�WKH�SKRQH��P\�PRWKHU�DVNV�DERXW�WKH�¶KDODO·�
IRRGV�,·YH�EHHQ�HDWLQJ� 

 
slithering hand down my throat, 
you slide into me. 

 
¶ZKDW 
FDQ�,�KHOS�\RX�ZLWK�WRGD\"·� 
I say, 
smiling, 
greens red 
with rot. 
 

The Kaguya Ritual 
written after Ramadhan, ever an intense period, where I decide to craft another persona to cope with 
P\�UHOLJLRXV��WUDGLWLRQDO�SDUHQWV��7RRN�LQVSLUDWLRQ�IURP�,VDR�7DNDKDWD·V�¶7KH�7DOH�RI�3ULQFHVV�

.DJX\D·��SDUWLFXODUO\�WKH�ILQDO�VFHQHV� 
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,·P�VHQGLQJ�\RX�WR�WKH�PRRQ�� 
away from this heart; 
away from  
these puppeteered parts.  
 
and though we never wished 
to be so unfree,  
ZH·G�DOZD\V�EH�XQ� 
happy, 
as long as you were with me. 
 
and so now I break  
all  
our bonds, 
mind and body free,  
the moon my witness 
 
and thus: 
I cease to be.
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PAPER SNOWFLAKES 
 

JUNG HALIM 
B.A Candidate in Comparative Literature and Culture 

Yonsei University, Class of 2023 
 

 RZ� NLGV�� GURS� \RXU� ZRUN� RQ� P\� GHVN�� DQG� GRQ·W� IRUJHW� WR� GR� \RXU�  
homework! Class dismissed!" 
 

He stares at his hands, brown covered in a mess of white paper. He stares at 
the table, on which is a white mangled mess of stripes and curves of paper. When 
viewed a certain way, it somewhat looks like a bunch of snowflakes. 

The other kids are going out of the room, out of school, out back into 
wherever they came from. He hears the teacher muttering complaints under her 
EUHDWK��´«KDYH� WR�VSHDN�(QJOLVK�� ang putD«µ�+H�GRHVQ·W�TXLWH�XQGHUVWDQG��EXW�KH�
NQRZV�WKDW�LW�LVQ·W�DQ\WKLQJ�JRRG� 

+H�LV�MXVW�DERXW�WR�VQHDN�SDVW�WKH�WHDFKHU·V�GHVN�WR�WKURZ�WKH�PHVV�DZD\��EXW�
the teacher catches him. 

"Is something the matter?" She looks at the clock. 
�,�GRQ·W�WKLQN�WKH\·UH�DQ\�JRRG�µ 
�7KH\·UH�ILQH��:H·OO�MXVW�KDQJ�WKHP�XS�ZLWK�WKH�RWKHUV�DQG�LW·OO�ORRN�MXVW�OLNH�D�

ZLQWHU�ZRQGHUODQG�µ 
7KH�ER\�GRHV�QRW�EHOLHYH�WKDW�IRU�RQH�PRPHQW��:K\�ZRXOG�KH"�7KH\�GRQ·W�

ORRN�DQ\WKLQJ�OLNH�WKH�SLFWXUHV�KH·V�VHHQ� 
"Do I really have to submit them?µ 
"Yes, you really do." 
He puts them on the table. 
 Palm trees pass by the tinted windows while the cars crawl above aged 

concrete. He tries to count the trees, one by one, but he gives up after twenty. 
Jaywalkers, buses, jeepneys, motorcycles and tricycles. There are a few other kids 
sitting in front, talking about school, friends, homework³things that matter, if only 
for now.  

The car radio tunes into the same song for the fifth time in a row. 
³³ 

6RPHRQH�VWDUWV�WR�VLQJ�QH[W�GRRU��D�VRQJ�KH�GRHVQ·W�DQG�ZLOl not understand. 
1DDODOD�NR�SD«µ 
Home is a place of familiarity, thoughts with food and peace, of a room with 

a bed, a bookshelf filled with books never touched, an untidy table with paper just 
VWUHZQ�DURXQG��DQG�D�IORRU�WKDW·V�WKH�VDPH�VWDWH� 

Mom calls, the only other voice in the house. 

N 
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´'LQQHU·V�UHDG\��FRPH�GRZQVWDLUV�µ 
´6R��ZKDW�GLG�\RX�GR�LQ�VFKRRO"µ 
´«$W�,ND�\�VDVDELKDQ«µ 
´$Q\WKLQJ�LQWHUHVWLQJ�KDSSHQ"µ 
He stares at his bowl. 
´1RW�UHDOO\��ZH�MXVW�PDGH�PRUH�SDSHU�VQRZIODNHV�µ 
´3DSHU� VQRZIODNHV� DJDLQ"� , NQRZ�H[DPV� DUH�RYHU�� EXW� FDQ·W� WKH\�PDNH� \RX�

NLGV�GR�DQ\WKLQJ�PRUH�SURGXFWLYH"µ 
The bowl has rice, only rice, clean and white. No sign of any red, yellow, or 

green. Just white. 
´'R�\RX�HYHQ�UHPHPEHU�VQRZ"�:H�VKRXOG� UHDOO\�JR�YLVLW� \RXU�JUDQGPD� LQ�

Korea agDLQ�VRPHGD\��:H�DUHQ·W�JRLQJ�WR�OLYH�LQ�WKH�3KLOLSSLQHV�IRUHYHU�DQ\ZD\V��DQG�
ZHUHQ·W�\RX� WRR�\RXQJ� WR� UHPHPEHU�ZKHQ�\RX�ZHUH� ODVW� WKHUH"� ,�NHHS� WHOOLQJ�\RXU�
GDG�ZH�VKRXOG�YLVLW��EXW�RK��KH·V�WRR�EXV\«µ 

´«DQJ�SDJ-LELJ�NR�\�PDJEDEDJR«µ 
He thinks about class, about his ruined snowflake. He wonders about how it 

would feel to touch a snowflake. How cold would it be? He has held an ice cube in 
KLV�KDQGV�EHIRUH��EXW�RQO\�IRU�D�IHZ�VHFRQGV��,W·V�WRR�FROG� 

´,�NQRZ�WKHUH·V�EHHQ�D�ORW�RI�FKDQJHV��DQG�,�KDYHQ·W�Kad much time for you 
lately, but your father is also never home, and I swear to God if I even know what he 
LV�GRLQJ«µ 

´«EDQ�NR�QD�\R�ED�ED�QD�\D«µ 
+H·G�OLNH�WR�GLYH�LQWR�D�SLOH�RI�VQRZ��LI�LW�GRHV�H[LVW��DQG�MXVW�ZDGH�WKURXJK�LW�

all, surrounded by a bunch of cold cotton, a place of comfort, ease, safety. Why 
would he want to climb out of the bowl³he knows the walls are too slippery, sliding 
GRZQ�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�ZKLWH« 

´«+H�EHWWHU� FRPH�KRPH� HDUO\� WRGD\�� RU� HOVH� ,� GRQ·W� HYHQ� NQRZ�ZKDW� ,·OO�
GR«µ 

´«ang baaa aa a DD�D�D�DD«µ 
White all around, spinning, spinning, he sees a man walking³a man so 

familiar and yet he cannot recall. He calls out and nothing happens. What did he 
H[SHFW"�1RWKLQJ�HYHU�KDSSHQV�DQG�KH·V�JRLQJ�WR�VWD\�ZLWK�WKLV�QRWKLQJ�IRUHYHU��DQG�
ever, and eYHU�DQG�HYHU« 

´$UH�\RX�OLVWHQLQJ"µ 
´«DQJ�EXKD\�NR�µ 
He sees her sigh. 

³³ 
´«1R� RQH� UHDOO\� OLVWHQV� WR� PH�� 7KHQ� DJDLQ�� ,� GLGQ·W� OLVWHQ� WR� P\� WHDFKHU�

ZKHQ�,�ZDV�KHU�DJH�VR«µ 
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He always feels as if there are too many people in school, so many bodies in 
one small space, kids of all ages in their own ballet around each other. The boy 
wades through the crowd somehow, reaches the classroom, and tries to nap a little 
before class. 

Soo-won and Seok-Jun arrive slightly late as they always do, but the teacher is 
too distracted by her phone call for anyone to really care.  

+H�WKLQNV� LW·V� D� VPDOO�FODVVURRP�HYHQ� LI�KH�KDV�QRWKLQJ� WR�FRPSDUH� LW�ZLWK��
7KHUH�DUH�D�IHZ�FKDLUV��WDEOHV��DQG�WKH�XVXDO�JUHHQ�EODFNERDUG��7KH\·YH�DWWHPSWHG�WR�
decorate the room for the holidays, with the Christmas lights and paper snowflakes. 
They all sit, passing the time, separated into their own sides: the ones who live 
nearby, the ones who live far, far away.  

´$OULJKW�FODVV��QRZ�RSHQ�\RXU�ERRNV�WR�SDJH�HLJKW\-seven, we are going to be 
talking about HURVLRQ�WRGD\«µ 

Some of the kids on his side whisper about how it would be winter in Korea, 
when they would go back and visit their real home. Their home. His home.  

´6R��ZKDW�DUH�\RX�JRLQJ�WR�GR�ZKHQ�\RX�JR�EDFN"µ� 
´,·P�QRW� VXUH��SUREDEO\� MXVW� VWD\� LQ�DOO�GD\�� ,W·V�SUREDEO\�JRLQJ� WR�EH� UHDOO\�

FROG�RXWVLGH��DQG�,·G�UDWKHU�EH�ZUDSSHG�LQ�D�EODQNHW�µ 
´<HDK��,�KHDUG�LW·V�DOUHDG\�VQRZLQJ�KDUG�EDFN�WKHUH�µ� 
Carlos, from the other side, leans in. 
´6R��ZKDW·V�VQRZ�OLNH�DQ\ZD\V"�,W�ORRNV�OLNH�SRZGHUHG�LFH�µ 
´2K��XK��\HDK��LW·V�UHDOO\�VRIW�DQG�VTXLVK\��DQG�LW·V�UHDOO\�VZHHW�µ� 
´<HDK��WKDW·V�ZK\�WKHUH�DUH�SHRSOH�ZKR�MXVW�RSHQ�WKHLU�PRXWKV�DQG�ORRN�XS�

ZKHQ�LW�VQRZV�µ 
Carlos raises his eyebrows. 
´2K��VWRS�EXOOVKLWWLQJ�PH�µ 
´:KR�VDLG�WKDW"µ 
Everyone becomes quiet. 

³³ 
´:KDW� LV�ZURQJ�ZLWK� MXVW� VWD\LQJ"�<RX�GLGQ·W�KDYH� DQ\�SUREOHPV�ZKHQ�ZH�

GHFLGHG�ZH·G�OLYH�KHUH��DQG�QRZ�\RX�ZDQW�WR�IXFNLQJ�OHDYH"µ 
´'RQ·W�VZHDU�LQ�IURQW�RI�RXU�VRQ�µ 
´/RRN��OHW·V�MXVW�WKLQN�DERXW�WKLV�DIWHU�WKH�WULS��:H�KDYHQ·W�VHHQ�\RXU�PRWKHU�

in a while, PD\EH�\RX�MXVW�PLVV�KHU�D�ORW�µ 
Mom stares at Dad, but ends up just sighing.  
It is Friday, the only day of the week they eat Korean food. It is the one 

compromise Mom made when she gave in to learning how to cook Adobo and 
Sinigang. 

Dad turns to the boy. 
´6R��KRZ�ZDV�VFKRRO"µ� 
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´,W�ZDV�RN�µ 
´'LG�\RX�GR�\RXU�KRPHZRUN"µ� 
´,�DOZD\V�GR�LW�DIWHU�GLQQHU�µ 
´:K\�GRQ·W�ZH�JR�WR�WKH�EDVNHWEDOO�FRXUW"µ� 
´0D\EH�QRW�WRGD\�µ� 
´-HVXV��KDYH�\RX�VHHQ�WKH�WHPSHUDWXUH�WRGD\"µ� 
´<HV�µ 
´+RZ·V�\RXU�.RUHDQ�WKHQ"µ� 
´,W·V�EDG�µ 
The man sighs.  
+H�ORRNV�DW�WKH�ER\�GLUHFWO\�LQ�WKH�H\HV�DQG�VD\V��´6R��ZRXOG�\RX�OLNH�WR�YLVLW�

.RUHD"µ 
The boy looks at his father for the first time in his life. He sees a man with 

black hair, brown eyes, and a bit of red on his white shirt. He is short, does not have 
a lot of facial hair, and has brown skin. He looks tired, as if he had been trying to 
reach far into something, taking a long journey into uncertain lands. 

³³ 
Fold the paper in half diagonally, then fold it in half again. Have it folded in 

thirds, folding each third upwards towards the middle. Cut off the excess at the top, 
and make sure to cut at an angle. The angle you cut it at will depend on how sharp 
you want the edges of the snowflake to be, the higher the sharper. 

Now, this is where imagination comes in. Cut away parts of the paper, first at 
the sides, maybe some bits at the top and bottom. Cut out triangles, squares, arcs or 
spirals. Whatever you cut out now will determine the way the snowflake will look 
when it is folded out. Cut out all the unimportant things, all the important things. 
Throw them out like ash falling from the sky. 

³³ 
´6R�� ZH� KDYH� WKH� ILQDO� EDWFK� RI� VQRZIODNHV��:H·UH� JRLQJ� WR� SXW� WKHP� XS�

tomorrow just before the Christmas party, so be sure to come early! Class 
dismissed!µ 

The boy stares at his hands, holding a few paper snowflakes. They are not 
the best, nor are they even presentable, but they are still his own. 

´$UH�\RX�JRLQJ�WR�VXEPLW�WKRVH"µ�7KH�WHDFKHU�FRPHV�E\��ZRUQ�RXW��EXW�PRUH�
at ease. 

Everyone has already left, going all the way home. A few of the Korean kids 
are waiting impatiently for him, knowing that he is going to be late again. 

´,� WKLQN� WKH\·UH� ILQLVKHG��7KH\�GRQ·W� UHDOO\� ORRN� OLNH�DFWXDO� VQRZIODNHV�� EXW�
,·YH�QHYHU�VHHQ�DQ\�VR«µ 

´/RRN��,�KDYHQ·W�VHHQ�VQRZ�HLWKHU��LW�GRHVQ
W�UHDOO\�PDWWHU�µ 
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  ´%XW�LW�GRHV��,�QHHG�WR�NQRZ�ZKDW� LW� ORRNV�OLNH��:KDW� LI� LW�GRHVQ
W� ORRN�OLNH�
WKLV"�,�GRQ·W�ZDQW�WR�PDNH�VRPHWKLQJ�IDNH�µ 

The teacher looks at the boy. She thinks for what seemed like an hour, then 
sits down on the desk in front of him. 

´,W�GRHVQ·W�PDWWHU�LI�LW�LVQ·W�DFFXUDWH�RU�QRW��7KHUH�LV�QR�VXFK�WKLQJ�DV�D�IDNH�
VQRZIODNH��LI�LW�LV�D�VQRZIODNH��LW�LV�D�VQRZIODNH�µ�6KH�ORRNV�DW�WKH�IORRU��´/RRN��\RX�
tried your best ² WKDW·V� ZKDW� PDWWHUV�� 1RZ� JHW� RXW� EHIRUH� ,� PDNH you cut some 
PRUH�µ 

He gets out of the classroom. He gets out of school. He is tired of getting 
out. All that is left is to go home. 

³³ 
He gets outside the airport. White speckles fall from the sky. 
´6KLW��,�IRUJRW�KRZ�FROG�ZLQWHU�ZDV�µ�'DG�VSLW�RQWR�WKH�snow. 
´/DQJXDJH�µ 
Someday the white will become beige, pale, and ivory. He will someday get 

used to snow, then hate snow, then eventually ignore it altogether. 
But for now, the snow is still white. 
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TRAN DAN: SELECTED POETRY TRANSLATIONS 
 

MAI HOANG 
B.A. Candidate 

Harvard University, Class of 2025 
 

7UDQVODWRU·V�1RWH 
 

fter Trኹn Dኹn criticized the poetry collection of Tዑ Hዟu, a politician³
calling his magnum opus a manual collection of propaganda and leadership³
Tዑ Hዟu assembled 150 poets and party intellectuals to criticize the poet, 

declaring Trኹn Dኹn and likeminded writers guilty of petty bourgeoisie. In February 
1956, Trኹn Dኹn was purged from the party and sent to the infamous Hanoi Prison. 
Though he was released after an attempted suicide, Trኹn Dኹn was suspended from 
the Union of Arts and Literature for the next thirty years. In other words, for most of 
the poet's life, his works never saw the light of day. In August 2018, I was sitting in a 
cafe in Saigon sipping coffee when a novel caught my eyes: Crossroads and Lampposts it 
read³after a few lines I was mesmerized. I had seldom seen Vietnamese used in such 
a creative thought-provoking and frankly rule-breaking way. I searched up the DXWKRU·V�
name and incredulously realized that instead of an emerging avant-garde writer, I was 
looking at the wikipedia entry for a 20th century radical who produced the draft fifty 
years before it was published. What followed was an obsessive pursuit of the elusive 
author's only poetry collection that led me from bookstore to bookstore across town 
without success. I afterwards realized that I could not find any copies because it had 
gone out of print long ago. Though the state had officially given Trኹn Dኹn pardon, 
their relationship with his poetry is still a precarious one. Fortunately, I was able to 
contact an Australian expatriate in Hanoi, the translator of Crossroads and Lampposts 
who had an electronic copy of the poetry collection that he shared with me. 
  
 
 

  

A 
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I cry for the untraveled horizons 
And cry for those who travel without horizons 
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I BEG all of you 
let me be mute 
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I have been wrecked by individualism 

on the brink of sorrow brink of solitude. 

Brink of mist-covered lamp-posts 

 stars brooding in a corner of sky. 
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I docked right into the wrong port 
 no wonder my green boat lost blood  
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as long as there are thieves among us 

ZH·OO�VWLOO�ORFN�RXU�GRRUV�each night 
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I STILL TROD IN THE AFTERNOON ²² BLACK TEETH 
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DO NOT BUY MODESTIES - ABOVE THE BELT 
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RAINDROPS NEED NO TRANSLATION 
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I prosecute the blind suns 

on tar-black crowds. 
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the more I die the more - immortal 
EW? 
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HYHQ�GHDWK�ZRQ·W�EULQJ�PH�SHDFH" 
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which part HURTS you?  
I hurt where <<I haul                      from>> 

                                                      LITERATURE 
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no one? anxious civilization ²² silently distributes 

ZRUULHV�WR�OLJKW�XS�OLJKW·V�TXDUWHUV� 
In the silences of tar-black alleys 
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'RQ·W�XVH�PRVTXLWR�UHSHOOHQW��'HDG�EHOODGRQQD�� 
Democracy is fucked. All those good pickles ruined.  
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I am an exile on the desert of blank pages. 
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,�GRQ·W�DFNQRZOHGJH�DQ\�SRHWLF�IRUP� 

devoid of human sorrow - and rebellion.  
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WRITING FROM THE CENTER OF DESPAIR 
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this deadly business: living 

who has ever returned from the living? 
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THE QUESTIONING OF THE SOUL 
 

JHUJHAR SINGH SARNA 
B.A. Candidate in Political Science, Engineering Science 

Vassar College, Class of 2022 | Dartmouth College, Class of 2023 
 
´0DQ\�PLOOLRQV�DUH�OLWHUDULO\�SULPLWLYH�IRON�ZKR�DUH�WUHDGLQJ�WKH�VDPH�SDWKV�WKDW�WKHLU�
ancestors trod centuries ago, and who not only have no desire for learning themselves, 
but in many cases regard with suspicion the introduction of schools in their 
commXQLWLHV�µ�³ DeWitt Mackenzie, ,QGLD·V�3UREOHP�FDQ�EH�6ROYHG������� 
 

³ 
 

y 'ĆGĆ1 is the smartest person I know. He knows about everything I ever 
ask, and I ask a lot of questions. He always tells me a story before I sleep³
sometimes he teaches me about Rawalpindi2, sometimes about the stars in 

the sky, sometimes about the different animals in the forest, and sometimes even about 
farming. I like the story of Mohan Ji a lot.  
  
Respect and honor. Those were the two traits 'ĆGĆ always pointed out about Mohan 
Ji. Mohan Ji was a farmer and 'ĆGĆ·V�chacha3. 'ĆGĆ explained that he not only worked 
hard as a farmer, but also found happiness while doing so. He tended his land with 
full connection to the Divine, blissfully working without fear of failure. 'ĆGĆ explained 
that it was the honor and respect that Mohan Ji had for the practice of farming that 
allowed him to be in Chardikala4. 
  
I see that many people get dejected when the sun is out too long or the rain is not 
calm, but when I grow older, I hope to be different, like Mohan Ji. I hope 'ĆGĆ is 
always there to teach me, I wish everyone had a 'ĆGĆ to tell them stories like I do. 
 

³ 
 
´:RUNLQJ�LQ�EOLVVµ��:RUNLQJ��%OLVV��6RPHWKLQJ�DERXW�WKRVH�WZR�ZRUGV�ZKLOH�ZULWLQJ�
the section above made me want to take a moment to separate them. 
  
As a human I want to be in bliss; however, as I try to meditate on the experience of 
bliss, I usually find only short, temporary, and elusive moments.  
  

 
1 Grandfather 
2 City in Punjab 
3 Uncle 
4 Unwavering Optimism  

M 
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I find bliss while walking through the trees up the path to my room. I find bliss 
drinking chai. I find bliss Facetiming my bubbly five-year-old cousin. But bliss through 
interim daily actions is different from bliss of the mind. Being in a state of bliss is hard.  
  
In my value system, a consistent focused remembrance of the ever-expansive and all-
encompassing Oneness brings bliss. The Oneness that is perfectly permeating and 
all-pervading, here, there, everywhere. I have felt this remembrance, this connection. 
Yet, it is hard. It is not difficult to achieve momentarily, but it is hard to maintain. 
 
%XW�ZRUN�FDQ·W�EH�EOLVVIXO��ULJKW"�:RUN�LV�ZRUN��:RUN�LV�SURGXFWLRQ��:RUN�VHUYHV�WR�
stimulate the economy and bring me sustenance as a citizen of the world. However, 
does sustenance truly come from my actions or the quality of my mind? I have never 
LQ�P\�´IRUPDOµ�HGXFDWLRQ�EHHQ�WDXJKW�DERXW�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�EOLVV�ZKHQ�ZRUNLQJ��
<HW�� LW� LV� WKH� H[SHULHQFH� RI� EOLVV� WKDW� NHHSV� PH� JURXQGHG� LQ� OLIH�� ,W� LV� ZKHQ� ,·P�
connected to Oneness that no task seems too tall.  
 

³ 
 
Every week 'ĆGĆ�assesses my physical strength with an arm wrestle. I never win, and 
according to him, the main reason I lose is that I am not drinking enough of the hot 
milk Mamma 5  gives me. Mamma VD\V� PLON� PDNHV� \RXU� ERQHV� VWURQJHU�� ,� GRQ·W�
understand how.  
 
0D\EH�WKH�ZKLWHQHVV�RI�WKH�PLON�LV�ZKDW�PDNHV�\RX�VWURQJ��,·YH�VHHQ�VRPH�ERQHV�RI�
animals around, and they always look so lifeless and easy to crack. I wonder if I poured 
milk on them, if they would then be hard and strong. Does the whiteness of milk give 
VWUHQJWK� WR� VRPHWKLQJ� WKDW·V� DOUHDG\�GHDG"�0D\EH�QRW�� VLQFH�ERQHV� WKHPVHOYHV� DUH�
white.  
  
I really want to be strong. I want to be ready to always stand up for others against 
injustices no matter the obstacle. As 'ĆGĆ�explains: Strength of the physical body must 
be grounded with strength of the mind. Contemplate through the lens of a saint. 
Embrace the spirit of a warrior.   
 

³ 
 
As I write this, I am sitting in my childhood home for what may be the very last time. 
I came home from college this weekend to help my family move to our new house, 
and specifically, to help my dad and sisters dismantle my bed and other furniture and 
move it to our garage.  

 
5 Mother 
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Usually, empty spaces feel numbing. But everything about the blank walls, the open 
space, the eerie quietness feels like home, feels like comfort. Even in the emptiness, 
this space feels so full. People say home is where your family is. Maybe that is true. 
,·P� VWDUWLQJ� WR� IHHO� OLNH� KRPH� LV� PRUH� VR� ZKHUH� \RXU� PHPRULHV� DUH�� ZKHUH� \RXU�
imagination takes control. 
  
,�UHPHPEHU�SOD\LQJ�ZLWK�P\�VLVWHU·V�3ROO\�3RFNHW�GROOV�LQ�WKH�79�URRP��,�UHPHPEHU�
running down the stairs prompting my mom to always yell at me to slow down, I 
remember the countless home-cooked meals, I remember spending hours and hours 
playing basketbalO�LQ�P\�IURQW�GULYHZD\��,�WKLQN�LW·V�FXULRXV�WKDW�LQ�WKHVH�PRPHQWV�RI�
reflection I only remember happiness.  
  
All thanks to you, my beloved Guru. 
 

³ 
 
,�FDQ·W�ZDLW�XQWLO�,�JHW�WR�SOD\�Chaupar6��,W·V�P\�IDYRULWH�JDPH��,�ORYH�WKDW�QR�PDWWHU�
how you start the game, you can always still win. Even when everything seems to be 
going right, something can go wrong. You never know how much your opponent may 
advance, and truly you have no control over it.  
  
Every time I feel like I am gaining momentum, my piece is captured by the opponent, 
and I must start again. I tend to get frustrated. 'ĆGĆ�tells me victory comes to not only 
those who have patience, but also those who realize it is never permanent.  
  
Whenever I win, I am so thrilled that all my efforts paid off, but I almost immediately 
IHHO�D�GHVLUH�WR�EH�YLFWRULRXV�DJDLQ��,W·V�DOPRVW�DV�LI�ZLQQLQJ�RQFH�LV�QHYHU�HQRXJK��,�
want to win again.  
  
Unfortunately for me, if I win, 'ĆGĆ�GRHVQ·W�OHW�PH�SOD\�Dnymore. He says you must 
learn to be content with both the wins and losses in life: appreciate the good for when 
you have it, as that helps you appreciate the bad that is also always approaching.      
 

³ 
 

The Being of a Bird 
  
Some move together. Some move alone.  
Some flap, some flutter, some glide.  

 
6 A historic Indian board game 
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flying low to the ground, soaring high to the sky.  
creeping, ambling, waddling. 
  
How do they know 
without being told? 
Who lives in each flutter 
each creep, each waddle? 
Who does this doing?  
  
At dawn they chirp, they whisper, they play. 
They listen to one another.  
Melodic presence. 
They sing. They praise.  
  
Flight is freedom. 
Fear is bondage.  
No flight with fear. 
  
Take the leap. 
Trust yourself for  
you are He and He is you.  
Jump into the sky.  
Glide, Flutter, Soar.  
Fly.  
 

³ 
 
,Q� WKH� HYHQLQJ�P\� IDPLO\� XQZLQGV� IURP� WKH�GD\·V�ZRUN��:H� FKDQJH� WR� VRPHWKLQJ�
comfortable and relaxing. We trickle into our shared space to begin Rehraas Sahib7. We 
start together, anyone of us leading and the rest following. We sit cross-legged, fold 
our hands, smile, and begin. Breathing, praying, meditating. We focus our 
consciousness on Oneness. At the end, 'ĆGĆ�VRPHWLPHV�ZLOO�VSHDN�XSRQ�WKH�*XUX·V�
teachings.  
  
Each day we pick a different stanza to discuss. Today, 'ĆGĆ�focuses on the words of 
Guru Arjan Dev Ji8 within Rehraas written to be recited in Raag Goojaree³a raag that is 
historically focused on the value of time and the value of the present moment.  
  

 
7 Evening prayer for Sikhs 
8 The fifth Sikh Guru. 
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'ĆGĆ�explains that the Guru questions: O mind, why and what are you so afraid of? 
When each person is sustained by Oneness. Just look at the flamingo.  
  
'ĆGĆ�WXUQV�WR�PH�DQG�DVNV��´+DYH�\RX�SDLG�FORVH�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�RQH�EHIRUH"µ 
  
I shake my head no and start to think about flamingos. I love watching them walk, 
their long legs make it seem like they stand through the water, never sinking. Their 
necks are curled. Their beaks point down as if they yearn to embrace humility or 
perhaps, they face down as a sign of respect. Oh, and the pink is so beautiful. 
  
'ĆGĆ�continues, the Guru explains that the flamingos fly hundreds of miles, leaving 
their young behind. The Guru questions: Who feeds those young flamingos, who 
teaches them to now feed themselves? What force enables them to move through the 
world? 
  
'ĆGĆ�ORRNV�GLUHFWO\�DW�PH�DQG�VD\V��´<RX�GRQ·W�HYHU�KDYH�WR�EH�DIUDLG��HYHQ�LI�\RX�DUH�
all alone, He is here, there, everywhere. For the Divine is in you, Putar9�µ 
 

³ 
 
This life is both heaven and hell. It is delightful, yet it is cruel. We feel joy, yet we feel 
anguish. We have meaningful relationships, yet we experience betrayal. In this life, we 
are easily tricked by the illusion of materiality.  
  
'ĆGĆ reminds me that our house is not even our home. He VD\V��´(YHQ�DV�ZH�DELGH�
and work within the reality that we are placed, we must not forget its inherent fallacies. 
Think of waves: 
  
From the water rise the waves and from the waves, the water rises. But both are 
UHIHUUHG�WR�ZLWK�GLIIHUHQW�QDPHV��'RHVQ·W�Whe wave exist in the water, and the water 
exists in the wave? 
  
We are not even a wave, but just a drop. A drop in that ever-expansive ocean. But as 
D�GURS��ZH�DUH�DV�D�SDUW�RI�WKDW�2QH�DV�WKH�2QH�LV�D�SDUW�RI�XV�µ 
  
So where should we go to live? I ask. He laughs, gently touches my cheeks, and smiles.  
  
´3XWDU��GRQ·W�ZRUU\��KRPH� LV�HYHU\ZKHUH��:H�VWLOO�KDYH� LQGLYLGXDO� UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV� LQ�
this material world. We have a family to be a part of, and people to help and care for. 
While we can choose to perhaps remove ourselves from worldly obligations 

 
9 Loving name for son 
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FRPSOHWHO\��WKDW�ZRXOGQ·W�QHFHVVDULO\�EH�NLQG�WR�WKRVH�DURXQG�XV��,QVWHDG��KRZ�FDQ�ZH�
WUDLQ�RXU�PLQG�VR�PHWLFXORXVO\�VR�DV�WR�OLYH�ZLWKRXW�IRUJHWWLQJ�WKH�KRPH�RI�RXU�KHDUW"µ 
 

³ 
 
Whenever 'ĆGĆ shares his wisdom, I always search for an answer, a truth, a goal for 
P\VHOI�WR�EH�D�EHWWHU�KXPDQ��:KDW�,�IDLO�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�LV�WKDW�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�´PDNLQJ�
VHQVHµ� LV� DFWXDOO\� D� FKDLQ� RQ�P\� DELOLW\� WR� WKLQN�� ,� WU\� WR� FRQFHLYH� WUXWK� WKURXJK�
frameworks only valid within one conception of reality. A reality that does not allow 
for any other truths to exist. A reality where the protagonists are Certainty and Validity.  
  
What wisdom is is an emotional response³a heartful understanding, feeling, being. 
Wisdom is something that is affect-based. In that, every individual is affected 
differently. When 'ĆGĆ shares, I feel him. I feel his joy. I feel his compassion. I feel 
his frustration. I feel his anger. But that feeling might not even be what he intended to 
share. 
  
With that is a need to realize that what is more important is not truth, but the truth 
that works for you and to encourage you to continue along your path.  
 

³ 
 
I get worried easily. It begins while I sleep, continues as I wake up, as I get dressed, as 
I walk out, as I talk to others. Worries consume me.  
  
My Papa10 never really seems fazed. He lives his life content and at his own pace. He 
GRHVQ·W�ERWKHU�KLV�EUDLQ�ZLWK�ZKDW�KH�FDOOV�́ MXVW�OLIHµ��+H�VPLOHV��KH�JHWV�XS��KH�PRYHV�
on.  
  
He laughs and shares with me the words of the Guru.  
  
´Uē�PşUē�Wş�KŇVKDL�UDV�ODSDWĆLŇ�µ 
 (Rey) o (moorrey) fool (too) you are (lapttaaio = clinging) engrossed in (hochhai = 
trivial) transitory (ras-i) pleasures. 
  
He says, working hard towards a goal is important. In fact, it can be rewarding. But 
remember, these goals, these forms of potential fulfillment, exist only within a 
conceived conception of our world. 
  
This is hard for me to understand, especially when I feel dictated by worldly demands. 

 
10 Father 
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I feel such joy, such excitement, such pride in my individual journey. 
But to understand why this ras falls short, why this ras is only a trick: I experience the 
ras of the mind.  
  
The pleasure of living within this world of duality with a non-dual spirit.  
To be fortunate enough to have a chance to go back Home.  
To be the Ocean.  
To be with One. To be One. 
 

³ 
 
,� ORYH�&KDDK��6KH·V�P\�IDYRULWH�SHUVRQ�LQ�RXU�pind11. She is kind, loving, and fierce. 
What amazes me about her is that she is not only incredibly smart, but also humble. 
In school, she always knows what to say and how to say it.  
  
,� GRQ·W� NQRZ�ZK\�&KDDK� OLNHV�PH�� EXW� VKH·V� EHHQ�P\� IULHQG� IRU� DV� ORQJ� DV� ,� can 
UHPHPEHU��7KHVH�GD\V��VFKRRO�GRHVQ·W�H[FLWH�PH�DV�PXFK�DV�LW�RQFH�GLG��,�ILQG�WKDW�,�
get more out of my time when I spend it with 'ĆGĆ, running around, or playing my 
Dilruba12. Chaah is the only one who seems to get that.  
  
,� GRQ·W� OLNH�KDYLQJ� WR� FRPSete in class. 'ĆGĆ says knowledge is only a figment of 
someone's imagination. But I know my teacher and 'ĆGĆ ZRXOGQ·W�DJUHH��.QRZOHGJH�
is what my teacher says and that is that.  
  
&KDDK�UHFRJQL]HV�WKDW�ZH�DOO�GRQ·W�OHDUQ�LQ�WKH�VDPH�ZD\��NQRZOHGJH�LV�IUHH-flowing. 
If we listen to what our heart desires, we will without a doubt learn. We will not only 
absorb what is around us, but also learn more about ourselves. To pursue knowledge 
is useless when knowledge must actually choose you. The knowledge from within has 
to find you for you to even have a chance to find it.  
  
:LWKRXW�DQ\�KHVLWDWLRQ��&KDDK�VWLFNV�XS�IRU�PH�LQ�VFKRRO�DQG�VD\V��´+LPDW�6LQJK��LI�
DQ\RQH�VD\V�DQ\WKLQJ�WR�\RX��\RX�OHW�PH�NQRZ��,�JRW�\RXU�EDFN�µ�&KDDK�LV�D�PDVWHU�DW�
Gatka13��VR�,�ZRXOGQ·W�Pess with her. 
 

³ 
 
To be a Warrior of God.  

 
11 Village 
12 Classical Instrument invented by Guru Gobind Singh Ji, the tenth Sikh Guru 
13 Sikh Martial Art 
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I entered a restaurant with my friends last weekend. As usual, when I enter, I do my 
glance. I look around to make sure no one is looking at me a second too long. Once I 
feel safe enough, I enter.  
 
When I first came to this country, where I seem to be a man who is out of place, I 
decided if I was to be anything I would be myself. If I embrace myself for my own 
beauty others will look past their own prejudices and see that too.  
  
It set out to be more of a challenge than I expected.  
  
I walk a path where I make a commitment to be ready to jump and protect no matter 
the consequence. I abide by a code of conduct that mandates me to give myself up for 
the protection of others without even a thought of fear.  
  
My uniform makes me stand out. This ease of identification should place comfort, 
safety, and security at the hearts of those around me. My identity should serve as a tool 
of love, compassion, and peace.  
  
Instead, sometimes I tend to find myself lost. This strange world has no clue. I tell 
P\VHOI�,�DP�RND\�ZLWK�LW��DQG�VRPHWLPHV�,�WUXO\�DP��,�GRQ·W�EODPH�WKH�SHRSOH�DURXQG�
me, I just can feel disheartened. I cross paths with people and wish they knew just a 
little, a little about me, a little about my Gurus. They seem like they have the time to 
know a little about everything, yet somehow my experience as a human is lost within 
WKHLU�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI�´JHQHUDOµ�NQRZOHGJH�� 
  
In the restaurant as I walk towards the bathroom, a tall, heavy-built gentleman 
DSSURDFKHV�PH�TXLFNO\��0\�LPPHGLDWH�UHDFWLRQ�LV��´2K�QRZ�ZKDW�µ�%XW�DV�WKH�PDQ�
UXVKHV�RYHU�KH�VD\V��´+H\��\RX�DUH�D�6LNK�ULJKW"µ 
  
As I start to utter a form of an affirmation, he interrupts me and says, ´&DQ�,�JLYH�\RX�
D�KXJ"µ 
  
He shares about how a Sikh family who owned the gas station next to his house in 
Rhinebeck fed him every day and took care of him through a tough time. He says, 
´1RZ�HYHU\�WLPH�,�VHH�D�:DUULRU�RI�*RG��,�KDYH�WR�VD\�KHOOR�µ 
  
I smile, hug him back, and thank my Guru. For I see my Guru within this gentleman 
and with that my purpose seems clear once again. I think to myself... 
  
I am in service to all. 
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I am above no one.  
I am nothing. 
I am a vibration. 
I am a light.  
I am an energy.  
I am a Sant. 
I am a Sapai.14  
  
And with my head bowed, and my hands folded together. I silently mutter to myself.  
  
I am a Warrior of God. 
 

³ 
 
 
 
 
 

 
14 Sant Sapai can be translated to Saint Soldier (a phrase coined by the sixth Sikh Guru, Guru 
Hargobind Ji) 
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cientific experts such as David Eagleman and Neil deGrasse Tyson have 
become household names due to their ability to translate complex research 
concepts into everyday language. This transmission of knowledge from science 

professionals to non-H[SHUWV� LV�IRUPDOO\�NQRZQ�DV�´VFLHQFH�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�µ�DQG�LW�
can take place through audio, visual, literary, and other forms of content sharing. While 
the principle of breaking down complex topics into easily understandable tidbits has 
existed for many thousands of years, the impact and reach of science communication 
as we know it today have especially become important in the most recent decades.1 
Within the United States, science communicators are most likely to be individuals with 
DQ� DGYDQFHG� GHJUHH� �H�J�� 0DVWHU·V�� 0'�� 3K�'��� LQ� RQH� RI� WKH� 67(0� �VFLHQFH��
technology, engineering, and math) fields who are affiliated with universities, research 
centers, and other academic institutions. 

As English has been adopted as the primary language of higher education³
and the United States is a driving force of Westernized science curriculum³the 
expansion of science communication within North America and beyond has primarily 
been conducted in English as well. However, in many South American, Asian, and 
African countries, English is only one of many widely spoken languages, and STEM 
professionals often learn EnJOLVK� DV� WKHLU� VHFRQG� ODQJXDJH�� (QJOLVK·V� XVH� LQ�
international communication has fostered the impact of science outreach, but it has 
also furthered sociocultural disparities locally. This is especially visible in India, where 
English maintains linguistic domination even though there are over a dozen national 
languages. Analyzing barriers in expanding multilingual science communication within 
India allows us to understand how we can outline future recommendations to 
empower the general public through promoting wider science accessibility. 

Since the middle of the twentieth-century, English has been designated as the 
´LQWHUQDWLRQDO� ODQJXDJH�RI� VFLHQFH�µ2 The rationale was that English could promote 
global dissemination of scientific knowledge³a common tongue that was promoted 
for the sake of unity and that proved more efficient than translation itself. However, 
in the following decades, English has often been used in an opposing, detrimental 

 
1 ´,QWURGXFWLRQ�WR�6FLHQFH�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�µ�1HZFDVWOH�8QLYHUVLW\�Library, accessed February 7, 
2022, https://libguides.ncl.ac.uk/sciencecommunication. 
2 &KULVWLQH�7DUG\��´7KH�5ROH�RI�(QJOLVK�LQ�6FLHQWLILF�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ��/LQJXD�)UDQFD�RU�
7\UDQQRVDXUXV�5H["�µ Journal of English for Academic Purposes 3, no. 3 (July 2004): 247-269, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2003.10.001. 

S 
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manner, with some scholars painting the analogy of English as a Tyrannosaurus rex 
WKDW� SRZHUIXOO\� ´JREEOHV� XSµ� DQG� GRPLQDWHV� RWKHU� ODQJXDJHV� ZLWK� EXUJHRQLQJ�
academic potential.3 

In India, the use of English stemmed from colonization. During the British 
FURZQ·V�UXOH�IURP������WR�������QDWLYH�UHVLGHQWV�ZHUH�IRUFHG�WR�OHDUQ�(Qglish to align 
WKHPVHOYHV�ZLWK�FRORQLDO�VWDQGDUGV�RI�EHLQJ�´FLYLOL]HG�µ�7KH�%ULWLVK�UXOHUV·�YLHZ�ZDV�
WKDW�´WKH�QHZ�SROLF\�RI�(QJOLVK�DQG�:HVWHUQ�HGXFDWLRQ�ZRXOG�HOLPLQDWH�GDUNQHVV�DQG�
liberate the Indians from the age-old enslavement of their tyrannical trDGLWLRQV�µ4 
William Bentinck, the former Governor-General of India, set into motion an 
HGXFDWLRQ�UHVROXWLRQ�WKDW�´DOO� WKH�IXQGV�DSSURSULDWHG�IRU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�
ZRXOG�EH�EHVW�HPSOR\HG�RQ�(QJOLVK�HGXFDWLRQ�DORQH�µ�DQG�WKH�ULSSOH�HIIHFWV�RI�WKLV�
time period can be seen in the current system as well.5 

When a nationwide census was conducted in 2001, the government announced 
that thirty Indian languages each had more than one million speakers. Additionally, 
there were 122 languages that each claimed at least 10,000 speakers. From this 
observation stems a well-known saying that the linguistic landscape of India is such 
WKDW�´WKH�ODQJXDJH�VSRNHQ�>���@�FKDQJHV�HYHU\�IHZ�NLORPHWHUV��MXVW�OLNH�WKH�WDVWH�RI�WKH�
ZDWHU�µ6 With this linguistic richness in mind, Indian scholars recommend that instead 
RI�QDPLQJ�DQ\�RQH�SDUWLFXODU�ODQJXDJH�DV�WKH�QDWLRQDO�ODQJXDJH��´LW�PDNHV�PRUH�VHQVH�
WR� LQYHVW� LQ� WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�RWKHU� UHJLRQDO� ODQJXDJHV�DQG� WKXV�SUHVHUYH�,QGLD·V�
PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�WKURXJK�PXOWLOLQJXDOLVP�µ7 (QJOLVK�KDV�EHHQ�LQIRUPDOO\�QDPHG�,QGLD·V�
ODQJXDJH�IRU�VFLHQFH��EXW�OHVV�WKDQ�WZHOYH�SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\·V�FLWL]HQV�DUH�DEOH�WR�
speak and write the language.8 There is a fine line between the use of English for easy 
utility and the use of English to diminish the cultural significance of regional languages. 
This disparity is what inspired Indian scientist Kollegala Sharma to create an entirely 
Kannada language podcast, as approximately seventy percent of Kannada speakers 
cannot understand science content in English.9 Thus, English cannot be the only agent 
of science communication for empowering a large majority of the population at the 
local level. 

There are many challenges in expanding Indian science communication by 
translating English-based science into vernacular languages. Concerns include time 

 
3 Ibid. 
4 6\HG�$��5DKLP��´/DQJXDJH�DV�3RZHU�$SSDUDWXV��2EVHUYDWLRQV�RQ�(QJOLVK�DQG�&XOWXUDO�3ROLF\�µ�
World Englishes 5, no. 2-3 (July 1986): 231-239, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-971X.1986.tb00729.x. 
5 Ibid.  
6 +DUL�1DUD\DQ��´,QGLD��D�/DQG�RI�0DQ\�7RQJXHV�µ�The Hindu, August 7, 2017, 
https://www.thehindu.com/thread/arts-culture-society/india-a-land-of-many-
tongues/article19445187.ece. 
7 Ibid.  
8 +DULQL�%DUDWK��´,QGLDQ�,QLWLDWLYHV�$LP�WR�%UHDN�6FLHQFH·V�/DQJXDJH�%DUULHU�µ�Nature News, June 10, 
2019, https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-01815-1. 
9 -DQDQL�+DULKDUDQ��´7KH�/DQJXDJHV�RI�6FLHQFH��/DV�/HQJXDV�'H�/D�&LHQFLD��µ�67(0�DQG�&XOWXUH�
Chronicle, December 17, 2020, https://medium.com/stem-and-culture-chronicle/the-languages-of-
science-d5ca7cc832c9. 
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constraints, linguistic feasibility, and apprehension surrounding stigma, among others. 
Indian scientists are often frustrated with the lack of general resources and support 
from national and local governments, and since the majority of STEM professionals 
have limited time available outside of research duties, they deprioritize multilingual 
science communication. If public officials who lack an expert background try to 
represent the face of the science community (as seen during the current pandemic), 
LQIRUPDWLRQ�WUDQVPLVVLRQ�EHFRPHV�LQVXIILFLHQW��´FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�ZLWK�OD\SHRSOH�LV�QR�
trivial task and requires PRWLYDWLRQ�� WLPH�� DQG� FRPPXQLFDWLRQ� VNLOOV�µ 10  Expecting 
scientists to go above and beyond without adequate support is incredibly unfair and 
shifts the burden without actually having any true impact. 

Scientists are also apprehensive because of the possibility of making errors 
while translating resources or science articles into languages other than English. Most 
English-speaking Indian scientists are also native speakers of at least one regional 
language, but that does not guarantee that they will be able to convey their scientific 
expertise in their native language. Discussion of topics such as HIV/AIDS 
transmission and mental health is already surrounded by stigma, and scientists are 
often hesitant about whether their presentation skills will convey the same level of 
empathy and openness that they could easily share when speaking in English. Using a 
slightly different term in place of another while translating could seem like a small 
error, but if it takes place in an emotionally sensitive discussion, it could unintentionally 
misinform and even hurt community members. 

Additionally, scientists need to create accommodations for their STEM 
expertise in their native languages by adopting or fashioning new terminology. For 
H[DPSOH��PRGHUQ�VFLHQFH�WHUPV�VXFK�DV�´PHWDEROLVPµ�GR�QRW�KDYH�GLUHFW�WUDQVODWLRQV�
to regional languages, but Abhishek Chari, a science communicator and native speaker 
RI�WKH�6RXWK�,QGLDQ�ODQJXDJH�7DPLO��XWLOL]HG�WKH�ZRUG·V�*UHHN�HW\PRORJ\��metaballein 
PHDQLQJ�́ WR�FKDQJHµ��WR�SUHVHQW�́ YDODUFKLWKDLµ�LQ�7DPLO��FRPELQLQJ�valar PHDQLQJ�́ WR�
JURZµ�DQG� chithai PHDQLQJ�´WR�GLVSHUVHµ��DV�DQ�HTXLYDOHQW� WHUP��$OWKRXJK� WKH� WHUP�
´YDODUFKLWKDLµ� LWVHOI� LV�QRW� VFLHQWLILF�� LW� EHFRPHV�VFLHQWLILF� WKURXJK� WKH�PDQQHU� WKDW�
&KDUL�XWLOL]HV�LW��&KDUL�VKDUHG�WKDW�WKH�´DJglutinative (putting multiple words together) 
QDWXUH� RI� WKH�7DPLO� ODQJXDJH� FDPH� WR� >KLV@� UHVFXH�µ� LOOXVWUDWLQJ� UHJLRQDO� ODQJXDJHV·�
´IOXLG�DQG�DGDSWDEOHµ�QDWXUH�HYHQ�LI�WKH�OH[LFRQ�FDQ�EH�VFLHQWLILFDOO\�DUFKDLF�11 While 
time-consuming, taking the initiative to assimilate English jargon into these languages 
enables more timely information dissemination. Recently, for instance, COVID-19 
informational flyers with a mix of English terms translated into Telugu phrases were 
distributed by healthcare workers. In the midst of the public health crisis, the 

 
10 Hans Peter Peters, Sharon Dunwoody, Joachim Allgaier, Yin-Yueh Lo, and Domonique Brossard, 
´3XEOLF�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�RI�6FLHQFH�����µ�EMBO Reports 15, no. 7 (June 2014): 749-753, 
https://doi.org/10.15252/embr.201438979. 
11 +DULQL�%DUDWK��´,QGLDQ�,QLWLDWLYHV«µ� 
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translation allowed non-English-speaking elderly citizens to understand crucial 
hygienic practices. 

Furthermore, science communicators can struggle to balance direct translation 
DQG�FXOWXUDO�FRQWH[W��,I�D�VFLHQWLVW·s mother tongue is a South Indian language but they 
grew up in one of the northern Indian states, they may not understand certain cultural 
references the same way someone who was born and raised in southern India may 
know. This can lead to a loss of underlying cultural content while communicating with 
native speakers. For example, there is an important alternative medical system known 
as Ayurveda that is especially popular among South Indian residents. If a scientist had 
not been acclimated to a community that practiced Ayurvedic traditions, they may 
struggle to understand the significance of Ayurvedic home care remedies used by many 
Indians during the COVID-19 pandemic. Maria Radloff of the National Ayurvedic 
0HGLFDO�$VVRFLDWLRQ�ZULWHV�WKDW�WKH�´WUXH�PHDQLQg of Ayurveda resides in its native 
ODQJXDJH�µ�DQG�LI�D�VFLHQWLVW�LV�QRW�DEOH�WR�IXOO\�JUDVS�WKH�FXOWXUDO�FRQWH[W�VXUURXQGLQJ�
$\XUYHGD·V�OLQJXLVWLF�KLVWRU\��WKH\�PD\�KDYH�D�ELDVHG�RXWORRN�12 

While expanding science communication to multilingual communities locally 
can seem like a daunting task, there are many small-scale action items that are 
important for motivating broader progress. One example is how science 
communicators such as Abhishek Chari and Kollegala Sharma are taking advantage of 
accessible media platforms such as podcasts and Instagram to directly connect with 
receptive younger demographic groups.13 Blogs, podcasts, and interview series are 
increasing in popularity as it is easier to release multiple translated versions of short 
episodes or adopt captions in different languages through these avenues. These 
grassroots methods are more convenient than traditional platforms such as television 
media which require more production resources and financial investments. 
Furthermore, passionate youth listeners and viewers also play a unique role in science 
communication efforts as they are able to (1) pressure policymakers about current 
scientific needs, (2) connect with role models, and (3) amplify awareness by sharing 
with family, friends, and peers³all through their everyday, native languages.14 

At the academic level, Indian scientists need to continue advocating for 
SXEOLFDWLRQ� MRXUQDOV� DQG� FRQIHUHQFHV� WR� ´FRPSLOH� UHYLHZV� RI� UHVHDUFK� >LQFOXGLQJ@�
speakers of a variety of languages so that important work iVQ·W�RYHUORRNHG�µ15 English 
publication journals set the tone for article citations and international research 

 
12 0DULD�5DGORII��´6DQVNULW��7KH /DQJXDJH�RI�$\XUYHGD�µ�National Ayurvedic Medical Association, 
September 19, 2019, https://www.ayurvedanama.org/articles/2019/9/19/sanskrit-the-language-of-
ayurveda. 
13 0HOLVVD�&��0iUTXH]�DQG�$QD�0DULD�3RUUDV��´6FLHQFH�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�LQ�0XOWLSOH�/DQJXDJHV�,V�
&ULWLFDO�WR�,WV�(IIHFWLYHQHVV�µ�Frontiers in Communication 5, no. 22 (May 2020), 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2020.00031. 
14 ´,QWURGXFWLRQ�WR�6FLHQFH�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�µ� 
15 %HQ�3DQNR��´(QJOLVK�,V�WKH�/DQJXDJH�RI�6FLHQFH��7KDW�,VQ·W�$OZD\V�D�*RRG�7KLQJ�µ�Smithsonian.com, 
January 2, 2017, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/english-language-science-can-
cause-problems-180961623/. 
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collaboration, emphasizing multilingualism at the heart of science dissemination can 
trickle down to local efforts as well. 

Last but not least, Indian graduate-level institutions must concretely embed 
language courses into their curricula. Within the United States, for instance, medical 
schools have adopted language courses so that training physicians will be able to 
communicate with Spanish and Mandarin-speaking patients within predominantly 
minority communities, yet this has not translated into traditional science graduate 
pathways. Gaining scientific expertise through a second language should be promoted 
among Indian students to allow more fluid communication later in their future careers. 

Overall, the special sociocultural context within India needs to be taken into 
account when understanding how to expand inclusive community engagement. The 
methods of empowering members of the general public are different from region to 
region, yet there are many underlying issues in common. It is important to note, 
however, that while promoting multilingual science communication begins at the 
JURXQG� OHYHO� ZLWK� LQGLYLGXDO� VFLHQWLVWV·� HIIRUWV�� WKH� GHWDLOHG� EDUULHUs can only be 
overcome through the support of academic institutions, community members, and 
government officials. Multilingual science approaches will not only be able to 
VWUHQJWKHQ�,QGLDQ�FLWL]HQV·�EHOLHI� LQ�VFLHQFH�EXW�DOVR�VHW� WKH� WRQH� IRU�JOREDO�VFLHQFe 
communication efforts. 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
%DUDWK��+DULQL��´,QGLDQ�,QLWLDWLYHV�$LP�WR�%UHDN�6FLHQFH
V�/DQJXDJH�%DUULHU�µ�Nature  

News, June 10, 2019. https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-01815-1. 
 
+DULKDUDQ��-DQDQL��´7KH�/DQJXDJHV�RI�6FLHQFH��/DV�/HQJXDV�'H�/D�&LHQFLD��µ�STEM  

and Culture Chronicle, December 17, 2020. https://medium.com/stem-and- 
culture-chronicle/the-languages-of-science-d5ca7cc832c9.  

 
0iUTXH]��0HOLVVD�&��DQG�$QD�0DULD�3RUUDV��´6FLHQFH�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�LQ�0XOWLSOH� 

Languages Is &ULWLFDO�WR�,WV�(IIHFWLYHQHVV�µ�Frontiers in Communication 5, no. 22  
(May 2020). https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2020.00031. 

 
1DUD\DQ��+DUL��´,QGLD��D�/DQG�RI�0DQ\�7RQJXHV�µ�The Hindu, August 7, 2017. 

https://www.thehindu.com/thread/arts-culture-society/india-a-land-of-
many-tongues/article19445187.ece. 

 
1HZFDVWOH�8QLYHUVLW\�/LEUDU\��´,QWURGXFWLRQ�WR�6FLHQFH�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�µ�$FFHVVHG� 

February 7, 
2022. https://libguides.ncl.ac.uk/sciencecommunication. 

 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Chinmayi Balusu 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 48 

3DQNR��%HQ��´(QJOLVK�,V�WKH�/DQJXDJH�RI�6FLHQFH��7KDW�,VQ·W�$OZD\V�D�*RRG�7KLQJ�µ 
Smithsonian.com, January 2, 2017. https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science- 
nature/english-language-science-can-cause-problems-180961623/. 

 
Peters, Hans Peter, Sharon Dunwoody, Joachim Allgaier, Yin-Yueh Lo, and  

Domonique %URVVDUG��́ 3XEOLF�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�RI�6FLHQFH�����µ�EMBO Reports  
15, no. 7 (June 2014): 749-753. https://doi.org/10.15252/embr.201438979. 

 
5DGORII��0DULD��´6DQVNULW��7KH�/DQJXDJH RI�$\XUYHGD�µ�National Ayurvedic Medical 

Association, September 19, 2019. 
https://www.ayurvedanama.org/articles/2019/9/19/sanskrit-the-language- 
of-ayurveda. 
 

5DKLP��6\HG�$��́ /DQJXDJH�DV�3RZHU�$SSDUDWXV��2EVHUYDWLRQV�RQ�(QJOLVK�DQG�&XOWXUDO� 
3ROLF\�µ 
World Englishes 5, no. 2-3 (July 1986): 231-239. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-971X.1986.tb00729.x. 

 
7DUG\��&KULVWLQH��´7KH�5ROH�RI�(QJOLVK�LQ�6FLHQWLILF�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ��/LQJXD�)UDQFD� 

or 7\UDQQRVDXUXV�5H["µ�Journal of English for Academic Purposes 3, no. 3 (July  
2004): 247-269. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2003.10.001. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Imaan Khasru 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 49 

COVER GIRLS: SOUTH ASIAN AMERICAN 
:20(1·6�98/1(5$%,/,7<�72�%2'<�

DISSATISFACTION, ARISING FROM CULTURAL 
DIFFERENCES IN WESTERN APPEARANCE-

BASED MEDIA 
 

IMAAN KHASRU 
B.A. Candidate in Psychology and South Asian Studies 

Princeton University, Class of 2023 
 

 Background and Motive 
ccess and exposure to media are faster and easier than ever, with leaps in 
technology that increasingly import media and its psychological impacts into 
QLFKHV�RI�HYHU\GD\�OLIH��,Q�SDUDOOHO��WKHUH·V�EHHQ�LQFUHDVLQJ�UHVHDUFK�LQWR�WKH�

negative impact of visual appearance-based media on self-objectification amongst 
female viewers. Studies find that exposure to appearance-based media (e.g., adverts, 
television, cinema, and magazines) featuring women in scarce clothing1  or suggestive 
positions2 primes women to feel self-conscious, access the appearance-based aspects 
of their self-image,3 and at least partially believe their value to arise from their bodies.4 
Individual factors can make a woman more vulnerable to body dissatisfaction 
following exposure to appearance-based media. Inman et al.5 found that these factors 
LQFOXGH�����LQFUHDVHG�H[SRVXUH�WR�VRFLDO�FRPSDULVRQ������EHOLHYLQJ�RQH·V�YDOXH�WR�FRPH�
from appearance, and (3) suffering from generally low body esteem. These three 
preconditions prime female participants to feel threatened and predict an even bigger 
drop in self-esteem following exposure to media images of thin female models.  

Interestingly, these three factors are common amongst South Asian American 
women, who often experience social comparison, 6  appearance-based teasing and 

 
1 -HQQLIHU�6WHYHQV�$XEUH\�HW�DO���´$�3LFWXUH�,V�:RUWK�7ZHQW\�:RUGV��DERXW�WKH�6HOI���7HVWLQJ�WKH�
Priming Influence of Visual Sexual Objectification on Women's Self-2EMHFWLILFDWLRQ�µ�Communication 
Research Reports 26, no. 4 (2009): pp. 271-284, https://doi.org/10.1080/08824090903293551. 
2 R. M. Calogero, S. Tantleff-'XQQ��DQG�-��.��7KRPSVRQ��´2EMHFWLILFDWLRQ�7KHRU\��$Q�,QWURGXFWLRQ��µ�
Self-Objectification in Women: Causes, Consequences, and Counteractions., 2011, pp. 3-21, 
https://doi.org/10.1037/12304-001. 
3 -HQQLIHU�6WHYHQV�$XEUH\�HW�DO���´$�3LFWXUH�,V�:RUWK«µ� 
4 .�<��.DZDPXUD��´%RG\�,PDJH�DPRQJ�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQV�µ�Encyclopedia of Body Image and Human 
Appearance, 2012, pp. 95-102, https://doi.org/10.1016/b978-0-12-384925-0.00039-0. 
5 Mary Inman, Anna Snyder, aQG�.HOYLQ�3HSUDK��´5HOLJLRXV-Body Affirmations Protect Body Esteem 
for Women Who Base Self-:RUWK�RQ�$SSHDUDQFH�RU�2WKHUV·�$SSURYDO�µ�Mental Health, Religion & 
Culture 19, no. 1 (February 2016): pp. 98-111, https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2015.1124634. 
6 K�<��.DZDPXUD��´%RG\�,PDJH«µ� 
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commentary,7 and objectification.8 These findings suggest that South Asian Americans 
constitute a subgroup of women with high vulnerability to low esteem and body 
dissatisfaction following exposure to appearance-based media. For this paper, the term 
´6RXWK�$VLDQµ�LV�XVHG�WR�UHIHU�WR�WKH�FXlture and peoples associated with countries in 
the Indian Subcontinent (e.g., Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka). While this group is 
heterogeneous,9 it still bears shared cultural norms arising from a collective past as 
shared territory under the same governance.10 

Mumford et al. (1991) found that traditional (i.e., culture-conforming in attire 
and practice) South Asian girls living in white-majority UK neighborhoods had higher 
rates of maladaptive eating attitudes than non-traditional South Asian British peers, 
but similar rates compared to peers living in Pakistan.11 This finding suggests that 
3DNLVWDQL��6RXWK�$VLDQ��FXOWXUH�KDG�D�JUHDWHU�QHJDWLYH�LPSDFW�RQ�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV·�ERG\�
esteem than did British culture from a white-majority neighborhood. Therefore, 
cultural aspects of South Asian identity and lifestyle may predispose women to low 
body esteem even outside of their exposure to appearance-based media. The 
intersection between consequences of South Asian cultural practices and exposure to 
Western media may compound to put South Asian American women at heightened 
vulnerability compared to their white peers. 

Throughout this paper, I will be looking at cultural aspects and experiences 
that make American appearance-based media an example of a Western cultural 
phenomenon with a greater negative impact on the psychological state of South Asian 
American women than on their white American peers. The consequences of this 
heightened effect include low body esteem, self-objectification, and maladaptive eating 
habits.12 In general, while Asian Americans make up the fastest-growing ethnic group 

 
7 0DWWKHZ�+RGHV��&KHU\O�-RQHV��DQG�+XJK�'DYLHV��´&URVV-Cultural Differences in Maternal Evaluation 
RI�&KLOGUHQ
V�%RG\�6KDSHV�µ�International Journal of Eating Disorders 19, no. 3 (1996): pp. 257-263, 
https://doi.org/10.1002/(sici)1098-108x(199604)19:3<257::aid-eat4>3.0.co;2-l. 
8 +HQULNH�'RQQHU��´2QH
V�2ZQ�0DUULDJH
��/RYH�0DUULDJHV�LQ�D�&DOFXWWD�1HLJKERXUKRRG�µ�South Asia 
Research 22, no. 1 (2002): pp. 79-94, https://doi.org/10.1177/026272800202200104. 
9 0��$�.HQQHG\�HW�DO���´$VLDQ�%RG\�,PDJH�6DWLVIDFWLRQ��(WKQLF�DQG�*HQGHU�'LIIHUHQFHV�DFURVV�&KLQHVH��
Indo-Asian, and European-'HVFHQW�6WXGHQWV�µ�Eating Disorders 12, no. 4 (2004): pp. 321-336, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10640260490521415. 
10 0DQLQGHU�6DQJDU�DQG�-XOLD�+RZH��´+RZ�'LVFRXUVHV�RI�6KDUDP��6KDPH��DQG�0HQWDO�+HDOWK�
Influence the Help-6HHNLQJ�%HKDYLRXUV�RI�%ULWLVK�%RUQ�*LUOV�RI�6RXWK�$VLDQ�+HULWDJH�µ�Educational 
Psychology in Practice 37, no. 4 (2021): pp. 343-361, https://doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2021.1951676. 
11 'DYLG�0XPIRUG��$QGUHZ�:KLWHKRXVH��DQG�0DUJDUHW�3ODWWV��´6RFLRFXOWXUDO�&RUUHODWHV�RI�(DWLQJ�
'LVRUGHUV�DPRQJ�$VLDQ�6FKRROJLUOV�LQ�%UDGIRUG�µ�British Journal of Psychiatry 158, no. 2 (1991): 222-28. 
doi: 10.1192/bjp.158.2.222. 
12 (LOHHQ�/��=XUEULJJHQ�HW�DO���´5HSRUW�RI�WKH�$3$�7DVN�)RUFH�RQ�WKH�6H[XDOL]DWLRQ�RI�*LUOV�µ�$PHULFDQ�
Psychological Association (American Psychological Association, 2007), 
https://www.apa.org/pi/women �SURJUDPV�JLUOV�UHSRUW��-HQQLIHU�6WHYHQV�$XEUH\�HW�DO���´$�3LFWXUH�,V�
:RUWK«µ��$P\�6ODWHU�DQG�0DULND�7LJJHPDQQ��´0HGLD�([SRVXUH��([WUDFXUULFXODU�$FWLYLWLHV��DQG�
Appearance-5HODWHG�&RPPHQWV�DV�3UHGLFWRUV�RI�)HPDOH�$GROHVFHQWV·�6HOI-2EMHFWLILFDWLRQ�µ�Psychology of 
Women Quarterly 39, no. 3 (2014): pp. 375-389, https://doi.org/10.1177/0361684314554606; Leah 
%RHSSOH�DQG�-��.HYLQ�7KRPSVRQ��´$�&RQWHQW�$QDO\WLF�6WXG\�RI�$SSHDUDQFH�6WDQGDUGV�IRU�:RPHQ�RI�
&RORU�LQ�0DJD]LQHV��µ�Psychology of Popular Media Culture 7, no. 3 (2018): pp. 264-273, 
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000136. 
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in America,13 they are still vastly overlooked in psychological research,14 especially in 
UHVHDUFK� DERXW� ZRPHQ·V� SV\FKRORJLFDO� KHDOWK� DQG� ERG\� HVWHHP�� ZKLFK� WHQGV� WR�
emphasize or use majority-white participants.15 By investigating how the objectifying 
effect of appearance-based media on women (and the subsequent psychological 
consequences that follow as a result) varies across races, I will demonstrate the need 
for increased research into the body esteem and psychological health of South Asian 
women. This is crucial because South Asian women tend to display below-average 
help-seeking behavior and need more support than their white peers. 16 
 

0HGLD�DQG�:RPHQ·V�%RG\�(VWHHP 
To understand the psychological damage that appearance-based media can 

inflict on women, one needs to understand Objectification Theory, defined by 
&DORJHUR�HW�DO��DV�WKH�YLHZLQJ�RI�ZRPHQ·V�ERGLHV�DV�REMHFWV�WKDW�H[LVW�IRU�RWKHUV��WR�EH�
controlled, defined, and used by others for their own needs. 17  Objectification is 
induced and proliferated by stimuli like interpersonal encounters and visual media. By 
GHILQLWLRQ�� REMHFWLILFDWLRQ� FRQVLGHUV�ZRPHQ� DV� LQVWUXPHQWV� IRU� WKH�JDLQ�RI�RWKHUVɆ�
often for the pleasure and service of men. Over time, repeated experiences of being 
objectified can socialize women to see their value stored in appearance or in the 
function they serve to others, which lowers self-esteem. 

American women often repeatedly experience objectification through real-life, 
appearance-based media. Using a qualitative study of print media in America, 
Stankiewicz & Rosselli found that on average, around 52% of advertisements featuring 
women portray them as sexual objects. 18  This statistic rises to 76% when only 
FRQVLGHULQJ�DGYHUWLVHPHQWV�LQ�PHQ·V�PDJD]LQHV��$XEUH\�HW�DO��IRXQG�WKDW�DIWHU�ORRNLQJ�
at real magazine pictures of models in provocative clothing, women had more 
appearance-based comments, but fewer positive comments to make about themselves. 
19 The magazines had an objectifying effect on participants and socialized them to 
LQWHUQDOL]H� RXWVLGHUV·� SHUVSHFWLYHV� RI� WKHPVHOYHV� DV� REMHFWV�� L�H��� LW� HQFRXUDJHG�
participants to self-objectify.20 Repeated experiences of objectification socialize females 

 
13 $EE\�%XGLPDQ�DQG�1HLO�*��5XL]��´.H\�IDFWV�DERXW�$VLDQ�RULJLQ�JURXSV�LQ�WKH�8�6��µ�3HZ�5HVHDUFK�
Center, Pew Research Center, April 29, 2021, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2021/04/29/key-facts-about-asian-origin-groups-in-the-u-s/.  
14 .�<��.DZDPXUD��´%RG\�,PDJH«µ� 
15 .D\RNR�<RNR\DPD��´7KH�'RXEOH�%LQGV�RI�2XU�%RGLHV�µ�Women & Therapy 30, no. 3-4 (2007): pp. 
177-192, https://doi.org/10.1300/j015v30n03_13. 
16 6DQJDU�DQG�+RZH��´+RZ�'LVFRXUVHV«µ� 
17 Calogero, Tantleff-'XQQ��DQG�7KRPSVRQ��´2EMHFWLILFDWLRQ�7KHRU\���µ� 
18 -XOLH�0��6WDQNLHZLF]�DQG�)UDQFLQH�5RVVHOOL��´:RPHQ�DV�6H[�2EMHFWV�DQG�9LFWLPV�LQ�3ULQW�
$GYHUWLVHPHQWV�µ�Sex Roles 58, no. 7-8 (2008): pp. 579-589, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-007-9359-
1. 
19 -HQQLIHU�6WHYHQV�$XEUH\�HW�DO���´$�3LFWXUH�,V�:RUWK«µ� 
20 $P\�6ODWHU�DQG�0DULND�7LJJHPDQQ��´0HGLD�([SRVXUH��([WUDFXUULFXODU�$FWLYLWLHV��DQG�$SSHDUDQFH-
5HODWHG�&RPPHQWV�DV�3UHGLFWRUV�RI�)HPDOH�$GROHVFHQWV·�6HOI-2EMHFWLILFDWLRQ�µ�Psychology of Women 
Quarterly 39, no. 3 (2014): pp. 375-389, https://doi.org/10.1177/0361684314554606. 
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over time to value women based on appearance and usefulness to others.21 Therefore, 
women who repeatedly self-objectify may come to see their bodies as ´REMHFWV�RI�RWKHUV·�
GHVLUHV�µ�instead of modes for their expression and autonomy. 22 

Continuing their in-depth study of objectification in women, Calogero et al. 
argue that the wider consequences of pronounced objectification are twofold. 23 
)LUVWO\�� LW� IUDJPHQWV� WKH� VXEMHFW·V� LGHQWLW\� LQWR� D� FROOHFWion of traits subject to 
HYDOXDWLRQɆ�D�GLYLGH-and-conquer tactic that makes the subject increasingly vulnerable 
to psychological distress and anticipative of external evaluation. Secondly, it 
XQGHUHPSKDVL]HV� WKH� VXEMHFW·V� LQWHQWLRQV�� DPELWLRQV�� DQG� FRQFHUQs, while putting 
greater emphasis on the desires and opinions of others. This indirectly frames the 
subject as an instrument beholden to the whims of others and lowers self-esteem. Thus, 
objectification is a powerful tool for sociocultural control over womHQ·V� DFWLRQV��
ambitions, and intentions. Psychological consequences of this lack of control include 
maladaptive eating attitudes, poor self-image, and appearance-anxiety.24 

The effect of appearance-EDVHG�PHGLD� RQ� ZRPHQ·V� ERG\� HVWHHP� DQG� VHOI-
image is subjeFW� WR� YDULDWLRQ� LQ� DQ� LQGLYLGXDO·V� SHUVRQDOLW\� DQG� HQYLURQPHQW�� ,Q�
particular, a 2016 observational study found that two groups of women are most 
negatively influenced by appearance-based media: (1) those who already show body 
dissatisfaction before exposure, and (2) those who measure their value based on 
DSSHDUDQFH�DQG�RWKHUV·�DSSURYDO�25 Through cultural practices and experiences, South 
Asian women regularly experience appearance-based commentary, are subject to social 
comparison, and are more vulnerable to appearance-based media. In this paper, we 
will take a closer look at South Asian American experiences and practices that heighten 
psychological vulnerability to appearance-based media, including (1) social 
comparison, (2) cultural conflict with western beauty ideals, and (3) prevalent 
objectification of South Asian women. Through this examination, I will argue that 
South Asian American women are at an above-average risk of low esteem and self-
objectification, which has negative consequences for psychological health.  
 

Asian Women in American Media 
Appearance-based media also differs in the representation of women from 

different racial groups; Asian American women are under-represented or represented 
with different stereotypes than peers from other races are. Boepple & Thompson 
analyzed the visual representation (i.e., photographs) of women in popular, American, 
ZRPHQ·V�IDVKLRQ�PDJD]LQHV� 26 They found that amongst women presented, only 0.2% 
were dark-VNLQQHG�$VLDQV��MXGJHG�WR�DOO�EH�6RXWK�$VLDQ�Ɇ�IDU�EHORZ�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�RI�

 
21 $P\�6ODWHU�DQG�0DULND�7LJJHPDQQ��´0HGLD�([SRVXUH«µ�� 
22 =XUEULJJHQ�HW�DO���´5HSRUW�RI�WKH�$3$«µ����� 
23 Calogero, Tantleff-'XQQ��DQG�7KRPSVRQ��´2EMHFWLILFDWLRQ�7KHRU\���µ. 
24 $P\�6ODWHU�DQG�0DULND�7LJJHPDQQ��´0HGLD�([SRVXUH«µ� 
25 ,QPDQ��6Q\GHU��DQG�3HSUDK��´5HOLJLRXV-%RG\�$IILUPDWLRQV«µ� 
26 %RHSSOH�DQG�7KRPSVRQ��´$�&RQWHQW�$QDO\WLF�6WXG\«µ� 
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South Asians in America. A total of 2.4% of women photographed overall were Asian, 
though a whopping 85% of them were light-skinned, 100% had facial features smaller 
than the average for Asians, and 100% had long straight hair. This homogeneity 
suggests stricter standards for the appearance of Asian women compared to peers 
from other races. Furthermore, the physical traits that were more frequent were 
interpreted as more conforming to white beauty standards, such as fair skin, small 
features, and straight hair. Lastly, most appearances of Asian women were related to 
advertisements and editorials emphasizing clothing and make-up, which leads Boepple 
	�7KRPSVRQ�WR�WKHRUL]H�WKDW�WKHUH·V�D�KLJKHU�HPSKDVLV�RQ�WKH�DSSHDUDQFH�DQG�VW\OLQJ�
of Asian women, especially compared to white peers. 

Furthermore, American television tends to portray women of color 
LQIUHTXHQWO\��DQG�DV�́ H[RWLF��SDVVLYH��RU�VH[XDO�REMHFWV�µ27 Therefore, appearance-based 
media bears different messages for and can have different effects on women 
depending on race. Overall, this limited and skewed representation can exacerbate 
both racial teasing and internal conflict with western beauty ideals amongst South 
Asian American women. 

 
South Asian American Practices and Experiences 

Social Comparison through Racial Teasing 
Women who determine their value through appearance and the approval of 

others are more vulnerable to low body esteem following exposure to appearance-
based media of thin models.28 Slater and Tiggemann affirm this theory by arguing that 
self-objectification LV� ODUJHO\� H[DFHUEDWHG� GXULQJ� SXEHUW\� EHFDXVH� LW·V� D� WLPH� ZKHQ�
women are increasingly ´ORRNHG�DW��FRPPHQWHG�RQ��DQG�HYDOXDWHG�E\�RWKHUV�µ29 In other words, 
appearance-EDVHG� FRPPHQWDU\� DQG� VRFLDO� FRPSDULVRQ� FDQ� LQFUHDVH� ZRPHQ·V�
vulnerability to poor self-esteem following exposure to appearance-based media. 
These conditions can stem from interpersonal interactions that emphasize appearance 
or objectify women. 

Appearance-based comments of any kind (even positive) prime women to feel 
self-conscious and objectified because they frame themselves as an object to be looked 
at and evaluated. 30  However, negative comments and teasing are more strongly 
associated with body dissatisfaction, maladaptive eating practices, and psychological 
distress, amongst adults and adolescents alike.31 

 
27 .�<��.DZDPXUD��´%RG\�,PDJH«µ������ 
28 .DWK\�:LOFR[�DQG�-DPHV�'��/DLUG��´7KH�,PSDFW�RI Media Images of Super-Slender Women on 
Women's Self-Esteem: Identification, Social Comparison, and Self-3HUFHSWLRQ�µ�Journal of Research in 
Personality 34, no. 2 (2000): pp. 278-286, https://doi.org/10.1006/jrpe.1999.2281; Inman, Snyder, and 
3HSUDK��´5HOLgious-%RG\�$IILUPDWLRQV«µ� 
29 $P\�6ODWHU�DQG�0DULND�7LJJHPDQQ��´0HGLD�([SRVXUH«µ� 
30 =XUEULJJHQ�HW�DO���´5HSRUW�RI�WKH�$3$«µ 
31 $P\�6ODWHU�DQG�0DULND�7LJJHPDQQ��´0HGLD�([SRVXUH«µ������� 
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Compared to other cultures, Asian culture tends to emphasize teasing and 
appearance-based commentary as a means by which to control and discipline young 
children. 32  This is one factor that predisposes women to high psychological 
vulnerability following exposure to appearance-based media. Like other collectivist 
cultures, Asian culture generally deemphasizes the individual self in an attempt to 
prioritize overall societal harmony. In a report studying body image amongst Asian 
Americans, Kawamura explains that Asian culture traditionally views the female body 
DV�DQ�H[WHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�IDPLO\·V�RXWZDUG-facing reputation. As a result, Asian American 
women are under more pressure (compared to white American women or men in 
general) to maintain a ´SHUIHFWµ appearance that will attract respectable suitors. 33 
Moreover, Asian American parents often resort to shame, criticism, and disapproval 
to pressure their daughters into changing and maintaining a certain physical 
appearance. 

Unlike their white American peers, South Asians in America experience 
appearance-based comments about physical features that are ethnically distinct from 
the dominant group (i.e., the white beauty ideal).34 This phenomenon is called racial 
teasing and results in negative affect and psychological turmoil that increases 
vulnerability to psychological challenges like self-objectification. Racial teasing makes 
its subjects increasingly aware of, sensitive about, and perhaps even ashamed of their 
DSSHDUDQFHɆ� IUDPLQJ� LW� DV� D� VRXUFH� RI� trauma and pain. A 1997 survey amongst 
college-aged women found that compared to white peers, South Asian Canadian 
women all wanted lighter skin. Darker women had an even stronger desire to be 
fairer.35 Reddy & Crowther argue that these findings highlight the internalization of 
western beauty standards, which prime self-consciousness and body dissatisfaction 
amongst women of color contrast this ideal.36 This body dissatisfaction is exacerbated 
by the aforementioned infrequent and fair-skewed representation of South Asian 
women in American magazines.37 The relationship between internalizing white beauty 
standards and feeling dissatisfied with ethnically distinct physical traits could explain 
why racial teasing is correlated with maladaptive eating attitudes (exacerbated by 
exposure to appearance-based media).  
 
 

 
32 .�<��.DZDPXUD��´%RG\�,PDJH«µ� 
33 Ibid, 96. 
34 Sheethal '��5HGG\�DQG�-DQLV�+��&URZWKHU��´7HDVLQJ��$FFXOWXUDWLRQ��DQG�&XOWXUDO�&RQIOLFW��
3V\FKRVRFLDO�&RUUHODWHV�RI�%RG\�,PDJH�DQG�(DWLQJ�$WWLWXGHV�DPRQJ�6RXWK�$VLDQ�:RPHQ��µ�Cultural 
Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology 13, no. 1 (2007): pp. 45-53, https://doi.org/10.1037/1099-
9809.13.1.45. 
35 6��6DKD\�DQG�1��3LUDQ��´6NLQ-color preferences and body satisfaction among South Asian-Canadian 
and European-&DQDGLDQ�IHPDOH�XQLYHUVLW\�VWXGHQWV�µ�-�6RF�3V\FKRO������QR������������SS������² 171, 
https://doi:10.1080/00224549709595427. 
36 5HGG\�DQG�&URZWKHU��´7HDVLQJ��$FFXOWXUDWLRQ«µ� 
37 %RHSSOH�DQG�7KRPSVRQ��´$�&RQWHQW�$QDO\WLF�6WXG\«µ� 
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Cultural Conflict with Western Beauty Standards 
Studies disagree on whether or not internalizing a thin-ideal standard produces 

low body esteem and maladaptive eating habits amongst women. On one hand, many 
studies only look at the effect that the media of thin ZRPHQ�KDV�RQ�IHPDOH�YLHZHUV·�
body esteem. 38 A controlled experiment by Roberts & Good found that looking at 
PHGLD�RI�KHDYLHU�ZRPHQ�FDQ�HYHQ�LQFUHDVH�ZRPHQ·V�VHOI-esteem, by making them feel 
thinner and therefore closer to the western ideal. 39 On the other hand, a multivariate 
analysis of a survey conducted by Reddy and Crowther found that internalizing the 
thin-LGHDO�EHDXW\�VWDQGDUG�LVQ·W�VLJQLILFDQWO\�UHODWHG�WR�ERG\�HVWHHP�RU�HDWLQJ�KDELWV��
but that cultural conflict with this western ideal does correlate with both low body esteem 
and maladaptive eating. 40  Cultural conflict is the tension between two diverse 
FXOWXUHVɆ�LQ�WKLV�FDVH��WKH�WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�LQGLYLGXDOLVW��$PHULFDQ�GRPLQDQW�FXOWXUH��
versus the collectivist culture of South Asia. This definition is borrowed from the work 
of Reddy & Crowther, who find that cultural conflict leads to cognitive dissonance, 
psychological distress, and negative affect.41  

We have already discussed how western beauty ideals are unrealistic or elusive 
for women of color who have distinct, ethnically-defined physical features. This is one 
source of cultural conflict between the standard of beauty within racially distinct 
cultures like South Asian culture, versus that of western cultures (propagated in 
western appearance-based media). Another factor arises in a 1996 field study 
conducted by Hodes et al., which found that 6 in 19 South Asian mothers were worried 
DERXW�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ·V�ERG\�VKDSHɆ�IDU�PRUH�WKDQ�PRWKHUV�RI�RWKHU�UDFHV�  42 Mothers 
were more openly concerned about the appearance of their daughters than that of their 
sons. The mothers surveyed had relatively similar distributions of weights and body 
W\SHV�ZLWKLQ�HDFK� UDFLDO�JURXS�� VXJJHVWLQJ� WKDW� WKHLU�GLIIHUHQFHV� LQ�HYDOXDWLRQ�GLGQ·W�
come from differences in their own bodies, but from a difference in their cultural 
values and practices. Interestingly, South Asian mothers preferred for their children to 
have a heavier weight and larger frame than did white or black mothers surveyed, 
suggesting a conflict in body preferences that falls under the larger umbrella of cultural 
conflict.  

3DUHQWDO� SUHIHUHQFH� DQG� DWWLWXGH� KDYH� D� VL]DEOH� LPSDFW� RQ� FKLOGUHQ·V�
GHYHORSPHQW�� 0RWKHUV� GLUHFWO\� LQIOXHQFH� WKHLU� FKLOGUHQ·V� DSSHDUDQFHV� YLD� IHHGLQJ�
practices, health-based interventions (e.g., diets, clinic visits, medication, etc.), and 
direct communication (including teasing).43 Therefore, this maternal involvement in 

 
38 :LOFR[�DQG�-/DLUG��´7KH�,PSDFW�RI�0HGLD�,PDJHV«µ��,QPDQ��6Q\GHU��DQG�3HSUDK��´5HOLJLRXV-Body 
$IILUPDWLRQV«µ� 
39 Alan Roberts and Emily Good, ´0HGLD�,PDJHV�DQG�)HPDOH�%RG\�'LVVDWLVIDFWLRQ��7KH�0RGHUDWLQJ�
Effects of the Five-)DFWRU�7UDLWV�µ�Eating Behaviors 11, no. 4 (2010): pp. 211-216, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eatbeh.2010.04.002. 
40 5HGG\�DQG�&URZWKHU��´7HDVLQJ��$FFXOWXUDWLRQ«µ� 
41 Ibid. 
42 HodeV��-RQHV��DQG�'DYLHV��´&URVV-&XOWXUDO�'LIIHUHQFHV«µ� 
43 Ibid. 
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6RXWK�$VLDQ�FKLOGUHQ·V�DSSHDUDQFHV�FDQ�SULPH�GDXJKWHUV�WR�VHOI-objectify before they 
even consume visual media, and contribute to cultural conflict about appearance and 
EHDXW\�VWDQGDUGVɆ�L�H���D�FRQIOLFW�EHWZHHQ�ZKHWKHU�WR�SULRULWL]H�WKH�:HVWHUQ-favoured 
thin ideal or the larger-body preference held by South Asian parents. Kawamura finds 
that intergenerational conflict is a common symptom of cultural conflict, which 
KHLJKWHQV� $VLDQ� $PHULFDQV·� YXOQHUDELOLW\� WR� SV\FKRORJLFDO� GLVWUHVV�� LQFOXGLQJ� ERG\�
dissatisfaction. 44 7KLV� ILQGLQJ�DIILUPV�5HGG\�	�&URZWKHU·V� WKHRU\� WKDW�6RXWK�$VLDQ�
women suffer body dissatisfaction as a result of cultural conflict and opposing 
appearance-based pressures from distinct societies. 45  Furthermore, the body 
dissatisfaction arising from this cultural conflict also increases South Asian American 
ZRPHQ·V�YXOQHUDELOLW\�WR�QHJDWLYH�SV\FKRORJical consequences following exposure to 
Western appearance-based media. 

 
Objectification of Female Body and Sexuality 

South Asian cultures tend to emphasize values of ́ UHSXWDWLRQ��GLJQLW\��UHVSHFW��
^DQG`�VRFLDO�VWDQGLQJ�µ�DQG�HYHQ�KDYH�XQLTXH�ZRUGV�WR� sum up such values. 46 One 
such socially-prescribed way to achieve such values is through the ´SROLFLQJµ�RI�ZRPHQ·V�
appearances and sexual behaviors, indirectly framing female relatives as ´REMHFWV� RI�
FRQWURO�µ 47 This social practice normalizes the use of female bodies as instruments for 
WKH� HYDOXDWLRQ� DQG� JDLQ� RI� RWKHUVɆ� L�H�� RXU� RSHUDWLYH� GHILQLWLRQ� RI� REMHFWLILFDWLRQ��
Therefore, there is a link between South Asian cultural values and low female body 
esteem (via objectification). This account furthermore suggests that South Asian 
women tend to base self-worth on appearance and the evaluation of others, which 
Inman et al. find increases the risk of low esteem following exposure to appearance-
based media.48 

Historically, South Asian cultures have publicly framed women as instruments 
with which to improve family reputation via favorable marriages.49 Sociological studies 
find that traditional South Asian families believe interpersonal relationships between 
WKHLU� GDXJKWHUV� DQG�PHQ� FRXOG�´GDPDJH� WKHLU� UHSXWDWLRQµ as a family. 50 Therefore, 
South Asian women deeply embedded in traditional cultural beliefs and practices may 
be socialized with high awareness of and pressure on their visual presentation, 
especially to men. In other words, South Asian cultural practices tend to emphasize a 
ZRPDQ·V�YDOXH�FRPLQJ�IURP�KHU�DSSHDUDQFH��DQG�XVH�QHJDWLYH�SUHVVXUHV�OLNH�VKDPH�WR�
FORVHO\�PDLQWDLQ� 6RXWK�$VLDQ�ZRPHQ·V�DSSHDUDQFHV�51 These factors increase South 

 
44 .�<��.DZDPXUD��´%RG\�,PDJH«µ� 
45 5HGG\�DQG�&URZWKHU��´7HDVLQJ��$FFXOWXUDWLRQ«µ� 
46 6DQJDU�DQG�+RZH��´+RZ�'LVFRXUVHV«µ� 
47 Ibid, 3-9. 
48 ,QPDQ��6Q\GHU��DQG�3HSUDK��´5HOLJLRXV-%RG\�$IILUPDWLRQV«µ� 
49 'RQQHU��´2QH
V�2ZQ�0DUULDJH
«µ�� 
50 Ibid, 84. 
51 6DQJDU�DQG�+RZH��´+RZ�'LVFRXUVHV«µ� 
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$VLDQ� $PHULFDQ� ZRPHQ·V� YXOQHUDELOLW\� WR� WKH� QHJDWLYH� SV\FKRORJLFDO� LPpact of 
appearance-based Western media, resulting in high rates of psychological distress, 
body dissatisfaction, and maladaptive eating.  

 
Consequences to Mental Health 

Objectification increases psychological distress by fragmenting women into 
individual traits and physical features subject to evaluation.52 In doing so, it reduces 
the humanity of women and deemphasizes female autonomy and desire. South Asian 
American women are objectified by a myriad of cultural influences that hinder their 
body esteem and psychological health. As shown above, South Asian culturally 
prevalent practices and values include appearance-based commentary, 53  social 
comparison, and framing female bodies as instruments for family gain.54 Additionally, 
living in America involves new challenges to body esteem, including cultural conflict, 
racial teasing, and unrealistic western beauty standards that are more difficult for South 
Asian women to aspire to, due to ethnically-distinct physical features that contrast the 
western ideal.55 Some of these challenges extend to other American women, too (e.g., 
internalizing an unrealistic western beauty standard or facing appearance-based 
pressure from family), but South Asian women are still at higher psychological risk due 
to below-average help-seeking tendencies.56 

Sangar & Howe find that South Asian culture uniquely constructs shame as a 
mechanism through which to protect reputation by discouraging norm-breaking 
behavior. 57  As a consequence, South Asian women are sexually overpoliced and 
pressured to not seek mental healthcare or support, which could publicize familial 
problems. Kawamura explains that Asian cultures tend to value emotional restraint as 
a means by which to preserve group harmony. 58 Compared to white Americans, South 
Asian American women have above-average rates of suicide, self-harm, depression, 
and eating disorders, but still receive a below-average rate of medical treatment.59 
Therefore, it is both challenging and urgent to increase research and resources for low 
body esteem and mental health amongst South Asian American women. 

 
Conclusion 

Western appearance-EDVHG� PHGLD� ORZHUV� ZRPHQ·V� ORZ� ERG\� HVWHHP� E\�
propagating unrealistic ideals for female beauty and framing female bodies as entities 
for evaluation and use by others.60 South Asian American women in particular suffer 

 
52 Calogero, Tantleff-'XQQ��DQG�7KRPSVRQ��´2EMHFWLILFDWLRQ�7KHRU\���µ� 
53 .�<��.DZDPXUD��´%RG\�,PDJH«µ� 
54 'RQQHU��´2QH
V�2ZQ�0DUULDJH
«µ� 
55 5HGG\�DQG�&URZWKHU��´7HDVLQJ��$FFXOWXUDWLRQ«µ� 
56 6DQJDU�DQG�+RZH��´+RZ�'LVFRXUVHV«µ� 
57 Ibid. 
58 .�<��.DZDPXUD��´%RG\�,PDJH«µ� 
59 6DQJDU�DQG�+RZH��´+RZ�'LVFRXUVHV«µ��.�<��.DZDPXUD��´%RG\�,PDJH«µ� 
60 6WDQNLHZLF]�DQG�5RVVHOOL��´:RPHQ�DV�6H[�2EMHFWV«µ� 
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from this effect more than their white American peers do, because of pre-existing high 
rates of body dissatisfaction, which according to Inman et al. increase vulnerability to 
the negative influence of appearance-based media. 61  This pre-existing low body 
esteem arises from cultural values and practices (e.g., cultural prevalence of social 
comparison, appearance-based commentary, familial pressure on appearance) and in 
part from cultural conflict (e.g., between western and South Asian beauty ideals, or 
internal conflict stemming from racial teasing). In particular, Fitzsimmons-Craft et al. 
find that high levels of social comparison and body surveillance can be the difference 
EHWZHHQ�ZKHWKHU�PHGLD�MXVW�DIIHFWV�ZRPHQ·V�WKRXJKWV��RU�ZKHWKHU�LW�DOVR�DIIHFWV�WKHLU�
behavior and actions.62 Put another way, familial involvement in and objectification of 
6RXWK�$VLDQ�GDXJKWHUV·�SK\VLFDO�DSSHDUDQFH�FDQ�PHDQ�WKDW�WKHVH�ZRPHQ�VXIIHU�ERWK�
the typical mental symptoms like self-objectification and additional, more extreme 
behavioral symptoms like starving oneself. Furthermore, these repeated experiences 
of objectification through exposure to appearance-based media or appearance-based 
commentary may cause South Asian American women to self-objectify more than 
their white peers by basing their self-worth based on appearance and usefulness to 
others. 

Exposure to appearance-based media that internalizes the western beauty ideal 
is only one example of an experience that challenges the body esteem of South Asian 
American women more than their white American peers. In general, South Asian 
women tend to be underrepresented in studies of body image and body esteem, which 
leaves their vulnerabilities and challenges more undiscovered and undiscussed 
compared to those of their white peers. IW·V�GLVSXWHG�ZKHWKHU�6RXWK�$VLDQ�ZRPHQ�
tend to experience equal63 or above-average64 rates of body dissatisfaction and eating 
disorders compared to peers from other races. However, at an intersection between 
South Asian culture and American culture, South Asian American women suffer 
doubly from appearance-based pressures in both societies. This is especially dangerous 
given that South Asian women express below-average rates of help-seeking behavior,65 
and are discouraged from expressing mental health concerns, for the sake of 
preserving harmony in collectivist culture. 66  Increased support from research and 
mental health resources are needed to help South Asian women break through this 
barrier of silence and overcome these extreme challenges to body esteem. 

  

 
61 Inman, Snyder, and Peprah, ´5HOLJLRXV-%RG\�$IILUPDWLRQV«µ� 
62 Ellen E. Fitzsimmons-&UDIW�HW�DO���´([DPLQLQJ�6RFLDO�3K\VLTXH�$Q[LHW\�DQG�'LVRUGHUHG�(DWLQJ�LQ�
&ROOHJH�:RPHQ��WKH�5ROHV�RI�6RFLDO�&RPSDULVRQ�DQG�%RG\�6XUYHLOODQFH�µ�Appetite 59, no. 3 (2012): pp. 
796-805, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2012.08.019. 
63 BoeSSOH�DQG�7KRPSVRQ��´$�&RQWHQW�$QDO\WLF�6WXG\«µ� 
64 .HQQHG\�HW�DO���´$VLDQ�%RG\�,PDJH�6DWLVIDFWLRQ«µ��5HGG\�DQG�&URZWKHU��´7HDVLQJ��
$FFXOWXUDWLRQ«µ� 
65 6DQJDU�DQG�+RZH��´+RZ�'LVFRXUVHV«µ� 
66 .�<��.DZDPXUD��´%RG\�,PDJH«µ� 
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Introduction 

ocial mobility represents the degree to which people can move between the 
socioeconomic strata across generations. In societies with low social mobility, 
oQH·V success in life is highly dependent on circumstances of birth and 

upbringing. 1  Unsurprisingly, countries with low social mobility are also often 
associated with low life satisfaction, individual well-being, and social cohesion.2 
 The study of social mobility is important since social mobility is an indicator 
of a fair and just society where all members have an equal chance of moving up the 
social hierarchy through equality of opportunities. Promoting social mobility can be 
seen as a way to advance equality and eliminate barriers faced by different groups 
within the population. This is particularly rHOHYDQW� LQ� WRGD\·V� &KLQD� LQ� OLJKW� RI� LWV�
current socio-economic developments, the revival of Communist ideology, and the Xi 
DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ·V� UDOO\� IRU� ´FRPPRQ� SURVSHULW\µ� DQG� HTXDOLW\� DV� WKH� FRXQWU\·V� QH[W�
national agenda.3 
 Post-1978 marketization of China has resulted in a drastic shift in the spatial 
and social mobility of a large proportion of the population. De-collectivization and the 
loosening of migrant restrictions liberated the peasants to pursue better opportunities 
in the city where a large number of state investments were being poured into 
developing economic hubs.4 Yet, China is still known to have one of the highest levels 
of social inequality and wealth disparity, with increasing media attention on its 
exploitative work culture.5  
 This research paper seeks to understand the issue of inequality in present-day 
China by describing the state of intergenerational social mobility at a macro level, using 
survey data collected in 2018. Specifically, this paper aims to answer the questions of 
how levels of social mobility have changed since the Reform era and what are the 

 
1 0LFKDHO�+RXW��´$�6XPPDU\�RI�:KDW�:H�.QRZ�DERXW�6RFLDO�0RELOLW\�µ The ANNALS of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science 657, no. 1 (January 2015): 27²
36, https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716214547174. 
2 ´$�EURNHQ�VRFLDO�HOHYDWRU"�+RZ�WR�SURPRWH�VRFLDO�PRELOLW\�µ�&23(�3ROLF\�%ULHI��2(&'��-XQH�
2018, https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/Social-Mobility-2018-PolicyBrief.pdf. 
3 ´&3&�UHOHDVHV�NH\�SXEOLFDWLRQ�RQ�LWV�PLVVLRQ��FRQWULEXWLRQV�µ�7KH�6WDWH�&RXQFLO�,QIRUPDWLRQ�2IILFH�
of the People's Republic of China, China SCIO, August 26, 2021, 
http://english.scio.gov.cn/topnews/2021-08/26/content_77715862.htm.  
4 +XLPLQ�'X�DQG�:HQIHL�:LQQLH�:DQJ���7KH�0DNLQJ�RI�WKH�¶0LJUDQW�&ODVV
���The SAGE Handbook of 
Contemporary China 2 (2018): 985-1002, https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781526436085.n47. 
5 Yanjie Bian et al., "Income Inequality and Class Stratification." The SAGE Handbook of Contemporary 
China 2 (2018): 1022-41. https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781526436085.n49. 
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predictors of social mobility in the new generation of Chinese. In my study, I find that 
changes in absolute mobility levels differ significantly among class, meaning that 
whereas there has been a higher upward occupational mobility into secondary sectors 
among lower-class farmers, there has been a sharp decrease in downwards mobility 
among the upper elites. This can be traced back to two factors - the decreasing 
significance of education as a social leveler and the rise in levels of status inheritance.  

 
Literature Review 

Studies of social mobility in China can be broadly categorized into three time 
periods: Mao Era, post-1978 reform era, and post-reform Era. Since my research 
focuses on modern-day China, the following literature review will cover works on the 
reform era and its consequences. 
 Large-scale, representative census or survey data is often used to analyze 
societal trends of status attainment.6 While many of the earlier works were limited to 
particular cities due to the unavailability of national-scale datasets, more recent studies 
have been able to utilize nationally representative information to analyze mobility 
trends.7  
 There is a general consensus that the post-1978 reform era led to an increase 
LQ� VRFLDO�PRELOLW\�IRU� WKH�JUHDWHU�&KLQHVH�SRSXODWLRQ��8QGHU�0DR·V� VWDWXV�KLHUDUFK\�
and rigid institutional structures, it was difficult for individuals to alter their social 
status. Chinese rural peasants were obligated to collective farming and the strict Hukou 
system entirely prevented them from gaining urban privileges, such as compulsory 
education and healthcare.8 In the cities, state enterprises employed majority of the 
urban workforce, proviGLQJ�D�V\VWHP�RI�MRE�VHFXULW\�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�́ LURQ�ULFH�ERZOµ�IRU�
a majority of state employees who enjoyed generous welfare and guaranteed lifetime 
tenure.9 

These institutional barriers that bounded residents to their place of birth were 
GLVUXSWHG�E\�'HQJ·s market reforms and the rise of labor markets which widened 
opportunities available for both rural peasants and urbanites. A national agrarian policy 
implemented in 1980s resulted in reestablishment of the family as the basic unit of 

 
6 3HWHU�0��%ODX�DQG�'DQFKLQJ�5XDQ��´,QHTXDOLW\�RI�2SSRUWXQLW\�LQ�8UEDQ�&KLQD�DQG�
$PHULFD�µ Research in Social Stratification and Mobility (1990); Chen Chen and Qin Bo,  ´7KH�HPHUJHQFH�
of China¶V�PLGGOH�FODVV��6RFLDO�PRELOLW\�LQ�D�UDSLGO\�XUEDQL]LQJ�HFRQRP\�µ�Habitat International (2014): 
528²535, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2014.10.007; Yuan Cheng and Jianzhong Dai, 
´,QWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO�0RELOLW\�LQ�0RGHUQ�&KLQD�µ European Sociological Review, 11, no. 1 (1995): 17²35, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.esr.a036347. 
7 &��=KDQJ��´8QHTXDO�2FFXSDWLRQDO�0RELOLWLHV�%HWZHHQ�5XUDO�0LJUDQW�DQG�8UEDQ�5HVLGHQW�:RUNHUV�
LQ�8UEDQ�&KLQD�µ�Frontiers in Sociology 5, no. 55 (September 4, 2020), 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2020.00055. 
8 <DQJMLH�%LDQ��´&KLQHVH�6RFLDO�6WUDWLILFDWLRQ�DQG�6RFLDO�0RELOLW\�µ Annual Review of  Sociology (2002): 
91²116, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.28.110601.140823. 
9 Maurice Meisner, The Deng Xiaoping Era: An Inquiry into the Fate of Chinese Socialism, 1978-1997 (Hill 
and Wang, 1996). 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2014.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.esr.a036347
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production and dismantled collective farming.10 This meant that peasant households 
were given income rights over their land as well as the autonomy to choose whether 
or not to continue working in agriculture. The influx of peasants into the city, coupled 
with the decision to decentralize the state industry, created an urban market economy 
that included nonstate entities and private entrepreneurs. The urban state-sector 
ZRUNLQJ� FODVV�� SUHYLRXVO\� SURWHFWHG� E\� 0DR·V� IUDPHZRUN� RI� FRPPXQLVP�� EHFDPH�
more stratified and de-empowered in the reformed economy. 11  China's 
decentralization also extended to education, where a greater emphasis was placed on 
local governments, both in rural and urban areas, to improve the quality of education 
and access.12  

Existing empirical literature on the effects of reform policies on social mobility 
largely supports this assertion. Davis conducted occupational histories of over 1,000 
individuals from Shanghai and Wuhan between 1986 and 1990 and found that the 
reform era policies reduced middle-class reproduction in urban China.13 Similarly, Blau 
DQG�5XDQ�IRXQG� WKDW�QHLWKHU� IDWKHU·V�HGXFDWLRQ�QRU�RFFXSDWLRQ�DIIHFWHG� WKH�FKLOG·V�
occupational attainment, implying an opportunity structure in which status inheritance 
had been eliminated due to the reforms.14 A more recent work by Chen and Qin argues 
that rapid urbanization increased social mobility by creating an increase of 
opportunities for the lower class.15 The rapid scale of the middle class from 17.4% of 
the population in 1995 to 54.8% in 2021 is attributed to the diminished 
LQVWLWXWLRQDOL]HG�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�RQH·V�Hukou status and parental achievements and the 
relatively high degree of education among rural migrants.  
 Despite a large number of seminal works examining social mobility during the 
Reform Era and the effects of Deng's policies on opening up opportunities in China, 
WKHUH�LV�OLWWOH�HPSLULFDO�HYLGHQFH�DERXW�PRUH�UHFHQW�WUHQGV��)RU�H[DPSOH��ZKLOH�&KLQD·V�
nouveau riche is arguably seen as a product of class mobility, the second generation of 
rich points to the phenomenon of class reproduction and immobility which has yet to 
be well-researched.16 As such, my work seeks to contribute to the thin literature on 
social mobility in contemporary post-reform era China to understand how more recent 
structural changes have impacted opportunities for upward or downward social 
mobility in each group of the population. 

 

 
10 Ibid.  
11 Bian��´&KLQHVH�6RFLDO�6WUDWLILFDWLRQ«µ�� 
12 *��)DQ��´&KDQJHV�LQ�(GXFDWLRQDO�,QVWLWXWLRQV�LQ�&KLQD������²2020: Analysis of Education Policies 
DQG�/HJDO�7H[WV�IURP�D�1DWLRQDO�3HUVSHFWLYH�µ�Handbook of Education Policy Studies (June 3, 2020): 111²
129, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-8347-2_6. 
13 'HERUDK�'DYLV��´¶6NLGGLQJ·��'RZQZDUG�0RELOLW\�DPRQJ�&KLOGUHQ�RI�WKH�0DRLVW�0LGGOH�
&ODVV�µ Modern China 18, no. 4 (October 1992): 410²
37, https://doi.org/10.1177/009770049201800402. 
14 %ODX�DQG�5XDQ��´,QHTXDOLW\�RI�2SSRUWXQLW\«µ� 
15 Chen and Qin,  ´The emergence of China¶V�PLGGOH�FODVV«µ� 
16 Bian HW�DO����,QFRPH�,QHTXDOLW\«µ�� 

https://doi.org/10.1177/009770049201800402
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Methodology 
Survey Data 

Data employed in this paper was collected from the Wave 7 World Values 
Survey (WVS) administered in 2018.17 This dataset has three advantages. Firstly, it is 
the most recent microdata that is available publicly, allowing this data source to 
provide new empirical evidence on the state of social mobility of the new generation 
of reform-era Chinese. Secondly, this dataset contains comprehensive demographic 
attributes as respondents self-reported their perceived social status, year of birth, the 
highest level of educational attainment of themselves and their father, as well as their 
occupation and their father¶s. Thirdly, this survey sampled all 29 provinces across 
China to produce a nationally representative sampling of the entire adult population 
(Table 1). This allows findings from this dataset to be statistically generalizable to the 
entire Chinese population aged 18 to 70. 
 To study the post-reform era, respondents from the dataset will be divided 
LQWR� VXEVHWV� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� WKHLU� ELUWK� FRKRUWV�� &KLQD·V� QHZ� JHQHUDWLRQ� LV� WKH� VRFLDO�
cohort that was born at the early stages of the reform era, in the 1980s and 1990s, with 
a distinct generational identity from previous generations.18 While they experienced 
their formative years during the reform era, they entered working adulthood most 
recently in the post-reform era today. Thus, the data will be grouped into respondents 
who were born between 1980 to 2000 and those born before 1980 to examine the 
demographic and mobility trends of the new generation.  
 

5HVSRQGHQW·V�&ODVV�DQG�)DWKHU·V�&ODVV 
Occupation is one of the common proxies for socio-economic status and is 

used widely as a measure of social mobility. The survey initially coded occupations into 
11 broad, randomized categories. For meaningful regression analysis, the data was 
recoded in accordance with the International Standard Classification of Occupation19 
and Occupational &ODVVLILFDWLRQ�6\VWHP�RI�WKH�3HRSOH·V�5HSXEOLF�RI�&KLQD�WR�UDQN�WKH�
occupational groups by level of prestige (Table 2).20 The key organizing principles of 
the occupational prestige rankings are not only the level of skill required of the job but 

 
17 &��+DHUSIHU�HW�DO���´World Values Survey Wave 7 (2017-2020) Cross-National Data-6HW�>'DWD�VHW@�µ�
World Values Survey Association, 2021, https://doi.org/10.14281/18241.13. 
18 &��/L��´&KLOGUHQ�RI�WKH�UHIRUP�DQG�RSHQLQJ-XS��&KLQD·V�QHZ�JHQHUDWLRQ�DQG�QHZ�HUD�RI�
GHYHORSPHQW�µ J. Chin. Sociol. 7, 18 (2020), https://doi.org/10.1186/s40711-020-00130-x. 
19 International Labour Office, International Standard Classification of Occupations: ISCO-08, Geneva: 
International Labour Office, 2012, https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---
dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_172572.pdf. 
20 ´ᡁഭ㙼ъ࠶㊫㇑⨶䘋ޕᯠ䱦⇥�µ�0LQLVWU\�RI�+XPDQ�5HVRXUFH�DQG�6RFLDO�6HFXULW\�RI�WKH�
People's Republic of China, ᡁഭ㙼ъ࠶㊫㇑⨶䘋ޕᯠ䱦⇥, August 4, 2015, 
http://www.mohrss.gov.cn/SYrlzyhshbzb/dongtaixinwen/buneiyaowen/201508/t20150804_216945
.htm. 

https://doi.org/10.14281/18241.13
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_172572.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_172572.pdf
http://www.mohrss.gov.cn/SYrlzyhshbzb/dongtaixinwen/buneiyaowen/201508/t20150804_216945.htm
http://www.mohrss.gov.cn/SYrlzyhshbzb/dongtaixinwen/buneiyaowen/201508/t20150804_216945.htm
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also its status in society. For example, skilled labor in the informal sector would often 
be deemed as inferior to a low-skilled but permanent job in the formal sector.21  
 Additionally, it is important to note that the quality of the WVS data is far from 
perfect and one of the key limitations is the lack of differential treatment in response 
options for urban and rural samples. This means that while farm proprietors or 
managers might have a high level of prestige in the rural areas, it is still classified under 
the agricultural industry and thus relegated to the lower prestige ranks according to the 
International Standard Classification rankings.  
 5HVSRQGHQWV�ZHUH�DOVR� DVNHG� WR�DQVZHU� WKHLU� IDWKHUV·� RFFXSDWLRQ�ZKHQ� WKH�
respondent was 14 years old. This is useful as it would reflect the occupational class 
of their fathers during their presumably prime years, instead of their current job status 
which is likely to be skewed towards being retired or unemployed. The same 
occupational scheme was used to categorize the occupational groups of their fathers.  
 

 
Table 2: Recoded survey data occupational classifications 

 
Findings and Discussion 

Absolute mobility considers whether adults tend to have a higher status than 
their parents did at the same age. It accounts for how many respondents remain in the 
same class as their fathers and how many experience occupational mobility. Table 3 
presents the absolute mobility rates across two cohorts using a cross-tabulation of 

 
21 9��,YHUVHQ��$��.ULVKQD��	�.��6HQ��´%H\RQG�3RYHUW\�(VFDSes³Social Mobility in Developing 
&RXQWULHV��$�5HYLHZ�$UWLFOH�µ�The World Bank Research Observer 34, no. 2 (August 2019): 239²273, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/wbro/lkz003. 
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UHVSRQGHQWV�DQG�WKHLU�IDWKHUV·�RFFXSDWLRQDO�DWWDLQPHQW�DV�D�SUR[\�IRU�VRFLR-economic 
status.  

 

 
Table 3: Intergenerational occupational mobility in china, 1948-1978 and 1990-2000 cohorts 

 
Occupational Mobility of the Working and Middle Class 

From Table 3, we see that occupational persistence in the rural lower classes 
has decreased between the two cohorts, signaling increased mobility in the rural 
peasant class. For the earlier generations born between 1948 to 1979 who were 
generally adults during the reform era, 40% of them who had farm workers as parents 
ended up as farm workers. This relatively high rate of occupational persistence fell 
drastically in the new generation born between 1980 and 2000 as only 8% of children 
born to farm workers stayed in this occupational class. Instead, the majority of children 
born to farm workers worked in the service staff or sales industry, and 14% of them 
even attained the status of professional or technical.  
 Increased upward occupational mobility in the rural working class is 
XQVXUSULVLQJ�FRQVLGHULQJ�KRZ�&KLQD·V�UDSLG�XUEDQL]DWLRQ�DQG�DQ�H[SDQGLQJ�HFRQRP\�
created millions of jobs in the commercial and service sectors.22 'HQJ·V�DJULFXOWXUDO�
de-collectivization and loosening of migrant restriction under the reformed Hukou 
system liberated workers from rural regions to pursue opportunities in the city that 

 
22 Chen and Qin,  ´The emergence of China¶V�PLGGOH�FODVV«µ� 
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were deemed more profitable.23 Table 4 also points to the decreasing rural-urban 
divide impact on occupational attainment, demonstrating how opportunities that were 
once reserved for urbanities have become increasingly accessible to rural residents. 
 Nonetheless, it is difficult to conclude that this phenomenon of increased 
upward mobility into secondary sectors is truly a cause for celebration in terms of 
equality of opportunities. While the structural changes provided increased access to 
the burgeoning middle class, the working rural population was subjected to a host of 
institutional challenges, such as job instability, worker exploitation, and entrapment in 
the secondary sector.24 In 2014, the Xi administration attempted to address the issue 
of urban poverty and migrant discrimination through their commitment to facilitating 
UXUDO� PLJUDQWV·� LQWHJUation under the National New-type Urbanization Plan. 25 
Although the goals of this initiative seemingly complement the pattern of increased 
upward occupational mobility in the lower classes and suggests some degree of success 
by the CCP to achieve equality of opportunities, critics have pointed out that such 
eIIRUWV� RQO\� VHUYH� WR� EROVWHU� WKH� 3DUW\·V� LGHRORJLFDO� LQWHUHVW� RI� HQKDQFLQJ� VRFLDOLVW�
OHJLWLPDF\� ZKLOH� IXUWKHU� PHGLDWLQJ� WKH� FRXQWU\·V� LQWHJUDWLRQ� LQWR� WKH� FDSLWDOLVW�
economy.26 Without further analysis of the micro-level mechanisms of the working 
class and their pathways for mobility, these findings can, at best, only underscore the 
pressing need to address the multifaceted complexities of the post-reform era as the 
new generation of Chinese continue to move into the lower-middle class in large 
numbers.  
 Similar to the trend of rural farm workers, unskilled and semi-skilled workers 
of the new generation experience increased intergenerational mobility compared to 
their peers from the older cohort. For the 1948 to 1979 cohort, children born to fathers 
who were either unskilled or semi-skilled workers had the highest chance of ending up 
in either of those same two occupations (Table 3). This is contrary to findings from 
the 1980 to 2000 cohort: of all the children born to fathers who were unskilled 
workers, only 11% remained as unskilled workers. Instead, 17% moved onto the sales 
sector while 20% attain jobs in the clerical sector. For children born to fathers who 
worked as semi-skilled workers, 24% end up in Sales, while 20% procured positions 
in the professional or technical fields. Increased intergenerational occupational 
mobility of the working and lower-middle-class reinstates existing widely-held beliefs 
WKDW� &KLQD·V� PDUNHWL]DWLRQ� KDV� LQFUHDVHG� VRFLDO� PRELOLW\� DQG� UHGXFHG� LQVWLWXWLRQDO�
structures and rigid status hierarchies.  
 

 
23 Du and Wang, "The 0DNLQJ�RI«µ� 
24 %LDQ�HW�DO����,QFRPH�,QHTXDOLW\«µ��'X�DQG�:DQJ���7KH�0DNLQJ�RI«µ� 
25 ´&KLQD�XQYHLOV�ODQGPDUN�XUEDQL]DWLRQ�SODQ�µ�7KH�6WDWH�&RXQFLO�RI�WKH�3HRSOH·V�5HSXEOLF�RI�&KLQD��
Retrieved November 20, 2021, 
http://english.www.gov.cn/policies/policy_watch/2014/08/23/content_281474983027472.htm. 
26Yin-ZDK�&KX��´China¶V�QHZ�XUEDQL]DWLRQ�SODQ��3URJUHVV�DQG�VWUXFWXUDO�FRQVWUDLQWV�µ�Cities 103 
(August 2020), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2020.102736. 

http://english.www.gov.cn/policies/policy_watch/2014/08/23/content_281474983027472.htm
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2020.102736


The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Antrusha Leow 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 69 

Occupational Mobility of the Upper Class 
While there is evidence of a trend of greater mobility among the working class 

and the lower middle class, this is not the case in the upper echelons of Chinese society. 
From Table 3, we observe an increase in class reproduction in more prestigious 
occupations, namely in the professional or technical field as well as in the higher 
administrative sector. In the 1948 to 1979 cohort, only 30% of children born to fathers 
working in the professional or technical sector ended up as in the same occupational 
class. This level of occupational persistence doubled in the following cohort in which  
66% of children born to professional or technical workers  attained the same 
occupational status. Findings across the two cohorts at the higher administrative level 
parallel this pattern of status inheritance. Children born to fathers who held jobs in 
the higher administrative sector, such as a high government official or an executive in 
a large business, had a larger chance of ending up in the same occupational class in the 
post-reform era as compared to the reform era.  
 The nouveau riche, a class of elites that emerged during the reform era, are 
symbols of social mobility and opportunities to rise up the social hierarchy in China - 
as far as the wealthy are concerned. However, the rise of the second generation of the 
rich, commonly referred to as the Fuerdai (臈蝊織) in popular discourse, reflects a 
contradiction of egalitarian ideals and illustrates the growing pattern of class 
immobility in the upper elites.27 My contribution lends empirical credence to earlier 
scholarly worNV�WKDW�WKHRUL]HG�WKH�ELUWK�RI�&KLQD·V�:HEHULDQ�V\VWHP�RI�FODVV�FORVXUH��
in which prestige, power, and wealth have become highly centralized and institutionally 
protected by the elite class. 28  With this system of closed ranks and high class 
reproduction, there is a dwindling chance of the lower and middle classes rising into 
elite positions independently.  
 More strikingly, this flip side continues to challenge the notion that market 
liberalization unanimously decentralizes and liberates the masses. Rather, while the 
new generation of the reform era has benefited from the rapid improvement of living 
conditions, they currently face unprecedented levels of social barriers that restrict them 
from attaining equal opportunities in the capital market. By assessing the reform 
through the lens of class, it becomes clearer that these structural economic changes 
KDG�EHHQ�VKDSHG�E\�WKH�UXOLQJ�HOLWH·V�HIIRUWV�WR�SUHVHUYH�WKHLU�SRZHU�DQG�FUHDWH�DQ�H[LW�
strategy through the transformation of power into capital and occupational ranks.29  
 

Predictors of Social Mobility 
Besides studying the absolute mobility across the two cohorts through the use 

of occupation as a proxy for socio-economic attainment, regression analysis conducted 

 
27 %LDQ�HW�DO����,QFRPH�,QHTXDOLW\«µ� 
28 Guo-;XQ�6X��´5HYLVLWLQJ�0D[�:HEHU�LQ�WKH�&RQWH[W�RI�&KLQD�µ�Society 27, no. 5 (2007): 1 ² 25.  
29 <��:X��´7KH�6WUDQJH�&DVH�RI�&KLQD�µ�Boundary 2 46, no. 2 (2019): 139²162, 
https://doi.org/10.1215/01903659-7497076. 

https://doi.org/10.1215/01903659-7497076
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EHWZHHQ�UHVSRQGHQW·V�RFFXSDWLRQDO�DWWDLQPHQW�Dnd several predictors presents several 
key insights into the shifting mechanisms that shape status attainment in the new 
generation. As seen from Table 4, the predictors tested included individual attributes 
VXFK�DV�UHVSRQGHQW·V�HGXFDWLRQDO�OHYHO��JHQGHU��location of residence (urban or rural), 
DV�ZHOO�DV�LQKHULWHG�IDFWRUV�OLNH�IDWKHU·V�RFFXSDWLRQ�DQG�IDWKHU·V�HGXFDtional level. 

 

 
Table 4: Results for Multivariate Linear Regression Model 

 
,Q�ERWK�FRKRUWV��WKH�FRHIILFLHQW�VFRUHV�RI�UHVSRQGHQW·V�HGXFDWLRQDO� OHYHO�DUH�

statistically significant, meaning that higher educational attainment continues to play a 
influential role in securing better occupations. However, the decrease from 1.159 to 
0.949 highlights how the impact of educational attainment has diminished over the 
WZR� FRKRUWV�� 7KLV� PHDQV� WKDW� ZKLOH� DQ� LQGLYLGXDO·V� DFKLHYHPHQWV� LQ� HGXFDWLRQDO�
attainment continue to be associated with a more prestigious job, other inherited or 
individual factors have had a larger effect in more recent times. The statistical decrease 
lends support to the observations of academics who postulate that China parallels 
developments of a Weberian system of closed ranks in which prestigious occupations 
have been institutionally gatekept by the elite. Whereas earlier research conducted in 
the reform era focused largely on the ability of education to create an opportunity 
structure in which status inheritance had been eliminated, findings from this paper 
suggest that tKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO·V�HGXFDWLRQDO�DWWDLQPHQW�DQG�WKHLU�
occupational success has overall witnessed a decrease. While the promotion of 
compulsory education and the expansion of tertiary education in the post-reform era 
may have allowed more individuals of humble backgrounds to attain a higher 
education, they are now less likely to obtain a more prestigious job because of it. 
Education as a social leveler and pathway for upward social mobility is no longer as 
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relevant for this new generation, cementing the assertion that the post-reform era is 
witnessing an unprecedented state of class immobility.  
 $�SUHVFULEHG�IDFWRU�WKDW�KDV�LQFUHDVHG�LQ�LQIOXHQFH�RQ�WKH�UHVSRQGHQW·V�VWDWXV�
DWWDLQPHQW�LV�WKH�IDWKHU·s occupation. While earlier parts of the paper looked at the 
proportion of respondents that had a higher occupational attainment than their fathers 
or that maintained the same occupational level, Table 4 presents the overall impacts 
WKDW�D�IDWKHU·V�RFFXSDWLRQ�KDV�RQ�D�FKLOG·V�RFFXSDWLRQ��,W�VKRZV� that the coefficient 
EHWZHHQ�IDWKHU·V�RFFXSDWLRQ�DQG�FKLOG·V�RFFXSDWLRQ�KDV�LQFUHDVHG�IURP�������WR�������
from the earlier cohort to the new cohort, representing the growing significance of 
inherited factors in status attainment. This corroborates the finding that the level of 
social mobility in China has decreased as inherited factors, such as the family to which 
RQH�ZDV�ERUQ�WR��QRZ�DFFRXQWV�IRU�D�ODUJHU�SDUW�LQ�GHWHUPLQLQJ�RQH·V�VXFFHVV�LQ�OLIH� 

 
Conclusion 

Overall, the level of social immobility in China has increased since the 
implementation of market reforms in the late 1970s. Although this practice of status 
inheritance is not unique to the new generation of post-reform era Chinese, its social 
significance is amplified as it stands in stark contrast with present-day party slogans of 
´FRPPRQ� SURVSHULW\µ� WR� EXLOG� DQ� HTXLWDEOH� VRFLHW\�� (PSLULFDOO\�� P\� FRQWULEXWLRQ�
points out that the absolute levels of social mobility vary significantly along the 
boundaries of class. That is, the lower agricultural classes experienced an increased 
ability to move upward into secondary professions, while the upper occupational 
classes witnessed a sharp decrease in downward mobility. In general, the weakening of 
intergenerational mobility can be attributed to two mechanisms. Firstly, education as 
a social leveler has decreased in significance, elucidating how individual performance 
factors have lower returns to professional attainment for the new generation today. 
6HFRQGO\��DQ�LQGLYLGXDO·V� LQKHULWHG�VRFLDO�IDFWRUV��VXFK�DV�WKHLU�IDWKHU·V�VRFLDO�VWDWXV��
KDYH�D�JUHDWHU�LPSDFW�RQ�RQH·V�RFFXSDWLRQDO�DWWDLQPHQW� 
 While my paper investigates social mobility trends in the post-reform era on a 
macro-scale, further research on the present microlevel mechanisms that influence 
social mobility is needed to establish the specific pathways that enable the new 
generation to move up or down the social ladder. Further research would also benefit 
from adopting a class-specific level of analysis to update and nuance earlier works that 
studied mobility during the reform era.  
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 Introduction 
n this paper, I explore how the Colonial period shaped the modern discourse on 
the Muslim community in India. First, I shall point to the role played by the 
Colonial state in interpreting Indian society. Then, I will point to the fallacies in 

the official British narratives on the Indian Muslim community by highlighting the 
intricacies of Islamic history in the subcontinent. Thereafter, I will touch upon the 
relation between British colonial narratives and statements issued by the two earliest 
RSS chiefs, figures who were crucial to the formation of the Hindu Right in India. 
Besides pointing to discursive resemblances, I will also show how British colonial 
LQWHUYHQWLRQV�LQ�,QGLD�HQJHQGHUHG�WKH�HSLVWHPH�FHQWUDO�WR�WKH�566�FKLHIV·�FODLPV�DERXW�
Indian Muslims. Finally, I have to admit to a major pitfall of this work. In exploring 
premodern Islam in India, I largHO\� UHO\� RQ� 5LFKDUG� (DWRQ·V� ZRUN� RQ� 0XVOLP�
conversions in India. At the same time, by pointing to enduring misconceptions about 
Muslims in India that his work deals with, I will highlight the need for a reaffirmation 
RI�(DWRQ·V�DUJXPHQW� 
  

The British Understanding of Indian Muslims 
The most basic intervention made by the colonial state in Indian society was a 

demarcation of identity. The colonial analysis of Indian society was based on an 
understanding that it contained discrete categories of social groups, unable to relate to 
each other. The task of colonial administrators, ethnographers, and historians was to 
articulate these categories and to help the state administer and interact with the subject 
population at large. In this, the most common and broadest structural unit to 
categorize Indian society was that of religion. For instance, the 1881 Census 
understood the Indian society as comprising Muslims, Aryans, and a third broad 
category including Aborigines and those of mixed aborigine-Aryan descent. 
Importantly, this was an unprecedented attempt at providing an aggregate, 
homogenous view of over fifty million Indian Muslims.1 

Another significant vestige of the colonial period is the interpretation of the 
Indian past in which the ancient period is synonymous with the Hindu period, the 
medieval with the Islamic, and the modern with the British. First proposed by James 
Mill in The History of British India (1817), this periodization is based on the 

 
1 David Lelyveld, $OLJDUK·V�)LUVW�*HQHUDWLRQ��0XVOLP�6ROLGDULW\�LQ�%ULWLVK�,QGLD (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1978), 14. 
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understanding that the coming of Islam created a rupture in the history of India, i.e., 
it was culturally discontinuous with its ancient past.2 

Besides this interpretation of Islamic history and the Muslim masses of the 
subcontinent, some important British administrators and politicians also perceived this 
subject population as a martial race, antagonistic to colonial rule in India. This was 
representative of the general fear in the colonial administration about Muslim 
disloyalty, noticeable in the wake of the revolt of 1857. William Hunter, a leading figure 
of the Indian Civil Service, fervently expressed the anxiety in his book, The Indian 
Musalmans (1871). The book itself was written at WKH�YLFHUR\·V�UHTXHVW�WR�KHOS�IRUPXODWH�
the British policy towards Muslims. In the text, Hunter discusses an obligation among 
WKH�´ZKROH�0XKDPPDGDQ�FRPPXQLW\µ�WR�UHEHO�DJDLQVW�WKH�FURZQ��DQ�REOLJDWLRQ�WR�
which the lower classes are most responsive. Further, he affirms the foreignness of 
,QGLDQ� 0XVOLPV�� ZKR� DUH� SDUW� RI� WKH� ´0XKDPPDGDQ� ZRUOGµ�� XQLWHG� IURP�
&RQVWDQWLQRSOH� WR� &KLQD�� DW� RGGV� ZLWK� +LQGXV� ZKR� DUH� ´WKH� UHDO� QDWLYHV� RI� WKH�
FRXQWU\�µ�$URXQG�WKH�WLPH�RI�7KH�,QGLDQ�0XVDOPDQV· publication, Lord Salisbury took a 
similar stance in London, when he referred to the political ambitions of Indian 
Muslims to spread Islamic rule, with their design on places as far as Cairo and 
Constantinople.3 
  

,QWULFDFLHV�RI�WKH�6XEFRQWLQHQW·V�+LVWRU\ 
In these few instances of the British colonial discourse, we encounter certain 

assumptions about the Indian Muslim community that have lived on in post-colonial 
India. First, there is the apprehension of Indian Muslims as a separate collectivity. 
Secondly, they are conceived as belonging to a foreign civilization. Finally, related to 
this is the presupposition of their allegiance to the ummah, a transnational community 
of believers, which undermines their loyalty to a modern, non-Islamic state. As much 
as these assumptions seem obvious today, especially in a pre-modern context, they 
hold little ground. On the question of Muslim allegiance to the ummah, a glimpse at the 
Mughal paradigm presents a different picture. The Mughal power structure was based 
on a kinship-based hierarchy, with the Mughal dynasty based in North India at its apex. 
$OO�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�VWDWH·V�UXOLQJ�FODVV��ZKHWKHU�0XVOLP�RU�QRQ-Muslim, had to swear 
the allegiance of their lineage to that of the emperor. This allegiance to the sovereign 
took precedence over any other loyalties, including allegiance to a pan-Islamic institute 
like the Caliphate. For the officials of the imperial court, mostly Muslims from Central 
Asia and Iran, this meant that their allegiance was bound to their sovereign, more than 
to their indigenous societies.4 

 
2 Romila Thapar, Early India: From the Origins to AD 300 (California: University of California Press, 
2004), 5. 
3 David Lelyveld, $OLJDUK·V�)LUVW�*HQHUDWLRQ��0XVOLP�6ROLGDULW\�LQ�British India (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1978), 9. 
4 Ibid at 24. 
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However, beyond the Muslim elites of the Mughal state were the Muslim 
masses of pre-modern India, who had a fairly limited affinity with the ummah. This was 
a result of the manner through which large-scale conversions occurred in Western 
Punjab and Eastern Bengal, by far the most extensive Islamic conversions in the 
subcontinent. In Punjab, mass conversions took place among itinerant Jat groups, 
through their exposure to Sufi shrines in the region from the thirteenth century 
onwards. In East Bengal, a similar process of mass conversions began in the sixteenth 
century.5 

Owing to the local context, centered around local shrines and saints, and due 
to the gradual process spanning centuries, the two aforementioned paradigms of 
,VODPL]DWLRQ�H[HPSOLI\�ZKDW�5LFKDUG�(DWRQ�FDOOV�́ WKH�DFFUHWLRQ�DVSHFW�RI�FRQYHUVLRQ�µ�
Here, the social behavior of the converts was shaped in a regional setting, in 
conjunction with their already-existing customs. Furthermore, characteristic of the 
DFFUHWLRQ�SURFHVV��WKHUH�GLGQ·W�H[LVW�DPRQJ�WKH�QHZO\�FRQYHUWHG�FRPPXQLWLHV�DQ�XUJH�
to discard their erstwhile religious customs. In Punjab, the accretion aspect is 
demonstrated by the naming pattern of a Punjabi Jat group, the Sials. In the early 
fifteenth century, ten percent of the recorded Sial males had Muslim names. This 
number rose to fifty-six percent by the mid-seventeenth century, then seventy-five 
percent a century later. Finally, by the early nineteenth century, all the recorded males 
of the community had Muslim names. In the case of Bengal, the accretion aspect can 
be discerned through the ways in which local Muslim poets referred to the sole God 
of the Quran. In the sixteenth century, the poet, Sayyid Sultan, referred to himself as 
Iswara and identified the prophet as his avatar. As late as the eighteenth century, terms 
such as Prabhu, Niranjan, and Kartar, among others, were being used by Bengali Muslim 
poets to denote God.6 

The accretion aspect of conversion destabilizes the Colonial narratives on the 
Indian Muslim community that I touched upon earlier. Firstly, Islam cannot be 
considered foreign to India; the religion was not imported to the country all of a 
sudden. For many communities of the subcontinent, conversion implied gradual 
incorporation of Islam into their cultural life, without removal of their existing 
religious practices. In this sense, the advent of Islam in India was continuous with the 
FRXQWU\·V�SUH-Islamic past. Moreover, as the Muslim communities evolved in a regional 
paradigm, their social behavior had more in common with the non-Muslim neighbors 
in their vicinity than with the Muslims in some far-off corner of the world, or for that 
matter, of the subcontinent. In essence, the faith of Muslims in Punjab would have 
been rooted in Multan or Pakpattan rather than in Cairo or Constantinople. This 
unsettles the conception of Indian Muslims as a discrete social group as well as the 

 
5 5LFKDUG�(DWRQ��´$SSURDFKHV�WR�WKH�6WXG\�RI�&RQYHUVLRQ�WR�,VODP�LQ�,QGLD�µ�,Q�Approaches to Islam in 
Religious Studies. Edited by Richard. C. Martin (New York: One Word Press, 1987), 120.  
6 Ibid at 114 
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apprehension of their heightened allegiance and alignment with a global community 
of believers. 

Yet, around the time of the first census in India, there was indeed a growing 
consciousness among Indian Muslims regarding their solidarity with the ummah. An 
important source of this shift in consciousness was the emergence of Islamic reform 
movements in the country.7 More than anything else, it was due to the improved 
transportation systems of the nineteenth century that strengthened the contacts of the 
Indian Muslim masses with Mecca, that these movements became widespread. 8 
Hereon, returnees from Hajj, with a heightened awareness of the universal truth of 
,VODP�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�DW�RGGV�ZLWK�KRZ�WKH�UHOLJLRQ�ZDV�H[SUHVVHG�LQ�WKH�SLOJULP·V�QDWLYH�
village or town, could initiate Islamic reform movements. The participants of these 
movements strove to set a standard of correct religious belief and practice for their 
IROORZHUV� IRU� D� UHWXUQ� WR� D� SHUFHLYHG� ´WUXH� ,VODP�µ� ,Q� WKLV�� WKH\� XVXDOO\� HVFKHZHG�
customary practices and rather, encouraged a fulfillment of the obligations of Islam 
based on the written records of the Quran and the Hadith. 

This development facilitated the further integration of Indian Muslims with 
the wider ummah. Under the influence of reformist movements, Indian Muslims could 
now acquire an awareness of being part of a world religion. They could relate to 
Muslims from diverse geographical backgrounds through the resonance of their 
religious universals. At the same time, this awareness came at the cost of parochial 
customs, which would be discarded if considered incongruous with Islamic universals. 
Hence, this process crystallized the cultural distinctiveness of Indian Muslim 
communities within their respective regional vicinities. An early-twentieth-century 
ballad on Haji Shariat Allah (d. 1840), the founder of an Islamic reform movement in 
Bengal, demonstrates this transformation. The author lauds the figure for abolishing 
the worship of shrines and trampling down all shirk and bidat��VR�WKDW�́ WKH�VXQ�RI�,VODP�
URVH�KLJK�LQ�WKH�VN\�µ9 Here, we see abstinence from local shrine-based worship and a 
larger iconoclastic streak, which was not present among the Bengali poets that I 
discussed earlier. There is also a firmer assertion of belongingness to a universal faith 
that exists independently of local, popular customs. This assertion of religious identity 
distinguishes the reform from the accretion aspect of conversion. 

Yet, there is no reason to believe that the penetration of reform movements 
was absolute among the Indian masses. Eaton points to Muslim communities in India 
that remained unaffected even by the strong reform currents of the nineteenth century. 
An example is the Meo community of Rajasthan, whose marriage and inheritance 
customs are non-Islamic, akin to their Hindu neighbors, while their rituals related to 

 
7 Barbara Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India: Deoband, 1860-1900 (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1982), 8. 
8 5LFKDUG�(DWRQ��´$SSURDFKHV�WR�WKH�6WXG\�RI�&RQYHUVLRQ�WR�,VODP�LQ�,QGLD�µ�,Q�Approaches to Islam in 
Religious Studies. Edited by Richard. C. Martin (New York: One Word Press, 1987), 121. 
9 Richard Eaton, The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier, 1204-1760 (California: University of California 
Press, 1996), 282. 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Shayan Sheikh 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 78 

life cycles, like burying the dead, are Islamic.10 Similar trends can be seen among the 
Muslims of Punjab and Bengal. According to nineteenth-century district gazetteers, 
Mohammed Mujeeb could point to the spiritual dependence of Punjabi Muslims on 
PLUDFOHV�DQG�PDJLF��´WR�D�GHJUHH�LQFRPSDWLEOH�ZLWK�JHQXLQH�EHOLHI�LQ�DQ\�RPQLSRWHQW�
*RG�µ�/LNHZLVH��WKH������FHQVXV�RI�,QGLD�UHSRUWHG�%HQJDOL�0XVOLPV�MRLQLQJ�Ln Durga 
puja and using Hindu astrologers in their daily lives. In certain aspects of social identity 
then, these Muslims were still indistinct from their non-Muslim neighbors.11 
  

Legacy of the Colonial Period 
This reality of Muslim existence in India clearly undermines a simplistic 

colonial construction of Indian society, whereby all Muslims of the subcontinent are 
pitted against the other religious groups. Certainly, during the colonial period, there 
was an emerging consciousness among many Indian Muslims of their religious identity 
spurred by reformist movements, but the influence of such movements cannot be 
considered all-pervasive. Moreover, the idea that affinity to the Islamic world deems 
Indian Muslims (or for that matter Muslims anywhere else) hostile to a non-Islamic 
PRGHUQ�VWDWH� LV�KLJKO\�SUREOHPDWLF��$\HVKD� -DODO�� LQ�KHU�DQDO\VLV�RI�0DXODQD�$]DG·V�
politics, demonstrates the limitations of such notion. Azad frequently made recourse 
to Islamic conceptions, such as that of Jihad, in his career. Moreover, his anti-colonial 
thought was driven by a sense of pan-Islamic solidarity in the face of colonial 
oppression. Thus, his pan-Islamism was in no way contradictory to his Indian 
nationalism.12 

Rather, it can be argued that colonial administrators were affected by their own 
assumptions about the age-old struggle between Islam and Christendom while making 
claims about the divided loyalties of Indian Muslims, which would urge them to rebel. 
This colonial viewpoint may have contributed heavily to the modern Indian suspicion 
about Muslim loyalty to India, especially prevalent in the Hindu Right. Gowalkwer, 
the second chief of the RSS, vehemently raised this suspicion. In reference to non-
+LQGXV�� KH�RQFH� QRWHG�� ´7KH\� KDYH� GHYHORSHG� D� IHHOLQJ�RI� LGHQWLILFDWLRQ�ZLth the 
enemies of the land. They look to some foreign lands as their holy places. They call 
WKHPVHOYHV�6KHLNKV�RU�6\HGV�µ�/LNHZLVH�� LQ�We, or Our Nationhood Defined, he wrote, 
´WKH� IRUHLJQ� UDFHV� LQ�+LQGXVWDQ�PXVW� ORVH� WKHLU� VHSDUDWH� H[LVWHQFH� WR�PHUJH� LQ� Whe 
+LQGX� UDFH�µ� ,Q� D� VLPLODU� YHLQ�� KLV� SUHGHFHVVRU�� +HJGHZDU�� FDOOHG� 0XVOLPV� yavana 
(foreign snakes).13 These RSS chiefs resemble the likes of Lord Salisbury and Hunter 

 
10 5LFKDUG�(DWRQ��´$SSURDFKHV�WR�WKH�6WXG\�RI�&RQYHUVLRQ�WR�,VODP�LQ�,QGLD�µ�,Q�Approaches to Islam in 
Religious Studies. Edited by Richard. C. Martin (New York: One Word Press, 1987), 112.  
11 Ibid at 121. 
12 A\HVKD�-DODO��´6WULNLQJ�D�-XVW�%DODQFH��0DXODQD�$]DG�DV�D�7KHRULVW�RI�7UDQV-QDWLRQDO�-LKDG�µ�Modern 
Intellectual History 4, no. 1 (2007): 97.  
13 Ali Khan Mahmudabad. Poetry of Belonging: Muslim Imaginings of India 1850-1950 (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2020), 15.  
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LQ� WKHLU� DQ[LHW\� DERXW� WKH� ,QGLDQ� 0XVOLPV·� DIILOLDWLRQ� ZLWK� WKH� ummah. More 
importantly, their attacks on the Muslim community are possible because of the 
colonial discourse on Indian society, whereby Islam and Hinduism represent two 
different civilizations, with the prior conceived as a foreign import, a proposition that 
was not supported by the realities of the subcontinent. 
  

Conclusion 
I have attempted to show how the colonial period shaped the modern 

GLVFRXUVH�RQ� WKH�,QGLDQ�0XVOLP�FRPPXQLW\�� ,� ILUVW� LQYHVWLJDWHG� WKH�FRORQLDO� VWDWH·V�
interpretation of Indian society, which partook in a vision of Indian Muslims as a 
homogenous community. I also examined narratives on the Muslim community 
espoused by influential figures of the colonial state. These narratives were in fact based 
on the colonial framework of interpreting Indian society. Then, I delved into some 
caveats of Islamic history in the subcontinent, which undermine the veracity of these 
narratives. Finally, I briefly highlighted the role of these colonial constructs in 
influencing the discourse of the Hindu Right in India. 
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Introduction 

he current regime on the island of Taiwan, formally known as the Republic of 
China (ROC), is increasingly becoming acknowledged for its recent 
flourishing in democratic development and its accepting stance on progressive 

liberal values. For instance, as of the 17th of May 2019, after the proposed bill was 
aSSURYHG�E\�WKH�/HJLVODWLYH�<XDQ��WKH�¶SDUOLDPHQW·���VDPH-sex marriage was legalized 
in Taiwan,1 and thus made the island the first place in Asia where this is approved by 
the ruling regime.2 Furthermore, over the years, various indexes have illustrated the 
52&·V�GHPRFUDWLF� DFKLHYHPHQWV� FRPSDUDWLYHO\�ZLWK� LWV� QHLJKERULQJ� FRXQWULHV��)RU�
example, in 2018, the Freedom House ranked Taiwan second among the East and 
Southeast Asian states, with only Japan leading in front.3 Two years later, in 2020, the 
EconomiVW�,QWHOOLJHQFH�8QLW·V�'HPRFUDF\�,QGH[�DZDUGHG�7DLZDQ�DV�¶WKH�ZLQQHU�RI�WKH�
\HDU·�ZLWK�LW�OHDSLQJ�XS�LQ�WKH�UDQNLQJ�IURP�LWV���st place in 2019 to ranking 11th in 2020, 
scoring 8.94 on a scale from 1 ² ���� ,Q� GRLQJ� VR��7DLZDQ�ZHQW� IURP� WKH� ´IODZHG�
democrac\µ� FDWHJRU\� WR� EHFRPH� D� ´IXOO� GHPRFUDF\µ� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� WKLV� LQGH[�� HYHQ�
surpassing Switzerland, which was ranked behind at 12th place in 2020. Currently, 
Taiwan is only competing for the top spot among the several leading western 
European democracies along with Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.4 However, it 
is worth noting that all the other 13 highest ranking democracies, in this index, 
decreased in a couple of points mainly due to freedom restrictions caused by COVID-
19 regulations and measures. 5 On the other hand, Taiwan, as an island, arguably 
managed to put less strain on personal freedoms in connection to fight COVID-19 
possibly due to it being detached from continental Asia, as well as its early alarming of 

 
1 $PEHU�:DQJ��´�/RYH:RQ��7DLZDQ�OHJDOL]HV�VDPH-VH[�PDUULDJH�LQ�ODQGPDUN�ILUVW�IRU�$VLD�µ�Hong 
Kong Free Press, Hong Kong News, May 17, 2019, https://hongkongfp.com/2019/05/17/breaking-
taiwan-legalises-sex-marriage-landmark-first-asia/���.KDULV�7HPSOHPDQ��´$IWHU�+HJHPRQ\��6WDWH�
Capacity, the Quality of Democracy and the Legacies of the Party-State in Democratic Taiwan�µ�,Q�
Stateness and Democracy in East Asia, ed. Aurel Croissant and Olli Hellmann (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2020), 75, https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108862783.004. 
2 Isabella Stenger, ´,Q�D�ILUVW�IRU�$VLD��7DLZDQ�OHJDOL]HG�VDPH-sex marriage²ZLWK�FDYHDWV�µ�QUARTZ, 
Quartz Media, Inc., May 17, 2019, https://qz.com/1621783/taiwan-becomes-first-country-in-asia-to-
legalize-same-sex-marriage/. 
3 7HPSOHPDQ��´$IWHU�+HJHPRQ\«�µ����� 
4 7KH�(FRQRPLVW�,QWHOOLJHQFH�8QLW��´'HPRFUDF\�,QGH[�������,Q�VLFNQHVV�DQG�LQ�KHDOWK"µ�(FRQRPLVW�
Intelligence, The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited, 2021, 9²11, 
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2020/. 
5 Ibid at 10, 16.  

T 

https://hongkongfp.com/2019/05/17/breaking-taiwan-legalises-sex-marriage-landmark-first-asia/
https://hongkongfp.com/2019/05/17/breaking-taiwan-legalises-sex-marriage-landmark-first-asia/
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108862783.004
https://qz.com/1621783/taiwan-becomes-first-country-in-asia-to-legalize-same-sex-marriage/
https://qz.com/1621783/taiwan-becomes-first-country-in-asia-to-legalize-same-sex-marriage/
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2020/
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the pandemic,6 and thus managed, along with various other improvements, to increase 
substantially in points. 

1RZ��DV�WKH�WLWOH�VXJJHVWV��RQH�FRXOG�DVN��ZKDW�PDNH�7DLZDQ·V�GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ�
VR� SDUWLFXODUO\� FRPSHOOLQJ� WR� H[SORUH"� $UJXDEO\�� WKH� LVODQG·V� KLVWRU\� VKRZV� DQ�
interesting development on how it transitioned from a one-party hegemonic 
authoritarian regime to a full multi-SDUW\�GHPRFUDF\��7KH�UHSRUWV�VKRZFDVLQJ�7DLZDQ·V�
continuing rapid democratic growth and acceptance of liberal values comparatively to 
other nations, alongside its competing among those estimated to have the highest 
democratic quality, makes it a good candidate for analyzing factors that may lead to 
facilitate democratic transitions. Thus, I chose to aim the scope towards Taiwan and 
seek to discuss; what factors facilitated the democratization in Taiwan? Nevertheless, it is 
worth noting that other factors and key figures, that may have had significant 
LPSRUWDQFH��FRQFRPLWDQWO\�DV� WKRVH�SUHVHQWHG� LQ� WKLV�HVVD\�IRU�IDFLOLWDWLQJ�7DLZDQ·V�
democratization, may not be discussed due to the restraints on the amount of content 
that is possible to fit from the vast timeframe of this longitudinal study. 

The approach of this paper will be referring to earlier study material on 
democratization theory, specifically Huber, Rueschemeyer, anG�6WHSKHQV·�The Impact of 
Economic Development on Democracy, and utilize their theory comparatively along with the 
data provided by the several peer-reviewed contributions and other sources which 
KDYH�VSHFLILFDOO\�DLPHG�DW�H[SODLQLQJ�7DLZDQ·V�GHPRFUDWL]DWLon process. The following 
sections will therefore include: I) a presentation of Huber, Rueschemeyer, and 
6WHSKHQV·� WKHRUHWLFDO� IUDPHZRUN�SUHVHQWHG� LQ� WKHLU� DUWLFOH�� DQG�ZK\� LW� LV� DSSOLFDEOH�
ZKHQ� DQDO\]LQJ� D� VWDWH·V� GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ�SURFHVVHV�� ,,�� WKH�SUHFXUsor of a modern 
7DLZDQHVH�VWDWH��PRGHUQL]DWLRQ�XQGHU�-DSDQ·V�FRORQLDOL]DWLRQ��&KLQHVH�FLYLO�ZDU�DQG�
the one-party oppressive rule established under the Kuomintang, III) the 
VRFLRHFRQRPLF� GHYHORSPHQW�� HFRQRPLF� DQG� LQGXVWULDO� SROLF\� GHYHORSPHQWV·� WLH� WR�
TaiwDQ·V�WUDQVLWLRQ�WR�GHPRFUDF\�E\�FRPSDULQJ�LW�ZLWK�6RXWK�.RUHD��,9��D�JURZWK�RI�
D� OLWHUDU\� SXEOLF� LQ� 7DLZDQ� DQG� KRZ� SXEOLF� FRPPXQLFDWLRQ� LPSDFWHG� WKH� UHJLPH·V�
allowance for an opposition party to be founded, and V) the extent of which historical 
geopoliticaO�IDFWRUV�KDYH�KDG�DQ�LPSDFW�RQ�7DLZDQ·V�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�WR�D�GHPRFUDF\� 

 
Theoretical Framework 

When analyzing and discussing which variables have facilitated democratic 
flourishing, such as the ties to economic development, it can be helpful to look at 
RWKHU� ¶KLGGHQ·�YDULDEOHV�ZKLFK�PLJKW�KDYH�KDG�D�GHFLVLYH�HIIHFW�RQ� WKH�RXWFRPH�RI�
regime type. Of course, one could argue that economic improvement is correlated with 
democratization by referring to numbers provided by indexes, which may show higher 
democratic scores in states with bigger and more robust economies per capita. After 
all, it is largely accepted that economic development causes the population size of 

 
6 /RXLVH�:DWW��´:KDW�7DLZDQ�7ROG�WKH�:+2�$ERXW�&RURQDYLUXV�µ�TIME, TIME USA, LLC., May 
19, 2020, https://time.com/5826025/taiwan-who-trump-coronavirus-covid19/. 

https://time.com/5826025/taiwan-who-trump-coronavirus-covid19/
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middle-class citizens to grow, who, among other things, are more likely to utilize its 
expansive numbers to compete for political influence with the compact elite who have 
´H[HUFLVHG� D� PRQRSRO\� RI� SRZHUµ� RYHU� WKHP�� WKXV� XOWLPDWHO\� OHDGLQJ� WR�
democratization.7 However, it gives little guidance to explain why some stronger 
economies appear to be less democratic than others. For instance, how come the 
economic powerhouse of Singapore has an estimated gross domestic product per 
FDSLWD�WKDW�LV�GRXEOH�WKDQ�WKDW�RI�7DLZDQ·V�HVWLPDWLRQ���������86'�IRU�6LQJDSRUH�YV��
33,401 USD for Taiwan),8 \HW� UHPDLQV� DV� D� ´IODZHG�GHPRFUDF\µ�� E\�KDYLQJ�ZRUVH�
UHVXOWV� LQ� ´,� (OHFWRUDO� SURFHVV� DQG� SOXUDOLVP�� ,,� )XQFWLRQLQg of government, III 
3ROLWLFDO� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�� ,9� 3ROLWLFDO� FXOWXUH�� DQG�9� &LYLO� OLEHUWLHVµ� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� WKH�
(FRQRPLVW�,QWHOOLJHQFH�8QLW·V�UHVHDUFK��XOWLPDWHO\�JUDQWLQJ�6LQJDSRUH�D�VFRUH�RI������
(ranged from 0 ² worst, to 10 ² best), while Taiwan, on the other hand, scored 8.94 in 
2020?9 How can this lack of democratic function in stronger economies be explained? 
Clarifications to this issue can arguably be discovered by checking factors which 
facilitate specific behavior and political engagement from citizens, as well as whether 
capital is concentrated or not. These issues are raised and discussed in the article The 
Impact of Economic Development on Democracy, written by Huber, Rueschemeyer and 
6WHSKHQV��7KH�DXWKRUV�KHUH�DUJXH� WKDW� WKHUH�DUH� ¶FURVV-sectionaO·� FRUUHODWLRQV�ZKLFK�
PLJKW�KHDYLO\�LQIOXHQFH�D�UHJLPH·V�GHPRFUDWLF�VWDWXV��7KH\�FODLP�WKDW�WKH�LVVXH�RI�QRW�
detecting factors which have been decisive for the regime outcome can be countered 
E\�´D�VWUDWHJ\�IRU�DQDO\WLF�LQGXFWLRQ�EDVHG�RQ�FRPSDUDWLYH�KLVWRULFDO�UHVHDUFK�µ10 What 
the authors attempt to convey here is a theoretical framework which is a case to case-
EDVHG�DQDO\VLV�ZKHUH�HDFK�FRXQWULHV·�LQGLYLGXDO�KLVWRU\�DQG�SDVW�UHVHDUFK�DUH�WDNHQ�LQWR�
consideration. By doing so, one may thereafter implement successive historical 
developments in the analysis. With each case opens the availability to modify the 
hypothesis utilized in the previous research. Ultimately, they argue that one can 
consistently stick to this theoretical framework due to its capabilities to be 
progressively adjusted to fit the needs of the topic being studied. Among the findings 
presented in their paper is that increasing free market capitalism in a state will in fact 
lead towards democracy. This is due to the instinctive consequence of IUHH�PDUNHWV·�
impact to shift the balance of power through the strengthening of the middle- and 
lower-class citizens, relatively to the upper-class and the influential elite. Thus, as 

 
7 Francis Fukuyama, Political Order and Political Decay (London: Profile Books, 2014), 399; He Tian, 
´7RZDUGV�D�Theory of Transformation of the Developmental State: Political Elites, Social Actors and 
6WDWH�3ROLF\�&RQVWUDLQWV�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD�DQG�7DLZDQ�µ�Japanese Journal of Political Science, no. 21 (2019): 
48, https://doi.org/10.1017/s1468109919000197.  
8 ´5HSRUW�IRU�6HOHFWHG�&RXQWULHV�DQG�6XEMHFWV��2FWREHU������µ�:RUOG�(FRQRPLF�2XWORRN�'DWDEDVH��
International Monetary Fund, October 2021, https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-
database/2021/October. 
9 7KH�(FRQRPLVW�,QWHOOLJHQFH�8QLW��´'HPRFUDF\�,QGH[�������,Q�VLFNQHVV�DQG�LQ�KHDOWK"µ�(FRQRPLVW�
Intelligence, The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited, 2021, 8, 31, 
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2020/. 
10 Evelyne Huber, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and John D. Stephens, "The Impact of Economic 
Development on Democracy," Journal of Economic Perspectives 7, no. 3 (1993): 71.  

https://doi.org/10.1017/s1468109919000197
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2021/October
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aforementioned, it is noteworthy to analyze whether capital is concentrated or spread. 
+RZHYHU��+XEHU��5XHVFKHPH\HU�DQG�6WHSKHQV·�SDUDPRXQW�DUJXPHQW�LV�WKDW�WKH�RUGHU�
of causality is explained as follows: the economic improvements that capitalist societies 
experience will set in motion a broad development ² such as urbanization, education, 
transportation, communication ² consequently causing increased deliberation among 
fellow class citizens and alliance forming between different levels of classes. Therefore, 
the authors neglect the oversimplified causal explanation that capitalism leads to 
democratization. Their case study, as well as past studies on democratization in 
Europe, reveals that democratizing processes have largely been caused by upper-class 
FLWL]HQV·� ZLOO� WR� IRUP� DQ� DOOLDQFH� ZLWK� WKH� ULVLQJ� ERXUJHRLVH·V� GHPDQG� IRU� political 
LQIOXHQFH�RQ�WKH�FRQGLWLRQ�WKDW�WKLV�ZRXOG�DOVR�OHDG�WR�SURWHFWLQJ�WKH�HOLWHV·�LQWHUHVWV�11 
The following paragraphs will illustrate that a similar causality-chain occurred and led 
to the democratization process in Taiwan. 
 

The Precursor of a Modern Taiwanese State 
The island of Taiwan has long been inhabited but ruled by regimes stationed 

elsewhere than on the island itself. However, it is desirable to set a clear limit of what 
is necessary for the longitudinal study in an effort to avoid the inclusion of any other 
WKDQ� WKDW�ZKLFK�KDV� UHOHYDQFH�RU� VLJQLILFDQW� FDXVDOLW\� WR�7DLZDQ·V� GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ��
Today, the island has an indigenous population of about half a million, which only 
make up for about 1/50th of the total population.12 Most of the migration to the island 
occurred over the past two centuries however, mainly from China, and have had a 
VWURQJ�FDXVDO�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�KLVWRULFDO�HYHQWV�WKDW�VKDSHG�7DLZDQ·V�IXWXUH��7KHUHIRUH��
this essay will only go as far back as 1895. This was the time shortly after the Chinese 
Qing Dynasty refused to hand over Taiwan to the Imperial Japanese following the 
Treaty of Shimonoseki, which ultimately led to the conquering of Taiwan by the 
Japanese,13 thus emerged the era of Japanese colonial rule over Taiwan, which lasted 
until the end of the second world war. Throughout this time, the island underwent 
rapid changes as the Japanese, among other things, implemented technological 
improvements such as telephone service, the building of railroad systems, economic 
aid to develop new schools and strengthening the existing educational service, i.e., 
generally boosting urban infrastructure development with the construction of various 
facilities, increasingly modernizing the island towards post-industrial revolution 
standards. This would lay the foundation for a strong middle-class to later emerge.14 
Although this seem like positive chains of events, it is noteworthy to point out that 
QXPHURXV�UHVHDUFK�KDV�VKRZQ�WKDW�-DSDQ·V�FRORQLDO�UXOH�RYHU�7DLZDQ�PRUH�UHVHPEOHG�
one that sought to gain economic prosperity for Japan itself rather than increasing 

 
11 +XEHU��5XHVFKHPH\HU��DQG�6WHSKHQV��´7KH�,PSDFW�RI«�µ���²72.  
12 -DVRQ�3DQ�$GDZDL��´,QGLJHQRXV�ZRUOG�������7DLZDQ�µ�International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs, 
May 11, 2020, https://www.iwgia.org/en/taiwan/3609-iw-2020-taiwan.html. 
13 Marius Jansen, Japan and China: From War to Peace, 1894 ² 1972 (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1975). 
14 7HPSOHPDQ��´$IWHU�+HJHPRQ\«�µ�����7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ���� 
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welfare for their colony. Additionally, Japan put in motion policies to assimilate the 
people of the island through various means such as through its restrictive education 
system, all to validify the holy status of the Japanese Emperor, which was something 
irreconcilable with the already existing culture and Confucian beliefs among the people 
with Chinese roots, i.e., the majority, residing in Taiwan.15 Nonetheless, notably from 
������WKH�-DSDQHVH·�SUHVHQFH�LQ�7DLZDQ�GLG�OHDG�WR�PRGHUQL]DWLRQ�DV�VWUXFWXUDO�FKDQJHV�
ZHUH�PDGH�RI�WKH�FRORQLDO�UXOH�RYHU�7DLZDQ��0RUH�VSHFLILFDOO\��*RWŇ�6KLPSHL��FKLHI�RI�
civil administration at that time, was assigned jurisdiction over domestic affairs in 
Taiwan. This authority had previously been concentrated in Tokyo, but this reform 
enabled the governing general considerable latitude in planning and policymaking. In 
short, among the economic improvements and general development was an expansion 
of the harbor in Keelung, connecting it with railways reaching both Taipei to the west, 
and Kaohsiung in the south, expeditious road constructions, developing telegraph 
facilities, establishing newspaper agencies and telephone services, as well as the 
opening of a hydropower plant meant to power the Keelung Port and administrative 
buildings in Taipei. These developments, by facilitating rapid technological 
infrastructure and economic modernization, made sense for Japan at that time with its 
policy goals to turn Taiwan into a supplier of agricultural goods.16 

After the end of the second world war, which terminated Japanese imperialism, 
Taiwan was promised to be handed back to China. Up until that time, China had 
undergone a civil- and a world war which had changed regimes and shaken the stability 
of the state. However, the current de jure state was the ROC, ruled by the nationalist 
political party, the Kuomintang (KMT), led by Chiang Kai-shek. Nevertheless, the 
ROC would ultimately lose its territory on mainland China to the rapid uprising of the 
&KLQHVH�FRPPXQLVW�SDUW\��OHDGLQJ�WR�.07·V�UHWUHDW�WR�7DLZDQ�LQ�������SDUDOOHO�WR�WKH�
HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI� WKH�QHZ�3HRSOH·V�5HSXEOLF� RI�&KLQD� �35&��XQGHU� WKH� FRPPXQLVW�
leader, Mao Zedong, on mainland China.17 These two polities, the ROC, and the PRC, 
have remained as the de facto ruling bodies over the separate locations, however both 
have claimed the right to rule over the same area they deem as Chinese territory, thus 
having heavy territorial disputes until this day.18 +RZHYHU��SULRU�WR�.07·V�UHWUHDW��WKH�
island was already under their rule, as the island was handed over by the Japanese in 
1945 to the ROC. Chiang Kai-VKHN·V�UXOH�ZDV�VWULFWO\�DXWKRULWDULDQ��IDOOHQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�

 
15 .RPDJRPH�7DNHVKL�DQG�-��$��0DQJDQ��´-DSDQHVH�FRORQLDO�HGXFDWLRQ�LQ�7DLZDQ�����-1922: precepts 
DQG�SUDFWLFHV�RI�FRQWURO�µ�HISTORY OF EDUCATION 26, no. 3 (1997): 308, 314-315. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0046760970260304; Shiaw-&KLDQ�)RQJ��´+HJHPRQ\�DQG�,GHQWLW\�LQ�WKH�
Colonial Experience of Taiwan, 1895-�����µ�TAIWAN UNDER JAPANESE COLONIAL RULE, 
1895²1945, ed. Liao Ping-Hui and David Der-Wei Wang (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2006), 168.  
16 Murray A. Rubinstein, TAIWAN ² A New History ² Expanded Edition (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 
Inc., 2006), 209. 
17 7HPSOHPDQ��´$IWHU�+HJHPRQ\«�µ���-79; Michael Dillon, China: A Modern History (Second Edition) 
(London: I. B. Tauris, 2010), 268²284. 
18 Hung Mao Tien and Yun-KDQ�&KX��´%XLOGLQJ�'HPRFUDF\�LQ�7DLZDQ�µ�The China Quarterly 148 
(1996): 1170. http://doi.org/10.1017/S030574100005058X. 
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category of Martial Law, and thus began a legacy of oppression of the people residing 
in Taiwan, especially the aboriginals who were stripped from the rights to real estate, 
including farmlands.19 This oppression, as well as corruption within the leadership of 
the KMT, led to riots occurring all over the island as early as 1947, leading to a 
multitude of casualties ranging between 6,000 and 13,000 that year, as well as 20,000 
to 30,000 killed or imprisoned the following months.20 Templeman, as well as other 
scholars he refers to, argue that these events fueled the democratic transition in the 
1990s.21 As this inequality was increasingly deliberated in the coming years, the Tangwai 
�DOVR�NQRZQ�DV�¶'DQJZDL·) movement was born,22 which eventually led to the formation 
of the political party, the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), in 1986. The foundation of 
the movement and the DPP were seeking to form a new type of governance in Taiwan 
which would be based on democratic values and equal civil liberties.23 
 

Socioeconomic Development 
.07·V�SUesence in Taiwan, as mentioned above, did not only begin by an 

oppression of liberties for the inhabitants, but the regime also monopolized a 
magnitude of businesses on the island, and policy-agencies under control by the state 
would administer the economic development. Besides the land reform which 
eliminated indigenous businesses due to the perceived threat that they could develop 
WR�SUHVVXUL]H�WKH�UHJLPH·V�OHJLWLPDF\��WKH�UHJLPH�DOVR�LPSOHPHQWHG�VHYHUH�UHVWUDLQWV�WR�
businesses in general. More specifically, in the 1950s, the KMT shaped a policy that 
would intercept domestic private capital concentration (DPCC), i.e., to prevent any 
private firms to gain a high enough degree of financial resources to get anywhere near 
to obtain a monopoly within an industry, which, without prevention, could have been 
utilized by firms as an immense influential bargaining strength to steer state politics. 
Instead, the KMT sought to promote a high number of state-owned enterprises (SOE) 
in an attempt to restrict the expansion of the private sector.24 These early policies 
ZLWKLQ� SROLWLFDO� HFRQRP\�PLUURUHG� .07·V� YLHZSRLQW� VLQFH� WKHLU� UXOH� RQ�PDLQODQG�
China; although hostile towards communism, they neither sought to establish a pure 
capitalistic system. Instead, they aimed for a state with full control over the industrial 
market, including a protectionist approach towards market interventions from 
international trade, i.e., a Leninist inspired model ² aimed to establish state 

 
19 7HPSOHPDQ��´$IWHU�+HJHPRQ\«�µ�����+H�7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ����� 
20 7HPSOHPDQ��´$IWHU�+HJHPRQ\«�µ���²����6KLUOH\�$��.DQ��´'HPRFUDWLF�5HIRUPV�LQ�7DLZDQ��,VVXHV�
for Congress,µ Democratic Reforms in Taiwan: Issue for Congress, Congressional Research Service, May 26, 
2010, 4, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20160303234655/https:/www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R41263.pdf. 
21 7HPSOHPDQ��´$IWHU�+HJHPRQ\«�µ���²79. 
22 7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ����  
23 $QVRQ�$X��´1HWZRUNV��3ROLWLFV��DQG�WKH�/LWHUDU\�3XEOLF�6SKHUH��7KH�)RXQGDWLRQ�RI�0RGHUQ�
Democracy in Taiwan (1970s²����V��µ�SAGE Open, (April 2020), 7, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244020927414. 
24 7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ�������-53.  
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monopoly.25 However, Chiang Kai-shek would later realize that this approach relying 
on SOE was not sufficient to grow the economy, thus economic liberalization and 
foreign investments would ultimately be encouraged in 1958, although still retaining 
the constraints for DPCC to occur,26 which turned out successful with its following 
HFRQRPLF�ERRP��FRPPRQO\�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�WKH�´7DLZDQ�0LUDFOH�µ27  

But what does this policy have to do with the democratization in Taiwan? 
)XUWKHU� LQ�7LDQ·V�DUWLFOH�� ¶Towards a theory of the transformation of the developmental state: 
SROLWLFDO�HOLWHV��VRFLDO�DFWRUV�DQG�VWDWH�SROLF\�FRQVWUDLQWV�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD�DQG�7DLZDQ·, he points out 
how the rich industrial families in South Korea, known as the chaebols, had immense 
LPSDFWV� RQ� WKH� VWDWH·V� HFRQomic policy processes. This had a simple explanation: 
because the current military regime of South Korea specifically invited the chaebols to 
participate at the Economic Planning Board (EPB), established in the 1970s. The 
South Korean regime deemed this as a necessity to stimulate the much-needed 
economic growth as a means to maintain the survival of the regime, thus informally 
JUDQWLQJ�WKH�FKDHEROV·�UROHV�WR�IXQFWLRQ�DV�WHFKQRFUDWV��7KLV�OHG�WR�D�FRQFHQWUDWLRQ�RI�
both economic capacities, as well as labor and industrial interests in South Korea, i.e., 
a promotion of DPCC.28 In Taiwan, however, as argued by Lee mentioned above, the 
62(�ZDV� XQDEOH� WR� SURPRWH� HQRXJK� JURZWK� E\� LWVHOI�� %XLOGLQJ� XSRQ� WKH� .07·V�
encouragement for market liberalization and foreign investments in 1958, the policy 
solution, which was set in motion in the 1970s in response to the need to generate 
further economic development, would support small- and medium enterprises 
(SME).29  However, their low capability to influence the state politics, due to the 
SUHYHQWLRQ�RI�'3&&�WR�HPHUJH��OHG�WR�D�GHFHQWUDOL]DWLRQ�DPRQJ�WKH�EXVLQHVV�HOLWH·V�
interests. In response to this issue, the KMT would invite many of the SME to 
SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�D�¶MRLQW�SURMHFW·�ZLWK�DQ�DLP�WR�HPHUJH�DQ�LQGXVWULDO�VHFWRU�ZLWKin high-
tech production, which would, in addition to its long-term success, lead to some 
LQFUHDVH� LQ� .07·V� SROLWLFDO� VXSSRUW� IURP� WKHVH� HQWHUSULVHV�30 Nevertheless, due to 
7DLZDQ·V� H[WHQVLYH� DPRXQW� RI� VLPLODUO\� VL]HG� EXVLQHVVHV�� PDQ\� ZHUH� DEOH� WR� UHVLVW�
bribery by the KMT.31 Additionally, a magnitude of the SME owners in the 1970s were 
increasingly Taiwanese born citizens, not mainland Chinese, and thusly began 
TXHVWLRQLQJ�.07·V�SROLFLHV�FRQFHUQLQJ�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\��7KLV�VWLPXODWHG�D�GLVFRXUVH�
which would eventually become a precursing factor for mobilizing these business elites 
together with the underlying classes to arrange democratic mobilization, consequently 

 
25 7HPSOHPDQ��´$IWHU�+HJHPRQ\«�µ�����+XQJ�0DR�7LHQ�DQG�<XQ-KDQ�&KX��´%XLOGLQJ�
'HPRFUDF\«�µ������ 
26 -DPHV�/HH��´$0(5,&$1�',3/20$&<�$1'�(;3257-ORIENTED 
,1'8675,$/,=$7,21�21�7$,:$1�µ�Journal of East Asian Studies 20, no. 3 (2020): 464²465, 
http://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2020.9. 
27 $X��´1HWZRUNV��3ROLWLFV��DQG�WKH�/LWHUDU\�3XEOLF�6SKHUH«�µ���� 
28 7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ���²54. 
29 /HH��´$0(5,&$1�',3/20$&<«µ� 
30 7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ���²55.  
31 7HPSOHPDQ��´$IWHU�+HJHPRQ\«�µ����  
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forming the Tangwai movement in the mid-1970s, and ultimately the founding of the 
political opposition party, the DPP in 1986. Contrastingly, in South Korea, the 
promotion of DPCC had created a greater working class as well as a smaller, but more 
powerful elite than that of Taiwan.32 The South Korean working class initiated a will 
to transform the regime into a democracy as early as 1979, but without a strong 
SUHVHQFH�IURP�WKH�PLGGOH�FODVV�ZKR�FRXOG�SHUVXDGH�WKH�HOLWH�¶WHFKQRFUDWV·�WR�MRLQ�WKH�
cause.33 The regime responded in violent repression of protestors by utilizing military 
force.34 According to Tian, democratic transition only took a step further once the 
PLGGOH�FODVV·�PRELOL]DWLRQ�RFFXUUHG�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�SURPSW�WKH�UXOLQJ�HOLWHV�WR�LQLWLDWH�D�
change of their legitimacy formula towards the regime. This would occur in the mid-
1980s in South Korea, where two elites from the chaebols signified an opposition to 
the martial law regime, mobilizing the middle class and ultimately led to further 
support from ruling elites to steer South Korea towards a democratic transition, which 
was finally reached in 1987.35 
 

A Growth of a Taiwanese Literary Public 
As a possible reaction to the founding of the DPP in 1986, one may ask; what 

constituted the KMT to allow an opposing political party to emerge? A response to 
WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�FDQ�EH�IRXQG�E\�GLYLQJ�LQWR�$X·V�DUWLFOH��Networks, Politics, and the Literary 
Public Sphere: The Foundation of Modern Democracy in Taiwan (1970s-1990s), where he 
examines how a rise in the literary public sphere generated a rational-critical thought. 
Au explains the conditions of rational-FULWLFDO� WKRXJKW� WR� EH� D� ´JHQHUDOL]DWLRQ� RI�
knowOHGJH�DQG�H[SRVXUH�WR�GLVVRQDQW�SHUVSHFWLYHV�µ36 which would then lead to create 
the often-mentioned term intelligentsia among the citizens of Taiwan, ultimately 
facilitating civil society to grow towards deliberative democracy. In this article, Au 
utilizes the framework for explaining the structural transformation of the public 
VSKHUH��SUHVHQWHG�LQ�-�UJHQ�+DEHUPDV·�HDUOLHU�UHVHDUFK�FRQWULEXWLRQV��ZKLFK�IRFXV�RQ�
the rise of rational-critical thought and how it led to facilitate transitions to deliberative 
democracies in England, France and Germany during the 18th and 19th-centuries.37 
Habermas elaborates that it was no coincidence that the public sphere, which 
generated the more commonly used term public opinion, would occur in the late 18th 
century. In short, he explains that at this time of history, the division of the feudal 
estates, i.e., the church, monarchs, and nobility, split into a polarized formation which 
would form a chain reaction to divide the public authorities and the actors occupying 
themselves within production and trading, e.g., corporations and organizations, who 
ZRXOG�IRUP�D�¶ERXUJHRLV�VSKHUH·�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�OD\�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�SXEOLF�RSLQLRQ�

 
32 7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ���������  
33 Ibid at 57. 
34 Bruce Cumings, .RUHD·V�3ODFH�LQ�WKH�6XQ��D�0RGHUQ�+LVWRU\ (New York: Norton, 2005), 381.  
35 7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ���� 
36 $X��´1HWZRUNV��3ROLWLFV��DQG�WKH�/LWHUDU\�3XEOLF�6SKHUH«�µ��� 
37 Ibid. 
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forming within the public sphere. He continues by arguing that this heavily impacted 
democratic transition in both France and England.38 Au argues that the same occurred 
in Taiwan once its civil society generated a rational-critical thought and the elite 
reached intelligentsia, which ultimately led to the birth of the aforementioned Tangwai 
movement.  

TKH� HPHUJHQFH� RI� 7DLZDQ·V� OLWHUDU\� SXEOLF� VSKHUH� ZRXOG� EHJLQ� LWV� QRWDEOH�
impact on the civil society during the 1970s and 1980s,39 parallel to the increasing shift 
surrounding discussions about national identity by the younger Taiwanese population, 
both enterprise owners and citizens in general. 40  Taiwanese literature would 
increasingly communicate discontent with the continuation of Chiang Kai-VKHN·V�
policies, especially after his death in 1975, as well as the political aim for the ROC to 
reclaim the ChinesH�PDLQODQG��7KLV�ZRXOG� FDXVH� D� GLVWXUEDQFH� IRU�.07·V� IRUHLJQ�
policy goal to recuperate the divided Chinese nation. Relatedly, in response to 
increased questioning regarding identity, which conveyed a distinct Taiwanese identity 
that was not to be mistaken as Chinese, gave rise to what became known as 
Taiwanization. Aside from partaking in the formation of a new discourse of national 
identity connected to the Tangwai movement, the Taiwanese media would gradually 
increase to express criticism in their newspaper-prints and radio broadcastings, 
LQFOXGLQJ�FULWLFL]LQJ�WKH�UHJLPH·V�UXOH��,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�.DL-VKHN·V�GHDWK��WZR�SDUWLFXODUO\�
GLVFRPILWLQJ� HYHQWV� ZRXOG� KHDYLO\� LQIOXHQFH� WKH� PHGLD·V� GLVFXVVLRQV�� 7DLZDQ·V�
expulsion at the United Nations in 1971 when the ROC lost its permanent seat at the 
Security Council, which would consequently be appointed to the PRC of mainland 
China instead, and further gradually lead the ROC to lose recognition as an 
independent state by members of the United Nations, as well as the UnLWHG�6WDWHV·�
threat to cut relations with the ROC during 1978 to 1979. This ultimately did not 
happen though. However, these humiliating events, as well as the passing of the former 
president Chiang Kai-shek, would generate a favorable moment for the opposition to 
GHOLEHUDWH�WKH�QHHG�IRU�7DLZDQ·V�LQGHSHQGHQFH�WR�WKH�SXEOLF��Formosa Magazine is one 
DFWRU�ZLWKLQ�WKH�7DLZDQHVH�PHGLD�ZKLFK�KHDYLO\�FULWLFL]HG�WKH�UHJLPH·V�SROLFLHV��PDUWLDO�
law, definition of national identity, and the inequalities and discriminatory handling of 
the indigenous population of the island. This led to an event remembered as the 
Kaohsiung incident in 1979, where as many as 50 journalists from Formosa Magazine was 
arrested and imprisoned, in connection to a protest by the opposition in the southern 
city, Kaohsiung, without first being put on trial. However ephemeral due to pressure 
from the U.S.,41 WKLV�ZRXOG�IXUWKHU�IXHO�WKH�JURZWK�RI�WKH�PRYHPHQW�DJDLQVW�.07·V�
resinicization, i.e., to merge the ROC and the PRC to become one Chinese state.42 

 
38 -�UJHQ�+DEHUPDV��6DUD�/HQQR[�DQG�)UDQN�/HQQR[��´7KH�3XEOLF�6SKHUH��$Q�(QF\FORSHGLD�$UWLFOH�
�������µ�New German Critique, no. 3 (1974): 51, 53-54. https://doi.org/10.2307/487737. 
39 $X��´1HWZRUNV��3ROLWLFV��DQG�WKH�/LWHUDU\�3XEOLF�6SKHUH«�µ�����²5.  
40 7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ���� 
41 .DQ��´'HPRFUDWLF�5HIRUPV�LQ�7DLZDQ«�µ���� 
42 $X��´1HWZRUNV��3ROLWLFV��DQG�WKH�/LWHUDU\�3XEOLF�6SKHUH«�µ��-6.  
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Finally, if the civil unrest would continue this path, the current regime could face 
FKDRWLF� FRQVHTXHQFHV�� 7KHUHIRUH�� DV� D� UHVSRQVH� WR� WKLV� SDUDJUDSK·V� TXHVWLRQ�� WKLV�
continuously developing situation by the opposition movement, caused by the increase 
of citizens achieving rational-critical thought, gave the KMT no other rational solution 
than to allow the opposition to organize politically with the founding the DPP in 1986, 
finally realizing the Taiwanese transition to become a deliberative democracy. 43 
Furthermore, the president, Lee Teng-hui, who would be the last president to be 
appointed by political officials, but also the first directly elected by the public in 199644 
² DQG�ODWHU�EH�FRPPRQO\�UHPHPEHUHG�DV�¶WKH�IDWKHU�RI�7DLZDQ·V�GHPRFUDF\·�45 agreed 
ZLWK�WKH�RSSRVLWLRQ�PRYHPHQW�DQG�'33·V�GHPDQGV�WR�VWDUW�HUDGLFDWLQJ�WKH�.07·V�
oppressive policies and martial law in 1988. 46  Additionally, Lee Teng-hui would 
develop an increased compassion towards the pro-independence movement which led 
to some KMT officials questioning his loyalty to the party.47 This would ultimately 
steer to yet another political party to be founded in 1995, the New Party, which mainly 
derived from former KMT officials who opposed formal Taiwanese independence.48 
 

Geopolitical Factors 
Another factor which one could argue has contributed Taiwan to transition 

from an autocracy to a democracy is its geopolitics, specifically its foreign relations. 
7KH�SUHYLRXV�SDUDJUDSKV·�GLVFXVVLRQV�KDYH�JLYHQ�D�EULHI�RYHUYLHZ�DPRQJ�WKH�FUXFLDO�
geopolitical factors for Taiwan, such as its relations with mainland China, the US, and 
the United Nations, which arguably influenced TDLZDQ·V�WUDQVLWLRQ�LQWR�D�GHPRFUDF\��
As for now, the discussion has not directly focused on this variable, but instead on 
how foreign relations have impacted another, such as media discourse and the 
economy policy as discussed in the previous paragraphs, and then how these facilitated 
democratic transition.  But how has the regime reacted to its foreign relations 
exclusively regarding its democratic transition? This is a tricky question. For instance, 
due to the common heritage, culture, and language as people from mainland China, 
public cross-strait relations increased, as one would naturally expect, once Chiang Kai-
shek and the KMT liberalized the private market and encouraged foreign investments 
and international trade.49 However, politically, the territorial disputes between the two 

 
43 7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ���� 
44 .DQ��´'HPRFUDWLF�5HIRUPV�LQ�7DLZDQ«µ� 
45 Lily Kuo, ´/HH�7HQJ-KXL��7DLZDQ
V�
IDWKHU�RI�GHPRFUDF\
��GLHV�DJHG����µ The Guardian, Guardian 
News and Media Limited, July 30, 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jul/30/lee-teng-
hui-taiwan-father-of-democracy-first-president-dies-aged-97. 
46 $X��´1HWZRUNV��3ROLWLFV��DQG�WKH�/LWHUDU\�3XEOLF�6SKHUH«�µ��� 
47 7LHQ�DQG�&KX��´%XLOGLQJ�'HPRFUDF\«�µ�����-1146.  
48 Ibid at 1159-1160. 
49 7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ���� 
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de facto states still held both to take security measures for possible military 
interventions.50  

$�NH\�SRLQW�LQ�WLPH�IRU�7DLZDQ·V�JHRSROLWLFV�ZDV�LQ������LQ�FRQQHFWLRQ�WR�WKH�
outbreak of the Korean War. During this time, the U.S. would alter their foreign policy 
approach towards Chiang Kai-shek as close partnership with Taiwan, as well as 
Japan,51 ZRXOG�DLG�LQ�86·�PRELOL]DWLRQ�ORJLVWLFDOO\�GXULQJ�WKH�ZDU��WKXV�OHDYLQJ�URRP�
for the ROC to deal with its domestic affairs.52 $GGLWLRQDOO\��86·� SROLF\� DSSURDFK�
towards Taiwan was to formalize an alliance against a possible threat from military 
LQWHUYHQWLRQV�ZLWK�WKH�FRPPXQLVW�PDLQODQG�XQGHU�WKH�35&��ZKLFK�OHG�WKH�8�6�·�DQG�
WKH�52&·V�FUHDWLRQ�RI� WKH�0Llitary Assistance Agreement, and the Mutual Defense 
Treaty, lasting for a duration since 1954 until 1979.53 Although being closely tied to 
the U.S. since the 1950s, one could argue that the Americans would have had a large 
LPSDFW� RQ� 7DLZDQ·V� GHPRFUDWLF� WUDQVLWLRQ�� +RZHYHU�� .DQ� DUJXHV� WKDW� WKH� 8�6�·�
presence in Taiwan during the 1950s to the late 1970s did not pressurize the Taiwanese 
regime to abandon martial law for the benefit for a transition into a democracy, as 
there is no clear evidence which suggests MXVW� WKDW�� 2Q� WKH� FRQWUDU\�� 8�6�·�
representatives stationed in Taiwan during the 1950s would express that the justice 
system seemed fair.54 +RZHYHU��HYHQ�WKRXJK�7DLZDQ�DQG�8�6�·�UHODWLRQV�ZHUH�UHDVVXUHG�
with the Taiwan Relations Act (1979), after the U.S. dismissed proposal to cut relations 
ZLWK�7DLZDQ�WKH�\HDU�SULRU��WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKLV�GLVFXVVLRQ�RFFXUUHG�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�52&·V�
losing its seat at the United Nations Security Council in 1971, could have sent some 
signals to the regime which increased its discussions on how to maintain outside 
support to preserve its legitimacy. Therefore, Tien and Chu, suggests that the 
motivation for the regime to allow the transition to democracy could have come from 
ZLWKLQ��L�H���WKDW�7DLZDQ·V�GHPRFUDWLF�WUDQVLWLRQ�ZDV�DOORwed in response to the foreign 
threat to lose its sovereignty. However, the allowance for the democratic transition 
could just have been to reassure the survival of the KMT as well. Nonetheless, they 
argue that democracy in Taiwan today is a necessary ingrHGLHQW�IRU�WKH�LVODQG·V�VHFXULW\�
as they stated: 
 

These recent developments suggest that the extent to which Taiwan can consolidate 
its new democracy and preclude the dire possibility of becoming another Hong Kong 
depends on, among other things, the willingness of the international community to 
safeguard the right of self-rule and furtherance of democracy. In this sense, 
GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ�KDV�FUHDWHG�DQ�DFXWH�VHFXULW\�GLOHPPD�IRU�7DLZDQ��«�GHPRFUDF\�

 
50 7LHQ�DQG�&KX��´%XLOGLQJ�'HPRFUDF\«�µ�������.DQ��´'HPRFUDWLF�5HIRUPV�LQ�7DLZDQ«�µ����
´7DLZDQ�5elations Act (Public Law 96-������8�6�&�������HW�VHT���µ�$PHULFDQ�,QVWLWXWH�LQ�7DLZDQ��
January 1, 1979, https://www.ait.org.tw/our-relationship/policy-history/key-u-s-foreign-policy-
documents-region/taiwan-relations-act/. 
51 .DQ��´'HPRFUDWLF�5HIRUPV�LQ�7DLZDQ«�µ��� 
52 7HPSOHPDQ��´$IWHU�+HJHPRQ\«�µ���-79. 
53 .DQ��´'HPRFUDWLF�5HIRUPV�LQ�7DLZDQ«�µ��� 
54 Ibid at 3.  

https://www.ait.org.tw/our-relationship/policy-history/key-u-s-foreign-policy-documents-region/taiwan-relations-act/
https://www.ait.org.tw/our-relationship/policy-history/key-u-s-foreign-policy-documents-region/taiwan-relations-act/
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QRZ� EHFRPHV� DQ� HVVHQWLDO� LQJUHGLHQW� RI� 7DLZDQ·V� QDWLRQDO� VHFurity [as] it helps 
HQKDQFH� LWV� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� OHJLWLPDF\�� QXOOLI\LQJ� %HLMLQJ·V� SHDFHIXO� UHXQLILFDWLRQ�
FDPSDLJQ��DQG�GLVFUHGLW�WKH�35&·V�VRYHUHLJQ�FODLP�RYHU�WKH�LVODQG�55 

 
$V�VXFK�� LW� VHHPV� WKDW� LI�7DLZDQ·V� GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ�GLG� JHW� IDFLOLWDWHG�E\� LWV�

foreign relations, it seemed to have been just partly so in contrast to the chain reactions 
following its socioeconomic development from free market capitalism. In other words, 
Tien and Chu suggest that facilitating democratic transition due to foreign relations 
would have been done to regain international recognition in the world, although, after 
being cast out of the United Nations, not recognized by the majority of the 
international community as an independent sovereign state. Furthermore, He argues 
similarly regarding the democratic transition in South Korea. He rejects the arguments 
VWDWLQJ�WKDW�6RXWK�.RUHD·V�GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ�FRXOG�EH�RI�JHRSROLWLFDO�SUHVVXUHV�IURP��
e.g., the U.S., and other external factors such as the hosting of the Olympics in 1988 
by pointLQJ� WRZDUGV�&KLQD��ZKHUH� VLPLODU� ¶SUHVVXUHV·�RFFXUUHG�� EXW� GLG�QRW� OHDG� WR�
democratization.56 
 

Conclusion 
7DLZDQ·V� GHPRFUDWLF� WUDQVLWLRQ� KDV�� DV� VHHQ� WKURXJKRXW� WKLV� HVVD\�� EHHQ�

facilitated by multiple factors. Following the framework of Huber, Rueschemeyer and 
6WHSKHQV�� RQH� FDQ� VDIHO\� DUJXH� WKDW� 7DLZDQ·V� GHPRFUDF\� LV� QHLWKHU� D� UHVXOW� RI� WKH�
variable of economic progress ² DV�VHHQ�ZLWK�WKH�FRPSDULVRQ�ZLWK�6LQJDSRUH��RU�8�6�·�
DOOHJLDQFH�� H[FOXVLYHO\�� 7KH� SUHYLRXV� UHVHDUFK� FRQWULEXWLRQV� FRQFHUQLQJ� 7DLZDQ·V�
regime evolution, economic development and media deliberations illustrate a 
combination of factors that have facilitated its transition. Japanese imperialism 
ERRVWHG� WKH� 7DLZDQ·V� GHYHORSPHQW� LQ� YDULRXV� DUHDV�� PRVW� QRWDEO\� LQ� WHFKQRORJ\��
communication, and trDQVSRUWDWLRQ��DQG�DV�7HPSOHPDQ·V�DQG�+H·V�ILQGLQJV�VXJJHVWV��
facilitated a strong middle class to emerge in the following years, i.e., confirming 
+XEHU��5XHVFKHPH\HU�DQG�6WHSKHQV·�IUDPHZRUN��,QWHUHVWLQJO\�IRU�WKH�FDVH�RI�7DLZDQ�
WKRXJK�� WKH�.07·V� HFRQRPLF�Solicy to prevent DPCC, i.e., to prevent the private 
market to be steered by a small and powerful elite of actors, as with the chaebols in 
South Korea, prevented a big gap of common interest between the elites and the 
citizens of lower classes. Although both regimes ruled under martial law, South 
.RUHD·V� ILUVW� GHPRFUDWLF�PRYHPHQWV�ZHUH�ZLWKRXW� DOOHJLDQFH� IURP�RWKHU� FODVVHV� RI�
FLWL]HQV�� DQG� WKXV�KDG� D� ¶OHVV� VRIW·� WUDQVLWLRQ� DV� WKH�RQH�RI�7DLZDQ��$Q� LQWHUHVWLQJ�
ingredient to the ease of alliance forming between different economic classes of 
citizens in Taiwan was the raise in questions concerning national identity, which 
especially gained motion in the 1970s. This is arguably an even more distinct trait of 
7DLZDQ·V� GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ� WKDQ� WKH� '3&&� SUHYHQWLRQ� DQG� 6ME promotion in 

 
55 7LHQ�DQG�&KX��´%XLOGLQJ�'HPRFUDF\«�µ����� 
56 7LDQ��´7RZDUGV�D�7KHRU\«�µ���� 
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economic policy, as the relationship between the ROC and PRC, with its vast political 
DQG� WHUULWRULDO� GLVSXWHV�� DQG� WKH� .07·V� LQLWLDO� SROLWLFDO� DLP� IRU� 6LQLFL]DWLRQ�� LV� DQ�
LGHQWLFDO�RQH��DQG�WKHUHIRUH�KDUG�WR�¶UHFUHDWH·�LQ�D�FRPSDULVRQ�ZLWK other case studies. 
However, one factor which is uncomplicated to compare with other cases is the rise 
of rational-FULWLFDO� WKRXJKW� DV� GLVFXVVHG� E\� +DEHUPDV·� UHVHDUFK� FRQWULEXWLRQ�
concerning its connection to democratization in England and France. The rise of 
communication is more simply facilitated through the expansion of the media, such as 
through mass-printed newspapers and magazines, as well as through radio 
broadcastings, and as such, is a result of general development. Therefore, the 
paramount argument by Huber, Reuschemeyer and Stephens that the order of 
causality from capitalist societies to the emergence of democracy starts with economic 
LPSURYHPHQWV�DQG�EURDG�GHYHORSPHQW�LQ�JHQHUDO�FDQ�LQ�7DLZDQ·V�FDVH�EH�DSSURYHG�DV�
a theoretical explanation. In 7DLZDQ·V�FDVH��WHFKQRORJLFDO�GHYHORSPHQW�ZDV�REVHUYHG�
with early Japanese imperialism, which then incidentally, through greater 
transportation and communication networks, facilitated increased deliberation among 
citizens who sought political influence mainly as a result of oppression such as the 
inequality of aboriginals, martial law, and corruption in Taiwan. This ultimately 
mobilized citizens of different classes, leading to the Tangwai movement and finally 
the DPP and the transition from a one-party hegemonic autocracy to a multi-party 
deliberative democracy. 
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Introduction 

he Spring and Autumn Annals of Mr. Lü (Lüshi Chunqiu 缚葢諥諊), a Chinese 
encyclopedic text from the Qin dynasty, recorded a story between the 
musician Boya and his friend Ziqi. Boya was a master of guqin, a seven-string 

traditional Chinese instrument. Whenever Boya tried to translate the mountains into 
his music, his friend could comprehend their formidable height from the tunes. 
Whenever he thought of the flowing water as he played, his friend, too, recognized the 
torrential momentum.1 The names Boya and Ziqi thus became metaphors for the 
resonance between two noble souls. 

More than two millennia after the Qin-dynasty anecdote, a modern-day 
animation reenacted the theme of transcendental human connections, along with the 
elements of towering mountains, flowing rivers, and the sonorous timbre of the guqin 
strings. Produced in 1988 by the Shanghai Animation Film Studio, the nineteen-minute 
short film is called Shanshui qing 芄莤袘, known in English as Feeling from Mountain and 
Water. The story centers on an elderly guqin player who falls ill during a journey and 
gets rescued by a young girl. The girl brings him to her hut and tends to him. To show 
his gratitude, the old man takes the girl in as his protégé and teaches her music lessons. 
When he has to leave after his recovery, the girl plays a beautiful guqin tune that evokes 
the memory amidst mountains and rivers that the two have shared.  

Since its release, Feeling from Mountain and Water has received acclaim for 
presenting the traditional landscape paintings in motion and for making the landscape 
come alive. Not only is the story set in a world of landscape with misty peaks and 
cascading streams, but the film also draws much of its formal attributes from the 
traditional ink-wash landscape art. Although the long history of the Chinese ink wash 
landscape has been the subject of many studies, little has been said about the 
transference of its aesthetic effect to a cinematic format. In this paper, I seek to identify 
the stylistic roots of Feeling from Mountain and Water in the lineage of Chinese landscape 
art. I will examine how the film medium made explicit what had been implicit in a 
static landscape painting, both through its technical innovation and limits. 

 
1 /��%XZHL��´缚葢諥諊µ�>7KH�6SULQJ�DQG�$XWXPQ�$QQDOV�RI�0U��/�@��&KLQHVH�7H[W�3URMHFW��DFFHVVHG�
December 20, 2021, https://ctext.org/lv-shi-chun-qiu/zhs.  

T 

https://ctext.org/lv-shi-chun-qiu/zhs
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Additionally, I wish to shed light on the specific sociopolitical climate in which the 
film was produced and responded to.  
 

Revival or Return?  Finding Artistic Roots 
The stylistic ties between Feeling from Mountain and Water and traditional 

landscape paintings have become the film·V� GHILQLQJ� FKDUDFWHULVWLF�� +RZHYHU�� WKH�
specific strand of landscape paintings by which the film is influenced remains 
underexamined. As early as the scene in which the girl returns home by boat (Fig. 1), 
Feeling from Mountain and Water has aligned itself with the visual style of sparse 
composition and loose brushstrokes. Most of the elements in the shot gravitate to the 
left half, leaving an unadorned expanse on the right. Hasty, freehand strokes set up 
the structure of the hut as well as the bamboo grove. The rest of the scenic subjects³
from the riverbank, the distant mountain range, to the rock formation in the leftmost 
foreground³are formed by watery ink wash, instead of being carefully modeled into 
cragged, tactile surfaces.  

 

 
Fig. 1. Still from Feeling from Mountain and Water (03:27). Directed by Te Wei 讖蚴. 

Shanghai Animation Film Studio, 1988. 
 

Following the footsteps of the girl, the shot zooms in to the entrance of the 
hut (Fig. 2). Here, the free-flowing nature of the ink wash has been emphasized. On 
the thatched roof, patches of ink seep across the original contours of the house, 
smudging the windows and the door. One can even see the creases on the paper as 
the diluted ink soaks through its fiber. The hut itself threatens to come apart at any 
moment, as the lines are haphazard and the perspective appears slightly awkward. It is 
almost as if the scene is drenched in carefree dizziness.  



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Yuxin Chen 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 97 

 
Fig. 2. Still from Feeling from Mountain and Water (03:51). Directed by Te Wei 讖蚴. 

Shanghai Animation Film Studio, 1988. 
 

The visual traits of this sequence bring to mind the works of the early Qing 
painter Shitao 苳繽 (1642²1707). Shitao was born amidst the turbulent transition from 
the Ming to the Qing dynasty, the latter of which led by Manchu conquerors. A 
descendant of the family of Zhu Yuanzhang 褶蚕蟵 (1368²1399), the first emperor 
of Ming, Shitao had to spend his early years in Buddhist monasteries to evade Manchu 
persecution. Growing up, he had been a tireless traveler and prolific painter. His 
artistic career was defined by his rebellious spirit³he signed his paintings with over 
thirty different names.2 When his contemporaries were consumed by the doctrine of 
´LPLWDWLQJ�WKH�DQFLHQWV�µ�6KLWDR�UHYROWHG�DJDLQVW�VXFK�KRPRJHQHLW\�DQG�FKDPSLRQHG�
the return to selfhood.3 In his Huayu lu 骍蓳罵, an essay on the theory of painting, 
Shitao reminded his readers that there exists a self³the creative expression unique to 
the artist³EHVLGHV�WKH�DQFLHQW�PRGHOV��DQG�WKDW�´>RQH@�FDQQRW�VWLFN�WKH�ZKLVNHUV�RI�
WKH� DQFLHQWV� RQ� >RQH·V@� IDFH�µ4 His art, therefore, is fueled by radical individualism, 
VRPHWLPHV� SUHVHQWLQJ� LWVHOI� DV� D� GLVFRQFHUWLQJ� RVFLOODWLRQ� ´IURP� WKH� SRVHG� DQG�
PHWLFXORXV�WR�WKH�FUXGH�DQG�EUXWDO�µ5  

2I�WKHVH�WZR�HQGV�RQ�6KLWDR·V�VW\OLVWLF�VSHFWUXP��WKH�ILOP·V�VW\OH�LV�FORVHU�WR�the 
ODWWHU��7KH�JHQHUDO�VHWWLQJ�RI�WKH�ZDWHUVLGH�FRWWDJH�VFHQH�HFKRHV�6KLWDR·V�VPDOOHU��PRUH�

 
2 ´6KLWDR�RU�6KLK-7·DR��RULJLQDO�QDPH��=KX�5XRML��&KX�-XR-ML���PRQN·s names: Yuan-ji (Yuan-chi), Daoji 
(Tao-FKL��µ�Benezit Dictionary of Artists, last modified November 11, 2021, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/benz/9780199773787.article.B00046718.  
3 Lin Yu-tang, The Chinese Theory of Art: Translations from the Masters of Chinese Art (New York: G. P. 
3XWQDP·V�6RQV������������� 
4 Lin, The Chinese Theory of Art, 143. 
5  ´6KLWDR�RU�6KLK-7·DR,µ�Benezit Dictionary of Artists.  

https://doi.org/10.1093/benz/9780199773787.article.B00046718
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casual works, notably Leaf B in his Landscapes album 葕苹芄莤繪訵 (ca. 1690s; Fig. 
3). In the album leaf, the composition is sparse. Some dashes of light blue color 
constitute the faraway mountains, seemingly shrouded by clouds and mist. Amidst the 
rocky terrain, the small courtyard is sketched with very simple lines and a disregard of 
perspective. The leftmost shack appears to rest on a tilted ground plane different from 
the rest of the architecture. The blueness of its curtains overflows, smeared onto its 
white façade.  

 

 
Fig. 3. Landscapes (leaf b). By Shitao (1642²1707), ink and color on paper. 8 1/4 × 12 3/8 in. 

(21 × 31.4 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
 
6XFK�YLVXDO�DIILQLW\�ZLWK�WKH�FRWWDJH�VFHQH�LV�IXUWKHU�VWUHQJWKHQHG�E\�WKH�OHDI·V�

inscription. In a semi-cursive script, Shitao inscribed 覌蜮螿莼, literally translated as, 
´ZKR�UHDOO\�XQGHUVWDQGV�P\�PXVLF"µ6 Though the leaf does not feature any figure, one 
might readily conjure up the image of Shitao sitting in his waterside retreat Dadi Tang 
繗詆繊7 and playing music to a like-minded audience, which is not unlike the old 
master in Feeling from Mountain and Water who is strumming his guqin when the young 
girl returns. Moreover, the inscription makes reference to the story of Boya and Ziqi. 
The word 覌蜮螿��RU�´WKH�RQH�ZKR�XQGHUVWDQGV�P\�PXVLF�µ�ILQGV�LWV�HW\PRORJLFDO�
roots in the Qin-dynasty legend.8  In this case, while the film is linked stylistically to the 

 
6 ´/DQGVFDSHV�FD������V�µ�7KH�0HWURSROLWDQ�0XVHXP�RI�$UW��DFFHVVHG�'HFHPEHU�����������
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/49179.  
7 /LQJ�/L]KRQJ��´苳繽谩萚萐虑ˈ繗詆螲ˉ襺贅µ�>:KHQ�'LG�6KLWDR�6WDUW�8VLQJ�WKH�7LWOH�´'DGL]Lµ"@��
Macau Museum of Art, accessed December 20, 2021, 
https://www.mam.gov.mo/MAM_WS/ShowFile.ashx?p=mam2013/pdf_theses/635592521071675.p
df.  
8 /���´7KH�6SULQJ�DQG�$XWXPQ�$QQDOV�RI�0U��/��µ 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/49179
https://www.mam.gov.mo/MAM_WS/ShowFile.ashx?p=mam2013/pdf_theses/635592521071675.pdf
https://www.mam.gov.mo/MAM_WS/ShowFile.ashx?p=mam2013/pdf_theses/635592521071675.pdf
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works of Shitao, both Shitao and the filmmakers look back to a story from the more 
distant past, in which profound human connections were built on the guqin music.  

That Feeling from Mountain and Water GUDZV�LQVSLUDWLRQ�IURP�6KLWDR·V�SDLntings 
is more than a subjective assumption; the connection is sustained by recorded artistic 
lineage. A late bloomer on the art scene, Hangzhou-based artist Zhuo Hejun 譄谺糗 
(1943²) did not get admitted to the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts until he was thirty-
six years old; six years after his graduation, he was in charge of the background design 
in the production of Feeling from Mountain and Water. During his time at the Academy, 
he studied under Lu Yanshao 羲蔅荑  (1909²1993), one of the few surviving 
traditional-style landscape painters in the 1980s.9 Among the artists that inspired Lu 
Yanshao, Shitao had been the most prominent. In 1962, Lu produced a hundred-leaf 
ODQGVFDSH�DOEXP��RQH�RI�WKH�PDMRU�SURMHFWV�RI�KLV�FDUHHU��DQG�LW�ZDV�VDLG�WR�EH�´FOHDUO\�
influeQFHG�E\�6KLWDR�µ10 0RUHRYHU��/X�VSRNH�KLJKO\�RI�6KLWDR·V�LQQRYDWLRQ�WKDW�EURNH�
the early-Qing artistic stagnancy, and he advised the young artists to feel free to study 
6KLWDR·V�VW\OH��DV�ORQJ�DV�WKH\�GR�QRW�HQJDJH�LQ�PLQGOHVV�LPLWDWLRQ�11 This suggestion 
LWVHOI�UHVRQDWHV�ZHOO�ZLWK�6KLWDR·V�LQVLVWHQFH�RQ�DQ�DUWLVW·V�LQGLYLGXDOLW\�� 

Thus, if Shitao can be likened to a pebble that agitated the still pond water of 
the late seventeenth-century art scene, Feeling from Mountain and Water is on the 
outermost ring of ripples. When producing the film, the artists did not willfully retrieve 
6KLWDR·V�DHVWKHWLF�DPRQJ�D�FDELQHW�RI�REVROHWH�DQWLTXHV�DQG�VXPPRQHG�LW�EDFN�WR�OLIH��
On the contrary, the artistic lineage is an unbroken³though not easily detectable³
continuum, even when the medium shifted from papers and textiles to layers of 
celluloid and rolls of film.   
 

From the Paper to the Silver Screen 
Adapting Chinese ink wash painting to animation was no small feat. In a 2007 

documentary, The Lost Magic of the Shanghai Art Studios, Wan Laiming 耎鋒聝 (1900²
1997), one of the Wan Brothers who pioneered the Chinese animation industry, stated 
that the animators needed to focus on the essentials, without wasting time on the 
GHWDLOV��6LQFH�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�DQLPDWLRQ�ZDV�ILOPHG�LPDJH�E\�LPDJH��KH�QRWHG�WKDW�´LI�
\RX�DGG�D�VLQJOH�EXWWRQ�WR�D�MDFNHW��\RX�KDYH�WR�DGG�LW�WR���������RU���������GUDZLQJV�µ�
In this regard, WKH� ´WRR� UHILQHG� SDLQWLQJV� LQ� DQFLHQW� &KLQDµ� ZRXOG� EH� XQILW� IRU�
animation adaptation.12 Therefore, the visual adjacency to Shitao-like simplicity not 
RQO\�UHVXOWV�IURP�WKH�GHVLJQ�DUWLVW·V�WUDLQLQJ��LW�LV�DOVR�D�WHFKQLFDO�QHFHVVLW\� 

 
9 &KHQ�:HLKH��´/X�<DQVKDR�>/X�<HQ-VKDR��PLQJ�'L��]L�:DQUXR@�µ�Grove Art Online, published January 
30, 2002, https://doi.org/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.T097498.  
10 Julia Frances Andrews, Painters and Politics in the People's Republic of China, 1949-1979 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1994), 302, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.09169.  
11 /X�<DQVKDR��´芄莤⏬⇴宕µ�>2Q�/DQGVFDSH�3DLQWLQJV@�� Chinese Artists in Painting and Calligraphy, no.1 
(2016): 46.  
12 The Lost Magic of the Shanghai Art Studios, directed by Marie-Claire Quiquemelle (Filmakers Library, 
2007),  00:13:30, https://video.alexanderstreet.com/watch/the-lost-magic-of-the-shanghai-art-studios.  

https://doi.org/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.T097498
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.09169
https://video.alexanderstreet.com/watch/the-lost-magic-of-the-shanghai-art-studios
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A visual clue to more tHFKQLFDO�GHWDLOV�RI�WKH�ILOP·V�SURGXFWLRQ�LV�WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�
in brushwork texture and ink wash effect between figural and landscape scenes. As the 
story progresses, the setting opens up from an intimate cottage scene to the wider 
world, as if following the footsteps of a gradually recovering old musician. The 
growing prominence of the background³from the modest interior of the hut, the 
willow-lined embankment, to the lofty peaks and precipitous cliff̾seems also to mirror 
WKH�\RXQJ�JLUO·V�LPSURYLQJ�guqin skills that ultimately reach a new height. However, a 
visual discrepancy emerges in this final stage.  

At around 14:13 of the film, the frame moves upwards from the bottom of a 
cliff, showing the girl on top (Fig. 4). Here, the brushstrokes that constitute the craggy 
terrain remain watery, but one can still sense the friction between the brush and the 
expanse of paper. The darker wash on the top of the cliff transitions naturally to the 
lighter tone farther down³one might even be able to discern the exact point where 
the brush pushes against the paper and the ink begins to soak through. Though 
PLQXVFXOH��WKH�VWURNHV�WKDW�VNHWFK�RXW�WKH�JLUO·V�ILJXUH�VKDUH�WKH�RYHUDOO�URXJKQHVV�RI�
the landscape.  

 

 
Fig. 4. Still from Feeling from Mountain and Water (14:13). Directed by Te Wei 讖蚴. 

Shanghai Animation Film Studio, 1988. 
 

Immediately after the extreme long shot, the close-up of the girl appears to 
have a different texture (Fig. 5). The lines are fairly clean, and each stroke glides across 
the white background without breaking or halting in the middle. The gradation of ink 
ZDVK�VHHPV�DZU\��,Q�WKH�JLUO·V�KDLU��ZKHUH�GDUNHU�VWURNHV�RYHUODS�ZLWK�D�SDWFK�RI�OLJKWHU�
ink wash, the dark ink does not contaminate the lighter shade and the lighter wash 
does not muddle the smooth strokes (Fig. 6). It is almost as if the different layers of 
ink are insulated from each other, an effect not seen in traditional ink-wash paintings. 
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Fig. 5. Still from Feeling from Mountain and Water (14:20). Directed by Te Wei 讖蚴. 

Shanghai Animation Film Studio, 1988. 
 

 
Fig. 6. Detail of Fig. 5. 

 
Granted, the discrepancies mentioned are subtle, but the respective technical 

processes of the two shots are drastically different. In the production of Feeling from 
Mountain and Water, animators worked with both paper-based design drafts and cel, 
transparent celluloid sheets used in traditional animation. For the still landscapes, 
together with a handful of figural scenes in which the characters are static and less 
prominent, the animators directly photographed the hand-drawn design drafts done 
on xuan paper. As for the scenes with significant movement, such as the close-up of 
the girl playing guqin on a cliff, animators had to go through a process called bimo fenjie 
谣肥臧豻, or the dissection of brushwork. Since celluloid cannot absorb ink, to 
recreate the subtle gradations of blackness, animators needed to dissect the original 
drafts into isolated strokes and different shades of ink wash, then redraw each onto a 
separate layer of cel.13  

 
13 )X�*XDQJFKDR��´豻胖莤肥⊏⏬芄莤袘µ�>'HFRGLQJ�,QN-wash Animation Feeling from Mountain 
and Water], Bilibili Animation Column, October 25, 2020, https://www.bilibili.com/read/cv8089095.  

https://www.bilibili.com/read/cv8089095
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The JLUO·V� KDLU�� IRU� LQVWDQFH�� LV� EURNHQ�GRZQ� LQWR� DW� OHDVW� WKUHH� OD\HUV³the 
contours, the lighter patch of ink, and the dark strokes that emphasize her thickest 
locks of hair (Fig. 6). These three layers are then stacked together. The awkwardness 
in the ink gradation, therefore, was due to the restraints of this technical process, since 
ink on different cels cannot interact. This process needed to be repeated hundreds of 
WLPHV��HDFK�WLPH�ZLWK�VOLJKW�YDULDWLRQV��VXFK�DV�D�GLS�RI�WKH�JLUO·V�FKLQ�RU�D�WLOW�RI�KHU 
head. When all of the assembled plates were photographed and edited together, the 
figure appeared to be in motion, moving her head to the rhythm of the music. 

8OWLPDWHO\��WKH�DQLPDWRUV·�JRDO�ZDV�WR�UHFUHDWH�WKH�WDFWLOH�HQJDJHPHQW�EHWZHHQ�
the fibers of brush and paper, to simulate the unrefined and even slightly uncontrolled 
quality of ink, on the uncooperative surface of the cel. Herein lies the paradox: the 
visual traits of paper-based ink-wash paintings, like the movement of the brush or the 
flow of the LQN��EULQJ�YLHZHUV·�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�LQN-and-paper medium itself; however, 
DQLPDWRUV�PXVW�GLYHUW�WKH�YLHZHUV·�DWWHQWLRQ�IURP�WKH�DFWXDO�PHGLXP��WR�PDNH�WKHP�
feel as if they have encountered an animated world on a scroll of paper, instead of 
some sheets of cel.  

The ink wash effect in a traditional landscape painting is both designed and 
VSRQWDQHRXV��GHSHQGLQJ�RQ�ERWK�WKH�DUWLVW·V�FRPPDQG�RI�WKH�EUXVK�DQG�WKH�SDWWHUQV�
RI�LQN·V�IUHH�GLODWLRQ��'XH�WR�WKH�VPRRWK��ZDWHU-repellant nature of celluloid, the film 
could not perfectly reproduce the latter. From a different perspective, such 
imperfections could remind the viewers of what they might have taken for granted 
when looking at a landscape painting, namely, the spontaneous effects that operate 
beyond the DUWLVW·V�KDQG� 

Aside from the photographs on the design drafts on paper and the animation 
sequence made with celluloid sheets, Feeling from Mountain and Water features a third 
FRPSRQHQW��DQ�LQJHQLRXV�GHVLJQ�WKDW�FRQFHDOV��LQ�D�OLWHUDO�VHQVH��WKH�DUWLVW·V�hand. In 
WKH�LPDJLQDU\�UHDOP�HYRNHG�E\�WKH�JLUO·V�PXVLF��PRXQWDLQV�JURZ�RXW�RI�WKH�SULVWLQH�
white background and flocks of dark clouds materialize before a rainstorm (Fig. 7). 
7KH�LQN�LV�IORZLQJ�DQG�H[SDQGLQJ�ULJKW�EHIRUH�WKH�YLHZHUV·�H\HV��7KHVH�WZR�VHTXHnces 
were in fact filmed when the artist was in action. A pane of glass was propped up and 
the paper was spread out on one side. While the artist splashed the ink onto paper, a 
camera set captured the whole process on the other side of the glass pane, so that the 
WUDFHV�RI� LQN�DUH�YLVLEOH� WR� WKH�YLHZHUV�ZLWKRXW� WKHP�VHHLQJ� WKH�DUWLVW·V�KDQG�14 The 
slight trembles of the frame as the shot pans leftward were probably caused by the 
OLPLWHG�HTXLSPHQW�WKDW�WKH�6WXGLR·V�SKRWRJUDSKHUV�ZRUNHG�ZLWK��:KHQ�FRPSDUHG�ZLth 
a contemporaneous animation, The Little Mermaid (1989) produced by the Walt Disney 
studio, Feeling from Mountain and Water KDG�RQO\� D� IUDFWLRQ�RI�'LVQH\·V�PRQH\� DQG�
manpower. Disney set up an entire satellite animation facility in Lake Buena Vista, 

 
14 Ibid.  
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Florida, so that it could provide ink and paint support to The Little Mermaid.15 The 
Shanghai Animation Film Studio, however, had to cope with a skeleton staff, the 
termination of state funding, and, consequently, the lack of proper filming equipment. 
Someone must have crouched under the slope of the glass with a hand-held camera 
DQG�HGJHG�WRZDUG�WKHLU�OHIW�WR�NHHS�XS�ZLWK�WKH�DUWLVW·V�DFWLRQ�� 
 

 
Fig. 7. Stills from Feeling from Mountain and Water. Directed by Te Wei 讖蚴. Shanghai 

Animation Film Studio, 1988. 
 

Though only a few seconds long, these two sequences manage to exploit the 
potential of the film medium, a time-based art form. In the case of Feeling from Mountain 
and Water, its cinematic format allows it to bring to the foreground what has been 
implicit in the still landscape paintings. When encountering traditional landscape 
SDLQWLQJV��YLHZHUV�FRXOG�RQO\�VHH�WKH�ILQLVKHG�HIIHFW��ZKHWKHU�WKH�WUDFHV�RI�WKH�EUXVK·V�
movement or the specific gradations within patches of ink. The live process of the 
SDLQWLQJ·V creation³how the brush was wielded and how the ink flowed³remained 
invisible to those unfamiliar with the practice of ink painting, until it was filmed by the 
innovative production team of Feeling from Mountain and Water. If previous experience 
with artistic practices used to be the prerequisite for appreciating the otherwise 
invisible subtleties, the film effectively eliminates such prerequisites, promising 
everyone the full experience.  

Feeling from Mountain and Water revealing a previously unseen process finds 
resonance in the well-known scholarship by German philosopher Walter Benjamin. In 
KLV�VHPLQDO�HVVD\�´7KH�:RUN�RI�$UW�LQ�WKH�$JH�RI�,WV�7HFKQRORJLFDO�5HSURGXFLELOLW\�µ�

 
15 5RJHU�0RRUH��´$IWHU�WKH�0DJLF�µ�The Orlando Sentinel, June 20, 2004, 
https://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/os-xpm-2004-06-20-0406180524-story.html.  

https://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/os-xpm-2004-06-20-0406180524-story.html
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%HQMDPLQ�GLVFXVVHV�KRZ�WKH�ILOP�UHYHDOHG�WKH�́ KLGGHQ�GHWDLOV�LQ�IDPLOLDU�REMHFWV�µ16 He 
ZURWH��́ ZH�DUH�IDPLOLDU�ZLWK�WKH�PRYHPHQW�RI�SLFNLQJ�XS�D�FLJDUHWWH�OLJKWHU�RU�D�VSRRQ��
EXW�NQRZ�DOPRVW�QRWKLQJ�RI�ZKDW�UHDOO\�JRHV�RQ�EHWZHHQ�KDQG�DQG�PHWDO�µ�ZKLOH�WKH�
ILOP�FDPHUD�FDQ�PDNH�VXFK�́ RSWLFDO�XQFRQVFLRXVµ�DFFHVVLEOH�17 Granted, the animation 
is outside the purview of the Benjamin essay, but this specific section still rings true in 
the context of Feeling from Mountain and Water��-XVW�DV�SHRSOH�FDQQRW�VHH�´ZKDW�UHDOO\�
JRHV�RQµ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�KDQG�DQG�WKH�VSRRQ�ZLWKRXW�WKH�DVVLVWDQFH�RI�D�ILOP�Famera, so 
WRR�YLHZHUV�LQ�IURQW�RI�D�ILQLVKHG�SDLQWLQJ�FDQQRW�VHH�´ZKDW�UHDOO\�JRHV�RQµ�EHWZHHQ�
the ink and the paper, until the animators shed light on the process with their work.  

0RUHRYHU�� IROORZLQJ� %HQMDPLQ·V� DUJXPHQW�� ZKHQ� D� WUDGLWLRQDO� ODQGVFDSH�
painting is adapted into animation, it can accommodate simultaneous viewing and 
SURYLGH�´DQ�REMHFW�RI�VLPXOWDQHRXV�FROOHFWLYH�UHFHSWLRQ�µ18 Even if the viewers do not 
own a landscape handscroll for private enjoyment, they nevertheless can immerse 
themselves in the world of landscape, watching the film together with friends and 
family. From the mid-fifteenth century onward, a great number of literati painters and 
audiences had participated in the production and circulation of landscape paintings, 
thereby distancing the genre from those without much knowledge of the literati 
culture.19 Feeling from Mountain and Water opens up the category of landscape to a new 
DXGLHQFH�� PXFK� ZLGHU� WKDQ� WKH� JHQUH·V� IRUPHU� SDWURQV� DQG� FRQQRLVVHXUV�� 7KRVH�
without the financial means or social connections to access the original landscape 
paintings can nevertheless appreciate their beauty on screen at an affordable price. To 
VRPH�H[WHQW��%HQMDPLQ·V�JRDO�IRU�ILOPV�WR�FDUU\�LQKHUHQW�UHYROXWLRQDU\�SRWHQWLDO�FDQ�EH�
applied to the 1988 ink-wash animation as well.  
 

Resounding Echoes in the Political Realm 
It is tempting to label Feeling from Mountain and Water as politically 

democratizing, an art production for the masses. However, the relationship between 
this 1988 film³along with the Chinese landscape paintings in general³and the 
political climate of twentieth-century China is more complicated than that. Tracing the 
6KDQJKDL�$QLPDWLRQ�)LOP�6WXGLR·V�GHYHORSPHQW�VLQFH�LWV�IRXQGLQJ�\HDUV��RQH�ZRXOG�
ILQG� WKDW� WKH� DWWLWXGH� RI� &KLQD·V� FHQWUDO� OHDGHUVKLS� WR� WKH� 6WXGLR·V� SURGXFWLRQ� KDV�
undergone many changes. As early as the establishment of the Studio, the groundwork 
IRU� WKLV� ILOP·V� DHVWKHWLF� KDG� DOUHDG\� EHHQ� ODLG��+RZHYHU�� VDQGZLFKHG� EHWZHHQ� WKH�
Cultural Revolution and the Market Reforms, the film could not have happened any 
earlier, nor could it happen any later. In this section, I intend to make visible these 

 
16 Walter Benjamin, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, 3: 1935²1938 (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2006), 117. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Benjamin, Selected Writings, 116. 
19 Shih Shou-chien, 芄聝簠蜴ୖ襦糑芄莤骍责籝頻蠿缫艋 [Mountains Resounded, Valleys Echoed: 
A History of Landscape Paintings and Their Audience] (Taipei: Rock Publishing International, 2017), 
342. 
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invisible undercurrents and situate the film in its historical context alongside the artistic 
one. 

When the Shanghai Animation Film Studio was founded in 1957, there had 
been an ongoing debate about the status of traditional Chinese ink paintings. Before 
WKH� HVWDEOLVKPHQW� RI� WKH� 3HRSOH·V� 5HSXEOLF� RI� &KLQD� LQ� ������ FRPPXQLVW�
revolutionaries looked to the Soviet Union as their model and adopted a Marxist, 
Russian-oriented approach to ideological, literary, and artistic matters.20 They sought 
to emphatically distinguish themselves from the feudal remnants. Traditional, 
aristocratic, and individualistic, ink wash paintings represented everything that the 
communists opposed. Thus, there remained little surprise that during the 1930s and 
the 1940s, traditional-style paintings³among which landscape was a prominent 
genre³fell out of favor.21  

As the communists seized power and established their regime in 1949, 
however, they were obligated to adopt a different approach. Instead of downright 
UHMHFWLQJ� WKH�´IHXGDO� UHPQDQWV�µ� WKH\�QHHGHG� WR� UHVLWXDWH� WKHPVHOYHV�DV� WKH� ULJKWIXO�
successors to the Chinese tradition, to reinsert themselves in the narrative of Chinese 
history, a narrative in which traditional art, including landscape art, played a significant 
role. Thus, in the 1949²�����SHULRG��WKH�PDLQ�GHEDWH�LQ�WKH�DUW�ZRUOG�ZDV�´ZKHWKHU�
WUDGLWLRQDO�SDLQWLQJ�VKRXOG�EH�SUHVHUYHG��UHIRUPHG��RU�VLPSO\�HUDGLFDWHGµ� in the new 
society.22 In fact, soon after liberation, many Shanghai-based traditional-style artists 
were retrained as book illustrators so as to appeal to the masses. Lu Yanshao, who 
would become the teacher of Feeling·V�EDFNJURXQG�DUWLVW��ZDV�RQH�RI�WKHP�23 The tides 
turned during the Hundred Flowers Campaign. Initiated in 1956 by the party central, 
WKH� &DPSDLJQ� HQFRXUDJHG� WKH� FRXQWU\·V� LQWHOOHFWXDOV� WR� ´OHW� D� KXQGUHG� IORZHUV�
EORRPµ³to freely express their opinions and exert their creativity. 24  During this 
period, traditional-style artists expressed their disagreement with the low status of 
&KLQHVH� LQN� SDLQWLQJV� LQ� WKH� DUW� DFDGHPLHV·� FXUULFXOD� 25  Their criticism was well-
UHFHLYHG��DQG� WUDGLWLRQDO�SDLQWLQJV�ZHUH�GHHPHG�´WKH�KHULWDJH�RI� >&KLQD·V@� excellent 
WUDGLWLRQµ�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�:HVWHUQL]HG�DUW�26   

It was at this historical juncture, under the auspices of the Hundred Flowers 
Campaign, that the Shanghai Animation Film Studio was founded.27 With the official 

 
20 Li Chu-WVLQJ�DQG�7KRPDV�/DZWRQ��´7KH�1HZ�&KLQHVH�/DQGVFDSH�µ�Art Journal, vol. 27, no. (Winter 
1967²1968): 143,  https://www.jstor.org/stable/775109. 
21 -XOLD�)UDQFHV�$QGUHZV��´7UDGLWLRQDO�3DLQWLQJ�LQ�1HZ�&KLQD��*XRKXD�DQG�WKH�$QWL-Rightist 
&DPSDLJQ�µ�The Journal of Asian Studies, vol. 49, no. 3 (August 1990): 558, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2057771. 
22 $QGUHZV��´7UDGLWLRQDO�3DLQWLQJ�LQ�1HZ�&KLQD�µ����� 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid at 567. 
25 Ibid at 562. 
26 Ibid at 566. 
27 $OH[�'XERN�GH�:LW��´7H :HL��IRXQGLQJ�IDWKHU�RI�&KLQHVH�DQLPDWLRQ�µ�British Film Institute, published 
August 3, 2017, https://www2.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine/features/te-wei-
founding-father-chinese-animation.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/775109
https://www2.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine/features/te-wei-founding-father-chinese-animation
https://www2.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine/features/te-wei-founding-father-chinese-animation
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rhetoric of celebrating the national essence, the Studio oriented itself toward the 
traditional art forms of China. Te Wei 讖蚴 (1915²2010), the mastermind behind 
Feeling from Mountain and Water and the director of Studio since 1957, published a 
passionate article in 3HRSOH·V�'DLO\ three years into his directorship. According to him, 
the mission of the Studio was WR�´FUHDWH�DQLPDWLRQV�WKDW�EHORQJHG�WR�WKH�QDWLRQ�µ�WR�
´QDWLRQDOL]H�WKH�JHQUH�RI�DQLPDWLRQ�µ�+H�ZHQW�RQ�E\�VD\LQJ��´:KHQ�ZH�SRQGHU�KRZ�
to make animation³a foreign art form³with a more distinct national style, we 
QDWXUDOO\�WKLQN�RI� LQN�SDLQWLQJV��WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�SLFWRULDO�DUW�RI�RXU�FRXQWU\�µ�+DYLQJ�
just finished an animation based on the animal paintings of Qi Baishi 裙腅苳 (1864²
1957), Te Wei was ambitious. He wished to adapt more genres of Chinese paintings 
to animation, from portraiture, flower-and-bird, to landscape.28 Thus, the seed of 
Feeling from Mountain and Water, a marriage between ink landscapes and cinematic arts, 
was already sowed in the 1960s, and it was sowed with a strong sense of nationalism 
at its core.  

Despite the nationalistic and patriotic fervor in its founding years, the Studio 
suffered a heavy blow during the Cultural Revolution between 1966 and 1976.29 When 
interviewed by French sinologist Marie-Claire Quiquemelle, Te Wei lamented the fate 
of the Studio. All but two of their productions were banned because most of their 
works did not place enough attention on class struggle.30 The new projects were all 
shelved. Many core members of the Studio underwent political persecution, including 
7H�:HL�KLPVHOI��,Q�UHWURVSHFW��HYHQ�LI�WKH�6WXGLR·V�SURGXFWLRQ�ZDV�DOORZHG�WR�SURFHHG��
Feeling from Mountain and Water would no doubt have been criticized. There was no 
motif of class struggle involved in the friendship between the old master and his 
protégé. The story seems to take place in a utopia, spatially and temporally indefinite, 
without any concerns about politics. It would have been emphatically incongruent with 
a period defined by the animosity towards bourgeois culture and the divide between 
the oppressors and the oppressed. Indeed, the screenplay of Feeling from Mountain and 
Water was written in 1980, four years after the end of the Cultural Revolution. 

In the early 1960s, the ink aesthetic of Feeling from Mountain and Water would 
have been seen as a symbol of nationalism as opposed to Western art. However, 
between 1966 and 1976, it would have been seen as the symbol of bourgeois culture 
DV�RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�RSSUHVVHG�ZRUNLQJ�FODVV��7KH�´7HQ�/RVW�<HDUVµ�ZRXOG�QRW�KDYH�
welcomed such a production. Yet as Chinese history moved into a new chapter, the 
fate of Feeling from Mountain and Water was not without peril. Under the leadership of 
Deng Xiaoping, China entered the market reform era, a period in which China 
transformed from a socialist economy to a capitalist market economy. The subsequent 

 
28 7H�:HL��´∂蟇胐褈蠿胃㜖䔜薀µ�>&UHDWLQJ�$UW�)LOPV�RI�WKH�1DWLRQ@��3HRSOH·V�'DLO\, August 31, 1960, 
https://rmrb.online/read-htm-tid-252359.html.  
29 Sean Macdonald, Animation in China: History, Aesthetics, Media (New York: Routledge, 2016), 147. 
30 The Lost Magic of the Shanghai Art Studios, 00:25:15. 

https://rmrb.online/read-htm-tid-252359.html
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upsurge of materialist and utilitarian worldview differed much from the lofty, 
transcendent sentiments in Feeling from Mountain and Water.  

Beyond the ideological divergence, the new economic climate caused concrete 
damage to the prospects of ink-wash animation as a whole. Wang Genfa 蘌紥脊, one 
of the film directors at the Shanghai Animation Film Studio, remembered how the 
influx of Japanese anime dominated the Chinese market. According to him, in about 
1984, the Japanese companies offered their anime series to Chinese TV channels 
without charge whereas the channels had to purchase the rights to play thH�6WXGLR·V�
animated films. Driven by an interest-oriented mindset, all the TV channels began 
exclusively showing anime series from Japan.31 As the production of an ink-wash 
animation was expensive and time-consuming, it quickly lost its edge.  

Feeling from Mountain and Water was released when traditional Chinese animation 
was drawing its last breaths.32 7KH�´IRUHLJQ�LQYDVLRQµ�FRXOG�EH�GHWHFWHG�HYHQ�LQ�WKH�
utopian world of timeless landscapes. Early on in the film, after his physical health has 
gotten better, the old man stands on the top of a hill and gazes into the skies. Several 
eagles are seen circling in the sky. At exactly 08:32, an eagle dives down and skims 
across the frame (Fig. 8). If one looks closely at the fleeting image, one would recognize 
that WKH�HDJOH·V�H\HV�DSSHDU�DOPRVW�FDUWRRQLVK��QRW�XQOLNH�WKDW�RI�WKH�'LVQH\�FKDUDFWHUV�
or the big, round eyes in Japanese anime. Indeed, traditional Chinese landscape 
paintings do not usually feature an extreme close-up of a bird. Without any pictorial 
precedents to fall back on, designers had, whether consciously or not, resorted to non-
Chinese models. Though this close-up could easily be overlooked, it reflected the 
challenges that the Studio was finding harder and harder to handle.  

 

 
Fig. 8. Still from Feeling from Mountain and Water (08:32). Directed by Te Wei 讖蚴. 

Shanghai Animation Film Studio, 1988. 

 
31 The Lost Magic of the Shanghai Art Studios, 00:38:10. 
32 Macdonald, Animation in China, 168. 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Yuxin Chen 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 108 

The minute improvisations were not enough to salvage ink-wash animation. 
Feeling from Mountain and Water was the last of its kind, often described as the swansong 
of Shanghai Animation Studio. Taking the context into consideration, the film gains 
an extra layer of meaning. The story between the old man and his protégé essentially 
FRQFHUQV�KRZ�´RQH�JHQHUDWLRQ�SDVV>HG@�GRZQ�DQ�DUWLVWLF�WUDGLWLRQ�WR�WKH�QH[W�µ33 Thus, 
the entire film could be read as a metaphor, representing the dream of an older 
generation of animators that their skills and techniques could be carried on. Under this 
interpretation, Feeling from Mountain and Water is even more melancholic: while the 
young girl bids her teacher farewell in the film, viewers bid their farewell to a bygone 
generation and a discontinued craft.  
 

Conclusion 
Feeling from Mountain and Water is fraught with tensions and contradictions. It is 

a lively, moving continuation of the Shitao-style landscape paintings; it is also a relic, a 
witness to the extinction of ink-wash animation techniques. Inside its story is an idyllic 
utopia, far removed from the scheme of money or politics. Yet outside of the fictional 
realm, the film needs to negotiate with the aftermath of political turmoil and the 
challenges in a new economic climate. It is both in motion and at a standstill, both 
timeless and acutely time-specific.  

7UDFLQJ�EDFN�WR�WKH�ILOP·V�WKHPDWLF�RULJLQDWLRQ��WKH�4LQ-dynasty story of Boya 
and Ziqi itself is not simply a fairytale of spiritual human connection. In Lüshi Chunqiu, 
it is used as a metaphor for a model relationship between the ruler and his subject. The 
author Lü Buwei 缚膻蛊  argued that, just as a good musician deserves a good 
audience, so too a virtuous subject deserves to be treated with respect in order to 
inspire his loyalty.34 At the end of the day, the music that Boya played meant more 
than the landscapes. Likewise, the significance of Feeling from Mountain and Water 
extends beyond its achievement of making landscapes come alive. In the film, 
DQLPDWRUV·� FOHYHU� GHVLJQ� DOORZHG� WKH� IOHHWLQJ� PRPHQW� RI� LQN� UXQQLQJ� DFURVV� WKH�
expanse of paper to be forever preserved. Similarly, the film itself is a capsule of a 
now-lost historical juncture, where the xuan paper met the celluloid, where the embers 
of Maoist national spirit met the onslaught of the global market. 
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Introduction 
he Zionist movement that led to the colonization of Palestinian lands cannot 
be delinked from modernity, racism, capitalism, patriarchy and most 
importantly, colonialism.1 These oppressive structures operate together and 

are central to the enterprise of settler colonialism in Palestine and elsewhere, which 
UHTXLUHV�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�WKH�´,QGLJHQRXVµ�FDWHJRU\�DQG�WKHLU�GLVSRVVHVVLRQ��DOLHQDWLRQ�
and genocide from their own lands. As Fayez Sayegh has argued, Zionist settler 
FRORQLDOLVP�LV�́ LQFRPSDWLEOH�ZLWK�WKH�FRQWLQXHG�H[LVWHQFH�RI�WKH�¶QDWLYH�population.·µ2 
This cannot be possible without a narrative shift of belongingness, ownership, and 
displacement ³ all of which are functions of power. Decolonization, in this context, 
is not a simple removal of the coloniser but a restructuring of the world that ruptures 
the co-constitutive forms of oppression that are central to Palestinian colonization and 
opens up the space to imagine the world anew.  

In this paper, we do not give a historical overview of Palestinian colonization 
but analyse Palestinian response to this with reference to the two critical terms: 
´UHVLVWDQFHµ�DQG�́ OLEHUDWLRQµ��:H�VXJJHVW�WKDW��LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�3DOHVWLQH��OLEHUDWLRQ�LV�
a form of decolonial praxis which gives us a sense of a world ordered on a different 
socio-political axis, derives on indigenous knowledge, and aspires to push against 
elements of patriarchy, capitalism and racism. In this manner, it is premised upon the 
resistance of such global forms of oppression and has remained in consistent dialogue 
with international resistance movements. In short, we aim to study Palestinian 
resistance with reference to other forms of oppression and in their liberation, 
imaginations of other forms of being.  

The first part of the paper investigates how Palestinian resistance is also 
resistance to other forms of oppression. It embeds resistance in the framework of 
Sumud and argues how quotidian acts work to destabilise Zionist settler-colonialism. 
The second half analyses how liberation from these is closely linked to an alternative 
imagination of the world. In doing so, we offer an analysis of resistance and liberation 
IURP�REMHFWV�RI�RSSUHVVLRQ�WKURXJK�WKH�LGHD�RI�´UHWXUQLQJµ�WR�GLVSRVVHVVHG�ODQGV�DQG�

 
1 &KDQGQL�'HVDL�DQG�/LQGD�7DEDU��´'HFRORQL]DWLRQ�LV�D�JOREDO�SURMHFW��)URP�3DOHVWLQH�WR�WKH�
$PHULFDV�µ�'HFRORQL]DWLRQ��,QGLJHQHLW\��(GXFDWLRQ�	�6RFLHW\����QR������������YLL��
https://jps.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/des/article/view/28899.  
2 Fayez A. Sayegh, Zionist Colonialism in Palestine (Beirut: Research Center, Palestine Liberation 
Organization, 1965), 5.  
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LQYHVWLJDWH�KRZ�3DOHVWLQLDQV�XVH�LQGLJHQRXV�ZD\V�WR�RIIHU�D�WUXO\�´GHFRORQLDOµ�YLVLRQ�
of the world.  
 

Forms of Oppression 
It has often been argued that the goal of Palestinian liberation is not simply to 

´UHSODFH�WKH�FRORQLDO�VWDWH�DQG�UDFLDO�HFRQRP\�µ�EXW�LQ�GHULYLQJ�IURP�LQGLJHQRXV�ODQG��
memory and body, is to reconstitute their relationship to the political and hence, re-
envision the organisation of society.3 To be able to understand this vision, we must 
first understand how settler colonialism is linked to capitalism, patriarchy, racism, and 
other forms of oppression.  

*OHQ�&RXOWKDUG�GUDZV�RQ�.DUO�0DU[·V�LGHDV�RI�SULPLWLYH�DFFXPXODWLRQ�WR�DUJXH�
that colonial dispossession of Indigenous people from their lands was central to the 
reproduction of the capitalist relations of productions.4 While his argument is centred 
around North America, we can see the same processes play out in Palestine through 
the works of Johanna Fernandez. For Fernandez, the expropriation of Indigenous land 
IRU�FDSLWDOLVW�QHHGV�LV�FHQWUDO�WR�WKH�´HPHUJHQFH�RI�LQGXVWULDO�FDSLWDOLVPµ�DQG�VHWWOHU-
colonialism in both Palestine and the United States.5 She marks a difference in the 
exploitation of labour in both countries ³ while the American capitalist project relied 
RQ� WKH� ODERXU� RI� ´UDFLDOO\� RSSUHVVHG� JURXSV�µ� WKH� 3DOHVWLQLDQV� UHFHLYHG� WKH� VDPH�
treatment as Native Americans who were alienated from the economy.6 Alongside this, 
&KDQGQL�'HVDL�GHPRQVWUDWHV�KRZ�WKH�́ FDSLWDOLVW�GHPDQG�IRU�ODERU�LQ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�
of settler-FDSLWDOLVW� HFRQRPLHV� LQWHUVHFWV�ZLWK� WKH� ORJLF� RI� HOLPLQDWLRQµ� DQG� LQ� WKDW�
sense, capitalism is embedded in processes of violence, slavery, imperialism and 
genocide. 7  Racial capitalism, then, profits from reinforcing racist ideologies and 
patriarchal formations that are foundational to settler-colonialism in Palestine.8 These 
accounts present to us how racial capitalism and settler colonialism are co-constitutive 
projects.  

Simultaneously, gendered narratives have also been central to the colonization 
RI�3DOHVWLQH��'DYLG�/OR\G�KDV�DUJXHG�KRZ�,VUDHO·V�SURSDJDQGD�FDPSDLJQ�RI�´IHPLQLVW-
ZDVKLQJµ�KDV�WUHDWHG�WKH�,VUDHOL�VWDWH�DV�DQ�DJHQW�RI emancipation for Arab women 
EHFDXVH� RI� WKH� ´LQFRPSDWLELOLW\� RI� $UDE� DQG� 0XVOLP� VRFLHWLHV� ZLWK� ZRPHQ·V�

 
3  'HVDL�DQG�7DEDU��´'HFRORQL]DWLRQ�LV�D�JOREDO�SURMHFW�µ�[L�� 
4  Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 7.  
5  -RKDQQD�)HUQDQGH]��´6WUXFWXUHV�RI�VHWWOHU�FRORQLDO�GRPLQDWLRQ�LQ�,VUDHO�DQG�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�µ�
Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 6, no. 1, (2017): 32, 
https://jps.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/des/article/view/28901.  
6 )HUQDQGH]��´6WUXFWXUHV�RI�VHWWOHU�FRORQLDO�GRPLQDWLRQ�µ���� 
7 &KDQGQL�'HVDL��´'LVUXSWLQJ�6HWWOHU-Colonial Capitalism: Indigenous Intifadas and Resurgent 
6ROLGDULW\�IURP�7XUWOH�,VODQG�WR�3DOHVWLQH�µ�Journal of Palestine Studies 50, no. 2, (2021): 52, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0377919X.2021.1909376.  
8  %UHQQD�%KDQGDU�DQG�5DIHHI�=LDGDK��´$FWV�DQG�2PLVVLRQV��)UDPLQJ�6HWWOHU�&RORQLDOLVP�LQ�3DOHVWLQH�
6WXGLHVµ��-DGDOL\\D�����-DQXDU\�������https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/32857/Acts-and-Omissions-
Framing-Settler-Colonialism-in-Palestine-Studies.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/0377919X.2021.1909376
https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/32857/Acts-and-Omissions-Framing-Settler-Colonialism-in-Palestine-Studies
https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/32857/Acts-and-Omissions-Framing-Settler-Colonialism-in-Palestine-Studies
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HPDQFLSDWLRQ�µ9 This is accompanied by an active assault on Palestinian life and its 
capacity to reproduce, which unevenly targets women both in Occupied Palestine and 
in the West Bank and Gaza. 10  ,Q� GRLQJ� VR�� WKLV� ¶QHFURSROLWLFDO� VWDWH·� DWWDFNV� DOO�
Palestinians. Yet, in the demolition of the private sphere, denial of medical treatment 
to pregnant women, and reducing populations in East Jerusalem, Israel unequally 
attacks women. 11  &RQVHTXHQWO\�� LW� LV� ZRPHQ·V� FDSDFLW\� WR� UHSURGXFH³both 
biologically and socio-culturally³which is a source of deep distress to the Zionist 
project premised upon the erasure of Palestinian populations that makes them a more 
significant target of their policies.  

A final aspect of oppression that we would like to explore pertains to racism 
DQG�DSDUWKHLG��,Q�D�UHFHQW�UHSRUW�E\�$PQHVW\�,QWHUQDWLRQDO��WKH\�ZULWH�WKDW�´,VUDHO�KDV�
established and maintained an institutionalized regime of oppression and domination 
of the Palestinian population for the benefit of Jewish Israelis³a system of 
DSDUWKHLG�µ12 Amnesty International suggests that in its segregation of Palestinians, 
,VUDHO�WUHDWV�WKHP�DV�DQ�́ LQIHULRU�QRQ--HZLVK�UDFLDO�JURXS�µ13 In using eugenics, Zionists 
DOVR�GHPDQGHG�UDFLDO�SXULW\�DQG�WKH�XQLILFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�-HZLVK�UDFH�IRU�WKH�´VHUYLFH�RI�
-HZLVK�QDWLRQDOLVP�µ14 Eugenics has been central to the claim of Zionists in Palestine 
from the very beginning, as is clear from the works of Arthur Ruppin, one of the 
founding fathers of Zionism. He writes that the most important work in Palestinian 
FRORQL]DWLRQ� LV� RI� ´WKH� VHOHFWLRQ� RI� WKH� KXPDQ� PDWHULDOµ�� ZKLFK� ´LQ� WHUPV� RI�
upbringing, occupation and character, come close to the goals we are strLYLQJ�IRU�µ15 
5XSSLQ�DGGV�WKDW�WR�GHYHORS�ZKDW�LV�́ -HZLVK�LQ�XV�LQ�3DOHVWLQHµ��LW�ZRXOG�EH�SUHIHUDEOH�
LI� � ´RQO\� ¶UDFLDO� -HZV·� FDPH� WR� 3DOHVWLQH�µ� WKHUHE\� FUHDWLQJ� UDFLDO� ERXQGDULHV� RI�
admission to the newly-founded country.16 Creating a selective policy to ´VDIHJXDUG�
WKH� UDFLDO�ILWQHVVµ�RI� -HZV� LQ�3DOHVWLQH��DORQJVLGH� WKH�XVH�RI� WHUPV�VXFK�DV�´KXPDQ�
PDWHULDOµ� VKRZV� WKH� FOHDU� HXJHQLFLVW� EHQG�RI�=LRQLVWV�17 7KLV� FRUURERUDWHV� 6D\HJK·V�
DFFRXQW�RI� KRZ� UDFLVP� LV� ´FRQJHQLWDO�� HVVHQWLDO�� DQG�SHUPDQHQWµ to Zionist settler 
FRORQLDOLVP�DQG�UHOLHV�RQ�WKHLU�VHQVH�RI�´UDFLDO�H[FOXVLYHQHVV��DQG�UDFLDO�VXSUHPDF\.µ18  

 
9  'DYLG�/OR\G��´,W�LV�RXU�EHOLHI�WKDW�3DOHVWLQH�LV�D�IHPLQLVW�LVVXH����µ��IHPLQLVWV#ODZ����QR���������������
https://doi.org/10.22024/UniKent/03/fal.107.  
10 /OR\G��´,W�LV�RXU�EHOLHI�WKDW�3DOHVWLQH�LV�D�IHPLQLVW�LVVXH�����µ���� 
11 /OR\G��´,W�LV�RXU�EHOLHI�WKDW�3DOHVWLQH�LV�D�IHPLQLVW�LVVXH«��µ���-13. 
12 $PQHVW\�,QWHUQDWLRQDO��´,VUDHO·V�DSDUWKHLG�DJDLQVW�3DOHVWLQLDQV��&UXHO�V\VWHP�RI�GRPLQDWLRQ�DQG�
crime against humanity,µ February 1, 2022, 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/5141/2022/en/.  
13 $PQHVW\�,QWHUQDWLRQDO��´,VUDHO·V�DSDUWKHLG�DJDLQVW�3DOHVWLQLDQV��&UXHO�V\VWHP�RI�GRPLQDWLRQ�DQG�
FULPH�DJDLQVW�KXPDQLW\�µ�)HEUXDU\����������
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/5141/2022/en/.  
14 Ronit Lentin, Traces of Racial Exception: Racializing Israeli Settler Colonialism, (London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2018), 93. 
15 $UWKXU�5XSSLQ��´'LH�$XVOHVH�GHV�0HQVFKHQPDWHULDOV�I�U�3DOlVWLQD�µ�'HU�-XGH��HLQH�0RQDWVVFKULIW���
(1918): 373-374, https://sammlungen.ub.uni-frankfurt.de/cm/periodical/titleinfo/3103702. 
16 5XSSLQ��´'LH�$XVOHVH�GHV�0HQVFKHQPDWHULDOV�I�U�3DOlVWLQD�µ����� 
17 Lentin, Traces of Racial Exception, 93.  
18 Sayegh, Zionist Settler Colonialism in Palestine, 21; Lentin, Traces of Racial Exception, 77. 
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Keeping with the fact that Israeli settler-colonialism is premised on a combination of 
these tools of racism, patriarchy, and capitalism, it becomes easier to fathom resistance 
to these forms of intersecting oppressions as a key aspect of Palestinian liberation. The 
Palestinian response, among other things, has depended on Sumud, an idea that can 
EH�WUDQVODWHG�WR�´VWHDGIDVWQHVVµ19. In the next section, we analyse how liberation aims 
to resist these forms of oppression that are manifest not just in Palestine, but across 
the world.  
 

Resistance 
Having demonstrated the multifaceted forms of oppression faced by 

Palestinians, we now turn to their resistance to colonialism, Zionism, apartheid, racism 
and capitalism. We understand resistance to these forms of oppression as synonymous 
ZLWK�¶GHFRORQL]DWLRQ·�DV�WKH\�DUH�FORVHO\�OLQNHG�ZLWK�FRORQLDOLVP�DQG�WKDW�WKH�FRORQLDO�
fashioning of the world depends on these co-constitutive projects. These processes 
have been seen as acting together not just in Palestine but also in the Americas, Africa, 
and Asia, spanning the entire colonised world. As a result, to decolonise means to 
rupture all these interoperating systems that create the hierarchical world that we 
occupy today.  

3DOHVWLQLDQV·�UHVLVWDQFH�LV�SUHPLVHG�XSRQ�WKH�LGHD�RI�6XPXG��ZKLFK�UHSUHVHQWV�
D�´UHVLOLHQW�UHVLVWDQFH�µ�DQG�LV�D�WDFWLF�WR�UHVLVW�,VUDHOL�FRORQL]DWLRQ�ZKLFK�´UHOLHV�XSRQ�
adaptation to the difficulties of life under occupation, staying in the territories despite 
hardship, and asserting Palestinian culture and identity in response to Zionist claims 
ZKLFK�SRVLW�,VUDHOLV�DV�WKH�VROH�OHJLWLPDWH�LQKDELWDQWV�RI�WKH�ODQGµ20. It has also been 
suggested that Sumud demonVWUDWHV� UHVLVWDQFH� ´DJDLQVW� WKH� SROLWLFV� RI� HUDVXUH�
exercised by Israel.µ21 In short, while Sumud is about active resistance, even small acts 
of defiance, such as staying on their lands, standing up to soldiers and the agency of 
everyday acts that ruptures the relationship of occupiers and the occupied represent a 
form of Sumud.22 

Such quotidian resistance is significantly linked with solidarity. Toine van 
Teeffelen notes how following attacks by the Israeli army, Palestinians used Facebook 
to offer accommodations to people who dared not go out in the evenings out of the 
fear of being stoned.23 Many fictitious stories also recount these solidarities that are 
FUHDWHG� LQ� WKH� GDLO\�� ,Q� D� VWRU\� WLWOHG� ´7KH� %R[,µ a Muslim neighbour helps her 

 
19 $OH[DQGUD�5LMNH�DQG�7RLQH�YDQ�7HHIIHOHQ��´7R�([LVW�,V�7R�5HVLVW��6XPXG��+HURLVP��DQG�WKH�
(YHU\GD\µ��Jerusalem Quarterly, 59, (2014): 86, https://www.palestine-
studies.org/en/node/165375/en%20.  
20 &DLWOLQ�5\DQ��´(YHU\GD\�5HVLOLHQFH�DV�5HVLVWDQFH��3DOHVWLQLDQ�:RPHQ�3UDFWLFLQJ�6XPXGµ��
International Political Sociology, 9, (2015): 299, https://academic.oup.com/ips/article-
abstract/9/4/299/1792573.  
21 5LMNH�DQG�7HHIIHOHQ��´7R�([LVW�,V�7R�5HVLVWµ����� 
22 5LMNH�DQG�7HHIIHOHQ��´7R�([LVW�,V�7R�5HVLVWµ����� 
23  7RLQH�YDQ�7HHIIHOHQ��´$QFLHQW�WLPH��RUGLQDU\�WLPH��GLVUXSWHG�WLPH�µ�3DOHVWLQH-Family, 19 December 
2018, https://palestine-family.net/ancient-time-ordinary-time-disrupted-time/.  

https://www.palestine-studies.org/en/node/165375/en
https://www.palestine-studies.org/en/node/165375/en
https://academic.oup.com/ips/article-abstract/9/4/299/1792573
https://academic.oup.com/ips/article-abstract/9/4/299/1792573
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Christian friend by gifting her a box of gold bracelets. The story ends with the remark 
³ ´1R� ZDOO� FRXOG� VHSDUate them.µ 24  Such works both demonstrate how Zionist 
colonialism targets all Palestinians (although it unjustly targets Arab Muslims) and the 
centrality of solidarity to understanding the different forms of oppression and resisting 
them.  

Quotidian resistance is most significantly seen in Iqrit, a village that was 
destroyed during the Nakba. Over the last decade, they have tried to rebuild their 
YLOODJH�E\�PDNLQJ�VKHOWHUV�DQG�VHWWOHPHQWV�LQ�WKH�DUHD��$V�RQH�UHVLGHQW�QRWHV��´XQWLO�ZH�
moved in, the only way back to our village was in a coffin.µ25 Tiina Järvi refers to this 
DV�WKH�´SHUIRUPDWLYH�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ULJKW�WR�UHWXUQµ��ZKLFK�FRQYHUWV�´UHWXUQµ�
from an abstract principle to a lived reality. 26  By organising summer camps and 
religious festivals, they aim to not only reclaim their space, but also teach their future 
generations about the village and its past.27 In doing so, they transfer their claim of 
EHORQJLQJQHVV� IURP�WKH�´LQDQLPDWH�SUHVHQFH�RI� UHPDLQVµ� WR� WKH�DFWLYH�SUHVHQFH�RI�
corporeal bodies28. TKHLU�UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�YLOODJH�KDV�UHOLHG�RQ�D�FRQWLQXHG�´FRQQHFWLRQµ�
to it, which the Israeli authorities have tried to rupture through constant demolitions 
out of the fear that it will present a precedent for other refugees.29 However, in making 
such claims to the land, Palestinians have nurtured a particular relationship with the 
ODQG�WKDW�LV�EDVHG�RQ�´WKHLU�LQFOXVLRQ�WR�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�ZRUOG-building.µ30  

Return here makes claims on territory using memory, using that as a tool to 
destabilise Zionist space-making, central to which is the removal and erasure of not 
just physical spaces but also knowledge about them. Reclamation of space is based on 
memory, memory is based on lived experiences and at the core of these lived 
experiences is the Nakba. In doing so, opposition to the coloniser is registered through 
the persistent existence of knowledge that they had deemed erased, that is, despite 
´RIILFLDOµ� HUDVXUH�� NQRZOHGJH� RI� VSDFHV� H[LVWV� LQ� WKH� PHPRULHV� DQG� ERGLHV� RI�
Palestinians ³ a key aspect of Sumud. Not only does this persistence itself represent 
a form of resistance, but it also justifies the ethnic cleansing of people who hold on to 
WKLV�NQRZOHGJH��,Q�VKRUW��WKH�H[LVWHQFH�DQG�SURPRWLRQ�RI�PHPRULHV�DERXW�´,VUDHOLµ�
territory as once belonging to the colonised through oral traditions, folklore and stories 
becomes the basis through which resistance can be materialised. In destabilising the 
colonial nexus of knowledge and space production and taking the agency of producing 

 
24 $UDE�(GXFDWLRQDO�,QVWLWXWH��´)LIW\�\RXWK�VWRULHV�IURP�%HWKOHKHP�DQG�5DPDOODK�µ�3DOHVWLQH-Family, 
25 October 2013, https://palestine-family.net/fifty-youth-stories-from-bethlehem-and-ramallah/.  
25 -RQDWKDQ�&RRN��´7KH�UHWXUQ�WR�,TULW�µ�$O�-D]HHUD����-XQH�������
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2013/6/9/the-return-to-iqrit.  
26 7LLQD�-lUYL��´'HPRQVWUDWLQJ�WKH�GHVLUHG�IXWXUH��SHUIRUPDWLYH�GLPHQVLRQV�RI�LQWHUQDOO\�GLVSODFHG�
3DOHVWLQLDQV·�UHWXUQ�DFWLYLWLHV�µ�*HRJUDILVND�$QQDOHU��6HULHV�%��+XPDQ�*HRJUDSK\������QR�������������
386, 391, https://doi.org/10.1080/04353684.2021.1876524.  
27 &RRN��´7KH�5HWXUQ�WR�,TULW�µ�$O�-D]HHUD� 
28 -lUYL��´'HPRQVWUDWLQJ�WKH�GHVLUHG�IXWXUHµ������� 
29 <DUD�+DZDUL��´5DGLFDO�)XWXUHV��:KHQ�3DOHVWLQLDQV�,PDJLQH�µ�$O�6KDEDND�����0DUFK������ 
https://al-shabaka.org/commentaries/radical-futures-when-palestinians-imagine/.  
30 -lUYL��´'HPRQVWUDWLQJ�WKH�GHVLUHG�IXWXUHµ������� 
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knowledge, memories, at the most fundamental level, become a tool of decolonization. 
Further, by making livelihoods that are not based on any racial exploitation, 
Palestinians also oppose the enterprise of racial capitalism that is at the core of settler-
colonialism. 

The premise of settler colonialism is to disrupt livelihoods, lifestyles and create 
¶WKLQJV·�RI�WKH�FRORQLVHG��UREELQJ�WKHP�RI�WKHLU�DJHQF\�DQG�QXUWXULQJ�D�ZRUOG�WKDW�LV�
IDU�IURP�¶QRUPDO·��LW�LV�FORVHO\�HPEURLOHG�LQ�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�D�QHZ��RSSUHVVLYH�UHJLPH��
Carrying out quotidian tasks in such a climate becomes an act of resistance. It is the 
IUXLW�RI� WKH�´FROOHFWLYH�SURGXFWLRQµ�RI� WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQV�ZKRVH� ODQGV�DQG� OLYHOLKRRGV�
have been despoiled31. While resistance comes in many shapes and forms, and much 
has been written about Palestinian resistance, we emphasise resistance through the 
quotidian. It is a world that criminalises life, where living becomes resistance. As Tabar 
DQG�'HVDL�SXW�LW��´LW�LV�IRU�WKLV�UHDVRQ�WKDW�3DOHVWLQLDQ�HPERGLHG�SUDFWLFHV��OLYLQJ�WLHV�
to place and presence on the land are such powerful forms of resistance. They invoke 
the anxieties of the settler colonizers and destabilize their mythologies and claims to 
ODQGµ32. Consequently, it is the non-material, imagined, memory-inspired narratives 
that become such strong forms of resistance. 
 

International Resistance 
To shift our attention to other movements of resistance that Palestine interacts 

with, we can focus on anti-colonial struggles in North America. Given how the settler-
colonial project in the USA has remained a historical precedent for Israel, our 
understanding of oppression in Palestine must be informed by that against Native 
Americans. Mahmood Mamdani explains how the state of Palestinians today is very 
similar to that of Indigenous peoples in the United States. He argues that not only are 
Indigenous peoples concentrated in territories precluded from development, but also, 
GHVSLWH�EHORQJLQJ�WR�WKH�ODQG��H[FOXGHG�IURP�WKH�SROLWLFDO�FRPPXQLW\�DQG�PDGH�́ DOLHQV�
DW� KRPHµ 33 . Further, as Johanna Fernandez has argued, they have similar origin 
KLVWRULHV��)HUQDQGH]�ZULWHV��´ERWK�DUH�FRORQLDO-settler apartheid states, justifying their 
projects through the racialized dehumanization of the Indigenous people they 
GLVSODFHG� IURP� WKHLU� ODQGVµ34. As noted earlier, industrial capitalism in both these 
countries would not have materialised without the land grabs and exploitation of 
indigenous labour that accompanied settler-colonialism. 35  Taking the case of 
Indigenous peoples in the Americas, it is very clear that any form of settler-colonialism 
ZRXOG�EH�LPSRVVLEOH�ZLWKRXW�WKH�H[SORLWDWLRQ�DQG�DSSURSULDWLRQ�RI�WKH�¶QDWLYH·V·�ODQG�
and labor, and on close analysis, we see this play out in Palestine as well. Therefore, 

 
31 Rijke and 7HHIIHOHQ��´7R�([LVW�,V�7R�5HVLVWµ����� 
32 'HVDL�DQG�7DEDU��´'HFRORQL]DWLRQ�LV�D�JOREDO�SURMHFWµ��[LL�� 
33 Mamdani, Neither Settler nor Native: The Making and Unmaking of Permanent Minorities, (Harvard 
University Press, 2020), 28. 
34 )HUQDQGH]��´6WUXFWXUHV�RI VHWWOHU�FRORQLDO�GRPLQDWLRQ�LQ�,VUDHO�DQG�LQ�WKH�8QLWHV�6WDWHV�µ���� 
35 )HUQDQGH]��´6WUXFWXUHV�RI�VHWWOHU�FRORQLDO�GRPLQDWLRQ�LQ�,VUDHO�DQG�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�µ����� 
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the fact of this interoperation teaches us of their close ties and represents forms of 
oppression that existed in the structural and institutional, not the personal and 
individual.36  
 In that respect, it is natural that there has been consistent dialogue between 
Indigenous peoples in North America and Palestinians for at least a few decades.37 
This dialogue began during the prime of the American Indian Movement, when 
´1DWLYH�DFWLYLVWV��OLNH�WKHLU�%ODFN�3DQWKHU�SHHUV��ORRNHG�WR�JOREDO�OLEHUDWLRQ�VWUXJJOHV�
for inspiration and solidarity, proffering both to anti-colonial movements in return.µ38 
Similarly, poetry has also acted as a mode of struggle through which native American 
DQG�3DOHVWLQLDQ�SRHWV�KDYH�QRW�RQO\�WULHG�WR�DIIHFW�´VRFLDO�FKDQJH�WKURXJK�UHVLVWDQFHµ�
but have also interacted with one another.39 

This interoperating relationship between anti-colonial struggles of these 
spatially divided, yet experientially united movements is central to the concept of 
¶,QWHU�QDWLRQDOLVP�·� 6WHYHQ�6DODLWD� H[SODLQV� WKDW� WKLV� FRQMRLQV� DQWL-colonial struggles 
across the world anG�GHPDQGV�´FRPPLWPHQW� WR�PXWXDO� OLEHUDWLRQµ� DFURVV� QDWLRQDO�
borders.40 Although talk of such mutual liberation may seem hyperbolic, he points out 
WKDW� WKH� VDPH� SRZHU� VWUXFWXUHV� PDLQWDLQ� WKH� SHRSOH·V� GLVSRVVHVVLRQ. 41  Decolonial 
narratives and struggles aim to disorient these self-same global structures that co-
constitute theiU� SHRSOH·V� RSSUHVVLRQ�� 7KLV� LV� QRW� WR� VXJJHVW� WKDW� WKHLU� VWUXJJOHV� RU�
experiences are in any way similar, but that the same logics underscore them. To be 
able to entirely understand and hence dismantle one, we must do the same for the 
other.  
 

Liberation 
In this context, liberation is understood as emancipation from all these oppressive 
structures and an imagination for something new. This imagination itself must depend 
on newer ways of thinking, which derive from indigenous approaches and combine 
memory, lDQG��DQG�ERG\��,PDJLQDWLRQ��DV�$UMXQ�$SSDGXUDL�SXWV�LW��´FDQ�EHFRPH�WKH�
IXHO� IRU� DFWLRQ�µ� LPSO\LQJ� WKH� UDGLFDO� UHWKLQNLQJ� RI� WKH� ZRUOG� WKDW� FDQ� IORZ� IURP�
renewed imaginations of being.42 

 
36 5DPyQ�$��*XWLpUUH]��´,QWHUQDO�&RORQLDOLVP��$Q�$PHULFDQ�7KHRU\�RI�5DFHµ��Du Bois Review, 1, No. 
2, (2004): 282, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742058X04042043.  
37 6WHYHQ�6DODLWD��´=LRQLVP�DQG�1DWLYH�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHVµ��$EROLWLRQ�-RXUQDO��-XQH����������
https://abolitionjournal.org/zionism-native-american-studies-steven-salaita/. 
38 6DODLWD��´=LRQLVP�DQG�1DWLYH�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHVµ�� 
39 6DGGLN�0��*RKDU��´7KH�,QWHUVHFWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�1DWLYH�$PHULFDQ�DQG�$QWL-Colonial Palestinian 
3RHWU\µ��Global Journal of Current Research, 6, No. 3, (2018): 91, http://www.crdeepjournal.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/10/Vol-6-3-3-GJCR.pdf.  
40 Steven Salaita, Inter/ Nationalism: Decolonizing Native America and Palestine, (University of Minnesota 
Press, 2016), ix.  
41 Salaita, Inter/ Nationalism, xv.  
42 Arjun Appadurai, Modernity At Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, (University of Minnesota 
Press, 1996), 7.  
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 Indigeneity offers an indispensable frame through which the dual processes of 
emancipation and new imaginations can be developed. As a framework, it draws upon 
the lived experiences of Palestinians and connects them to a single experience of settler 
colonialism (while being aware of the divergences of experience). 43 By placing 
alternative forms of knowledge which do not align with the Eurocentric 
understandings of the social, political, economic, or historical, it also offers a radical 
reconceptualization of the world.  

This process permits Palestinians to imagine a world that speaks to the 
problems that came with their colonization, and in that sense, pushed them to an 
´,QGLJHQRXVµ�VWDWXV��,W�PXVW�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�WKDW�WKH�́ LQGLJHQRXVµ�FRPHV�LQWR�H[LVWHQFH�
with the arrival of a settler that pushes them to the margins of society and makes them 
aliens in their own land. Subsequently, this status is not a pre-given but is constructed 
in the process of their colonization and in fact, is central to it. The transformation, 
then, of the political reality of Palestinians arises with decolonization.44 

Within this frame of reference, liberation is a manifestation of indigeneity and 
imagination, and connects the Palestinian struggle to the larger struggle against 
oppression. It brings together the issues arising out of their experiences of Zionist 
colonialism and thinks of them with reference to other resistance movements. It 
ruptures the isolation and alienation that their colonisers try to force them into and 
crafts global solidarities. These are solidarities of common experiences, common 
resistance and, often, common imaginations. Such imaginations are bound together 
not by similar structural features of what the future will entail, but by the placement 
of indigenous ideas and principles that draw from their lived experiences and cultures 
at the center of the imagination. As a result, indigeneity, liberation, and imagination 
become co-constitutive parts of the decolonial project.  

Counter-mapping emerges as a prominent tool which combines these strands 
of decolonial thought and converts them to practise. It aims to rethink existing 
geographies based on lived experiences and memories.45 Given how maps are crucial 
to the colonization of territories, decolonising maps places Zionist expansionist claims 
at peril by destabilising their claims to territory. Combined with this is the centrality of 
the right to return for Palestinians who were evicted from their homes in 1948. To be 
able to think of liberation then is to be able to think of returning and what it entails. 
Multiple projects have taken to responding to these concerns.  

2QH� VXFK� SURMHFW� LV� ´&RXQWHU-0DSSLQJ� 5HWXUQµ� ZKLFK� LV� D� 3DUWLFLpatory 
Action Research (PAR) mapping project that aims to examine the spatial implications 

 
43 $KPDG�$PDUD�DQG�<DUD�+DZDUL��´8VLQJ�,QGLJHQHLW\�LQ�WKH�6WUXJJOH�IRU�3DOHVWLQLDQ�/LEHUDWLRQµ��$O�
Shabaka, 8 August 2019, https://al-shabaka.org/commentaries/using-indigeneity-in-the-struggle-for-
palestinian-liberation/. 
44 $KPDG�$PDUD�DQG�<DUD�+DZDUL��´8VLQJ�,QGLJHQHLW\�LQ�WKH�6WUXJJOH�IRU�3DOHVWLQLDQ�/LEHUDWLRQµ� 
45 =HQD�$JKD��´0DSV��7HFKQRORJ\��DQG�'HFRORQLDO�6SDWLDO�3UDFWLFHV�LQ�3DOHVWLQH�µ�$l Shabaka, 14 
January 2020, https://al-shabaka.org/briefs/maps-technology-and-decolonial-spatial-practices-in-
palestine/.  

https://al-shabaka.org/commentaries/using-indigeneity-in-the-struggle-for-palestinian-liberation/
https://al-shabaka.org/commentaries/using-indigeneity-in-the-struggle-for-palestinian-liberation/
https://al-shabaka.org/briefs/maps-technology-and-decolonial-spatial-practices-in-palestine/
https://al-shabaka.org/briefs/maps-technology-and-decolonial-spatial-practices-in-palestine/


The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Rohan Chopra 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 119 

for planning the return of Palestinian refugees.46 As the name suggests, PAR requires 
the active participation of key stakeholders, including Israeli Jews, Palestinians, and 
members of Zochrot, an organisation that seeks to transition advance discussions on 
3DOHVWLQLDQ� UHIXJHHV·� ULJKW� WR� UHWXUQ� IURP� ´SULQFLSOH� WR� SUDFWLFH�µ 47  According to 
Counter-Mapping Return, return can also be denied due to an inability to practically 
imagine it, a fact that has propelled them to study return with reference to Miska, a 
village that was destroyed and ethnically cleansed of Palestinians. Researchers 
associated with this project place memory at the core of reimagining spaces, especially 
those that have been rendered physically inaccessible to generations following the 
Nakba. They use environmental biographies³a method through which objects and 
memories are used to relate to a common space³to construct solidarities and an 
´DIIHFWLYH�FRPPXQLW\µ�DPRQJ�0LVNDZHHV�48  

However, this holds the risk of reifying colonial representations of space, 
SULYDWH�RZQHUVKLS�DQG�,VUDHO·V�H[FOXVLRQDU\�VFKHPHV��7KLV�FRQWUDGLFWLRQ�RSHQV�XS�D�
´GLDOHFWLFDO�VSDFHµ�LQ�ZKLFK�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ�IXQFWLRQV�WKURXJK�WKH�´GLalectic tensions 
EHWZHHQ�FRORQL]LQJ�DQG�UHVLVWDQFHµ�DQG�ZRUNV�DV�D�´UHIOHFWLYH�PLUURU�WR�SURWHVW�>WKH@�
H[LVWLQJ�RUGHU�µ49 /LEHUDWLRQ�WKURXJK�LPDJLQLQJ�¶UHWXUQ·�XVLQJ�PHPRU\�DQG�LQGLJHQRXV�
epistemologies thus acts as a key way of thinking the decolonial. Oppression here is 
not simply a system imposed upon people, but determines the very frames that they 
use, think about, and reject. The rejection of colonial frames that emerges upon 
reflecting on them significantly shows us the dynamism embedded in decolonial 
thinking.  

To bring together the assertion made in this section, we notice how counter-
mapping combines the frames of indigeneity and oppression to re-envision the world. 
While it is embedded in returning to dispossessed lands, it also nudges Palestinians to 
not reify the self-same territorial boundaries of exclusion imposed by the colonisers. 
Thinking about the limitations of these frames and reconstituting them opens spaces 
for critical inquiry and alternative geographies that are sensitive to the exclusionary 
politics of maps. As Einat Manoff recounts from their work with Counter-Mapping 
Return, via a dialectical relationship with colonialist spaces, Palestinians were able to 
´WKLQN�EH\RQG�WKH�UHDGLO\�DYDLODEOH�VHW�RI�FRORQLDOLVW�FRGHV�DQG�WRZDUG�D�FRPSlex set 
of ideas of inclusion and distributive justice, and worked creatively towards 
UHVROXWLRQ�µ50 Consequently, the notion of liberation, through its close interactions 
with indigeneity and oppression offers reimaginations of space, temporality and social 

 
46 Puleng Segalo, EinaW�0DQRII�DQG�0LFKHOOH�)LQH��´:RUNLQJ�:LWK�(PEURLGHULHV�DQG�&RXQWHU-Maps: 
(QJDJLQJ�0HPRU\�DQG�,PDJLQDWLRQ�:LWKLQ�'HFRORQL]LQJ�)UDPHZRUNV�µ�-RXUQDO�RI�6RFLDO�DQG�3ROLWLFDO�
Psychology, 3, no. 1, (2015): 351, doi:10.5964/jspp.v3i1.145. 
47 =RFKURW��´5HWXUQ�µ�$FFessed: 16 April 2022, 
https://www.zochrot.org/sections/view/19/en?Return_Vision.  
48 6HJDOR��0DQRII�DQG�)LQH��´:RUNLQJ�ZLWK�(PEURLGHULHV�DQG�&RXQWHU-0DSV�µ����-352. 
49 Segalo, ManofI�DQG�)LQH��´:RUNLQJ�ZLWK�(PEURLGHULHV�DQG�&RXQWHU-0DSV�µ����� 
50 6HJDOR��0DQRII�DQG�)LQH��´:RUNLQJ�ZLWK�(PEURLGHULHV�DQG�&RXQWHU-0DSV�µ����� 

https://www.zochrot.org/sections/view/19/en?Return_Vision
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relations that centres but also opposes their colonial experience, hence representing 
decolonial praxis.  

Decolonization functions through the critical reflections on these 
interoperating forms of oppression and employs lived experiences as a means to 
rupture them. In that sense, it is embedded in the processes of rethinking and 
reconstituting a world that has been built on regimes of oppression. Its universality 
does not draw from what it reimagines, but how it does so. While the critique and the 
manner of critique of the oppressive order ³ given its international preponderance 
³ may be universalizable, the structures of a decolonial world are hyperlocal and in 
that sense, are not. Nonetheless, they do go a long way in showing us the extent to 
which our imagination can be stretched to imagine a new world.  
 

Conclusion 
)UDQW]�)DQRQ�H[SODLQV�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ�DV�D�´SURJUDP�RI�FRPSOHWH�GLVRUGHU.µ51 

This requires a violent wrenching of dispossessed lands by indigenous peoples from 
the colonisers. Subsequently, much like colonization, decolonization becomes a 
violent process. Decolonial violence is not just the violence of armed conflict but is 
more so the violence of rupturing colonial hierarchies and disordering the colonial 
world and its associated forms of control and oppression. It is a fundamental 
restructuring of the world based on indigenous ways of thinking and knowing.  
 Palestinian liberation does precisely this. It resists global oppressive structures 
that have seen their manifestation elsewhere but are central to Palestinian colonization. 
It does this not by imagining a return to the status quo (a serious failure of many 
decolonising countries) but by rethinking the world and its underlying features as a 
whole. Since there is a recognition that these oppressive systems are co-constitutive, 
DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKDW�QRWKLQJ�VKRUW�RI�HPDQFLSDWLRQ�IURP�DOO�DFFRXQWV�IRU�¶OLEHUDWLRQ·�
persists. It structures our understanding differently, nudging us to inquire about the 
presence of these oppressive systems everywhere³be it in the struggle of Kashmiris 
or the native and Black populations in North America. It also emphasises the 
intersectional approach to resistance that we then require to liberate. As stated earlier, 
liberation here refers to liberation from all modes of oppression, alienation, and 
GLVSODFHPHQW��1DWXUDOO\�� ¶UHVLVWDQFH·�DQG� ¶OLEHUDWLRQ·�DUH� GHHSO\� FRPSOH[� WHUPV�ZLWK�
variegated meanings for all. Our focus in this paper has been on connections to the 
land embodied in the question of return. Given the practical precedence that returning 
WR�GLVSRVVHVVHG�ODQGV�KDV�LQ�DOO�GLVFRXUVHV�RQ�¶OLEHUDWLRQ�·�ZH�IRFXV�RQ�LWV�UHODWLRQVKLS�
to decolonization. 

It is in recognising this that Palestinian liberation constitutes a form of 
decolonization.  This is a decolonization aware of the interoperation of these 
structures, of the suffocating result of their use on people, one that places 
intersectionality at its core and is receptive to the fundamentally different yet common 

 
51 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, (New York: Grove Press, 1963), 36. 
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experiences that all face under Occupation. It embodies a vision of the world grounded 
in an alternative reality for which memory is as important as the material, the body is 
as important as the land, and the lived experiences as important as official knowledge. 
It is this vision of decolonization that is central to their reordering of the world and 
constitutes a vision that is truly global in its scope. It is this vision that we must reckon 
with as we envision a new world. 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
$JKD��=HQD��´0DSV��7HFKQRORJ\��DQG�'HFRORQLDO�6SDWLDO�3UDFWLFHV�LQ�3DOHVWLQH�µ�$O� 

Shabaka, 14 January 2020, https://al-shabaka.org/briefs/maps-technology- 
and-decolonial-spatial-practices-in-palestin 
e/.  

 
$PDUD��$KPDG�DQG�<DUD�+DZDUL��´8VLQJ�,QGLJHQHLW\�in the Struggle for Palestinian  

Liberation�µAl Shabaka, 8 August 2019, https://al- 
shabaka.org/commentaries/using-indigeneity-in-the-struggle-for-palestinian- 
liberation/.  

 
Amnesty International. ,VUDHO·V�DSDUWKHLG�DJDLQVW�3DOHVWLQLDQV��&UXHO�V\VWHP�RI�Gomination and  

crime against humanity. February 1, 2022,  
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/5141/2022/en/.  

 
Appadurai, Arjun. Modernity At Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. University of  

Minnesota Press, 1996.  
 
Arab Educational InstiWXWH��´)LIW\�\RXWK�VWRULHV�IURP�%HWKOHKHP�DQG�5DPDOODK�µ� 

Palestine-Family, 25 October 2013,  
https://palestine-family.net/fifty-youth-stories-from-bethlehem-and- 
ramallah/.  

 
5XSSLQ��$UWKXU��´'LH�$XVOHVH�GHV�0HQVFKHQPDWHULDOV�I�U�3DOlVWLQD�µ�Der Jude: eine  

Monatsschrift 3, (1918): 373-383,  
https://sammlungen.ub.uni-frankfurt.de/cm/periodical/titleinfo/3103702. 

 
%KDQGDU��%UHQGD�DQG�5DIHHI�=LDGDK��´$FWV�DQG�2PLVVLRQV��)UDPLQJ�6ettler  

&RORQLDOLVP�LQ�3DOHVWLQH�6WXGLHVµ��Jadaliyya, 14 January 2016,  
https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/32857/Acts-and-Omissions-Framing- 
Settler-Colonialiasm-in-Palestine-Studies. 

 
&RRN��-RQDWKDQ��´7KH�UHWXUQ�WR�,TULW�µ�$O�-D]HHUD����-XQH������� 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Rohan Chopra 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 122 

https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2013/6/9/the-return-to-iqrit.  
 
Coulthard, Glen Sean. Red Skin, White Masks. University of Minnesota Press, 2014.  
 
'HVDL��&KDQGQL�DQG�/LQGD�7DEDU��´'HFRORQL]DWLRQ�LV�D�JOREDO�SURMHFW��)URP�3DOHVWLQH� 

WR�WKH�$PHULFDV�µ�Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, 6, No. 1 (2017),  
i-xix, 
https://jps.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/des/article/view/28899.  

 
Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. New York: Grove Press, 1963. 
 
)HUQDQGH]��-RKDQQD��´6WUXFWXUHV�RI�VHWWOHU�FRORQLDO�GRPLQDWLRQ�LQ�,VUDHO�DQG�LQ�WKH� 

United States.µ�Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 6, No. 1, (2017):  
29-44,  
https://jps.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/des/article/view/28901.  

 
)LQH��0LFKHOOH��3XOHQJ�6HJDOR�DQG�(LQDW�0DQRII��´:RUNLQJ�:LWK�(PEURLGHULHV�DQG� 

Counter-Maps: Engaging Memory and Imagination Within Decolonizing  
)UDPHZRUNV�µ� 
Journal of Social and Political Psychology 3, no. 1, (2015): 342-364,  
https://doi:10.5964/jspp.v3i1.145.  

 
*RKDU��6DGGLN�0��´7KH�,QWHUVHFWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�1DWLYH�$PHULFDQ�DQG�$QWi-Colonial  

Palestinian Poetry,µ�Global Journal of Current Research 6, No. 3, (2018): 76-93,  
http://www.crdeepjournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Vol-6-3-3- 
GJCR.pdf.  

 
*XWLpUUH]��5DPyQ�$��´,QWHUQDO�&RORQLDOLVP��$Q�$PHULFDQ�7KHRU\�RI�5DFHµ��Du Bois  

Review 1, No. 2, (2004): 281-295,  
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742058X04042043.  

 
+DZDUL��<DUD��´5DGLFDO�)XWXUHV��:KHQ�3DOHVWLQLDQV�,PDJLQH�µ�$O�6KDEDND�����0DUFK� 

2020,  
https://al-shabaka.org/commentaries/radical-futures-when-palestinians- 
imagine/.   
 

Hawari, Yara, Sharri Plonski, and Elian Weizman. "Seeing Israel through Palestine:  
knowledge production as anti-colonial praxis." Settler Colonial Studies 9, no. 1  
(2019): 155-175. 

 
-lUYL��7LLQD��´'HPRQVWUDWLQJ�WKH�GHVLUHG�IXWXUH��SHUIRUPDWLYH�GLPHQVLRQV of internally  



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Rohan Chopra 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 123 

GLVSODFHG�3DOHVWLQLDQV·�UHWXUQ�DFWLYLWLHV�µ�Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human  
Geography 103, no. 4, (2021): 380-396,  
https://doi.org/10.1080/04353684.2021.1876524.  
 

Lentin, Ronit. Traces of Racial Exception: Racializing Israeli Settler Colonialism. Bloomsbury  
Academic, 2018. /OR\G��'DYLG��´,W�LV�RXU�EHOLHI�WKDW�3DOHVWLQH�LV�D�IHPLQLVW� 
LVVXH����µ��feminists@law 4, No. 1, (2014): 1-19,  
https://doi.org/10.22024/UniKent/03/fal.107. 

 
Mamdani, Mahmood. Neither Settler nor Native: : The Making and Unmaking of Permanent  

Minorities. Harvard University Press, 2020.  
 
5LMNH��$OH[DQGUD�DQG�7RLQH�YDQ�7HHIIHOHQ��´7R�([LVW�,V�7R�5HVLVW��6XPXG��+HURLVP�� 

DQG�WKH�(YHU\GD\µ� Jerusalem Quarterly 59, (2014): 86-99,  
https://www.palestine-studies.org/en/node/165375/en%20.  

 
5\DQ��&DLWOLQ��´(YHU\GD\�5HVLOLHQFH�DV�5HVLVWDQFH��3DOHVWLQLDQ�:RPHQ�3UDFWLFLQJ� 

Sumud�µ�International Political Sociology 9, (2015): 299-315,  
https://academic.oup.com/ips/article-abstract/9/4/299/1792573. 

 
6DODLWD��6WHYHQ��́ =LRQLVP�DQG�1DWLYH�$PHULFDQ�6WXGLHVµ��Abolition Journal, June 6, 2017,  

https://abolitionjournal.org/zionism-native-american-studies-steven-salaita/.  
 
Salaita, Steven. Inter/ Nationalism: Decolonizing Native America and Palestine. University of  

Minnesota Press, 2016.  
 
Salamanca, Omar Jabary, et al. "Past is present: Settler colonialism in Palestine." Settler  

Colonial Studies 2, no. 1 (2012): 1-8. 
 
Sayegh, Fayez Abdullah. Zionist Colonialism in Palestine. Vol. 1. Beirut, Lebanon:  

Research Center, Palestine Liberation Organization, 1965. 
 
7HHIIHOHQ��7RLQH�YDQ��´$QFLHQW�WLPH��RUGLQDU\�WLPH��GLVUXSWHG�WLPH�µ�Palestine-Family,  

19 December 2018, https://palestine-family.net/ancient-time-ordinary-time- 
disrupted-time/.  

 
=RFKURW��´5HWXUQ�µ�$FFHVVHG�����$SULO������� 

https://www.zochrot.org/sections/view/19/en?Return_Vision.  
 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Alexander J.D. Garment 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 124 

$8',%/(�(03,5(��6281'6&$3(6��´621,&�
0$5.(56µ�$1'�&5($7,21�2)�($67(51�

IDENTITY IN THE BRITISH EMPIRE AT HOME 
AND ABROAD, 1830 - 1900 

 
ALEXANDER J.D. GARMENT 

B.A. in History 
University of London, Class of 2021 

 
ue to its heavy use of guttural sounds, the German language is seen as an 
¶DQJU\·�VRXQGLQJ�ODQJXDJH³an understanding most definitely influenced by 
SRSXODU�FXOWXUH�WKDW�UHVSRQGHG�WR�WKH�́ DJJUHVVLYHµ�*HUPDQ�LQ�:RUOG�:DU�,�

and World War II. This principle of associating specific sonic characteristics to a group 
of people as cultivated within popular culture and imagination can be equally found in 
QLQHWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�LPSHULDO�%ULWDLQ·V�VRFLHW\��7KHUH�DUH�H[SHFWDWLRQV�SHRSOH�JHQHUDWH�
over expected senses of particular regions. This is an active process whereby there is a 
creation of certain soundscapes based on ethnic distinctions. This process, as this 
thesis will demonstrate, was markedly prevalent in the nineteenth century as people 
EHJDQ�WR�¶LPDJLQH·�D�JOREDO�ZRUOG�RXWVLGH�RI�WKHLU�ORFDO�UHJion more prevalently with 
WKH�RQVHW�RI�D�WUXO\�JOREDO�HPSLUH��7KH�¶LPDJLQDWLRQ·�RI�WKH�(DVWHUQ�VRXQGVFDSH�LV�D�
key theme of this thesis. The British Metropole utilized imagination loosely based upon 
experiences of the East to generate expected soundscapes DQG�´VRQLF�PDUNHUVµ�ZKLFK�
DLGHG� WKH� 9LFWRULDQ� FRQVWUXFWLRQ� RI� UDFLDO� DQG� FXOWXUDO� LGHQWLWLHV�� 7KHVH� ´VRQLF�
PDUNHUVµ�ZHUH�GHULYHG�IURP�LPDJLQHG�VRXQGVFDSHV��ZKHUH�´VRXQGVFDSHVµ�GHQRWH�WKH�
general sounds one would expect to hear in a specific geographical region. The 
FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�JHQHUDOO\�´(DVWHUQµ�VRXQGVFDSHV�UHOD\HG�EDFN�WR�WKH�PHWURSROH�PHDQW�
H[SHFWHG� VRXQGV� ZHUH� FRQVWUXFWHG�� IURP� ZKLFK� WKH� ´VRQLF� PDUNHUVµ� IRXQG� LQ�
Victorian theatres could then be derived. Through these processes, an Eastern identity 
was created, and its vast size and multiple identities and complexities were reduced 
and simplified to easily identifiable sounds and expected identities found in, for 
example, name constructions, accents, and musical signaling. 

To successfully demonstrate the effectiveness of the constructions of identity 
and recognizable sounds, this thesis will explore the topic through three sections: 
Sounds of the East, The Victorian Stage, and Changing Soundscapes and Identity to answer the 
question: how are soundscapes and constructed sonic markers manipulated to form racial and 
cultural identities at home and abroad? The first section will explore the first stage of the 
process through which the sounds of the East were transported back to Britain and 
provided the material ² the Eastern soundscape² upon which the Victorian 
melodrama could then generate identities and sound expectations. The section 
provides context for the following section which analyses specifically in detail The 
0DQGDULQ·V� 'DXJKWHU, Lalla Rookh, and Mr�� %XFNVWRQH·V� 9R\DJH� DURXQG� WKH� *OREH. Rana 
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.DEEDQL� GHPRQVWUDWHV� WKH� QHFHVVLW\� IRU� WKLV� FRQWH[W� E\� DUJXLQJ�� ´(XURSHDQV� � �� �� ���
GHSHQGHG�RQ�HDFK�RWKHU·V�WHVWLPRQ\�WR�VXVWDLQ�WKHLU�FRPPXQDO�LPDJH�RI�WKH�2ULHQW�µ1 
7KHUHIRUH�� DV� -RQDWKDQ� 6WHUQH� VWDWHV�� WKH� ´Kistory of sound must move beyond 
recovering experience to interrogating the conditions under which that experience 
EHFDPH� SRVVLEOH� LQ� WKH� ILUVW� SODFH�µ2 This thesis is required to extend its scope to 
include this necessary aspect. The second section will H[SORUH� KRZ� WKH� ´IDFWXDOµ�
presentations of the Eastern soundscape, as found in the travelogues and 
ethnographies, are translated and presented to the Victorian audience. The final 
section focuses on how soundscapes and sonic markers can be further manipulated to 
alter and establish indigenous identities , thus demonstrating some of the wider 
ramifications of cultural imperialism with missionaries working to alter the soundscape 
of these indigenous communities through the importation of western harmonies and 
ODQJXDJH�DQG�DOWHULQJ�WKH�VRXQGVFDSH��7KLV�SURFHVV�PHDQW�WKH�́ QDWLYHµ�ZRXOG�EH�UDLVHG�
from their heathenism and become civilized. 

This thesis will demonstrate the importance of exploring soundscapes in the 
study of imperialism, popular imperial culture, and nineteenth-century racism to better 
understand the process identity construction during this period. Exploring oriental 
themes on the Victorian stage is not new in scholarship. However, studies usually place 
precedence on analyzing visual elements³the stage, backdrops, and costumes to name 
three examples³rather than sound.3 This focus on the visual is useful and an essay 
based on sound analysis cannot afford to dismiss these important audience cues and 
stage world-EXLOGLQJ� DQG� VOLS� LQWR� ´DXGLVP� �HWKQRFHQWULVP� RI� WKRVH� ZKR� KHDU��µ�
especially given the prevalent position afforded to the visual. 4  While it is firmly 
HVWDEOLVKHG�QRZ��DV�GHPRQVWUDWHG�E\� WKH�DGDJH�RI�´VHHLQJ� LV�EHOLHYLQJ�µ�GXULQJ� WKH�
nineteenth century, there was a process of transitioning away from an auditory-based 
society to that of sight with, for instance, reading taking far greater precedence over 
the previous verbal communication.5 However, as also pointed out by Sterne, between 
1750 and 1925, sound became an object and a domain of thought and practice.6 This 
WKHVLV�DOVR�JRHV�VRPHZD\�WR�DQVZHU�D�TXHVWLRQ�SRVHG�E\�-RKQ�0��0DFNHQ]LH��´+RZ�
successful were popular cultural vehicles in conveying an imperial world view to the 
%ULWLVK� SXEOLF"µ 7  Using sound offers an alternative approach to answering this 
important question, and therefore will demonstrate that Victorian melodramas and 

 
1 Rana Kabbani, (XURSH·V�0\WKV�RI�2ULHQW� (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 39. 
2 Jonathan Sterne, The Audible Past Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction, (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2003), 28. 
3 Mark M. Smith, Sensing the Past: Seeing, Hearing, Smelling, Tasting, and Touching in History, (Berkley: 
University of California Press, 2007), 41. 
4 Sterne, Audible Past, 28. 
5 Ibid at 3. 
6 Ibid. 
7 John M., MacKenzie, Imperialism and Popular Culture, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2017), 10. 
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literature were effective tools for transporting Western conceptions of the East back 
home and enabling the construction of racial and cultural identities. 

This thesis has drawn on a wide variety of primary material. The selection of 
specific sources was partially due to what was accessible, but it was also purposeful. 
$V�0DUN�0��6PLWK�LGHQWLILHV��ZRUN�RQ�́ VRXQGV�µ�OLVWHQLQJ��RU�VLPLODU�WRSLFV��RIWHQ�UHOLHV�
too much on music scores in analyzing sound. 8  It is for this reason, that this 
dissertation aims to demonstrate some of the alternative sources that offer valuable 
insights into the construction of native soundscapes and sounds, as well as sonic 
markers of racial identity. Musical analysis, therefore, plays a very limited role in this 
thesis. It should be noted as well that this thesis has the period limitation of 1830-1900 
as this is the start of the Victorian period and, at the turn of the century, the theater 
stage became more about English patriotism than presentations of the exotic. 
 

Importance of Sound as an Analytical Tool 
This thesis aims to respond to and enhance previous explorations of Victorian 

culture through an analysis of sounds. Victorian theater is already extensively studied, 
W\SLFDOO\�ZLWK�D�IRFXV�RQ�YLVXDO�SHUIRUPDQFH�HOHPHQWV��2QH�H[DPSOH�LV�5D\�-RKQVRQ·V�
article, in which he statHV�WKDW�´WKH�QDUUDWLYH�LQ�SRSXODU�WKHDWUH�ZDV�FDUULHG�DORQJ�E\�
SLFWRULDO�GHYLFHV�HQKDQFHG�ZLWK�PXVLF�DQG�VSHFLDO�HIIHFWV�µ� WKXV�SODFLQJ�VRXQG�DV�D�
purely secondary feature.9 The privileging of the visual over the sonic means, however, 
that one of the major senses is dismissed. Sound was a vital aspect of the theatrical 
experience, a sentiment that has been espoused by William Rough, who highlights that 
audiences were highly encouraged to join in with the singing and other musical 
aspects.10 Michael Pisani DUJXHV� WKDW� WKH�PXVLF�ZRUNHG� DW� D� ´VXEFRQVFLRXV� OHYHO� WR�
PDNH�DXGLHQFHV�PRUH�VXVFHSWLEOH�WR�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�VLWXDWLRQVµ�RFFXUULQJ�RQ�WKH�VWDJH�11 
Especially in the melodrama, music was composed specifically for each play and 
ZRUNHG� WR� XQGHUOLQH� ´PRRG�� DWPRVShere, convey time and place, suggest status, 
HWKQLFLW\�RU�FODVVµ�WKURXJK�PXVLFDO�JHVWXULQJ�12 At this point, Mary Jean Corbett raises 
WKH� TXHVWLRQ� ´ZKHUH� GRHV� SHUIRUPDQFH-as-identity-construction leave off and 
performance-as-theatrical-ZRUN� EHJLQ"µ 13  How far can an analysis of theatrical 
performances and resulting depictions of soundscapes be taken from the stage and 
analyzed in the context of wider society and imperial actions? David Mayer states that 

 
8 Smith, Sensing the Past, 42. 
9 Ray Johnson, 'Tricks, Traps and Transformations² ,OOXVLRQV�LQ�9LFWRULDQ�6SHFWDFXODU�7KHDWUH�· Early 
Popular Visual Culture 5, no.2 (2007): 151-165, doi:10.1080/17460650701433673. 
10 William Rough, 'Sickert's Mirror: Reflecting Duality, Identity and Performance C1890', The British 
Art Journal 10, no. 3 (2009): 142. 
11 Michael Pisani, 'Music for the Theatre: Style and Function in Incidental Music', in The Cambridge 
Companion to Victorian and Edwardian Theatre, ed. Kerry Powell (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), 71. 
12 Ibid at 71. 
13 Mary J. Corbett, 'Performing Identities: Actresses and Autobiography,' in The Cambridge Companion to 
Victorian and Edwardian Theatre, ed. Kerry Powell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 109. 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Alexander J.D. Garment 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 127 

melodramas often responded directly to immediate social circumstances. 14  By 
confronting social issues, identity being one of these, the stage is a platform upon 
which these conflicts are dramatized and provided some form of an answer. Therefore, 
the stage is directly linked with the real world with the identities constructed on stage 
both responding to and informing the off-stage construction of identities. An example 
of this can be located in the debates over Zwarte Pete in the Netherlands. The fictional 
companion to St. Nicklaus in the Netherlands is under challenge as groups such as the 
/LEHUDO�/HIW�DUJXLQJ�KH�LQVWLOOV�UDFLVW�WURSHV�DQG�UHSUHVHQWV�´ULWXDOL]HG�GHJUDGDWLRQ�µ�
ZKHUHLQ�FKLOGUHQ�FRPH�WR�DVVRFLDWH�KLV�EHLQJ�EODFN�ZLWK�EHLQJ�PLVFKLHYRXV�DQG�´EDGµ�
alongside directly influencing Dutch memory of Western imperialism. 15  Fictional 
characters have real consequences as people who have little knowledge or experience 
RI�WKH�´UHDOµ�ZRUOG��XSRQ�FRQVWDQW�H[SRVXUH�WR�WKHVH�FKDUDFWHUV�DQG�VRQLF�VLJQDOLQJ��
come to expect these characteristics from the real-world counterparts to the 
VWHUHRW\SHG��LQ�WKLV�FDVH��WKH�´QDWLYHµ�FKDUDFWHU�IRXQG�RQ�VWDJH��$V�WKH�PHORGUDPD�LV�
built upon stock characters and polarization between good and evil, it becomes an 
effective vessel for creating racialized identities that have real-world consequences. 

Therefore, the audible aspect of theatres does require more attention in 
scholarly analysis. Nevertheless, as Pisani highlights, there does not yet exist a 
comprehensive study on nineteenth-century theatrical music.16 This, however, is not 
necessarily due to a lack of interest, but as Pisani goes on to discuss, rather a matter of 
D�ODFN�RI�PDWHULDO��3LVDQL�H[SODLQV�WKDW�DSDUW�IURP�+HQU\�%LVKRS�´QR�VLQJOH�FROOHFWLRQ�
RI�DQ\�WKHDWUH�FRPSRVHU�VXUYLYHV�µ�D�IDFW�ZKLFK�SUHVHQWV�D�FRQVLGHUDEOH�REVWDFle to a 
comprehensive study of Victorian theatrical soundscapes. 17  This is perhaps one 
explanation for why there is such a dominant focus on the visual versus the sonic 
aspects of theatre productions. While this is a prominent issue, this thesis works 
towards demonstrating, in part, that relying on music to explore sonic transcriptions 
of the East eliminates a vast array of sources that could be used to generate an 
understanding of the theatrical sonic world. Analyzing only musical portrayals of the 
East also often lacks a connection to the consequences of these auditory constructions. 
For instance, Michael Saffle discusses remarks of Europeans towards oriental 
soundscapes, specifically their response to hearing Chinese music, but fails to expand 
this and discuss the explicit consequences these accounts have on the construction of 
Chinese, or, more generally, Eastern identity.18 By utilizing sound studies, one can read 
texts in new ways to extrapolate recordings of sounds by what Murray F. Schafer terms 

 
14 David Mayer, 'Encountering Melodrama,' in The Cambridge Companion to Victorian and Edwardian 
Theatre, ed. Kerry Powell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 146. 
15 Gloria Wekker, White Innocence² Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race, (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2016), 140, 164. 
16 3LVDQL��¶0XVLF�IRU�7KHDWUH�·���� 
17 Ibid at 79. 
18 Michael Saffle, 'Eastern Fantasies on Western Stages: Chinese-Themed Operettas and Musical 
Comedies in Turn-of-the-Last-Century London and New York,' in China and the West, ed. Michael 
Saffle and Hon-Lun Yang (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2017), 107. 
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DV� ´HDUZLWQHVVHVµ� DFFRXQWV�� DQG� WKHUHE\� VWDUW� FRQVWUXFWLQJ� VRPH� RI� WKH�SURFHVV� RI�
constructing identities through the Victorian auditory experience of the East. 19 
([DPLQLQJ� WKH�DFRXVWLFDO�ILHOG� UHTXLUHV�D�IRFXV�RQ�´HYHQWV� heard not objects seen�µ20 
Schafer also demonstrates in his book that the sense of hearing cannot be closed off 
DW�ZLOO��ZLWK�WKH�HDU·V�RQO\�SURWHFWLRQ�EHLQJ�´DQ�HODERUDWH�SV\FKRORJLFDO�PHFKDQLVP�IRU�
ILOWHULQJ� RXW� XQGHVLUDEOH� VRXQGVµ� DQG� IRFXVLQJ� RQ� GHVLUDEOH� VRXQGV� 21  This idea 
demonstrates the importance of recognizing and giving space for an analysis of 
soundscapes since sound, by definition, is anthropocentric. 22  Furthermore, Sterne 
DUJXHV� WKDW� VRXQGV�� KHDULQJ�� DQG� OLVWHQLQJ� DUH� ´IRXQGDWLRQDO� WR� PRGHUQ�PRGHV� RI�
knowledge, culture, and social RUJDQL]DWLRQ�µ�HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�QLQHWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�ZKHQ�
VRXQG� LQFUHDVLQJO\� ´PHGLDWHG� DQG� KHOS� LQIRUP� LGHDV� DERXW� FODVV�� LGHQWLW\� DQG�
QDWLRQDOLVP�µ23 This indicates once again how an exploration of soundscapes and 
sound provides good insight into the nineteenth-century conception of the East which 
built racialized identities. 

Due to the difficulty in locating music manuscripts and the difficulty in relating 
musical analysis to its consequences, and since many scholars are pushing for a move 
away from purely musical analysis when discussing sound, this thesis will only remark 
on compositions in a limited capacity. Instead, it will highlight the creation of the 
Eastern soundscape, not only through music but also through the speech and names 
of characters, whereby their identity is forged sonically through sonic markers. Sonic 
markers are the perceived expectations of sound associated with and created for 
specific racialized identities utilized by British Imperial society to assert their narrative 
of dominance. 
 

Sounds of the Orient: Depictions of the Oriental Soundscape in Literature 
To fully understand and comprehend the translation of Eastern soundscapes 

for the Victorian play there needs to be an analysis of how the soundscapes were 
FUHDWHG�E\�́ HDUZLWQHVVHV�µ�7KLV�VHFWLRQ�ZLOO�DQDO\]H�IRXU�WH[WV��The Englishman in China; 
-XOLXV�%HUQFDVWOH·V A Voyage to China; 0DULD�1XJHQW·V, A Journal from the year 1811 to 
1815, including a voyage to, and residence in India; and +HQU\�6LUU·V China and the Chinese.  
 

India 
India, which was not only the crown jewel in the British Empire but also a 

mid-point for journeys further East, was one of the first and most impressionable 
H[SHULHQFHV� IRU� %ULWLVK� WUDYHOHUV� DQG� H[SORUHUV�� $V� VXFK�� DFFRXQWV� RI� SHRSOH·V� ILUVW�
arrival and stay are rife with interesting comments about unusual and new sounds 

 
19 Murray R. Schafer, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World, (Rochester: 
Destiny Books, 1994), 17. 
20 Ibid at 16. 
21 Ibid at 21. 
22 Ibid at 11. 
23 Ibid at 2; Smith, Sensing the Past, 48. 
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DPRQJVW�GHVFULSWLRQV�RI�WKH�YLVXDO�LPSUHVVLRQV��2QH�VXFK�DFFRXQW�LV�0DULD�1XJHQW·V�
jouUQDO�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�������2Q�1XJHQW·V�DUULYDO� LQ�&DOFXWWD��VKH�QRWHV�EHLQJ�JUHHWHG�
ZLWK�́ D�NLQG�RI�H[WHPSRUH�VRQJ��WR�D�PRQRWRQRXV�WXQH�µ24 While on initial reading this 
description could elude consideration, its analysis becomes significant when it is placed 
in a socio-KLVWRULF�FRQWH[W��1XJHQW�FKDUDFWHUL]HV�WKH�,QGLDQV�DV�D�´PLOG�LQQRFHQW�UDFHµ�
ZKR� KDYH� D� ´OLVWOHVV� PDQQHUµ� DQG� DUH� ´ZLWKRXW� DQ\� HQHUJ\� RI� FKDUDFWHU�µ 25 
)XUWKHUPRUH�� E\� SRUWUD\LQJ� WKH� ,QGLDQ� VRQJ� DV� ´H[WHPSRUHµ� DQG� ´PRQRWRQRXV�µ�
Nugent LQGLFDWHV� WKDW� WKH�PXVLF�ZDV� VLPSOH� DQG� WKXV� LQ� NHHSLQJ�ZLWK� WKH�QDWLYHV·�
perceived heathenism and lack of civilization due to lacking well-developed fine arts. 
The strangeQHVV� RI� WKH� ,QGLDQ� VRXQGVFDSH� LV� IXUWKHU� HVWDEOLVKHG� ZLWK� 1XJHQW·V 
UHFRXQWLQJ�RI�D�UHOLJLRXV�IHVWLYDO��GXULQJ�ZKLFK�´QRWKLQJ�LV�KHDUG�EXW�WKHLU�RGG�WRP-
WRP�PXVLF�µ26 Two things are significant in this comment. Firstly, it suggests that the 
Indian soundscape, dominated by rhythmic drumming, is reduced to being recognized 
DV�QRLVH�GXH�WR�LWV�DOLHQ�RU�́ RGGµ�VRXQG�SURILOH��6HFRQGO\��WKH�WRP-tom is not an Indian 
drum but rather originates from China and Sri Lanka, and thus goes some way to 
demonstrate the process by which the West reduced Eastern soundscapes and musical 
FXOWXUHV� LQWR�RQH�ODUJHU�´RWKHUµ�VRXQGVFDSH�DQG�FXOWXUH�27 This is significant for the 
subsequent plays written and composed which contain elements of the East, as it 
provides a simple device through which to signify the East. The process of reducing 
specific cultural groups to being recognizable through a set motif, rhythm or 
instrument works similarly to how the banjo is used to mark and easily distinguish the 
presence of a minstrel performance.28  

7KH� FRQVWUXFWLRQ� RI� DQ� DOLHQ� VRXQGVFDSH�� HVSHFLDOO\� FRQFHUQLQJ� ´QDWLYHµ�
IHVWLYDOV��LV�IXUWKHU�HODERUDWHG�RQ�LQ�%HUQFDVWOH·V�A Voyage to China. His time in India 
serves as an important formative period during which Berncastle is exposed first-hand 
to aliHQ� VRXQGVFDSHV��%HUQFDVWOH� GHVFULEHV� D�´+RROL�KROLGD\µ�ZKHUHE\�KH�GHSLFWV� D�
scene of chaos and uncivilized behavior, before continuing to state that the magistrates 
ZHUH�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�´OLPLW�WKH�QXLVDQFH�RI�FHOHEUDWLRQ�WR�FHUWDLQ�DUHDV�µ29 The scene is 
conFOXGHG�ZLWK�WKH�GHWDLOLQJ�RI�%HUQFDVWOH·V�´UHVFXHµ�ZKHQ�6HSR\V�´HVFRUWHG�>KLP@�DV�
far as the city gates, arriving there just in time to avoid a procession of barbarous 
PXVLF�µ30 By identifying the celebrations as a nuisance, it becomes clear that the Indian 

 
24 Maria Nugent, A Journal from the Year 1811 Till the Year 1815, Including a Voyage to, and Residence in, 
India, with a Tour to the North-Western Parts of the British Possessions in that Country, Under the Bengal 
Government., vol. 1, (London: 1839), 79, British Library. 
25 Ibid at 69. 
26 Ibid at 99-100. 
27 MasterClass Staff Editors, ´*XLGH�WR�7RP-Tom Drums: 4 Types of Tom-7RPV�µ�0DVWHU�&ODVV��Last updated 
November 8, 2020, https://www.masterclass.com/articles/guide-to-tom-tom-drums. 
28 /DXUD�.RURENLQ�
$YRLGLQJ�´$XQW�7RPDVLQDµ��&KDUOHV�'LFNHQV�5HVSRQGV�WR�+DUULHW�%HHFKHU�
6WRZH·V�%ODFN�$PHULFDQ�5HDGHU��0DU\�:HEE�· Elh 82, no.1 (2015): 119-122, doi: 
10.1353/elh.2015.0007. 
29 Julius Berncastle, A Voyage to China, vol. 1, (London: William Shoberl, 1850), 118-119, British 
Library. 
30 Berncastle, A Voyage to China, vol. 1, 120. 
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soundscape, especially during festivals is noisy² noise being sounds considered 
XQGHVLUDEOH�DQG�XQZDQWHG��0XFK�KRZ�%U\DQ�(GZDUGV�VWDWHV��WKH�́ 1HJURH�PDNHV�QRLVH�
QRW�PXVLFµ�� WKH� VDPH� VHQWLPHQW�ZDV�SODFHG�RQ�DOO� GHHPHG� WR�EH�KHDWKHQ�31 It thus 
becomes clear to the Victorian reader that the East is an alien other, and reflective of 
the uncivilized status that natives had been assigned. The distinct separation of West 
and East, civilized and uncivilized, is furthered by Berncastle when he recounts a visit 
to 'XQJDUHH�*UHHQ�ZKHUH�WKH�´QDWLYH�WRZQµ�EHJLQV�DQG�WKH�ZHVWHUQ-controlled center 
RI� %RPED\� HQGV�� ,Q� WKH� QDWLYH� DUHD�� LW� LV� ´GHQVHO\� FURZGHGµ� ZLWK� ´FRSSHUVPLWKV�
KDPPHULQJ�DZD\�ZLWK�DOO� WKHLU�PLJKWµ� DQG�´EXOORFN-hackeries driving along amidst 
IHDUIXO�\HOOV�µ32 The description details once again a scene of auditory and visual chaos. 
One could also suggest that by highlighting the coppersmith hammering, Berncastle is 
drawing a contrast between the industrial and mechanized sounds to be found in 
English city sounGVFDSHV��DQG�WKH�PRUH�´EDFNZDUGµ�DQG�SUH-industrial soundscape of 
India. This would serve to highlight the perception of India being a static ancient 
civilization. To the middle-class readers of this book, the chaotic and noisy scenes 
depicted are easily recognizable as undesirable and symptomatic of a lower standard 
of living given during the period the middle class was undergoing an exodus from the 
dirty, busy, and noisy industrial city centers of Britain. The strict separation and 
distinction drawn betweHQ�ZKHUH�(XURSHDQV�OLYH�DQG�ZKHUH�WKH�´QDWLYHµ�DUHD�EHJLQV�
LV�XQGHUOLQHG�ERWK�VSDWLDOO\�DQG�VRQLFDOO\�DQG� WKXV�DLGV� WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI� WKH�´RWKHUµ�
which lives in opposition to the European. By positing the soundscape as another 
H[DPSOH�RI�WKH�́ RWKHU�µ�LW�EHFRmes clear that sound and descriptions by these Western 
´HDUZLWQHVVHVVµ�DUH�LPSRUWDQW�FRQWULEXWLRQV�WR�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�(DVWHUQ�LGHQWLW\� 
 

China 
The Chinese, much like the Indians, were recognized as a once-great ancient 

civilization that was in a period of VWDJQDWLRQ��+HQU\�6LUU�VWDWHV�WKDW�́ WKH�&KLQHVH�KDYH�
D� JUHDW� GLVOLNH� WR� LQQRYDWLRQ� RU� FKDQJH� LQ� WKHLU� ODZV�� FXVWRPV�� RU� FRVWXPHVµ�� WR�
underline this point.33 2QH�RI�WKH�FRQWULEXWLQJ�IDFWRUV�WR�&KLQD·V�´EDFNZDUGQHVVµ�ZDV�
WKDW��´GXULQJ�DQG�DIWHU�WKH�PHDO��HUXFWDWLRQV�DUH�KHDUG�DURXQG��WR�D�GLVJXVWLQJ�H[WHQW�µ�
ZKLFK�ZHUH�HODERUDWHG�DV�EHLQJ�´XQPXVLFDO�VRXQGV�µ34 The sounds within the formal 
setting of dining are recognized as wholly uncivilized and barbaric. They would be 
treated as rude and bad-mannered and thus serves to sonically identify the Chinese as 
barbarians. The European felt equally alienated sonically through the experience of 
´SLGJLQ�(QJOLVK�µ�RU�DV�Gescribed in The Englishman in China��́ PRQJUHO�(QJOLVK�µ35 This 
´JLEEHULVKµ� LV�SODFHG� LQ�FRQWUDVW� WR�´SURSHUµ�(QJOLVK�VSHHFK� LQ�D�QRWDWHG�GLDORJXH��

 
31 Catherine Hall, Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony in the English Imagination, 1830-1867, (London: 
Polity, 2002), 103. 
32 Berncastle, A Voyage to China, vol.1, 140-141. 
33 Henry Sirr, China and the Chinese, vol. 1, (London: Wm. S. Orr, 1849), 317. 
34 Ibid at 159. 
35 Anon., The Englishman in China, (London: Saunders, Otley, 1860), 42, British Library. 
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´+R��6R\HU��WKRX�KHDWKHQ��ZKDW�KDVW�WKRX�IRU�GLQQHU"���-XVW�QRZ�KDYH�JRW�VRXS��ILVV��
cully, and lice, and one SLHFH�IRZOR��RQH�SLHFHH�ODEELW�µ36 The notation places the two 
speech styles in opposition to each other, demonstrating the difference between the 
(QJOLVKPDQ�DQG�WKH�́ RWKHU�µ�DV�ZHOO�DV�SURYLGLQJ�D�GLVWLQFWLYH�´VRQLF�PDUNHUµ�WKURXJK�
which to identify a ChLQHVH�SHUVRQ��:LWK�MXVW�D�IHZ�KDYLQJ�́ DFTXLUHG�D�WROHUDEOH�IDFLOLW\�
RI�VSHDNLQJ�(QJOLVKµ��WKH�VSHHFK�LV�LGHQWLILHG�ZLWK�WKH�ORZHU�LQWHOOLJHQFH�DVVLJQHG�WR�
the Chinese.37 Furthermore, The Englishman in China provides a formula through which 
to recreate the VW\OH��VWDWLQJ�WKDW�DOO�WKDW�LV�QHHGHG�LV�WKH�DGGLWLRQ�RI�DQ�´HHµ ³´walkee, 
talkee, showee, singee�µ38 These accents are reproduced in plays such as 7KH�0DQGDULQ·V�
Daughter! to sonically designate characters and thus assign a specific and recognizable 
identity. 

/DVWO\��WKH�(QJOLVK�UHFRJQL]HG�WKDW�&KLQD�SRVVHVVHG�VRPH�´XVHIXO�>ILQH@�DUWVµ�
VLQFH�&KLQD�ZDV�DQ�DQFLHQW�FLYLOL]DWLRQ��ZKLFK�FRQVHTXHQWO\�UDLVHG�WKHP�´DERYH�WKH�
XQWXWRUHG�VDYDJHµ�DQG�EURXJKW�WKHP�FORVH�WR�EHLQJ�FLYLOL]HG�µ39 However, it was still 
benHDWK�:HVWHUQ�HTXLYDOHQWV��6LUU�VWDWHV�LW�LV�WKH�´PRVW�LQKDUPRQLRXV�DQG�XQPXVLFDO�
VRXQGVµ�ZLWK�WKH�DFFRPSDQLPHQW�EHLQJ�´DERPLQDEOH�µ40 This sentiment is echoed in 
The Englishman in China�� ZKLFK� VWDWHV�� ´:KDWHYHU� LW� PD\� EH� WR� WKHP�� LW� LV� RQO\� D�
complication RI�QRLV\�DQG�XQSOHDVDQW�VRXQG�WR�XV�µ41 The lack of harmonious musical 
soundscapes is identified as being among the reasons for a lack of civilization and is 
thus combined with all other aspects of the books to help build an Eastern soundscape 
that is alien, noisy, and barbaric. The description is also useful for contemporaries 
looking to construct an Eastern sound for the stage as it outlines key features of the 
´TXLQWHVVHQWLDOµ�(DVWHUQ�VRXQG��XQKDUPRQLRXV��´WZDQJLQJ�µ�DQG�KHDYLO\� UK\WKPLF�42 
The idea of an opposing Eastern soundscape is underlined by a description offered in 
The Englishman in China��7KH� DXWKRU� UHFRXQWV�KHDULQJ� ´WKDW� VRXQG�+D·V� piece de 
resistance��¶7KH�&DUQLYDO�RI�9HQLFHµ��FDXVLQJ�WKH�DXWKRU�WR�UHWXUQ�WKH�´VKLS�D�KDSSLHU�
PDQ�µ43 The happiness, and perhaps relief, in hearing a familiar sound amidst the alien 
sounds, demonstrates that the western ear rejected the Eastern soundscape and 
musical sonic qualities. 

The principal element that emerges from these various depictions is their 
coherence in portraying the East as uncivilized, backward and alien to Western 
sensibilities. The numerous differences and idiosyncrasies of each Eastern culture are 
HUDVHG� WR� HQDEOH� WKH� FUHDWLRQ� RI� WKH� ´RWKHUµ� ZKLFK� LV� IDU� HDVLHU� WR� FRQVWUXFW� DQG�
identify. Additionally, by confining all Eastern people into an Eastern soundscape, it 

 
36 Ibid at 43, 76. 
37 Ibid at 67. 
38 Ibid at 42. 
39 Berncastle, A Voyage to China, vol.2, 150. 
40 Sirr, China and the Chinese, p. 160. 
41 Anon., The Englishman in China, 162. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid at 16. 
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becomes possible to translate them into characters on the stage that are easily 
identifiable to the Western audience. 
 
The Victorian Stage: Translations of Soundscapes and Sonic Markers, and the 

Creation of Racialized Eastern Identity 
$V� WKH� QLQHWHHQWK� FHQWXU\� H[SHULHQFHG� D� ´FUD]Hµ�RYHU�(DVWHUQ� WKHPHV�� WKH�

Victorian stage entered an arena in which the previously discussed Eastern 
soundscapes were utilized as and translated into a performative tool.44 As Martin 
&OD\WRQ�DQG�%HQQHWW�=RQ�DUJXH��WKH�VWDJH�ZRUNHG�WR�UHQGHU�WKH�́ (DVW�DV�¶XQDFKLHYDEOH�
DQG�XQUHFRJQL]DEOH·�IRU�WKH�FRQVXPLQJ�JD]H�RI�WKH�ZHVWHUQ�VSHFWDWRU�µ�DQG�WKXV�ZRXOG�
reflect the alienated experience of those who traveled.45 The link between composer 
or playwriter and reflecting travelogues or reports on the East is important given that 
most, if any, had no first-hand experience of Eastern cultures.46 This realization raises 
the question: Could any late nineteenth or early twentieth-century playwriter or 
composer accurately portray the East? 47  The answer would be a resounding no. 
However, as will be subsequently explored, this does not necessarily matter; that is, 
the creation of an Eastern soundscape was more about capturing the essence of an 
´(DVWHUQµ�VRXQG�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�WKH�YDVW�UHDFKHV�RI�WKH�HPSLUH�FRXOG�EH�LPSRUWHG�EDFN�
to the metropole. As Nicholas Cook argues, the purpose was not to imitate but to 
represent.48  

 
0U��%XFNVWRQH·V�9R\DJH�$URXQG�WKH�*OREH 

Analyzing the play 0U�%XFNVWRQH·V�9R\DJH� DURXQG� WKH�*OREH (1854) reveals the 
SUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�DQ�´RULHQWDO�VSHFWDFOHµ�RQ�9LFWRULDQ�VWDJHV�49 The play describes itself 
DV� D� ´&RVPRORJUDSKLFDO� DQG� 9LVXDO� H[WUDYDJDQ]Dµ� LQ� ZKLFK� WKH� FKDUDFWHU� 0U�
Buckstone travels through various scenes, interacting with different regions³Europe, 
Asia, Africa and America.50 Before the Asian scene is revealed, music is played. Pisani 
suggests that within the melodrama genre, music served to underscore dialogue and/or 
convey mood, atmosphere, time and place, and ethnicity.51 This implies that, despite 

 
44 &ODLUH�0DELODW��
(PSLUH�DQG�¶2ULHQW�·�LQ�2SHUD�/LEUHWWL�6HW�E\�6LU�+HQU\�%LVKRS�DQG�(GZDUG�
Solomon,' in Europe, Empire, and Spectacle in Nineteenth-Century British Music, ed. Rachel Cowgill and 
Julian Rushton (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 2006), 224. 
45 Martin Clayton and Bennett Zon, 'Introduction,' in Music and Orientalism in the British Empire, 1780s-
1940s: Portrayal of the East, ed. Martin Clayton and Bennett Zon (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 
2007), 8. 
46 0DELODW��¶(PSLUH�DQG�2ULHQW�·����� 
47 Saffle��
(DVWHUQ�)DQWDVLHV�RQ�:HVWHUQ�6WDJHV�·����� 
48 1LFKRODV�&RRN��
(QFRXQWHULQJ�WKH�2WKHU��5HGHILQLQJ�WKH�6HOI��+LQGRVWDQQLH�$LUV��+D\GQ·V�)RONVRQJ�
6HWWLQJ�DQG�WKH�¶&RPPRQ�3UDFWLFH·�6W\OH�
�LQ�Music and Orientalism in the British Empire, 1780s-1940s: 
Portrayal of the East, ed. Martin Clayton and Bennett Zon (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 2007), 16. 
49 ´+D\PDUNHW�7KHDWUH�µ�Illustrated London News, April 29, 1854. The Illustrated London News 
Historical Archive, 1842-2003, 393. 
50 J.R Planche, Mr %XFNVWRQH·V�9R\DJH�$URXQG�WKH�*OREH� (London, 1854). First Performance: Theatre 
Royal Haymarket, 17 April 1854. The Victorian Play Project. 
51 3LVDQL��¶0XVLF�IRU�WKH�7KHDWUH�·���� 
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no scores of the music being found or perhaps existing anymore, the scene-setting 
PXVLF�ZRUNHG�WR�FDUU\�WKH�PLQG�WKURXJK�HYHQWV�´E\�D�VHULHV�RI�VLJQLILFDQW�V\PEROVµ�DV�
one newspaper review reflected.52 'UDZLQJ�IURP�WKH�SUHYLRXV�VHFWLRQ·V�H[SORUDWLRQ�RI�
WKH�:HVWHUQ�HDU·V�GLVFRPIRUW�ZLWK�WKH�DOLHQ�WRQDOLW\�DQG�KDUPRQLF�VWUXFWXUHV�RI�(DVWHUQ�
music, it can be further inferred that the music mentioned in the play would follow 
structures highlighted by Saffle. Saffle argues that in creating faux Eastern music, 
composers frequently used techniques such as diatonic structures, bland harmonies, 
ragtime (for humorous qualities), chromatism, tom-tom rhythms, and pentatonic 
melodies.53 By manipulating Western harmonies, composers were able to introduce a 
recognizable Eastern soundscape that represented the East without imitating it. This 
meant that the composers and playwrights had full control over the presentation of 
the sounds and the meanings assigned to these sounds. Aside from creating a general 
Eastern atmosphere, the songs sung during the Asian scene work to establish an 
(DVWHUQ� LGHQWLW\� DV� ZHOO�� ¶&KLQJ-a-ULQJ·� FRQWDLQV� WKH� O\ULFV�� ´&KRQJ-moon³Chin-
gan³Ar-cow³Zan-Ban³Yang-gyn³Ar ling³Wan-VLQJ�µ DQG�́ &KLQJ-a ring a ring-
FKLQJ�µ 54  Given that vernacular language was understood as a badge of colonial 
identity, the language choice is significant. 55  This is underlined through Penny 
6XPPHUILHOG·V�H[SORUDWLRQ�RI�D�SHUIRUPDQFH�E\�*�+�0DFGHUPRWW�RI�By Jingo (1877). 
6XPPHUILHOG� KLJKOLJKWV� KRZ� UHYLHZV� OLQNHG� KLV� ´PDJQLILFHQW� HQXQFLDWLRQ� DQG�
VWHQWRULDQ� YRLFHµ� ZLWK� WKH� V\PEROLVP� RI� %ULWLVK� JULW� 56  Here, the sonic quality of 
Macdermott is explicitly highlighted as contributing to his performance of an 
acceptable English identity, and thus by extension suggests these vaguely Chinese-
sounding words have repercussions for the creation of identity also. Firstly, the words, 
due to their nonsensical nature and being sung by a dwarf and Chinese juggler, present 
the Chinese as a non-WKUHDWHQLQJ� FRPHGLF� DQG� PLOG� UDFH�� 7KH� &KLQHVH� MXJJOHU·V�
FRPHGLF�TXDOLW\�DQG�´IXQQ\µ�ODQJXDJH�SODFH�WKHP�LQ�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�WKH�PRUH�VHULRXV�
and respectable Englishman who is represented by Mr. Buckstone in the play.57 By 
acting like a Harlequin, a character designed to be a miscreant and play the fool, the 
characterization of the Chinese fits in with other similar themed plays.58 This creation 
of identity is important when one takes into consideration the small Chinese 
population in London was actively trying to gain middle-class respectability primarily 

 
52 +D\PDUNHW�7KHDWUH�·����� 
53 6DIIOH��
(DVWHUQ�)DQWDVLHV�RQ�:HVWHUQ�6WDJHV�·��08. 
54 Planche, 0U�%XFNVWRQH·V�9R\DJH, 17-18. 
55 $QGUHZ�3RUWHU�
¶&XOWXUDO�,PSHULDOLVP·�DQG�3URWHVWDQW�0LVVLRQDU\�(QWHUSULVH������²1914.' Null 25, 
no. 3 (1997): 370, doi: 10.1080/03086539708583005. 
56 Penny Summerfield, 'Patriotism and Empire: Music-Hall Entertainment, 1870-1914,' in Imperialism 
and Popular Culture, ed. John M. MacKenzie (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), 26. 
57 5DOSK�:DOGR�(PHUVRQ��¶(QJOLVK�7UDLWV�·��������LQ�¶7KH�/LEUDU\�of America, Emerson: Essays and 
/HFWXUHV·��HG��-RHO�3RUWH��1HZ�<RUN���������in Arthur, Riss, 'Racial Essentialism and Family Values in 
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58 "The Story of Pantomime," Victoria and Albert Musuem, https://www.vam.ac.uk/articles/the-
story-of-pantomime. 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Alexander J.D. Garment 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 134 

through language.59 The play thus works partially to undermine the identities the 
Chinese were attempting to forge for themselves, instead asserting and assigning a 
racialized identity to them³that of being comedic, nonthreatening and generally in 
opposition to Western sensibilities. Another noteworthy aspect of the play is the 
conflation of Arabs and Chinese, as well as a reduction of Asia to a singular empire. 
0U��%XFNVWRQH�DGGUHVVHV�´$VLDµ�ZLWK�WKH�OLQH�´,�OHDUQHG�D�IHZ�RI�$UDELF�ZKHQ�\RXQJ��
I will address her in the Eastern tongue² 6DODP�$OLFXP�µ�$VLD�UHVSRQGV�ZLWK�´:KDW�
FDQ�,�GR�WR�VHUYH�\RX"�3UD\�VSHDN�(QJOLVK��,W·V�ZHOO�NQRZQ�WKURXJKRXW�P\�HPSLUH�µ60 
The use of Arabic does little but to sonically authenticate the location and this 
presentation of the East. Given Asia is later represented by a Chinese juggler singing 
´&KLQJ-a-ULQJ�µ� WKHUH� LV�D� ODFN�RI�FRQVLVWHQF\�RYHU�ZKDW�FRQVWLWXWHV�$VLD��7KH�SOD\��
therefore, highlights how for the West there exists for the most part only a singular 
Asian identity that could be applied to all. 

 
The Mandarins Daughter and Lalla Rookh 

7KH�0DQGDULQ·V�'DXJKWHU��%HLQJ� WKH�6LPSOH�6WRU\�RI� WKH�:LOORZ-Pattern Plate (1851), 
ZULWWHQ�E\�)��7DOIRUG�LV�D�SOD\�VHW�´VRPHZKHUH�LQ�&KLQDµ�DQG�GHWDLOV�D�URPDQFH�VWRU\��
2QH�RI�WKH�RSHQLQJ�OLQHV�LV�´P\�QDPH�LV�&KLP-pan-zee (though in no way related to 
WKH�RQH�LQ�5HJHQWV�SDUN�µ�DQG�´,�EHORQJ�WR�WKH�(PS·URU�RI�&KLQD����������,�DP�FRQMXURU��
ZL]DUG��PDJLFLDQ��EODFN�GRFWRU�µ61 The second line speaks to the subservient nature of 
the Eastern people and barbarism due to their belief in non-Western medicine and 
religious systems. The name Chim-pan-zee is however more interesting for identity 
construction. The monkey or ape is often invoked as a reference to Africans or 
Aborigines and thus has strong racial connotations. The monkey or ape operates in 
SDUW�DV�D�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�WKH�´RWKHU·Vµ�FRPHGLF�LGHQWLW\�DORQJVLGH�WKHLU�DQLPDOLVWLF�DQG�
barbaric state. Thus, by using such a name, the character and by extension the Chinese 
are linked through a sonic marker of an exotic-VRXQGLQJ�QDPH� WR�DOO�RWKHU�´UDFHVµ�
SHUFHLYHG�WR�H[LVW�EHORZ�DQG�DV�´LQIHULRUµ�WR�WKH�(XURSHDQ�UDFH��7KH�XVH�RI�QDPHV�WR�
FUHDWH�DQ�´(DVWHUQµ�VRXQGVFDSH�RQ�WKH�VWDJH�DQG�Whus sonically identify characters is 
used throughout the play with characters such as He-Sing, Lo-Spi, and Loom-Hoe. 
These names correspond usually to the role the character has, with Lo-Spi being a 
detective and Loom-Hoe a gardener. As one review notes these names and plays on 
ZRUGV�DUH�´GXO\�DSSUHFLDWHGµ�DQG�ZRUN�WR�FUHDWH�D�´IXOO�DQG�KXPRURXVµ�SOD\�62 This is 
no surprise given, as Michael Hays discusses, that indigenous individuals and natives 

 
59 Sascha Auerbach, 'Margaret Tart, Lao She, and the Opium-Master's Wife: Race and Class among 
Chinese Commercial Immigrants in London and Australia, 1866³1929', Comparative Studies in Society 
and History 55, no. 1(2013): 38. 
60 Planche, Mr Buckstone, 16. 
61 F. Talford, 7KH�0DQGDULQ·V�'DXJKWHU��%HLQJ�WKH�6LPSOH�6WRU\�RI�7KH�:LOORZ�3DWWHUQ�3ODWH��(London, 1851). 
)LUVW�SHUIRUPDQFH��3XQFK·V�3OD\KRXVH�DQG�6WUDQG�7KHDWUH�����'HFHPEHU����������7KH�9LFWRULDQ Plays 
Project. 
62 ´(DVWHU�3HUIRUPDQFHVµ��/DG\·V�1HZVSDSHU�DQG�3LFWRULDO�7LPHV, 22 April 1854, 250, Gale Primary 
Sources. 
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were often used for comedic roles to confirm distinctions between the European and 
colonized subjects.63 6RQLF�PDUNHUV�DUH�DOVR�XWLOL]HG�LQ�WKH�$LU��¶7KH�+RXVH�-DFN�%XLOW·�
ZKLFK�FRQWDLQV�WKH�O\ULFV��´7KHVH�DUH�WUHHV��7KDW�ZLEEOHGHH��ZREEOHGHH��JRQ�LQ�WKH�
EUHH]H�µ64 This is a clear example of the use of pidgin English in the format prescribed 
in The Englishman in China discussed above. The language firmly establishes the identity 
RI�´&KLP-pan-]HHµ�DV�EHLQJ�&KLQHVH��)XUWKHUPRUH��GXH�WR�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�WKH�ZRUGV��
the language goes some way to infantilize the Chinese due to their inability to grasp 
the English language properly. As argued by Christian Thorau, linguistic differentiation 
serves a socially distinctive function in the aesthetic realm, meaning that the difference 
in speech automatically marks the Chinese as part RI�WKH�´RWKHU�µ65 Alongside these 
VRQLF�PDUNHUV�� OLQHV� VXFK� DV� ´,I� KH�GRQ·W� VWRS�KLV� FXUVW� FDWHUZDXOLQJ� DQG�EDZOLQJµ�
VHUYHG�WR�SRUWUD\�WKH�&KLQHVH�DV�´JRRG�WHPSHUHG�DQG�FKHHUIXO�µ�PHHN�DQG�HPRWLRQDO��
lacking morality and untrustworthy.66 The fact that these identities are contrasted with 
WKH� LGHDO� (QJOLVKPDQ·V� FKDUDFWHU� LV� QRW� DFFLGHQWDO³as Claire Mabilat suggests, 
Victorians had a predilection for ascribing traits that were considered reprehensible to 
WKH�´RWKHUµ�WR�UHLQIRUFH�RQH·V�RZQ�Vuperior state.67 

Lalla Rookh; Or, The Princess, The Peri, and The Troubadour (1857), based on the 
poem of the same name written by Thomas Moore, while set in India follows some of 
the same tropes and characterizations as 7KH�0DQGDULQ·V�'DXJKWHU. One connection is 
the display of emotion with the Emperor in Lalla Rookh RUGHULQJ�KLV�VXEMHFWV�WR�́ ZHHS�
DOO�RI�\RXµ�OHDGLQJ�WR�WKH�VWDJH�GLUHFWLRQ�´DOO�EHJLQ�EOXEEHULQJ�ORXGO\�µ68 As with The 
0DQGDULQ·V� 'DXJKWHU, this is an audible and explicit demonstration of emotion. 
Furthermore, by describing them as blubbering, the sonic quality and emotion are 
GHVLJQHG� WR� GHPRQVWUDWH� WKH� ,QGLDQ� VXEMHFW·V� PHHNQHVV� DQG� IHPLQLQLW\� JLYHQ� WKH�
English conception of manliness is often associated with having a stiff upper lip. The 
descULSWLRQ�RI�EOXEEHULQJ�DQG�WKH�LPPHGLDWH�IROORZLQJ�RI�WKH�HPSHURU·V�RUGHU�DLP�WR�
represent the Indian character as subservient, meek, and mild, while also displaying the 
¶QDWXUDO·�GHVSRWLF�TXDOLW\�RI�RULHQWDO�DXWKRULW\��$�IXUWKHU�VLPLODULW\�WR�7KH�0DQGDULQ·s 
Daughter LV� WKH� XVH� RI� ¶H[RWLF·� QDPHV� VXFK� DV� ´1RJR�µ� ´$XUXQJ�µ� DQG� ´/DOODµ� WR�
VRQLFDOO\�VLJQDO�WKH�(DVWHUQ�ORFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�SOD\�DQG�WKXV�FUHDWH�D�´GLVSOD\�RI�(DVWHUQ�
PDJQLILFHQFH�µ69 The play was published and performed in the same year as the Indian 
mutiny and, given melodramas often reflected matters of daily concern, the connection 

 
63 Michael Hays, 'Representing Empire² Class, Culture, and the Popular Theatre in the Nineteenth 
Century,' in Imperialism and Theatre: Essays on World Theatre, Drama and Performance, ed. J. Ellen Gainor 
(London: Routledge, 1995), 138. 
64 Talford, 7KH�0DQGDULQ·V�'DXJKWHU, 5. 
65 Christian Thorau and Hansjakob Ziemer, 'The Art of Listening and its Histories: An Introduction,' 
in The Oxford Handbook of Music Listening in the nineteenth and 20th Centuries, ed. Christian Thorau and 
Hansjakob Ziemer (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 3. 
66 Anon., The Englishman in china, 68; Berncastle, Voyage to China, vol. 2, 154-5. 
67 0DELODW��¶(PSLUH�DQG�2ULHQW�·����� 
68 William, Brough, Lalla Rookh; Or, The Princess, The Peri, and the Troubadour, (London, 1857). First 
Performance: Royal Lyceum Theatre, 24 December 1857, 13, The Victorian Plays Project. 
69 ´7KH�/\FHXP�µ�Morning Chronicle (1801), 25 December 1857, 5, Gale Primary Sources. 
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must be kept in mind.70 The Indian mutiny exacerbated the notion of barbarity and 
XQFLYLOL]HG�QDWXUH�RI�WKH�QDWLYHV�DQG�WKXV�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�D�SRSXODU�PLQVWUHO�DLU��¶+RRS�
dH�GRRGHQ�GRR�·�LV�VLJQLILFDQW�71 By parodying a minstrel song, the play links the Indian 
subcontinent and the Indian identity directly to that of the African, thereby placing it 
within the global heathen and barbarian framework. Due to minstrelsy being well 
known and conjuring specific ideas of racialized identity³for instance, parodied black 
accent, the banjo, the cherry, and humorous African³its inclusion in the play means 
WKH�,QGLDQ·V�RWKHUQHVV�ZDV�ILUPO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�72 The presence of similar sonic signaling 
and characterization across geographical spaces also demonstrates the technique of 
defamatory synecdoche and placing values and identities as applicable to all heathens, 
as Jeffrey Cox describes.73 In turn, this enables the constructed identities of Eastern 
subjects within the imagination, created through recognizable and expected sonic 
markers and soundscapes to become racialized and be placed within the racial 
hierarchy framework.74 

The fact that reviews take both the aforementioned plays as good 
representations of the East means that the native characters are transformed from 
VLPSOH�VWRFN�FKDUDFWHUV�LQWR�́ DXWKRULWDWLYH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�FXOWXUDO�JURXSV�DQG�WKHLU�
UHODWLRQV�µ75 On the stage, there occurred a transformation of imagined and expected 
soundscapes and sonic markers into tools of otherization and fantasy that cemented 
notions of identity. The sonic markers and the consequent identity formations 
established on the Victorian stages, therefore, had real implications for the identities 
ascribed to all those designated as part of the Eastern world. This process helped 
FHPHQW�HVWDEOLVKHG�UDFLDO�KLHUDUFKLHV�DQG�KHOSHG�SODFH�WKH�RULHQWDO�¶RWKHU·�DV�LQKHUHQWO\�
inferior to the Englishman. 
 

Changing Soundscapes and Identities: Tonic Sol-fa Movement in the East 
This section aims to examine the consequences of using sonic markers and 

soundscapes to create and establish identities. Music is a medium for expressing 
identity, and as cultural identities are constructed through memory and fantasy, an 
analysis of the Tonic Sol-fa movement in the South Pacific will show that the alteration 
RI�KDUPRQLF�VWUXFWXUHV�ZDV�XVHG�WR�FLYLOL]H�WKH�́ QDWLYHV�µ76 $V�'HUHN�6FRWW�DUJXHV��́ WKH�
ULJKW� NLQG� RI� PXVLF�� LQ� WKH� ULJKW� VXUURXQGLQJV�� ZDV� WKRXJKW� WR� DFW� DV� ¶D� FLYLOL]LQJ�

 
70 Mayer, Encountering Melodrama, 146. 
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of English Studies, 11 (1981): 131, 135, doi: 10.2307/3506263. 
73 Jeffrey Cox, The British Missionary Enterprise since 1700, (New York: Routledge, 2008), 118. 
74 Ramón Grosfoguel, 'Race and Ethnicity Or Racialized Ethnicities? Identities within Global 
Coloniality,' Ethnicities 4 (2004): 323. 
75 Hays��¶5HSUHVHQWLQJ�(PSLUH�·����� 
76 Christin Hoene, 'Sounding through Time and Space: Music in Postcolonial South-Asian Literature,' 
in Time and Space in Words and Music, ed. Mario Dunkel, Emily Petermann and Burkhard Sauerwald 
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infOXHQFH� WR� ZKLFK� WKH� ORZHU� FODVVHV� ZHUH� SDUWLFXODUO\� UHVSRQVLYH�·µ� D� SULQFLSOH�
applicable to the lowest of classes³the native. 77  It must be noted that these 
missionaries entered the South Pacific with certain expectations about the Eastern 
soundscape and sonic experience they would encounter. Informed by other reports 
published in the metropole or stage performances such as minstrel shows ³ ´ZH�LQ�
WKH�QRUWK�KHDU�WKHVH�VRQJV�RQO\�DV�EXUOHVTXHG�E\�RXU���������PLQVWUHOVµ�³there was an 
interconnected and cohesive presentation of sonic markers by which the East could 
be easily identified.78 It was these sonic markers and soundscapes which would be 
challenged by the Tonic Sol-fa movement. 

The Tonic Sol-fa method as found in the examples examined below was 
developed by John Curwen and propagated to achieve social reform and enhance 
Christian worship.79 ,W� LQYROYHG�´IRXU-part hymn singing as a means of evangelizing 
LQGLJHQRXV�SHRSOHµ�DQG� FDQ�EH�SRVLWHG�DV�D�PHDQV�RI� FXOWXUDO� LPSRVLWLRQ�80 As the 
evangelicals aimed to change beliefs, religious practices, and moral standards, the 
Tonic Sol-fa system was a useful tool, especially upon the missionaries realization that 
FXOWXUDO� LGHQWLILFDWLRQ� ´ZDV� PRUH� FRPSOH[� DQG� SDLQIXO� EXVLQHVV� WKDQ� WKH� PHUH�
adaptation of dress and lifeVW\OH�µ81 William Ellis was among those who recognized the 
QHHG�IRU�DQRWKHU�IRUP�RI�FXOWXUDO�DQG�LPSHULDO�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�ZLWK�´OLWWOH�KRSH�������RI�
their following to any extent the useful arts, cultivating habits of industry, or realizing 
the enjoyments of social anG�GRPHVWLF�OLIH�µ82 Ellis continues his analysis of the South 
,VODQGHUV� GHWDLOLQJ� WKDW� ´WKHLU� PXVLF� >ODFNHG� KDUPRQ\� DQG@� ZDV� GLVWLQJXLVKHG� E\�
QRWKLQJ�VR�PXFK�DV� LWV�GLVFRUGDQW��GHDIHQLQJ�VRXQGV�µ83 Combined with the insight 
WKDW�WKH�́ QDWLYH·Vµ�KLVWRU\��LGRlatry, and music operated hand-in-hand, it becomes clear 
that intervention through the Tonic Sol-fa system would enable the transformation of 
WKH�´QDWLYH·Vµ�LGHQWLW\�84 

Upon the introduction of the system in most of the colonies, as reported in a 
report titled Sol-fa and the Missionaries (1875), many missionaries and colonists began to 
comment on the transformative effect that education had on the indigenous 
population's character.85 A report on New Guinea states: 

 

 
77 Derek B. Scott, 'Music and Social Class in Victorian London,' Urban History 29, no.1 (2002): 70. 
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80 Ibid at 2. 
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When you compare the limited range of Papuan singing, or droning, with this bright, 
intelligent chorus singing you see how much music has already added that is 
interesting and ennobling the life of these people.86 
 
7KLV�´HQQREOLQJµ�FRPHV�SULPDULO\�IURP�WKH�PRYH�WRZDUGV�FKRUDO�VLQJLQJ�DQG�

using western harmonies in contrast to the use of drums for example, which are in 
´FORVH�DVVRFLDWLRQ�ZLWK�OHZ�GDQFLQJ�DQG�JHQHUDO�OLFHQWLRXVQHVV�µ87 A further example 
of the success of introducing choral singing is highlighted by John Williams, stating, 
´(LJKWHen months ago they were the wildest people I had ever witnessed: now they 
KDG�EHFRPH�PLOG�DQG�GRFLOH��GLOLJHQW�DQG�NLQG�µ88 

$V� WKH� 6RXWK�3DFLILF� FXOWXUHV�� DV�ZHUH�PDQ\�RI� WKH�´QDWLYHµ� FXOWXUHV��ZHUH�
primarily oral-based and often transmitted through their music, by changing their 
religious affiliation and introducing new hymns, the culture was irrevocably changed.89 
Franz Fanon to this end argues: 

 
Colonisation [sic] is not satisfied merely with holding a people in its grip and 
HPSW\LQJ�WKH�QDWLYH·V�EUDLQ�Rf all form and content. By a kind of perverted logic, it 
turns to the past of oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures, and destroys it.90 

 
7KH�3RO\QHVLDQ�WUDGLWLRQV�DQG�FXOWXUH�ZHUH�UHFRJQL]HG�DV�LPEXLQJ�WKH�́ QDWLYHµ�

with irreconcilable heathenism, and thus by undermining and altering it was seen that 
WKH� ´QDWLYHµ� ZRXOG� EHFRPH�PRUH� FLYLOL]HG�� %\� IXQGDPHQWDOO\� VKLIWLQJ� WKH� FXOWXUDO�
soundscape of the East, the imperial agents were able to alter completely the identity 
RI�WKH�́ QDWLYHV�µ�%\�UHPRYLQJ�WKHLU�PXsic as well as their language through the tutelage 
of English³as discussed by Anna Johnston³the South Pacific became more Western 
sounding, thus allowing the indigenous populations to rise above their heathenism.91 
It becomes clear that, through the manipulation of sonic markers, the indigenous 
WULEHV·� FXOWXUDO� LGHQWLWLHV� DUH� DGDSWHG� DQG� PROGHG� WR� PDWFK� ZHVWHUQ� LGHDOV�� 7KH�
manipulation of sound entails a process of racialization because racialization is a 
SURFHVV� WKURXJK�ZKLFK�´JURXSV�XVH�FXOWXUDO� �� �� �� FULteria to construct a hierarchy of 
VXSHULRULW\� DQG� LQIHULRULW\� DPRQJ� FROOHFWLYH� VRFLDO� DFWRUV�µ 92  The indigenous 
SRSXODWLRQ·V� VRXQGVFDSH� DQG� VRQLF� PDUNHUV� ZHUH� VKLIWHG� WR� DOLJQ� ZLWK� VRXQGV�
approved by the West, and thereby their cultural and racial identities were altered to 
become more docile, productive, and kind. This is in contrast to the assigned identity 
RI�´KHDWKHQ�µ�EDUEDULDQ³due to practices such as cannibalism and infanticide³and 
lazy identified through indigenous music and sonic markers. Sound had and still has 
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89 Ellis, Polynesian Researchers, 70, 285-6. 
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consequences for the performance and creation of identity and is a powerful tool for 
those who wish to manipulate it to generate specific narratives and understandings of 
the world. 

 
Conclusion 

This thesis has two main objectives: 1) to demonstrate the importance of using 
sound as a tool for analyses; and 2) to lay out how the British empire manipulated 
soundscapes to create sonic markers found on the stage and how these markers were 
utilized within the imperial context. Earwitnesses exist in many sources as 
demonstrated by the range used in this thesis. While often only brief details, the 
comments nonetheless offer great insight into another element of identity creation and 
conceptions of otherness. The sources also demonstrate that an analysis of the Eastern 
soundscape and sonic markers limited to musical analysis, as most of the scholarship 
which touches on this topic does, results in the exclusion of the vast majority of details 
RQ�WKH�9LFWRULDQ�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�DQ�´(DVWHUQµ�VRXQG��7KH�XVH of travelogues, reports, 
and plays, alongside limited musical analysis³this being difficult due to the limited 
copies which still exist in archives³therefore presents a far more holistic appreciation 
of the created soundscapes and sonic markers. The use of created soundscapes and 
´VRQLF�PDUNHUV�µ�ILUVW�LGHQWLILHG�LQ�YDULRXV�OLWHUDWXUH��LV�FRQYHUWHG�DQG�WUDQVODWHG�LQWR�D�
Western form, which is then performed on stage as part of the greater creation of the 
exotic and imagined Orient, thus working to entrench racialized identities and 
stereotypes. The songs and plays are what brought a tangible part of the Empire into 
the homes of the metropole.93 These identities are then accepted as fact with the plays 
taken as being mostly factual representations of the East, as demonstrated by 
newspaper reviews, which then fed into the greater imperialist mechanisms. By 
creating and generating these sonic markers and soundscapes on stage, the ideology of 
orientalism and imperialism³including cultural imperialism³became inescapable, 
and thus formed a closed loop whereby every aspect of society shaped the other to 
perpetuate and justify the imperial and colonial attitudes of nineteenth-century Britain. 
The creation and use of sonic markers whereby racial and cultural identities could be 
sonically recognized and assigned continue to be an important issue, with a 2013 news 
report following an airplane crash in the San Francisco Bay providing a good example. 
,Q� WKH� UHSRUW�� WKH�.798� VWDWLRQ� VWDWHV� WKH� QDPHV� RI� WKH� SLORWV� WR� EH�� ´6XP�7LP�
:RQJ�µ�´:L�7X�/Rµ��´+R�/HH�)XNµ�DQG�´%DQG�'LQJ�2Z�µ94 Spoof names similar to 
the ones analyzed in this thesis³Lo-Spi, Chim-Pan-Zi, and so on³they were 
accepted as fact as they met the expected sound for an Asian name. Names as much 
as speech quality³for instance, pidgin English³are important aspects that make up 
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the sonic markers of the Eastern identity. That the spoof names were designed for 
comedic effect in the face of the tragedy builds on a tradition established on the 
Victorian stage.  

The processes discussed first, the creation of an Eastern soundscape, then its 
translation onto the Victorian stage, and finally the recognition of the power that 
soundscapes have for identity and consequently manipulating the soundscape to create 
new identities, can be applied to all regions of the world once placed under imperial 
occupation. There needs to be greater attention given to the manipulation of 
soundscapes and the link to conceptions of identity as these principles continue to be 
important parts of life both on stage as well as in the real world concerning migration 
and refugees. As demonstrated by the KTVU news report and various far-right groups, 
sonic markers are often the first tool through which difference is assigned to those 
with a non-Western sounding accent or name. Until this occurrence/fact is fully 
appreciated and recognized, sonic markers will continue to enable the perpetration of 
a doctrine of otherization and difference. 
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Introduction 

ince its opening in 1843 because of the First Opium War, Shanghai started to 
be rapidly incorporated into Western capitalism. Western powers divided the 
city into several concessions early on: the British established their concession in 

1845 and the French in 1849, making Shanghai one of the most cosmopolitan cities in 
Asia. Compared to the Western powers, the Japanese Empire was a latecomer. It was 
after the Russo-Japanese War when the number of Japanese in Shanghai rose rapidly, 
as the Japanese companies headed by spinning industry made forays into the city. Japan 
seized the opportunity to further expand its influence on Shanghai in 1910s, since a 
large portion of European young adults returned to their homelands to take part in 
the First World War, and the Russian Empire lost its extraterritoriality due to the 
Russian Revolution. As of 1915, the largest group of foreigners in Shanghai was 
Japanese, with the population of approximately 11,000.1 

Along with the increase in Japanese influence, it is important to note that 
revolutionary sentiments began to grow in China in 1920s. The Chinese Communist 
Party was established in 1921 and formed an alliance with Guomindang in 1924, 
agreeing to eliminate warlord separatism and fight against foreign imperialism. Radical 
intellectuals organized in these parties were eager to lead public movements, and the 
public also started to share a yearning for national unification, national independence, 
and hostility to horrendous living conditions in industrialized cities. Shanghai, as the 
city that symbolized imperial invasion as well as terrible working conditions, became 
the site where simmering anti-imperialist sentiments exploded. Numerous strikes took 
place in Shanghai in the first few months of 1925, and one of them involved a death 
of a Chinese laborer shot by a Japanese foreman. On May 30th, workers and students 
went on a demonstration, which was suppressed by the British police that killed twelve 
Chinese. This May Thirtieth Movement triggered ferocious protests in other major 
cities including Guangzhou and Hong Kong.2 

As this shows, Shanghai in 1920s was the site of conflicts among various 
international forces: the Western powers, the Japanese who were increasingly gaining 

 
1 Hirofumi Wada, Gengo toshi shanhai [Shanghai, the City of Language] (Tokyo: Fujiwara Shoten, 1999), 
9-10. 
2 Maurice Meisner, Mao's China and After (New York, NY: The Free Press, 1999), 20-24. 
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influence, and the Chinese intellectuals and laborers motivated by revolutionary 
thoughts. It was under these circumstances when a number of Japanese writers and 
intellectuals visited Shanghai, where they reflected on their "mental ambivalences and 
ambiguities between nationalism and internationalism."3 Among them, here I focus on 
Yokomitsu Riichi (ᶓ籦翈螐 , 1898-1947). Inspired by the recommendation of 
Akutagawa Ryşnosuke, one of the most prominent novelists of the time, Yokomitsu 
visited Shanghai for approximately one month in April 1928. 4  He was deeply 
impressed by the uniqueness of the city conjured up by Western imperialism and wrote 
a novel titled Shanghai. Published in book form in 1931, this novel takes place in 
Shanghai 1925, when the May Thirtieth Movement occurred. 

Interestingly, Yokomitsu did not depict Shanghai as a splendid modern city. 
Rather, he focused on the dark side of Shanghai: laborers and prostitutes from various 
parts of Eurasian countries, among which were also fallen Russian aristocrats. This 
shows a stark difference from other Japanese writers who visited the city before: Nagai 
.DIş�ZKR�URPDQWLFL]HG�6KDQJKDL�H[FODLPLQJ�WKDW�LW�ZDV��DV�LI�ZDQGHULQJ�DURXQG�LQ�DQ�
international exposition," or Tanizaki Jun'ichirŇ who recollected historical characters 
in Chinese classics during his travel.5 

The spectrum of vagabonds that Yokomitsu portraits is truly wide. The novel 
features multi-layered conflicts between the East and the West, empires and colonies, 
capitalists and proletariat, and men and women. Among the wide range of people who 
carries on their lives in this complex set of conflicts, it is without doubt the Japanese 
characters that form the core of the novel. To understand the complex relation of 
these characters and Japanese Empire, it is worth referring to Gilles Deleuze's and 
Felix Guattari's concepts of deterritorialization and reterritorialization. Territory can 
be defined as the extent of land that the sovereignty of a nation reaches. This 
'sovereignty' represses and controls our flow of desire to move beyond the boundaries, 
forcing us to remain in the limited territory and to repeatedly carry out certain duties. 
Deterritorialization is the escape from this structure or system, which is accompanied 
by reterritorialization. That is, when the flow of such escape is captured, the new land 
eventually becomes the extension of the territory.6  

In Shanghai, the Japanese characters experience the process of 
deterritorialization, moving from mainland Japan to Shanghai. However, they are not 

 
3 Ou-fan Lee, Shanghai Modern: The Flowering of a New Urban Culture in China, 1930-1945 (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 316. 
4 Kenki 5\ş� Mato shanhai: nihon chishikijin no kindai taiken [Demon Capital Shanghai: The "Modern" 
Experience of Japanese Intellectuals] (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobo, 2010), 245. 
5 Mareshi SaitŇ, Kanbunmyaku to kindai Nihon: mRթ hitotsu no kotoba no sekai [Kanbunmyaku: The Literary 
Sinitic Context and the Birth of Modern Japanese Language and Literature] (Tokyo: Nihon Hoso 
Shuppan Kyokai, 2007), 150-165; Eunkyoung Jung, "A Study on Memory for Shanghai: Sensation of 
Colonial Joseon and Imperial Japanese - Focused on Kim Kwangju and Yokomitsu Riichi,"The Journal 
of Korean Literary Creative Writing 17, no.1 (2018): 88. 
6  Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, "Year Zero: Faciality," in A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 167-191. 
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freed from the fact that the territory of Japanese Empire is incised in their body and 
are eventually reterritorialized in different ways. In this essay, I will analyze how each 
Japanese character goes through the process of deterritorialization and 
rHWHUULWRULDOL]DWLRQ��)LUVW�� ,�H[DPLQH� WKH�FDVHV�RI�0L\DNR��.Ň\D��DQG�<DPDJXFKL��$V�
reterritorialized bodies of the Japanese Empire, they try to compete with the Western 
powers, while showing a sense of superiority to the Chinese people. Next, I focus on 
Sanki, the problematic protagonist of the novel who endeavors to escape from the 
power of reterritorialization by refusing to seek financial profit and pursuing morality. 
Then follows the case of Osugi who is located outside of the sphere of influence of 
reterritorialization. Depicting the operation of two confrontational powers in this 
diverse set of characters, Yokomitsu shows how the loyal territories of the empire are 
jeopardized in the vortex of a revolution, and the pursuit of deterritorialization is 
frustrated. I argue that this novel reveals the power of reterritorialization exerted by 
the empire, which prohibits the characters from living as individuals not as territories. 
 

The Japanese in Shanghai: Deterritorialization and Reterritorialization 
The Japanese characters in the novel flowed into Shanghai through various 

routes. They commonly experience deterritorialization from Japan as they left their 
own country to live in an international colonial city. At first sight, it seems that they 
have obtained freedom from the yoke of Japan. Yet it is still the power of Japanese 
Empire that manipulates their body and emotion. Although living in a cosmopolitan 
city, the thoughts and actions of these characters are constantly dominated by the fact 
that they are Japanese, or that they live with 'the Japanese body'. 

Miyako, a dancer who works at a dance hall called Sarasen, entertains 
numerous white elite customers with her Japanese body. Her customers include a 
Frenchman working at the French radio telegraph station, a German businessman 
from Allgemeine Gesellschaft, and other white elite men at major international 
corporations such as Mercantile Marine and General Electric. What drives her to 
attract them by dancing is strongly connected with the ambition of the Japanese 
(PSLUH�WR�WHUULWRULDOL]H�6KDQJKDL��6KH�WHOOV�.Ň\D��D�-DSDQHVH�PDQ�ZKR�FRPSHWHV�ZLWK�
white men at Sarasen to win her heart, that "foreigners are guests" and "gentlemen like 
you ought to conspire with me and try to plunder as much money as possible from 
them."7 This implies that Miyako thinks herself as a part of the Japanese Empire. In 
this sense, her greatest weapon, the Japanese body, is not merely the body of a Japanese 
who left Japan. It is the body that represents the ambition of imperial aggrandizement, 
or the body that functions as a 'territory' of the Japanese Empire. 

:KHQ�.Ň\D�SURSRVHV�WR�0L\DNR�WR�JR�WR�6LQJDSRUH�ZLWK�KLP��VKH�DQVZHUV��
"There is no place more precious to me than this city. If I leave here, I would be just 
like a fish without scales. If there is no other option, I am always determined to die. 

 
7 Yokomitsu Riichi, Shanghai (Tokyo: Shomotsu Tenbosha, 1935), 84. 
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But I am still fond of this city."8 Miyako feels that she is strongly tethered to Shanghai, 
and it is obvious that the power that binds her to this city comes from the Japanese 
Empire. In this context, her fondness for Shanghai is not her personal preference; it 
shows that she is regarding herself as the spearhead of Japanese imperialism. Miyako 
becomes a reterritorialized body, playing a role of extending the territory of the 
Japanese Empire. 

.Ň\D�GHPRQVWUDWHV�DQRWKHU�H[DPSOH�RI�UHWHUULWRULDOL]DWLRQ��+H�VKRZV�D�VHQVH�
of inferiority to the West and a sense of superiority to China, as if he cannot separate 
himself from the international position of the Japanese Empire. A salaryman working 
DW�D�-DSDQHVH�OXPEHU�FRPSDQ\�LQ�6LQJDSRUH��.Ň\D�FRPHV�WR�6KDQJKDL�WR�DVN�0L\DNR�
for marriage, but tastes the bitterness of defeat in the competition with her white 
lovers. 
 

He went to Miyako's dance hall for ten days, but her eyes were always saying, "The 
-DSDQHVH� VKRXOG� FRPH� ODWHU��� >«@� .Ň\D� ZDV� VWDULQJ� DW� WKH� EDFN� RI� 0L\DNR�� +H�
thought that the legs of robust foreigners were attracting her feet. But why is it that 
the Japanese must be disparaged as such? Bemoaning the shortness RI�KLV�OHJV��.Ň\D�
walked to the park gate. But it was too much of a bother for him to ponder over the 
reason why only the Chinese could not enter the park.9 

 
Although specific names of places are not shown in this novel, the park in the 

above quotation is presumably the Public Garden, located in Huangpu Riverside of 
Shanghai International Settlement. There was a sign at the park's gate put up by the 
secretary of the international settlement council room which banned the entrance of 
Chinese, and such prohibition was still active when Yokomitsu wrote this novel.10 It is 
worth noting that contemplating on such a discriminatory regulation against the 
Chinese was "too much of a bother" [࿖ရ࿔] IRU�.Ň\D��7KLV�VKRZV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�
DVSHFW�RI�.Ň\D
V�PHQWDOLty: as a Japanese, he wants to place himself superior to the 
&KLQHVH�SHRSOH�E\�UHJDUGLQJ�VXFK�UHJXODWLRQ�DV�D�WULYLDO�PDWWHU��0HDQZKLOH��.Ň\D�UHDFWV�
sensitively to the sense of inferiority that he cannot win against Miyako's white lovers. 
The sense of infeULRULW\�WKDW�.Ň\D�IHHOV�WR�:HVWHUQ�SHRSOH�VWHPV�IURP�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�KLV�
legs ² a part of the Japanese body - are shorter than theirs, which is a visualization of 
Japan's inferiority compared to other Western forces in Shanghai. Condemned with 
his short legs, it is impossible for him to free himself from the sense that he is living 
as territory of the Japanese Empire. 

The fact that the body of the Japanese characters in Shanghai are 
reterritorialized by the Japanese Empire also shapes their gaze toward the Chinese 
protesters. In this novel, China is not called as FKşJRNX [襦ᅜ] but as shina [覃綞], which 

 
8 Ibid at 248-249. 
9 Ibid at 85-87. 
10 Maeda Ai, Toshi kXթkan no naka no bungaku [Literature in Urban Space] (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobo, 
1983), 457-469. 
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DFFRUGLQJ�WR�6WHIDQ�7DQDND�´HPHUJHG�LQ�HDUO\-twentieth-century Japan as a word that 
signified China as a troubled place mired in its past, in contrast to Japan, a modern 
$VLDQ� QDWLRQ�µ11 $V� WKLV� VKRZV��&KLQD� LV� UHSUHVHQWHG� DV� ¶WKH� LQIHULRU� QDWLRQ� RI� WKH�
2ULHQW·�IRU�WKH�-DSDQHVH�LQ�6KDQJKDL�UHWHUULWRULDOL]HG�E\�WKHLU�HPSLUH��7KHUHIRUH��ZKHQ�
they observe the Chinese people protesting in May Thirtieth Movement, they cannot 
grasp them as individuals. In the scene where the spinning mill workers go on a violent 
demonstration in their factory, the protesters are represented as bubbles: "From large 
black holes a new mob surged like bubbles."12 As Shindo Masahiro aptly pointed out, 
the Chinese protesters in the eyes of the Japanese observers lose their individuality, or 
even humanity, being nothing more than a component of a collective movement.13 
Such representations of the Chinese people reflect the gaze of the Japanese 
reterritorialized by the Japanese Empire. 

<DPDJXFKL�� DQ� DUFKLWHFW� IULHQG� RI� .Ň\D� ZKRP� KH� JRW� DORQJ� ZLWK� EHIRUH�
moving to Singapore, more explicitly shows what a Japanese could do or think as a 
territory of the empire under these circumstances. Yamaguchi makes a living by selling 
the skulls of dead bodies and buys fallen aristocrats of Russia as concubines. He thinks 
that Asia should form an alliance under the leadership of Japan to fight against Western 
imperialism, and thus called an Asianist by other characters. When an Indian patriot 
called Amuli criticizes Japanese militarism and appeals to the superiority of Indians in 
numbers, Yamaguchi thinks: 
 

%XW� LVQ·W� -DSDQHVH�PLOLWDULVP� WKH�RQO\�ZHDSRQ� WR�SURWHFW�$VLD� IURP� WKH� WKUHDW� RI�
Caucasians? Is there any other country? Think of China, India, Siam, and Persia. To 
admit Japanese militarism, that is the axiom of Asia.14 

 
In addition, in a meeting of Asianists, a Chinese called Li Yingpu claims that to liberate 
Asia from Caucasians, Japan and China must affiliate with each other as nations that 
share the same race and letters. Yamaguchi's Asianism has a different expectation, as 
he rebuts Li's argument as follows: 
 

The alliance of Asia becomes possible only when China and India accept Japanese 
militarism. Should we let Asia perish just because the Japanese lease of Southern 
Manchuria has extended to 99 years? We must not forget that Asia had its life 
prolonged for 99 years thanks to Japan.15 

 
Unlike that of Amuli and Li, which endorses the sovereignty of India or China, it is 
FOHDU�WKDW�<DPDJXFKL·V�$VLDQLVP�LV�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�KLHUDUFK\�ZKLFK�VHWV�-DSDQ�RYHU�RWKHU�

 
11 Stefan Tanaka, Japan's Orient: Rendering Pasts into History (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
1993), 4. 
12 Riichi, Shanghai, 201. 
13 Hirofumi, Gengo toshi shanhai, 65-73. 
14 Riichi, Shanghai, 107. 
15 Ibid at 108. 
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Asian countries. Clinging to such discriminatory notions, Yamaguchi functions as a 
loyal territory of the Japanese Empire. By infusing the Japanese characters living in 
Shanghai with the contempt for the Chinese people, the sense of inferiority to the 
West, and the following rhetoric of Asianism which disregards the sovereignty of other 
Asian countries, the Japanese Empire strongly reterritorializes them. 
 

Sanki the Don Quixote and Osugi as 'the Territory Outside' 
Sanki, the protagonist of this novel, shows the process of reterritorialization 

DV�ZHOO��2QH�RI�.Ň\D
V�FKLOGKRRG�IULHnds, Sanki is an employee at a Japanese bank in 
Shanghai. He has no affection to his profession where the only thing he does is 
manipulating the amount of deposit to conceal his superior's embezzlement, and 
constantly wanders throughout the city. In the following quotation, he clearly 
recognizes that living in Shanghai with a Japanese body he cannot be released from 
yoke of the Japanese Empire. 
 

Here, people of various races live as the suckers of their native countries, sucking in 
each other's money. Therefore, the body an individual plays a very patriotic role here, 
QR�PDWWHU�KRZ�QRQFKDODQW�KH�LV��>«@� 'My body is a territory. Both my body and Osugi's 
body.' (蔄葌鐎罘讀ဣૡ蔄葌鐎ဒ࿚芕葌鐎ဒૡ ). 16 
[emphasis added] 

 
The terms "suckers of their native countries" and "My body is a territory" expresses 
the reterritorialization of the Japanese body by the Japanese Empire more directly. 
Moreover, imagining the death of himself, Sanki thinks that "Japan gets stronger 
diplomatically when a Japanese is murdered. Then it is better to be killed by a 
Chinese."17 This shows that he is regarding himself as a territory of Japan even when 
imagining the moment of death. In this sense, Sanki represents the reterritorialized 
Japanese body living in Shanghai as a sucker of one's native country, which is identical 
WR�0L\DNR�DQG�.Ň\D� 

However, it would be hasty to conclude that this novel only shows the 
operation of identity politics by the Japanese Empire. This is because unlike Miyako 
DQG�.Ň\D��6DQNL�VKRZV�WKH�SXUVXLW�RI�GHWHUULWRULDOL]DWion once more. To demonstrate 
how the power of deterritorialization works in Sanki's case, it is worth pointing out 
how his appearance is portrayed. He has "white skin and an intelligent-looking face, 
similar to the face of an ancient or medieval knight."18 As I have discussed, it is 
important to have 'a Japanese body' to be reterritorialized by the Japanese Empire. In 
this sense, Sanki's non-Japanese appearance alludes to his potential to resist to the 
reterritorializing power of the Japanese Empire. 

 
16 Ibid at 75-76. 
17 Ibid at 265. 
18 Ibid at 17. 
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MoreoYHU��.Ň\D�FDOOV�6DQNL�E\�WKH�QDPH�RI��'RQ�4XL[RWH���$W�ILUVW�JODQFH��
this can be interpreted as a mocking name, since Sanki was voluntarily dismissed from 
the bank, he was working for by raising objections to his superior's embezzlement. 
However, Don Quixote also has the meaning of the guardian of rightness. Don 
Quixote pursues rightness when the era of chivalry has already culminated. Since he 
not only thinks but acts out his faith for rightness, he cannot avoid being ridiculed by 
others who live in Shanghai where capitalist competition is at its highest.19 

The first rightness that Sanki pursues is represented by his resignation from 
the bank. This distinguishes him from other Japanese characters in the novel whose 
priority is making money by fair means or foul: Miyako sucks money out of her white 
lovers, and Yamaguchi continues selling the skulls of dead bodies to keep concubines. 
.Ň\D� IROORZV� WKH� ORJLF� RI� FDSLWDOLVP� WU\LQJ� WR� ZLQ� DJDLQVW� WKH� 3KLOLSSLQH� OXPEHU�
FRPSDQ\��2U\ş�EHFRPHV�D�FRQFXELQH�RI�D�&KLQHVH�FDSLWDOLVW�4LDQ�6KLVKDQ�DQG�UXQV�D�
Turkish bath exploiting the homeless Osugi. These characters function as 'suckers' 
their native country by avariciously seeking financial profit. Contrary to these 
characters, Sanki prioritizes rightness over financial profit gained by concealing his 
superior's embezzlement. His decision goes against functioning as a 'sucker' of the 
Japanese Empire in Shanghai, where "people of various races live as the suckers of 
their native countries, sucking in each other's money." 

Sanki follows another sort of morality, which is empathy for the Chinese 
people. Discussing this novel, Naoki Sakai argued that Sanki starts to form different 
social relations with people in Shanghai by freeing himself from subjugation to the 
imperialist nation.20 This means that he begins to sympathize with the Chinese people 
who protest against imperialism. The day after the May Thirtieth Movement, he 
wanders around the streets in Chinese costumes, once again recognizing that he is 
Japanese.21 While having to suppress the movement as a secretary in a textile factory, 
the fact that he wears Chinese costumes and walks in the middle of the Chinese mob 
shows his endeavor to identify himself with the Chinese. Although such endeavor 
cannot succeed with ease, it is certain that he strives to move beyond the limits of his 
reterritorialized body. 

Osugi is another important character when discussing the various reactions of 
-DSDQHVH�FKDUDFWHUV��2VXJL�ZRUNHG�DW�2U\ş
V�7XUNLVK�EDWK��EXW�VRRQ�JHWV�ILUHG�GXH�WR�
2U\ş
V�MHDORXV\�Dnd becomes a homeless prostitute. Even though she lives in Shanghai 
with a Japanese body, she is not represented as the spearhead of the empire. Rather, 
she strays into the dark backstreets of Shanghai. At the same time, unlike Sanki, she 
does not resist to the imperial power of reterritorialization. Here I call her 'the territory 
outside.' 

 
19 Yeongchae Seo, Punggyeong i onda [The Landscape is Coming] (Goyang: Namu Namu Chulpansa, 
2019),141. 
20 Naoki Sakai and Meaghan Morris, Translation and Subjectivity: On Japan and cultural nationalism 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 137. 
21 Riichi, Shanghai, 239. 
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The territory outside refers to the territory (=the Japanese body) that does not 
function at all. Osugi does not make use of her Japanese body to play a role as the 
sucker of the empire. This is because she had not come to Shanghai in her own 
volition; her migration is close to banishment. Back in Japan, she was living on the 
pension paid to her in compensation for the death of her father who was a colonel. 
However, for some unaccountable reason, the pension ceased to be paid and she was 
told to recompense all the money. Her mother committed suicide and Osugi drifted 
into a Turkish bath in Shanghai. In this sense, it would be more logical to consider 
Osugi as a character banished into the backstreets of Shanghai where drug trafficking 
and prostitution was pervasive, rather than a territory planted in modern Shanghai by 
the Japanese Empire. 

The fact that Osugi is depicted as a silent character also emphasizes her 
inability to function as the territory of the empire. Kuroda Taiga pointed out that 
Osugi hardly utters a word until the end of the novel, even when she is raped by 
.Ň\D�22 Osugi's reticence makes a striking contrast to Shanghai, a city where one could 
hear languages from all around the world. Kuroda also argues that her reticence 
influences how her eyes observe the world around her. When Sanki comes to the 
7XUNLVK�EDWK��WKH�RQO\�WKLQJ�WKDW�2VXJL�FRXOG�GR�LV�WR�´ORRN�DWµ� [裱ထရ] him. As a 
silent character, she can only observe the reality that surrounds herself rather than 
actively engage in it. Thus, she cannot make relationships with other Japanese 
characters who function as the territory of the empire. In this sense, Osugi is contrary 
to Miyako who, as a sucker of the empire, constantly participates in conversations with 
white lovers in an active way. 

In addition, even though Osugi drifted into Shanghai with a Japanese body, 
she does not have a clear memory of Japan. She recalls her mother when seeing an old 
woman knitting, and reminisces about Japan as follows: 
 

At that point, she had almost no knowledge of Japan. What she remembered were 
stone walls of a castle which formed a long and beautiful line, wind blowing on the 
branches of pine trees, the thick roofs on autumn days when cold showers of rain 
came, anxiously crying chickens under the sasanquas, and a black post box standing 
forever at the street corner just like a face of a man. She remembered such vague 
scenes without knowing where she saw them. 23 

 
This shows that Osugi almost lost the memory of Japan. While she retains a relatively 
accurate memory of the tragedy that swept her family, other landscapes of Japan is 
UHFDOOHG�RQO\�ZLWK�YDJXHQHVV��7KLV�ZHDNHQV�2VXJL·V�ERQG�ZLWK�-DSDQ��PDNLQJ�LW�KDUGHU�
to consider her as a territory of the empire. 

 
22 Taiga Kuroda, Yokomitsu Riichi to sono jidai: modanizumu, media, sensRթ [Yokomitsu Riichi and His Era: 
Modernism, Media, and War] (Osaka: Izumi Shoin, 2017), 103-104. 

23 Riichi, Shanghai, 213. 
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´$Q� DEDQGRQHG�VWRQHµ� [艚苳] is the term that shows KRZ�.Ň\D� WKLQNV�RI�
Osugi, which most explicitly demonstrates that Osugi is located in the outside of the 
territory of the empire.24 )RU�.Ň\D��ZKR�ZRUNV� IRU�D� -DSDQHVH� Oumber company in 
Singapore as a loyal territory of the empire, Osugi is nothing more than a stone 
abandoned by the empire, since a homesless prostitute like her cannot function as a 
WHUULWRU\��2Q�WKH�FRQWUDU\��6DQNL�UHJDUGV�2VXJL�DV�´D�SURVSHFWLYH�EULGH.µ�Through the 
marital bond with a body alienated from the empire, Sanki attempts to deterritorialize 
from the empire once more. 

In this way, Osugi is ¶WKH� WHUULWRU\� RXWVLGH·� ZKLFK� GRHV� QRW� IXQFWLRQ� DV� D�
territory of the Japanese Empire even though living in Shanghai with a Japanese body. 
This is why she looks attractive to Sanki who has internalized the pursuit of 
deterritorialization as we will see in the following discussion on the meaning of the 
union of Sanki and Osugi. 
 

The Impossibility of Deteritorrialization 
Having dismissed from the bank, Sanki becomes a beggar and visits Miyako to 

beg for bread. In this scene, his attention focuses more on the food (bread) rather than 
WKH� JLYHU� RI� WKH� IRRG� �0L\DNR�� DQG� VRRQ� OHDYHV� KHU� KRXVH� DIWHU� D� TXDUUHO�� 6DQNL·V�
extreme hunger and obsession with bread is contrary to the reterritorializing power of 
the empire represented by Miyako. This is because hunger is an instinctive feeling 
irrelevant to the power of the empire. Moreover, even if he relieves hunger by begging 
IRU� EUHDG�� KLV� DFWLRQ� GRHV� QRW� EHQHILW� WKH� -DSDQHVH� (PSLUH� DW� DOO�� :KLOH� .Ň\D·V�
competition against the Philippine lumber company contributes to the expansion of 
WKH�-DSDQHVH�(PSLUH��6DQNL·V�EHJJLQJ�GRHV�QRW�KDYH�DQ\�PHDQLQJ�RWKHU�WKDQ�VDWLVI\LQJ�
his own physiological desire. 

:DQGHULQJ�DURXQG�WKH�VWUHHWV�DIWHU�QHDUO\�EHLQJ�NLFNHG�RXW�RI�0L\DNR·V�KRXVH��
Sanki encounters a decisive incident that leads his body to deterritorialize. Blankly 
looking down at the surface of a muddy ditch, he is suddenly thrown into a ship full 
of excrement by two or three Chinese and realizes that his head is freed after waking 
up. 
 

Suddenly, Sanki realized that his body was holding on to one end of the tree tightly. 
Stretching out his feet he thought, "But where is here?" It was inside the ship that he 
was looking down a while ago. Looking around, the flat side, which was squishy due 
to excrement, was wetting him up to his QHFN���«��+H�OD\�GRZQ�RQ�WKH�H[FUHPHQW��
closed his eyes, and felt his head moving freely again. He tried to follow how far his 
head was moving.25 

 
As Sanki is thrown down to the ship by the Chinese, he is in the position of 

being gazed by them. This direction of gaze is contrary to that of the characters who 

 
24 Ibid at 284. 
25 Ibid at 314-315. 
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are territories of the Japanese Empire. That is, when the territory of the empire is 
incised in the body of Japanese characters, it is inevitable that they disparage Chinese 
people as the inferior other, and regard the Chinese as the object of their gaze. 
However, as Sanki is thrown down by the Chinese, the gaze changes its direction. At 
this point, Sanki ceases to internalize the gaze as a territory of the empire that despises 
the Chinese. Kamei Hideo argued that the nationalism of Japanese characters in this 
QRYHO�LV�´WKH�XQZDQWHG�DSSURYDO�WR�OHW�WKH�ERG\�VHUYH�DV�D�V\PERO�RI�WKH�QDWLRQ��ZKLFK�
ODFNV�WKH�YROXQWDULQHVV�IURP�WKH�ERWWRP�RI�WKHLU�KHDUW�µ26 This means that although 
the territory of the empire is deeply incised in the body of the Japanese characters, it 
is incised only in the body. Since the nationalism evoked by the territory of the empire 
HQJUDYHG�LQ�WKH�ERG\�´ODFNV�WKH�YROXQWDULQHVV�IURP�WKH�ERWWRP�RI�WKH�KHDUW�µ�6DQNL�
could liberate himself from such nationalism after being thrown down by the Chinese 
people. Eventually, Sanki achieves a deterritorialized body through the baptism of the 
ship of excrement. 

After this incident, Sanki recalls his mother in Japan and a Chinese woman 
called Fang Qiulan. Fang Qiulan is a communist who leads the strike of Chinese 
workers in the textile factory. On May thirtieth, she had saved Sanki from the ferocious 
mob and started to admire him. For Sanki, she is an adorable woman but also a 
communist with whom he cannot reconcile. After this contemplation, Sanki heads to 
the red-light district where Osugi is working. Some of the preceding researchers had 
LQWHUSUHWHG�WKDW�WKLV�VFHQH�VKRZV�6DQNL·V�UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�Uhetorical territory of empire. 
)RU�H[DPSOH��0DHGD�$L�H[SODLQHG�WKDW�6DQNL�LQ�WKLV�VFHQH�UHSUHVHQWV�´WKH�SXUVXLW�RI�
returning to Japan, triggered by the extreme situation of the international city seething 
ZLWK� UHYROXWLRQ�µ�PHQWLRQLQJ� WKDW� LW� LV� 
PRWKHUODQG Japan' that Sanki is thinking of 
when recalling his 'mother.'27 $OVR��.DQHL�.HLNR� WKRXJKW� WKDW� 6DQNL�´ZHQW�EDFN� WR�
Osugi, a Japanese ZKR�XQFRQGLWLRQDOO\�JUHHWV�KLP�µ and Jung Eunkyoung argued that 
2VXJL�V\PEROL]HV�́ PRWKHUODQG�-DSDQ�FRUUXSWHG�E\�PLOLWDULVP DQG�LPSHULDOLVP�µ�ZKRVH�
fate Sanki decided to embrace.28 According to such interpretations, Sanki is a character 
that eventually allows himself to be reterritorialized after the long oscillation between 
the power of reterritorialization and deterritorialization, and this novel shows the close 
connection of Yokomitsu to imperialist ideology. 

However, although Sanki recalls his mother and eventually chooses Osugi over 
)DQJ�4LXODQ��LW�LV�KDUG�WR�FRQILUP�KLV�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�LQWR�D�QDWLRQDOLVW��)LUVW��6DQNL·V�
memory of his mother is evoked by an unpleasant experience of the nasty oder of 
excretion. This implies that the attachment to the motherland is also unpleasant, and 
eventually, needed to be excreted. Especially, considering that Sanki increasingly 
shows the XUJH�WR�GHWHUULWRULDOL]H�KLV�ERG\��´PRWKHUODQG�-DSDQµ�LV�UDWKHU�GHSLFWHG�DV�D�

 
26 Kamei, Shintai, kono fushiginaru mono [Body, a Mystical Being] (Tokyo: Renga Shobo Shinsha, 1984), 
134. 
27 Maeda, Toshi kXթkan no, 498. 
28 Kamei, Shintai, kono fushiginaru, 134; Jung, "A Study on," 103. 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Wonjun Kang 
 

VOL I | 155 

place to leave. Also, the mere fact that Osugi possesses a Japanese body does not make 
her symbolize motherland Japan. For Osugi, the motherland is about traumatic 
memory and irreconcilable past, which made her drift into Shanghai. Therefore, the 
SRVVHVVLRQ�RI�´-DSDQHVHµ�ERG\�RI�2VXJL��LQ�FRQWUDVW�WR�)DQJ·V�´&KLQHVHµ�ERG\��LV�QRW�
a return to the motherland but a departure from it. Hence, a different interpretation 
must be provided. 

Fang Qiulan represents the Chinese Marxist force who were protesting to 
imperialism in Shanghai, including that of the Japanese Empire. Although Sanki is 
SK\VLFDOO\�DWWUDFWHG�E\�)DQJ·V�DSSHDUDQFH��WKH�LPSDVVDEOH�EDUULHU�RI�GLIIHUHQW�LGHRORJLHV�
prevents him from further attachment, especially as her fate is interwined with her 
revolutionary pursuit in Marxism. As Sanki could not think of Marxism as the 
destination of his deterritorialization, he visits Osugi, the 'territory outside.' By starting 
a conversDWLRQ��6DQNL�WULHV�WR�PDNH�D�UHODWLRQ�ZLWK�2VXJL�ZKR�KDG�EHHQ�D�¶VLOHQW�ERG\·��
The union of these two is not the union of territories since they are deterritorialized 
body (Sanki) and the territory outside (Osugi). In particular, the fact that this union 
has been a long-cherished wish for Osugi shows that this is the union of individuals 
based on love, not on the imperial power of territorialization. 

Nonetheless, their union takes place in the middle of a dark room, where no 
one can expect bright future. In the last scene of the novel, Osugi remains silent, 
looking at the dark ceiling. 
 

If the army force lands and the disturbance calms down tomorrow, I [Osugi] will 
have to stay absent-mindedly again. Then, oh, with that rough skin, tongues that 
smell terribly like garlic, greasy hair, long nails, and unorganized sharp teeth that bite 
my skin. Thinking of those things, she drooped like a sick man who gave up 
everything and looked at the dark ceiling.29 

 
Thinking that she must face her customers again, Osugi falls into despair, and 

it seems clear that neither can Sanki who ended up as a beggar expect a hopeful future. 
The fact that their union does not promise any hope demonstrates how the power of 
reterritorialization emasculates the power of deterritorialization pursued by the 
characters who try to treat and love each other as individuals rather than as territories 
of the empire. Shanghai seems to be a cosmopolitan place far away from the empire, 
but even in such a city, the characters cannot promise their futures of not being 
territories of the empire. 

Besides Sanki and Osugi, there remains the stories of people who served as 
faithful territories of the empire. Unlike Sanki who as the guardian of rightness let 
KLPVHOI�EH�ILUHG�IURP�KLV�ZRUNSODFH��.Ň\D�ZRUNV as a loyal employee of a Japanese 
lumber company in Singapore, succeeding in winning three contracts faster than his 
rival Philippine company. Nevertheless, as the May Thirtieth Movement occurs, the 

 
29 Riichi, Shanghai, 332-333. 
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dock workers go on a strike and port factories close down, which causes the lumber 
WR�URW�LQ�VKLSV��.Ň\D��MXVW�OLNH�6DQNL��EHFRPHV�SHQQLOHVV�LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�WKH�UHYROXWLRQ��
He goes to Yamaguchi's place and ends up staying with one of Yamaguchi's mistresses, 
Olga. A fallen Russian aristocrat, Olga reveals the tragic story that her family had to 
go through after the Russian Revolution and goes into a convulsion because of 
UHFDOOLQJ�D� WUDXPDWLF�PHPRU\��.Ň\D�ILQGV�EHDXW\� IURP�KHU�ERG\�XQGHU� VHL]XUH�DQG�
thinks of her as his future wife. This is the last scene of KŇ\D��$V�D�OR\DO�WHUULWRU\�RI�
the empire, he competed with white lovers of Miyako and worked conscientiously for 
a Japanese lumber company, but eventually suffers hunger and stays next to Olga. If 
Yokomitsu understood the territorialization of the Japanese characters by the empire 
LQ�D�SRVLWLYH�VHQVH��KH�ZRXOG�QRW�KDYH�ZULWWHQ�.Ň\D
V�HQGLQJ�LQ�WKLV�PDQQHU�VLQFH�KH�
has functioned as the most faithful Japanese territory in Shanghai. 

Neither is Yamaguchi's story a happy ending. Leaving his place after 
introduciQJ�.Ň\D�WR�2OJD��KH�VD\V�WKDW�)DQJ�4LXODQ�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�NLOOHG�GXH�WR�
the suspicion of having a liaison with a Japanese man. He tells KŇya what to do when 
he dies in the middle of the revolution, and gives him a letter to his Pan-Asianist 
comrade Li Yingpu. In this scene, it seems that Yamaguchi is foreseeing his death. He 
had been a loyal territory of the Japanese Empire, endorsing the alliance of Asia under 
-DSDQHVH�UXOH��EXW�VLPLODU�WR�.Ň\D�ZKR�EHFRPHV�GHVWLWXWH��KLV�ODVW�VFHQH�DOOXGHV�WR�KLV�
death. 

,Q� WKLV� ZD\�� WKH� VWRULHV� RI�.Ň\D� DQG� <DPDJXFKL�� ZKR� KDYH� IXQFWLRQHG� DV�
reterritorialized bodies of the empire, are hopelessly put to an end. While Sanki and 
Osugi showed how the pursuit of deterritorialization is emasculated by the power of 
reterritoriali]DWLRQ�� .Ň\D� DQG� <DPDJXFKL� UHSUHVHQW� KRZ� WKH� RQHV� ZKR� KDYH� EHHQ�
faithfully reterritorialized are eventually estranged from the protection of the empire. 
Even though they served as the spearhead of the empire, when the wave of revolution 
threatens them, they cannot expect the empire to shelter them; they have no choice 
but to meet their gloomy fate. What Yokomitsu conveyed in this novel is the violent 
nature of the power of reterritorialization. The international colonial city of Shanghai 
he observed was the place where the attempt to break away from the power of 
reterritorialization is frustrated, and the ones who devotedly follow this power are also 
abandoned in the vortex of the May Thirtieth Movement. 
 

Conclusion 
Under the setting of Shanghai 1925, Yokomitsu shows how two opposing 

powers operate in the bodies of Japanese characters: reterritorialization by the empire 
and the pursuit of deterritorialization. The Japanese characters in Shanghai experience 
deterritorialization in that they have initially left Japan. However, their bodies as 
Japanese are not free from the reterritorialization by the Japanese Empire. As loyal 
VXFNHUV� RI� WKH� HPSLUH�� 0L\DNR�� .Ň\D�� DQG� <DPDJXFKL� UHSUHVHQW� KRZ� WKH\� DUH�
reterritorialized. 
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 The protagonist Sanki also cannot completely free himself from the power of 
reterritorialization. Nevertheless, unlike other Japanese characters, Sanki sympathizes 
with the Chinese people and endeavors to abide by morality. His effort shows that a 
pursuit of deterritorialization is in action in the case of Sanki. Meanwhile, Osugi has a 
Japanese body but does not function as a territory of the empire. As an 'abandoned 
stone' of the empire, she silently and passively looks at the reality that ruins her life. In 
this sense, her body floats around as 'the territory outside'. 

After losing his job, Sanki falls into a ship full of excrement, which leads him 
to obtain a deterritorialized body. Subsequently he is attracted to Osugi, and tries to 
unite with her, but Osugi's last gaze is met by darkness. Eventually, in the city of 
Shanghai where everyone is living as territories of their nations, there was no place for 
Sanki and Osugi who refused the power of reterritorialization. 

,Q�WKH�PHDQWLPH��WKH�VWRULHV�RI�.Ň\D�DQG�<DPDJXFKL�HQGV�LQ�PLVHU\�DV�ZHOO��
EnduriQJ�KXQJHU��.Ň\D�VWD\V�QH[W�WR�2OJD�ZKR�VXIIHUV�FRQYXOVLRQ�LQ�WKH�EDVHPHQW�RI�
Yamaguchi's place, and it is suggested that Yamaguchi will have to face death. In this 
novel, Yokomitsu tried to reveal the violent nature of the power of reterritorialization 
on the part of the empire, which both incapacitates the pursuit of deterritorialization 
and does not shelter the loyal territories of itself when they are threatened in the chaos 
of a revolution.  

Yokomitsu Riichi made up characters of truly multi-layered natures in Shanghai, 
and successfully depicted the scenery of the backstreets of so called 'modern Shanghai' 
by imparting unique roles to each of them. Under such settings, the novel shows that 
the power of reterritorialization suppresses the possibility of the characters to live as 
individuals not as territories of the empire. Trapped in the body of the empire, they 
could not expect the possibility of deterritorialization, in seemingly the most 
international city of Shanghai. 
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Introduction 

n the last ten years, the Emirate of Kuwait has established itself as a mediatory 
presence in Middle Eastern geopolitics. Kuwait decidedly and triumphantly 
remained neutral during the Qatar diplomatic crisis, resulting in Kuwait becoming 

one of the brokers of the Al-¶8OD�'HFODUDWLRQ��D�ODQGPDrk text which fully restored ties 
between Qatar and the Saudi-Emirati axis, ending perhaps the biggest crisis within the 
GCC since its founding in 1981. Kuwait has also consistently been less forceful in its 
approach to, and condemnation of, the Islamic Republic of Iran, in an attempt to 
EDODQFH�HFRQRPLF�RSSRUWXQLW\�ZLWK�JHRSROLWLFDO�GXW\��7KLV�´EDODQFLQJ-DFWµ�KDV�DOVR�
EHHQ� VHHQ� LQ� .XZDLW·V� GHDOLQJV� �RU�� SHUKDSV�� ODFN� WKHUHRI�� ZLWK� ,VUDHO� DQG� LQ� WKH�
VWUHQJWKHQLQJ�RI�HFRQRPLF�WLHV�ZLWK�WKH�3HRSOH·V�5HSXEOLF�of China.  

7KLV�HVVD\�ZLOO�H[SORUH�WKLV�´EDODQFLQJ-DFWµ�WR�EHWWHU�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ�DQG�ZK\�
Kuwait seeks to remain neutral amid conflict and tension. Divided into three main 
sub-VHFWLRQV��WKH�ILUVW�ZLOO�UHYROYH�DURXQG�.XZDLW·V�UROH�LQ�WKH�JHRSROLWLFV�RI�WKH�*CC, 
specifically with regard to the Qatar diplomatic crisis. The second section will analyze 
.XZDLW·V�QHXWUDOLW\�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�PRUH�EURDGO\��GLVFXVVLQJ�IODVKSRLQWV�RI�WHQVLRQ�
such as Iran, Israel, Iraq and Syria. The third and final section of this piece will broaden 
RXW�WR�D�JOREDO�OHYHO��VHHNLQJ�WR�H[DPLQH�.XZDLW·V�GLSORPDWLF�VWUDWHJ\�ZLWK�UHJDUGV�WR�
the US-China conflict. 
 

Kuwait and the GCC 
,Q� RUGHU� WR� HIIHFWLYHO\� GLVFXVV� .XZDLW·V� UROH� LQ� WKH� *&&�� LW� ZRXOG� EH�

worthwhile to first mention the context surrounding the founding of the GCC. 
Following British withdrawal from the Gulf (and the subsequent independence of 
Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, Oman and the UAE), the aforementioned countries (along 
with Saudi Arabia) convened in Abu Dhabi, signing the GCC Charter and announcing 
the creation of the Council in 1981. Whilst internal factors such as shared histories and 
identities were key factors in its establishment, regional and global security threats such 
as the ongoing Iran-Iraq War and the impact of the Cold War on the region undeniably 
galvanised the Gulf states to seek national and regional security through the 
establishment of a Council supporting and promoting cooperation and regional 
integration. The GCC was thus a way for the Gulf to unite in a way which would 
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respond to regional security threats and to attempt to change the balance of power in 
the region.1 

Tensions within the GCC undeniably came to a climax on the fifth of June 
2017, when Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and the UAE (among other states outside the GCC) 
severed diplomatic ties with Qatar, citing the funding of terrorism as their primary 
UHDVRQ��.XZDLW·V�ODWH�(PLU�6DEDK�DO-Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah traveled between Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE in an attempt to narrow the rift between Qatar and the 
Saudi-Emirati axis, seeking a swift diplomatic resolution to the existential crisis. 
.XZDLW·V�UROH�DV�D�PHGLDWRU�ZDV�QRW�DOO�́ VPRRWK-VDLOLQJµ��RQH�RI�.XZDLW·V�ILUVW�DWWHPSWV�
to rekindle relations between Qatar and the Saudi-Emirati axis was by hosting the 
thirty-eighth GCC summit, which made little, if any, progress in solving the crisis. The 
summit was only attended by the heads of state of Kuwait and Qatar; other countries 
effectively boycotted the event by sending ministers or deputy ministers instead, as a 
way of further ostracizing Qatar within the GCC. 2  Other early diplomatic 
interventions in the crisis bore smaller, yet still significant, results: a joint press 
conference in September 2017 between US President Donald Trump and Sheikh 
Sabah revealed that Kuwaiti mediation efforts had stopped any military escalation 
between Qatar and the Saudi-Emirati axis. 3 Kuwait was ultimately instrumental as a 
neutral mediator between the two parties, as, alongside the US, Kuwait brokered the 
Al-¶8OD�'HFODUDWLRQ��ZKLFK� UHVWRUHG�GLSORPDWLF� UHODWLRQV�ZLWKLQ� WKH�*&&��.XZDLW·V�
role as a neutral mediator in the crisis was even recognized by UN Secretary-General 
*XWHUUHV��ZKRVH�FKLHI� VSRNHVSHUVRQ�6WHSKDQH�'XMDUULF�ZDV�TXRWHG�DV� VD\LQJ��´7KH�
Secretary-General welcomes the efforts and contributions of Kuwait in building 
EULGJHV�RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�LQ�WKH�*XOI�UHJLRQ�DQG�EH\RQG�µ4 

$Q�DQDO\VLV�RI�.XZDLW·V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�ZRXOG�EH�VLPSO\�LQFRPSOHWH�ZLWKRXW�D�
discussion of reasons which led the late Kuwaiti Emir to talk his country on this 
diplomatic path. The Emir Sabah al-Sabah was a champion of Arab unity and 
GLSORPDF\��DV�KH�VRXJKW�WR�LQFUHDVH�.XZDLW·V�YLVLELOLW\�DQG�LPSRUWDQFH�RQ�D�UHJLRQDO�
and global stage through establishing the Emirate as a mediator and peacekeeper.5 In 
contrast to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, who have invested significantly in traditional 
military power (ranked by the GFP at 0.2966 and 0.5859 respectively ² 0.0000 being a 
SHUIHFW�VFRUH��.XZDLW·V�ODWH�(PLU�FKRVH�WR�OHDG�.XZDLW�RQ�D�GLIIHUHQW�SDWK��Iocusing 

 
1 Omar Al-+DVVDQ��´7KH�*&&·V�)RUPDWLRQ��7KH�2IILFLDO�9HUVLRQ�µ�AlJazeera Studies, March 30, 2015, 
https://studies.aljazeera.net/en/dossiers/2015/03/201533011258831763.html. 
2 Khalid Al--DEHU��´7KH�*&&·V�ZRUVW�VXPPLW�µ AlJazeera, December 9, 2017, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2017/12/9/the-gccs-worst-summit/. 
3 ,EUDKLP�)UDLKDW��´6XSHUSRZHU�DQG�6PDOO-6WDWH�0HGLDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�4DWDU�*XOI�&ULVLV�µ The International 
Spectator 55, no. 2 (May 2020): 79-91, https://doi.org/10.1080/03932729.2020.1741268. 
4 ´1RWH�WR�&RUUHVSRQGHQWV��*XOI�UHJLRQ�µ�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV��ODVW�PRGLILHG�'HFHPEHU����������
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/note-correspondents/2020-12-04/note-correspondents-gulf-
region. 
5 ´.XZDLW·V�(PLU�6KHLNK�6DEDK��ZKR�FKDPSLRQHG�$UDE�XQLW\��GLHV�DW�DJH����µ�France 24, September 9, 
2020, https://www.france24.com/en/20200929-kuwait-s-emir-sheikh-sabah-who-championed-arab-
unity-dies-at-age-91. 

https://studies.aljazeera.net/en/dossiers/2015/03/201533011258831763.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2017/12/9/the-gccs-worst-summit/
https://doi.org/10.1080/03932729.2020.1741268
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/note-correspondents/2020-12-04/note-correspondents-gulf-region
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/note-correspondents/2020-12-04/note-correspondents-gulf-region
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on mediatory politics as a way of transforming Kuwait into a significant player with 
power on both the regional and global stage. 6 7KXV�� .XZDLW·V� GHVLUH� WR� PDLQWDLQ�
QHXWUDOLW\�DQG�EH�D�PHGLDWRU\�SOD\HU�FDQ�EH�H[SODLQHG�E\�WKH�ODWH�(PLU·V�ZLVK�ERWh to 
LQFUHDVH�$UDE�XQLW\�DQG� WR�DXJPHQW�.XZDLW·V� LQIOXHQFH�RQ� WKH� UHJLRQDO�DQG�JOREDO�
stage.  

In the context of this particular crisis, Kuwait shone as a mediatory force for 
a variety of reasons. Although the official reason given for the severing of ties between 
Qatar and the Saudi-Emirati axis was the funding of terrorism, there is significant 
weight to the thought that the 2017 diplomatic crisis was a continuation and 
FXOPLQDWLRQ� RI� RWKHU� GLSORPDWLF� VSDWV� UHVXOWLQJ� IURP� 4DWDU·V� IXQGDPHQWDO�
unwillingness to follow Saudi foreign policy.7 The perhaps most significant divergence 
between the foreign policy of Doha and Riyadh is with regard to the Muslim 
Brotherhood. 8  While Doha strongly supports (financially and otherwise) Muslim 
Brotherhood and its affiliates across the Arab world,9 such as the controversial cleric 
al-Qaradawi, the Muslim Brotherhood is branded as a terrorist organization in the 
UAE, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain.10 Kuwait, meanwhile, boasts a comparatively freer 
environment for the Muslim %URWKHUKRRG��7KH�+DGDV�PRYHPHQW��WKH�%URWKHUKRRG·V�
affiliated group in Kuwait) operates in Kuwait, and its politicians currently hold three 
of the fifty seats of the National Assembly.11 This perhaps puts Kuwait in a unique 
position in its diplomatic mediation between Riyadh and Doha, as it is the only country 
in the GCC to have Brotherhood-affiliated delegates in a National Assembly. That is 
not to say that Kuwait in any way actively supports the Muslim Brotherhood; rather, 
.XZDLW·V�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�KDV�WR�Ee more aware and respectful of the plurality of opinions 
in the Kuwaiti state, given the presence of a democratic institution that does hold 
(albeit limited) power in the legislation of the country.  
 

 
6 ´*OREDO�)LUHSRZHU�&RXQWULHV�,QGH[�µ�*)3��DFFHssed April 16, 2022, 
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries.php. 
7 Frank *DUGQHU��´Qatar crisis: Saudi Arabia and allies restore diplomatic ties with emirate�µ BBC 
News: Analysis, January 5, 2021, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-55538792. 
8 $OH[�0DF'RQDOG��´4DWDU�EORFNDGH��:KDW�FDXVHG�LW�DQG�ZK\�LV�LW�FRPLQJ�WR�DQ�HQG"�µ�Middle East 
Eye, January 5, 2021, 
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/qatar-blockade-saudi-arabia-lift-cause-end. 
9 (ULF�7UDJHU��´7KH�0XVOLP�%URWKHUKRRG�,V�WKH�5RRW�RI�WKH�4DWDU�&ULVLV�µ The Atlantic, July 2, 2017, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/07/muslim-brotherhood-qatar/532380/. 
10 $GDP�6FKUHFN��´8$(�EDFNV�6DXGLV�ZLWK�0XVOLP�%URWKHUKRRG�EODFNOLVW�µ Yahoo! News, March 9, 
2014, 
https://news.yahoo.com/uae-backs-saudis-muslim-brotherhood-blacklist-083656729.html; ´0XVOLP�
%URWKHUKRRG�LQ�%DKUDLQ�µ�&RXQWHU�([WUHPLVP�3URMHFW��DFFHVVHG�)HEUXDU\�����������
https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-bahrain. 
11 ´$ERXW�XV�µ�,VODPLF�&RQVWLWXWLRQDO�0RYHPHQW��Dccessed February 14, 2022, 
https://www.icmkw.org/portal/index.php#.Yg1jvZbP1PY; ´0HPEHUV�RI�WKH�1DWLRQDO�$VVHPEO\�µ�
Kuwait National Assembly, accessed February 14, 2022,  
https://www.kna.kw/clt-html5/about-en.asp. 

https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries.php
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-55538792
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/qatar-blockade-saudi-arabia-lift-cause-end
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/07/muslim-brotherhood-qatar/532380/
https://news.yahoo.com/uae-backs-saudis-muslim-brotherhood-blacklist-083656729.html
https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-bahrain
https://www.icmkw.org/portal/index.php#.Yg1jvZbP1PY
https://www.kna.kw/clt-html5/about-en.asp
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This may indeed have been another reason for which Kuwait was ultimately successful 
in its diplomatic mediation of the Qatar diplomatic crisis; unlike Qatar, which sponsors 
and supports the Muslim Brotherhood, and the Saudi-Emirati axis, which has 
proscribed it, Kuwait again took a more neutral and considerate approach to its 
dealings with the Muslim Brotherhood both as a Kuwaiti political entity and a regional 
power network, which allowed its diplomacy to seem more genuine and balanced. 
While Oman does not view the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist organization either, 
as the population of Oman is Ibadi-majority (rather than Sunni, like the Muslim 
Brotherhood), there is less of a reason for the Brotherhood to have any sort of official 
presence there. 

Many consider Oman to be the principal mediator and neutral force in the 
region; however, there are significant reasons for which Oman was not suited to act 
in this role during the Qatar diplomatic crisis. The Saudi-Emirati axis view Oman with 
a degree of suspicion, as Oman has been engaging in joint naval drills with the Islamic 
Republic of Iran as recently as December 2021.12 The Saudi-Emirati view might well 
EH�WKDW�2PDQ·V�IULHQGO\�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�WKH�,VODPLF�5HSXEOLF�ZRXOG�HQFRXUDJH�2PDQ�
WR� IDYRU� 4DWDU� LQ� WKH� ����� GLVSXWHV�� WKXV� MHRSDUGL]LQJ� 2PDQ·V� UROH� DV� PHGLDWRr. 
Furthermore, during the crisis, Qatari vessels used Omani ports at Salalah, and their 
tankers were thus still able to travel through the Strait of Hormuz, ensuring the 
FRQWLQXHG�H[SRUW�RI�4DWDU·V�/1*��D�YLWDO�SDUW�RI�LWV�HFRQRP\�13 This also would have 
EURXJKW�2PDQ·V�QHXWUDOLW\�LQWR�TXHVWLRQ��.XZDLW��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��VLPSO\�GXH�WR�LWV�
geographic position, was not in a position to supply Qatar with space in its ports or its 
airspace, and thus its position as neutral would not have been brought into question.  

Omani foreign policy is not without its wariness of Saudi-Emirati activity in 
the region either ² 6DXGL�$UDELD·V�PLOLWDU\� SUHVHQFH� LQ� WKH�0DKUD�*RYHUQRUDWH� RI�
Yemen, for example, presents a unique problem for Oman, as the governorate was 
always tradLWLRQDOO\�LQ�2PDQ·V�VSKHUH�RI�LQIOXHQFH��WKURXJK�WKH�VXSSO\�RI�KXPDQLWDULDQ�
aid and dual nationality.14 With regards to Omani-Emirati relations, the border regions 
have proven to be a particular obstacle; Emirati influence in the border territories is 
viewed as a problem serious enough that Oman has banned non-Omanis from buying 
any land or real-estate in the area.15 This all has led to a cooling of relations between 
Oman and the Saudi-Emirati axis of the GCC, something which ultimately prevented 
the Sultanate from mediating in the 2017 Qatar crisis. 

 
12 ´,UDQ��2PDQ�KROG�MRLQW�PLOLWDU\�H[HUFLVHV�LQ�6WUDLW�RI�+RUPX]��6HD�RI�2PDQ�µ�PressTV, December 
16, 2021, https://www.presstv.ir/Detail/2021/12/16/672788/Iranian-Navy-Oman-joint-military-
drill-Strait-of-Hormuz-/. 
13 ´4DWDU�WR�XVH�2PDQ�SRUWV�WR�E\SDVV�*XOI�EORFNDGH�µ�ENCA, June 12, 2017, 
https://www.enca.com/world/qatar-to-use-oman-ports-to-bypass-gulf-blockade. 
14 $EGXOD]L]�.LODQL��´7KH�/LPLWV�RI�D�6DXGL-2PDQL�5DSSURFKHPHQW�µ�Newlines Institute, September 1, 
2021, https://newlinesinstitute.org/saudi-arabia/hed-the-limits-of-a-saudi-omani-rapprochement/. 
15 .ULVWLQ�6PLWK�'LZDQ��´,Q�D�5HJLRQ�%HVHW�E\�=HUR-6XP�&RQIOLFWV��2PDQ�5HPDLQV�2SHQ�WR�$OO�µ�The 
Arab Gulf States Institute in Washington, June 3, 2019, https://agsiw.org/in-a-region-beset-by-zero-sum-
conflicts-oman-remains-open-to-all/. 

https://www.presstv.ir/Detail/2021/12/16/672788/Iranian-Navy-Oman-joint-military-drill-Strait-of-Hormuz-
https://www.presstv.ir/Detail/2021/12/16/672788/Iranian-Navy-Oman-joint-military-drill-Strait-of-Hormuz-
https://www.enca.com/world/qatar-to-use-oman-ports-to-bypass-gulf-blockade
https://newlinesinstitute.org/saudi-arabia/hed-the-limits-of-a-saudi-omani-rapprochement/
https://agsiw.org/in-a-region-beset-by-zero-sum-conflicts-oman-remains-open-to-all/
https://agsiw.org/in-a-region-beset-by-zero-sum-conflicts-oman-remains-open-to-all/
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There is also an argument stating that Qatar was a small-state mediator in the 
region prior to the Qatar diplomatic crisis, during which Qatar lost this role. However, 
4DWDU·V�SULRU� UROH� LQ� WKH�PHGLDWLRQ�Rf regional conflicts was not primarily due to a 
GHVLUH�RI�$UDE�XQLW\�RU�UHJLRQDO�SHDFH��5DWKHU��4DWDU·V�PHGLDWLRQ�HIIRUWV�IRFXVHG�RQ�
DUHDV�ZKLFK�LPSDFWHG�'RKD·V�VXSSRUW�IRU�SROLWLFDO�,VODP��VXFK�DV�WKH������PHGLDWLRQ�
between Hamas and Fatah in Palestine and the recent negotiations with the Taliban.16 
Mediating conflicts was in itself not a foreign policy objective for Qatar; rather, it was 
a part of its broader plan for the region supporting political Islam, both as an ideology 
and as a way of increasing its own political influence amid the domination of Saudi-
Emirati foreign policy in the GCC. 

Kuwait ultimately excelled in its handling of the mediation between Qatar and 
the Saudi-Emirati axis; while both Oman and Qatar have been, in the past, influential 
mediators in the region, the fundamental advantage which Kuwait possesses is that 
Kuwait holds the complete trust of the Saudi-Emirati axis (unlike Oman, through its 
relations with Iran, and Qatar, through its support for political Islam) whilst still being 
able to follow an independent foreign policy divergent from that of the anti-Iran Saudi-
Emirati axis. 

 
Kuwait and the Middle East 

While it would be ill-considered to even suggest that Kuwait holds complete 
neutrality between Saudi Arabia and Iran, Kuwait has proven itself to be much more 
cautious and restrained in its condemning of Iran in comparison to the rather brazen 
and much less restrained attitudes of Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and the UAE (particularly 
under the virulently anti-,UDQ�JD]H�RI�'RQDOG�7UXPS·s foreign policy). When Trump 
unilaterally withdrew from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), a 
ODQGPDUN�DJUHHPHQW�WKDW�VRXJKW�WR�SDUDO\]H�7HKUDQ·V�QXFOHDU�SURJUDP�LQ�UHWXUQ�IRU�
the lifting of sanctions, Bahrain, the UAE and Saudi Arabia all expressed their support 
for and jubilation at the move.17 In contrast to this, Kuwait released a much more 
muted response, stating that although Kuwait strongly supported the agreement when 
LW�ZDV�DQQRXQFHG�LQ�������LW�´XQGHUVWDQGVµ�WKH�86�SRVLWLRQ.18 Although this may not 
VHHP�VLJQLILFDQW��LW�LV�QHFHVVDU\�WR�SXW�WKLV�FRPPHQW�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�.XZDLW·V�OR\DOW\�
to both the United States and Saudi Arabia. Thus, the lack of the same degree of 
celebration and support in the official Kuwaiti reaction signifies a marked difference 
in the foreign policies of Kuwait and the Saudi-Emirati axis. It is also worth bearing in 

 
16 ´4DWDU·V�0HGLDWLRQ�&KDOOHQJHV�LQ�WKH�$IJKDQ�3HDFH�3URFHVV�µ��5LVH�WR�3HDFH��DFFHVVHG�$SULO�����
2022, https://www.risetopeace.org/2021/08/11/qatars-mediation-challenges-in-the-afghan-peace-
process/risetopece/. 
17 ´6DXGL�$UDELD��8$(��%DKUDLQ��(J\SW�ZHOFRPH�3UHVLGHQW�7UXPS·V�ZLWKGUDZDO�IURP�-&32$µ��Memri, 
May 9, 2018, https://www.memri.org/reports/saudi-arabia-uae-bahrain-egypt-welcome-president-
trumps-withdrawal-jcpoa. 
18 ´.XZDLW�IROORZV�XS�86�DQQRXQFHPHQW�RQ�,UDQ�QXFOHDU�GHDO�ZLWK�JUHDW�LQWHUHVWµ��Kuwait News Agency, 
May 9, 2018, https://www.kuna.net.kw/ArticleDetails.aspx?id=2725312&language=en. 

https://www.risetopeace.org/2021/08/11/qatars-mediation-challenges-in-the-afghan-peace-process/risetopece/
https://www.risetopeace.org/2021/08/11/qatars-mediation-challenges-in-the-afghan-peace-process/risetopece/
https://www.memri.org/reports/saudi-arabia-uae-bahrain-egypt-welcome-president-trumps-withdrawal-jcpoa
https://www.memri.org/reports/saudi-arabia-uae-bahrain-egypt-welcome-president-trumps-withdrawal-jcpoa
https://www.kuna.net.kw/ArticleDetails.aspx?id=2725312&language=en
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PLQG�WKDW�.XZDLW·V�ODWH�(PLU�ZDV�WKH�ILUVW�*XOI�KHDG�RI�VWDWH�WR�YLVLW�,UDQ�VLQFH�������
pledging closer bilateral ties during an official visit to the Islamic Republic in 2014.19 
.XZDLW·V�FDXWLRXVQHVV�ZLWK�UHJDUGV�WR�LWV�FULWLFLVPV�RI�,UDQ�ZHUH�DOVR�VKRZQ�LQ�������
IROORZLQJ�WKH�VWRUPLQJ�RI�6DXGL�$UDELD·V�GLSORPDWLF�IDFLOLWLHV�LQ�,UDQ��:KLOH�%DKUDLQ�
and Saudi Arabia severed all diplomatic ties with Iran, and the UAE downgraded 
theirs, Kuwait was more dexterous in its reaction, recalling its ambassador from 
Tehran but still maintaining the same level of diplomatic communication (the same 
reaction as Qatar).20 Although there is no doubt that Kuwait was keen to show its 
support for Saudi Arabia, it is also worth mentioning that Kuwait did not sever 
channels of diplomacy like other GCC countries did; further evidence pointing 
WRZDUGV�.XZDLW·V�VXSSRUW�IRU�PHGLDWRU\�DQG�PXOWLODWHUDO�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�� 

There are many reasons why Kuwait has chosen a path less aggressive in its 
criticism of Iran. Firstly, Kuwait has a sizeable Shiite minority, but has so far avoided 
the sectarian violence which has plagued the likes of Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. Keen 
to maintain this internal stability, and aware of the influence of the Shiite minority in 
parliamentary elections, Kuwait must be careful not to slip into anti-Shiite rhetoric 
when criticizing Iran, stirring up a sectarian divide which has so far not been realized. 
The perhaps surprising unity between the Sunni and Shiite populations in Kuwait was 
exemplified following the 2015 terrorist attack at a Kuwaiti Shiite mosque. The 
Kuwaiti Emir was quick to visit the wreckage; reportedly, upon being told that it was 
dangerous, he UHVSRQGHG�´EXW�WKRVH�DUH�P\�FKLOGUHQ.µ21 The following Friday, joint 
Sunni-Shiite prayers were held at the Grand Mosque, attended by the Kuwaiti Emir.22 
Economic prospects have also encouraged Kuwait to be more prudent in its criticism 
RI� WKH� ,VODPLF�5HSXEOLF��.XZDLW·V�KDOOPDUN�SURMHFW�´6LON�&LW\µ� LV� UHOLDQW� RQ� IRUHLJQ�
investment, and Kuwait has been keen to specifically court and target Iranian 
investment in the scheme. There have also been plans desiring infrastructure 
connecting Kuwait, Iraq and Iran, to further bolster economic development in the 
country.23  

On the thirteenth of August 2020, the Middle East entered a new era of Israel-
Arab relations, with the official normalization of ties between Israel and the United 
Arab Emirates, an agreement which was followed by a similar accord between Israel 

 
19 ´.XZDLW·V�UXOHU�PDNHV�UDUH�YLVLW�WR�,UDQ�WR�EXLOG�WLHVµ��Reuters, June 1, 2014, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-kuwait-idUSKBN0EC1LX20140601. 
20 +DELE�7RXPL��´4DWDU�UHFDOOV�DPEDVVDGRU�WR�,UDQ�µ�Gulf News, January 6, 2016, 
https://gulfnews.com/world/gulf/qatar/qatar-recalls-ambassador-to-iran-1.1649619. 
21 ´7KH������.XZDLW�0RVTXH�%RPELQJ�µ�&ULPH6FHQH�'%��ODVW�PRGLILHG�0D\�����������
https://crimescenedb.com/the-2015-kuwait-mosque-bombing/. 
22 ´.XZDLW�PRVTXH�DWWDFN��6XQQLV�DQG�6KLD�KROG�XQLW\�SUD\HUV�µ�BBC News, July 3, 2015, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-33387267. 
23 ´1DVVHU�$V-6DEDK��:H�ZLOO�RQO\�EH�VDIH�LI�ZH�JHW�FORVHU�WR�,UDQ�DQG�,UDT�µ�Al-Rai Media, March 23, 
2018, https://www.alraimedia.com/article/803176/�ϊϣ�ΎϨΑέΎϘΗ��Ϋ·�ϻ·�Ϧϣ΄ϣ�ϲϓ�ϥϮϜϧ�Ϧϟ�ΡΎΒμϟ�ήλΎϧ�ΕΎϴϠΤϣ
�ϕήόϟϭ�ϥήϳ· 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-kuwait-idUSKBN0EC1LX20140601
https://gulfnews.com/world/gulf/qatar/qatar-recalls-ambassador-to-iran-1.1649619
https://crimescenedb.com/the-2015-kuwait-mosque-bombing/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-33387267
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and Bahrain. 24  An open secret in Middle Eastern politics is the covert relations 
between Israel and Saudi Arabia, particularly in the context of fighting the common 
regional enemy: Iran.25 Fundamentally, the Israel-Palestine conflict has lost its status 
as the primary concern for the region, as the security threats posed by Iran have proven 
more important, leading most of the Gulf to begin the process of collaborating with 
the Israeli state to cooperate on regional security matters regarding Iran. In the context 
of regional security and the Iranian threat, Israel has become a natural ally for the anti-
Iranian Saudi-Emirati axis. The Palestine question, however, has become less of an 
issue of regional security and more of an issue of Arab unity and Arab pride; factors 
which the Saudi-Emirati axis has deemed less important. Kuwait, however, has been 
steadfast in its rejection of the recent Gulf trend of recognising Israel, stating that 
Kuwait will be the last Arab country to do so.26 To some, this position would seem to 
QRW�EH�LQ�NHHSLQJ�ZLWK�.XZDLW·V�UROH�DV�D�QHXWUDO�PHGLDWRU��KROGLQJ�WKH�EHOLHI�WKDW�WKH�
recognition of both Israel and Palestine is conducive to mediation in the region. 
However, to recognize Israel would signal to Iran a fundamental aligning with US 
foreign policy, severing any possibility of Kuwait acting as a mediator in the Saudi-
Iranian conflict and jeopardizing its more nuanced and balanced position in this 
(ultimately more important) regional rivalry. Thus, not recognizing Israel is exactly 
how Kuwait intends on maintaining its neutral position as it signals that Kuwait is 
independent in the creation and shaping of its foreign policy, basing it on mediated 
and multilateral decisions rather than on the whims of powerful political players such 
as the United States. It must be said, however, that the Kuwaiti population is fiercely 
pro-Palestine, and the existence of a representative democratic institution in the 
Emirate would make recognition of Israel an extremely thorny issue in the National 
Assembly, as the populace and the delegates alike would be against the move.  

$�FRUH�DVSHFW�RI�.XZDLW·V�PHGLDWRU\�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�ZKLFK�KDV�VR�IDU�QRW�EHHQ�
GLVFXVVHG�LV�.XZDLW·V�SROLF\�RI�KXPDQLWDULDQLVP��LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�ERWK�,UDq and Syria. 
The hosts and founders of the International Conference for the Reconstruction of 
Iraq, Kuwait pledged $2 billion to the rebuilding of essential infrastructure in Iraq (the 
most out of any Gulf country).27 .XZDLW·V�KXPDQLWDULDQ�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�Ln the region 
has been key to their role as a neutral mediator, as humanitarian aid is vital to bring 
about security and stability, and therefore prosperity, in the region. With a Shiite 
majority, Iraq has over the last few years become more aligned with Iran; the fact that 

 
24 6WHYH�+ROODQG��´,Q�EUHDN�ZLWK�SDVW��8$(�DQG�%DKUDLQ�IRUJH�WLHV�DW�:KLWH�+RXVH�µ�Reuters, 
September 15, 2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/israel-gulf-usa-int-idUSKBN2660MC. 
25 ´6DXGL�$UDELD�DQG�,VUDHO��$�KLVWRU\�RI�TXLHWO\�ZDUPLQJ�WLHV�µ�Ynet News, November 24, 2020, 
https://www.ynetnews.com/article/HJ3KaV59D. 
26 ´.XZDLW�VD\V�LW·OO�EH�¶ODVW�WR�QRUPDOL]H·�ZLWK�,VUDHO��ZLOO�VWDQG�E\�3DOHVWLQLDQV�µ�The Times of Israel, 
August 16, 2020, https://www.timesofisrael.com/kuwaiti-officials-reject-israel-normalization-
reaffirm-support-for-palestinians/. 
27 ´.XZDLW�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�&RQIHUHQFH��,QFUHDVHG�*&&�5ROH�IRU�5HFRQFLOLDWLRQ�LQ�,UDT�µ�*XOI�
International Forum, February 20, 2018, https://gulfif.org/iraq-reconstruction-conference-increased-
gcc-role-and-hopes-for-reforms-and-reconciliation-policy-focus/. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/israel-gulf-usa-int-idUSKBN2660MC
https://www.ynetnews.com/article/HJ3KaV59D
https://www.timesofisrael.com/kuwaiti-officials-reject-israel-normalization-reaffirm-support-for-palestinians/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/kuwaiti-officials-reject-israel-normalization-reaffirm-support-for-palestinians/
https://gulfif.org/iraq-reconstruction-conference-increased-gcc-role-and-hopes-for-reforms-and-reconciliation-policy-focus/
https://gulfif.org/iraq-reconstruction-conference-increased-gcc-role-and-hopes-for-reforms-and-reconciliation-policy-focus/
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.XZDLW� LV�VR�NHHQ�WR�DLG�D�FRXQWU\�PRUH�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�6DXGL�$UDELD·V�ULYDO�VKRZV�DQ�
eagerness in its quest for mediation and stability.  

Although Kuwait joined its GCC neighbors in the supporting of anti-Assad 
groups at the start of the conflict28 (and Kuwaiti individuals were implicated in the 
funding of armed groups and terrorists fighting against Assad), 29 the Kuwaiti 
government consistently opposed the supplying of arms,30 and has recently begun to 
carve its own foreign policy on the matter, one more in keeping with its attachment to 
mediation, multilateralism and humanitarianism. Kuwait has instead focused on the 
humanitarian side of the conflict, hosting three conferences to gather humanitarian aid 
for Syria in 2013, 2014 and 2015,31 and in 2016 co-hosted the Supporting Syria and the 
Region Conference, culminating in a record $11 billion pledge. 32  .XZDLW·V�
humanitarian policy in Syria and Iraq has inflated the global view of Kuwait, something 
which Kuwait is keen to translate into local legitimacy. Kuwait has also not been so 
hasty in its re-establishing of ties with the Assad regime, unlike other GCC states such 
as the UAE and Bahrain. Kuwait has instead declared that any decision regarding 
.XZDLW·V�GLSORPDWLF�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�$VVDG�6\ULD�is to be taken after any decision on the 
PDWWHU�E\�WKH�$UDE�/HDJXH��DJDLQ��GHPRQVWUDWLQJ�.XZDLW·V�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�$UDE�DQG�
global multilateralism as a way to counter and cure the f(r)actious nature of the Middle 
East.33 

 
Kuwait and the US-China Rivalry 

Like other GCC countries, Kuwait enjoys a very favorable relationship with 
the US, particularly one focused on defence and security-related issues. This is perhaps 
WKH� WUDGLWLRQ� IROORZLQJ� WKH�8QLWHG� 6WDWHV·�RSHUDWLRQ�'HVHUW� 6WRUP�ZKLFK�XOWLPDWHO\�
liberated Kuwait from Iraqi occupation; this has given Kuwait and the US an 
undeniably special bond, one which must not be underplayed. Kuwait houses many 
military bases used by the US, including the Ali al-Salem airbase, the Ahmad al-Jaber 

 
28 ´.XZDLWL�3DSHU�&ULWLFL]HV�6\ULD��$VVDG·V�5HJLPH�0RUH�&ULPLQDO�WKDQ�6DGGDP·V�5HJLPH�µ�Memri, 
April 22, 2003, https://www.memri.org/reports/kuwaiti-paper-criticizes-syria-assads-regime-more-
criminal-saddams-regime. 
29 7KHRGRUH�.DUDVLN��´.XZDLW·V�DSSUHKHQVLRQ�DERXW�QRUPDOL]LQJ�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�6\ULD�µ�$WODQWLF�
Council, May 21, 2019, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/kuwait-s-apprehension-
about-normalizing-relations-with-syria/. 
30 ´.XZDLW�H[SHFWV�PRUH�$UDE�FRXQWULHV�WR�UHRSHQ�HPEDVVLHV�LQ�'DPDVFXV�µ�Reuters, December 31, 
2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-kuwait/kuwait-expects-more-arab-
countries-to-reopen-embassies-in-damascus-kuna-idUSKCN1OU0VP. 
31  'LDQD�$O�5LIDL��´'RQRUV SOHGJH�����EQ�DW�6\ULD�FULVLV�PHHWLQJ�LQ�.XZDLW�µ�AlJazeera, March 31, 
2015, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/3/31/donors-pledge-3-8bn-at-syria-crisis-meeting-in-
kuwait. 
32 ´6XSSRUWLQJ�6\ULD�DQG�WKH�5HJLRQ�'RQRUV·�&RQIHUHQFH�LQ�/RQGRQ�µ�&HQWHU�IRU�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�
Integration, accessed February 20, 2022, https://www.cmimarseille.org/highlights/supporting-syria-
and-region. 
33 7KHRGRUH�.DUDVLN��´.XZDLW·V�DSSUHKHQVLRQ�DERXW�QRUPDOL]LQJ�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�6\ULD�µ�$WODQWLF�
Council, May 21, 2019, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/kuwait-s-apprehension-
about-normalizing-relations-with-syria/. 

https://www.memri.org/reports/kuwaiti-paper-criticizes-syria-assads-regime-more-criminal-saddams-regime
https://www.memri.org/reports/kuwaiti-paper-criticizes-syria-assads-regime-more-criminal-saddams-regime
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/kuwait-s-apprehension-about-normalizing-relations-with-syria/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/kuwait-s-apprehension-about-normalizing-relations-with-syria/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-kuwait/kuwait-expects-more-arab-countries-to-reopen-embassies-in-damascus-kuna-idUSKCN1OU0VP
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-kuwait/kuwait-expects-more-arab-countries-to-reopen-embassies-in-damascus-kuna-idUSKCN1OU0VP
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/3/31/donors-pledge-3-8bn-at-syria-crisis-meeting-in-kuwait
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/3/31/donors-pledge-3-8bn-at-syria-crisis-meeting-in-kuwait
https://www.cmimarseille.org/highlights/supporting-syria-and-region
https://www.cmimarseille.org/highlights/supporting-syria-and-region
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/kuwait-s-apprehension-about-normalizing-relations-with-syria/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/kuwait-s-apprehension-about-normalizing-relations-with-syria/
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airbase and the Mohammed al-Ahmad Kuwait Naval Base. Furthermore, Kuwait 
allowed the US and its allies to base over 100,000 troops within its borders in 
preparation for the 2003 invasion of Iraq.34 This was symptomatic of a wider network 
of clientistic relationships that the US had been building in the Gulf region of the last 
few decades, and these defence-focused relationships have largely lasted, as the US is 
VWLOO�.XZDLW·V� ELJJHVW� VXSSOLHU�RI�DUPV��DQG� WKH�86� DQG�.XZDLW� KDYH�D�YHU\� VWURQJ�
bilateral relationship.35 

That being said, given the growing dual hegemonic world order of the US and 
China, Kuwait has been keen to court China in order to guarantee the economic 
VXSSRUW�IRU�LWV�ODQGPDUN�´.XZDLW�9LVLRQ�����µ�SURMHFW��DLPLQJ�WR�GLYHUVLI\�.XZDLW·V�
extremely oil-reliant economy. KuwaiW·V�HFRQRP\�LV�WKH�PRVW�RLO-reliant in the GCC, 
with ninety-four-point two percent of its exports being of fuel, as well as over fifty 
percent of its GDP being reliant on oil. 36  7KLV� KDV� PDGH� .XZDLW·V� HFRQRPLF�
diversification paramount to the survival of the state; in the face of unreliable oil prices 
and a global trend towards renewable energy sources, Kuwait has been courting China 
as the principal financial contributor to this hallmark project. This long-term national 
plan centers around large-scale infrastructure projects to transform Kuwait into a high-
WHFK�UHJLRQDO�DQG�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�ILQDQFLDO�KXE��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�.XZDLW·V�
currently uninhabited northern islands and the establishment of the aforementioned 
250-square-kilometre city coined Madinat ah-Tahreer, or Silk City (a name which fits 
QHDWO\�LQWR�&KLQD·V�6LON�5RDG-inspired Belt and Road Initiative).37 Kuwait has also been 
key in talks targeting the establishment of a Free Trade Area between the GCC and 
China, further integrating the Chinese economy into the post-oil plans for the GCC.38 

%DODQFLQJ�WKH�HFRQRPLF�SURPLVH�RI�&KLQD·V�%5,��ZKLFK�KDV�SDUWQHUHG�ZLWK�.XZDLW�WR�
fund and construct the infrastructure projects of Kuwait Vision 2035 (particularly 
Bubiyan IslDQG·V�0XEDUDN�DO-Kabeer port), with growing political animosity between 
&KLQD� DQG� WKH�86� �.XZDLW·V� ELJJHVW� VHFXULW\� SDUWQHU��� KDV� DJDLQ�SXVKHG�.XZDLW� WR�
shape its neutral foreign policy in a way which angers neither hegemon while 
benefitting from both.39 

Particularly in recent years, however, Kuwait has been shifting its outlook on 
the global scene from one reliant on American support to one more independent from 
American foreign policy and instead focused on GCC multilateralism. For example, 

 
34 ´8�6�KDV���������WURRSV�LQ�.XZDLW�µ�CNN, February 18, 2003, 
https://www.edition.cnn.com/2003/WORLD/meast/02/18/sprj.irq.deployment/index.html. 
35 7KRPDV�)URKOLFK��´6DXGL�$UDELD�EX\V�WKH�PRVW�ZHDSRQV�IURP�WKH�86�JRYHUQPHQW��6HH�ZKDW�RWKHU�
FRXQWULHV�WRS�OLVW�µ�USA Today, last modified March 26, 2019, 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2019/03/26/us-arms-sales-these-countries-buy-most-
weapons-government/39208809/. 
36 ´.XZDLW�µ�2(&��DFFHVVHG�)HEUXDU\�����������https://oec.world/en/profile/country/kwt/. 
37 (KVDQ�%D\DW��´:KDW�\RX�QHHG�WR�NQRZ�DERXW�.XZDLW·V�6LON�&LW\�µ�7KH�%D\DW�)RXQGDWLRQ��ODVW�
modified July 2, 2020, https://ehsanbayat.com/what-you-need-to-know-about-kuwaits-silk-city/. 
38 :HLGD�/L��´&KLQD�DQG�.XZDLW�DJUHH�WR�HVWDEOLVK�VWUDWHJLF�SDUWQHUVKLS�µ�)LQG&KLQD,QIR��-XO\�����
2018, https://findchina.info/china-and-kuwait-agree-to-establish-strategic-partnership. 
39 Bayat, 2020. 

https://www.edition.cnn.com/2003/WORLD/meast/02/18/sprj.irq.deployment/index.html
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2019/03/26/us-arms-sales-these-countries-buy-most-weapons-government/39208809/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2019/03/26/us-arms-sales-these-countries-buy-most-weapons-government/39208809/
https://oec.world/en/profile/country/kwt/
https://ehsanbayat.com/what-you-need-to-know-about-kuwaits-silk-city/
https://findchina.info/china-and-kuwait-agree-to-establish-strategic-partnership
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Kuwait joined RWKHU�*&&�FRXQWULHV�LQ�VXSSRUWLQJ�&KLQD·V�SROLFLHV�LQ�ERWK�+RQJ�.RQJ�
DQG� LQ� ;LQMLDQJ�� DGYRFDWLQJ� IRU� WKH� UHVSHFW� RI� &KLQD·V� WHUULWRULDO� LQWHJULW\� DQG�
sovereignty.40 Much like in other conflicts, Kuwait is keen to create a unified GCC 
response to conflicts LQ�RUGHU�WR�VWUHQJWKHQ�WKH�&RXQFLO·V�SRVLWLRQ�RQ�WKH�JOREDO�VWDJH��
,Q�SDUDOOHO�ZLWK�WKH�RWKHU�*&&�FRXQWULHV��.XZDLW�VHHV�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV·�SXVKLQJ�RI�D�
´KXPDQ� ULJKWV� DJHQGDµ� DV� D� SRWHQWLDO� REVWDFOH� WR� ORQJ-lasting close relations and 
another reason for its gradual shift to a less America-focused foreign policy. Although, 
from a Western perspective, it seems somewhat strange to say that defending the 
policies of China regarding its treatment of Uyghur Muslims is an example of 
multilateralism, from the perspective of the GCC, the real threat is the possibility of 
human rights issues within the GCC preventing trade between the Gulf and the West. 
7KHUHIRUH��WKURXJK�D�XQLILHG�*&&�UHVSRQVH�VXSSRUWLQJ�&KLQD·V�SROLFLHV��WKH�*&&�LV�
trying to indirectly support their own policies that are deemed by some to be human 
rights abuses. As these issues become more and more important in the US-China 
rivalry, it is not impossible that GCC countries will find themselves in a position where 
they must begin to align themselves more closely with China, a trend that we may 
DOUHDG\�EH�VHHLQJ�LQ�.XZDLW·V�JURZLQJ�GHIHQFH�WLHV�ZLWK�&KLQD�� 

The last five years have proven that Kuwait is looking to diversify its sources 
of high-tech security and defence. In 2018, during the late Kuwaiti (PLU·V� YLVLW� WR�
China, a new strategic partnership was announced between the two countries,41 and 
&KLQD·V� 6WDWH� $GPLQLVWUDWLRQ� IRU� 6FLHQFH�� 7HFKQRORJ\� DQG� ,QGXVWU\� IRU� 1DWLRQDO�
Defence announced an agreement with the Kuwaiti government to increase defence 
industrial co-operation in the same year.42 Furthermore, China and Kuwait announced 
on the twelfth of January 2022 that they would intensify bilateral co-operation with a 
special five-year plan. A key part of this new co-operation is the development of 5G 
telecommunication networks in Kuwait, something which has been deemed a security 
threat by some Western countries. 43 .XZDLW·V�JURZLQJ�WLHV�ZLWK�&KLQD�LQ�DQ\�VSKHUH�
will understandably concern the US, but defence and security sectors have been 
traditionally dominated and supported by American efforts and investments into 
Kuwait. The beginning of a trend away from this is indicative of a larger, more regional 

 
40 'DYH�/DZOHU��´7KH����FRXQWULHV�VXSSRUWLQJ�&KLQD·V�FUDFNGRZQ�RQ�+RQJ�.RQJ�µ�$[LRV��-XO\����
2020, https://www.axios.com/countries-supporting-china-hong-kong-law-0ec9bc6c-3aeb-4af0-8031-
aa0f01a46a7c.html;  &DWKHULQH�3XW]��´:KLFK�&RXQWULHV�DUH�)RU�RU�$JDLQVW�&KLQD·V�;LQMLDQJ�3ROLFLHV"�µ�
The Diplomat, July 15, 2019, https://thediplomat.com/2019/07/which-countries-are-for-or-against-
chinas-xinjiang-policies/. 
41 :HLGD�/L��´&KLQD�DQG�.XZDLW�DJUHH�WR�HVWDEOLVK�VWUDWHJLF�SDUWQHUVKLS�µ�)LQG&KLQD,QIR��-XO\�����
2018, https://findchina.info/china-and-kuwait-agree-to-establish-strategic-partnership 
42 &KDUOHV�)RUUHVWHU��´6$67,1'�VLJQV�FROODERUDWLRQ�DJUHHPHQW�ZLWK�.XZDLW�µ�-DQHV��-XO\�����������
https://www.janes.com/article/81689/sastind-signs-collaboration-agreement-with-
kuwait?from_rss=1 
43 ´&KLQD��.XZDLW�WR�LQWHQVLI\�HIIRUWV�IRU�five-year co-RSHUDWLRQ�SODQ�µ�&*71��-DQXDU\�����������
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2022-01-12/China-Kuwait-to-intensify-efforts-for-five-year-
cooperation-plan-16Loz4C0Uak/index.html. 
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trend away from total reliance on the US to a more nuanced and balanced approach 
taking into account the undeniable growing power of China whilst still largely 
supporting US interests in the region. 

 
Conclusion 

In an ever more polarized world, presidential speeches harboring and 
VXSSRUWLQJ� DJJUHVVLRQ� DQG� ´JXQ-ERDW� GLSORPDF\µ� DUH� becoming more and more 
coPPRQSODFH��RQH�QHHGV�RQO\�WR�ORRN�DW�5XVVLDQ�3UHVLGHQW�3XWLQ·V�VSHHFK�DQQRXQFLQJ�
the invasion of Ukraine to see that war and violence still constitute a large part of 
modern international relations. Kuwait, however, stands out as an outlier within the 
GCC, within the Middle East more widely and quite possibly on a global level as well, 
through its tireless efforts to find multilateral and diplomatic solutions to the biggest 
geopolitical challenges. 

Kuwaiti foreign policy takes into account this somewhat destabilized political 
world order through a considered neutral and mediatory foreign policy supported by 
humanitarianism and multilateralism. This has allowed Kuwait success in its mediation 
of the Qatari diplomatic crisis, and its delicate balancing-act between Saudi Arabia and 
Iran has meant that Kuwait will receive maximum economic and political benefit while 
QRW�EHWUD\LQJ�IXQGDPHQWDO�DOOLDQFHV��,WV�´WRXJKµ�VWDQFH�RQ�UHFRJQL]LQJ�,VUDHO�LV�D�SDUW�
of this strategy with regards to Iran; and its keen support for humanitarianism in Syria 
DQG�,UDT�KDV�SXW�.XZDLW�LQ�D�IDYRUDEOH�SRVLWLRQ�RQ�D�JOREDO�OHYHO��LQIODWLQJ�.XZDLW·V�
VWDWXV�DQG�VLJQLILFDQFH�RQ�WKH�ZRUOG�VWDJH��7KH�IXOO�HIIHFWV�RI�.XZDLW·V�VWUDWHJ\�ZLWK�
regards to the US-China conflict remain to be seen; but JURZLQJ�WLHV�ZLWK�WKH�3HRSOH·V�
Republic certainly bring into question the status-quo of a blindly pro-American Gulf. 
As a country whose modern history has been defined by an invasion, it has been 
essential for Kuwait to stand against violence and aggression in geopolitics through its 
carefully crafted and nuanced foreign policy, one which seeks to fight against the 
growing f(r)actiousness of the geopolitical world order. 
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Introduction 

hen K-SRS·V� ILUVW-generation soloist BoA made her first debut on stage 
DSSUR[LPDWHO\����\HDUV�DJR��SHRSOH�QHYHU�LPDJLQHG�3V\·V�*DQJQDP�6W\OH�
would create a viral sensation with its unique horse dance, chalking up 1 

billion views on YouTube. Nor did people even think that a K-pop boy band would 
rank first on the Billboard Hot 100 chart. K-pop today has undoubtedly developed 
into a global pop culture phenomenon, with fans all over the world. In the past, 
.RUHDQV�KDG�DOZD\V�WURWWHG�RXW�FOLFKHG�TXHVWLRQV�OLNH�´'R�\RX�NQRZ�.LPFKL"µ�DQG�
´'R� \RX� NQRZ� 3DUN� -L-6XQJ"µ� WR� DOO� IRUHLJQ� YLVLWRUV� WR� FKHFN� DQG� UHFKHFN� 6RXWK�
.RUHD·V�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�SURILOH��+RZHYHU��.RUHD�KDV�RXWJURZQ�Lts relative obscurity in 
the realm of global popular culture. Now, global fans voluntarily consume K-pop and 
visit Korea, its birthplace. Moreover, as it is forming positive first impressions of South 
Korea worldwide, K-pop is not merely a cultural phenomenon but also a robust soft 
power asset, boosting national competitiveness and diplomatic power.  

One of the common characteristics of K-pop today is the growing number of 
non-Korean members in K-pop music groups. It is widely accepted among music 
agencies that to receive global attention, they must scout for talents abroad. Park Jin-
young, the founder of JYP Entertainment, once mentioned in his keynote speech how 
´EOHQGLQJ�LQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�PHPEHUV�LQWR�D�.-SRS�DFWµ�KDV�EHHQ�D�YLWDO�VWHS�LQ�.-SRS·V�
internalization.1 J<3·V�SRSXODU�QLQH-person girl group TWICE, for instance, includes 
four members from Japan and Taiwan. Foreign members not only present a different 
glamour which catches the eyes of Korean fans, but also captivate non-Korean fans, 
especially those from their homelands, with their mother tongue and ethnic familiarity. 
Yet, there are clear downsides to this trend. Among Korean fans, many controversies 
have come about because certain K-SRS� JURXS� PHPEHUV·� KDYH� GLIIHUHQW� QDWLRQDO�
identities. On April 30th��������7:,&(·V�-DSDQHVH�PHPEHU�6DQD�IDFHG�EDFNODVK�RYHU�

 
1 Kim Young-GDH�HW�DO���´:KDW�WKH�5LVH�RI�%ODFN�3LQN�DQG�%76�6D\V�$ERXW�WKH�)XWXUH�RI�.-SRSµ��
Vulture, August 28, 2018, https://www.vulture.com/2018/08/bts-black-pink-and-the-continued-
success-of-k-pop.html. 
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her Instagram post. While she plainly confessed her personal thoughts on the 
transition from the Heisei era to the Reiwa era along with the change in imperial 
throne, her words unfortunately triggered an unintended response, stirring up anti-
Japanese sentiment among many Korean netizens. Some criticized Sana for lacking 
sensitivity for Koreans and their history, as the Japanese era and Tenno institution are 
deeply related to Japanese militarism and imperialism. As a result, Koreans who still 
EHDU� WKH�KLVWRULFDO� FRORQLDO� VFDUV� FRXOG�QRW�SRVVLEO\� DFFHSW� WKH� -DSDQHVH� FHOHEULW\·V�
short post with optimism. Meanwhile, there were others who claimed that it is too 
PXFK�WR�FRQQHFW�6DQD·V�Sost to the bygone imperialism and that the Japanese today 
ILQG�WKH�HUD�DV�QRWKLQJ�EXW�´D�SHULRGLF�GLYLVLRQ�QDWXUDO�OLNH�DLU�µ2  

A similar incident occurred with Chinese K-pop members. When the 
Permanent Court of Arbitration(PCA) in 2016 adjudicated that CKLQD·V�FODLP�RYHU�WKH�
6RXWK�&KLQD�6HD�ODFNV�OHJDO�EDVLV��&KLQHVH�VWDUV� LQFOXGLQJ�(;2·V�/D\��)LHVWDU·V�&DR�
/X��0LVV�$·V�)HL�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�SRVWHG�RQ�WKHLU�VRFLDO�PHGLD�WKH�ZHOO-known phrase 
´&KLQD�FDQQRW�EHFRPH�DQ\�VPDOOHU�µ3 H[SUHVVLQJ�GLVVHQW�RYHU�3&$·V�ruling. Chinese 
fans supported their patriotic deeds, while fans from Southeast Asian countries and 
Korea harshly criticized their actions. The latter group were enraged at the overt show 
of unilateral jingoism that did not consider the emotions of Southeast Asians, whose 
lives are directly affected by the maritime dispute, and Koreans, who themselves have 
their own experiences of historical distortions and territorial disputes with China and 
Japan.  

In short, both incidents portray nationalism hidden beneath the seemingly 
unrelated realm of K-pop. Sana faced public hostility due to Japanism represented by 
WKH�7HQQR�LQVWLWXWLRQ�DQG�.RUHD·V�ORQJ-standing nationalistic animosity against Japan, 
an emotion proper to Koreans. On the same line, the unified actions of Chinese K-
pop stars also reveal strong nationalism present in China. This article aims to examine 
how K-pop and nationalism are intertwined and eventually suggest what K-pop should 
consider for it to truly develop into a constructive global pop culture. 

 
Development of K-pop 

To further investigate how K-pop and nationalism are related, we must first 
look back on how K-pop has developed over the past three, four decades. In the 
1970s, Koreans had access to largely three types of music. Traditional folk song, or 
minyo, remained popular in the countryside, while few urban elites enjoyed listening to 

 
2 ChŉQJ�+\ŉQ-PRN��´7ZDLVš�VDQD�šL�\ŉQKR�QRQODQ�\L�QDFK·L�FKRVŉQ�šL�S·DVLMšP�LUDJR"µ�䔎㢖㧊㓺 

㌂⋮㦮 㡆䢎 ⏒⧖㧊 ˄⋮䂮 㫆㍶˅㦮 䕢㔲㯮㧊⧒ἶ? >7:,&(�6DQD·V�HUD�FRQWURYHUV\�LV�¶1D]L�
-RVHRQ·V�IDVcism?], JoongAng Ilbo, May 7, 2019, https://news.joins.com/article/23460114. 
3 襦ഭ螐袄纋膻縑荑 FDQ�HLWKHU�EH�WUDQVODWHG�DV�´&KLQD�FDQQRW�EHFRPH�DQ\�VPDOOHUµ�RU�´&KLQD�
FDQQRW�VSDUH�RQH�GRW�µ�$�KDVKWDJ�DQG�DQ�LPDJH�EHDULQJ�WKH�VDPH�SKUDVH�ZLGHO\�VSUHDG�DPRQJ�Chinese 
DIWHU�3&$·V�UXOLQJ��&KLQD�VWDNHV�FODLP�WR�DOPRVW�DOO�RI�WKH�6RXWK�&KLQD�6HD��EDVLQJ�WKHLU�VWDWHPHQW�RQ�
their historical rights to the nine-dash line(網豸粝縤㓯). 7KXV��WKH�KDVKWDJ�VLJQLILHV�&KLQD·V�XQLILHG�
resolve to never concede their claim. 
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Western classical music. Meanwhile, the most popular was trot, a unique genre 
recognized most often as the oldest form of Korean popular music today. During the 
Japanese colonial period, a lot of Japanese culture was introduced to Korea. For 
instance, formal education including music education was modeled on the Japanese 
system. Naturally, traces of Japanese influence were easily found among Korean 
culture even after Korea regained sovereignty. However, after the fall of the Japanese 
HPSLUH�� .RUHDQ� FXOWXUH� VWDUWHG� WR� XQGHUJR� FKDQJHV� EHFDXVH� RI� WKH� 8QLWHG� 6WDWHV·�
influence over the newly independent nation. Schools taught music courses based on 
Western classical music, and so music from the West began to occupy a significant 
SDUW�RI�.RUHD·V�PDVV�FXOWXUH��7KHUHIRUH��ZKLOH�WKH�HOLWH�PLQRULW\�DSSUHFLDWHG�FODVVLFDO�
music in the 1970s, soon it was hard to find any Korean who had never heard of 
classical music. Yet, as the Park Jung-hee regime prohibited hip hop and rock music, 
claiming that such genres coaxed people into sex, drug abuse and sociopolitical 
deviance, non-classical music with strong American colors could not easily find a place 
in Korean mass culture.4  

Nonetheless, government censorship could not reverse the growing tidal wave 
of non-classical American popular music. People quickly showed affinity towards 
WDERRHG�PXVLF��,Q�WKH�HDUO\�����V��.RUHDQ�SRSXODU�PXVLF�ZLWQHVVHG�D�́ TXDQWXP�OHDSµ�
with the rise of Seo Taiji and Boys.5 Widely known today as the pioneer of present-
day K-pop, the boy band was one of the first in Korea to incorporate hip hop and rap 
into Korean music. Indeed, the band was the leaven of cultural, musical innovation. 
Ironically, their songs garnered great success because they deviated from the norm. 
Naturally, there were those who found them awkward and uncomfortable. The group 
was criticized for being overly non-Korean. The young generation, on the other hand, 
welcomed the change.6 After all, Korea embraced the new trend and started to actively 
utilize this change to promote its own cultural industry. The immediate result was the 
establishment of several entertainment agencies, which began to hunt and foster 
talented youths. This led to the advent of what people recognize as K-pop today.  

Experts divide the history of K-pop into three distinct periods.7 The first 
ranges from 1990s to early 2000s during which the first idol group of K-pop 
powerhouse SM Entertainment, Highfive of Teenagers(HOT), made its debut and 
remained active. There were cases in which K-pop entered the global market in this 
period, but most of the activities and strategies were focused on the domestic market. 
7KH� VHFRQG� SHULRG�� UHSUHVHQWHG� E\� JURXSV� VXFK� DV� :RQGHU� *LUOV� DQG� *LUOV·�
Generation, is when K-pop began to receive outside attention and therefore venture 
out of Korea. From then on, K-pop employed various globalization and localization 

 
4 John LiH��´:KDW�,V�WKH�.�LQ�.-pop? South Korean Popular Music, the Culture Industry, and 
1DWLRQDO�,GHQWLW\�µ�Korea Observer, vol.42, no. 3 (September 2012): 347. 
5 Ibid at 349. 
6 Ibid at 349-350. 
7 Yi Gyu-W·DN��GaldšQJ�KDQšQ�N·HL��SDS Ṟ❇䞮⓪ 䅖㧊, 䕳 [K-pop in Conflict] (Seoul: Threechairs, 
2020), 13-16. 
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strategies, reflecting the tastes of global consumers. As a result, the pop culture gave 
birth to groups such as TWICE and BTS, opening the third and current period. 

It is important to realize that this stream of cultural development was not 
achieved solely by the public sector. From early 2000s, the Korean government, which 
had been seeking new sources of power for future growth, recognized K-SRS·V�
SRWHQWLDO��DQG�H[WHQVLYHO\�SURPRWHG�LW�DV�D�PHDQV�RI�LQWURGXFLQJ�WKH�FRXQWU\·V�FXOWXUDO�
excellence to the international community. For instance, as mentioned in Roh Moo-
+\XQ�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ·V ´3ROLF\�9LVLRQ�5HSRUW�RQ�&XOWXUDO�,QGXVWU\µ�SXEOLVKHG�E\�WKH�
Ministry of Culture and Tourism (present-day Ministry of Culture, Sports and 
Tourism, MCST), the Korean government designated Hallyu, the Korean Wave, as one 
RI�LWV�PDMRU�VWUDWHJLF�LQGXVWULHV�WR�UDLVH�.RUHD·V�SURILOH�Ds a global cultural powerhouse. 
,Q�������WKH�3ULPH�0LQLVWHU·V�2IILFH�KHOG�D�PHHWLQJ�DQG�VHW�FRPSUHKHQVLYH�PHDVXUHV�
that transcend the administrative boundaries of the MCST to make Hallyu a pan-
governmental project. Follow-up policies were prepared accordingly. In other words, 
K-SRS�FRXOG�JURZ�LQWR�.RUHD·V�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�PDVV�FXOWXUH�GXH�WR�WKH�
DJHQFLHV·�HIIRUWV�DV�ZHOO�DV� WKH�JRYHUQPHQW·V�IXOO� VXSSRUW�DQG�JXLGDQFH��%HFDXVH�RI�
government intervention, K-pop did not only become a culture attractive to both 
Koreans and non-Koreans but also turned into a national strategic product. 
&RQVHTXHQWO\�� LW� IXUWKHU�HYROYHG� LQWR�DQ� LWHP�RI�FXOWXUDO�QDWLRQDOLVP�WKDW�´H[HUWV�D�
FHUWDLQ�DPRXQW�RI�SROLWLFDO��GLSORPDWLF�KHJHPRQ\�RQ�(DVW�$VLD�µ8 K-pop, a result of 
public-SULYDWH�FROODERUDWLRQ��´UHFHLYHG�DWWHQWLRQ�DV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�GULYLQJ�IRUFH�RI�WKH�
.RUHDQ� HFRQRP\�µ� DQG�� PRUHRYHU�� EHFDPH� ´D� VRFLDO� SKHQRPHQRQ� WKDW� GLVSOD\V�
.RUHD·V�FXOWXUDO�H[FHOOHQFH�DQG�LPEXH�.RUHDQV�ZLWK�QDWLRQDOLVWLF�SULGH�µ9 

An interesting point about K-pop is that it is difficult to find Koreanness 
within the culture. To begin with, it is hard to pinpoint commonalities between K-pop 
and traditional Korean music. While the latter is based on the pentatonic scale, coarse 
voices, and melismatic melodies, the former utilizes a diatonic scale and includes a lot 
of English words in its lyrics, with powerful dance moves often accompanying 
thunderous drum beats as well.10 Furthermore, the word K-pop itself was not coined 
nor first used in Korea. The expression was first introduced and generally used among 
the Chinese-speaking countries in the late 1990s, and it was not until late 2000s that 
the word became well-known in Korea. Thus, K-pop, which in essence means Korean 
popular culture exported overseas, is a genre defined abroad. Surely, this does not mean 
that there are simply no signs of Korean identity found in K-pop. Park Sang-jin, a 
professor emeritus for traditional Korean music at Dongguk University, believes that 

 
8 Yi Dong-\ŉQ��´+DOO\X�PXQKZD�MDERQ�ši h\ŉQJVŉQJ�JZD�PXQKZD�PLQMRN�MX·šLµ�䞲⮮ ⶎ䢪㧦⽎㦮 

䡫㎇ὒ ⶎ䢪⹒㫇㭒㦮 [The Formation of Hallyu Cultural Capital and Cultural Nationalism], Munhwa 
Gwahak (2005): 184. 
9 Chu Sŉng-K\H��´+DOO\X��XUL�PXQKZDQšQ�VHJ\HUšO�ŉWWŉN
H�PDQQD\D�KDONND"µ�䞲⮮, 㤆Ⰲ ⶎ䢪⓪ 

㎎Ἒ⯒ 㠊⠑Ợ Ⱒ⋮㟒 䞶₢? [Hallyu, how should our culture meet the world?], &K
ŉUKDNNZD�K\ŉQVLO 
(2016): 114. 
10 Lie, ´What Is the K in K-pop?����µ 360. 
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3V\·V�*DQJQDP�6W\OH�UHFHLYHG�JOREDO DWWHQWLRQ�EHFDXVH�´WKHUH�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�SHFXOLDU�
DERXW�LW�WKDW�FDQQRW�EH�IRXQG�LQ�ZHVWHUQ�PXVLF�µ11 He claims how Gangnam Style is 
in fact a piece based on Hwimori jangdan, a traditional janggu (double-headed drum) 
UK\WKP� NQRZQ� IRU� EHLQJ� ´IDVW� DV� D� ZKLUOZLQG�µ� ,QWHUHVWLQJO\�� WKH� VRQLF� ZDYHV� RI�
*DQJQDP�6W\OH·V�PDLQ�PHORG\�FORVHO\�UHVHPEOH�WKRVH�RI�Hwimori jangdan. While Park 
admits that it is unlikely that the composer intentionally based the music on Korean 
traditional rhythm, he speculates that such a surprising similarity might not just be a 
PHUH�FRLQFLGHQFH�EXW� UDWKHU�D�QDWXUDO�FRQVHTXHQFH�RI� WKH�.RUHDQ�´FXOWXUDO��DUWLVWLF�
'1$�µ12 Furthermore, the fact that Korean stars still hold the absolute majority, the 
use of Korean lyrics, distinctive stage performance, dance style, costume, the local 
incubating system and Kalgunmu (perfectly synchronized dance) clearly separates it 
from other world music. Still, because it is difficult to say that K-pop has truly inherited 
the elements and values of traditional Korean music, it may be somewhat misleading 
to state that K-SRS� LV� LQGHHG�QDWLYH� WR�.RUHD�RU� UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RI�.RUHD·V�FXOWXUDO�
excellence. So, if K-pop is not fully Korean to the core, what was the factor that made 
it represent Korean pop culture? In other words, how was Koreanness inserted into 
K-pop? This article believes that nationalism has played a crucial role. Yet, nationalism 
here does not merely indicate the national pride that has arisen from K-SRS·V�
development and success. Nationalism within K-pop is much more complicated than 
it seems. In this sense, the answer to the question above may be related to the unique 
double-sidedness of K-pop explained below. 
 

K-SRS·V�8QLTXH�'RXEOH-Sidedness 
Over the past decades, K-pop has rapidly developed into a transnational mass 

culture, which not only represents Korea but also East Asia. The surge in foreign 
member recruitments, establishment of overseas fandoms, and numerous world tours 
manifest that K-pop now identifies itself as a global music genre. However, the unique 
aspect about K-pop is that while it looks transnational and universal, it is in essence 
nationalistic and state-centric. K-pop clearly transcends cultural, geographic barriers 
and boasts both fans and stars of diverse backgrounds, but at the same time, there has 
DOZD\V�EHHQ�VRPH�́ .RUHDµ�LQ�LWV�URRWV��7KLV�GHHSO\�URRWHG�.RUHDQQHVV�LV�OLQNHG�WR�WKH�
strong sense of nationalism found in the country. Nationalism has buttressed K-SRS·V�
growth, yet as the culture grew out of its cradle, the stout pillar has also become a 
factor of discord and controversy that the K-pop industry ought to consider. On the 
whole, Korean pop culture has presented three benefits to Korea as a country: (1) K-
pop functionV�DV�D�VWUDWHJLF�VRIW�SRZHU�DVVHW�WKDW�KDV�KHOSHG�6RXWK�.RUHD·V�SRVLWLRQ�
on the world stage, as argued above, (2) K-SRS·V�SURILWDELOLW\�DQG�JOREDO�PDUNHWDELOLW\�
has brought capitalistic success to the country, and (3) the implicit Koreanness of K-

 
11 ´0%&�QHW
šZŉN
š�W
šNVŉQ�¶S·XQJQ\X·µ�[MBC ⍺䔎㤢䋂䔏㍶ ˄䛣⮮'], MBC, video, November 3, 
2014, 39:10-39-23.   
12 Ibid at 39:24-42:34. 
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pop and its success abroad offer Koreans a point of national pride. Greater success 
led to higher expectations. Fortunately, K-pop has lived up to those growing hopes. 
Yet, nationalism in Korea does not simply reflect the pride of Korean people. It is a 
national, political, and historical heritage. Koreans share a heartbreaking history of colonial 
rule, a painful lesson that teaches that one must strengthen national power for history 
to not repeat itself ² a self-conscious belief that their country should not lag behind 
culturally. All these elements are intertwined with nationalism.13 Koreans have formed 
a single discursive ideology because they share such critical elements. This may be the 
reason Koreans so desperately tried to prove their excellence to the world. Therefore, 
it is only natural that there has always been patriotic interest in K-pop, spirit of national 
prestige among K-pop officials, and national pride among Koreans behind K-pop.14 
In short, nationalism in K-pop is both the cause and effect of a complex system of 
bilateral translation that, for one, translates aspects of Korean identity into a digestible 
cultural product for the global audience and, for another, translates the ever-
globalizing K-SRS�EDFN�LQWR�.RUHD·V�QDWLRQDO�FXOWXUH��6XFK�D�F\FOLF�system constantly 
reminds Koreans of their national identity deeply rooted within K-pop, while they, the 
Korean government, and agencies quench their nationalistic thirst and experience a 
boost in self-esteem, eventually seeking for even greater cultural globalization as K-
pop receives more spotlight overseas. Simultaneously, Koreans and K-pop fall in a 
paradox, as its efforts to denationalize by creating a cultural product for a globalized 
market only makes them further realize the true nature of K-pop ² how it is an utterly 
regional culture inseparable from Koreanness. Thus, K-SRS� HYHQWXDOO\� ´ILQGV� LWVHOI�
renationalizing EDFN� WR� LWV� ELUWKSODFH�µ15 Just as K-pop seems to become more non-
Korean, so is it becoming more Korean due to the rise in patriotism and nationalism.  
 

K-pop in Dilemma 
Until now, K-SRS·V�GRXEOH-sided nature of denationalization and nationalism 

has been helpful in achieving its success. K-pop became a viral sensation because the 
industry could firmly establish a solid foothold in Korea and confidently step out into 
world markets, thanks to domestic and foreign fans. However, the double-sidedness 
has backfired, putting the K-pop industry in a serious dilemma. Agencies incorporate 
transnationalism to meet the demands of fans abroad and ultimately maximize their 
profit. In this process, patriotic nationalism that develops along with it is becoming a 
drag on its growth. One of the most successful globalization strategies is to recruit 
talents from foreign countries and train them into idols. Most foreign members present 
in K-pop today are from East Asian countries such as China, Japan, and Thailand, as 
K-pop is especially a megahit in those regions. Once a member from a certain country 

 
13 Yi Dong-\ŉQ��´.
HLS
DS�.-SRS���VLQMD\XMXšL�VLGDH�FK
RJXNFKŉN�NXQJPLQ�PXQKZD�šL�DLN
RQµ�
䅖㧊䕳:(K-pop) 㔶㧦㥶㭒㦮 㔲╖ 㽞ῃ㩗 ῃ⹒ⶎ䢪㦮 㞚㧊䆮 [K-pop: Icon of transnational 
national culture in the neoliberal era], 1DHLUšO�\ŉQšQ�\ŉNVD, vol.45, (Winter 2011): 237. 
14 Ibid.  
15 Yi G., GaldšQJ�KDQšQ�N·HL��SDS, 127.  
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makes a successful debut, K-SRS�FDQ�DGGUHVV� WKH�FRXQWU\·V�IDQV� Ln a more friendly 
manner, while those fans in turn feel a sense of pride and satisfaction. The buildup of 
congenial atmosphere allows agencies to further prosper abroad. Thus, 
multinationalization has become necessary for K-pop to solidify its position as the 
popular culture of East Asia. However, cross-cultural ventures do not necessarily bring 
about positive results. While Koreans regard non-Korean stars as K-pop celebrities 
and public figures, the stars prioritize their identity as nationals of their home country. 
At the same time, agencies constantly request those stars to keep and display their 
national identities, as there is constant need to maintain and raise popularity overseas. 
This clashes with the Korean way of thinking. Conflicts further intensify as Koreans 
are filled with pride at K-SRS·V� DFKLHYHPHQW�� $JHQFLHV� GR� SURYLGH� WKHLU� IRUHLJQ�
members with education, raising them as stars with Korean mentality, yet there clearly 
are limitations to those efforts to Koreanize since the members have already grown up 
in different environments and received different educations. Moreover, agencies 
cannot force their foreign stars to only embrace the Korean perspective and identity 
as they are the ones who have strategically decided to transnationalize and 
multinationalize.  

&RQWURYHUVLHV�RYHU�6DQD·V�FRPPHQW�RQ�-DSDQ·V�HUD�WUDQVLWLRQ�DQG�WKH�SDWULRWLF�
posts made by Chinese celebrities on the South China Sea dispute are all incidents that 
signify the dilemma K-pop is currently facing. The former is an example of cultural 
QDWLRQDOLVP�DV�´D�FRXQWHU-concept of cultural inferiority complex built up since the 
FRORQLDO� SHULRG�µ16  The historical legacy that Koreans must never lose to Japan, a 
sentiment most evident in the ever-intense hanil-jeon (Korea-Japan football rivalry) 
matches, plays an important part. From the Korean viewpoint, no matter how 
important the member is to K-SRS·V� JOREDOL]DWLRQ� VWUDWHJ\�� .RUHDQV� DOPRVW�
LQVWLQFWLYHO\� WXUQ� DZD\� IURP� WKH� LGRO� LI� KH� RU� VKH� FURVVHV� WKH� ´ZURQJµ� OLQH�� 7KLV�
demonstrates that K-pop can never be detached from Korean nationalism no matter 
how transnational it becomes. As for the latter, the incident arose as an example of 
territorial dispute between countries. Border disputes are concerned with physical 
national boundaries, one of the most basic elements in defining a nation. Therefore, 
such disputes are likely to develop into discords between nations, or the people of 
each nation, as most countries today are essentially modern nation-states. It is only 
natural that K-pop fans from Southeast Asian countries especially the Philippines, the 
claimant of the court case, harshly criticized the Chinese idols. Furthermore, Koreans, 
who themselves are in ongoing historical, territorial disputes with China and Japan, 
sympathized with the Southeast Asians. As witnessed through these controversies, 
East Asia lies amid acute and chronic tensions between countries. Furthermore, 
economic, political, social, historical conflicts in East Asia are intricately connected 
and therefore inseparable from each other. Political conflicts are linked with historical 
issues, which are associated with larger social problems. Again, such comprehensive 

 
16 Yi D., ´.
HLS
DS�.-pop)«�µ�185. 
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conflicts are closely related to nationalism. Thus, East Asia, where nationalism tends 
to appear strongly in each country, has always been a powder keg full of potential 
sparks. Culture is never free from this reality, and nationalistic clashes among fans and 
celebrities will continue to arise in the future. The K-pop industry is currently facing 
an unavoidable fate of having to pursue both local and global goals.  
 

K-pop and Cultural Imperialism 
In addition, as nationalism in Korea consolidates, it gives rise to perilous values 

- those reminiscent of cultural imperialism. During the colonial era, empires 
meticulously used culture as a means of legitimizing and stabilizing their rule. Not only 
did they boast their superiority by enrooting their own culture in colonies, but also 
MXVWLILHG�WKHLU�GHHGV��SUDLVLQJ�WKHLU�ORSVLGHG��YLROHQW�DFWV�DV�WKH�ZKLWH�PDQ·V�burden. In 
other words, empires drew a line between the west and non-west, created cultural 
hierarchies, and established an asymmetrical composition of power. The cultural 
´LOOXVLRQVµ�FRQFRFWHG�E\�WKH�:HVWHUQ�SRZHUV�ZHUH�VROLGLILHG�LQ�HDFK�FRORQ\��DQG�WKH\ 
have had an immense impact on people ever since. Vestiges of Western-centrism still 
remains undiminished in majority of countries.  

Korea is no exception. The so-FDOOHG�´ZHVW�FRPSOH[µ�LV�SUHYDOHQW� LQ�.RUHD��
For instance, Koreans show different attitudes toward people who come from 
Western Europe or the United States and those who come from Asian countries. Such 
a gap is evident in K-pop as well. Whenever K-pop successfully hosts a concert in the 
United States or Europe, journalists flood the Internet with gushing articles, 
commenting how K-SRS�KDV�ILQDOO\�´KLW�WKH�ZRUOG�VWDJH��WKH�KRPH�RI�SRS�PXVLF�µ17 
As for Koreans, they share a belief that stems from the desperate loss felt during the 
Japanese colonial rule, a strong will to modernize, and an understanding that 
modernization basically means westernization.18 The west complex is founded on this 
belief and has a great influence on Koreans. To the contrary, Koreans do not 
necessarily respond to East Asia, more specifically Southeast Asia in the same manner. 
Although K-pop boasts a greater market share in this region, Koreans often assume 
an attitude of superiority or even look down on fellow Asians. For instance, Koreans 
have shown opposite reactions to the all-foreigner K-pop groups EXP Edition, Z-
boys, and Z-girls depending on their racial composition.19 Furthermore, a Korean 
QHWL]HQ·V� UHPDUNV� RQ�%/$&.3,1.·V� 7KDL�PHPEHU� /LVD� ² ´ZLWK�PDNHXS� RQ�� VKH�
WRWDOO\�ORRNV�OLNH�D�5XVVLDQ�HOI�«�EXW�ZLWK�GDUNHU�KDLU�DQG�QR�PDNHXS��VKH�ORRNV�OLNH�
any average ThaL� ZRPDQ�«µ� ² enraged both Korean and global fans.20 All these 
incidents clearly exemplify the racist attitudes certain Korean fans have based on 
nationalism and their admiration of the West. Moreover, when NiziU, JYP 

 
17 &KX��´+DOO\X��XUL«�µ�121. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Yi G., GaldšQJ�KDQšQ�N·HL��SDS, 103. 
20 Dong Sun-KZD��´%/$&.3,1.
V�/LVD�YLFWLP�RI�RQOLQH�UDFLDO�UHPDUNµ��The Korea Times, January 16, 
2019, http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/nation/2019/01/682_262177.html. 
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(QWHUWDLQPHQW·V� DOO-Japanese girl group, made its first appearance on stage, some 
Koreans were displeased at K-SRS·V�´VXSHULRUµ�VNLOOV�EHLQJ�VKDUHG�ZLWK�DQG�OHDNHG�WR�
Japan. 21  Such behaviors are the outcome of over-excessive national pride, and 
manifests how Koreans are creating their own cultural hierarchy, placing K-pop ² and 
Korean culture itself, by extension ² on the top.  

After witnessing K-SRS·V�JOREDO�VXFFHVV��.RUHDQ�SROLWLFLDQV�KDYH�DGYRFDWHG�WR�
´PDNH�.RUHD�WKH�ZRUOG·V�FXOWXUDO�KXE�µ�DV�LI�LW�LV�.RUHD·V�GHVWLQHG�JRDO�22 However, as 
speculated above, such desires can both solidify the already present hierarchy between 
the West and the non-West and even establish a new hierarchy within Asia. An 
asymmetric cultural power structure may form once people are enraptured by their 
own cultural supremacy. The Economist had once explained Hallyu as an ostentatious 
DFW� RI� ´VKRZLQJ� RII� VRIW� SRZHU� WR� SRRU� FRXQWULHV� DQG� SHUIRUPLQJ� VXE-cultural 
LPSHULDOLVP�µ 23  K-pop already shows signs of becoming a culture that actively 
LQWHUQDOL]HV� WKH�´ORJLF�RI�FXOWXUal dominance and imperialism, away from excessive 
FRXQWHUDFWLRQ�RQ�LWV�RZQ�FXOWXUDO�LQIHULRULW\�FRPSOH[�µ24 In short, cultural imperialism 
that once took power under the Western logic of delivering superior culture to the 
inferior non-West is now being inversely reproduced in Korea.  

Some may argue that it is too early to criticize and dismiss K-pop, which is still 
struggling to find permanent ground in the global market. In comparison to other 
major popular genres, it cannot yet be considered a global cultural hegemon. The term 
´FXOWXUDO�LPSHULDOLVPµ�PLJKW�EH�D�PLVQRPHU�WRR�JUDQG�IRU�WKH�VWLOO�JURZLQJ�SRSXODU�
culture. However, it is important to recognize that cultural imperialism mentioned in 
this section is a probable future that K-pop should work to avoid, rather than the 
status quo. After all, the young culture, along with the nationalism associated with it, 
is currently showing ominous signs of delinquency reminiscent of cultural imperialism 
that did occur in the past. While K-pop might be relatively small and young compared 
to other cultural hegemons, it is surely not a newborn. Without doubt, it does boast a 
large share in the global market, especially in Asia. If K-pop does grow into a major 
global popular genre in the future overlooking the current warnings, it will be 
practically impossible to fix the problem then. The stable should be closed before the 
horse flees. 
 

Suggestions on K-pop 

 
21 Yun Gwang-šQ��´.
HLS
DSšL�VHJ\HKZDJD�ELMŉQDHQ�KŉVDQJµ�䅖㧊䕳㦮 ㎎Ἒ䢪Ṗ グ㠊⌎ 䠞㌗ 
[Illusion made by the globalization of K-pop], Mediaus, December 12, 2019, 
https://www.mediaus.co.kr/news/articleView.html?idxno=169780. 
22 &KX��´+DOO\X��XUL«�µ�122. 
23 .LP�0\ŉQJ-VX��´·+DOO\X·�FKHMRKDJL��\ŉNVDMHGRMXšL�MŉN�KDHVŉNµ�¶䞲⮮˅G㩲㫆䞮₆: 

㡃㌂㩲☚㭒㦮㩗 䟊㍳ >0DQXIDFWXULQJ�¶+DOO\X·��D�+LVWRULFDO�,QVWLWXWLRQDO�$QDO\VLV@��Han'guk sahoe 
hak, vol. 49, no. 2, (2015): 43. 
24 Ibid.  
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.RUHDQV·�SULGH-filled love towards K-pop is totally understandable, and it has 
long set the foundations for cultural development. However, K-pop today finds itself 
on the verge of falling into the trap of cultural nationalism and imperialism. Thus, 
Koreans must ask themselves the introspective question: do we really want our 
treasured culture to become the hotbed of nationalistic conflict and the symbol of 
cultural imperialism in Asia? 

It is imperative that K-pop finds ways to defuse nationalistic conflicts for it to 
further prosper as a truly global culture. Problems associated with nationalism are not 
easy to solve. In essence, nationalism is irrational based on commonly shared 
sentiments and is linked with politics, society, and history. Furthermore, humans are 
born with the natural inclination to believe ours to be better than theirs. As a result, 
situations can only exacerbate when left alone, driving the culture into an even deeper 
pit of imperialism. People must make painstaking efforts to fully comprehend and 
overcome the status quo. 

Then, how should K-pop cope with the dilemma it is facing? First, K-pop 
celebrities should take a more considerate and restrained attitude toward other 
cultures. The more attention K-pop draws, the greater the influence individual idols 
hold. Then, their voices can easily bring about change in behavior among fans. For 
example, when BTS donated in support of the Black Lives Matter campaign, a huge 
number of fans joined the cause, sharing the news on social media via 
#MatchAMillion. BTS and its fans raised more than an astounding $190,000 in just 6 
hours.25 Likewise, depending on how individual idols act, their words may trigger 
QDWLRQDOLVWLF�FRQIOLFWV��RU�VSDUN�FKDQJHV�WRZDUG�SHDFH��-XVW�DV�%76·V�DFWLRQV�OHDG�WR�D�
positive movement towards the universal value of human rights, other stars can also 
motivate people to alleviate conflicts in East Asia. If fans witness their idols respecting 
and considering others, they will naturally adopt their behaviors. Hence, celebrities 
must take responsibility for what they say and should especially be cautious when 
making comments on sensitive issues. They must remember that they are role models 
to numerous people.  

Next, Koreans must realize that K-pop is no longer the preserve of Korea. K-
pop cannot just be seen as a lucrative money-making business nor a strategy to 
enhance national prestige. It has already crossed Korean borders and has flown to a 
ZLGHU�ZRUOG�� ,W� FDQQRW�RQO\� UHVSRQG� WR�.RUHD·V� GHPDQGV��.-pop today is a mass 
culture mixed with the diverse colors of East Asia. This diversity and vibrance is 
essentially the source of Korean pride, and these values are the reason K-pop has 
experienced constant change and development without stagnation. Yet, if Koreans, 
dazzled by K-SRS·V�JORU\��RQO\�YLHZ�WKH�SRS�FXOWXUH�DV�D�SXUHO\�.RUHDQ�SURGXFW�DQG�

 
25 .R�*\ŉQJ-VŉN��´%76�DPL��KšJLQ�LQ
JZŉQ�H�¶W
RQJ�N
šQ�NLEX·« KDHRH�ŉOORQGR�QROODWWDµ�%76�㞚⹎, 

䦧㧎㧎ῢ㠦 ˄䐋 䋆 ₆G˅ˎ G䟊㣎 㠎⪶☚ ⏖⧦┺ [BTS Army, generous donation on black human 
ULJKWV�«�DODUPHG�IRUHLJQ�PHGLD@��Hankook Ilbo, June 9, 2020, https://www.hankookilbo.com/ 
News/Read/202006091893745285.  
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perceive other people as subordinate objects, not as autonomous subjects, true trans-
cultural communication cannot be achieved. Without communication, not only will 
nationalistic conflicts remain unsolved, but K-SRS·V�JOREDOL]LQJ�HIIRUWV�ZLOO�DOVR�UHDFK�
its limit. If K-pop only pursues economic profit and focuses on national pride, it will 
GHJHQHUDWH�LQWR�́ D�PDQQHULVWLF�FXOWXUDO�SURGXFW�GHYRLG�RI�GLYHUVLW\�DQG�FRPPXQLFDWLYH�
DELOLWLHV�µ26 To the contrary, once Koreans boldly confront its own Korea-centric, 
Korea-first mindset and open their ears to diverse voices, they will be able to shed 
their cultural, nationalistic superiority. For K-pop to further thrive in the global 
market, Korean fans must boldly face the fact that the culture must actively embrace 
the unfamiliar heterogeneity.  

Lastly, appropriate education should be conducted accordingly so that all 
people develop a balanced view on different cultures. Respect toward others is not a 
virtue only celebrities must embody. All people, including K-pop lovers, must 
understand and cherish differences in gender, country, and race. Moreover, education 
addressed here is not just limited to conventional classroom-based courses. Heated 
online arguments that arise from nationalistic conflicts can also become an effective 
educational venue if discussions proceed in a constructive manner. Some may argue 
that it is extremely unlikely that constructive debates would take place in such a 
haphazard, arbitrary setting. However, that may not be true. In September 2020, Bella 
Poarch, a Filipina TikTok star, unknowingly posted a video that revealed her tattoo 
depicting the Rising Sun Flag of Japan. This enraged a lot of Korean netizens. Poarch 
immediately issued an apology, explaining that she was unaware of the history behind 
the flag. However, anger among Koreans did not subside, and a few users went on 
attacking the 19-year-old girl with racial slurs. Malicious comments such as 
´XQHGXFDWHG� VKRUW� SHRSOHµ� DQG� ´SRRU� FRXQWU\µ� VSDUNHG� DQWL-Korean posts among 
Filipinos, which aggravated the already bitter situation. Some even fought racism with 
UDFLVP��PRFNLQJ�.RUHDQV�RI�WKHLU�´SODVWLF�VXUJHU\�IDFHV�µ27 Surprisingly, Koreans and 
Filipinos did not part with unresolved malice in their hearts, but rather worked toward 
a mature finish. Koreans offered apologies, emphasizing the friendly ties between the 
two countries. Filipino netizens replied with their apologies. As shown, mature 
dialogues are indeed possible on the Internet even amid hostile circumstances.  
 

Conclusion 
The nationalistic conflicts East Asia face today is a natural consequence of the 

cultural bonds formed among different nations. Sharing a common mass culture, 
countries have bridged gaps and have come across the heterogeneity that had not been 
fully realized before. In this sense, K-pop may be seen as the catalyst which caused the 

 
26 Chu, ´+DOO\X��XUL«�µ�124. 
27 Lee Hyo-MLQ��´)LOLSLQRV�DQJHUHG�E\�UDFLVW�FRPPHQWV�IURP�LQWHUQHW�XVHUV�LQ�Korea,µ�The Korea Times, 
September 10, 2020, https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2020/09/113_295819.html. 
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ever-present, latent conflicts to rise. East Asia is currently undergoing a transition 
period.  

$V�H[SHULHQFHG�WKURXJK�FRQWURYHUVLHV�RYHU�6DQD·V�,QVWDJUDP�SRVW�DQG�&KLQHVH�
LGROV·�XQLILHG�GLVVHQW�RYHU�3&$·V�UXOLQJ��.-pop will witness similar heated arguments 
in the near future. Nevertheless, such debates are not negative nor undesirable. While 
conflicts may worsen situations and bring about hostility, K-pop may also preferably 
create opportunities for greater mutual understanding, depending on which course 
people choose to take. K-pop has the potential to overcome nationalistic conflicts and 
promote a more respecting community. Although K-pop has not always taken the 
smoothest route going through turbulence, the transnational bonds it has formed can 
certainly be seen as a huge step forward. K-SRS·V�UHVSRQVH�WR�LWV�FXUUHQW�GLOHPPD�PD\�
suggest possible clues for resolving deep-rooted conflicts in East Asia. 
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Introduction 

er forehead shall be adorned not with/kumkumam (but) with red 
blood./On her neck will lay no tali �EXW��D�F\DQLGH�IODVN�µ1  
  

This is an excerpt from a poem written by a woman in the Liberation Tigers 
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), a militant group that fought for a separate Tamil nation-state 
during the Sri Lankan Civil War (1983-2009). Kumkumum³a powder³and a tali³a 
pendant³both symbolize marriage. This poem raises several questions about how the 
LTTE portrayed women. On the one hand, it depicts a jarring and radical departure 
from traditional gender norms, because the woman in the poem has pledged her life 
to the LTTE cause rather than to marriage. On the other hand, the woman is still 
ILJXUDWLYHO\�´PDUULHGµ³not to a husband but to the LTTE. Is her participation in the 
/77(� WUXO\� D� GHSDUWXUH� IURP� ´WUDGLWLRQDOµ� JHQGHU� UROHV� WKDW� WKH� SRHW� PLJKW� KDYH�
intended to imply? In any case, her identity is communicated through what she wears 
on her body. With her membership in the LTTE, her body, like the bodies of other 
6UL�/DQNDQ�7DPLO�ZRPHQ��KDV�´EHFRPH� WKH�V\PEROLF� VLWH�RI�FRPPXQDO�� FDVWH��DQG�
FODVV�HQPLW\µ³enmity that characterized the civil war period as a whole. 2 
 The Sri Lankan Civil War, while involving conflicts between many ethnic, 
religious, and political groups, was primarily a conflict between the Sri Lankan 
government, which promoted a Sinhalese nationalist vision of a single state of Sri 
Lanka, and the LTTE, which promoted Tamil nationalism and fought for a separate 
Tamil nation-VWDWH��RU�´7DPLO�(HODP�µ�:KLOH�WKH�LPPHGLDWH�FDWDO\VW�IRU�WKH�ZDU�ZDV�D�
riot in Colombo in 1983, its underlying causes emerged under British colonial rule 
(1815-1948) and became more apparent after Sri Lankan independence. During the 
colonial period, many Tamils had opportunities for economic gain, and the notion that 
Tamils were unfairly privileged consequently emerged in the Sinhalese community. 3 
Thus, Sri /DQND·V�SRVWFRORQLDO�JRYHUQPHQW�FRGLILHG�6LQKDOHVH�GRPLQDQFH��IDLOLQJ�WR�

 
1 Neloufer de Mel, :RPHQ�DQG�WKH�1DWLRQ·V�1DUUDWLYH��*HQGHU�DQG�1DWLRQDOLVP�LQ�7ZHQWLHWK�&HQWXU\�6UL�/DQND 
(Rowman and Littlefield, 2002): 206-207. 
2 De Mel, :RPHQ�DQG�WKH�1DWLRQ·V�1DUUDWLYH��17. 
3 6XPLW�*DQJXO\��´(QGLQJ�WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�&LYLO�:DU�µ�Daedalus 147, no. 1 (Winter 2018): 79; S.J. 
7DPELDK��´7KH�&RORPER�5LRWV�RI������µ�LQ�The Sri Lanka Reader: History, Culture, Politics, ed. John 
&OLIIRUG�+ROW��'XNH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������������*DQJXO\��´(QGLQJ�µ���� 
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legislate protections for the Tamil minority and at times marginalizing Tamils through 
laws such as the Sinhala Only Act of 1956.4 In 1977, when the United National Party 
replaced the Sri Lanka Freedom Party, shifting the economy away from state welfare 
and toward a liberal capitalist model, Tamils became scapegoats for the resulting 
economic difficulties of Sinhalese entrepreneurs.5 It was in this context that the civil 
war broke out. At several points during the war the Indian government intervened, 
once in an attempt to disarm rebel groups, but it ultimately withdrew. 6  Many 
international actors classified the LTTE as a terrorist organization, allowing the 
Sinhalese government to label its violence as anti-terrorist. 7  Ultimately, the 
government took aggressive military action that defeated the LTTE and ended the war 
on May 18, 2009.8 
 Since my research focuses on the LTTE, it is important to note that the 
/77(·V�VWUXFWXUH�DQG�LGeology changed over time. In the 1980s, the LTTE was rooted 
LQ�´SRSXODU�PLOLWDQF\�µ�IXHOHG�E\�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�ZKR�´YROXQWDULO\�OHIW�WKHLU�KRPHV�WR�
MRLQ�PLOLWDQW�JURXSV�ZKR�ZHUH�FRQVLGHUHG�DW�WKDW�WLPH�PDUJLQDO��ULVN\��DQG�IRROLVK�µ9 
$W�WKLV�SRLQW��WKH�/77(�ZDV�RQH�RI�´ILYH�JURXSV�WKDW�GRPLQDWHG�WKH�PLOLWDQW�VFHQHµ��
the TELO, LTTE, PLOTE, EPRLF, and EROS.10 My paper focuses more on the 
/77(� LQ� WKH� ����V�� ZKHQ� LW� ZDV� WKH� GRPLQDQW� JURXS� DQG� EHFDPH� D� ´PLOLWDUL]HG�
TXDVLVWDWH�VWUXFWXUHµ�WKat primarily relied on forced conscription.11  
 During the civil war, an entire generation grew up under a condition of 
violence. Inspired by the work of Lee Ann Fuji on the Rwandan genocide, this project 
examines violence as a destabilizing and productive force, rather than only as the result 
of pre-H[LVWLQJ�VRFLDO�VWUXFWXUHV�DQG�FRQIOLFWV��1RWDEO\��)XML·V�VWXG\�KDV�D�GLIIHUHQW�DLP�
than the one I pursue here; put frankly, she seeks to understand why people kill each 
other³why neighbors turn on neighbors, and how violence operates at the micro-
level to enable such an outcome. Still, she also highlights the importance of considering 
violence as social and not only political, an approach that I also seek to take.12 Yet in 
this project, I consider violence as more of a background condition that sets the terms 
of the relationship between individuals and ethnic groups. To be clear, I do not mean 
to overlook the important differences between the systemic violence enacted by the 

 
4 *DQJXO\��´(QGLQJ�µ���� 
5 7DPELDK��´7KH�&RORPER�5LRWV�µ����� 
6  *DQJXO\��´(QGLQJ�µ�����6UHH�3DGPD��´1HLWKHU�6LQKDOD�QRU�7DPLO--On Being a South Asian in Sri 
/DQND�µ�LQ�The Sri Lanka Reader: History, Culture, Politics, ed. John Clifford Holt (Duke University Press, 
2011), 680. 
7 *DQJXO\��´(QGLQJ�µ���� 
8 ´7LPHOLQH��6UL�/DQND·V���-\HDU�FLYLO�ZDU�µ�5HXWHUV��DFFHVVHG�2FWREHU����������
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-srilanka-war-timeline-sb/timeline-sri-lankas-25-year-civil-war-
idUSTRE54F16620090518.  
9 Sharika Thiranagama, ,Q�0\�0RWKHU·V�+RXVH��&LYLO�:DU�LQ�6UL�/DQND�(Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2011): 187, 197. 
10 Thiranagama, ,Q�0\�0RWKHU·V�+RXVH��185. 
11 Ibid, 187. 
12 Lee Ann Fuji, Killing Neighbors: Webs of Violence in Rwanda (Cornell University Press, 2009): 19. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-srilanka-war-timeline-sb/timeline-sri-lankas-25-year-civil-war-idUSTRE54F16620090518
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-srilanka-war-timeline-sb/timeline-sri-lankas-25-year-civil-war-idUSTRE54F16620090518
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Sinhalese state and the militant response of the LTTE; rather, for the purposes of this 
study, I see the social and political violence of the war as a whole as context for the 
IRUPDWLRQ�RI�7DPLO�HWKQLF�LGHQWLW\��$V�1HORXIHU�GH�0HO�DUJXHV��´6WDWHV�RI�HPHUJHQF\�
DUH�DOVR�¶DOZD\V�D�VWDWH�RI�HPHUJHQFH�·�7KDW�LV�ZKHQ�D�UH-visioning of society and its 
HFRQRPLHV� WDNHV�SODFH��FKDQJLQJ� WKH�GLUHFWLRQ� LQ�ZKLFK� WKH�QDWLRQ� MRXUQH\V�µ13 The 
YLHZ� WKDW� WKH� 6UL� /DQNDQ� &LYLO� :DU� FUHDWHG� D� ´VWDWH� RI� HPHUJHQFHµ� IRUPV� WKH�
foundation of my central research question: How did the destabilizing condition of 
war and violence facilitate the renegotiation of Tamil ethnic and gender identities by 
the LTTE and those it sought to recruit? 

7R�LQYHVWLJDWH�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ��,�XVH�/HH�$QQ�)XML·V�IUDPHZRUN�RI�D�´VFULSWµ�IRU�
ethnicity, which is part of her claim that periods of violence are periods in which new 
expressions of identity emerge. Fuji argues that in the Rwandan genocide, ethnicity 
was state-VSRQVRUHG�DQG�WKDW�SHRSOH�SHUIRUPHG�LW�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�D�VFULSW��´$V�D�VFULSW��
state-sSRQVRUHG�HWKQLFLW\�ZDV�QRW�VRPH�¶WKLQJ·�LQVFULEHG�LQ�SHRSOH·V�FXOWXUDO�'1$�RU�
collective histories; it was a set of constructions that were intended for performance 
EXW� UHPDLQHG� RSHQ� WR� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�µ14 According to Fuji, these scripts meant to 
´FRQMXUH�D�QHZ�UHDOLW\�DQG�VRFLDO�RUGHU�RXW�RI�H[LVWLQJ�DQG�IDPLOLDU�HOHPHQWV�µ15 The 
poem discussed above exemplifies this phenomenon³it takes the familiar markers of 
PDUULDJH�IRU�ZRPHQ�DQG�UHIUDPHV�WKHP�WR�́ FRQMXUHµ�D�QHZ�YLVLRQ�RI�WKH�7DPLO�PLOLWDQW�
woman. Thus, ,� H[WHQG� )XML·V� FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQ� RI� VFULSWV� IRU� WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH� RI�
ethnicity to also include scripts for the performance of gender and gendered ethnicity. 
5RJHUV� %UXEDNHU·V� FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQ� RI� ´PLQRULW\� QDWLRQDOLVPµ� DOVR� DSSOLHV� WR� WKH�
LTTE in some ways��+H�DUJXHV�WKDW�́ ¶QDWLRQDO�PLQRULW\·«GHVLJQDWHV�D�SROLWLFDO�VWDQFH��
QRW�DQ�HWKQR�GHPRJUDSKLF�IDFW�µ�WKHUHE\�IXUWKHU�KLJKOLJKWLQJ�KRZ�HWKQLF�LGHQWLWLHV�DUH�
constructed through nationalisms rather than existing intrinsically. 16 As shown below, 
in addition to demonstrating minority nationalism, the LTTE script tells Sri Lankan 
7DPLOV�KRZ�WR�SHUIRUP�WKHLU�HWKQLFLW\�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�´QDWLRQDOL]LQJ�QDWLRQDOLVPµ�
RI�6UL�/DQND�DQG�WKH�´KRPHODQG�QDWLRQDOLVPµ�RI�7DPLOV�LQ�,QGLD��WKHVH�DUH�WZR�RWKHU�
types of nationalism that Brubaker identifies.17 

I argue that just as the destabilizing nature of the crisis period lent itself to new 
iterations of Tamil ethnic identity, so too did it create space for the renegotiation of 
Tamil womanhood.  

First, I use newspapers and a book produced by leaders and supporters of the 
LTTE to argue that the organization created a script for how Tamils should perform 
their ethnic and gender identity. This script positioned Tamil women as emblematic 
of the Tamil nation, both by positioning them as victims who need protection and by 

 
13 de Mel, :RPHQ�DQG�WKH�1DWLRQ·V�1DUUDWLYH��17. 
14 Fuji, Killing Neighbors, 121. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the New Europe (OUP, 
1996): 5. 
17 Ibid. 
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arguing that their liberation through militant nationalism represents the liberation of 
Tamils as a whole. Second, I examine the testimonies of Tamil women themselves to 
argue that the LTTE was both an agent and a product of the condition of violence 
during this period, thereby facilitating both agency for and oppression of women. 
Tamil women therefore sought agency by at times following scripts for the 
performance of their identities and at times deviating from those scripts. Due to the 
range of sources that I was able to access, I ultimately focus more on how women 
negotiate the LTTE script from within rather than outside it, and recognize the room 
for further investigation of the latter question. While I am attentive to longer histories 
of pre-war Tamil ethnic and gender identity, I demonstrate that to understand the 
/77(·V� VFULSW� IRU� WKH� SHUIRUPDQFH� RI� JHQGHUHG� HWKQLFLW\�� LW� LV� DOVR� LPSRUWDQW� WR�
consider the more immediate context of violence as a cause of the renegotiation of 
7DPLO�ZRPHQ·V�LGHQWLWLHV� 
 

2SSUHVVLRQ�DQG�/LEHUDWLRQ��7KH�/77(·V�6FULSW�IRU�WKH�*HQGHUHG�
Performance of Tamil Ethnicity 

Amidst violence that sometimes victimized women and at other times gave 
them the agency to break from assigned gender roles, the LTTE created a script for 
the gendered performance of Tamil ethnicity that made women symbols of the 
national struggle: their victimization symbolized Tamil oppression, and their rebellion 
symbolized Tamil liberation. Thus, the LTTE script asked Tamils to perform their 
ethnicity in ways that aligned with these dual conceptualizations of women, which were 
at times aligned with and in tension with each other.  

First, Tamil women were often perceived as the core of Tamil tradition and 
identity; therefore, their oppression in times of war became, according to this ideology, 
emblematic of the broader oppression of Tamils. Therefore, when the LTTE script 
told Sri Lankan Tamils perform their ethnic identities by supporting its efforts to 
defend Tamils the Sinhalese threat, this mission included protecting Tamil women 
from Sinhalese violence. The LTTE appealed to Tamils abroad as well as those in Sri 
Lanka. Sharika Thiranagama argues that since Tamil diasporic communities faced 
marginalization both in Sri Lanka and in the Western countries to which they migrated, 
WKHUH�ZDV�D�SHUFHSWLRQ�WKDW��WKH�/77(�ZDV�´JXDUG>LQJ@�7DPLO�OLIH�DJDLQVW�¶6LQKDOHVH�
JHQRFLGH·�DQG�� ¶:HVWHUQ�FXOWXUH·�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�µ18 By reflecting that sentiment, the 
LTTE documents I examine below demonstrate how transnational ethnic identities 
are formed through common experiences of oppression and the subsequent 
development of nationalism, which aligns with this paper·V�FRQWHQWLRQ�WKDW�YLROHQFH�
against Tamils in the Sri Lankan civil war transformed Tamil ethnic identities. 
 For example, the Tamil Guardian, a newspaper for the Tamil diaspora that is 
produced in the UK, reveals the broad contours of the LTTE script regarding Tamil 

 
18 6KDULND�7KLUDQDJDPD��´0DNLQJ�7LJHUV�IURP�7DPLOV��/RQJ-Distance Nationalism and Sri Lankan 
7DPLOV�LQ�7RURQWR�µ�American Anthropologist 116, no. 2 (2014): 272. 
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oppression and the performance of Tamil identity through support for national 
liberation. First, a key argument of these articles is that Tamil people are victims of 
ethnic cleansing and genocide and that a militant response is therefore necessary. For 
example, one 1998 article in the Tamil Guardian characterizes one of Sri Lankan 
SUHVLGHQW� &KDQGULND� .XPDUDWXQJD·V� SROLFLHV� DV� D� ´VODYH� ZULW� IRU� WKH� 7DPLOV�µ� DQG�
DUJXHV� WKDW� WKH�´FKDXYLQLVWLF�6LQKDOD� OHDGHUVKLSµ� LV�RSHUDWLQJ�ZLWK�´LQVWLWXWLRQDOL]HG�
UDFLVP�µ19 A political cartoon in the Tamil Guardian (fig. 1) portrays Kumaratunga as 
Hitler, wearing his distinctive mustache while doing a Nazi salute.20 
 

 
Fig. 1. Political cartoon published in the London-based newspaper the Tamil Guardian, a 

publication for the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora. Portrays Chandrika Kumaratunga as Hitler. 
´)ROORZ�WKH�/HDGHU�µ�Tamil Guardian, July 25, 2001, 7. 

 
Another article in the Tamil Guardian�� WLWOHG� ´:K\� 7DPLOV� 6D\� *HQRFLGH�µ�

argues that violence against Tamils in Sri Lanka meets the UN criteria for genocide, as 
ZHOO�DV�VFKRODUV·�GHILQLWLRQV�RI�SK\VLFDO�DQG�FXOWXUDO�JHQRFLGH�21 Thus, characterizing 
WKLV�FRQIOLFW�DV�QRWKLQJ�OHVV�WKDQ�D�JHQRFLGH�RI�WKH�7DPLOV�LV�FHQWUDO�WR�WKH�QHZVSDSHU·V�
ideological argument. From the premise that Tamils are facing genocide, the 
QHZVSDSHU� WKHQ� DUJXHV� DJDLQVW� WKH� JRYHUQPHQW·V� FODVVLILFDWLRQ� RI� WKH� /77(� DV�
´WHUURULVWµ�DQG�LQVWHDG�SRUWUD\V�LW�DV�ULJKWHRXVO\�GHIHQGLQJ�WKH�YLFWLPL]HG�FRPPXQLW\��
One article makes this argument as follows:  

 
If the Western framework is to be taken at face value, all non-state political violence 
is, by definition, illegal and therefore terrorism. All states battling armed opposition 
groups are, by the same logic, fighting terrorism. But this simplistic categorisation 
has deemed that there is no such thing as a freedom movement. History and 

 
19 ´3UHYDULFDWLRQ��QRW�3HDFH�µ�Tamil Guardian, August 15, 1998, 
https://web.archive.org/web/19981203034622/http://www.tamilguardian.com/edit/index.html.  
20 ´)ROORZ�WKH�/HDGHU�µ�Tamil Guardian, July 25, 2001, 7. 
21 ´:K\�7DPLOV�6D\�*HQRFLGH�µ�Tamil Guardian, October 18, 2006, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20061111115922/http://www.tamilguardian.com/article.asp?articleid=
911. 

https://web.archive.org/web/19981203034622/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/edit/index.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20061111115922/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/article.asp?articleid=911
https://web.archive.org/web/20061111115922/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/article.asp?articleid=911
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contemporary politics prove that many states unleash violence that is - by virtue of 
its effect - terrorism against their citizens as well as their neighbours.22 
 
According to the Tamil Guardian, the LTTE militants are freedom fighters, not 

WHUURULVWV��&KDOOHQJLQJ�WKH�WHUP�´WHUURULVWµ�DQG�GHVFULELQJ�WKH�EUXWDO�YLROHQFH�DJDLQVW�
7DPLOV�DV�́ JHQRFLGHµ��LV�SDUW�RI�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�RI�RSSUHVVLRQ�WKDW�LV�FHQWUDO�WR�WKH�/77(�
script for Tamil identity. Moreover, the Tamil militant identity is crafted in response 
to the oppressive violence of the Sinhalese state, demonstrating how violence was a 
productive force for the emergence of new identities. 

Moreover, the newspaper articles claim that to perform their ethnicity, 
diasporic Tamils must support the fight for their collective liberation by supporting 
WKH�/77(��)RU�H[DPSOH��RQH�DUWLFOH�WLWOHG�́ %HLQJ�¶UHOLJLRXV·�KDV�EHFRPH�PHUHO\�D�VRFLDO�
SDVWLPHµ�DUJXHV�WKDW�7DPLO�+LQGXV�ZKR�´GHWDFK�WKHPVHOYHVµ�IURP�WKH�FRQIOLFW�LQ�6UL�
/DQND�EHFDXVH�RI�LWV�YLROHQFH�DUH�FRQWUDGLFWLQJ�WKHLU�UHOLJLRXV�WH[WV��ZKLFK�VXSSRUW�́ WKH�
XVH�RI�YLROHQFH�WR�GHIHQG�MXVWLFH�DQG�WUXWK�µ�FRQFOXGLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�FODLP�WKDW�7DPLOV·�
GXW\�LV�´WR�RXU�VXIIHULQJ�IHOORZ�7DPLOV�ILUVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW�µ23 The author of this article 
links Tamil marginalization in the West and Sri Lanka by arguing that religion³which 
she views as a core component of a shared Tamil culture³is both a means through 
which to empower generations of Tamils growing up in the West and a source of 
moral justification for support of Tamils in Sri Lanka. As Sharika Thiranagama argues, 
GLDVSRUD�7DPLOV�ZKR�IROORZ�WKH�/77(�VFULSW�HTXDWH�WKH�/77(�ZLWK�́ 7DPLOQHVV�µ�ERWK�
in Sri Lanka and abroad.24 6KH�DOVR�DUJXHV�WKDW�´WKH�/77(«UHSresented itself clearly 
DV�WKH�VXSUHPH�XSKROGHU«RI�WKH�7DPLO�IDPLO\��WKH�7DPLO�QDWLRQ��DQG�7DPLO�FXOWXUH�
PRUH�JHQHUDOO\�µ25 Thus, the Tamil diaspora demonstrated the minority nationalism 
that the LTTE promoted because its perception of itself as a minority was rooted in 
its experience of marginalization both in Sri Lanka and abroad.26 

As shown above, the LTTE script asked Tamils to perform their identity by 
supporting LTTE violence. It framed this support as necessary defensive action 
through which to protect the core of Tamil identity in the face of oppression by the 
Sinhalese. This script mapped its narratives of oppression and liberation onto gender. 

 
22 ´%LQDU\�/RJLF��7HUURULVP�GHILHV�GHILQLWLRQ�EHFDXVH�VWDWHV�SUDFWLFH�LW�µ�Tamil Guardian, November 28, 
2001, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20030218123752/http://www.tamilguardian.com/tg137/editorial.htm
#Terrorism%20defies. 
23 ´%HLQJ�¶UHOLJLRXV·�KDV�EHFRPH�PHUHO\�D�VRFLDO�SDVWLPH�µ�Tamil Guardian, April 4, 2001, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20010409040123/http://www.tamilguardian.com/culture.htm#The%
20Arangetram.  
24 7KLUDQDJDPD��´0DNLQJ�7LJHUV�IURP�7DPLOV�µ����� 
25 Thiranagama, ,Q�0\�0RWKHU·V�+RXVH, 217. 
26 7KLUDQDJDPD��´0DNLQJ�7LJHUV�IURP�7DPLOV�µ���9. 
Sharika Thiranagama discusses how Tamil Canadians have faced discrimination; for example, there is 
a stereotype that Tamil youth participate in gangs. With respect to those who did join gangs, her study 
UHYHDOV�7DPLO�SDUHQWV·�FRQFHUQ�DERXW�WKH�JHQHUDWLRnal trauma that their children are inheriting; some 
´ZRQGHUHG�XQHDVLO\µ�DERXW�WKH�´SDUDOOHOVµ�EHWZHHQ�\RXWK�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�JDQJV�DQG�´WKH�YLROHQFH�
LQ�6UL�/DQND�IURP�ZKLFK�WKH\�KDG�VR�UHFHQWO\�IOHG�µ� 

https://web.archive.org/web/20030218123752/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/tg137/editorial.htm#Terrorism%20defies
https://web.archive.org/web/20030218123752/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/tg137/editorial.htm#Terrorism%20defies
https://web.archive.org/web/20010409040123/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/culture.htm#The%20Arangetram
https://web.archive.org/web/20010409040123/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/culture.htm#The%20Arangetram
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$V�GH�0HO�DUJXHV��QDWLRQDOLVW�JHQGHU�LGHRORJLHV�LQ�6UL�/DQND�ZHUH�VXFK�WKDW�´WKH�PDOH�
[is] the author and subject of the nation, while the female stands for the nation itself, 
in need of male protection, the reproducer and nurturer of future generations and 
WUDQVPLWWHU�RI�FXOWXUDO�YDOXHV�µ27  

These newspapers show that the condition of violence in which societal norms 
were destabilized lent itself to the solidification of Tamil ethnic and national identity 
around the goal of defending Tamils³particularly Tamil women³against the 
6LQKDOHVH�WKUHDW���)RU�H[DPSOH��DQRWKHU�DUWLFOH�DVNV�LWV�UHDGHUV��´'LG�DQ\�SUD\�IRU�the 
people back home?...Did any pray for the orphans and the families that have lost their 
EUHDGZLQQHUV"�'LG�DQ\�SUD\�IRU�WKH�\RXQJ�JLUOV�ZKR�KDYH�EHHQ�UDSHG"µ28 Here, girls 
who face sexual violence become a symbol of the suffering Tamils in Sri Lanka that 
Tamils outside of the country ought to protect. Another article reported on the murder 
of a fifteen-year-ROG� 7DPLO� &DQDGLDQ� JLUO� QDPHG� 6KDUPLQL�� DUJXLQJ� WKDW� ´,Q� D�
community that has lost many of its young stars to (often senseless) violence, the death 
of 6KDUPLQL�VKRXOG�QRW�EH�DQRWKHU�XQUHVROYHG� WUDJHG\�µ29 Notably, this article links 
violence against a girl in Canada to the violence against children that families in the 
diaspora often experienced in Sri Lanka. Thus, the LTTE script for its diaspora 
supporters drew upon their experiences under the condition of violence from which 
WKH\�IOHG��UHYHDOLQJ�KRZ�WKH�ZDU�FUHDWHG�D�´VWDWH�RI�HPHUJHQFHµ�IRU�QHZ�SHUIRUPDQFHV�
of ethnic and gender identities. 

Yet simultaneously, the LTTE leadership and women within the organization 
also characterized women as embodying Tamil liberation. This seeming paradox or 
contradiction between narratives of oppression and liberation both contribute to a 
common phenomenon³that of women representing the nation. de Mel cites 
Rajeshwari 6XQGHU� 5DMDQ·V� FRQFHSW� RI� ´VXIILFLHQW� PRGHUQLW\µ� WR� GHVFULEH� WKLV�
FRQWUDGLFWLRQ��́ LQ�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�QHHGV�RI�QDWLRQDO�GHYHORSPHQW��KXPDQ�ULJKWV�DQG�
FLYLO�OLEHUWLHV��ZRPHQ�DUH�QR�ORQJHU�GHQLHG�D�UROH�LQ�¶WKH�WLPH-VSDFH�RI�WKH�PRGHUQ�µ�
but while promoting the modernity of its women, the LTTE nevertheless engaged in 
´IHPDOH�FRQWDLQPHQWµ�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�E\�WKH�SURPRWLRQ�RI�´GLVFLSOLQH�DQG�FKDVWLW\�µ  30 

7KLV�FRQWDLQPHQW�LV�HYLGHQW�LQ�KRZ�WKH�VFULSW�SURPRWHV�ZRPHQ·V�FRPSOHWH�REHGLHQFH�
to the cause, which curtails their freedom of expression. de Mel notes that this 
UHVWULFWLRQ�RI�DJHQF\�LV�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI�PLOLWDQF\�RYHUDOO�EHFDXVH�WKH�´UHDOLW\�RI�>WKH�
PLOLWDQW·V@� GULYLQJ� LPSXOVHV� OLHV� LQ� FRPSOHWH� REHGLHQFH� WR� WKH� ZLOO� RI� WKH� PLOLWDQW�
leadership on whose behalf V�KH� VWUXJJOHV�µ 31  7KLV� QDUUDWLYH� RI� 7DPLO� ZRPHQ·V�

 
27 de Mel, :RPHQ�DQG�WKH�1DWLRQ·V�1DUUDWLYH, 3. 
28 ´&DQ�ZH�QRW�DW�OHDVW�VSDUH�D�SUD\HU�IRU�RXU�SHRSOH"µ�Tamil Guardian, August 15, 1998, 
https://web.archive.org/web/19981205172153/http://www.tamilguardian.com/article/index.html#
a5. 
29 ´6WDQGLQJ�8QLWHG�µ�Tamil Guardian, November 6, 1999, 
https://web.archive.org/web/19991112130226/http://www.tamilguardian.com/editorial.htm#Tradi
tional  
30 de Mel, :RPHQ�DQG�WKH�1DWLRQ·V�1DUUative, 7, 218-219. 
31 Ibid, 204-205. 

https://web.archive.org/web/19981205172153/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/article/index.html#a5
https://web.archive.org/web/19981205172153/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/article/index.html#a5
https://web.archive.org/web/19991112130226/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/editorial.htm#Traditional
https://web.archive.org/web/19991112130226/http:/www.tamilguardian.com/editorial.htm#Traditional
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liberation through their obedience to the cause parallels the narrative discussed above 
about the Tamil nation as a whole³that Tamils are being victimized at the hands of 
the Sinhalese and must stay true to their Tamil identity by supporting the LTTE. Thus, 
in the LTTE script, the performance of ethnicity and gender are intertwined. 

$GHOH�$QQ�%DODVLQJKDP��ZKR�ZDV�D�OHDGHU�RI�WKH�/77(�ZRPHQ·V�ZLQJ��ZURWH�
the book Women Fighters of Liberation Tigers to highlight the stories of the LTTE women 
she worked with. This book exemplifies the script that women LTTE fighters were 
made to follow. The script glorifies women who will forego traditional gender roles to 
sacrifice for the cause, and positions the LTTE as an DJHQW�RI�ZRPHQ·V�OLEHUDWLRQ�DQG�
the liberation of Tamils, as a whole. First, it pairs the oppression of Tamils with the 
oppression of women and then positions the LTTE as a way to escape both. 
Balasingham writes:  

 
For decades Tamil women have been exposed to violence, torture, murder and rape 
by Sinhala settlers and their military protectors. Thousands and thousands of women 
have had their family life totally destroyed by premature widowhood, by sons and 
daughters and extended family members shot deDG�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKHLU�H\HV«:LWK�VXFK�
a horrendous history of genocidal destruction forming part of their consciousness 
Tamil women cannot be anything other than fiercely patriotic.32 
 

Thus, Balasingham identifies the Sinhala people and state as the oppressors of Tamil 
women, drawing a parallel between the oppression of Tamils as a whole and the 
oppression of women in particular. She references the discourse of genocide that 
formed a key component of the LTTE script, as discussed above. Moreover, she lays 
out a script for how Tamil women must perform their ethnic identities in response to 
marginalization: they must emerge from their trauma with a fierce Tamil patriotism.  

Notably, BalasinJKDP�DOVR�ZULWHV�WKDW�́ WKH�7DPLO�VRFLHW\�LV�D�GHHSO\�HQWUHQFKHG�
SDWULDUFKDO�VRFLHW\�µ33 Her purpose in doing so is to position the LTTE, as opposed to 
other Tamil political organizations, as the liberating force for the Tamil people. She 
DUJXHV� WKDW�´WKH�PLOLWDQW�SDWULRWLVP�RI�7DPLO�ZRPHQ�ILQDOO\�EORVVRPHGµ�RQO\�ZKHQ�
WKH\� ZHUH� DEOH� WR� MRLQ� WKH� /77(� DQG� IUHH� WKHPVHOYHV� IURP� ´WKH� IRUPV� RI� VRFLDO�
FRQVWUDLQW�ZKLFK�KDG�REVWUXFWHG�WKHLU�GHHSHU�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�HDUOLHU�µ�ZKLFK��KHU�ERRN�
VXJJHVWV�� LQFOXGHG� ´SDUOLDPHQWary politics and non-YLROHQW� VWUXJJOHµ� DV� ZHOO� DV�
´FRQVHUYDWLYH� LPDJHV� RI� ZRPHQ�µ 34  In contrast, she argues that the male LTTE 
leadership is always supportive of women. For example, in her discussion of how 
3UDEKDNDUDQ�UHVSRQGHG�WR�/77(�ZRPHQ·V�GHPDQGV�IRU D�´VHSDUDWH�ZRPHQ
V�PLOLWDU\�
VWUXFWXUH�µ�VKH�VD\V�WKDW�WKHVH�ZRPHQ�KDG��JURZQ�LQ�VHOI-confidence" and Prabhakaran 
"appreciated their aspirations and unhesitantly gave his support to the women 

 
32 Adele Ann Balasingham, Women Fighters of Liberation Tigers, (Jaffna: Thasan Printers, 1993), in 
´0LOLWDU\�7UDLQLQJ�RI�:RPHQ�&DGUHV�LQ�WKH�(DVW�µ 
33 Balasingham, Women Fighters, LQ�´,QWURGXFWLRQ�µ 
34 Balasingham, Women Fighters��LQ�´:RPHQ�-RLQ�WKH�$UPHG�6WUXJJOH�µ 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 
 

© 2022 Meenakshi Jani 
 

VOL I, Issue 1 | 196 

ILJKWHUV�µ35 6KH� ODWHU�ZULWHV� WKDW�´)RU� >3UDEKDNDUDQ@� WKH� LQGHSendence of women is 
crucial to their liberation and the assertion of courage and self-confidence is a 
SUHUHTXLVLWH�WR�WKH�UHDOL]DWLRQ�RI�VXFK�LQGHSHQGHQFH�µ36 The discussion of women as 
needing support from the male leadership to reach their full, self-confident potential 
reflects the paternalistic notion of the male protector and author of the nation that de 
Mel discusses. This suggests that the LTTE script might not actually ask its women 
PLOLWDQWV�WR�GHSDUW�IURP�WKHLU�´WUDGLWLRQDOµ�JHQGHU�UROHV�DV�PXFK�Ds it claims to. 

Moreover, the notion that the LTTE is liberating Tamil women from both its 
Sinhala and Tamil oppressors enables Balasingham to justify their forced recruitment. 
She writes:  

 
Constant exposure to oppression has had a profound effect on the life and thinking 
RI�\RXQJ�7DPLO�ZRPHQ«:LWK�WKH�ODUJH�VFDOH�LQGXFWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�LQWR�WKH�/77(�
the female cadres have overcome inestimable difficulties and challenges in the 
process of their metamorphosis from patriotic village girls into revolutionary guerrilla 
fighters.37 

 
When read in the context of the forced conscription of women into the LTTE, 

this script for Tamil women suggests that any resistance to joining the organization 
stems from their internalized oppression, the result of decades of oppression from 
which the LTTE will liberate them. 
 )LQDOO\�� %DODVLQJKDP·V� VFULSW� IRU�7DPLO� ZRPHQ� WHOOV� WKHP� WR� SHUIRUP� WKHLU�
ethnic and gender identities by sacrificing their lives to the cause. This supports 
7KLUDQDJDPD·V�DUJXPHQW�WKDW�´WKH�/77(�KLJKOLJKWHG�LWV�ULgid control of the sexuality 
RI�LWV�ZRPHQ�FDGUHV��UHSUHVHQWLQJ�WKHP�DV�¶YLUJLQ�ZDUULRUV·µ38 and that the LTTE was 
´YDORUL]LQJ�ZRPHQ�RQO\�RQ�WKH�EDVLV�RI�WKHLU�/77(�PHPEHUVKLS�DQG�WKHLU�ZLOOLQJQHVV�
WR�VDFULILFH�WKHPVHOYHV�IRU�WKH�QDWLRQ�µ 39 Balasingham praises women who sacrificed 
DVSHFWV�RI�ZRPHQ·V�GDLO\� OLYHV�WR�ILJKW�IRU�WKH�FDXVH��VXFK�DV�´ZRPDQ�FDGUHV�>ZKR@�
struggled in the darkness to carry out such routine practices as hair brushing and 
SODLWLQJ�µ40 She also glorifies women who willingly sacrificed their lives, such as one 
militant who died firing at the Sri Lankan army to slow their advance. 41  While 
Balasingham claims that these women have broken free of conservative notions of 
´VHOIOHVV��VDFULILFLQJ�PRWKHUV�DQG�ZLYHV�ZKR�HQFRXUDJH�EUavery and heroism in their 
VRQV�DQG�KXVEDQGV�µ�KHU�VFULSW� IRU�YLROHQFH� LQVWHDG� WHOOV�/77(�ZRPHQ� WR�VDFULILFH�
WKHPVHOYHV� IRU� WKH� DJHQGD� RI� PDOH� OHDGHUVKLS� ZKR� FODLP� WR� EHOLHYH� LQ� ZRPHQ·V�
liberation. 

 
35 Ibid, LQ�´7KH�)RUPDWLRQ�RI�DQ�,QGHSHQGHQW�6WUXFWXUH�µ 
36 Ibid, LQ�´(SLORJXH�µ 
37 ,ELG��LQ�´,QWURGXFWLRQ�µ 
38 Thiranagama, ,Q�0\�0RWKHU·V�+RXVH, 216. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Balasingham, Women Fighters��LQ�´7KH�6LHJH�RI�-DIIQD�)RUW�µ 
41 ,ELG��LQ�´*DOODQWU\�µ 
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 Analyzed together, the Tamil Guardian articles and Women Fighters of Liberation 
Tigers demonstrate the dual narratives of oppression and liberation, applied to women 
and the nation as a whole. While the Tamil Guardian portrays women as victims and 
Balasingham portrays them as agents and beneficiaries of liberation through the 
LTTE, both scripts for the gendered performance of ethnicity characterize women as 
WKH�VLWH�XSRQ�ZKLFK�WKH�QDWLRQ·V�LGHQWLW\�LV�QHJRWLDWHG��7KXV��7DPLOV�DV�D�ZKROH�DQG�
women, in particular, are told to perform their ethnicity and gender by sacrificing for 
the LTTE cause. 
 

Joining the LTTE: Performing the Script Under Conditions of Violence 
-XVW� DV� WKH� /77(� VFULSW� SHUSHWXDWHG� GXDO� QDUUDWLYHV� RI� 7DPLO� ZRPHQ·V�

oppression and liberation, so did women who joined the LTTE experience both the 
loss aQG�JDLQ�RI�DJHQF\�E\�FKRRVLQJ�WR�IROORZ�WKH�/77(·V�VFULSW��7KURXJK�DQ�DQDO\VLV�
of testimonies from such women, I argue that some chose to follow the LTTE because 
it aligned with their experience of violence during the context of the war. They were 
victims of violence that the Sinhalese state enacted upon women, aligning with the 
/77(·V�SRUWUD\DO�RI�WKH�RSSUHVVLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�DV�HPEOHPDWLF�RI�WKH�RSSUHVVLRQ�RI�WKH�
nation. Through the LTTE, they were able to seek agency in the fight against the state 
that harmed WKHP�� WKLV� DOLJQV� LQ� VRPH�ZD\V�ZLWK� WKH� /77(� QDUUDWLYH�RI�ZRPHQ·V�
liberation. Still, simultaneously, their performance of the script resulted in the loss of 
agency that de Mel discusses. Also, their decisions to join the LTTE did not necessarily 
align witK� WKH� WUDQVLWLRQ� IURP� WUDGLWLRQDO� WR� PRGHUQ�� WKH� ´PHWDPRUSKRVLV� IURP�
SDWULRWLF�YLOODJH�JLUOV�LQWR�UHYROXWLRQDU\�JXHUULOOD�ILJKWHUVµ�WKDW�WKH�/77(�VFULSW�DVFULEHV�
to them. 42 Instead, their decision arose from the destabilization of gender norms under 
the condition of violence in which they were raised, once again demonstrating the 
immediate context as a productive force for the negotiation of their identities. 
8OWLPDWHO\��WKHLU�VWRULHV�RI�UHQHJRWLDWLQJ�LGHQWLW\�DPLG�YLROHQFH�FRPSOLFDWH�WKH�/77(·V�
portrayal RI�LWVHOI�DV�D�´OLEHUDWRUµ�IURP�́ WUDGLWLRQµ�LQ�WZR�ZD\V��ILUVW��E\�GHPRQVWUDWLQJ�
WKDW� WKH� LGHD� RI� ´WUDGLWLRQDOµ�ZRPDQKRRG�ZDV� LQ�SDUW� DQ�/77(� FRQVWUXFWLRQ� WKDW�
emerged in the context of violence, and second, by revealing how the idea of 
´OLEHUDWLRQµ�IDLOV�to acknowledge continuities between their pre-LTTE and post-LTTE 
realities.  
 The documentary My Daughter the Terrorist follows two young women LTTE 
fighters, Darshika and Puhalchudar, as they discuss their lives within the LTTE and 
their motives for joining it. These two women were in the Black Tigers, a wing of the 
LTTE that conducted suicide attacks. Their testimonies exemplify how women LTTE 
militants sought to transcend the role that both the Sinhalese state and some nationalist 
narratives gave them³namely, the role of the Tamil victim upon whom Sinhalese state 
violence is enacted. Darshika and Puhalchudar, like other women of their age who 
lived through the war, grew up under a condition of violence. Antonia, the mother of 

 
42 Balasingham, Women Fighters, LQ�´,QWURGXFWLRQ�µ 
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a woman named Darshika who joLQHG�WKH�/77(��VDLG�RI�'DUVKLND·V�FKLOGKRRG��´:H�
FRXOGQ·W�VHSDUDWH�RXUVHOYHV�IURP�WKH�ZDU��:H�OLYHG�LQVLGH�LW�µ43 Darshika said that she 
MRLQHG�WKH�/77(��RU�´WKH�PRYHPHQW�µ�EHFDXVH�LW�VDYHG�KHU�IDPLO\��´:KHQ�ZH�ZHUH�
running through the shelling, the army attacked us but the movement fought back. 
$IWHU�WKDW�,�IHOW�,�KDG�WR�VDYH�WKHVH�SHRSOH��,�WKRXJKW�LI�,�GRQ·W�MRLQ�WKH�PRYHPHQW��RXU�
SHRSOH�ZLOO�EH�IRUFHG�LQWR�VODYHU\��7KDW·V�ZK\�,�MRLQHG�WKH�/77(�µ44 'DUVKLND·V�VWRU\�
exemplifies how her experience aligns with the script for Tamil ethnic identity 
discussed in the previous section. As demonstrated earlier, the LTTE script 
characterized Tamil oppression at the hands of the Sinhalese, described as ethnic 
cleansing and genocide, as central to Tamil ethnic identity. For Darshika, the prospect 
of oppression at the hands of the government³the forcing of Tamils into slavery³
OHG�'DUVKLND�WR�GHVFULEH�7DPLOV�DV�´RXU�SHRSOH�µ�7KH�LPDJH�WKDW�KHU�VWRU\�FUHDWHV³
that of a movement saving a family, which is the core unit of the nation that makes 
possible its reproduction³also aligns with the masculinization of militant nationalism 
and the feminization of the nation that was a central component of nationalist 
QDUUDWLYHV��7KXV��'DUVKLND·V�H[SHULHQFH�DOLJQV�ZLWK�WKH�QDWLRQDOLVW�Vcript expressed in 
documents like the Tamil Guardian.  
 'DUVKLND·V�QDUUDWLYH�RI�JHQGHU-related violence that she faced also reveals how 
KHU� H[SHULHQFH� DOLJQHG� ZLWK� WKH� /77(·V� FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ� RI� LWVHOI� DV� DQ� DJHQW� IRU�
ZRPHQ·V� OLEHUDWLRQ��6KH�DQG�KHU�PRWKHU�ZLWQHVVHG�KRZ�VROGLHUV�´KDUDVVHGµ�ZRPHQ�
DQG�JLUOV��DQG�́ HYHQ�WHQ-year-ROG�JLUOV�ZHUH�VFDUHG�RI�ZKDW�WKH�VROGLHUV�PLJKW�GR�µ�7KH\�
ZHUH� ´GHIHQVHOHVVµ� DJDLQVW� WKH� DUP\� 45  Darshika tells a story exemplifying this 
defenselessness: 
 

Once, the army forced my mother, sister and me to sit outside in the baking sun. The 
commander was sitting in the shade under a big umbrella held by the soldiers. To 
protect us from the burning sand my mother put my sister and me on a towel. The 
soldiers yelled at us, grabbed the towel and put us back on the hot sand again.46 

 
This story demonstrates the oppression of Tamil women at the hands of the 

Sinhalese military, aligning with the LTTE narrative of victimization. The fact that 
'DUVKLND·V�PRWKHU�ZDV�XQDEOH�WR�SURWHFW�KHU�and her sister also signifies how the army 
GHVWDELOL]HG�WKH�IDPLO\�VWUXFWXUH��SRVLWLRQLQJ�'DUVKLND·V�VWRU\�LQ�OLQH�ZLWK�QDUUDWLYHV�RI�
the LTTE as an upholder of the Tamil family. Thus, for Darshika, LTTE membership 
was also an act of agency in the fight for the family and against the state, aligning with 
WKH�/77(�VFULSW�IRU�7DPLO�ZRPHQ·V�SHUIRUPDQFH�RI�LGHQWLW\�DQG�SUHVXPDEO\�PDNLQJ�
it easier for Darshika to follow that script, even when it meant participating in violence 
that victimizes others. 

 
43 Morten Daae, My Daughter the Terrorist (Nordic World, 2007), 23:18. 
44 Ibid, 44:15-44:44. 
45 Daae, My Daughter, 24:42-24:49. 
46 Ibid, 25:20-25:43. 
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 Finally, DDUVKLND·V�ORVV�RI�VRFLRHFRQRPLF�RSSRUWXQLW\�GXH�WR�PLOLWDU\�YLROHQFH�
also appears to have contributed to her decision to join the LTTE. In the documentary, 
VKH�VD\V��´%\�WKH�WLPH�,�ZDV����\HDUV�ROG�ZH�ZHUH�SHUPDQHQWO\�GLVSODFHG�>IURP�-DIIQD@��
I had to stop VWXG\LQJ�DQG�HYHU\WKLQJ�ZDV�ORVW�µ47 Therefore, for Darshika the LTTE 
became an alternative to a life without permanent housing and consistent education. 
Notably, that loss of housing and education was a direct result of the destabilizing 
condition of violence in which she lived, revealing the role of immediate conditions of 
violence, in shaping the lives of young women such that they would join the LTTE 
for an alternative. Thiranagama also notes how the LTTE positioned itself as a chance 
for opportunity: ́ 7KH�/77(�ZLWK�LWV�SURPLVH�RI�SRZHU�WKURXJK�UHFUXLWPHQW�SURPLVHG�
another route to achievement, given that the traditional route, education, was no 
ORQJHU�DYDLODEOH�WR�WKH�VDPH�GHJUHH�µ48 
 $V�)XML�DUJXHV��´/RRNLQJ�DW�WKH�HIIHFWV�RI�VRFLDO�UHODWLRQV�GRHV�QRW rob actors 
RI�WKHLU�DJHQF\µ�EXW�UDWKHU�´SURYLGH>V@�WKH�LPPHGLDWH�FRQWH[W�LQ�ZKLFK�SHRSOH�DFW�DQG�
LQWHUDFW�IRU��DJDLQVW��DQG�WRZDUG�RWKHUV�µ49 Thus, the above testimony does not deny 
that Darshika joined the LTTE and followed its script by choice and that this was an 
act of agency on her part. At the same time, her motives for becoming a Black Tiger³
a desire to protect Tamils as a whole, a desire to fight for women like herself and their 
families, and a desire to find an alternative to life after displacement³at times map 
RQWR�%DODVLQJKDP·V�VFULSW�IRU�ZRPHQ�FDGUHV�DQG�GLUHFWO\�UHVXOW�IURP�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�
violence in which she was raised. As de Mel and others also suggest, the role of the 
LTTE in the lives of women who joined it did not fully align with its narrative that it 
ZDV�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�ZRPHQ�WR�EUHDN�IUHH�IURP�´WUDGLWLRQDOµ�JHQGHU�QRUPV��$V�WKH�
above evidence demonstrates, gender relations that these women experienced before 
their militancy were not only products of long-held norms but were also products of 
the more immediate destabilizing condition of violence during the war.  

Meanwhile, the new Tamil womanhood that the LTTE script told women to 
perform bore as many resemblances to their previous experiences as it did differences. 
Before deciding WR�MRLQ�WKH�/77(��'DUVKLND�ZDQWHG�WR�EH�D�QXQ��6KH�VD\V��´$W�RQH�
WLPH�,�ZDV�DOZD\V�WDONLQJ�WR�*RG��,�ZDQWHG�WR�EH�SXUH�DQG�OLYH�D�OLIH�RI�FHOLEDF\«$IWHU�
P\�IDWKHU·V�GHDWK�>LQ�WKH�ZDU@«,�ZDQWHG�WR�ILJKW�DJDLQVW�DOO�WKLV�µ50 To explain why she 
instead joineG�WKH�/77(��'DUVKLND�DVNV��´,I�WKHUH�LV�D�*RG��ZK\�GRHV�+H�NHHS�XV�LQ�
this endless misery? Even those who came to the church for protection ended up in 
SRROV�RI�EORRG�µ51 This story again reveals how a time of violent crisis was the catalyst 
for her decision to follow a new script for performing her gender identity. Despite 
ZKDW�WKH�/77(�VFULSW�PLJKW�VXJJHVW��'DUVKLND·V�FKRLFH�ZDV�QRW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�/77(�
DQG�D�´WUDGLWLRQDOµ�SDWK�RI�PDUULDJH�DQG�VXEVHUYLHQFH�WR�PHQ��5DWKHU��DV�KHU�SODQ�WR�

 
47 Daae, My Daughter, 27:21-27:30. 
48 Thiranagama, ,Q�0\�0RWKHU·V�+RXVH��37. 
49 Fuji, Webs of Violence, 18. 
50 Daae, My Daughter, 5-5:22. 
51 Ibid, 19:30-19:44 
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become a nun indicates, she had access to another expression of womanhood that 
ZHQW�EH\RQG�WKH�´WUDGLWLRQDOµ�7DPLO�ZRPDQ��7KH�GHVWDELOL]LQJ�FRQGLWLRQ�RI�YLROHQFH�
QDUURZHG�WKH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�'DUVKLND·V�IXWXUH�DV�D�ZRPDQ��DQG�RQO\�XQGHU�WKRVH�
conditions did the LTTE emerge as a way out. 
 ,Q� DGGLWLRQ� WR� FRPSOLFDWLQJ� WKH� QRWLRQ� RI� ´WUDGLWLRQDOµ� 7DPLO� ZRPDQKRRG�
IURP�ZKLFK�WKH�/77(�FODLPV�WR�OLEHUDWH�ZRPHQ��'DUVKLND�DQG�3XKDOFKXGDU·V�DFFRXQWV�
DOVR� GHPRQVWUDWH� FRQWLQXLWLHV� EHWZHHQ� ZRPHQ·V� FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQV� RI� WKHLU� UROHV�
before joining the LTTE and after. For example, as different as they are, there are 
some core similarities between becoming a nun and serving the LTTE celibacy, 
forming communities with other women rather than within a marriage-based family 
unit, and complete devotion to a particular belief system and leader who promotes 
those beliefs. de Mel discusses how this complete commitment to the cause, which 
VXJJHVWV�D�ORVV�RI�DJHQF\��DOVR�SDUDOOHOV�´WUDGLWLRQDOµ�YLVLRQV�RI�7DPLO�DQG�6UL�/DQNDQ�
womanhood in general and not jXVW�IRU�QXQV���´WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�ZDUULRU-mother [created 
by the LTTE] did not displace deep-seated notions of normative female identity 
ZKLFK«FRQWLQXH� WR� LQVWUXFW� WKH� 6UL� /DQNDQ�ZRPDQ�RQ� KHU� V\PEROLF� YDOXH� DV� WKH�
sexually chaste, enlightened, altruistic materQDO�EHLQJ�µ52 Thus, the stories of LTTE 
women fighters complicate the LTTE narrative of their singular progression from a 
victimized woman to a liberated one by exposing how both notions of womanhood 
were products of the condition of violence in which they emerged. 

While Darshika and her friend Puhalchudar joined the LTTE seeking agency 
WR� ILJKW�DJDLQVW� WKHLU�RSSUHVVRUV�� WKHLU� OR\DOW\� WR� WKH�/77(·V� VFULSW�RI�YLROHQFH�VWLOO�
UHIOHFWV�WKH�´FRPSOHWH�REHGLHQFHµ�WR�OHDGHUVKLS�WKDW�GH�0HO�FKDUDFWHUL]HV�DV�D�IHDWXUe 
of LTTE militancy, and suggests a loss of agency for these women while continuing 
to demonstrate how both ethnic and gender relations were defined through the 
process of violence. Both Darshika and Puhalchudar said that if the other were a traitor 
to the movement, they would shoot her³and the Leader is the one who would order 
it.53 'DUVKLND� DQG� 3XKDOFKXGDU·V� LGHRORJLFDO� DUJXPHQWV� DOVR� UHVHPEOH� WKRVH� LQ� WKH�
newspapers discussed earlier; for example, Darshika redefines what the public might 
PHDQ�E\�´WHUURULVWµ�WR�VD\��´:H�ILJKW�IRU�WUXH�MXVWLFH��7KH\�VSUHDG�IDOVH�UXPRUV�WKDW�
ZH�GRQ·W�ILJKW�IRU� MXVWLFH��WKDW�ZH�NLOO�FLYLOLDQV�µ54 2Q�WKH�WRSLF�RI�WKH������/77(·V�
ERPELQJ�RI�WKH�&RORPER�FHQWUDO�EDQN��VKH�VD\V��´2XU�/HDGHU�ZRXOG�QHYHU�FKRRVH�D�
target like that. Our Leader would never choose anything that causes devastation to 
FLYLOLDQV�µ55 This denial of reality in favor of the script for violence promoted by the 
Leader reveals a loss of independence for these women, supporting the argument that 
LTTE leaders like 3UDEKDNDUDQ� ´FRQWDLQµ� DQG� ´SURWHFWµ� WKH� /77(� ZRPHQ� E\�
ensuring that they follow the plans of the male leadership.56 

 
52 de Mel, :RPHQ�DQG�WKH�1DWLRQ·V�1DUUDWLYH��"���215. 
53 Ibid, 35:41-35:57. 
54 Ibid, 51:47-52:12. 
55 Ibid, 52:25-52:31. 
56 de Mel, :RPHQ�DQG�WKH�1DWLRQ·V�1DUUDWLYH, 222. 
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Avoiding Recruitment: Rejecting the LTTE Script 
 

My eldest daughter was taken [by the LTTE] but she escaped and came back. I took 
off my thaali and made her wear it. I put the red pottu of a married woman on her 
forehead ² because married women were less likely to be taken away by the LTTE. 
Then to make things more convincing I folded a sari and wrapped it around her 
stomach so that she would look pregnant.57 
 
This story from a Tamil mother stands in direct contrast to the poem cited in 

the introduction. It reaffirms the oppositional relationship between membership in the 
/77(�DQG�WKH�PRUH�´WUDGLWLRQDOµ�ZRPDQ·V�OLIH�RI�PDUULDJH�DQG�PDWHUQLW\��%XW�UDWKHU�
than celebrating the replacement of the kumkumam with blood and the tali with 
F\DQLGH��LW�UHSUHVHQWV�WKH�FKRLFH�RI�D�ZRPDQ�WR�HQWHU�LQWR�´WUDGLWLRQDOµ�JHQGHU�QRUPV�
LQ�RUGHU�WR�DYRLG�WKDW�IDWH��7KLV�VWRU\�GHPRQVWUDWHV�WKDW�ERWK�WKH�´WUDGLWLRQDOµ�DQG�WKH�
´OLEHUDWHGµ are, to some degree, constructions of Tamil womanhood that emerged 
during a destabilizing period of violence. Notably, the LTTE constructed notions of 
´WUDGLWLRQDOµ� ZRPDQKRRG� LQ� LWV� DFWLRQV� DV� ZHOO� DV� LQ� LWV� VFULSW� IRU� 7DPLO� FLYLOLDQV��
Sharika Thiranagama GLVFXVVHV�KRZ�´HYHQ�DV�WKH�/77(�DGYRFDWHG�UDGLFDO�IRUPV�RI�
relatedness within the movement as forms of exceptional life, it increasingly policed 
and regulated a version of the conservative normative Tamil family for those who were 
QRW�FDGUHV�µ58  
  While the testimonies of Tamil women who avoided the LTTE are in many 
ways the exact opposite of the testimonies of voluntary LTTE militants, both 
perspectives highlight how the construction of Tamil nationalism in the context of 
violent conflict takes place on DQG�WKURXJK�ZRPHQ·V�ERGLHV��%RWK�SHUVSHFWLYHV�DOVR�
GHPRQVWUDWH� KRZ� WKH� QRWLRQ� RI� ´WUDGLWLRQDOµ� 7DPLO� ZRPDQKRRG�� OLNH� WKH� /77(·V�
QRWLRQ�RI�WKH�´OLEHUDWHGµ�7DPLO�ZRPDQ��LV�D�SURGXFW�RI�WKH�YLROHQW�FRQGLWLRQ�LQ�ZKLFK�
it arose. These competing ideas of the Tamil woman, and the discrepancies in the ways 
that different women find agency, demonstrate the fluidity of gender roles resulting 
from the destabilizing context of ethnic cleansing. Still, the stories of women who 
avoided the LTTE, in particular, highlight how Tamil women were alienated from the 
LTTE script when it was incompatible with their lived experiences under conditions 
of violence. Therefore, these women exercised agency by strategically adopting and 
diverging from that script.  
 For example, one mother said that the LTTE forcibly took her daughter away 
IURP� KHU� VWXGLHV�� DQG� DIWHU� KHU� GDXJKWHU� HVFDSHG� DQG� UHVXPHG� VWXG\LQJ�� ´D� EXOOHW�
HQWHUHG�KHU�KHDG�DQG�VKH�GLHG�LQVWDQWO\�µ59  ,Q�FRQWUDVW�WR�'DUVKLND·V�VWRU\�RI�MRLQLQJ�
the LTTE as a response to the loVV�RI�DFFHVV�WR�HGXFDWLRQ��WKLV�PRWKHU·V�GDXJKWHU�KDG�

 
57 ´:H�/LYHG�8QGHU�D�0DQJR�7UHH�µ�,QWHUYLHZ�E\�5DGKLND�+HWWLDUDFKFKL�HW��DO���HERSTORIES, 
http://theherstoryarchive.org/photo-essays-vavuniya/we-lived-under-a-mango-tree/.  
58 Thiranagama, ,Q�0\�0RWKHU·V�+RXVH, 29. 
59 ´0XOODLWLYX�/HWWHU����µ�OHWWHU�Sublished on HERSTORIES, http://theherstoryarchive.org/photo-
essays-vavuniya/we-lived-under-a-mango-tree/.  

http://theherstoryarchive.org/photo-essays-vavuniya/we-lived-under-a-mango-tree/
http://theherstoryarchive.org/photo-essays-vavuniya/we-lived-under-a-mango-tree/
http://theherstoryarchive.org/photo-essays-vavuniya/we-lived-under-a-mango-tree/
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educational opportunities and lost them at the hands of the LTTE. The story 
FRPSOLFDWHV� WKH� /77(·V� QDUUDWLYH�RI� SURYLGLQJ� RSSRUWXQLW\� IRU�ZRPHQ� WR� HPHUJH�
IURP�DQ�H[LVWHQFH�RI�´KRXVHNHHSLQJ��UHSURGXFWLRQ��DQG�VODYLVK�VXEPLVVLRQ�WR�PHQ�µ�
as Balasingham says in her book. 60 Still, the daughter here also shares a core experience 
with Darshika³the condition of violence interrupted her previous plans for 
education, showing again how violence destabilizes gendered experience. In this case, 
KRZHYHU��WKH�/77(�GLUHFWO\�YLFWLPL]HG�D�\RXQJ�ZRPDQ��D�IDU�FU\�IURP�´OLEHUDWLQJµ�
her. 
 Another mother told a similar story of the LTTE committing violence against 
women:  
 

One night at around midnight, the LTTE surrounded my house and demanded my 
daughter. I begged them to leave her alone. They dragged her out. I ran after them 
and grabbed her arm. Then a cadre kicked me, and took my daughter away. On May 
����������,�KHDUG�P\�GDXJKWHU·V�QDPH�RQ�WKH�/77(�UDGLR�EURDGFDVW�RI�WKH�/TTE 
dead. My eldest son went into the camp to identify her body and saw her laid out on 
the ground. I never saw my daughter. After she died, I got her O levels results and 
she passed her exams well.61 

 
7KLV�VWRU\�LV�VWULNLQJO\�VLPLODU�WR�'DUVKLND·V�VWRU\�Rf being made to sit on the 

burning ground with her mother and sister. The key difference is that the LTTE was 
the agent of violence here, rather than the Sri Lankan military. Read together, these 
stories once again demonstrate how, regardless of their relationship to the LTTE, 
FRQGLWLRQV�RI�YLROHQFH� OHDG�ZRPHQ·V� ERGLHV� WR�EHFRPH� WKH�VLWH�XSRQ�ZKLFK�7DPLO�
ethnicity or national identity is performed.  
 7KLUDQDJDPD�DOVR�FKDOOHQJHV�´WKH�FRQYHQWLRQDO�VWRU\�WROG�RI�KRZ�7DPLOV�FDPH�
to identify with a collective diVFULPLQDWLRQ�DQG�IHDU�WKURXJK�WKH������ULRWV�µ�SRLQWLQJ�
to the discrepancies between the ideologies of different Tamils depending on their 
particular circumstances. 62  This again highlights the multiplicities of identities 
generated amidst violence and reiterates that the LTTE did not in any way represent 
the entirety of the Sri Lankan Tamil population in Sri Lanka or abroad, even though it 
claimed that following its script was an essential component of Tamil identity. 
7KLUDQDJDPD·V�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�7DPLOV�Ln both Jaffna and Colombo shows how their 
experiences diverged from some of the main components of the LTTE script, which 
included resisting state violence and defending a national homeland. How could 
Tamils follow this script if they experienced violence from the LTTE as well as the 
VWDWH�� DQG� KDG� QR� FOHDU� VHQVH� RI� D� ´KRPHODQGµ� EHFDXVH� WKH\� KDG� EHHQ� GLVSODFHG"�
Thiranagama also discusses how the very idea of a single home and life was destabilized 

 
60 Balasingham, Women Fighters��LQ�´:RPHQ�-RLQHG�WKH�$UPHG�6WUXJJOH�µ 
61 ´,�WULHG�WR�SURWHFW�P\�FKLOGUHQ�EXW�VWLOO�ORVW�WKHP�µ�,QWHUYLHZ�E\�5DGKLND�+HWWLDUDFKFKL�HW��DO���
HERSTORIES, 2:08-3:20. http://theherstoryarchive.org/videos-mullaitivu/i-tried-to-protect-my-
children-but-still-lost-them/. 
62 Thiranagama, ,Q�0\�0RWKHU·V�+RXVH, 89. 
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GXULQJ� WKH� SHULRG� RI� YLROHQFH�� ´7KH� FRQVWDQW� UHPDNLQJ� RI� OLIe--a task ceaselessly 
embarked upon in Sri Lanka--LV�DV�PXFK�D�VLJQ�RI�YLROHQFH�DV�LW�LV�DQ�DFW�RI�¶KHDOLQJ�·µ63 
 Amidst this violence, many Tamil families rejected the LTTE script for how 
Tamil ethnicity should be performed and instead performed their ethnic identities 
DFFRUGLQJ� WR� WKHLU� RZQ� YLVLRQV� IRU� 6UL� /DQNDQ� VRFLHW\�� 2QH�PRWKHU� VDLG�� ´,� KDYH�
nothing against anyone, whether Sinhalese, Tamil or Muslim. I have a lot of faith in all 
the religions. All the gods are the same to me. I pray that my family and I can live in 
SHDFH��:KDW�HOVH�ZRXOG�,�ZDQW"µ64 Many of these feelings of solidarity with other Sri 
Lankan ethnic and religious groups emerged from their experience of displacement; 
thus, paradoxically, conditions of violence brought them together with other 
FRPPXQLWLHV��)RU�H[DPSOH��RQH�PRWKHU� VDLG��´(DUOLHU�ZH�KDG�YHU\� OLWWOH� LQWHUDFWLRQ�
ZLWK�6LQKDOD�SHRSOH��QRZ�WKDW�KDV�FKDQJHG��:H�WKLQN�LW·V�D�JRRG�WKLQJ�µ65 Another said 
WKDW�DIWHU�EHLQJ�GLVSODFHG��VKH�QRZ�OLYHG�ZLWK�´D�IHZ�0XVOLP�DQG�6LQKDOD�IDPLOLHV�µ�
DQG�WKH\�DOO�́ OLYH�ZHOO�WRJHWKHU�µ66 $QRWKHU�ZLVKHG�WKDW�́ VRPHGD\��>KHU@�FKLOGUHQ�PLJKW�
EH�DEOH�WR�OLYH�DV�HTXDOV�LQ�VRFLHW\�µ67 In her interviews with survivors, Thiranagama 
DOVR�IRXQG�D�EHOLHI�WKDW�WKH�´WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�SROLWLFDO�VWUXFWXUHVµ�ZDV�QHFHVVDU\�
for change in the country. 68 
 Therefore, these women diverged from the LTTE script because it did not 
align with their experiences under the condition of violence created during the civil 
war. This demonstrates how Tamil women exercised their own agency by strategically 
adopting or rejecting the script and moving beyond the narrative of women as 
emblematic of the nation. 
 

Conclusion 
 $GRSWLQJ�1HORXIHU�GH�0HO·V�FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�FLYLO�ZDU�DV�D�
´VWDWH�RI� HPHUJHQFH�µ� ,�DUJXHG� WKDW� WKLV�SHULRG�RI� YLROHQFH�GHVWDELOL]HG� HWKQLF� DQG�
gender relationships, leading the LTTE and the Tamil women it sought to recruit to 
UHQHJRWLDWH�7DPLO�ZRPHQ·V�LGHQWLWLHV��,�DSSOLHG�/HH�$QQ�)XML·V�IUDPHZRUN�RI�D�́ VFULSWµ�
IRU�WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH�RI�HWKQLFLW\�WR�/77(·V�GRFWULQH�WR�DUJXH�WKDW�WKH�/77(·V�́ VFULSWµ�
for how Tamil women should perform their ethnic and gender identities reveals the 
conceptions of Tamil womanhood that emerged during this period. The LTTE script 
represents women as symbols of the nation, at times portraying them as victims and 

 
63 Thiranagama, ,Q�0\�0RWKHU·V�+RXVH, 104. 
64 ´:KDW�(OVH�&RXOG�,�:DQW"µ�,QWHUYLHZ�E\�5DGKLND�+HWWLDUDFKFKL�HW� al., HERSTORIES, 
http://theherstoryarchive.org/photo-essays-mullaitivu/what-else-could-i-want/  
65 ´7KHUH·V�6R�0XFK�:H�:DQW�WR�)RUJHW�µ�,QWHUYLHZ�E\�5DGKLND�+HWWLDUDFKFKL�HW��DO���HERSTORIES, 
http://theherstoryarchive.org/photo-essays-vavuniya/theres-so-much-we-want-to-forget/  
66´:H�/LYHG�8QGHU�D�0DQJR�7UHH�µ�,QWHUYLHZ�E\�5DGKLND�+HWWLDUDFKFKL�HW��DO���HERSTORIES, 
http://theherstoryarchive.org/photo-essays-vavuniya/we-lived-under-a-mango-tree/.  
67 ´,�KRSH�RXU�FKLOGUHQ�ZLOO�OLYH�DV�HTXDOV�µ�,QWHUYLHZ�E\�5DGKLND�+HWWLDUDFKFKL�HW��DO���HERSTORIES, 
http://theherstoryarchive.org/videos-vavuniya/video-vavuniya-i-hope-our-children-will-live-as-
equals/  
68 Thiranagama, ,Q�0\�0RWKHU·V�+RXVH� 104. 
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at times as liberators. It told its supporters to perform their Tamil ethnicity by 
supporting its mission to defend the Tamil home and family, while it simultaneously 
told its women that it was completely breaking from oppressive Tamil tradition by 
fighting for the cause. It appealed to potential supporters and recruits by drawing from 
their experiences under the immediate condition of violence in which they lived.  

For women who avoided the LTTE, and even for some who joined, their 
H[SHULHQFHV�EHIRUH�DQG�GXULQJ�WKH�ZDU�GLG�QRW�DOZD\V�ILW�WKH�/77(·V�QDUUDWLYH�RI�D�
WUDQVLWLRQ�IURP�́ WUDGLWLRQDOµ�WR�́ OLEHUDWHGµ�7DPLO�ZRPDQKRRG��7DPLO�ZRPHQ·V�FKRLFH�
to obey or reject the LTTE script for their self-representation depended in part upon 
whether their experiences aligned with the LTTE narrative. My analysis therefore 
suggests that while the ideologies of the LTTE and other Tamil groups draw from the 
ORQJ�KLVWRULHV�RI�HWKQLF�UHODWLRQV�LQ�6UL�/DQND��7DPLO�FRPPXQLWLHV·�UHODWLRQVKLSV�WR�WKH�
LTTE during the war were directly shaped by the renegotiation of their identities under 
the condition of violence that the war created. 

This study leaves a number of questions to further explore. In the final section, 
I was only able to examine a select number of testimonies from Tamil women who 
rejected the LTTE script and formed their identities outside it. There is much room 
for a more in-depth study of how women  navigated scripts for Tamil womanhood to 
ultimately avoid LTTE recruitment. In addition, I acknowledge the scholarship that 
SUREOHPDWL]HV� FRQFHSW� RI� ´DJHQF\µ� WKDW� ,� KDYH� XVHG� DQG� FDOOV� LQWR� TXHVWLRQ� WKH�
perspective on violence that I take in this project. In a further and more extensive 
study, I would seek to more fully theorize these terms and examine how the context 
of the Sri Lankan civil war contributes to our understanding of them.  
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