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Rachel V. Harrison and Peter A. Jackson, eds. The £
Ambiguous Allure of the West: Traces of the Colonial
in Thailand. Tthaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,
2010, 268p.

Thirty two years ago Benedict Anderson penned one of
the most influential essays in the history of Thai studies:
“Studies of the Thai State, the State of Thai Studies.”
The essay was published less than two years after one
of the most traumatic incidents in Thai political history:
the October 6, 1976 massacre of leftist students by
security forces and militias with close links to the
Palace. This event partly accounts for the essay’s
iconoclastic tone. In the essay Anderson controversial-
ly turns some of the most cherished axioms about
Thailand on their head, including the role of colonialism
in Thai history: rather than being the only country in
Southeast Asia to escape colonial rule Anderson argues
that Siam was in fact indirectly colonized, and unfortu-
nately so since it “retarded the development of the
Siamese nation”; the monarchy was a “modernizing”
force only in the same sense as the European colonial
powers in Southeast Asia were modernizers; and the
“success” of Siam’s leadership, both the Chakri kings
during the absolutist era and the military dictatorship
under Sarit and his successors, was due to Western
“imperial pacification” of SEA during the colonial era
and the Cold War.

It was thus with some eagerness that this reviewer

received Harrison and Jackson’s edited volume of
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essays, which promised to revisit the vexed question of
Thailand’s relationship with the West and the place of
colonialism in its history and cultural life. Planning for
the book began as early as 2002 at a time when aca-
demic discourse and indeed popular culture were full of
nationalist resentment at perceived Western neo-
colonialism, this time in the form of ruthless currency
speculators and the IMF following the currency and fi-
nancial crisis of 1997-98. It is a little unlucky that the
book’s publication coincides with an acute economic
recession in the West and soul-searching about its rela-
tive decline in world affairs, while Asian economies are
buoyant and the world is supposed to have entered an
“Asian century.” Yet anti-Western sentiment in Thai-
land has flared up once again, this time fuelled by royal-
ists in their defence of the monarchy in the on-going
political crisis.

The editors represent the book as a contribution
to Thai studies for its use of “postcolonial analysis” as
well as for its application of the “critical theoretical
perspectives of international cultural studies.” The
problem the book hinges on is the accepted truth that
Thailand was not colonized, which has long been used
to make claims for the country’s uniqueness and has
thus limited comparative studies by which Thailand
might be better understood. It is also an article of faith
in the country’s conservative, “royalist nationalism.”
The book appears in the wake of a belated boom in post-
colonial studies in Thai universities over the last decade
(even if its peak in the Western academy arguably
passed two decades ago).

The volume consists of ten essays. The editors
(rather indulgently in this reviewer’s opinion) each
include two of their own essays, and each writes their
own introduction. It contains an eclectic collection of
studies of Thailand’s relations with the West (with an
emphasis on the cultural). There is much that will be
of value to scholars interested in this perennial ques-
tion. The book opens with a foreword by a key figure of
the subaltern studies school, Dipesh Chakrabarty, with
some remote theoretical musings on “naming” and

“repetition.” Jackson’s two essays make the case for
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postcolonial theorizing of Thailand. Pattana Kitiarsa’s
essay presents an exhaustive account of the origins and
meanings of the term farang. Loos, drawing on her
research for her book Subject Siam (2006), describes
the Thai state’s own colonizing drive to incorporate the
former sultanate of Patani. Harrison’s essay critiques
popular fiction and a number of movies, past and pres-
ent, on the theme of Thai encounters with the West.
Ingawanij and MacDonald examine the highly original
work of the Thai film director, Apichatpong Weerasetakul,
acclaimed on the international independent film circuit
but largely ignored in his own country. Herzfeld’s essay,
which explores the “dynamics of crypto-colonialism,”
is the only comparative study of Thailand and Greece
that this reviewer is aware of. Thongchai Winichakul
gives a typically feisty and intellectually stimulating
account of the “localization of postcolonial studies” in
Thai academia; in fact, one of the book’s strong points
is its examination of the dynamics of Thai academia
which, ironically, given the book’s theme, is usurping
the place of the former Western metropoles as the
centre for production of the best quality scholarship in
the field. The highlight of the volume for this reviewer
is Thanes Wongyannawa’s account of the reception of
Foucault in Thai studies, which combines rigorous
scholarship with the postmodernist’s playfulness and
moreover is a delight to read.

However, since the book presents itself as a theo-
retical contribution it should be judged on those grounds,
and this is its major weakness. To reverse Jackson’s
use of the term (p. 40), the book’s premise appears to
“fetishize” theory and its clunky cultural studies jargon

”

(eg. “hybridities,” “ambiguities,” “binaries,” “subaltern,”

” «

“dominance,” “subordination,” etc.) while disparaging
the empirical. The oft repeated justification (p. 4, p. 8,
p.9, p. 10, p. 42, p. 48, etc.) that Thai academia neglects
the theoretical in favour of the collection of mountains
of data, is overstated.

The editors and a number of the contributors waste
too much time pondering whether Thailand is “colo-
nial,” “semi-colonial,” “postcolonial,” “auto-colonial,”

“crypto-colonial,” or “neocolonial.” Such navel-gazing
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is somewhat exasperating when it occurs at precisely
the moment when Thailand is freer of Western “domi-
nation” than it has been for a century and a half. Indeed,
if there is any time that the country ought to be a little
more subject to “Western domination” — in the form
of the principles of liberty and equality and basic demo-
cratic rights — it is now. For most contributors colonial-
ism is one of history’s “Bad Things” (eg. Thongchai:
“domination by the West on the global stage must be
countered,” p. 150), but as Anderson argued in his essay
for the colonial period, Thailand is perhaps unfortunate
now, as Siam was then, not to have been more fully
“colonized.”

There is a sense that runs through the book that if
Thai Studies is to be “sophisticated” it needs to be
theoretically dense. It must be said that the more theo-
retical essays contain some of the most turgid and often
vacuous prose that it has been this reviewer’s misfor-
tune to read. Some sentences read almost as a parody

of postmodern waffle. For example, Jackson writes,

The structuring principles of power, subordination,
autonomy and resistance that underlie the diverse
processes of Siam/Thailand’s elite and subaltern
cultural hybridities emerge from a politico-cultural
system founded upon an historical strategy of
changing surface forms to mimic, but never fully
reproduce, the external patterns of the superpower
of the day ... (p.204)

Such tortuous gobbledygook should not be inflicted
upon an unsuspecting scholarly public. Nor should they
be made to feel intellectually inferior if they find it
indecipherable.

Even when one invests the time needed in re-
reading sentences and paragraphs to decode such
language it is difficult to see that this volume has made
any important “theoretical” advance on Anderson’s
essay over thirty years ago — which was also a model
of lucid, incisive writing. While it is a worthy aim to
attack the (now largely discredited) Thai discourse of

uniqueness, this volume is hardly the first to do this.
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Reynolds’ edited volume examining discourses of Thai
national identity in 1991 was an early successful attempt
at just that, and since the 1990s there has been a large
Thai language scholarship on “khwam-pen-thai,” to the
extent that in all but the most conservative political
discourse criticism of Thai uniqueness is de rigueur
(perhaps a correction is even due). The boom in Area
Studies in Thai universities over the last decade which
is hardly touched upon in this book, has also helped
undermine such claims of uniqueness.

One wonders, therefore, whether Jackson’s project
to “reinvigorate semicolonialism with theoretical force”
(p.47) is both mistimed and misplaced. Anderson’s
revisionist study of colonialism in Thailand’s political
history, produced after the Palace’s implication in the
October 6 massacre and right-wing backlash, was in fact
a full frontal attack on “Chakri absolutism.” While The
Ambiguous Allure of the West touches on the monarchy
it largely escapes the withering treatment meted out by
Anderson. This is a pity, because if the energies of Thai
studies scholars are needed to uncover forms of domi-
nation and subordination in Thailand, they would be
more productively directed towards those much perva-
sive and tangible forms that are orchestrated by the
monarchy and its defenders today. Unlike Western
colonialism, which for a long time has been an “open
book” as far as scholarly access is concerned (one can
even get grants from the colonizers’ governments to
fund it), research into the monarchy’s political, eco-
nomic and social control in Thailand is vastly more
circumscribed in every way, and thus seriously under-
studied.

In summary, this volume’s theoretical aspirations
left this reviewer unimpressed. Yet that weakness
should not discourage the judicious reader from engag-
ing with the remainder of the book which contains much
that will stimulate.

(Patrick Jory - Faculty of Arts, The University of

Queensland)
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Rudolf Mrazek. A Certain Age: Colonial Jakarta
through the Memories of Its Intellectuals. Durham:
Duke University Press, 2010, 328p.

When embarking upon the research for A Certain Age,
historian Rudolf Mrazek envisioned quite a different
book from the one he ended up writing. From 1992 to
2000, he interviewed over 70 Indonesian men and
women who had lived through the changes from Dutch
colonial rule to Japanese occupation to independence.
He expected to hear first-hand accounts of great trans-
formations: “the transition to modernity, from colonial-
. the failed (or unfinished)

Indonesian revolution.” However, in the course of

ism to postcolonialism . .

these dozens of meandering reminiscences, he “stum-
bled across a particular landscape” that came to move
him intensely. Instead of a conventional narrative of
modernization, he offers us a meditation on memory
and its vagaries. In addition, by interweaving Indone-
sian memories with the insights of European avant-
garde intellectuals such as Benjamin, Le Corbusier, and
Proust, he invites us to reflect on the nature of moder-
nity itself, to reconsider it from the perspective of a
coloniality that he sees as often anticipating the metro-
pole.

For this reviewer, ever intruding while reading A
Certain Age were flashbacks to the interviews in Curtis
Levy’s documentary series Riding the Tiger (Australia,
1992) on modern Indonesian history; the series gath-
ered reminiscences of the same time span from much
the same type of eyewitness as appear in Mrazek’s book

(indeed the very same eyewitnesses, in the case of
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Roeslan Abdulgani, Sukarno’s UN ambassador, and
Father Mangunwijaya, the renowned author). Perhaps
Mrazek at first intended to produce what would amount
to an expansion in book form of the work of historical
recovery that that documentary series was. However,
while Riding the Tiger argues a clear thesis that Indone-
sia’s military dictatorship finds its origins in indigenous
feudalism, Dutch colonialism, and Japanese militarism,
A Certain Age by contrast merely suggests or proposes
its theses or, better, simply raises questions. The open-
ended, ambiguous nature of the work is reflected in the
very title: what exactly does the author mean by the
phrase “a certain age”? The late colonial era being
recollected? The moment of recollecting itself, the last
years of the Suharto regime and its immediate after-
math? The physical age of the interviewees them-
selves, in their seventies and eighties, that particular
degree of distance from the world being recalled? Even,
a late colonial age of seeming “certainties,” such as the
apparent permanence of Dutch domination? The mod-
ifier “a certain . . .” itself alludes to imprecision, to the
slipperiness of what one is trying to capture.

While the multivalent title does justice to the con-
tent of the book, the subtitle, “Colonial Jakarta Through
the Memories of Its Intellectuals” hints at a narrower
book than Mrazek actually provides. His interviewees
recall provincial towns almost as much as Batavia/
Jakarta itself; particularly prominent is not surprisingly
Bandung, the “Paris of the East,” “more du jour than
the metropolis,” but even the Boven Digoel prison
camp on the New Guinea periphery appears. The term
“Intellectuals” suggests that Indonesian equivalents of
Benjamin and Adorno will be cited, but in fact the inter-
viewees come from a wide range of occupational back-
grounds: aristocrats, officials, generals, businessmen,
even a kroncong songwriter (Gesang). The book also
represents the ethnic diversity of the late colonial
milieu, including Chinese Indonesians (e.g. Dr. Ong Hok
Ham) and Arab Indonesians (e.g. Hamid Algadri) as well
as Dutch who had “gone native” (e.g. Professor G.].
Resink whose family went back two centuries in the

Indies and Poncke Prinsen who defected to the Indo-
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nesian revolutionary forces). Perhaps the more catch-
all category “intelligentsia” would have been more
accurate than “intellectuals.” In any case, the interview-
ees, in sharing schooling in the Dutch language,
certainly constituted an “elite” within Indies society, no
matter how humble their individual circumstances may
actually have been (some interviewees, for instance,
speak of only wearing shoes to the classroom).
Mrazek organizes his inquiry into a tour of five
architectural loci: bypasses and flyovers; walls; fences;
classrooms; and windows. Like the individual Chinese
logographs around which Jonathan Spence builds his
chapters in The Memory Palace of Matteo Ricci, these
loci give Mrazek the opportunity to talk about much
more than the loci themselves. He begins with the
freeways that tower over contemporary Jakarta, linking
office buildings, hotels, and megamalls into a web of
ultra-modern spaces floating above a sea of kampung,
traditional neighborhoods. Similarly, colonial moder-
nity created quarantined spaces, sealed off from the
“native” (might we not view the post-colonial as, not
the rejection, but the fulfillment of the colonial?). The
author then moves on to “the Walls,” actually not just
to the walls in themselves but to the intimate and not-
so-intimate spaces that they enclosed. In the former
category were the “pre-modern” washrooms where one
scooped water out of tanks to bathe. In the latter
category were the “salons,” the rooms for receiving
guests where the family’s modernity was on display
(including the very modern mini-museums of native
antiques and “exotica”). The following chapter, “The
Fences” is really more about the modern asphalt roads
on which the interviewees sped from their houses to
their schools, passing fence after fence, “overwhelmed
by the newness of the modern urban and the metro-

” o«

politan,” “growing accustomed” (as Mrazek quotes
George Simmel putting it), “to continual abstractions,
to indifference towards that which is spatially closest
and to an intimate relationship to that which is spatially
far removed.”

The other pole of the interviewees’ childhood

existences was the classroom, the destination of their
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daily commutes and the window on, and doorway to,
their destiny, as individuals and as post-colonial Indo-
nesians. The schools, despite themselves in all but the
expressly nationalist Taman Siswa and similar insti-
tutions, instilled discipline. This the interviewees
actually remember with warm gratitude — a discipline
that was so different from what one interviewee, Mr.
Hardjonegoro, describes as Javanese “dreaming” or
overindulgence in “feeling,” a discipline that was “like
learning to fly,” as another, former Air Marshal Omar
Dhani (imprisoned after the 1965 counter-coup) por-
trayed it. It was the colonial school that taught what
“freedom” was and produced the leaders that would
teach the nation how to be free, proclaiming the lesson
like teachers standing at the blackboard.

The tour culminates in a reflection on the Window,
actually more on paintings as windows and on painting-
making and painting-viewing as the calling into being of
new realities (a quintessentially colonial act), whether
we are considering the colonial idylls of the “mooie
Indié” genre or the stirring propaganda posters of the
Japanese period. Considering windows, Mrazek asserts
as elsewhere that “colonies seemed to have been mod-
ern before the modern West truly happened.” This is
one of the most exciting theses in his whole book and
yet to prove it he would have had to resort to argumen-
tation more grounded in precise chronology than his
lyrical, evocative technique provides. What Mrazek
does succeed in conveying through a flood of fragments
of conversations is the very “feel” of what it was like to
“become modern.”

(Andrew J. Abalahin - San Diego State University)

S Vina A. Lanzona. Amazons of the Huk Rebellion:
Gender, Sex and Revolution in the Philippines.

Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 2009,
2 392p.

Vina Lanzona readjusts the historian’s lens when view-
ing the rebellion by the Partido Komunista ng Pilipinas
(Communist Party of the Philippines, PKP) in the early
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1950s by arguing for the critical role of women inside
the organization. Through the extensive interviews she
did of surviving PKP women cadres, she paints a revo-
lutionary organization whose survival depended at a lot
of times to the painstaking involvement and contribu-
tion of these women. For the first time therefore we
have stories of women revolutionaries’ experiences as
told to an admiring academic. These are significant
tales not only because they broaden our understanding
of the communist movement, but also — and perhaps
more importantly — since they probably are what we
will be left with. The destruction of massive amounts
of captured communist documents in a fire that destroyed
a building in one of the military camps in Manila some-
time in the 1960s means that henceforth the piecing
together of more fragments of the PKP’s postwar his-
tories will have to rely on oral testimonies. Lanzona
has done us a fantastic service in preserving these
women-revolutionaries’ recollections and for letting
them speak all over her book.

Yet, while the PKP showed its distinctiveness and
ascendancy over other political organizations in the
Philippines by actively involving women in its projects,
it still could not escape being sexist. Most of them
worked as mail couriers, secretaries to top leaders, and
finance officers in Party cells and units of the PKP’s
guerrilla army, the Hukbong Bayan (People’s Army, or
Huks), but there were a few also who became political
officers of armed units, and those who rose up to the top
leaderships of the Huks and the Party. The latter
remained pretty much under male control and men con-
tinue to be “promoted as commanders while women
served in support units and remained subordinate to
men.” Women “were [also] effectively excluded from
combat duty and discouraged from engaging in direct
military action” (p. 160).

So biased were the Huks against women assigned
heavier burdens that the only way Celia Mariano could
get a promotion was “to assert herself and demand that
the party recognize her capacity for leadership” (p. 170).
But how many other Celia Marianos were granted that

privilege? Mariano was most likely exempted because
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of her tertiary education. She also admitted she pre-
ferred talking politics with the men rather than the
women. Here we notice the seeds of an embryonic elit-
ism within the party of the proletariat which infected
communist parties once they assume power.

And when other women did show signs of becom-
ing more like Mariano, you get the sense that they were
being kept within bounds by their male comrades for
fear they might run out of control. Kumander Dayang-
Dayang’s alleged malfeasance was promptly dealt with
for she was a comrade who appeared to have done so
(we never really got to hear her side of the story). She
was shot (Lanzona notes that Dayang-Dayang was por-
trayed in masculine terms by her male comrades such
that when they decided her fate, her “masculine per-
sona and her male acts warranted a masculine punish-
ment: the firing squad” (p. 173)).

If the politico-military relationships between male
and female revolutionaries were already that com-
plicated, how about their personal ties? Chapter 4 of
Lanzona’s book is probably the most intriguing because
it discusses the way in which communists had tried to
deal with an internal problem that had (and continues
to) bedeviled communist organizations and undermined
their cohesion: love and sex.

V.I. Lenin, once snidely castigated Inessa Armand
that sexuality “was not a Marxist subject” and that con-
cepts like “free love” were nothing but “a bourgeois
concept.” To allow free love was to open cadres to “pro-
miscuity and adultery.” The venerated idol of many a
communists argued that the “only logical and objective
solution to the question of ‘free love’, based on strictly
Marxist class principles was civilian marriage — with
love — entered into by true proletarians devoted to a
shared cause.” Of course Lenin was the first to violate
this norm by making a mistress out of Inessa (to the
silent consternation of his wife Nadya).

The PKP agreed with its Great Leader’s position,
with Huk leader Luis Taruc playing down the “emo-
tional content” (p. 189) and describing intimate relations
inside the organization in masculine terms. PKP men

were also the predators and women cadres often agreed
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to become their lovers “because he was my comrade
[and] we had a cause bigger than ourselves” (p. 202). Of
course, radical Valentinos like PKP leading cadre Casto
Alejandrino took advantage of this attitude with
braggadocio, nurturing relationships with four Huk
women — including possibly a minor — apart from his
wife (Politburo chief Jesus Lava and secretary-general
Felicisimo Macapagal had three!!).

But the PKP also added its own unique panache to
the issue of love and sexuality. To deal with pervasive
“sexual opportunism” the Party “drafted a remarkable
document titled ‘The Revolutionary Solution of the Sex

)

Problem™ (p.215), which allowed, among other things,
men to keep a “forest wife” to keep them company if
“he can convince the leading committee . . . to which he
belongs that either his health or his work are being ad-
versely affected by absence from his wife.” Taking a
forest wife is also allowed if the cadre inform his “low-
land” wife and give her “the freedom to enter into a
similar relationship in the barrio or the city, if she, too,
finds herself unable to withstand the frustration”
(p.217).

There were criticisms against this arrangement,
but with the top cadres leading the way in acquiring
“forest wives” and not being reprimanded for it, these
complaints never gained traction.

These women accepted their fate, with one poi-
gnantly absolving Alejandro for he “was really married
to the revolution” (p.203). Another woman cadre,
Linda Ayala, explained to her critics why she married
Jesus Lava this way: “Do not think that I chose him
because he was a top leader. That is not true. I do not
love him, but for the sake of the movement, I am willing to
be with him. We will not find anyone who will be as
intelligent as him; we cannot replace him anymore. So
I am giving myself to him.” She added: “Since we got
married, my major assignment was to safeguard him”
(p. 204, italics mine).

Lanzona is scathing in her critique of this revolu-
tionary machismo and she is definitely into something
when she argues that these “extramarital relationships

compromised the growth and solidarity of the move-
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ment.” This thread — exploring the link between gen-
der bias and revolutionary collapse — is something
worth studying in the future.

Except for some minor plaints (I have issues with
Lanzona’s use of certain scholars she cites as authori-
ties on the gender relationships inside the revolution),
Amazons of the Huk Rebellion is a path-breaking work.
It is a worthy addition to the already growing literature
on the centrality of women in Southeast Asian history
and politics.

(Patricio Nunez Abinales - CSEAS)
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Since the late 1970s, the dakwah (reform, revivalist)
movement and later the government, tried to elevate
the status and practice of Islam in Malaysia. Although
commencing from a different departure point, the state
Islamisation project and the revivalist embraced a
similar platform to produce a non-western modernity of
Malaysia. The general picture of Malaysian Islamisation
and modernization shows strong male domination,
while women are controlled and placed into domestic
roles. However, beyond this general picture lie possi-
bilities that Malay women in the Islamisation period
experienced individual transformation in the sense that
“they produce, recreate, and transform Islamic dis-
course and practice” (p.5). In this context this book,
resulting from a dissertation project during nearly a year
of anthropological work involving individual women and
religious studies in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia from 1995
to 1996 followed by subsequent research until 2009,
shows interesting grounds for presenting intimate
portrayals of Malay women’s agency in Malaysia Islami-

sation.
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As indicated by the title, this volume elaborates
personal and collective experiences of Malay women
embracing Islam in reaching piety, by focusing on three
religious activities namely, increasing religious knowl-
edge, performing religious duties, and carving out a
religious space. In bringing the intimate experience of
Malay women as an agent in Islamisation, the introduc-
tion shows an awareness of an analytical shift, from a
“subordination” point of view, where women are vic-
timized subjects, to “resistance” where women act as
agents. A theoretical feminist platform on women’s
agency has enabled scholars to present Muslim women'’s
active engagement in tradition or religious practice to
resist male domination. However, this book wants to
go beyond the established feminist notion of agency. It
insists that, for the case of Islamisation in Malaysia,
“women’s religious commitment and practice have
dimensions other than resistance or subordination”
(p.8). The introduction also provides a brief review of
works on women'’s piety in Muslim and Christian tradi-
tions, while clearly emphasizing its unique findings on
the meaning of piety and agency in Islamisation in
Malaysia.

After the introduction, the book provides a critical
background explanation of the interplay between ethnic
identity and religious affiliation in shaping moderni-
zation and Islamisation in Malaysia. It subsequently
presents a very interesting discussion on the tension
between adat and Islam, and changes the aspect of
gender relations where women'’s active engagement in
scripture and women’s access to education was pro-
moted by early Islamic reform (kaum muda movement)
since the colonial period, which evolved into postcolo-
nial Islamic reform (dakwah movement). It is here
where the objective shifts to safeguarding the moral
values of Malay women. It carefully examines the com-
plexity of meanings, forms and aspects of the dakwah
movement, which then leads to the author underlining
the similarities in the importance of religious educa-
tion.

Acquiring religious knowledge is an important

point of departure in submitting to God’s will. In this

gﬂf—"

sense, I am very impressed with the elaboration in
Chapter 3 of various kinds of women’s religious classes
in attaining religious knowledge in mosques, workplaces,
dakwah groups and homes, where different issues,
debates and tension in joining religious studies, includ-
ing the intimate experience of the reason and meaning
of adopting veiling, are presented in detail. Chapter 4
delivers a slight description of women'’s everyday reli-
gious practices centering on the five pillars of Islam:
the declaration of faith (shahada, the Oneness of God),
ritual prayer (sembahyang), fasting during the Ramadan
month, paying the yearly tithe (zakat), and pilgrimage.
This chapter, however, leaves much room for further
elaboration. In discussing the Oneness of God, for in-
stance, it would be more interesting if the author could
seek a deeper investigation into women’s personal
religious experiences through scripture or practice that
connect to shahada as the very basic Islamic pillar,
before looking into external experiences such as per-
ceptions toward non-Islamic beliefs and practices.
Except for the section on praying, in which the book
presents interesting stories of challenges faced by
Malay women, the elaboration on fasting, zakat, and
pilgrimage could have been improved through providing
more intimate portrayals of Malay women’s acts of
piety.

The discussion on women creating religious space,
in Chapter 5, leads to an interesting feature: the chang-
ing aspect of traditional Malay adat, Islam, and forms of
women’s religious agency. It shows that middle-class
Malay women are able to transform kenduri, a rural
Malay traditional-syncretism communal ritual where
women possess supportive yet peripheral positions
over men who are assigned a central element, into a
majlis doa, where women acquired higher control and
authority in performing religious gatherings in their
homes. However, after diligently exemplifying the
religious scripture and performing the Islamic religious
practices, there is still the question “are you mukmin?”
This critical question is addressed in the next Chapter
by presenting the intriguing nuances of women’s efforts

in becoming mukmin (“God fearing person” p.162;

477



W T YT

“being person with akal, a person who could resist
nafsu” p.173). Surprisingly, in the quest to become
mukmin, they do not have intentions to disrupt estab-
lished religious perceptions and practices that men are
the religious authority of the family.

The previous point leads into the conclusion of the
book, that pious Malay women who flourished within
Malaysian Islamisation do not necessarily challenge or
resist male authority, as usually understood in feminist
discourse. Their desire to submit to God’s will, include
taking on traditional gender roles as devout house-
wives, are more important, rather than the need to
resist the patriarchal norm. This book provides an
original assessment of Muslim women'’s experiences as
religious subjects, whose acts and meaning of piety, are
contradicted in the conceptualization of agency in femi-
nist theory. Despite the limitations mentioned, this
book is rare. It does not only present the more nuanced
unique features of Malay women and Islam as an already
distinct feature of women in Southeast Asia, but it also
postulates a different perspective of agency within
feminist thinking.

(Kurniawati Hastuti Dewi - Graduate School of Asian
and African Area Studies, Kyoto Univercity)

Yos Santasombat. Flexible Peasants: Reconceptual-
1zing the Third World’s Rural Types. Chiang Mai:
Regional Center for Social Science and Sustainable
Development (RCSD), Chiang Mai University
Press, 2008, 287p.

This book is an outcome of the author’s extensive study
on the importance of local knowledge and biodiversity
in relation to ethnicity and community-based natural
resource management. It discusses representations of
peasant society in northern Thailand since around 1990.
Based on his study of political elites in the 1980s, his
experiences in the movement for democratization and
for community forests, the author discusses the political
strategies among rural and minority people claiming

rights vis-a-vis the state. This book is a result of his
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long-term studies in Nan and Chiang Mai Provinces in
northern Thailand and it demonstrates his framework
for understanding peasant society and its changes in
Thailand.

Among Thai researchers studying peasant society,
political movements among peasants and transforma-
tion of peasant identity have been key points in explor-
ing how peasant society has been transformed in the
face of modern socio-economic changes in Thai society
especially after the 1980s. In Thailand, political peasant
movements’ claims to land and livelihood rights became
active following the implementation of land-use policies
and development projects, and the rise of a popular
movement against the government. Thai peasant stud-
ies have insisted on the possibility of resistance against
the state by peasants, contrasting peasant society with
the urban one in discussions on peasant identity formu-
lated against authority as well as on subsistence liveli-
hood.

Particularly in northern Thailand, where there are
people referred to as “hill tribes,” political movements
claiming land rights and their relationship with ethnic
representations are prominent issues in recent studies,
as we see in Chapters 2 and 3 of this book. In this move-
ment, Karen, one of the ethnic minority groups, are
represented as indigenous forest protectors who live in
harmony with nature. There has been much discussion
pointing out that this unified representation of Karen,
their sustainable agricultural practice and their relation
with their traditional culture, runs the risk of undermin-
ing their claims for a greater share of natural resources
and development assistance. On the one hand, NGOs
and academics who have perpetuated this representa-
tion regard the strategic effects of such political claims
as being more important than recognizing the varied
realities of actual Karen communities regarding com-
mercial and agricultural changes, including the fact that
many Karen today engage in commercial agriculture and
wage labor rather than subsistence rice farming. In
contrast, those who are critical of such views claim that
this kind of idealized representation potentially con-

tributes to the marginalization of Karen farmers and
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excludes the Karen from elite and state discourse,
especially in regards to agricultural practices [Walker
2001]. Regarding this argument, the author clearly
adopts the former position, emphasizing the strategic
importance of this symbolic representation of Karen
against hegemonic discourse and the state. Moreover,
he claims that this ethnic representation makes Karen
themselves conscious of their local knowledge as useful
and stimulates them to re-value their culture and iden-
tity in the process of struggle (see Chapter 3).

In this book, the author situates the symbolic value
of peasant representation within broader contexts. He
explores the different ways in which rural groups in
northern Thailand are struggling and experimenting
with various forms of symbolic representations of them-
selves and their communities in their resistance towards
the state, other agencies and interests. In this process,
issues of local knowledge and biodiversity become
paramount to claims for human rights as well as com-
munity rights over resource management in relation to
ethnic representation. With the two key points above,
he tries to grasp the complexity of rapidly changing
peasant societies in the context of modern industrial-
ized agriculture and nation-wide hegemony over peas-
ants, and attempts to re-conceptualize northern Thai
rural societies and peasants in more dynamic and flex-
ible ways.

In the introduction, the author reviews the history
of peasant studies and shows how these previous studies
adopted a unilinear framework of evolutionary develop-
ment to argue that peasant society represents the low-
est stages of development and the primitive “other”
counterpoint to the “self” posited by civilized society.
He also points out that in analyzing peasants in the con-
text of social and economic changes, some researchers
have discussed the persistence of subsistence economy,
while others claimed the disappearance of peasantry
due to capitalist expansion. Yet, none of these studies
dealt with the dynamism that exists between subsist-
ence production and commodity production. As a result,
these studies have propagated a form of peasant essen-

tialism, and the author argues that such a perception is
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not appropriate for understanding peasant society
today.

How, then, can we re-conceptualize the peasantry?
Chapter 1 traces the history of socio-economic changes
in peasant society in northern Thailand and argues for
the re-conceptualization of the peasantry. Firstly, peas-
ant identity has to be understood as flexible. In contrast
to the power of the nation-state which manipulates rural
and marginalized people’s identities, human rights and
eco-politics came to be related to ethnicity. In this situ-
ation, we need to develop ethnographic and political
forms of representation that correspond to flexible rural
identities. Secondly, the author insists that in the north-
ern Thai context, expanding the issues from those of
classical peasantry to ones that incorporate ethnicity
opens up new possibilities. This represents a shift in
the politics of social space from the narrow production-
ist issues of agrarian policies to broader issues involving
not only the struggle for land but also the struggle for
control over symbolic value and its use in the construc-
tion of collective identities, which can be suitable for
dispossessed, marginalized and heterogeneous popula-
tions. This is why even though the book refers to
“northern Thai peasantry,” the author includes not only
northern Tai lowlanders but also ethnic highlanders
such as Lua and Karen in his discussion.

In Chapters 2 and 3, the author explores how the
ethnic identity of highland minorities is situationally
reconstructed within the context of changing power
relations and socio-economic conditions, especially with
regards to the struggle for forest land rights.

Chapter 2 is about the identity formation of Lua
people, one of the ethnic highland groups in Nan
Province whose daily lives are intimately linked to shift-
ing cultivation. Since the late 19" century, forest areas
deemed to be commercially profitable were granted to
logging concessions through some forest policies, and
local forest users were condemned as forest destroyers.
But after a major landslide in 1989, the Royal Forest
Department radically shifted management priorities
from commercialism to conservation, which strictly

restricted shifting cultivation and forest use. This has
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increasingly threatened the security of local villagers.
In response, Lua villagers in the region, NGOs and
grassroots activist groups, demanded access to forests
and swidden fields while opposing the designation of the
forest areas as a national park. Through the politics of
place, and through religious rituals that re-established
their sense of place as the first inhabitants and rightful
owners of the land and increased ethnic consciousness,
the unity of a community in resistance was formed. The
author thereby claims that Lua land has been con-
ceptualized as the site of struggle, a contested terrain
of symbolic-material practices and of ethnic boundaries,
which continue to produce the opposition between Lua
and others.

Chapter 3 demonstrates the relationship between
the cultural production of Karen ethnicity and the
political economy of symbolic power in the contest over
legitimacy of resource-use. The author traces the con-
struction of the Karen image during the past two
decades as forest guardians and conservationists against
hegemonic state discourse which condemns them as
forest destroyers. That is, some of the Karen them-
selves, as well as NGO leaders, promote the strategy of
investing Karen local knowledge in political action in
order to reinforce their identification as “children of the
forest.” Through this, the negative identities embodied
by the Karen through their negotiations with the state
as denigrated hill-tribes, illiterate peasants and forest
destroyers are transformed into a single social political
category of “indigenous forest manager.” The author
concludes that when ethnicity enters the terrain of
environmental issues in areas with peasant populations,
then the conventional politics of agrarian reform evolves
from a struggle for forestland as a means of production
to “territory” as a space within which not only autono-
mous production but also the reproduction of “cultural
identity” can take place.

Chapter 4 reveals the process by which peasants
re-discover their cultural traditions of farming local
varieties and diverse crops in order to remain innova-
tive and flexible. Since the 1960s, the government has

tried to use only a few high-yield species of rice and
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peasants no longer have complete control over their
production system, both in terms of knowledge about
production and the paths to acquiring such knowledge,
as well as control over actual varieties of local species.
Nowadays, however, many peasants have begun to
revert to practicing small-scale diversified agriculture
and converting cash crops to paddy in order to reduce
production risks. The author concludes that Marxist
and modernist theorists are wrong to argue that the
growth of commerce will uniformly convert peasants
and local production from traditional into modern. On
the contrary, cultivars’ diversity and knowledge can be
retained, revived, and re-developed in many peasant
communities. These peasants demonstrate their capac-
ity to reconstruct new images of biodiversity managers
in order to create a more dynamic symbolic representa-
tion of themselves.

Chapter 5 presents the analysis of changes and
dynamism of peasant economies in northern Thailand
by revisiting four villages which had been studied by
anthropologists during the past 50 years. Thai peasants
have been coerced into increasing dependence on ex-
ternal political, economic, technological and cultural
forces. In summarizing this process, the author states
that because of these influences, Thai peasants’ identi-
ties and social roles are flexible, diverse and self-
contradictory, capable of responding to varying and par-
ticular situations, conditions, and locations. For example,
northern Thai peasants are continually faced with in-
creasingly complex economic decisions including fishing,
growing vegetables for consumption, petty trade, and
wage labor. Furthermore, the peasant economy is
never confined to subsistence activities such as rice
production alone. This is akin to being both peasants
and laborers at the same time. Thus, the author con-
cludes that an adequate ethnographic study of rural
northern Thai communities should situate them within
broader transnational and global contexts that effec-
tively dissolve such anachronistic binary oppositions as
rural-urban, traditional-modern and peasant-proletariat.

Summarizing the main arguments in Chapter 6, the

author reveals how the re-conceptualization of “flexible
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peasants” is useful in understanding rural people within
dynamic relationships and with multiple identities. His
point is that contemporary rural politics is increasingly
elaborated in terms of human rights, community rights
over resource management, and ethnicity. This provides
an important arena in which new images and identities
of contemporary peasants are constructed and repre-
sented as protectors of forests and managers of bio-
diversity. It also marks a shift in the anthropology of
peasants from the idea of peasants as “unitary objects”
to “complex subjects,” and furthermore, forces us to
take into consideration the significance of the peasantry
as a social force.

In a situation where previous studies on peasants
and their political movements have emphasized the
hegemonic construction of a discourse of subsistence
livelihood and its relationship with peasant identity or
a discourse of idealized rural life, this book is valuable
in arguing in favor of how peasants themselves have
managed and reformed their own representation sub-
jectively in several concrete situations against the

hegemonic discourses of the state. On the other hand,
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in the author’s eagerness to stress the subjectivity of
peasants, the book lacks due consideration of the pro-
cess in which these discourses surrounding subsistence
and ethnicity have been mutually constructed by peas-
ants themselves, on the one hand, and hegemonic
power on the other, in the face of socio-economic changes,
not only in the political arena but also in everyday life.
We can say that this book provides us with a starting
point for further investigation of how these discourses
affect the everyday life of rural people, how they are
re-constructed and negotiated, to what extent these
discourses regulate or influence people’s options, and
what kind of options are available in a particular situa-
tion.

(Tazaki Ikuko (FHIFARF) - Graduate School of Asian

and African Area Studies, Kyoto University)

References

Walker, Andrew. 2001. The “Karen Consensus,” Ethnic
Politics and Resource-Use Legitimacy in Northern
Thailand. Asian Ethnicity 2(2): 145-162.

481



