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ABSTRACT

This collection of articles highlights issues related to the representation of social meanings and identities in the production and reception of the creative arts in the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand and Burma. The articles illustrate that the creative arts are sites of dialogue which articulate diverse meanings to different audiences. They are forms of representation which generate new identities and provide spaces for artistes to speak. Artistes become agents of change as they negotiate their identities and respond to larger social issues and forces such as gender, ethnicity, modernity, nation building, migration, global flows of culture, militarism and authoritarianism. The articles exemplify ways of negotiating the dominant modes of power that prevail in Southeast Asia.
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This special issue of Wacana Seni is a collection of articles on the creative arts which were presented at the international conference entitled Southeast Asia, A Global Crossroads on 8–9 December 2005 in Chiang Mai, Thailand1. This conference was organised by the SEASREP (Southeast Asian Studies Regional Exchange Program) Foundation in celebration of its 10th anniversary. Through grants funded mainly by the Toyota Foundation, SEASREP has promoted collaborative and comparative research about the Southeast Asian region by researchers within the region.

The articles reflect issues about the arts that are of concern among the present generation of Southeast Asian researchers and arts practitioners in the region. In particular, they point to the strategies of representation and contestation in the creative arts. How is meaning produced through representation, discourse, image or performance? How do playwrights, musicians, craftsmen and visual artists rework codes of representation such as local stories, characters or languages or traditional songs to create new social identities or to subvert authoritarian rule? How do the artists and consumers negotiate meaning as they respond to the play of power that takes place between the state, cultural producers and multinational conglomerates? How does the researcher recover the voices of the marginalised who have lost cultural objects and codes of representation? The focus of inquiry is on the “voices of the other” including postcolonial subjects, the marginalised, minorities and migrants at border areas.

RESEARCH ON THE ARTS IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

Until the mid-1970s, academic writing on the performing and visual arts of Southeast Asia was mainly written by scholars from Europe and America. Early researchers such as Jaap Kunst and Colin Macphee focused on Javanese and Balinese gamelan respectively, Beryl de Zoete and Walter Spies described dance and drama in Bali while Claire Holt analysed the visual arts. Works on music were rich with descriptions of musical instruments, music theory, scale and elements of style; while those on dance and theatre focused on techniques, structure and repertoire. These early researchers also wrote about the functions of the art forms and their cultural contexts (Kartomi 1995).

Many of the early works were court-centred. The Dutch scholar, Jaap Kunst who documented Javanese music with the help of Indonesian aristocrats in the 1930s, considered popular theatre (such as komedi stambul and ketoprak) and the hybridised Indonesian kroncong music) which were popular among the common people, as inferior (Kunst 1973). The trend of studying court forms continued during the post-independence period. It was only in the 1970s and 1980s that local scholars (many of whom were sent overseas to obtain higher degrees) and their foreign counterparts began to study folk and popular forms of performing and visual arts of the region seriously. However, the ethnographic documentation of traditional forms in their cultural contexts and formal analyses of structures, remained a focal point as scholars feared the dying of cultures in the wake of modernisation and conflict in specific countries in Southeast Asia.

This collection of articles marks a shift of methodological focus away from the description and analysis of the structures, style and functions of court forms of music, dance, drama or visual arts which are associated with the earlier researchers of Southeast Asian arts. Rather, the authors in this volume study folk, contemporary and commercial forms of popular and visual arts. They focus on issues pertaining to the practices of representation, contestation and agency in the production and consumption of culture, which are current in cultural, postcolonial and performance studies. Nevertheless, their writings continue to be rich in empirical data with lively descriptions of sound, movement and images. As many of them are actively involved in creating and performing art works themselves, they are empowered to voice their opinions against any essentialised descriptions of art or culture.


The writers in this special issue also come from different disciplines (anthropology, cultural studies, art history, ethnomusicology, gender studies, performance studies, theatre and visual arts), and are multidisciplinary in their approaches. The articles point to the increasing mutual influence and shared problematics between the different disciplines. Methodological crossovers provide a departure for further research on the arts which is emerging as a challenging area of research but which had remained in the periphery in academic discourse in the past. Thinking across disciplines has increased the analytical tools for research and provided the potential for comparison between nations.

While cultural ethnographies in the past designated the researcher as the specialist and others as informants to be cited, the “self-reflexive” fieldwork reports by many of the writers in this volume provide a forum for dialogue between researcher and informants over a range of issues. The ethnographer or researcher no longer speaks with “automatic authority” for others who are “unable to speak for themselves” or considered “pre-literate” (Clifford and Marcus 1986: 10, 14).

REPRESENTATIONS, ARTICULATING MEANINGS AND CULTURAL STRUGGLE

Stuart Hall, who was instrumental in developing cultural studies as a multidisciplinary approach to study culture and ideology, has argued that cultural texts or practices are sites where the articulation of meaning takes place. Meaning is “expressed in a specific context, a specific historical moment, within a specific discourse” (Hall 1981).

Cultural meanings are not “reflected” but constructed and disseminated through systems of representation or what Hall calls “languages” (Hall 1997). These systems of representation include cultural texts such as literature, art works (painting, installation art and comics), performances (dance, drama and music), film and other types of new media. Various layers of meaning are conveyed through the use of semiotic or representation codes2 such as costume, visual imagery, sets, music, choreography, verbal and gestural languages and performance elements. These codes can be interpreted differently by different audiences.

Because diverse meanings can be attributed to the same cultural text or practice, representational systems can become sites of struggle. On the one hand, representational systems recreate the ideologies of those who control the texts. Ideologies produced by the economic or political elite tend to be more powerful and dominant. When these elites represent, they control how others perceive them. Postcolonial studies, a subfield of literary studies which emerged in the 1980s and 1990s, provide many examples. In his book Orientalism, Edward Said (1978) analysed the representational practices in 19th century European texts, showing that orientalist colonial discourses were influential in governing and suppressing “the Orient.”

On the other hand, because ideologies are constructed, they can also be deconstructed. There is potential for agency and representational systems have the capability to subvert ideologies. Textual contestations to colonial representations have taken various forms. The Empire Writes Back (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 1989) traces various courses through which the Orient “answers back” to the dominance of the Empire through literature. Likewise, artists in postcolonial countries have reclaimed pre-contact forms of performance, ritual, visual arts, language, costume, performance space, character, historical context and other conventions to deconstruct colonial texts and to “answer back” (Gilbert and Tompkins 1996).

Concerned with the body, lyrics, sound, image, cultural objects and other codes of representation as sites of struggle, the authors focus on the links between form and content and counter-strategies in representation. As meaning is constructed, the contexts that condition cultural expressions become important. The various tiers of meaning and coded information that a performance or art work communicates, can operate counter-discursively. Hence the alternative staging of a scene, use of specific movement or painting of a particular figure, can be used to express different meanings or to subvert dominant discourses or ideologies.3

It must be emphasised, however, that the boundaries of subjugation and contestation in the arts are difficult to pin down. The articles in this special issue go beyond simple dichotomies such as West/East or State/People or Global/Local. Rather, the arts are seen as discursive fields in which artistes navigate meanings through representations. They investigate a range of cultural texts or representation systems such as music (Ferguson, Tan Shzr Ee, Baes), visual arts, photography and art installations (Datuin, Tolentino, Baes), material culture (Tolentino, Baes), comics (Fernando) and theatre (Rajendran).

The problematic dealt with in this special issue is how specific social, ethnic and gendered identities are being articulated and represented in the creation, staging and reception of the arts. Through signification, the arts play an important role in the construction, negotiation and exploration of these identities. Identities are, however, never fixed in some “essentialised past,” but undergo constant change as they are subject to the continuous “play of history, culture and power” (Hall 1990: 224)4. They are defined by continuity with the past as well as difference as artistes dialogue with local and global political and economic forces. The following chapters illustrate the repositioning of Southeast Asian identities by artistes in relation to forces such as global flows of culture, colonialism, gender and patriarchy, modernity, nation building, authoritarianism as well as militarism.


GLOBAL FLOWS GENERATE NEW IDENTITIES

The first two articles deal with the production of new identities as a consequence of the global flows of culture. They illustrate that global culture produced by transnational conglomerates and circulated as commodities need not necessarily end in a culturally homogeneous world. As Appadurai (1990) emphasises, global culture disseminated through “ideoscapes, ethnoscapes, finanscapes and technoscapes,” is characterised by “disjuncture and difference.”

Popular music is a case in point. The dissemination of Anglo-American sounds and technologies has not led to homogenisation that some cultural imperialism analysts feared (Adorno 1991). New musical syncretism have emerged from the exchange between nations and regions. Global pop has been transformed through the incorporation of local aesthetics and embodies new identities and social meanings.

Jane Ferguson’s article Sublime Rock: Burmese Popular Music, Language Code Switching and Sentimentalism among Shan Migrants at the Thai-Burma Border looks at the consumption of Burmese popular music by the Shans who have migrated across the border into Thailand as a consequence of conflict and poverty. She observes that Burmese pop music communicates in multiple ways to the Shan migrants and is “a site of struggle for Shan identity and culture.” Shan recording artists such as Sai Mao and Sai Htee Saing are particularly popular as many of their songs “deal with aspects of being Shan in a country ruled by Burmans.” Representational codes which appear in the texts such as Shan clothing, and local foods like the Hto Nao bean (the staple food of the migrants) signify Shan ethnicity and identity. The singers express nostalgia for their Shan homeland and life in the lyrics of the songs. The Burmese texts are sung with Shan accent showing difference from other popular songs sung by Burmese singers.


Popular Burmese rock songs are also sung by the young Shan people in guitar and drumming jam sessions at the Thai-Burma border. In these sessions, the singers “play with the language and other signifiers bringing in local meanings to the foreign songs.” Language switching between Shan, Tai and Burmese, is also part of everyday interaction among the Shan migrants. Ferguson shows that the Shan migrants rework the meaning of the pop song texts in relation to their personal experiences. Through these pop songs, they express longing for their Shan homeland, challenge Burmese cultural discourses and create new identities living in Thailand.

Just as localised pop songs can project the recreated identities of the musicians, new material culture produced for commercial purposes can also signify the changing identities of the makers. In his article, Authentic/Adulterated Artifacts: Material Culture and Ethnicity in Contemporary Java and Ifugao, Delfin Tolentino, Jr. writes about the impact of globalisation and commercialism on the material culture of the indigenous Ifugao from the Gran Cordillera Central of the Philippines and the batik and topeng (mask) designers in Yogyakarta, Central Java. The Ifugao have recarved the bul-ul figures, wooden vessels and other objects used for rituals as “curios of tourist art” following “aesthetics introduced by Manila antique dealers and interior designers.” Likewise, batik designs which were linked to social rank, ceremonial occasions and community rituals in Yogyakarta, have been replaced by those depicting “landscapes, rural scenes and portraits of natives” for the consumption of tourists. The topeng used in masked dance, are now reproduced for “decorative purposes” and no longer linked to mythology or characters of the dance.

Although dissociated from their original meanings, Tolentino contends that these material objects sill function as markers of local identity that is being transformed. They are “representations of a native culture that has changed” and should be seen as “attempts to revitalise old traditions, by people who know that they are no longer artisans working in isolation but producers in a global network prompted by commercial demands” and “contemporary notions of decorative arts.”

NEGOTIATING AND RECONSTRUCTING GENDERED AND NATIONAL IDENTITIES

In the subsequent article entitled Reclaiming the Healing Arts of the Ancient Priestess: Babaylanism as Site of Southeast Asian “Feminisms,” Flaudette May V. Datuin argues that women artists have intervened in the discourses that naturalise gender hierarchies through representational systems such as painting and installation art. These art works provide contexts for the reconstitution of gender roles and identities and the articulation of a “multiplicity of feminisms.” Analysing the paintings of women artists in Indonesia, Philippines and Thailand, Datuin shows that these artists “return the gaze of the patriarchal vision” by reclaiming ancient female goddesses and priestesses in their creations. By so doing, the women artists are empowered to represent themselves, and become involved in defining an “emerging feminine aesthetic in Asia.” Datuin argues that “strategic essentialism,” a term introduced by Spivak, is an effective strategy employed by women to show difference and to claim a speaking voice.

In “Hanoman’s Task,” Ni Made Sri Asih of Bali painted Sita, the female lead character and goddess in the Ramayana, as a strong and courageous woman. Sita sits on Hanuman’s shoulders and holds a keris as though she is ready for battle. This representation contrasts from the Javanese version where Sita is presented as fragile and subjugated. Similarly, Phaptawan Suwannakudt, the only mural painter in Thailand, painted Thoranee, the Earth Goddess, who was witness to Buddha’s right to enlightenment, as one who could create and destroy at the same time. In an art exhibition by women artists (curated by Datuin) held at the Cultural Centre of the Philipines 2004, the goddess Mebuyan was featured in a performance ritual signifying women’s “life-giving powers” and the “capacity to nurture.” Mebuyan moved to the accompaniment of prayers chanted by the women artists and painted the walls with “fluids pressed out of her many breasts.” Through Mebuyan, the women artists then called on Babaylan, the ancient priestess who was the traditional bearer of knowledge, culture and medicine, to be present. For the women artists of Bali, Thailand and the Philippines, the female goddesses and priestesses represented sites of comfort, pain as well as of possible liberation.

The next two articles examine how artistes negotiate distinctive forms of identification which are constructed by the state and cultural elites of Malaysia and Singapore. As I have discussed elsewhere, nation building and the creation of a national identity among the diverse ethnic groups involve a degree of streamlining and homogenisation. The state devotes funds in self-representation and disseminates its discourses through the media and selected cultural texts and events (Tan 1990; Yao 2000). Nonetheless, the state’s notion of national identity is often negotiated from below. The performing and creative arts are often ways of showing difference. The following two articles illustrate different representational strategies employed by artists in Malaysia and Singapore which subvert official national identities based on essentialist ethnic categories.

Charlene Rajendran’s article Negotiating Difference in Krishen Jit’s Theatre: Staging Identities and Contesting Boundaries in Multicultural Malaysia looks at how the late Krishen Jit, one of the pioneers of contemporary theatre in Malaysia, uses “casting against race” and the “mixing of languages” to negotiate this articulation of essential identities. While official national identity is based on racial division into four essentialist categories of Malay, Chinese, Indian and others, the experience below the nation is of linguistic and cultural mixing. By casting a Malay boy as the Indian, Ratnam, in the production of The Cord (1994) by K. S. Maniam, Jit challenged the “construct of identity based singularly on race” and projected the “alternative imaginings of self.” In A Chance Encounter (1999), Anita, the young cosmopolitan Chinese salesgirl mixed English, Malay and Cantonese words, accents and syntaxes. Fatima, an elderly Penang Indian Muslim, used local Penang Malay and some English. Language switching and the blending of words reflect everyday reality in Malaysia. Jit’s characters depicted ways of being Malaysian without being bound by language or ethnicity. His plays also provided an arena where this “cultural phenomenon could be staged and publicly performed for reflection and interrogation.”

In the subsequent article entitled A Chinese Take(Away) of Brahms: How the Singapore Chinese Orchestra Courted Europe, Tan Shzr Ee explores the Singapore Chinese Orchestra’s (SCO) multilayered representations of Singaporean Chinese identity to foreign audiences in London and Budapest. These representations ranged from various viewpoints rather than the discourse of a homogeneous national imagery. The programming strategy was influenced by “state endorsed identity” (as the SCO was set up by the Prime Minister and the tour to London and Budapest was sponsored by the Singapore Tourism Board and the National Arts Council), requests of the international hosts and the conductor’s preferences.

The conductor tried to attract the audiences in the two cities with different programming and constructed situational identity to audiences. For the London audiences, the conductor presented a modern and cosmopolitan Chineseness. The program included Chinese avant-garde pieces of composers from Hong Kong and China. These works were accompanied by multimedia presentations of the “painting of a celestial creature” and “live demonstrations of an artist painting a scroll.” Also included in the program was Tan Dun’s Crouching Tiger which was familiar to British audiences and requested by the British hosts. By contrast, in the program for Budapest, the conductor presented exoticised Chinese music which had Malay folk melodies incorporated. As the audience there was not accustomed to Chinese music, the orchestra performed arrangements of the works of Hungarian composers such as Kodaly and Bartok and Brahm’s Hungarian dance which were known to the audience. By representing a different cosmopolitan or exoticised Chineseness, the SCO conductor’s programming subverted Singapore’s official policy of maintaining essential group identities (such as Chinese, Malay, Indian and others).

CONTESTING AUTHORITARIANISM AND MILITARISM

The last two articles focus on representational strategies used by artists to envision change in states which are under authoritarian and military rule. The authors illustrate how communities utilise codes of representation to symbolically contest inequality and subjugation under regimes where the distribution of power is imbalanced. Signifiers can also be employed to recoup identities and traditions that have been lost due to conflict.

Dakila Fernando’s study entitled Militarism and Authoritarian Rule: Visualizing Desire for Social and Political Change in the Philippines and Indonesia through the Comics of Nonoy Marcelo and Sapto Raharjo (Athonk), maintains that comics is a means to express sentiments for change in societies under authoritarian and military rule. For Dakila, comic is a medium that reaches all groups including the poor and uneducated. Diverse meanings can be interpreted from the humourous images and texts. Athonk, a student activist from Semarang, expressed strong sentiments towards President Suharto’s authoritarian rule in Bad Times Stories 1 and 2 (1994). He used ball pens to draw and photocopied his comics for distribution. The main characters in the series were represented by three black demons who were constantly trying to escape from the suppression of the angels. Athonk reversed the roles of the devils and angels, symbolising devils as good and angels as bad forces. Militarism was signified by sketches of angels with protruding eyes wearing white uniforms, immoveable stone heads and images of “armed attack, ammunition and bombs.”


In the Philippines, Nonoy Marcelo created the comic series Ikabod Bubwit to protest against President Marcos’ authoritarian and military rule and to “visualise change” in the 1970s. The comics were published in newspaper bulletins in the late 1970s and later as comic books using pen and ink. The comics revolved around the adventures of a mouse called Ikabod (mouse in the Philippines) who lived in Dagalandia. Dagalandia was ruled by the Big Boss, a lazy fat cat called Myawoka, who was perpetually trying to kill the mice. Myawoka represented the dictator while Ikabod and his friends represented the Filipino people. The latter developed ways to cope with the hardships living in a world of constant fear. Both artists used humourous images and texts as a symbolic attack on their respective states, to comment on the social ills and mismanagement of the respective rulers and to call for change.

The final article, When There is No More Music…or…Dumagat Internal Refugees in the Philippines and the Issues of “Cultural Objecthood” by Jonas Baes, shows how photographs of material culture are modes of representation which can help the younger generation recover traditions and identities that they have lost as a consequence of conflict and militarism. Baes focuses on the Dumagat indigenous people living at the Kanlungan refugee center in Mindanao. These “internal refugees” had to leave their ancestral lands because of armed conflict between the “government’s military and rebel groups including the communist New People’s Army.” Militarism increased as the indigenous people opposed mining operations and the building of dams by big corporations. These internal refugees have not only lost their land but their cultural objects and music as well.

Baes recounts the experiences of a cultural activist, Sergio, who set out to produce a play about the plight of the Dumagat so that the marginalisation and militarisation of the internal refugees could be publicised. Sergio wanted to let the children tell the stories of Nanay Adeling whose husband was murdered by the military as he opposed the building of a dam in their ancestral land. He wanted the children to use their cultural traditions but the latter had no memories of their indigenous cultural objects as these items had been estranged from their context and place of origin. Sergio helped the Dumagat recover their history and traditions by showing photographs of traditional material culture to Nanay. As she looked at the photographs, Nanay recalled the past and created the play together with Sergio. Cultural representations are ways for those who have lost their cultural traditions to reclaim their past and identities. Baes concludes that musical recordings are other forms of representation which could be used to bring back memories about the musical cultures of these internal refugees.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The articles in this collection highlight issues related to the representation of social meanings and identities in the production and reception of the creative arts in selected parts of Southeast Asia. Covering a range of cultural texts and nations of Southeast Asia, the articles illustrate that the creative arts are sites of dialogue and struggle. They articulate diverse meanings to diverse communities and audiences. They are forms of representation which generate new identities and provide spaces for artistes to speak. Artistes become agents of change as they negotiate their identities and respond to larger social issues and forces such as gender, ethnicity, modernity, nation building, migration, global flows of culture and authoritarianism.

By providing detailed analyses of the creative works, this special issue of Wacana Seni raises significant issues of methodology that can contribute to further studies and comparative analyses of the creative arts. While ethnographic fieldwork remains significant for an adequate understanding of the creative works and their representations, one needs to go beyond pure description and formal analysis. As cultures are not prescribed some “essential” essence but are constantly being constructed and transformed, a study of the social and historical contexts of their creation are imperative. We have set out to deconstruct binary oppositions so that the multitextuality of the genres is held in balance. Collectively, the articles provide ways of negotiating the dominant modes of power that continue to prevail in Southeast Asia.

NOTES

1.      I would like to thank the Southeast Asian Studies Regional Exchange Program (SEASREP) Foundation for inviting me to organise two panels on the arts for the conference and subsequently to edit and publish the papers. Most of the articles in this special issue of Wacana Seni were presented at the creative arts panels, namely, Tradition and Border Crossings: The Creation of Contemporary Performance in Southeast Asia and Art as a Medium of Political Expression. Charlene Rajendran’s paper was co-opted after the conference. To all the paper writers, a note of thanks for their patience and cooperation during the long process of editing. I also thank Prof. Maris Diokno of the SEASREP Foundation in Manila and Yumiko Himemoto (Toyota Foundation) who provided support and encouragement.

2.      Semiotics is the investigation of signs. In cultural studies, semiotics is used to understand culture as if it were language. Barthes (1977), a prominent semiologist, explains that cultural signs have both direct (denotative) meanings or indirect (connotative) meanings. The latter can “act like myths” creating “hidden meanings behind the more apparent.”

3.      In performance and music studies, a few authors have looked at the arts and music as sites of multiple meanings. An informative book is Power Plays, Wayang Golek Puppet Theatre of West Java by Andrew Weintraub. Weintraub shows that wayang golek’s meanings are diverse to different Sundanese people: they can be “sacred ritual, secular entertainment, art, commerce, propaganda, and subversion” (Weintraub 2004: 8).

4.      Some of the important works about the arts define identity as constructed and changing within social contexts. Stokes (2000: 229) looks at how the Turkish Arabesk represents different identities to the peasantry, intelligentsia, Turkish state and musicians. Heryanto (2008: 4) discusses the representation of fluid identities of Indonesians in their popular culture and media. He argues that “four major ideological forces (Javanism, Islam, liberalism, and Marxism)” have framed the “parameters of Indonesian nation-state building” and the “debates in the production and consumption of pop culture.”
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ABSTRACT

While economic strife and internal conflict continue to drive migrants and refugees across the border from Burma into Thailand, one often uncounted aspect of this migration is that of the Burmese media texts and popular culture artifacts consumed by ethnic nationalities in exile. While many theorists of popular media and cultural studies alike have tended to look at the ways in which historically underrepresented groups might take their own renditions of popular musical forms and create symbolic acts of resistance, how, then can we understand people’s relationships to dominant forms? Does the appreciation of a dominant form of popular culture necessarily imply subscription to dominant ideology? If popular music can be proven to be a mechanism for the creation of identity and place, what, then does it mean that Shan nationalists still listen to certain Burmese popular songs? Using ethnographic data gathered in a Shan community at the Thai-Burma border between 2004 and 2005, this article will provide an overview of the various ways in which popular culture texts circulate in the borderlands, and also the ways in which Burmese popular music is subjectively understood by members of one ethnic nationality community.


Keywords: Burma/Myanmar, Thailand, Shan, ethnography, popular music, ethnicity

INTRODUCTION

In a small town just inside the Thai side of the Thai-Burma borderlands, a group of young musicians are sitting with their guitars plugged into amplifiers, and the teenage drummer is twitching, playing nonsense while the others decide what to play next. Within a minute, someone shouts out “JOKER” and the guitarist and bassist thump out the crashing chords of a Shan rendition of the Creedence Clearwater Revival (CCR) classic, “Have you ever seen the rain?” (or what many Thai people call “Someone Told”). The band quickly drowns out the intermittent conversations that were taking place during the interlude, and the first verse starts with “luk sao sao kwa len pai Joker,” or “I get up extra early to play the Joker card game.” Later on, as the teenagers have gone home, the band starts to play popular Burmese rock songs. What is unique about this band, in addition to their multi-lingual repertoire, is that most of the band’s members are Shan, born in the Shan State in Burma.

Due to economic poverty in the Shan State, as well as a decades-long internal conflict, hundreds of thousands of Shan people have migrated across the border into Thailand. While on the one hand, one might expect that Shan migrants, because of the cultural and linguistic closeness between Shan and Thai, would orient their popular culture consumption toward Shan and Thai artifacts, this is only partially the case. Certainly Thai television soap operas are immensely popular amongst Shan audiences, but the vast majority of popular music consumption amongst these Shan State-born ethnic Shan migrants consists of recordings and tunes sung in Shan or Burmese. For the context of this article, I have chosen to focus on the consumption of Burmese popular music.

Popular music merits considerable scholarly attention because of its ability to cross borders, “…to communicate on multiple planes, and symbolically to encode and embody social identities” (Bilby 1999: 258). What Adorno has called the “culture industry” is hardly a purveyor of a monolithic ideology, as within any given narrative, whether intentionally placed or not, there are moments of potential for “…conflict, rebellion, and the drive for emancipation and utopia” (Adorno 1991: 18). Popular music is capacious, its consumption hardly monolithic, as various audiences might read the same text in opposing ways (Miller 1998: 188).

The anthropologist Ian Condry (2001) has examined the ways in which Japanese artists and audiences interpret and appropriate African-American Hip Hop music in sites, or “genba” where global forms are mediated through local language and performances (Condry 2001: 371). In urban Italy, local rap and reggae artists quickly incorporated Italian regional dialects and musical patterns such that the popular musical genres would more closely speak to their cultural milieu (Bilby 1999: 259). For American country music fans, the music offers “one path to a sense of identity” as the genre encourages listeners and performers alike to “imagine their own hard times and to imagine better ones” (Ellison 1995: xxiii). The popular genres of modern music create a multi-dimensional site of struggling/negotiating for cultural selves and identities (Pattana 2002: 7). How, then, are we to look at Burmese popular music the context of a Shan village, and what are the possibilities for understanding the ways in which negotiations of cultural selves might make use of certain popular music genres, especially when they are of international origin?


Although the majority of the people in this border village are Shan, and much of the music that the band I have briefly profiled plays is Shan as well, there are ways in which the Burmese language and culture are not only present, but vibrantly meaningful, even amongst the most adamant of Shan separatists. This particular village is home to numerous veterans of the Shan United Revolutionary Army, the troops of the Shan State Army (South) are often seen buying things in the local shops, or paying visits to villagers, and Shan ethno-nationalism sets a dominant tone for cultural activities in the town.

Some scholarship on the Tai peoples has presented the argument that in countries where Tai peoples are the minority, the modern state (ruled by the ethnic majority) uses technological and mass communication means in an effort to swallow (kluen) the Tai (Shan) minorities (Sompong 1998: 232). In the case of the Shan state, one scholar has argued that Burmese culture has intruded into every area of the state, especially in the Southern Shan State where Shan kids with Burmese friends are ashamed of their status as Tai, thus the Shan language is eroding, and gradually being replaced by Burmese (Renu 1998: 265). On the Thai side of the border, as a Thai anthropologist has argued, the Shan can use their language, culture and customs as a method to delineate an ethnic border to separate themselves from other groups (Wandi 2002: 78). But what about the Burmanization that I have detailed earlier? What does it mean, then, that Shan people on the Thai side of the border maintain an interest in, and an appreciation for, Burmese pop culture, music especially?

In his book, Vietnamese Tradition on Trial, the historian David Marr makes the observation that in early 20th century Indochina, there was not a correlation between language preference (Vietnamese or French) and political alignment, whether toward the Vietnamese nationalists or the French colonial authorities (Anderson 1991: 134). For Shan political activists, especially on the non-governmental organisation (NGO) scene in towns like Chiang Mai or Mae Sot, fluency in Burmese is a necessary prerequisite to participate in many pro-democracy meetings with other activists from other ethnic nationality groups such as Karen, Karenni, or Mon. Burmese is thus the lingua-franca for the conduction of anti-junta resistance, though some aspire to use English as the language for inter-ethnic communication at such political meetings.

While being fluent in more than one language is obviously useful, political and cultural circumstances often govern appropriate times and places for the use of certain languages. Are there junctures when Shan people would want to conceal their Burmese skills? Certainly. When many Shan come to larger Thai cities such as Chiang Mai or Bangkok to look for work, one of the questions Thais will ask all too painfully often is, “Where are you from? Oh, you are Burmese, right?” In these instances, it is imperative that the Shan migrant assert his or her Thainess (or Tai-ness), not only because many Shan are loathe to identify themselves as Burman (lest we forget that some of them are still at war with the Burmese military), but also because the Shan migrant worker is acutely aware of the ways in which Thai interlocutors have tended to regard the Burmese. The image of the Burmese as the evil enemy of the Thai nation is pervasive throughout Thai popular discourse, and is the result of powerful institutionalising and socialising processes in Thailand (Sunait 1992: 99). While for the Shan in Burma seeking work in Mandalay, for example, Tai-ness would be something they would desire to conceal, whereas those fighting the military junta, asserting Tai-ness through national dress, language and symbols is a strategy to separate and distinguish the Shan from the Burmans (Hseng Küng Möng 1987: 20), in the hope for political autonomy. For the Shan seeking jobs in urban areas in Thailand, asserting Thainess, or Tai-ness is a strategy to demonstrate solidarity with Thais, if only partially for economic survival, and to avoid forms of bias or increased discrimination through association with the Burmese.

In the two latter cases, is would seem that a rejection of Burmese skills would be part of the equation. But is this true in the borderlands? The causative factors for the concealing of Burmese expressive culture are not as acute as they are in places such as Chiang Mai or Bangkok. While Burmese music is not exactly booming, the villagers will seldom see anything seriously wrong with a fellow Shan singing a Burmese popular song at a temple event, and in every music collection I have seen in this village, there are examples of Burmese popular recording artists. This border area offers a unique space for Shans where it is accepted to sing in Burmese publicly, to dance Burmese traditional dance, and to listen to Burmese music, often interwoven with Shan forms as well.

In the Burmese context, articles on the subject of modern music plant the origins of the genre (for both Shan and Burmese “modern” singers) in the years of the Second World War. Shan musicians such as Lung Hkun Pa Nyan and Hkun Hkam Hkawng became known for their Shan language renditions of popular Japanese and English songs (Hsöng Hkam Haw 2002: 9). Following independence as well, especially in the 1950s, the guitar symbolised modern music, and the growing ranks of students, Burmese, Shan, and otherwise, began to play and sing the songs of this emerging genre. The popular music industry in Burma, however, is inevitably framed by the political economies of the military dictatorship which staged a coup in 1962, and subsequently nationalised the economy. With the government’s “Burmese way to Socialism” all foreign imports were banned, and the regime established a censorship board, through which all musical recordings had to pass in order to be broadcast or distributed to the public. While the Burman authorities saw Western pop, even with Burmese lyrics, as degenerative social disease (Min Zin 2002), the irrepressible youth and technological innovations of the 1970s, such as stereo multi-track recording equipment allowed young Burmese musicians to bypass the government radio stations to distribute their recordings. The university context also provided an important venue for Shan singers to distribute their work, not only though live performances, but also by making use of university recording equipment.


By 1973, however, the Burmese generals had a change of heart toward popular music, and began to incorporate the “stereo stage show” as a boost for their own military agenda (Min Zin 2002). In the mid-1970s, original Burmese popular songs, called “own tune” started to take hold, and it was a band called The Wild Ones that were the pioneers in this movement. What is striking about this band is that its leader, Sai Htee Saing, as well as its composer, Sai Kham Lait, are both ethnic Shan. It is worth pointing out, also, at this time, there was a significant Shan armed insurgency movement against the Burmese military government, and Shan civilians were subject to political repression through ethnocentric Burmanization practices.

Along with Sai Htee Saing, it is impossible to ignore the influence of the best-selling Shan recording star, Sai Mao (Tanwaa 2005: 3). He has recorded many songs in both Burmese and Shan, and is immensely popular amongst Burman audiences, from the 1970s until today. In addition to crooning love songs typical of pop, a number of Sai Mao’s songs explicitly deal with aspects of being Shan in a country ruled by Burmans. There are sentiments of nostalgia and romanticization for Shan life, also coupled with integration anxiety and resistance to Burmese cultural norms. The following songs are illustrative of these thematic patterns:

Shan Baung Bi Hnint Shan Taik Pun or “Shan pants and a Shan jacket” is one such song. In this piece, the protagonist is a young Shan man who sings that he is capable of wearing Western clothing. Before meeting his girlfriend’s parents, his girlfriend says to him that if he doesn’t wear Burmese clothing, her parents won’t like it, and he would not be able to make merit with them. He is unhappy about this, broods over it, and then decides that he will wear a Shan outfit instead. The protagonist returns to speak to the girl, and asserts, Myanma ma lay yay siang ha taung baw Shan ka lay tit yauk ba bay or “Hey Burmese girl, I’m just a Shan guy from the hill-top!” An important point to note is the use of the word saing for self, which would be “man” or “sai” in Shan, not Burmese. He goes on to say that he is incapable of wearing the Burmese puso (sarong) and thus it will be better to wear a Shan outfit. “You’ll get it, you’ll see,” he croons to the girl.

Other examples of Sai Mao songs in Burmese which speak to such themes of Shan ethnicity in the Burman milieu, or Shan sentimentalism, include titles such as Lun Ya Tay Shan Myay or, “The Shan land that I miss;” or the all-time favourite, Shan Be Bok Lay Kyantaw or “I am just a Shan bean.” The first verse of this song speaks to the peaceful beauty of the cool mountains. The singer croons to the listener to “call me a Shan bean if you wish, it is my heritage, and I am attached to the peaceful, cool, Shan country.” How ironic in the context of ethno-nationalism, insurgency, and one of the longest-running internal conflicts in modern history, that the ideal of the cool and peaceful Shan land is iterated. One is left to wonder as to how many Burmese and Shan listeners make this connection as well, or whether it is even necessary to do so. Or perhaps the peaceful ideal Shanland is the point, or even the mask.

Followers of Japanese popular music would recognise Shan Be Bok Lay Kyantaw melody as one and the same with the classic enka song by Masao Sen, Kitaguni No Haru (or “Mountain Springtime,” which was later “covered” in Chinese by the Taiwanese singer Theresa Teng (and later Sai Mao). Returning to the original version of this song, enka was a massively popular musical genre in Japan in the 1970s and 1980s, and its rhythms and melodies structurally incorporated elements of wasei poppusu and folk music (Okada and Groemer 1991: 283). Similar to country-western music, this genre tended to focus on the pains of urban migration, lovesickness and loneliness (Hughes 1990: 11). Kitaguni No Haru is an archetypical example. For Shan Be Bok Lay Kyantaw, though it is not a direct translation of Kitaguni No Haru the lyrics do resonate the stylistic genre of enka, as examination of the lyrics of both songs shows that there are important thematic overlaps, particularly in the romanticization of country life; whereas the Japanese song leaves the listener with the lingering question of whether to go home the Burmese song, on the other hand, speaks of the cool and peaceful Shan earth (chan aye tay Shan myay) and invites the audience to come and enjoy the lovely smells of cherry blossoms, Shan songs, and pleasant life.

However, when making these connections between the “original” popular song and the “cover,” drawing textual connections does nothing to elucidate how audiences such as the Shan migrants at the Thai-Burma border actually use and understand the themes in the songs, unless one wants to look at the popular song as a vector which points outward, but with no specific destination explicitly given. For most of my Shan and Burmese informants, they had no prior knowledge of the Masao Sen song; while largely there is common knowledge that artists such as Sai Mao liberally borrow from Chinese songs, the specific knowledge of the Japanese song Kitaguni No Haru was only demonstrated by a woman I met who had studied Japanese when she lived in Mandalay, and her Japanese teacher had played the song for the Burmese students of Japanese to learn. For some of my informants, when I played Kitaguni No Haru for them, they would comment, “it’s a Sai Mao song!” The first listener went and asked other Shan people if they would like to listen to Sai Mao in Japanese. Even though they are fully aware that Sai Mao may have borrowed the melody from Masao Sen’s song, for the Shan, it is still a Sai Mao song, because that is how they have heard of it, and through the reification process and cultural meaning-making associated with the popular song, it still is a Sai Mao song.

As a stylistic genre, enka has a rhythm which is in “intimate relation” with the rhythm of the Japanese language (Okada and Groemer 1991: 290). However, in the Burmese copy translation, one would therefore think that this intimate relationship would be gone, or would it? I might be the bearer of bad news in suggesting that enka’s intimate relationship with the rhythm of the Japanese language is hardly an exclusive one, given the tremendous success of Shan Be Bok Lay Kyandaw. The translation of a song, or a re-lyricing would not necessarily preclude an intimate relationship with a rhythm, and it can be shown that between a given rhythm and instrumentation, there can be multiple forms of intimacy with the rhythm of a spoken language.

Despite the global pervasiveness of explicit covering (though it is worth pointing out that all popular music is some form of “cover” as it incorporates familiar musical structures and rhythms) there is relatively little critical material available about this enormous phenomenon. It would seem, often enough, that original musical forms would somehow be deemed more worthy of scholarly attention. At this juncture, I would like to point out that such “cover songs” are not only symbolically rich because they can be creative interpretations of certain other texts, but also because they have the ability to simultaneously conceal (through covering) but also reveal (through invoking) the transnational character of popular music itself.

Theoretical speculation aside, can enka, as a stylistic genre of Japanese popular music, somehow be meaningful—in Burmese—to the Shan stateless migrant in Thailand? Indeed, through ethnographic research, it can be shown how important and richly meaningful this Burmese-through-Shan rendition of enka is to listeners across the Thai-Burma border, as they find their way through to the urban core of Thailand to look for work, even if it is no longer “enka” to them. Here, the power of the popular song is its capacity for aesthetic identification, or the process by which the listener fills the gaps in the narrative of the story with details from his or her own life, and thus identifies, or becomes part of the song. Perhaps this is part of the important reason that Sai Mao is really able to transgress the Shan market and enter the mainstream Burmese market; the symbolically flexible Shan Be Bok Lay Kyantaw romanticizes Shan-ness in a way which is appealing to both Burmese and Shan audiences, and the enka melody mystically links it to Japanese romanticism, perhaps foregrounding that nostalgia with industrialisation and discourses of modernity. Somehow, something uncanny has brought Masao Sen and Sai Mao together, and it is not just the Burmese cover version of Kitaguni No Haru. Throughout Masao Sen’s rise to fame during the 1960s, his emphasis on his country origins formed a key part of his image, and, conversely Sai Mao repeatedly emphasised his Shan background, his cultural (in)competence in Burmese mainstream culture, and Shan clothing and foods constitute a dominant theme in many of his songs.

The point of the song is that a Shan man is finding Burma to be a hostile environment for the signifiers of his ethnicity, namely the staple ingredient in Shan food, the bean, Hto Nao in Shan, or Be Bok in Burmese, and longs for a far-off peaceful place, Shanland. The Burman ethnic slur for the Shan is “Shan Be Bok,” concurrent with Kala Masala (Masala Indian) or Tayok wet-tha (Chinese pork) that classifies people according to their stereotypical staple food. The Sai Mao song takes this ethnic slur, and turns it into a matter of positive identification. For the Shan listener in Thailand, where she or he has found an escape from the Burmese military, the Shan singer in Burmese can maintain a trajectory with the former life, which clings to the familiar and changing no more than necessary in a strange environment (Chang 2006: 61). Often, these Burmese songs are played, sung and followed by Shan people in the borderlands, in spite of the explicitly antagonistic stance toward the Burmese government taken by some of them, particularly those affiliated with the Shan resistance movement. From more than one informant, I would hear statements such as, “I know it’s a Burmese song…but I really love it.”

The range of Burmese music that people in this Shan village tend to be interested in, not surprisingly, coincides not only with age, but also with time of departure from Burma. Most 35 year old Shan in Thailand are not so interested in Examplez or Ringo Na Peggi, as might be the case in Burma as well. But, I did participate in a conversation about a recent album by the very popular contemporary Burmese pop artist, Htun Eindra Bo, which a woman I talked with had found out about through some teenagers who had migrated across the Thai border all the way from Panglong only seven months earlier. Talking with more recent migrants is one way to keep up with the popular music scene in Burma, and digital media is increasingly becoming a ubiquitous alternative method; in particular several villagers had already purchased digital satellite television receivers and were watching Myanmar TV3 on their home sets.

Some of my informants, however, were more politically explicit than simply expressing likes and dislikes when they talked about the Burmese culture industries. One former Shan United Revolutionary Army soldier told me that “We aren’t fighting them (gesturing at a Htun Eindra Bo CD on the table) we’re just fighting the government. Besides, if we don’t learn their language, how are we going to defeat them?” One can only wonder how much this individual sees maintaining linguistic connections to Burma through consuming the productions of the popular music industry as a method to retain an antagonistic stance toward the government, or at least be able to articulate it in the Burmese language.

More often, however, villagers would iterate that one has to be able to “separate” the good things from the “enemy,” as it were. In this village’s market, one can buy sundry Burmese imports, such as let pet thob, Burmese tea salad, Burmese medicines and spices. When I was talking about my plans to visit the border town of Tachileik, opposite Mae Sai in Thailand, Shan villagers quickly rattled off a number of Burmese snacks and sweets that they wanted me to buy for them, not to mention the names of various popular Burmese musicians whose latest recordings they would like to add to their collections. In other words, migrating to Thailand, for many Shan, hardly means purging themselves of Burmese-tagged elements, musical, culinary and the like. From limited ethnographic fieldwork in Thai urban areas, I would argue, that the presence of Thai interlocutors is more likely the main causative factor which would induce Shan people to mask explicitly Burmese-tagged cultural elements. What this situation also produces, as well, is over-compensation: whereas the Thai person might not see such a thing as thanaka as necessarily “Burmese” the Shan person avoids wearing it because she herself sees it as a Burmese signifier.


But can we mark a difference in Shan practices, Burmese signifiers, and public vs. private performance? The increasing ubiquity of the VCD player means that private consumption of such forms is possible for more people, and creating infinite “moments of consumption” as these disks circulate in licit (and hidden) markets in Burma, Thailand, and beyond. In the year 2005, in honour of Sai Mao’s birthday, a number of Burmese popular musicians, together with Sai Mao himself, mounted a concert, which was made into a Karaoke VCD, Sai Sai Mao Bawa Taing and features 24 of Sai Mao’s songs, mostly sung by these various Burmese artists. This album soon found its way to Thailand, and a Shan friend lent me the VCDs (which were already in pirated copy) to take a look at the Burmese bands playing Sai Mao songs.

One song that I particularly enjoyed was the love song Ba Lo The Le Ah Chit Ye or “What do you need my love?” because of its catchy rhythm and melody. When I was watching the version on this concert VCD, sung by the modern Burmese hip-hop group Examplez, one of my Shan informants, Sai Chuen, kept laughing at various moments, and I was at a loss to understand why. The lyrics were rather straightforward, as was the performance by Examplez.

When I asked Sai Chuen what was so funny, he said, “Their accents are cute! I know they are Burmans and singing in Burmese, but it is different from Sai Mao’s Shan accent in Burmese. It is funny to see these guys singing it with their accents!” After watching the music video with me for a while, Sai Chuen walked off, mimicking the Burman accents of the Burmese language, chuckling to himself as he walked. So, what was meaningful in this instance was that the songs popularity and index of familiarity for this consumer, meant that the Burmese lyrics are to be sung with the Shan accent. The (authentic?) Burmese accent, for Sai Chuen, represents a transgression of the symbolic order established by Sai Mao. Even though the song Ba Lo The Le Ah Chit Ye is not thematically or symbolically tagged as a song promoting (or deprecating) Shan-ness, the fact that it is a Sai Mao song allows it the expectation that it be sung with the Shan accent. Such is the power of this codification system and level of popular genre expectation.

Because of the diverse relationships which Shan people have with Burmese culture, I would argue that the staying power for a lot of Burmese music may be described in terms of the sublime. The catchiness and thematic association of some rhythms and melodies generate intense interest, and the border-crossing capacity of these Burmese songs implies that there is much more than a fleeting affection for a tune involved. According to Kant, the beautiful charms, whereas the sublime moves. The sublime also includes fear, which is a species of pain (Kant 1960: 34). In looking at the forces that drove many Shan across the border into Thailand, one can uncover horrific stories of poverty, violence, and abuse. For some, it is easy to see why some Shans would want to reject Burmese popular culture entirely, and instead only take interest in Shan, Chinese, Thai, or other forms of popular entertainment. But, Burmese popular culture, particularly movie stars and popular musicians are often remembered fondly, and there is a continued interest in the affairs and new recordings of Burmese stars such as Htun Eindra Bo, Lu Min or Dway. Recalling the success of Shan stars such as Sai Mao and Sai Htee Saing, and the way in which their songs became hits even among mainstream Burmese audiences, we can see why such Burmese recordings would stay with the Shan, through their migration across the border into Thailand. Popular music is a broad signifier, acting in more ways other than simply drawing the listener in. For many, it is concurrent with subcultural values (Bennett 1993: 3), and particularly amongst those for whom the guitar jam is a main form of socialising with friends, as is common in many other Southeast Asian contexts as well. One of my subjects, while heaving a nostalgic sigh, told me a story of how she and her friends ditched a day of high school when Sai Mao released a new Burmese song, so they could sit under a tree with a guitar and sing it together. Anyone who has spent much time with these informal jam circles will notice the ways in which jocular plays on language and signifiers bring the meaning of these global texts closer to the local context, as illustrated by the Shan rendition of the CCR song at the beginning of this article.

Sai Mao, as a Shan, an outsider, has triumphed in Burmese, but he has not forgotten his Shan roots, and many Shan people are delighted to re-tell Sai Mao’s involvement in Shan political movements, or his songs which refer to Shan independence or the Panglong Agreement which stipulated that the Shan State would be allowed to vote for independence following ten years’ membership in the Union of Burma.

For the Shan in Burma, singers such as Sai Htee Saing and Sai Mao represent a kind of victory of the Shan character in a country ruled by Burmans, and many of my Shan informants in Thailand would repeatedly boast about the popularity of Shan musicians on the mainstream Burmese popular music scene, as well as comment about Sai Htee Saing’s skill in the Burmese language in particular (comparing the two artists, however, one does quickly notice that Sai Htee Saing tends to have many more Burmese songs than Shan songs, and the opposite is true for Sai Mao). At the same time, many Shan people who had experienced the transition to Burman core cities such as Mandalay or Rangoon would talk about the stresses of integration, and how they would have wear the paso, or Burmese sarong, out of fear of derision.

In Thailand, however, Shan migrants must assimilate into the Thai milieu, and learn to speak and act as if they are Thai. On the one hand, the transition for Shan migrants, acquisition of the Thai language, is not as large an obstacle as it is for other migrants such as the Karen or Burmese into Thailand, but Shan still face acute forms of discrimination, as detailed earlier. Perhaps in anticipation of migration to the Thai urban centres, where the Shan migrants anticipate facing the Thai police, do they recall the cosmopolitan, but strangely self-deprecating, Burmese songs of Sai Mao. Just as this border space presents an important site from which Shan can actively demonstrate Shan ethnicity, because Shan are the majority, it is also a place in which the Burmese language can be at play, as other Shan will hardly find it contradictory that one can speak, sing or dance in Burmese. Language switching, and transitional competence, be it between Shan, Thai, or Burmese, is not only a tool for survival, but also an important part of the Shan social self. For perhaps only now in this different kind of hostile political climate (Thailand) can Shan listeners appreciate Burmese music with either genuine nostalgia, or the ironic detachment which comes from “getting” the lyrics while their Thai interlocutors are at a loss.

Popular culture, according to Antonio Gramsci, should neither be looked at as the site of people’s cultural deformation, nor their self-affirmation, but as a force-field of relations (Bennett 1986: xiii). What this concept thus urges the ethnographer to do is not only to examine the symbolic meaning of the songs themselves, but also look at how people rework the meaning of the texts in relation to personal experience or other ideological forms, and in particular, whether they participate in acts of aesthetic identification with the songs. Burmese songs, especially those of Sai Mao, are able to key into the unique nostalgia experienced by a group of people twice in exile, pushed back from the core of economic activity in two larger nation-states, a new species of kitaguni no haru at the Thai-Burma border.
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ABSTRACT

The role of artifacts as ethnic markers has become particularly problematic as the world has become a realm of interconnected communities, where the constant intrusion of external forces and the almost unavoidable need to deal with the outside world could determine internal affairs and modify the contours of cultural expression. If the artifacts of a culture are not resistant to change especially in societies subjected to strong external influences, it is proper to ask how changing material culture re-constitutes the ethnicity of its makers. This article considers how the material culture of people in post-contact societies (Philippines and Indonesia) and the ethnic identity it represents are modified as these people submit to the requirements of external groups while making adjustments in their internal needs. In such instances, as I shall try to show, the representation of ethnicity is modulated both by external intervention and native complicity.
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INTRODUCTION

In his examination of the origin and growth of material culture studies, Victor Buchli writes about how material culture developed as a distinct object of inquiry within 19th century social science. As he charts its history, he notes how material culture became an extraneous concern with the rise of British social anthropology, which focused on social and political institutions and suspected the usefulness of artifacts as “primary texts.” Buchli adds, however, that despite having lost its status as an intellectual tool, material culture nevertheless “retained its usefulness in other ways; most notably for its ability to materialize national identity in the creation of nationhood” (Buchli 2002: 7). This connection between artifacts and identity underscores the issue of representation as associated with questions of ethnicity. How do artifacts constitute the ethnicity of their producers? If ethnicity corresponds to a people’s sense of their uniqueness and solidarity,1 how is it negotiated through the culture-specific objects they create?

Material culture consists of artifacts with socially constructed meaning ascribed to them. If material culture is the artifactual representations of the beliefs, knowledge, traditions, values, and aspirations shared by a distinct social group as contrasted to those held by others, any study of material culture will necessarily implicate notions of ethnic differentiation. “Ethnic differences,” Anthony Giddens says “are wholly learned” (Giddens 1997: 210). Ethnicity is not something that is given or immanent but a sense of identity that is constantly going through a process of mediation, as a community of people comprehends its situation and defines its connection to others. Correspondingly, the status of objects as cultural expression is something that is arbitrated at various conjunctures, with the ascription of cultural meaning affected by numerous forms of intervention.


The role of artifacts as ethnic markers has become particularly problematic as the world has become a realm of interconnected communities, where the constant intrusion of external forces and the almost unavoidable need to deal with the outside world could determine internal affairs and modify the contours of cultural expression. If the artifacts of a culture are not resistant to change especially in societies subjected to strong external influences, it is proper to ask how changing material culture re-constitutes the ethnicity of its makers. This article considers how the material culture of people in post-contact societies and the ethnic identity it represents are modified as these people submit to the requirements of external groups while making adjustments in their internal needs. In such instances, as I shall try to show, the representation of ethnicity is modulated both by external intervention and native complicity.

POST-CONTACT CHANGES IN CULTURAL PRODUCTION

To introduce the themes that I wish to discuss, I present two cases, one from the Philippines, the other from Indonesia.

I draw my first example from instances of culture change in the towns of Banaue and Hungduan in Ifugao, Northern Philippines. One of the provinces that comprise the region often referred to as the Gran Cordillera Central, Ifugao is located in the most extensive system of mountain ranges in the Philippines which is home to an indigenous population composed of several distinct ethno-linguistic groups. Ifugao, peopled by an indigenous group of the same name, is famous for its extensive rice terraces carved on mountain sides—an unparalleled feat of engineering recognised by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site. Among souvenir collectors and aficionados of tribal or ethnic art, it is also known for its wood carving, an ancient tradition that has managed to persist despite the onslaught of modern lifestyles and technology.


From one vantage point, one can sense the importance of Ifugao traditional carvings in the widely held opinion that they represent the quintessence of Philippine “primitive art.” This is a reputation established and repeatedly affirmed by various articles in foreign periodicals,2 and by gallery shows and museum exhibitions in the Philippines and elsewhere, which all participate in the process of reconfiguring these cultural objects, previously treated as artifacts of a barbaric culture, into objects of art fit for display in civilised places.3 Of these Ifugao artifacts, the bul-ul carvings, anthropomorphic figures consecrated and used in rituals, are often cited as the most remarkable. Bul-ul figures from Hapao village in Hungduan, for instance, are described by an arbiter of bul-ul carving as sculpture distinguished “by a marked delicacy, fullness and sensuality of volume, beauty of proportion, and a roundness and fluidity of anatomy” (Palencia 1998: 59). Wooden food vessels with carved designs (kinnahu) and figural spoons from Hapao and Banaue, especially those assigned to ceremonial use, have also received appreciative attention from local and foreign collectors who see in them an aesthetic value not usually found in the more banal pieces done in other parts of the Cordillera. In addition to traditional objects, Banaue and Hungduan carvers (including those who have settled elsewhere) also produce tourist-oriented wood carvings which are generally better executed than the shoddy uninspired Cordillera souvenir items sold in Manila, the national capital, and in the resort city of Baguio, the gateway to the northern highlands.

Banaue and Hapao still hum with the activity of their wood carvers, and the wood carving enterprise is perhaps even livelier now than before, but the traditional forms are gradually disappearing or being altered in various ways. Even when these traditional forms persist, they are in many instances dissociated from their original, organic role in the community. Such is what we see in the unconsecrated bul-ul figures or in the exquisitely carved kinnahu which are no longer produced as ritual paraphernalia but as objects meant for trade.


Post-World War II developments in the Philippine Cordillera, particularly the introduction of new technology and ideas of modernity as the Ifugao came into greater contact with the dominant and highly Westernised culture of Philippine lowland society, are often considered as the primary explanation for the disintegration of traditional societies in the region and the ensuing transformation of their culture. But the decline of traditional wood carving in Ifugao has a longer history, and may be traced back to the moment of contact with the American occupation forces who tried to pacify the area in the early part of the 20th century. That pivotal moment signifies the start not only of the natives’ political servitude but also the reconstitution of their consciousness. The political and administrative reorganisation of the Cordillera paved the way for the evangelising crusade of Christian missionaries and the establishment of public and mission schools under American tutelage.4 This development, in turn, initiated the progressive reduction of traditional culture into an anachronism. It is not difficult to see how this turn of events eventually impinged on Cordillera carving traditions rooted in ritual life and socio-economic beliefs. As Christianity took the place of traditional religious beliefs, ritual life was diminished and its correlative paraphernalia became obsolete. As the natives were remolded according to the image of the outsider, many began to see their customs as a thing of the past, without a place in the new order of things.

There is another factor that explains the decline of traditional wood carving. Like the rest of the Cordillera, the opening of Ifugao to outsiders led to its integration into a mercantile economy which introduced new notions of property and modes of economic transaction. With the Ifugao’s discovery of artifacts as commodity, the carving of bul-ul and other objects for ritual and domestic use was gradually displaced by the profitable production of carvings for souvenir-hunters and importers of tribal curiosities. Today, not only are traditional objects being recast as curios or items of tourist art, but introduced commercial items like wooden phallic ashtrays and massive sculptures of American Indians, Mickey Mouse, and Laughing Buddhas, are also being produced in great quantity, as local contractors and foreign traders in exotica exploit the wood carving expertise (and cheap labour) of the Ifugao. This, it is said, will ensure the survival of the wood carving industry in the province. Nevertheless, it is not entirely inappropriate to ask what the effect of this commercialisation could be on the skill and sensibility of the native carver who is obliged to adopt the disposition and preferences of outsiders. As local heritage proponents would argue, it is with some anxiety that one must contemplate the hazards of such accommodation.

A different case may be seen in the forms of cultural production that one encounters in the city of Yogyakarta in Central Java. Known as the cultural and artistic center of Indonesia, Yogyakarta is known for its ancient arts—batik, daggers, masks and puppets for Javanese plays—as well as for time-honoured crafts such as furniture, leatherwork, pottery, silver, basketry, glass paintings and traditional umbrellas. As a popular book on the arts and crafts of Indonesia puts it, “Nowhere in the country is there such a prodigious output of arts and crafts so distinctively Indonesian” (Brown 1992: 178). My underscoring in this statement is meant not only to point out how these traditional arts and crafts are regarded as ethnic markers, but also to suggest how they continue to dominate cultural production in Java. This being the case, do we then have in this instance a society that has to a large extent managed to resist change, where the material culture provides indices to an unadulterated ethnic identity? I will cite changes in two cultural forms to show that contemporary cultural production in Yogyakarta demonstrates a variation of the same theme of cultural change that we see in Ifugao.

The first has to do with the batik, Indonesian cloth decorated through the wax-resist method of dyeing and imprinting design on textile. In the past, batik had strong royal and ritual connections. Some batik styles were for the exclusive use of Javanese aristocrats and worn only on ceremonial occasions. Others figured in community rituals where they assumed various functions, e.g., to heal the sick or to serve as talisman (Kerlogue 2004: 11–12). The patterns found in traditional batik, which consist of plant and animal motifs as well as geometric forms, have symbolic meanings and associations. These motifs allude to Hindu epics, creatures of the natural world, even melodies from gamelan music. In some areas, the colours used may represent stages in a woman’s life cycle (Richter 1994: 90–91). In the past, in Central Java, batik patterns also indicated distinctions of social rank (Jessup 1990: 140). Thus, the symbolic load of the traditional batik clearly declares its link to history, mythology and social practices.

This cultural association is largely lost today, according to Kerlogue, who claims that “Many Javanese have no knowledge of the significance of batik patterns” and “those who do will interpret them in different ways, and will probably refer to a pattern’s character rather than its meaning” (Kerlogue 2004: 76). Kerlogue attributes this to a development in batik production which began way back in the middle of the 19th century when the use of a copper stamp known as cap was introduced as a more efficient way to apply the wax to the cloth. This new technology led to the rise of batik factories, established mostly by Chinese and Arab entrepreneurs, where men assumed the principal role in production. Before this innovation, batik was waxed by hand with an implement called canting, and batik production was an almost exclusive preserve of women who worked on it at home. With the displacement of this traditional context of production by a new mode of manufacture, the ritual and symbolic weight of the batik began to diminish.

Another and more recent development may be cited to illustrate a new dimension in Indonesian batik. Today, around the kraton (sultan’s palace) of Yogyakarta, there is a thriving colony of artists who produce lukisan batik, which are meant to be framed and displayed on walls. Done in the traditional manner of handpainted batik (batik tulis), many of them employ designs and images obviously or primarily meant for the consumption of foreigners. Pictures of pleasant landscapes or rural scenes, idealised native portraits, and modernistic sketches verging on abstraction dominate, with many of the pieces embellished with glitters intended to maximise commercial appeal.5 Painting styles learned from exposure to Western art are evident. Many of the works now also carry the signature of their makers, betraying a Western predilection for art or craftwork of known provenance. In these paintings, the ancient and often esoteric associations of batik often give way to the instant recognition permitted by images that conform to the taste of outsiders, who are usually concerned only with the decorative and who thus refuse to be encumbered with the demands of the unfamiliar.

The second Indonesian cultural form that I would like to cite is the topeng (mask), used in the wayang topeng or Javanese masked dances revolving around the lives of ancient Javanese royalty. Many of these focus on the prince Panji and how he regains power and reclaims his lost beloved. Others are based on historical narratives drawn from the Ramayana and Mahabharata, the classical Hindu epics whose tales continue to serve as fodder to the native artistic imagination (Fischer 1994: 18–20; Richter 1994: 136; Wagner 1959: 168). Given the wide range of personages that figure in these dance dramas—incarnations of gods and goddesses, royalties, demons, animals, and an assortment of stock characters—the wayang topeng boasts of a large inventory of masks. Some old specimens have taken on mythical proportions. There are masks known to induce trances, and some are revered like idols.

Like the batik, and also like the very popular wayang kulit, Indonesian shadow plays, the wayang topeng is an ancient tradition. We also see in it a close association between cultural form, history, social values, and religious beliefs. Despite the popularity and pervasiveness of cinema and teledramas, these masked performances have remained.6 Yet, there are signs that the wayang topeng, like many aspects of traditional culture, is an endangered form. Though they are still held in the kraton of Yogyakarta and in villages elsewhere in Java, where the spectators could somehow still identify with the tales that they depict, these masked dramas are on the decline, and are more and more frequently associated with tourist spectacles, performed in spaces designed for the display of native exotica.


The center of topeng production is Yogyakarta,7 where mask workshops can still be found in the vicinity of the kraton. Today, however, what mostly fill up the shops and souvenir stalls from Jakarta to Bali are not the traditional topeng, but the modern commercial batik masks, so called because they are distinguished by their handpainted designs which are derived from batik patterns. These contemporary masks, obviously designed for sale to tourists, souvenir-hunters, and interior designers are prettified versions of the traditional topeng. Alluding neither to history or folk mythology, and irrelevant to dramatic or dance performances, they assume a purely decorative purpose. Nevertheless, their link to antecedent forms is not entirely severed. Because they preserve certain stylistic features of the traditional mask and employ design elements borrowed from another folk form, they remain embedded in a distinctly Javanese culture.

CULTURE CHANGE AND SELF-REPRESENTATION

The cases from Ifugao and Yogyakarta that I have just described speak of culture change that takes place as one culture comes into contact with another, and as elements of modernity intrude into traditional life. In the case of Ifugao, we have an ethnic group interacting with and being acted upon by a dominant majority group within one national territory, a society further subjected to the influences and control of foreign elements either directly or in mediated form.8 In the case of Yogyakarta, we have a dominant majority society in possession of a rich and highly developed culture, but affected nevertheless by its past colonial experience and by present-day exposure to foreign markets and cultures.

We can now consider the nature of the various forms of culture change exemplified in the cases cited, and identify the issues in representation that they imply and how these connect to questions of ethnicity. Here I borrow some of the categories used by Nelson Graburn in his discussion of art, communication and ethnicity (Graburn 1976: 23–30), emphasising the “movements of assimilation and resistance” that can be recognised in these forms of culture change.

I have said that the material objects that people make, acquire, or surround themselves with are expressions of their individual identity and group affiliation. Of the social identities that people assume, ethnicity is one of the most important, for it distinguishes a given community of people from others and, by so doing, provides a basis for cohesion. The material objects or cultural forms created by a people as they try to make sense of their being in this world, and re-created as they make adjustments to changing or changed circumstances, are projections of established and emerging ethnicities.

Objects represent ethnicity in varying degrees. The artifact as ethnic marker is, of course, most pronounced in what Graburn calls “the inwardly directed arts” of indigenous societies where objects made by the people for their own use have social, political and ethical functions (Graburn 1976: 4–5). The bul-ul, for example, is an expression of Ifugao religious belief. As a consecrated image used in agricultural and other rituals, the bul-ul speaks of ancestor worship or belief in supernatural intervention as this is located in a system of rituals and a complex pantheon of native divinities. It invests the Ifugao with external identity because it differentiates them not only from mainstream society but also from contiguous (and similarly minoritised) cultural communities where the bul-ul is either absent or where similar objects (e.g., the tinagtagu of the Kankana-ey, another indigenous group living in the adjacent Mountain Province) have no function equivalent to the role assumed by the bul-ul in Ifugao society. Similarly, the traditional Indonesian batik and topeng are indicators of external identity, for they are aspects of a cultural expression unique to the Javanese, rooted in old traditions and expressive of the values or beliefs essential to Javanese life.


An interesting aspect of these ethnic markers appears when their customary link to their society is lost or altered, or when they are appropriated for other purposes. The production of bul-ul figures continues to this day, but most of the carvings being done now are no longer meant for ritual purposes but for sale to tourists and collectors—a situation that is replicated in many other parts of the world.9 Because they are not meant to fulfill any religious function, these effigies do not have to go through the elaborate series of rituals that attend the carving and consecration of the traditional bul-ul. Consequently, they are completely dissociated from their original network of meanings. The bul-ul has also mutated. Severed from its ritual connections, the unconsecrated bul-ul was freed of the restrictions imposed by the stylistic canon, resulting in the appearance of benign-looking idols and ornamental features. From a free-standing sculpture, it has also become a recurrent motif that appears as a design element or decorative relief in various types of objects—bul-ul figures can now be found as ornamental details in commercial furniture (tables, benches, stools), home furnishings (wooden caddies, plant holders, vases, racks), and even in souvenir trinkets like pendants and key chains.10 The bul-ul has thus been de-sacralized and aestheticised.

Despite this, it remains as a marker of ethnicity, assuming a symbolic function within the community and without. Indeed, it is this symbolic function that is perhaps most prominent now. Although the Ifugao will not treat the commercial bul-ul with the kind of reverence given to the sacred, they will not consider it as something extraneous to their society. Dissociated from its aboriginal religious meaning, the commercial bul-ul retains an expressive value that is tied up with the Ifugao’s sense of their own creativity,11 at the same time that it also speaks of their contemporary self-perception and their abiding sense of their uniqueness. It is used to adorn public spaces where the projection of an ethnic spirit is considered desirable. The bul-ul form, as it appears in stylised form in logos and seals and in new objects like decorative tapestries, is made to function as a sign of local identity.


On this point, the results of an old research project by Filipino anthropologist Aurora Roxas-Lim are instructive. In 1966–67 Roxas-Lim conducted field work in Banaue to undertake a preliminary survey of “Ifugao art.” At the time, Ifugao society was already rapidly modernising. Because of its famous rice terraces (often touted in the past as one of “wonders of the world”), Banaue became a popular travel destination and though it was not the capital of the province, it attracted the most number of visitors, both local and foreign. The growth of local tourism, in turn, led to the development of various forms of business enterprises run both by local people and by migrants from the lowlands. Thus, it became one of the most commercialised areas in the Gran Cordillera Central. The changes wrought on Ifugao life by tourism and other forms of contact with outsiders were drastic. To these changes, Roxas-Lim claims, the Ifugao “responded in a way that does not necessarily entail the erosion of Ifugao ethos” (Roxas-Lim 1973: 50). Among the more significant findings of her research on Ifugao artistic perception are the categories used by the Ifugao in referring to objects to which certain aesthetic values may be ascribed. Some of these categories imply that the Ifugao differentiate objects made to answer internal (and usually traditional) needs from objects fabricated for commercial purposes. They maintain, however, that both have a cultural value in their society. The full significance of this is not articulated in Roxas-Lim’s study, but when she writes that the tourist trade not only “provides more opportunity for the Ifugao artist to experiment and widen his technical skills” but also to “extend his perception of the world at a much faster rate than if he were to keep within the traditional norms” (Roxas-Lim 1973: 67). She introduces an important theme: that in the mid-60s the Ifugao already knew that they were no longer confined to a social formation defined exclusively by the agricultural cycle and its accompanying social practices—like the world outside, their society had changed, and they must contend with its new requirements. Thus, the making of objects not associated with agrarian life signifies not only a new sphere of production but also a new way of re-shaping their identity as stipulated by new conditions within and without.


Like the Ifugao bul-ul, the Javanese topeng in its modern incarnation still fulfills the role of ethnic marker, even though it bears no essential relation to the ritual prototype. Its basic form connects it to the old masks, and its adoption of design elements from another native cultural form, the batik, accentuates its Indonesian character. The outsider who walks into a mall in Jakarta and sees these modern masks will have no problem recognising the ethnicity embedded in them. It is interesting to note that these modern masks in the batik style are taken by the native Javanese themselves as a representation of their ethnicity. Their popularity as décor in the shops of Jakarta and Yogyakarta implies that they are widely held as signs of cultural identity. In the office of an Indonesian anthropology professor at Yogyakarta’s Universitas Gadjah Mada, where one would expect to find what is ordinarily considered as specimens of an “authentic ethnicity,” it is not the traditional topeng but these batik masks that one discovers gracing the walls. Also arranged with these modern masks as part of the wall display are wooden shadow puppets like those used in the wayang klitik, except that unlike the puppets actually used in the shadow plays these decorative puppets come with the same batik-style ornamentation found in modern masks. Again, there is an interesting disclosure here of a signifying system that points to a notion of self-representation. Scorned and often disparaged as commercial or, worse, as “tourist” arts by connoisseurs, these decorative pieces are, nonetheless, “important in presenting to the outside world an ethnic image that must be maintained and projected as a part of the all-important boundary-defining system” (Graburn 1976: 5). Though they are divested of their symbolic sense, they are made to function on another semantic level, as signs of cultural difference and, therefore, as markers of external boundaries.


ACCOMMODATION AND RESISTANCE

In the preceding section, I have called attention to how contemporary batik art has been altered by the batik artists’ accommodation of foreign taste or desires. The change is both stylistic and thematic. Despite this change, the modern batik is still recognisably Indonesian because it retains certain features, both in technique and content, that connect it to the more traditional pieces. The ethnic element is, therefore, not entirely lost. The same may be said of another specimen of contemporary Ifugao culture—the carved or ornamented house panel. In the traditional Ifugao hut (bale), some panels of wood are occasionally embellished with simple relief carvings, usually of traditional designs like the lizard and dancing man motifs. In recent years, however, unusual panels saturated with bul-ul-like figures in relief would now and then surface in the Philippine antique market. Because these pieces are made from wooden planks from dismantled houses, many buyers get the impression that they must be old and traditional. There is, however, no documentation of their rootedness in tradition. They have, as a matter of fact, a striking similarity to door panels done by virtuoso carvers of the Yoruba and other tribes of Africa. One suspects, then, that what we have here is a case of derivative art, with the Ifugao carver imitating African prototypes. The new product, however, is not a case of indiscriminate imitation. It retains a distinctly Ifugao character because although the borrowed elements are unmistakable, there are stylistic and iconographic features that keep it connected to the ethnicity of its maker.

The case I have just cited is not an isolated one. Overall, the craft of Ifugao carvers is being altered by a derivative aesthetic introduced by Manila antique dealers and interior designers who commission works copied from pictures of African or Oceanic tribal sculpture—a case of commercially induced influence.12 Bul-ul sculpture has not been spared of this influence, with new works exhibiting stylistic traits not found in traditional pieces. Shops in Manila, Baguio, and even Banaue are now also selling African-inspired wooden boxes, lime containers, and deftly carved human figures—miniature and attenuated—whose appeal lies in their refined style or in the cleverness of their construction, as opposed to the more rudimentary forms of traditional artifacts done in the so-called archaic style.

It can be said that the introduction of new techniques and stylistic devices has its positive side, inspiring local crafts people to explore other modes of artistic invention. This sometimes leads to the manufacture of new objects that could eventually take on some significance in native life. More often, traditional forms persist, with technical or formal innovations, or even assimilated imagery. Graburn contends that as “long as these changes do not seriously disturb the transmission of symbolic meaning, and hence the cultural appropriate satisfactions, they may still be called functional or contact-influenced traditional arts” (Graburn 1976: 5). It is perhaps fruitful to ask what these “cultural appropriate satisfactions” are. When the Javanese mask-makers or batik artists produce modern versions of the old prototypes, or when the Ifugao carvers create commercial bul-ul pieces that depart from the stylistic canon, what are they trying to satisfy culturally? Do we have here a betrayal of indigenous identity? Are these cases of self-misrepresentation?

Those who believe that ethnicity could only be truly embodied in uncontaminated forms would probably say yes. As Michael Rowlands puts it, “In the prison house of tradition and authenticity any change may be seen as a contamination and loss of identity” (Rowlands 2002: 120). And yet, such a position ignores the fact that ethnic identity is not a fixed construct but something that is constantly reinscribed as members of ethnic groups deal with the changing circumstances of their individual and collective lives. Such a negotiation requires new expressions, or reconfigurations of customary forms of self-representation, which assimilate elements from other cultures at the same time that they maintain what Nicholas Thomas calls “profound differences that resist fusion” (Thomas 1999: 17). This we see in the Javanese and Ifugao cultural artifacts discussed earlier, which illustrate the accommodation of influences derived from exposure to external forces while maintaining aspects of traditional objects that preserve their link to their original cultures.

In his study of tourist-oriented crafts produced along the Sepik River in Papua New Guinea, Silverman (1999: 51–66) speaks of the various contemporary developments in the production of handcrafted objects meant for sale. To accommodate external demand for exotic mementos of travel, the Sepik people have been encouraged to introduce changes in the manufacture of artifacts. This is seen, for example, in the large-scale production of portable handcarved objects and in the replication of ritual carvings, which must be done so that native crafts could “become relevant rather than antiquated in the context of an encroaching world system and rapid sociocultural and economic change” (Silverman 1999: 66). The accommodation, however, is tempered by internal needs. Commoditised objects must somehow retain their expressive meaning which is realised, for instance, through the use of imagery drawn from the natural environment of the Sepik River. Replicated ritual carvings, on the other hand, must be stripped of totemic significance in order not to offend native sensibilities.

Somehow, this could also be said of the reconfigurations that we see in contemporary Ifugao and Javanese material culture. Their stylistic changes, thematic explorations, or redefined purposes suggest their makers’ recognition of the need to adapt to the new requirements of contemporary life, but their refusal to discard totally the logic and legacy of tradition indicates an equally important recognition of the valid pull of the past.

When contemporary Javanese artists adopt some discourses of Western art to produce new versions of batik art, they do so not merely to accommodate Western preferences but also to reposition themselves in the rapidly changing context of the circulation of objects. Traditional batik will continue to answer customary needs, but new lifestyles and demands stimulate contemporary artists to recast the traditional form into something that could express their sense of importance as they locate themselves in a modern milieu, which is, first of all, a global environment where a mainly Western cultural perspective is entrenched, and secondly, a local society that is not insulated from its influence. This they cannot ignore if they are to participate in the larger arena of global culture and in the modernising projects of societies that do not want to be consigned to the peripheries of a new world order. Similarly, the production of batik masks is prompted by commercial demands but also by contemporary notions of decorative arts. New batik art and modern masks both represent artistic innovations that are meant to be a pragmatic response to new conditions. At the same time, they must be seen as attempts to revitalise old traditions, by people who know that they are no longer artisans working in isolation but producers in a global network of competing and intersecting desires.

In Ifugao, artisans have no compunction in duplicating ritual objects for sale to tourists and collectors, or in modifying traditional objects by assimilating new artistic idioms, for they have come to accept the production of revitalised crafts as profitable enterprises that must be pursued if they are to emancipate themselves from poverty and escape the paralysing effects of economic and cultural marginalisation. On the one hand, it is easy to say that these new products, stripped of traditional socio-cultural significance, hold little meaning to the native except as merchandise that allows them to take part in a monetarised economy. Conversely, outsiders may see these objects as material culture that has been contaminated by external values; thus, they constitute a false representation of the Ifugao’s Otherness. On the other hand, it may be claimed that for the Ifugao, their contemporary crafts are not merely commodities but representations of a native culture that has changed, and this involves transformations which are inescapable. Although the process of acculturation goes unabated in contemporary Ifugao society, tradition continues to hold sway in certain spheres of native life. Old rituals and practices are still conducted, though with less frequency and sometimes in modified forms. As long as these persist, the artifacts of traditional culture will continue to make sense as signifiers of patrimony and identity. At the same time, these lingering traditions co-exist with new practices in ever-increasing pockets of modernity, where the Ifugao refuse to be contained in predetermined images of themselves and where they feel compelled to articulate a new awareness of their value to the outside world.

Material culture, as the cases from Java and Ifugao show, is a site of contestation. The insistence that ethnicity could only be actualised in “authentic” or uncontaminated artifacts is a contention that is implicitly disputed by those who believe that identity could not be reduced to an essentialising Otherness defined by outsiders. Ethnicity is constantly being recast. As a society develops, its material culture is reconfigured according to the requirements set by new social arrangements. The changes in Javanese and Ifugao material culture represent new ways of negotiating identity in societies that hold on to some aspects of tradition while they accommodate the claims of the present.

NOTES

1.      Here I use the term ethnicity as “the awareness sensed by a group of its cultural distinctiveness in contrast to other groups.” Ethnic solidarity is founded on a confluence of many factors which include oral traditions, characteristic cuisine, social and religious rituals, language and artistic idioms. See the synoptic discussion in Payne (1996: 182–183).

2.      See, for example, Roll (1974: 20–29) and Gomez-Garcia (1983: 84–93). Ifugao anthropomorphic carving has also been the subject of a cover story in Tribal Art (Palencia 1998).

3.      Elsewhere, I have discussed how the material culture of the Northern Philippine Cordillera is configured in some representative texts, from 19th century European travel writing to contemporary exhibition catalogues. See Tolentino (2001: 198–210).

4.      For an account of American pacification campaigns in the Gran Cordillera Central, see Fry (1983). How American colonial authority intruded into Ifugao is treated at length in Jenista (1987).

5.      Batik is mostly associated with clothing; thus, it has a primarily utilitarian value. Batik painting reconstitutes this cultural form into a piece of ornamentation or an object meant for aesthetic contemplation. While the phenomenon cited here is connected mainly with the need to meet the present-day demands of foreign consumers, the emergence of batik art is actually something prompted by an earlier impulse. In the 1960s, as the new republic of Indonesia tried to disengage itself from its colonial legacy, an important issue that came to the fore had to do with art and how it could be used to articulate an emerging national identity. Because the batik was by then firmly established as a quintessentially Indonesian craft, its use as an artistic medium to express national aspirations was a logical alternative. See Kerlogue (2004: 168–169).

6.      Electronic media actually have a hand in the continuing popularity of Indonesian folk theatre. The state channel, Televisi Republic Indonesia, in Bandung used to show wayang performances and other programs focusing on regional culture in an effort to contravene the effects of globalisation. Private radio stations and cassette companies also contributed to this effort by playing and reproducing music from folk theatre. See Jurriens (2004: 47–76).

7.      Dance and drama performances where masks are used are also frequently held in the villages of Bali where the most popular form is perhaps the Barong, a classic tale of the conflict between good and evil. Masks are also used in Balinese rituals where they take on a sacred dimension. See Slatum (1992).

8.      Using Graburn’s categories, one could say that Ifugao society falls under the category of Fourth World—“the collective name for all aboriginal or native peoples whose lands fall within the national boundaries and techno-bureaucratic administrations of the countries of the First, Second and Third Worlds. As such, they are people without countries of their own, peoples who are usually in the minority and without the power to direct the course of their collective lives” (Graburn 1976: 1). Graburn’s remark on agency, or the lack of it, is of course something that now requires qualification, given the remarkable strides made by indigenous peoples toward empowerment—a phenomenon of the last two decades or so.

9.      Many accounts of similar circumstances in Africa and the Pacific have already been published. For instance, Causey (2000: 159–174) writes about how the Toba Batak wood-carvers of Samosir Island in North Sumatra, Indonesia have responded to the demands of Western tourists for souvenirs. Like the Ifugao, the Toba Batak went through a great acculturation process in the early 20th century. Upon conversion to Christianity, they lost the original motives for carving traditional objects like ancestor figures, water buffalo horn containers, and staffs used by shamans in divination rites. See Thomas (1991) for a fuller account of the various forms of “entanglements” in the Western appropriation of native artifacts.

10.    Given the inventiveness of the Ifugao and the encouragement of potential sales, the bul-ul motif is likely to appear in a wide array of new objects meant for local use and for sale to outsiders. Sometimes, the idea for innovative uses comes from contractors who whimsically ask the Ifugao carver to embellish new products with bul-ul figures, but it could also come from professional product designers or from design agencies like the Design Center Philippines, a government institution.

11.    Again, this recalls the case of the Toba Batak wood-carvers of North Sumatra. About them, Causey (2000: 161) writes: “These days, although it is true that only tourist, not local, interest sustains the carving tradition, it is also true that many Toba Batak are proud of their carved wood patrimony. They appreciate the pre-Christian forms not as evidence of a pagan past, but as example of their own distinct cultural aesthetic.”

12.    Palencia also says that “there are among the Ifugao those who prefer pieces worked with what would be, by their cultural standards, florid detail, but these are usually agents and dealers who, by the nature of their occupations, have learned to look at the rice gods the way prospective buyers would. They adopt the perspective of Western collectors who are accustomed to other artistic forms, such as those produced in Africa” (1998: 58).
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ABSTRACT

This article invokes – as a form of strategic essentialism – the figure of the babaylan, the ancient pre-colonial Philippine priestess as signifier for women’s life-giving, nurturing and healing powers. By reclaiming her legacy, I will present the outlines of what could be a possible model for Southeast Asian feminist frameworks. Babaylanism revolves around embodied spirituality – a concept where the body is construed as an anatomical, spiritual, social and psychic space grounded on fluidity and wholeness, instead of hierarchy and dualities. Drawing from my ongoing study and engagement with contemporary women artists in the visual arts of Asia, I will present examples of how selected Indonesian, Philippine and Thai women artists articulate and embody the babaylan in their life and their works.
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PROLOGUE: BABAYLANISM AS STRATEGIC ESSENTIALISM

This article invokes – as a form of strategic essentialism – the figure of the babaylan, the ancient pre-colonial Philippine priestess as signifier for women’s life-giving, nurturing and healing powers. By reclaiming her legacy, I will present the outlines of what could be a possible model for Southeast Asian feminist framework. This model revolves around the term babaylanism, – which I borrow from the historian Fe Mangahas and which I link with the notion of embodied spirituality – a concept where the body is construed as an anatomical, spiritual, social and psychic space grounded on fluidity and wholeness, instead of hierarchy and dualities. Drawing from my ongoing study and engagement with contemporary women artists in the visual arts of Asia, I will present examples of how selected Indonesian, Philippine and Thai women artists articulate and embody the babaylan in their life and their works. In the process, I put forward the following theoretical points.

My first point: Instead of positing Southeast Asia as a derivative of the Great Traditions (as in diffusion theories centered on Indianization and Sinification), it is more productive to demonstrate how certain practices from China and India were actively reconfigured, reinterpreted and TRANSFORMED. A case in point is the Goddess of Mercy Kuan Yin, a cult figure among Chinese devotees, believed to have originated in India, where she was called Avalokiteshvara, the personification of divine assistance and compassion. Known in Vietnam as Quan Am, her statue appears in countless forms and has come to dominate Buddhist and nationalist imagery in Vietnam.

My second theoretical point: Reclaiming the goddess in the name of nationalism can also be risky, as can be seen from two most visible examples in Japan: (1) The 1942 Kyoto symposium of intellectuals, academics and critics, which targeted “Japan’s course of modernisation in terms of refuting Westernisation” (Munroe 1994: 24); (2) in the appropriation of Japan’s first ancestral goddess Amaterasu by Takamure Itsue – a pre-war feminist philosopher and historian (albeit with no professional training as one). According to Ueno Chizuko (in Buckley 1997), Takamure proposed the idea of a “maternal self” as a Japanese cultural ideal set in opposition to the Western “individualist self.” By identifying herself and all Japanese women with the first, great goddess, she offered a feminist counterpart to a larger anti-Westernisation and counter-modernism project. Framed by what Ueno described as “reverse Orientalism,” this maneuver led to Takemure’s active participation in the war, which she justifies as a “sacred war” that fights for a rapidly disappearing maternal self, as seen for instance in individualist feminists’ focus on such issues as the woman’s vote, rather than on their feminine virtues, power to give birth, raise a family, lead and mediate between the community and individual.

Takamure is heir to the tradition of the first maternalist feminist – Hiratsuka Raicho – the founder of the first feminist journal in Japan. As early as the 1900s – at a time when the first women’s association in the Philippines was also being formed – feminism was already present in Japan, and a debate was already raging between individualist feminists and maternal feminists, of which Hiratsuka was a key figure. She argued for a Japanese indigenous feminism distinct from Western individualism by asserting the specificity of womanhood and in more practical terms, by demanding maternal welfare from the state and the community. In effect, this debate in the 1900s defines and intimates the contours of similar fissures between feminists from the pre-war (Takemura’s time) period till the present, as in for instance “radical” versus “liberal” feminism; between feminists arguing for legal reforms vis-à-vis those who have shifted attention back to the private domain of male-female relationships (Miya Yoshiko in Buckley 1997). There are also present-day “versions” of maternal feminism, exemplified by what Ueno (in Buckley 1997) calls “maximalists” or “ecofeminists,” whose critique of Japanese industrial society resemble the maternal feminists counter-modernist and anti-western idealization of local virtues of motherhood, nature and nation.


We can see from the Japanese example an illustration of a postcolonial dilemma: when our feminism chooses to stress the feminine, as in the case of “maternalist” and “maximalist” feminists, we run the risk of essentialising and orientalising ourselves as “Asians” and as “natives” and in ghetto-izing ourselves as women and as feminists. In the case of Takamure, it can also turn the other way – to women’s co-optation and complicit participation in a war that caused untold suffering to Japan’s former colonies.

However, and this is my third point, uncovering, tracing and re-discovering an ancient past, as the pioneers Hirakuta and Takamure have done, may offer a challenge, which I admit is risky – to a dominant historical view that denied women’s specific feminine form of power, creativity and pro-creativity. By reclaiming the goddess and the babaylan and by naming my feminism as babaylanism, I invoke what Gayatri Spivak famously termed as “strategic essentialism,” a deconstructive position she summarised as “saying an impossible no to a structure that one criticises, yet inhabits intimately” (in Kelsky 2001).

In enacting such strategic essentialist and deconstructive reading, I follow the example of scholars like Chiba Kei, who offered a nuanced insight on the Japanese version of Avalokiteshvara – Kannon, Mother of Mercy. In a paper he read for the 9th Interdisciplinary Congress of Women in Seoul (2005), he presented an alternative reading of a painting by Kano Hogai, Hibo Kannon (dated 1888), famous as a representative work of Japanese modern painting, and is often referred to as the Japanese Madonna. Chiba stated that rather than an unequivocal symbol of the “ideal” mother, this painting images Kannon as a “cross-dressing, hermaphroditic woman with a phallus and a beard,” thus challenging dominant “Kannon-ical” interpretations hinged on compulsory heterosexuality and the State’s ultra-nationalist agenda. This argument on Kannon and other cross-dressing women he cited like Amaterasu and the Empress Jingu deserves further study on my part and a longer discussion in another essay devoted to the subject of gender ambiguity.


In the meantime, suffice it to say that indeed, Japanese goddesses are complex figures that challenge simple male-female dichotomies, and therefore do not lend themselves to easy binarist readings, especially those that insist that Kannon and Amaterasu can be easily coopted into the State’s construct of women as nationalist and ideal mothers.
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There is, in other words, space for opposition in Chiba’s readings and in the readings of Southeast Asian women’s works, I offer in this article. They only go to show that the structure that I inhabit intimately is not monolithic and is instead riddled by fractures and contradictions. It is from such gaps and fissures that I may find the spaces for forming empowering bonds and communities and for enacting maneuvers that interrupt official versions of history.

Let me now present my article by telling three stories. One took place in 1997 in Bali and another in Bangkok in 1995. The other happened in Manila in 2004.

STORY 1: RE-IMAGI(NI)NG SITA

The year was 1997, and the place was Ubud, Bali, the last leg of our research in Indonesia, which started in Jakarta, Bandung and Yogyakarta in Java. One of the first women I met was Ni Made Sri Asih, whom I intercepted after her class with young girls at the Seniwati Art Gallery for Women – which was at that time the only gallery exclusively for women artists in the places I visited. (Perhaps it still is the only one of its kind in Southeast Asia until today). Before the interview, I saw a photo of one of her works at one of the catalogues at Seniwati, which appeared at first to be totally ordinary, as it was rendered in what I thought was “typical” Balinese style. Upon closer look however, I was to be proven wrong.

Hanoman’s Task (1996) exhibits the characteristics of the Pita Maha school of Ubud, one of the competing schools of style and technique of Modern Balinese painting. While they may look alike on the surface, modern Balinese paintings are complex products of several stylistic schools, which are hybrids of precolonial and modern aesthetics brought about by colonial art academies, tourism and migrations, among others (Djelantik 1990). The stamp of Pita Maha in Sri Asih, can be seen in the painting’s monochromatic but lushly painted surfaces, well-planned linearity and well-balanced spatial orientation and arrangement.

In Hanoman’s Task, Sri Asih depicted a popular scene which is often painted by famous male artists, most of which I saw at the Bali Museum. The scene takes off from the Ramayana, which shows Rama’s envoy, the white monkey Hanoman, informing Sita that her husband, the newly installed king, is on his way to rescue her from the clutches of the evil god Rahwana, who kidnapped and held her captive for 14 years. The scene also captures the moment when Hanoman tries to find out from Sita, upon Rama’s orders, if Sita is still chaste after years in captivity.

Informed by the “right-to-my-body” feminist framework of equal rights I inherited from western feminism, I was indignant, not only at Rama’s jealous doubts, but also at the idea of Rama checking up on Sita’s chastity (I assume, of course, that Sita is technically not a virgin, since she may have had a sex life with Rama before she was abducted by Rahwana) even before he can find out how she was after going through her horrible experience. I was more astonished to find out that Sita had yet to face another ordeal, when she had to go through fire to prove her purity, the moment she returns to her husband’s arms.

It is this trial-by-fire of Sita’s purity that Arahmaiani, an internationally well-known multimedia Indonesian artist, has challenged in her video I Don’t Want to be Part of Your Legend. Well-known for her daring works which often get her in trouble with authorities, Arahmaiani produced this video as part of her ongoing critique of her country’s unholy alliance with imperialism and globalisation, as well as its particular, Islamic brand of patriarchy and militarism. Referencing the Indonesian traditional theatre form wayang kulit (shadow play), this video shows a dry leaf shaped in the form of a wayang figure, which will slowly burn, as Arahmaiani’s voice defiantly chants a lamentation in the background. The burning of the leaf symbolises, not only Sita’s refusal to be part of the patriarchal legend, but also the need to go through the cleansing power of fire, from which a renewed and stronger Sita will emerge.

From Sri Asih’s point of view however, Sita need not be viewed as refusing to be part of the “legend” – she submitted herself for trial-by-fire, and we will not understand this if we view this seeming complicity within the framework of equal sexual rights and sexual liberation. According to Sri Asih, Rama was not acting out of typical male chauvinism. She explained that the most important value in Hinduism is the sacredness of the body, and it is demanded both of females and males. Because spiritual and physical purity go together, Sri Asih would not have respected Sita had she allowed herself to be violated by Rahwana, because she would have lost her spiritual integrity.

The faith in Sita’s strength resonates in the painting, where Sri Asih shows the topless Sita (in the Balinese style), holding a keris (Indonesian sword). A passage from the art historian Astri Wright is instructive and I will quote her description at length:


Sita here is not the tearful, passive abductee on the verge of losing hope so often encountered in Javanese versions (of the scene). Here, Sita occupies the center of the canvas. She is ready for battle, sitting erect on Hanoman’s shoulder, her keris raised and ready in her right hand (although she no longer needed it now that she is safe with Hanoman), and her left hand in defensive posture enhanced by the dance convention of draping her selen-dang (shoulder cloth for holding things) between her fingers. She appears to be giving the monstrously featured white monkey the order to proceed, to carry her (even if that means touching her) across the waters (Wright 1996: 26–27).



Far from being the hapless victim, Sita had the power and strength of her individual volition. Had she succumbed to Rahwana, it was not because she was helpless and therefore blameless, but because she had somehow spiritually faltered along the way. From a symbol of fragile femininity and oppression, Sita – in Sri Asih’s re-vision – became a symbol of a strong, courageous woman who withstood her ordeal of 14 years, tenaciously guarding her spiritual and physical purity.

Thus, when we talk of Sita, we have to bear in mind that body, spirit, mind cannot be separated; and the social person, specially in Southeast Asia, must be understood, not in fragmented ways, or through the sex/gender, mind/body, nature/culture dichotomies that form the key ordering principles of traditional western thought – both mainstream and feminist.

STORY 2: THORANEE AND THE MURAL PAINTER

My second story is about the Thai mural painter Phaptawan Suwannakudt, a pioneer, the first and until recently, the only woman mural painter in Thailand. Taking over from her father Paiboon, the leader of the traditional mural revival in Thailand, after his death, Phaptawan gracefully entered a male domain, traditionally off limits to women, and took the lead. And as American artist Ann Wizer, one of the commentators in the 1999 Women Imaging Women Conference put it: “She’s somehow done all of this without rebelling or breaking from the traditional form of visual narrative…and without losing anything from the long rich history of Thai tradition” (in Datuin 1999). Her subversion also becomes even more significant when we also take note of the way she persisted in practicing an art form that has a low and peripheral status compared to the contemporary and academic “fine” arts practiced by her colleagues.


One incident that illustrates her initial difficulties happened when she was a teenaged apprentice to her late father’s mural projects. It involves Phaptawan’s sarong (Thai tube skirt), which she hanged out to dry in the workers’ common bathroom. When one of the elderly male staff members saw the sarong, he angrily flung it out of the window. Phaptawan said that it was because her gesture offended the man, since women’s sarongs must not only touch male skin; they must not be hung above men’s heads, the most sacred part of the Thai human anatomy. Touching women’s sarongs would contaminate men, since it comes in contact with menstrual blood, which is believed to be a polluting and destabilising substance that disrupts men’s mental and spiritual equilibrium (Tanabe 1991).

The power of menstrual blood over men is very similar to that attributed to “monstrous feminines,” whose female power men secretly but at times overtly and violently, envy, hate and fear. This is exemplified in the burning of witches in the middle ages and in the outlawing of native rituals presided over by ancient priestesses or babaylans in pre-colonial Philippines (I will talk about the babaylan shortly). The monstrous feminines are the Sirens and Medusas who kill unwary men, the female vampiras and aswangs (Filipino blood-sucking and meat-eating vampires), and mangkukulams (Filipino witches) who can cast a curse or spell on offenders.

To recollect that sarong-throwing incident and the painful lessons associated with it, Phaptawan fashioned an artwork by hanging several sarongs on a clothesline above waist level, in defiance of what she calls “age-old Thai beliefs.” The piece was shown in Bangkok in 1995, in an exhibition called “Tradisexions,” which put together some of the most active and militant women artists in Thailand. It was in the Tradisexions exhibit that I first met Phaptawan and it was during my conversation with her, right there under the sarong clothesline, when the idea for researching and documenting the lives and works of women artists in Southeast Asia occurred to me for the first time.


Tradisexions became the precursor of Womanifesto (www.womanifesto.com), an art event that occurs every two years, gathering women artists from all over the world. Starting out with an exhibition and artists’ talks in 1997, it is said to be the first of its kind in Asia. Its recent activities went beyond “mere” exhibitions, including a ten-day Workshop in 2001, held in a remote setting of north-eastern Thailand with no formal exhibition of works planned thereafter. It involved an international group of 18 professional women artists, curators and art administrators including five student volunteers studying cultural management. They interacted and exchanged not only with each other, but also with the local community.

In 2003, Womanifesto produced a publication/box of stories called Procreation/Postcreation, which is about collecting/archiving/documenting personal stories, old and new beliefs and tales, medical facts, sayings, advice, taboos, recipes, lullabies, poems and more – before some of this knowledge gets forgotten and lost in time. It is also about exploring old and new myths surrounding both pro and post creation and how these myths have influenced our thinking in the past and, continue to do so today and into the future.

I have not been involved in any of the Womanifesto events, but I was there in 1996 when the Tradisexions group gathered to brainstorm and plan what was to become an important event for women artists in Thailand and beyond. I returned to the Philippines in 1997, after a two-year stay in the Thailand, and embarked on my subsequent researches in the Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam and recently, Korea, China and now Japan. But before I left Thailand, I journeyed with Phaptawan to the north to visit some of her murals. During that journey, one of the images that struck me most was that of Thoranee, the Earth Goddess, whom the Buddha called upon to bear witness to his right to enlightenment. In Phaptawan’s reconstruction of the story of the Boddhisattva Subduing Mara at Wat Si Khom Kham, Phayao, 1990, she placed the Boddhissattva at the apex of the painting, his right hand on his knee, fingers pointing to the ground, summoning Thoranee. While the Boddhissattva seems to occupy the more dominant position, his inert, meditative stance is set in striking contrast to that of Thoranee, who is shown effortlessly, sensuously, wringing her hair, thus unleashing a deluge on the forces of the evil Mara. While the Buddha connotes sublime tranquility, Thoranee is depicted as an active power – the embodiment of nature’s capacity for creation and destruction.

STORY 3: INCARNATIONS OF THE BABAYLAN IN WOMEN ARTISTS OF THE PHILIPPINES

Let me now fast forward to 2004 at the Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP), Manila, right before I left for this fellowship. During the opening of a major exhibition by women artists in the Philippines (which I curated), we invoked the many-breasted goddess we call Mebuyan through a performance ritual (led by Racquel “Kleng” de Loyola, and other young women artists Maan Charisse de Loyola, Ramona dela Cruz, Teta Tulay, Vivian Limpin and Lea Lim). In the ritual, Mebuyan moved with the spontaneous rhythm of percussions and guitar effects; and the chanting of prayers composed by participating artists – prayers that express women’s deepest longings, desires and visions for the future. Mebuyan then proceeded to “paint” the empty wall with fluids squeezed out of the many breasts of her rubber latex body suit – signifying women’s life-giving powers, capacity to nurture, create and re-create themselves by fusing the ordinary and sacred in art. As she turned on the lights of the gallery, the exhibit formally opened and Mebuyan welcomed the guests to a space, which was turned into a metaphorical house by more than 50 women artists, working on a wide range of styles, themes, images, artistic media and coming from diverse, geographic, artistic and philosophical locations.


Through movement, sound, and light, Mebuyan performed the theme of embodied spirituality where body is not just anatomy but a social, psychic and spiritual space that is characterised by fluidity and wholeness. Through Mebuyan, we summoned the figure of the babaylan, the ancient priestess/healer, a figure that compels us to remember that once upon a time, there were shamans who were mostly older or menopausal women, or men who aspired to be women or binabae. The babaylan is usually an older woman, because her expertise in rituals, including memorisation of songs, poems, stories, beliefs and complete medical knowledge required long years of training and practice.
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According to the historian Zeus Salazar (in Datuin 2002), the babaylan was:


	The central personality in ancient Philippine society

	The spiritual and political leader

	The vanguard and bearer of knowledge in the fields of culture, religion and medicine

	A proto-scientist, the first specialist in the social sciences and humanities, who took care of religious ritual and the mythology of the barangay, the basic political economic unit of ancient Philippine society

	An administrator, who also assisted the datu, the political leader, in running the barangay’s political and economic affairs


The most practical route of transferring the society’s knowledge is from a babaylan mother to daughter, who will continue, and add on to this inheritance through generations. Such accumulation of knowledge and its continuity was interrupted, when Spanish priests attempted to wipe out the practice of spirit or anito (Tagalog or Filipino term for spirit) worship with the rites and saints of Christianity. In the wake of their destruction, the colonisers imaged the babaylan as a “monstrous feminine” and labelled her as a sorceress, a witch, a mangkukulam, whose black magic casts evil spells.

In more thoroughly Christianised societies, especially in lowland urban areas, the babaylan’s influence was significantly diminished, and her role in nation building, especially during the Propaganda and Revolution, was reduced to a minimum. In her more “benign” forms, the babaylan evolved into assistants of priests or hermanas, while others concentrated on being good housekeepers and caretakers of children. However, the babaylans continued to exist and enjoy a relatively high status and prestige, despite certain constraints, in secret societies. Vestiges of these groups are still present among communities in regions away from the lowland urban centers, where women remained caretakers of the communities’ native intellectual and scientific heritage.

Today, the babaylan’s presence is seen:


	In the hermana, who performs church duties

	In the manang or unmarried aunt who acts as surrogate parents

	The grandmother who looks after her grandchildren

	Women weavers, faith healers, herbolarias, midwives, who continue to pass on their knowledge to their daughters

	In women who entered areas formerly held by the datu and panday, or the native technologist – the doctors, psychologists, lawyers, historians, nurses, teachers

	In women artists and writers and cultural workers, such as the women of Kasibulan, the group that staged the abovementioned exhibition, as their 15th anniversary celebration


The presence of modern-day babaylans in our midst gives us concrete examples of some anthropological accounts explaining the more fluid agrarian societies in Southeast Asia. In these societies, the binarist distinctions between say, public and public spheres, individual and culture are not pronounced, if they exist at all, because of these societies’ egalitarian and complementary structures of kinship, assignment of roles, prestige systems and religious activities. Women in these societies are not publicly visible but they are not visible in formal politics or the great religions endorsed by the State, according to Wazir Jahan (1995). “Their inputs into politics and religion exist in the informal sphere; but this sphere is so visible and important that it is hard for social scientists to come up with a general statement to the effect that women are less important.”


Food preparation, dressing and preparing the altars and votive figures for ritual, among other activities assigned to women, can be considered “peripheral,” but only according to our definition of religious rituals as hierarchical and formal practice. In the context of day-to-day activities where relationships are flexible and fluid, it is difficult to say that gender roles in ceremonies necessarily imply hierarchies of power and dominance. Even if they do, it is also difficult to determine whether or not they are oppressive or favourable to women.

This fluidity of power relations can also be discerned in Jean Francis Illo’s research on the maybahay, (literally owner of the house), a Filipino term used to define married women or housewives – “who do not work for wages,” and do largely household work. Illo (in Wazir Jahan 1995) argues that women imbue the term with different meanings that transcend their definition as “housekeepers.” To the maybahays, “economic and non-economic work are inseparable, and their being maybahay means being a total worker, producing both goods and labor.” Such findings not only challenge existing concepts and policies of so-called development programs, they also compel us to consider the home – and its corollary terms nation, region and identity – as a highly ambiguous and problematic location. It is a space where women’s self-concepts and lived experiences do not necessarily coincide with individualistic, largely Eurocentric, binarist models and definitions of oppression and liberation.

ALMA QUINTO: FIBER, CLOTH, NEEDLE

I discern this attempt to visually present a non-binarist model of life in Filipina artist Alma Quinto, one of the participants in the above mentioned CCP exhibition. In her works, Quinto reclaims the babaylan in various ways. In Soft Dreams and Bed Stories, which she presented as the Philippines’ sole representative to the 2003 Havana Biennial, the babaylan took the shape and form of a bed, which connotes the restorative powers of sleep, the erotic realm of the night, as well as the everyday routines of self-maintenance and domesticity. In Ayayam (a term used to mean “play” in the Ilocos region, Northern Philippines), Quinto’s project for the 2005 Yokohama Triennial, where she also was the Philippines’ sole representative, the babaylan incarnates as the woman who floats from the ceiling, with a cord emanating from her womb and vagina. The cord connects with one hundred breasts with wings scattered on the floor, which along with the other pieces in the space, can be touched, rearranged and played with. From her elevated height, the babaylan rules and surveys her realm with her life-giving presence.

We are enjoined to take comfort and warmth in this maternal presence and enclose ourselves within the sheltering warmth of her skin and womb (walls and mosquito nets). Through her birthing body, we lay claim to the power of our bodies and by reclaiming our bodies, we also recharge and take charge of our creativity and imagination and allow them to take off in free play and flight (winged breasts).

Such a flight is particularly resonant with the children of CRIBS PHILIPPINES (Create Responsive Infants by Sharing), a Manila-based NGO, where Quinto has been conducting art workshops for the last ten years now. After being abused at a very young age, the girls show signs of negative self-concepts about their bodies, over which they felt no control. They believe that their bodies are “monstrous feminines,” causing fear, lust or even loss of control in adults – a logic that absolves their abusers of blame. The babaylan, with its “monstrosity” thus presents a figure that women can identify with, particularly for those who went through trauma. As mother figure, the babaylan nurtures and shelters; as signifier for creativity, she points to one possible outcome: that women and children be encouraged to understand, find pleasure, and regain control over their bodies, their selves. Through this process, the child learns that she is not a victim, but a survivor and victor.


The “monstrous” babaylan also challenges the dominant Catholic image of the docile Virgin Mother and Child, which presents a spirituality that pivots, not only on feminine obedience, but also on the purity of the physical body, which in Christian doctrine is a “mere” repository of the “soul” or “spirit.” When Quinto presents the mother as babaylan with direct references to her birthing womb and vagina, she puts forward an alternative spirituality grounded on co-existence and communion, instead of conquest and castration; on restorative union, instead of abjection and victimisation.

By summoning and re-collecting children’s unspeakable memories of trauma through cloth, and the figure of the babaylan, Quinto thus testifies to women’s generative capacity, particularly their power to give birth, which produces the next generation, and their ability to weave, quilt and sew, which produces cloth. Using thread and cloth as her main medium, Quinto performs the role of the babaylan, which she reinterprets as her modern-day artist’s function as mediator between and among women, and their psychic, spiritual and corporeal realms.

The power of cloth to bind and express women’s creativity is also evident in another work at the 2004 CCP exhibition. Puso or Heart, the centre piece patchwork from which veins radiate towards the entire length of the floor and ceiling. The heart-womb originated from the women of Luna Art Collective, who distributed the veins to women from the communities of Cebu, a major island port in Central Philippines, which were in turn, extended by the artists in this show, who added their own veins, in ways that enact the additive and patchwork process of the “quilting bee.”

This exhibition was held in connection with the 15th anniversary celebration of Kasibulan (Kababaihan sa Bagong Sining at Bagong Sibol na Kamalayan or Women in Art and Emerging Consciousness), a group of women artists in the arts (visual arts, dance, literature, theatre, etc). It was formed out of a series of consultations with women in various professions in 1987, and formally registered as a non-stock, non-profit organisation in 1989.

Its founding members include a nun, who at that time was a designer and maker of handcrafted leather bags (Ida Bugayong, who edited and designed this guidebook), a sculptor (Julie Lluch) and three painters (Brenda Fajardo, who helped conceptualise the exhibition design and provided the sketches; Imelda Cajipe-Endaya, the founding president; and Ana Fer). They were later joined by terracotta artist Baidy Mendoza, who along with Sandra Torrijos, Lia Torralba, and Cajipe-Endaya, also served as president. The present president is Edda Amonoy, under whose able leadership this exhibition was planned and realised.

In a territory where the key players are men, and where the turning points for women hinge on their entry to movements and institutions initiated by men – such as the entry of the first woman student Pelagia Mendoza to the 19th century Spanish colonial art school, Academia de Debujo y Pintura and the token inclusion of Anita Magsaysay-Ho in the 13 moderns, the privileged list of pioneering moderns led by the Father of Philippine Modernism Victorio Edades – the founding of Kasibulan is a feminist art-historical watershed because it marks the first time women consciously decided to carve their own niche and tell their own stories, on their own terms. By banding and bonding together in their own space, the conscious stirrings and debates on feminist practice and theory emerged and took place among women artists, who fought for visibility and the right to represent themselves, in their own eyes and through their own voices.

Since its founding, Kasibulan has nurtured and continues to nurture a significant group of women artists through exhibitions, forums and other activities which not only challenged women’s negative and stereotyped images but also questioned the very parameters of art and artistry as they are defined in mainstream culture.


In its many projects, the Kasibulan linked up with women in the communities (such as artisans in Paete), with women in non-art sectors (such as Filipina migrant workers, public school teachers of Marikina, street children of Malate), and women in other disciplines such as medicine, law and labour.
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Photo 3 Ayayam 1 (Quinto, 2004)
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Photo 4 Ayayam 2 (Quinto, 2004)



TOWARDS A SOUTHEAST ASIAN FEMININE/FEMINIST AESTHETICS: CROSSING THE SEX/GENDER DIVIDE

In the practices of Kasibulan, Seniwati Art Gallery in Bali and Womanifesto in Bangkok – three models from the Philippine, Indonesian and Thai examples – we see how women artists return the gaze of the patriarchal vision, not only by exercising the power to define and re/present themselves, but also by defining some of the contours of an emerging feminine aesthetic. This aesthetic is grounded on a “dialect” (Pollock 1988) that borrows from, as well as re-tools, the legacies of modernism, colonialism and globalisation, among others. This visual “dialect” recasts the slogan “the personal is political” through strategies that demonstrate, not just the political nature of women’s private individualised subjections, but also the possible options for healing and empowerment for women in the region. In the artists I cited, one possible route is the celebration of an ancient female figure – whether it be the goddesses Sita, Mebuyan and Thoranee or the Philippine babaylan or ancient priestess. At first glance, this strategy of reclaiming an ancient model seemingly transposes us back to the maternal benevolence of a “pre-cultural” and “pre-colonial” past of indigenous peoples. The recourse to the goddess constructs the female body as ancient, non-western, original, frozen in a timeless, inert space, existing outside the cycles of the seasons. Our bodies become one with the earth and its primeval guiding spirits, here represented by the Goddess – the high priestess-babaylan, Mebuyan, Thoranee and Sita – thereby assigning and consigning us to a reserved oasis of “nature,” outside the flow of historical time, enthralling, timeless and never changing.

Alma Quinto, for example is aware that her combined use of the female body and figure of the babaylan might unwittingly support patriarchal constructs by upholding stable, essentialist categories of femaleness, and in this case, an essential Southeast Asian femaleness, as “counterpart” to the universal, Western, white femaleness. However, she also deliberately reclaims these images to articulate her longing for a female idiom, and distinctly feminine aesthetics grounded on a nonlinear or circular sense of history, which is noncompetitive and nonhierarchical. Her direct reference to the woman’s nurturing body, her womb, her breasts, her navel, and her vulva or vagina, intimate her connection to the feminist project of finding a feminine space from and through which we can recover our inheritance from a past, not in the sense of reliving and recapturing it in its “authentic” and “original” form, because that is no longer possible. To recover the past means, to regain control, to repossess, to create again. The key term is “version” (de Zegher 1996: 199) – which the artist creates to provide a vehicle through which we can enact our own transformations, and find our direction, our action, our movement.

The return to the goddess may also have resonance with the body-centered approach which became a dominant feminist strategy among visual artists in 1970s North America (McEvilly 1989). Such strategy revolves around a mind/body, sex/gender, nature/culture binary frame. In these women pioneers, sex is aligned with the body’s anatomy, its biological and therefore universal given, while gender is aligned with culture, which determines how sex is going to be produced, accounted for and represented. However, as the “new feminisms” of the 1990s have taught us, and following Judith Butler and Michel Foucault, the body is not just anatomy, but a cultural and psychic space, which has a geographic and historical location. It is not a prediscursive, biological and politically neutral surface on which gender is inscribed. Sex is not to biology as gender is to culture, because sex itself is as culturally constructed and historically contingent as gender. My anatomical body itself is the object of study, the very battleground on which cultural constructions and practices compete (Butler 1990: 7; Foucault in Nettleton and Watson 1998).

Thus, as I choose to reread the women’s works I encounter, particularly in Southeast Asia, and probably now, in East Asia, I see a refusal – at times conscious but more often unconscious – to sever the mind and the body, sex and gender, nature and culture. As Quinto puts it: “Whereas the colonizer emphasised the dualistic body and soul relationship, my work focuses on the unity and dialectical relationship between them. The soul dialogues with the body, and the body in the soul is there to enlarge the soul.”

These women’s works and words show that perceiving and articulating images is not only about sight, but also about gesture, disposition, volition and emotion. The body is not just the physical body, but a psychic and psychological feminine space, which is imaged and imagined, not as a place of comfort and reassurance, but a place of pain and disquietude, as well as of possible liberation through conflict, negotiation and confrontation. The interiors and interstices of the female body – the battleground of male creativity – are re-visualised in their own terms, in their own voice.


Within these developing outlines of a feminine aesthetics, we can redefine the “aesthetic,” not as a function of pure form and the pure gaze (pace Bourdieu), which the critic supposedly perceives and relentlessly inspects for its sake. Instead, the “aesthetic” is all about encounter, affect, gesture and movement. Form embodies not just style, but also testimonies of struggle, pain, gains and triumphs.

I use “testimony” to emphasise the inter-subjective modes in which women retell their experiences and memories, through processes that transcend the confines of solitary “genius” or the domain of bellas artes aesthetics. Because their homes and bodies are contiguous with the art world and the “world,” women offer testimonies that may not necessarily be overtly feminist, but take on various forms from a range of locations. In their own ways, these women offer a range of possibilities for resistance, both within a collective movement and within the mundane spaces of the everyday. In the process, we can begin to understand the power of art to transform the “world” by revealing their doubts and pains about that world, as well as their faith and joy in its possibilities.

Let me illustrate by citing a testimony from Phaptawan again, who relocated to Sydney in 1996, and has since moved on to produce individual art pieces about her life, but still within the stylistic parameters of Thai mural painting. In a text for a catalogue of her exhibition she sent me very recently, she talked about her father, her life as a pioneer’s daughter, and her own displacements, first as a Thai child who grew up travelling and living in temples, where her father’s projects were; and later, as a Thai mural painter who was frustrated with her studio practice in a foreign land. “Who would care for Thai mural painting anyway?” she asked. What soothed her homesickness was a private routine: She observed the trees and gave them Thai names. She expressed this routine in a “language I am most comfortable with. This language is not Thai, is not even my skill in Buddhist temple painting, and is not the secret tune in me I inherited from my father, but it is (all about) seeing the world with all that made me who I am. I use it to explore the world. The reward was, no matter how personal and how secret, that as I walked and looked up at the trees, all of a sudden people in the streets were not strangers to me anymore.”

Her latest work, An Elephant Journey refers to her relationship to her new home, and the way she locates herself in the Australian Bushland. Although the Australian geography and the elephant “do not belong to each other, they look into one another and see the reflection of each other. What elephants see and what the landscape reveals is the way I see myself attached to my new home. Chang (Thai word for elephant) was the nickname that my father gave me on the day I was born. It was also my father’s nickname, known from the way he mimicked the elephant walk. I am most comfortable when thinking about myself being an elephant. I carry my name as my totem.” The elephant and a secret tune her father taught her when she was a child “may echo forever in me and the elephant may never depart. While it may remain personal, it is my utmost emotional contact with the world and how the world makes sense to me. An Elephant Journey observes how this secret tune plays its part with the place I am in. I use it as a language to communicate with other people, and how I would see myself attached to the other secret tunes, that are mingling in the shared space.”

Through cloth and fiber as seen in Quinto, through paint and brush we see in Phaptawan and Sri Asih, as well as in the secret tunes and personal totems of Phaptawan’s dislocated universe, the personal and the private cross over to the public sphere, at the moment when women struggle to make sense of the “world” through thought, feeling and action: naming trees in a secret language, humming secret tunes, sewing cloth to remember and heal trauma and pain, and reimagining Sita as a commanding presence ordering the white monkey to move on. I daresay that women artists – modern day babaylans – may be able to tell us certain things about ourselves – as women perhaps, or as Asians, however those difficult terms are defined. As Malaysian artist Teoh Joo Ngee states “Art does not depict things as seen, but as things to be seen” (Teoh, pers. comm, 2004). Women artists can make us see what is not seen but from a woman’s point of view, shaped and nurtured in that highly-charged, constantly shifting geographic area called “Asia.”

It is in this in the context of telling another history, and of creating other possibilities and constructing better worlds that we claim our legacy and our link to the goddess and the babaylan. And as the young Filipina artist Lea Lim (in Datuin 2004) puts it in her statement, the babaylan’s “efforts have customarily gone unnoticed,” although she is now “slowly realising reverence well-deserved.” But if we have indeed come a long way, the fight ain’t over yet: women continue to be imaged negatively and victimised in real and reel life (in movies, in fiction, in ads, in the visual arts). Women artists continue to labour away in silence and in the shadows, and that is why we continue to mount all-women’s shows, conduct researches and write our compensatory histories on women artists. Such feminist art-historical, critical and political strategies are not without their practical and theoretical problems, and I have discussed this more fully elsewhere (Datuin 2002). But I take solace in the thought that we come from a long line of babaylans. As such we “persist” – again to borrow from Lea Lim – continuously doing what needs to be done, our hands as persistent as the wind, blowing the dust that wanders and settles again and again, quietly. Ceaselessly. (Roll VTR).

EPILOGUE: BABAYLANISM AS REMINDER FOR US NOT TO FORGET

As I write this article and as I sift through the boxes of materials I have amassed for the last ten years1, one of the figures that strike me most is the figure of the Korean mutan or shaman as she is deployed in the works of Tomiyama Taeko. The mutan for Tomiyama is a central metaphor “who links the living and the dead, the present and the past, existing separate from the state or ethnicity…In the world of illusion, the shaman gives voice to the han or deep resentment and sorrow of the victims” (Tomiyama in Jennison 2003, 190). In her 1986 work In Memory of the Sea the shaman is a principal figure and mediating image in the story of a Korean woman who is asking the “Spirit Miko” to search for her sister who was taken away during the war and forced into sexual slavery in the Japanese Imperial army. The shaman also appears in a series of paintings and collage in the 1980s dealing with Korean conscripted labourers and “military comfort women.” This series became the multi-media slide work, The Thai Girl Who Never Returned Home in which the shaman bore witness to the events of the life of a young Thai woman, Noi, who becomes a victim of the so-called sex trade in contemporary Japan and Southeast Asia.

I cite Tomiyama because I am struck at the “self-critical gaze” she casts on herself and her own people “as an assailant,” as the art historian Hagewara Hiroko puts it writing about Tomiyama’s work (Hagiwara 1995). In her works, Tomiyama breaks the silence and disrupts the modes of official forgetting, through a strategy that mourns for the dead – not to melodramatically re-enact the suffering – but to publicly re-member and re-imagine the other and bring the dead “into social life.” It is in this sense that Tomiyama, born in 1921, is a pioneer, “precursor to and in a sense in a continuum with, more recent projects by artists and curators who are creating spaces at the intersection of discourses on the representation of war history, visual arts and diasporic communities” (Jennison 2003: 186).

In the 21st century, we are all carrying an enormous traumatic weight, and it is in this context that feminist investigations into the visual poetics of shame and trauma have emerged in recent years. This field is still emerging, and hence still inadequately theorised, and it is an urgent theoretical agenda that I hope we will pursue in our present and future discussions. In this article, I contributed to this agenda in a very preliminary, maybe even circuitous way, by reclaiming the babaylan, the mutan, the priestess, and the goddess as figures that can mediate between past and present, bring the dead back into social life through public mourning, and compel us NOT to tolerate, NOT to look away, NOT to turn our backs, and most importantly, NOT to forget. And thus, we persist, quietly, ceaselessly.

NOTES

1.      The most recent leg of this decade-long research was in 2004–2005, when I conducted fieldwork in Japan and Malaysia for the first time and revisited Indonesia and Thailand, in connection with my API (Asian Public Intellectuals) fellowship, funded by Nippon Foundation.
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ABSTRACT

The politics of difference in a multicultural society such as Malaysia is an area of increasing interest in an environment of global anxieties about the “clash of civilisations” (Huntington) and the “flows of culture” (Appadurai). As the lines of race, religion, language and gender become more prescribed by the “authorities” of state and media, they are also diversely contested by those who do not fit or who choose to resist these narrow defines and limiting dictates. Krishen Jit, doyen of Malaysian theatre, dealt with issues of difference and sameness in his multiple staging of Malaysian identities. His theatre process and practice were in several ways critical interventions into the Malaysian cultural landscape. This article will examine some of the strategies used in Krishen Jit’s theatre that dealt with cultural difference and emerged as a valuable response to the tensions of identity in Malaysia. It interrogates his choices for theatre and how they indicate a conscious engagement with issues of plural identities within a multicultural mosaic. It seeks to offer a perspective on how the theatre provides an apt site for questions of agency and belonging that arise in negotiating issues of exclusion and inclusion within a plural socio-cultural space.
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INTRODUCTION

Whether or not a nation, society or self is officially plural, multiple diversities – imagined and experienced – exist within and between communities and selves and these spaces warrant attention in a global environment increasingly anxious about difference as divisive. In multicultural Malaysia, identity, based primarily on race but combining aspects of language, religion and gender, is a much discussed issue, especially as official politics still operates along racial, religious and gender lines.1 Although “race,” with its implication of essentialised identity is an increasingly contested term, it is still used officially in Malaysia to refer to the main ethnic groups that consist of Malays (50%), Chinese (25%), Indians (7%), and other groups that are either indigenous (Kadazan, Dusun, Iban) or Eurasian. Having inherited British colonial policies of “divide and rule,” the Malaysian government has perpetuated these lines of separation in a post-independence attempt to forge national coherence amidst acknowledged multiplicity.

Difference is accordingly prescribed and perpetuated through official requirements that all citizens be categorised according to race, gender and religion. Ironically, on one level it has been effective in ensuring visible levels of representation among majority and minority groups. However, it has not resulted in equity among the different groups but led to a society that is fragmented along racial and religious lines even after more than 50 years of “liberation” from colonial rule.2


When secure identity is perceived as stable and unitary (whether national, communal or individual), change and difference are framed as potentially destructive and thus threats to the self and community. An increasing emphasis in the global arena on difference as oppositional and thus a danger to internal security has been fueled by a preoccupation with the supposed “clash of civilisations” that analyses difference as a source of animosity.3 This stimulates anxiety about preserving the boundaries of identity and sets up frameworks that valorize uniqueness. This in turn privileges essentialised identities in the name of “purity” and “authenticity.” It also discourages the blurring of boundaries that stem from fusions of culture which recast and refashion the tropes of identity.

Several Malaysian theatre practitioners have dealt with issues of identity, seeking to express and deal with ruptures in society, too often whitewashed by state-oriented rhetoric that projects flawless unity and blissful co-existence. Admittedly it is no simple task to effectively challenge notions of identity in an audience grown comfortable with its own perceptions of self and other. To engage in this task is to take on the resistance that may ensue. While theatre is an acknowledged site for the critical analysis of culture and identity, not many performances are deeply revealing about the politics of Malaysian culture – staged or sensed. Theatre may simply deal with “diversity” without engaging with “difference” – the latter examining the encounters between divergent ideas and beliefs, the former presenting without interrogation a range of co-existent practices.4

The theatre of Krishen Jit (1939–2005), acknowledged doyen of Malaysian theatre, was critically analytical about cultural difference and its relation to the state of being Malaysian. It was often replete with multiple styles of performance that reflected the diverse material he engaged with (modern and traditional, local and global, personal and public) and incorporated an integrated arts approach which wove together strands conventionally kept apart and deemed incompatible. The theatre productions that Jit helmed as director and producer – from monologues to musicals, devised plays to interdisciplinary performances – were invaluable executions of his insights into the positive and problematic aspects of plurality in Malaysian society.

Due to his capacity to collaborate widely, Jit worked variously with state agencies as well as a range of local and regional arts companies such as The Actor’s Studio, DramaLab and Straits Theatre in Malaysia, as well as TheatreWorks, W!ld Rice and Action Theatre in Singapore. He also collaborated with diverse and interdisciplinary artists, among them dancer-choreographer Marion D’Cruz, musician-composer Sunetra Fernando, visual artist-curator Wong Hoy Cheong, writer-performer Leow Puay Tin, director Ong Keng Sen and director-performer Ivan Heng. These were artists markedly interested in developing dialogical approaches to theatre-making across multiple media and plural cultures. Jit’s engagement with them signaled his interest in negotiating diverse approaches to theatre-making and demonstrated a commitment to inventing performance frames within which the collision of difference and the cohesion of sameness could be expressed in relation to each other.

Jit embraced the potential that stemmed from difference and sameness as a resource for theatre thinking and making. His own passage in theatre was of constant reinvention and relocation, negotiating between and within English language theatre (ELT), Malay language theatre (MLT) and multilingual theatre as he responded to shifts in national policy, cultural trends and social developments.5 As a theatre critic, writing for international publications, regional journals and sustaining a theatre column for 22 years in Malaysia’s main broadsheet,6 Jit cultivated a discerning voice that came to be highly respected and pivotal in shaping contextual aesthetics that consciously sought to decolonise and indigenise Malaysian theatre and the surrounding discourses. He wrote about several art forms including dance, music and the visual arts and reviewed performances that ranged from the traditional and classical, to the modern and experimental – generating ways to consider how these diverse forms and styles were all integral to the depiction and extension of Malaysian culture.

In his role as theatre educator, teaching in performing arts faculties of national universities and being instrumental in setting up the Akademi Seni Kebangsaan (National Arts Academy – now known as Akademi Seni Budaya Dan Warisan Kebangsaan, ASWARA) in Malaysia, Jit developed among his students a critical consciousness of the need to ground Malaysian theatre in local traditional and contemporary practice, whilst engaging with international perspectives and regional frames of reference. As founding member of Five Arts Centre (FAC), the performing and visual arts collective in Kuala Lumpur that Jit’s work was inextricably linked with, he also engendered programmes for practitioner training and opportunities for indigenous pedagogy and contextual experimentation that nurtured an open and critical space for discourse and development.

In this article I will discuss how Krishen Jit, dealt with issues of difference and sameness in his multiple staging of Malaysian identities and how these performances indicate a conscious engagement with issues of plural identities within a multicultural mosaic. The article seeks to offer a perspective on how Jit’s theatre provided a potent site for questions of agency and belonging that arise in negotiating issues of exclusion and inclusion within a plural sociocultural space.

STAGING A POLITICS OF DIFFERENCE: CONFRONTING THE PRESENCE OF PLURALITY

Krishen Jit confronted issues and conflicts that stem from cultural plurality in the Malaysian context such as racial prejudice, political discrimination and socio-economic disenfranchisement. Throughout his more than 40 years career as theatre director, critic, educator and producer he created several works that challenged essentialised notions of identity with regard to race, gender and class. He also generated spaces that encouraged a dialogical approach to the notion of being Malaysian to contest reductive state-sanctioned norms which perpetuated unitary notions of identity. His articulations of Malaysian culture, informed by a strong sense of historical perspective,7 produced concrete enactments of alternative multiculturalism in which it was possible to reconfigure notions of identity by casting against race and reworking the boundaries of self and other. Jit drew on everyday experiences and lived cultures that embodied the tensions of inherited and porous identities, generating situated yet fluid cultures, to articulate contemporary revisionings of Malaysian identity. This challenged hegemonic frames of plurality that were static and rigid.

Jit’s theatre offered symbolic representations of the tensions and confrontations that occur within and among communities that co-exist in a national framework. By choosing to develop work that consciously provoked alternative imaginings of culture, such as the reworking of prevalent constituent myths (e.g., in 1971 Jit directed Matinya Seorang Pahlawan (The Death of a Warrior) written by Malaysian National Literature Laureate, Usman Awang that recast the Malay legend of Hang Tuah), excavating indigenous personal histories (e.g., in 1993 Jit devised text from actors’ biographies in US: Actions and Images) and developing multi-modal texts (e.g., in 1994 Jit collaborated with visual artists, musicians and dancers in the installation cum performance of Skin Trilogy written by K. S. Maniam), Jit forged performances that combined these diverse facets of art making in Malaysia to question the premise of authenticity and identity as determined and predictable.

Jit refuted the idea that a person was singular in his/her cultural identity. In dialogue about the complexities of Malaysian culture he said,


I actually believe that in the case of plural societies such as Malaysia and Singapore, and even certain parts of India, multiculturalism is in one body. We tend to think of it as a negotiation between one body and another, but I actually think it is in one body and in many ways I have been trying to excavate that in one way or another (Krishen Jit, pers. comm.)8



He thus made choices that reflected a politics of difference committed to the articulation of Malaysian culture as an ongoing river of change rather than separate parallel streams – the latter being more in line with state policies of divisive multiculturalism. But this did not mean Jit opted for the “melting pot” of culture either. Dealing with the plurality of Malaysian society, Jit developed collages of intra-cultural and inter-cultural theatre, which examined cultural difference and sameness within national boundaries (between Malaysians) as well as at the intersections where cultures that have distinct primordial histories (Chinese, Malays, Indians, etc) collude.9

Jit’s innovation as a deviser-director yielded integrated performances in which visual, spoken and corporeal texts depicted the inventive nature of communication capable of transcending essentialist boundaries. In the process of telling stories and shaping characters on stage, different performers used varieties of Malay, English and Chinese languages, apart from local and foreign performance styles, to create a collage of “actions and images” that depicted Malaysian culture more thoroughly than is usual.

Jit developed what performance theorist Bonnie Marranca calls a “discourse of interculturalism” that negotiates a cultural space “to reflect these crosscurrents as a strategic mode of enquiry” rather than as a mere “mirror of reality” (Marranca 1991: 11). By connecting forms and ideas that stemmed from local culture and indigeneous cultural resources, the work embodied commonalities between the dimensions of race, religion and language, thus empowering enactments of Malaysian-ness with the richness of particularity and plurality. Working with like-minded Malaysian performers, writers, designers and producers, Jit’s staging elicited potent expressions of the plural landscapes of being Malaysian whilst challenging restrictive politics of difference. The performances provoked audiences to rethink normative modes of identity in Malaysia and recast themselves in the process.

Jit felt that Malaysians “don’t ask enough questions about our normative behaviour” and “are not investing enough into what we are as Malaysians” and thus he described some of his work as “trying to penetrate the whole issue of how we imagine our community” whilst questioning the strength of inter-cultural relations when “all of this can be toppled and made irrelevant and purposeless when something is at stake” (Ambikaipaker 1999). He thus sought to ground artistic practice in stories and symbols that were resonant with contemporary concerns and cultural cross-currents. In this manner he engaged the potential richness of difference whilst interrogating the apparent security of sameness.

Jit’s theatre was mostly experimental and non-naturalistic, bringing together diverse physical and spoken vocabularies to forge a Malaysian sensibility on stage. In several performances that Jit directed (e.g., Scorpion Orchid by Lloyd Fernando, co-directed with Joe Hasham in 1995; and Family-A Visual Performance Event co-directed with Wong Hoy Cheong in 1998), the actors were from diverse racial and class backgrounds to reflect the multiplicity in Malaysian society. To emphasise the presence of difference within and between cultures, Jit also drew on multiple physical and vocabularies (such as tai chi and silat, gamelan and the Broadway musical) to dramatise the interactions of culture on stage.

In making choices for theatre, Jit developed a “language” for each production that depicted an “imagined world” that stemmed from the combined texts of the playscript, the design, choreography, musical score and the actors themselves. Within the plural vocabularies encoded in the mise en scene, these performances were dialectical in their approach to meaning and interpretation. They often articulated a conscious negotiation between “Abstract and Concrete registers” (Counsell 1996: 19–20), working simultaneously to develop illusions about a world beyond the stage whilst drawing attention to the real material presence of bodies and objects on stage. In so doing the staging highlighted the power relationships that prevail in the spaces between the imagined world and the material presence.

Interpreting these experimental systems of signs involved participation from the audience as “active” meaning-makers. Jit shared Bertoldt Brecht’s critique of the passivity that resulted from naturalistic theatre and often developed strategies that would “denaturalise and defamiliarise” the viewing process much like Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt (alienation effect). This made Jit’s theatre a dialogical site which sought to rework and challenge conventional notions of reality. It encouraged a negotiation of identity as flexible and reviewable, offering agency in a context where choice is often seen as depleted. In this manner his theatre extended a space for what Dolan (2005) calls “performative utopia” where the intersubjectivity of performer and audience leads to reimaginings of what is possible in generating alternatives that engender hope.

In this article I will discuss two particular strategies Jit deployed to examine difference and sameness in theatre namely to cast against race and mix languages on stage. These strategies were not unanimously well-received but nonetheless provoked strong responses and provided insightful enactments of Malaysian culture that contested the boundaries of race and language. Neither were these experiments repeated in every performance Jit directed, but they were vivid socio-political expressions of culture that dismantled “race” and “language” – crucial aspects of identity – as “stable substances” and posited alternative embodiments of identity that embraced fluidity and plurality instead.


RECASTING THE CORD: RESISTING THE MOULDS OF RACE

In casting actors for a performance, directors often seek a certain verisimilitude that reduces the difference between the Abstract and Concrete registers. This is meant to create a more “believable” performance and persuade audiences to “accept” the actor as the character. However in politically engaged theatre it is the “spaces between” that become the focus for interrogation – to question the normative and present the alternative. To cast against race is then to resist a metaphysical interpretation of identity and stage a reworking of a prescribed construct. This may not work for audiences unprepared to “read” the signifiers as metaphors for identity rather than inadequate equivalences. But it offers an insight into how theatre can recast the notion of race despite the stern dictates of the state.

In 1994, the Five Arts Centre (FAC) production of The Cord,10 a play by K. S. Maniam, Indian-Malaysian writer of international repute and inaugural recipient of the Raja Rao Award (September 2000, New Delhi) for his outstanding contribution to the Literature of the South Asian Diaspora, did not meet with enthusiastic response. Perhaps in part, this was due to choices made by Jit in his casting of actors for the play. Maniam’s play about a community of disenfranchised estate-worker Indian-Malaysians who resent feeling like outcasts in a country they had chosen to make their home, raises issues about citizenship for Malaysians who still imagine their “homeland” to be elsewhere. It also examines how class and education become pivotal in the bid to belong – particularly for those on the lower rungs of the hierarchy of racial identity. (Indian-Malaysians are seen as “lower” than Malays and Chinese, not merely because they are a small minority, but because large numbers of Indians migrated to Malaysia as indentured labour during the British colonial period. Many still remain in the lower socio-economic classes). Jit’s deliberate questioning of racialised norms through his cross-racial casting may have unsettled audiences who expected to see a play simply about Indian-Malaysians.


K. S. Maniam’s seminal play had been directed by Jit on two previous occasions, most significantly as the inaugural FAC production in 1984, and was being re-staged as part of its 10th anniversary celebrations.11 Granted the cast and the production were no longer identical with the well-received 1984 production (only one actor, S. Subramony reprised his role as Muniandy) and the socio-cultural climate in Malaysia was also altered,12 yet the script and the story remained the same. However this particular staging disappointed audiences and whilst several aspects of the production (e.g., poor pacing, lack of aural clarity, incongruity of style) were discussed in two newspaper reviews, only one of the actors, Hamzah Tahir, was singled out as being “miscast” in his role as Ratnam, an angry young man frustrated with unfulfilled dreams. In the play Ratnam is exceedingly taunted by a perfectionist father, Muniandy who humiliates him for his failure to live up to expectations – a pivotal relationship in unraveling the agonies of other characters in the play.

Reviewer Eddin Khoo described Tahir as “evidently miscast” (Khoo 1994). This was echoed by reviewer Tamara M. Karim who wrote that Tahir was “unfortunately totally miscast” (Karim 1994). However neither elaborated on why except to suggest that Tahir did not deliver a “believable” performance. Tahir, a Malay-Malaysian was the only actor in the play who was cast against race whilst all other “Indian” roles were played by actors of varied “Indian” descent. Tahir was also the only actor who had worked primarily in MLT and was performing his first role in ELT. Seeing as theatre reviewers rarely comment on casting, this may have been a determining factor in the judgement – perhaps their response cast more doubt on the choice of the director than the skill of the actor.

Tahir, a “young talented actor” (Karim 1994) was from a working-class rural background and typically less fluent in English. His being cast in this role was a stark contrast to the previous Ratnam, played by Ravi Navaratnam, an Indian-Malaysian actor from urban, upper-middle class and English-speaking background. Whilst socio-economically Tahir had more in common with Ratnam than Navaratnam, perhaps visually and aurally Ratnam was imagined by ELT audiences as more commensurate with Navaratnam than Tahir.

When Malaysian actors of Malay, Indian and Chinese descent perform in plays from the Western canon that require them to play “foreign” roles that range from the dark-skinned Moor Othello (in William Shakespeare’s Othello) to the fair-skinned American Blanche DuBois (in Tennesse Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire) their “believability” as “Moors” or “Americans” is rarely questioned. However the politics of difference in being Malay-Malaysian and Indian-Malaysian are so fraught within the national tensions of power that characterise notions of “self” and “other,” a Malay actor playing a local Indian character seems to require a more discomfiting leap of “disbelief” than usual. In casting Tahir as Ratnam, Jit questioned the construct of race as a metaphysical and stable substance through an enactment and embodiment of difference that resists essentialism, providing space to rethink the dynamics of “race” in a multicultural mosaic that is often regarded as immutable. This was not the first instance of Jit casting against “race,” as in the 1984 production Kee Thuan Chye was cast as Muthiah. This is the role of an arrogant English-educated Indian clerk who rises in status among the other estate workers and is revealed as having fathered Ratnam by raping Lakshmy, Muniandy’s deceased wife. Kee is Chinese-Malaysian (thus also non-Indian!), but perhaps because Kee was a known actor in ELT he did not disrupt too significantly the “expectations” of the audience. It was regarded with apprehension but managed to be acceptable. Caroline Ngui noted that Kee’s presence gave her “a few disturbing moments” because of “a Chinese guy playing someone called Muthiah in a play so richly Indian” but she moved on to say “after these first few moments, it did not matter” (Ngui 1984). Ngui commended Kee for having “played a very believable bad guy” but said nothing about Kee playing a believable “Indian.” Due to his status, Muthiah is undeniably an “outsider” in the community of Indian estate workers and thus Kee’s being “different” (and Chinese!) fits with the function of the character who lauds it over the rest. The “other” as bad guy is easier to process than when the “hero” is cast from the “other.”

Ratnam is situated at the heart of the Indian community in The Cord and thus Tahir’s presence as a Malay actor, who was not disguised to look or sound otherwise, may have appeared incongruous in rendering the perceived issues and ideas of “the play” successfully. Or it could have been that Tahir’s corporeal presence (the Concrete register in Counsell’s terms) triggered uneasy nerves of consciousness in considering relations not only between Malays and Indians, but more significantly English-speaking (read urbanised and upper-class) and Malay-speaking (read rural and lower-class) Malaysians. When Ratnam says to Muthiah in a bitter confrontation about his worth,


You nothing but stick. You nothing but stink. Look all clean, inside all thing dirty. Outside everything. Inside nothing. Taking-making. Walking-talking. Why you insulting all time? Why you no like me? Why you sit on me like monkey with wet back-side? (Maniam 1994: 64).
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Photo 1 Kee Thuan Chye as Muniandy in The Cord (1984). Copyright Five Arts Centre.



This may have highlighted the politics of class difference and discrimination that would unsettle a largely affluent audience unwilling to negotiate the prejudice that they may embody – whatever their race. Although Malay-Malaysians are seen as the politically dominant race, those who are not fluent in English are still “inferior” in status by virtue of class, and thus it is possible that ELT audiences (largely non-Malay) secure their notion of “superiority” – between and within races – by classifying language as a significant determinant of acceptance even within the apparently neutral space of ELT.

Although ELT deals often enough with multicultural experiences, it is not often that actors are cast against their “race” (except when doing foreign plays!) and even less frequent is the opportunity for actors who work primarily with non-English languages to play a significant role in ELT. Thus to cast Tahir in the role of Ratnam, a distinctly non-Malay role, was clearly a conscious option to challenge the construct of identity based singularly on race. Jit was clearly questioning the notion that the “Indian-ness” of Ratnam was of utmost importance and could only be played by a Malaysian of Indian origin. It underscores gender, class and age as equally important elements in the construct of Ratnam and links the disenfranchised Indian with his Malay contemporary as well. It also extended ELT beyond the notion of linguistic proficiency to become more inclusive of a wider range of English speakers.

Regrettably Malaysian theatre is a divided space that separates theatre practice according to language use. Due to English being seen as a “neutral” language – it not being tied to any racial group – ELT is regarded as more “integrated” and its practitioners are not dominated by any particular identity, unlike MLT, which still consists primarily of Malays. The same holds for Chinese and Indian language theatre, which tend to be racially linked making it uncommon to find an Indian speaking Hokkien or a Malay speaking Tamil on stage.13 Jit’s efforts to blur the boundaries of culture and identity by having Tahir play Ratnam, was an attempt to revise the limits of racial identity and thereby stage an alternative multiculturalism that exists between and within bodies – prodding audiences to see Ratnam as a mix of several cultural constructs that clash and converge.

However this does not seem to have been “read” adequately – at least not in the two reviews mentioned. Perhaps the staging did not make the strategy accessible to audiences who sought cultural cohesiveness that was defined along racial categories – seeing the play primarily as an “Indian” play and not a “Malaysian” play. It may have required more overt “defamiliarisation” devices to foreground how race can be destabilised in a performance perceived to be about a particular “race.” Such that when Ratnam tries to persuade his father to buy him his dream motorcycle,


These are useless these days (referring to religious rituals). Nothing like a Yamaha. The wheel spokes shine like the sun. And the sound of the engine! And when you sit on it, you’re riding heaven! (Maniam: 1994: 33).



The staging could have strategically linked this not only to the dreams of a young Indian-Malaysian male but many young Malaysian males who are seen as drop-outs in the system and traitors to tradition. For an audience less politicised or engaged in issues of race this may have aided an appreciation of why Tahir was cast.14 But when audiences are not able or prepared to deconstruct the staging in the manner suited does such an intervention “fail?” Or does it indicate how challenging it is to recast identities when they have been so prescribed by the state? Does the “fault” lie with the context in which both audience and performance are framed by socialised norms, which block any attempt to deal with difference more holistically?


Jit’s boldness of vision for Malaysian theatre was to experiment and offer sites where alternative imaginings of self and other could occur, despite the risks of being inaccessible or unreadable. In dealing with the potential for theatre to recast identity and reinvent the self, Jit explored “re-imaginings” of race that required a willingness to shed stultified categorisations and challenge fossilised norms. Whilst the actual performance may not have cut through the sediment of socialisation, the cultural politics of the intervention merit consideration as an attempt to extend how identity can be played and behaviours deciphered. It also offers a space to consider how the moulds of racial identity can be recast.

CREATING A CHANCE ENCOUNTER: INVENTING A LANGUAGE BETWEEN

Jit’s capacity to stage the spoken and unspoken communicative systems that evolve in situations of “difference” was enhanced by his commitment to exploring theatre in multiple forms, vocabularies and languages. The propensity to hear and attend to the plural articulations of identity that are manifest in Malaysian society thus stemmed from Jit’s interest in developing theatre that was grounded in lived contexts and historicised cultures – simultaneously contemporary, modern and traditional. This led to an engagement with theatre that saw and heard beyond the official dictates whilst being fully conscious of their presence. In this way Jit negotiated the spaces between, or liminalities, that critically inform alternative imaginings of Malaysian identity.

One area of experimentation that Jit developed in the later years of his directing career was the devised multilingual play. Jit was one of only a few theatre practitioners who culled multilingual texts [e.g., US: Actions and Images (1993); Work: The Malaysian Way (1996)] that engaged the complexities of difference without resorting to simplified depictions. These became valuable enactments of the dynamics of culture across boundaries that are constantly in shift. That the works were performed without translation or surtitles – the assumption being that Malaysian audiences would be able to decipher the texts performed – marked Jit’s intent to move Malaysian theatre beyond linguistic confines.

In A Chance Encounter (1999), a play devised by Jit with actors Faridah Merican and Foo May Lyn, Jit explores how individuals concoct their own languages to adapt to particular circumstances. The story revolves around an intriguing relationship that develops between two women who have to bridge cultural gaps – language, race, religion and age – in order to connect. Anita, a young Chinese cosmetics salesgirl played by Foo, meets Fatima, an elderly Indian-Muslim housewife played by Merican, in an urban shopping mall. As Anita promotes her beauty products across a cosmetics counter, the two women begin to converse, and talk about looking beautiful, being healthy and enjoying movies. Gradually their conversation deepens and they reflect on issues of being women and dealing with the challenges of loneliness. To transcend their differences they use a range of languages, accents and physical gestures, and find that they are in fact more connected than they envisaged.

Their capacity to establish diverse connections with each other, such as a shared love of telling ghost stories, eventually leads to them sharing more private episodes about their families and relationships. In so doing, they unravel their stories, values and cultural frames and come to realise that they are in fact no strangers, but were once neighbours in a different city. Although Anita resists the loss of her anonymity by denying the histories that Fatima tries to excavate, their “chance encounter” has exposed how interlinked they really are, for all their seeming cultural difference and social distance. It is these affinities that enable them to exceed the gaps and thus encounter themselves through each other.

As a devised play, this dialogue was created in rehearsal when the actors (with the additional help of playwright, Leow Puay Tin) improvised then scripted a language that would cope with the demands of the context. They devised a manner of speaking that was inflected by large demonstrative actions that become significant gestures in building meaning between two people with different linguistic skills. This is in fact a way of speaking “Malaysian” that is identifiable to most urban Malaysians. This mix of language and gesture is peculiar not only to the persons involved but to each context that requires a particular adaptation of words and actions that communicate effectively.

Theatre provides an apt site for staging this reality and challenging the notion of “pure” languages that need to be used according to a “standard.” Fatima being more provincial only speaks Malay (specifically Penang-Malay which is marked by a distinct accent and vocabulary) but understands some English as well. Anita is more multilingual and speaks English, Malay and Cantonese, indicating her more cosmopolitan identity. In their process of communication they “invent” a language which includes varieties of Malay, English and Cantonese.
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Photo 2 Rehearsal for A Chance Encounter (Faridah Merican, Krishen Jit and Foo May Lyn from left to right), 1999. Copyright Five Arts Centre.



In an interview about A Chance Encounter, Jit explained that:


The language used was not broken Malay but an invented language that is not-not Malay… It is a language for the stage that is not real but can convey the ideas necessary with a Malaysian accent, tone and colour (Krishen Jit, pers. comm.)15



By rejecting the category of “broken Malay” for this “invented” language, Jit was advocating a politics of language that incorporated non-standard varieties as their own creolised mixtures which needed to be fluid and able to sustain ongoing change. The freedom to “mix and blend” gives agency to the performers to choose their mode of expression according to their experience and preference.

When Anita explains the benefits of her beauty products, she uses Malay (e.g., makan itu lemak – devour that fat, kasi kilat – gives a glow, bagi kuat – makes strong) to describe how they work, but English to name these processes (e.g., anti-cellulite, light-reflecting, nourishing) as there are no effective translations for these terms. However into the mix is added the persuasive language of gesture such as when she demonstrates “toning and firming” by physically outlining her svelte figure and pointing to how it “jadi satu S la!” (becomes an S you see – to indicate the curves in the right places).
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Photo 3 A Chance Encounter performance in 1999. Copyright Five Arts Centre.



Fatima’s language is more consistent throughout and this coheres with her being more culturally confined to the boundaries within which she operates – she wears a baju kurung (Malay traditional dress for women) and she abides by Indian-Muslim traditional values that reinforce her religious and cultural practice (e.g., she will not wear nail polish as she believes the devil inhabits long nails, and she is superstitious about an open umbrella indoors as this is meant to attract snakes). Her cultural references draw from this frame and when Anita introduces the concept of six degrees of separation, based on a television-documentary, Fatima relates this to a Malay saying pelanduk dua serupa (two identical deer) which refers to the physical resemblance of two different people – unconnected and separate. Whilst the two concepts vary in meaning, they are relevant to the conversation at hand about whether or not Anita is in fact a former neighbour of Fatima and the possibility of mistaken identity.

Anita’s language is more varied and draws on English, Malay and Cantonese words, inflections, accents and syntaxes. When speaking to Fatima she transitions between accents and weaves English, Malay and Cantonese seamlessly. However she speaks in standardised English when she confides in the audience about her painful memories, indicating a conscious shift to a higher register of language, in line with the content. When recalling her childhood trauma of discovering her mother naked in bed with the mee pok (flat noodle) man, she says


But no matter how afraid I was I still had to go forward, wishing I could go backward. No matter how scared I was I still had to go forward. I still had to reach that door. I still had to open it.



This highlights her capacity to change according to context and make suitable choices as required.


Anita switches from English when talking to the audience, to the “invented” Malaysian language (punctuated severally with gestures and demonstrative actions) when talking with Fatima about skin care and personal issues. But when she wishes to shun Fatima she sings Hokkien folk songs that are reminiscent of her childhood – a poignant metaphor of how we often shun the present that is laden with the past by retreating into a symbolic nostalgic past that seems distanced from the present. This switching also accommodates both the actor, for whom English is most natural, and the character, who switches according to her task and intent. Just as the characters have fluid identities, which they choose to “stage” according to their purpose, the languages are also composites in flux.

However the attempt to describe the language of the play led to interesting insights about how language is perceived in relation to a “standard.” Reviewer Eddin Khoo wrote that:


The play was conducted almost entirely in Malay (there were bits of Cantonese uttered in the most convincing of ways). Once again, not the calculated Malay of officialdom, but the natural inflections of the language that govern our everyday interaction (Khoo 1999).



Similarly reviewer Francis Dass included a Nota Bene in his review,


as if to “warn” an audience that the play “starts off in English” and then veers toward the sunny side of Bahasa Malaysia for most of its duration, with Faridah’s Fatima spouting the warm dialect of Penang while Foo’s salesgirl rattles on in her broken Bahasa (Melayu – Malay Language) (Dass 1999).



In both instances English was not “marked” as the play is categorised as ELT and thus assumed to be in English.16 However the notion that this was a “variety” of Malay that ranged from “broken” to “warm,” “natural” to “convincing” suggests that something powerful was being spoken to invoke strong responses, but there was as yet an inadequacy with which to describe this – the “sunny side of Bahasa” (Melayu) hardly suffices!

In creating links across the “differences” without having to homogenise or standardise language, the two characters perform what was difficult but not impossible – even if as yet unquantifiable. In this instance Jit challenges the notions of Malaysian identity as being plural “within languages” (as well as bodies) and not simply “between languages.” He does this in collaboration with the performers, through staging an encounter that has to develop a language which bridges the gaps that remain between official categories of “difference.”

However the reluctance from official agencies to engage with these “mixed languages” intensifies the struggle to value and depict them adequately and points to the ongoing dilemma about the validity and quality of languages that are not “pure” – reflecting a similar concern with the “purity” of race as well.17 Mixes and blends may be welcome in the “fusions” of Malaysian culture apparent in food and clothing, but less so in language, indicating that because language co-relates with race in the construct of identity, it too has to be preserved and protected against corruption and being “broken.”18

Nonetheless the play was a veritable success and reviewed as being “one of the most powerful works of Malaysian theatre in recent times” (Khoo 1999) and a “penetrating reflection of Malaysian life” (Dass 1999). In this instance the bridging of the “gap” between the two characters who could be read as “too different to be friends” (culturally, generationally, linguistically, etc) had been codified with success and the pleasure of watching the “well-cast” actors in performance stemmed from identifying with the many devices and strategies employed to make meaning and forge ties of identification as Malaysians – made possible through the layered politics of difference and sameness. It is also pertinent that the work was rich with humour that stemmed from the contextual awkwardness of the “encounter” and the identifiable struggles to overcome communication barriers at all costs.

By opting for a multilingual text that was performed in a physically exacting and elaborate storytelling style, Jit extended the boundaries of language as a playground for identity by facilitating the “invention” of a language peculiar to the situated differences of the two characters. It was not about writing a new language but about realising the potential languages within Malaysians when confronted with unexpected encounters that provide “communicative democracies” through “greetings, rhetoric and storytelling” (Young 1996). It engaged dialogue about life as Malaysians that involved a participatory citizenship and developed ownership of cultural experience from the ordinary and mundane, to the esoteric and intellectual.

CONCLUSION

Malaysia’s multicultural image is widely advertised through its tourism slogan that uses the essentialist notion of Malaysia being Truly Asia (italics mine). The depiction of quantified stable identities that offer authenticity as well as diversity, thus able to represent “all” of Asia with validity to add, is commodified further with glitzy images of designer shopping in urban malls. To resist these popularised reductive notions and contest the prescribed policies of having to be identified according to race and religion is to challenge the constructs of nationhood and official categories of identity that are limiting and fixed. This entails advocating a mix and collage of cultures as constitutive of individual identities, which are also in flux. The process of questioning these tropes, such as in Jit’s theatre, then develops ways of making available alternatives that allow for differences to co-exist without being homogenised or flattened.


“Disjunctures between economy, culture and politics” occupy a central place in Arjun Appadurai’s discussion of “global cultural flows” (Appadurai 1997). His argument that cultures are severally informed by “imagined worlds” that are “constituted by the historically situated imaginations of persons and groups spread around the globe” (Appadurai 1997: 33) also suggests that these disparate sites enable contestations and subversions of the “official mind” that tends to be seen as dominant. Within this frame of increasingly decentralised identities, nation-states tend to defend their policy by exercising “taxonomic control over difference” (Appadurai 1997: 39) and exploiting national and international mediascapes to do this. Cultural imaginings which then contest dominant constructs provide agency for participants who execute a plurality of “cultural flows” by creating potent sites for the questioning and reworking of identities that do not fit the prescribed models defined by the state.

Jit’s exploration of “cultural disjunctures” through the medium of theatre provided metaphors and narratives that countered the “official flows” of culture by enacting alternatives and performing plural representations of the “supposedly singular” norm. His staging of difference were crafted to provide opportunity for expressions of solidarity attained through an identification of sameness, whilst asserting particularity through difference. Working with the experiences and vocabularies of fellow artists, Jit collaborated to forge systems of signs that depicted sensibilities about being Malaysian that were not curtailed by boundaries of language or race – a space more “truly Malaysian” in the fissures and ruptures than in the exotic cultural dances or rare historical sights advertised as local attractions. These were opportunities to rethink prescriptive identities and experience enacted alternatives that question the normative perspective.19

However the space allocated to cultural expression does not guarantee efficacy or potency unless perceived as relevant or experienced as resonant. When theatre strategies work to alter a cultural paradigm, their capacity to make a mark on the cultural landscape depends on the context in which these processes occur. The more political will invested in plural discourses that are not exclusive but reflect with honesty and insight on the politics of difference, the more productive the operations to build stronger ties will be.

Jit’s theatre was rarely viewed as easy entertainment but it gained recognition for examining the politics of difference in Malaysia. It was cultural intervention that expressed the dynamics of staging identity in a plural society, in which the broken moulds of race and the invented languages of Jit’s theatre offered potent performances of Malaysian culture that dramatised what needed to be examined and experienced by all those in the fragile “play” of being Malaysian and being human.

NOTES

1.      Malaysia’s main political coalition, the Barisan Nasional (Malay: National Front) is made up of communally defined parties that are meant to represent the interests of each group accordingly. Each of the main party components, namely the United Malay National Organisation (UMNO), Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) and Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) also has a sub-party for women that is allocated a quota of representatives within the main party. Within this context, Malays are additionally defined by not only their racial category but also religion – constitutionally being Malay in Malaysia includes being Muslim as well. Whilst Indians are associated with being Hindu and Chinese with being Taoist-Buddhist, these aspects of their identity are not constitutionally defined. Being Christian does not imply any particular race, but it does suggest being non-Malay, and is associated with being Anglophone, although several churches operate in Chinese, Tamil and Malay.

2.      See Kahn and Loh (1992) and Loh and Saravanamuttu (2003) for a range of discussions on the politics of “fragmentation” in Malaysia and the complex network of factors involved in dealing difference and pluralism.

3.      Samuel Huntington’s (2003) “clash of civilisations” is based on religion as a focal point for identity and posits the inevitable encounters of “difference” that ensue between societies that uphold these religions, namely Muslim and Christian (read Western). This reductive dyadic relation sets up a convenient opposition that is then seen as justification for animosity and tension between cultures who profess “different” beliefs and thus are “bound” by “different” codes of ethics.

4.      This echoes Homi Bhabha’s (1990) distinction between “difference” and “diversity” in which cultural difference “must not be understood as the free play of polarities and pluralities in the homogenous empty time of the national community” but instead “addresses the jarring of meanings and values generated in-between the variety and diversity associated with cultural plenitude” (Bhabha 1990: 312). As McLaren (1994) points out, Bhabha argues that “with diversity comes a ‘transparent norm’ constructed and administered by the ‘host’ society that creates a false consensus” (McLaren 1994: 203). Difference on the other hand deals with the “incommensurability” without having to “normalise” it.

5.      Language was a particularly potent issue in Jit’s theatre practice. After the 1969 riots Jit chose to move from ELT to MLT in order to re-imagine the cultural implications of being Malaysian from within the main language of the nation. In the mid-1980s he relocated back to ELT due to nativist practices in MLT that excluded non-Malays and questioned his validity as a practitioner. But Jit continued to be involved in MLT as a critique (in his New Sunday Times column Talking Drama by Utih) and educator (teaching theatre at the University of Malaya and the National Arts Academy). Jit also observed Chinese and Indian language theatre – contemporary and traditional – and included his perspectives on these practices in his deliberations. His capacity to work with performers from diverse backgrounds was deeply informed by these experiences and interrogations of culture in Malaysia. Jit’s deliberations as Utih on issues of language and theatre, particularly in relation to ELT, were insightful in highlighting the complexities of language in the changing cultural landscape of Malaysia. In the 1980s Jit challenged ELT playwrights to create work that reflected greater diversity as “the battle for the national language has been fought and won and English no longer threatens the paramouncy of Bahasa Malaysia” (Jit 1985). In the 1990s Jit read the scene as more in need of strong directors as “the massive influx of new actors into the arena of theatre is quite unprecedented” (Jit 1991) and had generated more writers as well. Also, in this climate the need to produce Malaysian plays was less urgent than the need to produce professional and skilled theatre (Jit 1993).

6.      Talking Drama by Utih, a weekly arts column that Jit wrote using the pseudonym Utih, was published in the Sunday edition of the New Straits Times, Malaysia. It ran from 1972–1994. For further analyses on Jit’s work as a critic see Rajendran (2007)

7.      Jit’s formal education was as a historian and he taught history in the University of Malaya for several years.

8.      Krishen Jit, May 2004, in a recorded interview with Charlene Rajendran.

9.      Jit’s executions of cross-cultural theatre do not fit neatly into any of the usual categories of theatrical interculturalism (Pavis 1996). Unlike the interculturalism of, say, Peter Brook or Robert Wilson, who engage international artists and draw on cultural traditions from different countries, Jit worked mainly with local artists from diverse cultural traditions that ranged Indian, Chinese, Malay, and Anglo-European. Unlike Tadashi Suzuki or Ninagawa Yukio, he also did not direct foreign canonical texts using local traditional forms. Jit’s theatre thus spans the intra- and intercultural while remaining intra-national. He had reservations about the politics of interculturalism (Jit 2003) that accepted neat identities that could become representative “pure” existences interacting with other such pure identities that may be defined ethnically, linguistically or nationally. Such reservations are close to Rustom Bharucha’s notion which describes the interculturalist as “more of an infiltrator in specific domains of cultural capital” and who works to “negotiate different systems of power in order to sustain the exchange of cultures at democratic and equitable levels” (Bharucha: 2001: 33).

10.    The Cord is published in Sensuous Horizons: Stories and Plays by K. S. Maniam (1994).

11.    In 1984, Jit’s production of The Cord met with much positive response and was subsequently invited to perform in The Shell Theatre in Singapore in 1986.

12.    Malaysian theatre in the 1980s had few locally written English scripts that sought to forge a version of English which incorporated local inflections and cultural metaphors. The Cord was one of the first plays that had this quality and K. S. Maniam was one of a few Malaysian writers whose work bore this quality, and who continues to write in a style that is distinct and respected. By the 1990s, more writers had taken on this challenge and thus the excitement of the language and the politics of the play being performed were quite changed. For a more detailed examination of the politics of language in The Cord, see Jacqueline Lo (2003: 51–80).

13.    See Philip (2005), and Rowland (2005) for discussions on how ELT provides a “neutral” space within which issues of race are examined with greater openness and critique. Their arguments assert that English is both an international language as well as a Malaysian language – rarely seen in contemporary Malaysian contexts as a “colonial” language that needs to be resisted. As a result, theatre in English has been the most integrative and pluralist as practitioners are not dominated by any particular racial group. This is unlike Malay, Chinese and Indian language theatres.

14.    See Loh (2002) for an argument about how “developmentalism” in the 1990s had effectively reduced “ethnicism” and the awareness of racial issues due to overt emphasis on affluence and commercialism in Dr. Mahathir’s policies.

15.    Krishen Jit, March 1999, in a video-recorded interview with Ray Langenbach.

16.    A small number of audience members, mostly foreign to Malaysia, expected to see a play in English and left soon after they encountered problems with the language being used. Some demanded a refund of their ticket and their contention was that the title was in English and thus gave the wrong impression. This raises questions about whether a multilingual performance should also have multilingual titles. It also reiterates the need for Malaysian theatre to rework its division along linguistic lines and become more inclusive of cultural experience beyond the boundaries of “official” languages.

17.    June 2006 marked the 50th anniversary of the Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (DBP – National Language Institute) and all the major DBP monthly publications (Dewan Bahasa, Dewan Sastera and Dewan Budaya) for June 2006 featured articles on the importance of the Malay language as the national language and the need to prevent the bastardisation of the language by mixing words from other languages in spoken and written form. It pointed to the emphasis on recent policy passed to empower the DBP to act as “language police” for the national language in the aim to prevent Malay from being “corrupted” – “Anyone refusing to follow an order by the DBP director-general can be fined up to RM1,000” (see Cheah 2006).

18.    “Broken English” is the term used to refer to ungrammatical English. English that incorporates words and syntactical structures from other languages such as Malay, Cantonese and Tamil, is sometimes called Malaysian-English or Manglish – seen as an “impure” version of the standard.

19.    For further discussion on Jit’s theatre and politics of staging cultural difference see Rajendran and Wee (2007).
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ABSTRACT

In March 2005, the Singapore Chinese Orchestra (SCO) embarked on its debut European tour in Budapest and London, taking two programmes in anticipation of different cultural expectations. In Budapest, it presented, among other pieces, Johannes Brahms’ Hungarian Dance No. 5 and Bela Bartok’s Romanian Dances. In London: avant-garde and film composers Tan Dun and Michael Nyman. This article briefly tracks the background of Chinese orchestral music in Singapore, and examines the articulation of its contemporary Asianness on two platforms where the West has taken on different guises of The Other. Apart from challenges in transplanting cross-cultural aesthetics as an extension of an old game played over the past 60 years of Chinese orchestral development, the SCO’s European tour threw up discussions on situational identity, representation and reception in the cross-wiring of Singaporean state agenda, commercial enterprise, artistic aspiration and historical makeup. This case study seeks to deconstruct an orchestral sales pitch in terms of a layered musical, sociological and transcultural courtship.

Keywords: Singapore, Chinese orchestras, situational identity, transculturalism

INTRODUCTION: A CHINESE TAKE(AWAY) OF BRAHMS

As classical music encores go, Johannes Brahms’ Hungarian Dance No. 5 counts among the top choices of conductors and orchestras around the world, out on a limb to sweeten the end of a concert with a piece of bite-sized entertainment. The more familiar the item, the better the connection with a primed (or overfed) audience; the more stereotyped, the more effective is its throwaway consumption, in allowing listeners to check in and out quickly of a known musical code and benefit from the bonus cultural experience without the semantics of putting in conscious appreciative effort. This work in question, scored originally for piano duet but later re-arranged for orchestras of varying sizes (including a setting by the composer himself), has entered popular consciousness, even among non-classical fans, as a red-blooded sweep of rousing dotted phrases sounding suitably exotic (Eastern European or otherwise). But to sell a work apeing the gypsy cliché of decidedly non-Hungarian melodies – to Hungarians themselves? And in an arrangement that featured foreign-looking, nasal-sounding instruments which seemed to have originated from China but were yet arranged on stage as if they were members of a Western symphony orchestra?

This was exactly what the Singapore Chinese Orchestra (henceforth SCO) did in March 2005, using an arrangement by in-house composer Law Wailun, when it made its debut at Budapest’s newly-opened Palace of The Arts, to a packed crowd. Conductor Yeh Tsung had justified (Yeh, pers. comm.) – indeed, exhibited pride – at this choice of billing, pointing out that in the clash of cultures the quintessential strengths of his orchestra could better be exposed. The message he was sending, however, was a matter of greater debate: Was this unintended kitsch, or the quick-handed negotiation of cultural politics and a good example of postmodern irony?

The encore item was part of a larger, ambitious programme that formed the European debut of the 80-strong orchestra when it embarked on its first tour of Europe. The three-week trip, which also included London and Newcastle, packed two programmes for two kinds of audiences, but erstwhile also in consideration of the ensemble’s own cultural baggage and its musicians’ educational backgrounds and capabilities. This article explores the articulation of situational identity in transcultural terms through a case study of how SCO began courting Europe through music – via programme-making and interpretation.

A few notes can first be said of the SCO. The orchestra has beginnings that mirror the rise of Chinese orchestras in China itself. The latter genre grew out of developments like the May 4th movement which resulted in the exhortation of Chinese citizens to be “scientific.” Much of this has been documented by Han and Gray (1979: 1–43) and Mittler (1997). China, then, had been suffering an inferiority complex in the wake of its defeat over the Opium and Sino-Japanese wars. All representations of “feudal ways” – including traditional music – were blamed for its political failure and to be expunged in favour of modern advances. A Chinese equivalent to the Western symphony orchestra was created, merging models of Jiangnan Sizhu (silk and bamboo music) and other regional genres with the functional harmony of late-Romantic, Russian-styled orchestral techniques.

Comparatively, the SCO is a younger organisation, formed in 1996 on the instruction of then Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong. Singapore itself was founded in 1819 by British trade official Stamford Raffles, who encouraged immigrants from China, Europe and India to populate the island. In 1965, it declared its independence from Britain, and today is a multi-cultural (some prefer to use the word culturally-orphanaged) city-state of largely Chinese migrants. These settlers had set up religious and clan associations – community-rooted social groups bearing links to China, some of which boasted cultural arms, including local music ensembles. Many groups were active from the 1900s to 1970s, and in the later part of the 20th century as institutional “orchestra-isation” took off in China, small orchestras began to take over the roles of local musical ensembles in Singapore, in the same way that government-run community centres and schools (which housed the new ensembles) also began replacing the social function of clan associations. In 1996, PM Goh decided to professionalise a group of amateurs playing at a government-sponsored grass roots group known as the People’s Association. The SCO – which began life playing Russian-style pieces by Peng Xiuwen and Liu Wenjin – was thus instituted. Its first director was Hu Bingxu, an old-school Beijing conductor who favoured classics of the romantic-pastiche composers. He was succeeded by Shanghai-born Yeh Tsung in 2002, an America-based musician trained as a Western conductor. Today, the orchestra holds about 30 ticketed concerts a year, including three to five world premieres. Its staple diet has about 3/4 focus on works of the early-to-mid Chinese orchestra oeuvre (e.g., Liu Tianhua, He Zhanhao), although in the recent years of Yeh’s reign concerts featuring regional genres (albeit delivered in heavy conservatory-schooled styles) and the contemporary Asian avant garde (e.g., Ge Ganru, Tan Dun) have also begun to appear.

ROMANCE OF THE THREE KINGDOMS: SCO IN LONDON AND BUDAPEST

The SCO’s European tour, in which I participated as an ethnomusicologist/journalist, was brought about by three factors – the first two being invitations from the Barbican Center in London and the Budapest Spring Festival. The third – which was important in financing tour expenses – was its inclusion as part of a larger culture and tourist campaign on behalf of the Singapore government at large (under the auspices of the Singapore Tourism Board and the National Arts Council), and held in London. Any programming strategy undertaken will thus have been influenced by the wishes of its overseas presenters, state-endorsed identity and Yeh’s personal preferences – all three making constant negotiations with the ethnic, cultural, educational and historical makeup of the orchestra itself.

What did the SCO want to say about itself? Stokes (1994: 4–5) writes that music “does not simply provide a marker in a pre-structured social space, but the means by which this space can be transformed.” The SCO’s musical sales pitch to Europe was a PR exercise in not just establishing Singapore as having “arrived” on the world arts map, but a deliberate statement on how, despite a less-than-favourable reputation, the island-nation was not the proverbial cultural desert. The articulation of this new identity through music, however, was effected through different terms according to where it played.

Another way of looking at the situation would be to consider the projection of musical identity as a reaction to projection on SCO’s European audiences and their presumed (or lack of) knowledge of Chinese orchestras. Comparing bills presented by the group in different places, distinctions in the articulation of identity can be noted when the orchestra begins to second-guess the other: Budapest (as Eastern Europe) and London (as an international stage).


Consider the two different bills taken to London and Budapest below:

Romance of The Two Kingdoms: SCO in…



	London (projected as the
“international” stage)
	Budapest (projected as
“Eastern Europe”)


	Tan Dun:
Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon
	Kuan Nai Chung:
The Sun, from The Age of The Dragon


	Michael Nyman:
Melody Waves (commission)
	Phoon Yew Tien:
Village Pasir Panjang


	Tang Jian Ping:
Hou Tu
	Tan Dun:
Fire Ritual


	Qu Xiaosong:
Divine Melody
(with calligraphy by Tan Swie Hian and
video work Janos Suite by Casey Lim)
	Tang Jian Ping:
Hou Tu


	Zoltan Kodaly:
Selections from Hary
(arranged by Sim Boon Yew)


	Law Wing Fai:
The Yellow River at Hukou
(with calligraphy by Tan Swie Hian)
	Bela Bartok:
Romanian Folk Dances
(arranged by Law Wai Lun)


A sample bill by SCO concerts presented in April of the same year, titled Yan Hui Chang and The SCO, is also presented below for reference:

Peng Xiuwen (arr.): The Surging of Messy Clouds

Phoon Yew Tien: Xin Tian You

Yan Hui Chang: The Sound of Water

Yan Hui Chang: Luo

Liu Wenjin & Zhao Yongshan (arr.): Ambush from All Sides

What is interesting lies in what the SCO chose not to play as opposed to what it did play. At home, mindful of its middle-to-senior-aged and Chinese-educated listeners, a typical programme included works of the romantic pastiche variety by the likes of Peng Xiuwen, and would usually draw a 70%–100% crowd, particularly so if a major soloist from China was in town. In the case of the April programme, the star guest performer was Hong Kong conductor Yan Hui Chang, whose works – of a traditional coloristic variety styled as programmatic symphonic poems, were featured, alongside tried and tested pieces such as Ambush from All Sides and a Peng Xiuwen vignette.

Overseas in London and Budapest, both bills avoided “classics” of the Russophile variety. This had to do with Yeh’s love for modern composers and his anticipation of “Western” tastes, having worked as a symphony orchestra in the United States. There was also the question of the orchestra’s stance – being a Singapore outfit on showcase to the world – of having to move away from the programmes of Liu Wenjin et al. In particular, Yeh explained how he did not want to carry some of the mainland-directed doctrinal (communist or otherwise) baggage of Chinese orchestral music:


I am surprised by how Singapore audiences want to hear old-fashioned pieces. To me, these verge on the vulgar and remind me of the Cultural Revolution, or pieces around that time and in that spirit. Such pieces are no longer fashionable in China. We should still be playing pieces outside the old repertory – but also look at what is happening in contemporary scene, especially if we are going on tour. Audiences in London will know of the Chinese émigré composers in New York.



Yeh’s claim about the apparent unpopularity of “old-fashioned pieces” in China may be a slight stretching of the truth, going by recent performance bills of state Chinese orchestras. His point, however, is clear – that a conscious distancing of the SCO’s identity from Chinese state ensembles was to be made: SCO’s new and different Chineseness was to be defined – as I shall describe later – on terms that would ironically demonstrate its constructed cosmopolitanism.

In terms of what SCO did play, its sales pitch to London also reflected the wishes of the orchestra’s Board of Directors and the Barbican Centre. Tan Dun’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon Suite was already well-known to British audiences through Lee Ang’s kungfu movie, and specifically requested by the Barbican Centre. This did not pose a problem for Yeh, nor the SCO board and the National Arts Council, who already had sympathies for fashionable Chinese diasporic composers with cache value in the symphony orchestra and new music oeuvres while retaining their “Chineseness” by skin colour or birthplace – making them thus politically-correct enough for the orchestra’s needs. New York-based and sharp-suited, slightly-bohemian Tan, whose theatre, film and serious music projects balanced commercial, ethnic-Chinese, constructed “traditional” and modern avant-garde elements, was the perfect constructed fit for the same image that ethnically Asian but English-speaking Singapore was hoping to embody.

Tan’s score, originally written for a symphony orchestra but re-arranged by the composer himself for a Chinese ensemble setup, pitted a solo erhu (Xu Wenjing on Chinese fiddle) luxuriating against lush, Hollywood-style cinematic arches of sound. The re-orchestration here, while modelled on Western symphonic technique, demonstrated Tan’s sensitivity to Chinese instrumental idioms.

A second offering on the London programme featured Michael Nyman, a British film composer who would have already been familiar with some of the SCO’s intended audiences through his writing of the soundtrack to the Hollywood film, The Piano. The orchestra had commissioned a percussion concerto from the writer, with the requirement that it would include the use of traditional Chinese instruments, if not Chinese instrumental and melodic styles. In the composer’s own words, the piece was:


wave after wave of melodies – sometimes the same melody, sometimes variants of that melody, sometimes new melodies, sometimes long, sometimes fragmentary, initially harmony-free, but later harmonized, sometimes overlaid with other melodies, sometimes uncombined/this sequence “of choice” is set against the genuine musical wave provided by the percussion music of “no choice” which presents a musical tide which rolls relentlessly and implacably, in total disregard to what is going on around it.



In performance, this “total disregard” that Nyman himself referred to appeared to have an unstabling effect on the orchestra as well as listeners, particularly in an unidiomatic (deliberately or otherwise) treatment of various Chinese gongs. Whereas genesis of the work began as early as June 2003 after discussions with the National Arts Council, Nyman later attributed the conceptual inspiration of his new opus to the Indian Ocean tsunami disaster of December 2004.

It was not Nyman, however, but re-interpretations of works by contemporary composers – Hongkong-based Law Wing Fai and China-based Qu Xiaosong, which were deemed feathers in the SCO cap, and presented as finale items. Here, it was not enough that a Chinese avant-garde sound – as exemplified by Qu’s virtuosic and multi-timbral special effects on the dizi (Chinese flute), and the complex, crashing chords in Law’s Yellow River – be demonstrated; they had to be accompanied by meta-musical elements of spectacle. Both works were re-staged to impress as multi-media extravaganzas that showed off the ensemble beyond an orchestra per se; it was now a vehicle for the more sophisticated world of interdisciplinary theatre. SCO’s version of Qu’s work, for example, featured the process of the painting of a celestial creature (authored by Singapore artist Tan Swie Hian), via video and digital manipulation, and screened in progress to live music. Law’s piece was played to a live demonstration of artist Tan, again, putting a huge brush to a giant scroll. Its dramatic ending showed both Tan and Yeh pushing towards a final flourish through the artist’s brush and conductor’s baton.

In Budapest, however, a different “Western-tailored” programme awaited audiences – this time projected as not the cosmopolitan listeners of urban London, but an “Eastern Europe” potentially unaccustomed to the sounds of Chinese music. Tan Dun was on the bill again, this time represented not in a concerto but a shorter orchestral tableau, requiring the execution of theatrics (whispering, shouting and the dramatic turning of score pages on music stands) by orchestral members. Two other short pieces, Kuan Nai-Chung’s The Sun and Tang Jian Ping’s Hou Tu fulfilled the avant-garde flash and virtuosic requirements where Tan Dun’s Crouching Tiger would have been deemed of a softer, more cinematic quality.

More interestingly, however, there was Singapore composer Phoon Yew Tien’s “Pasir Panjang” village, an instant-Asia musical construction of – in the compose’s words – “simple and joyous Malay folk melodies (which) also depict the peace-loving and optimistic nature of the Malay ethnic group.” The inclusion of such a piece – the only one by a Singapore composer, and an example of cultural and social-engineering through music – incidentally mirrors the trend for orchestras in China to programme works inspired by the ethnic minorities: Yaozu Wuqu (Dance of The Yao People) being an oft-heard example.1

Beyond cultural-engineering exercises in exhibiting the exotic ethnic variety of Singapore, there were finally the big curios of the evening: transcriptions of works by Kodaly and Bartok. Given the evolution of the Chinese orchestral genre at large, and Yeh’s plans for showing off its “modern,” non-China face in London, such a decision might seem to have constituted a step back in the development of the orchestra’s portfolio. However, Yeh justified his choices:


We’re not sure what people in Hungary like to listen to, so it’s a good idea to bring something familiar to them. We are already including pieces in new styles to show that we are flexible. So we bring some Eastern European works in transcriptions as well. Transcriptions in themselves are good for training the orchestra – in terms of technique, ensemble-work, and learning new styles of performance. We have chosen Eastern European composers not just because we are playing in Hungary. These composers are culturally closer to Chinese music than Mozart or Beethoven. The exercise is a useful experiment.



Whether or not this experiment was successful was a matter of debate, depending on the subject being questioned. Within the SCO, beyond Yeh and the official board and management, musicians I spoke to pointed out certain challenges of the musical transplantations. These included consolidating tuning systems, understanding the idiomatic requirements of Chinese versus symphony orchestral instruments, dealing with functional harmony and negotiating sonic balance. In retrospect, it can also be said that these very same issues have long been dealt with (or swept under the carpet) over previous decades of Chinese orchestral development, hailing back to the early days when orchestras in China played Strauss waltzes alongside Russian-styled tableaus. Five decades on, this time around, SCO’s “leap” backwards in orchestral genre-mapping, however, might have been a gesture of creating novelty for its own sake at the expense of historical and technical development. Yeh explained:


I know we can’t play Hary Janos or Bartok like the Hungarians do, in terms of musicianship and instrumentation. But this is precisely the point, this clash of cultures. We want the Hungarians to see how different their own music may sound on our instruments.



What has happened here is a case of constructed situational identity – as a reaction to second-guessing (and projection upon) audiences in London and Budapest. The classic scenario of identity-formation as understood by associative identification by degree of content with traits found in concentric, widening circles of social or political environments (Kaufert 1977) applies to a certain extent. This is seen in how the SCO tries to transcend its assigned, pre-concert identity of a “provincial” Singaporean institution – first to the bigger “overseas” stage of Eastern Europe in Budapest, followed by the even larger “international” platform of London by presenting increasingly dramatic, show-stopping (and what it assumed to be cosmopolitan) programmes. On the other hand, Gladney’s (1996) model of relational alterity can also be applied, in terms of how dissociative identification has taken place over the traversing of the boundaries indicated in Kaufert’s concentric widening circles of identity-projection. This is seen in how, where the SCO would be quite happy playing late-romantic classics locally, it chose not to identify with these elements (and its associations with the Chinese mainland orchestral tradition) when it debuted in Europe. Yet a third, layered reading of the case here is one that involves aspirations towards trans-cultural ties and identity – how, for example, Chinese composers (by ethnicity or birth) who wrote in a more modern (and sometimes postmodern) language were chosen to form parts of the bills in both Budapest and London; these composers were chosen as much by their “Chineseness” as they were for their “un-Chineseness” – measured in terms of cosmopolitan gloss in having achieved success in cities like New York or London, and of course also in terms of musical style.

As far as the intended effects of identity projection upon listeners went, results varied. In Budapest itself, full-house audiences were lukewarm until spontaneous clapping erupted at the surprise encore piece, Brahms’ not exactly Hungarian Dance. A member of the audience described her experience: “It’s interesting hearing familiar music played with different aesthetics. It’s very funny for us too, as Hungarians – Hungarian Dance! – but of course I mean it in a positive way.” After the concert, Yeh found himself confronting a line of Hungarian autograph hunters who had come up to question him about the programme – in particular, the newer, semi avant-garde pieces by Tang and Tan, in addition to general curiosity about the instruments they had seen on stage. Yeh appeared encouraged by the response, and in a private interview later admitted that he might have under-estimated the adventurous tastes of his Hungarian audiences.

In London, reception was mixed. In spite of Nyman’s star billing the house was only half-full. Most members of the largely British (and white) audience appeared impressed by the item featuring Tan Swie Hian’s calligraphy work, but were disappointed by Nyman. A few listeners, who were regular classical music fans, appeared puzzled over the presence of cellos and double basses and questioned the authenticity of the Chinese orchestra as an ensemble. Yet others asked how the orchestra was different to its counterparts in Hong Kong and Beijing. The concert had also attracted a different kind of audience: British punk violinist Nigel Kennedy’s agent had dropped in, enquiring about collaborations. A concert-goer of non-Singaporean, Chinese descent was suitably impressed and commented that “Singaporeans can become ambassadors of Chinese culture overseas in ways that China cannot.”

SELF-AWARENESS VS SELF-EXOTICISATION

At this point, it might be useful to consider some of the issues raised by audiences in London and Budapest in relation to the SCO on a non-institutional level. Where official policy was more interested in clearly-articulated and constructed group identity projection, it did not always translate into thought and action on the part of individual members of the performing community. Interviews with orchestral musicians showed divides along generational, educational, professional and nationality factors. These did not always cut across the same planes. Often, the articulation of individual versus larger institutional identity was caught in the tensions thrown up by situational identity, self-awareness and self-exoticisation.

In spite of the fanfare over a world premiere and commission, Michael Nyman’s percussion concerto, for example, went down least well with the ensemble. Musicians felt he had not fully understood Chinese music in history or idiom; many had difficulties concentrating on his parallel melodic tangents – whether or not they were deliberately written out of phase.

The deliberate institutional decision – also supported by Yeh – to shy away from “classics” of the 1960s and 1970s also proved unpopular with senior musicians who complained that the programme had too much “modern, unmelodious” fare. Back in Singapore, when the works of Tang Jian Ping and Qu Xiaosong were given a dry run in concert, there were similar comments heard among the orchestra’s regular audiences. On the other hand, Tan Dun’s Crouching Tiger had received a warm reception, both from performers and audiences, on account of its filmographic nature coupled with its accessibility in a familiar concerto format.

In contrast, younger players welcomed the newer pieces by Qu and Tang, while enjoying Tan’s theatrical episodes with mild amusement at the need to shout and frantically flip pages of score in addition to playing an instrument. As for the avant-garde techniques used in Qu and Tang, younger musicians remarked that they were interesting departures from standard fare that gave room for the exploration of their virtuosic abilities: these pieces were also viewed as vehicles for the advancement of the Chinese orchestral genre the beyond pre and post-communist agit-prop.

The dividing line drawn between opinions so far may appear to be that of a generational gap, but is also another demonstration of situational identity in progress – that of negotiating professional versus personal identities. Take for example two somewhat internally and externally contradicting views on programming by the two musicians who were commissioned (not necessarily to be construed as volunteering) to transcribe the problematic Bartok, Kodaly and Brahms pieces.

Sim Boon Yew, who was responsible for the Kodaly arrangements, felt that any touring programme should be “as comprehensive as possible,” and took a view which privileged what he believed to be superior “Western” musical tastes, while at the same time demonstrating that he was eager to showcase to these very “learned” audiences the ethnic variety of music found in Singapore and her surrounds, if also in the name of self-exoticisation:


Singapore audiences are mere music enthusiasts who don’t have as much ability to appreciate sophisticated works. Europeans are more mature. SCO must showcase contemporary Chinese music in addition to classical ones. This contemporary music should include well-acclaimed works with Southeast Asian elements.



Law Wai Lun, who had re-arranged Bartok Romanian Dances, believed, however, that “you can never please everyone.” His comments are slightly more insidious in terms of their layered accusations at “foreign” markets, even as he had tailor-made an arrangement for the very foreign audience he claims enjoys Chinese music for politically-incorrect curiosity value:


I personally like late-romantic music, but I’m sure there are others who don’t. It’s a nice gesture to play the music of Hungary to the host country. On one level, we always perform for our audiences. But what they want may not always be what we want. It’s just like Zhang Yimou’s flms – they are not necessarily a true depiction of life there. Yet they are acclaimed in the West, because these audiences are intrigued by the poverty and exoticism portrayed in these films. I think it’s good to hold orchestral tours and play to foreign audiences, but we can also tour lands closer to ourselves, in particular the Chinese diasporas of Taiwan, Hong Kong and Malaysia.



The comments of Sim and Law have to be contextualised against two very old controversies of the past – heard in the 1932 Cairo Conference on Arab music (Racy 1991) and the 1979 Oriental Music Festival in Durham (Fang 1981), during which the use of Western technique on traditional Mid-East/Chinese music brought forth great agitation across the East-West divide: Was musical modernisation necessarily the same as “orchestra-isation” or “Westernisation” and, even if not either – necessarily a good thing?


The stakes now at the SCO have ironically been fast-forwarded by developments in the orchestra-isation of Chinese music itself and a re-toggling of political and cultural map-markers. To Law and Sim, the Russo-phile school, once a bone of contention, has now become the “mainstream,” from which departures by way of Tan Dun now make the new controversies. While post-colonial aspirations to standards once set by the “West” once revolved around late-Romantic styles taking over local chamber genres like Jiangnan Sizhu, these yearnings have now been replaced by the New York avant-garde movement.

SCO’s case has been further complicated by factors of individual versus institutional allegiances playing over the notion of “Singaporean-ness.” For example, Law and Sim both believe in incorporating local Singapore elements into SCO programme: This ranged from borrowing musical material from Singapore’s immediate environment of South-east Asia, to expressing modernity in inter-disciplinary art.

The idea of “Singaporeanness” is also juxtaposed against “Chineseness” and understood in terms of education versus nationality of constituent individuals: While most SCO members held Singapore passports, many were born and trained in China, causing the scenario of opposing and reinforcing dual loyalties: The China-born members, while more than happy to assert their privilege of having enjoyed a deep-rooted (constructed, perceived or otherwise) musical education entrenched in the background of thousands of years of mainland Chinese history and culture, ultimately pay lip-service to and officially emphasise their “Singaporeanness” as far as the matter of citizenship, passports and jobs are concerned. The Singapore-born musicians, on the other hand, hold pretensions to a “globalised” Singaporean privilege of English-as-first-language in education, but almost always have to strive for greater cultural depth in assuming a deeper Chineseness against their China-born colleagues. Of course, the hyphenated and hybridised identities of both categories are never always so clear cut: musical allegiances and tastes, seen in terms of different situational reactions to programming (as shown above and also below), are governed by the constant negotiation of identity against contexts and environments.

A Singapore-educated erhu player called “X” puts it this way:


I’m not sure the SCO is typically Singaporean yet. We are still copying others before coming to our footing and making things truly our own. Maybe in years to come it will show. But the larger problem is the same old one: What does Singapore want itself to be? It’s after all constituent of several cultures – you can’t run away from the Malay, Indian, Chinese or whatever typology.



Here I would like to quote Everett and Law (2004), who have couched similar scenarios of locating East Asia in Western music in terms of transculturalism:


Rather than viewing the East-West divide in polarized terms, I construe it as a set of intersecting trajectories that have zig-zagged across the contemporary cultural terrain both within and outside China…(Everett and Lau 2004: 24)



The zig-zagging that Lau has described is often the breeding ground for paradoxes that drive music itself. Institutionally, inasmuch as SCO is trying to be “Singaporean” as opposed to “Chinese,” it bends over backwards in trying to reflect an over-engineered multi-cultural showcase that really does not actually say much for a unified national identity. This is especially so given the transcultural nature of New York composers like Tan Dun on its bill; composers who want to be viewed as “individuals” but whose success ironically rides on their “Chinoiserie” branding. Here, it appears to be a case of Appadurai’s (1996) intersecting ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes, ideoscapes – and I might like to add my own – “eduscapes” – coming together to create a layer cake of multiple meanings packed into the rendition and reception of music: ideas of national style and identity are always being challenged, in yin-yang fashion, by transnational ties that hint at a cosmopolitanism (rooted in a real or imaginary “modern Chinese” musical culture); personal choices are likewise pitted, often in symbiotic relationships, against institutional directives (where musicians derive ironic pleasure in executing a directive against will, or happily take their pay and stage glory in the charade). The opposing dualities and double (sometimes triple) loyalties are also mutually reinforcing, in the same way that Sakai (1988) observes that universalism and particularism supplement each other, rather than conflict with, in understanding Japanese culture.

The case of personal versus professional identity becomes clear when we consider what individuals like “X,” musicians trained in Western classical, Chinese orchestral and pop styles, surmised of the SCO’s European musical courtship. Many, in fact, were aware of the politically-motivated origins of the Chinese orchestra, but concluded that – “we still have to live and reckon with our history – not just of the genre of Chinese orchestra, but also how it has come to be in Singapore” (X, pers. comm. 3 April 2005, Newcastle). To return to Brahms again: While some senior musicians actually believed that Hungarian Dance No. 5 was a bona fide Hungarian tune and that Brahms was Hungarian (!), many were also aware of the double-entendre and played up to the game of irony. While SCO musicians might have been caught in an artistic quandary over whether to interpret the transcriptions with sarcasm, they were also professionals who had to execute Yeh’s directions – in this case, a literal reading of the score. For some, this became an exercise in celebrating anti-cool and “camp” values. An orchestral musician, “Y,” explained:


We don’t always agree with what we’ve been asked to do, but we have to do it because we’re paid and professional. Somehow we manage to take it seriously but at the same time, in a funny way too.



What remains to be discovered now is whether layered constructions of musical identity and motives actually translate into layered interpretations of a work. More crucial is the question of whether any layered interpretations are perceived as such in real-time music-making itself – and understood and unpacked in their very complexity by the intended audience.

I have already devoted a few paragraphs to foreign reception of the SCO programme, which revealed a curiosity as well as confusion over cultural translations and cross-wired (deliberate or otherwise) codes. A post-concert interview with Yeh also reflected that he was more or less pleased with the performance of his ensemble, and also with the general musical pathos of the entire tour. While it is near-impossible to measure “interpretation” without indulging in personal or cultural subjectivity, I would like to venture that the deliberate and accidental misalignment of trans-national and trans-cultural motifs have led to a situation of default – as opposed to active – interpretation: The revelations here lie not in what is meant to be heard, but what is not heard and what is unwittingly played and heard: an organisationally confused rendition of Michael Nyman’s Melody Waves, an emotionally-charged delivery of Tan Dun’s Crouching Tiger concerto complete with wincing soloist theatrics, bravura displays of Qu Xiaosong cloaked under stone-faced displays of seriousness and majesty; and a rousing dispatch of Brahms’ Hungarian Dance undercut sardonically by nasal tone colours – and experienced as a joke of three different punch lines, understood by at least three different groups of people: Yeh, his Hungarian audiences, and his individual musicians with their split and dual loyalties.

Was the SCO courtship a success? In so far as it bought over Europeans as a result of projections upon European cultural norms – the answer is not clear. But in so far as it unwittingly articulated its multi-rooted identity and ambitions to a piqued crowd – definitely.

NOTES

1.      This point was first mentioned in conversation with Rachel Harris in the summer of 2005.
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ABSTRACT

This article looks into the use of comics as a means to visualise desire for social and political change in societies under authoritarian rule and militarism. Specifically, this study will focus on Bad Times Stories 1 and 2, created by the artist Athonk during the New Order of Indonesian President Suharto, and Ikabod Bubwit, produced by Nonoy Marcelo in the New Society of Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos. Let it be pointed out that the works chosen in this study are symbolic in nature and presuppose an indirect attack on the state. The comics here are witty, humorous, reflective of the pop culture of the time and set in a simulacra world of constant battle between good and evil.
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INTRODUCTION

The visual arts is an effective medium for social and political communication in societies under authoritarian rule. With the use of various modes of representation – from the academic easel-type of painting to popular forms such as comics and posters – the objective to communicate easily and freely is achieved because of the orientation of most societies towards a visual culture, and the fluidity of art to explore the symbolic language as an expression within an environment of strict social control. This medium cuts across all sectors of society – the rich and poor, educated and uneducated, urban and rural dwellers alike. The visual arts also has the capability to dramatise sentiments that may heighten the sensibilities of both the artist and the public, and to elude the authoritarian suppression of freedom of speech.

Benedict Anderson, in his study of Indonesian cartoons, posits that comics represents a microcosm of a social order, with visual images and text reflective of the society in a specific period of time (Anderson 1990: 162). The medium is understood of its context both within the comics and the real world by way of the intertextuality of the images and text. The various forms of comics – whether editorial cartoons, comic strips, or comic books – open many possibilities of interpretation from the perspective of both the artist and the reader. Comics is also an alternative form of political communication reflective of the populist perspective, especially for people without the means to use other established venues of expression. As Anderson said – “cartoons were a way of creating a collective consciousness by people without access to bureaucratic or other institutionalised forms of political muscle” (Anderson 1990: 163).

It is therefore the aim of this article to look into the use of comics as a means to visualise desire for social and political change in societies under authoritarian rule and militarism. Specifically, this study will focus on Bad Times Stories 1 and 2, created by the artist Athonk during the New Order of Indonesian President Suharto, and Ikabod Bubwit, produced by Nonoy Marcelo in the New Society of Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos. Let it be pointed out that the works chosen in this study are symbolic in nature and presuppose an indirect attack on the state. The comics here are witty, humorous, and reflective of the pop culture of the time and set in a simulacra world of constant battle between good and evil. This article excludes the activist comics produced by nationalist groups which are direct, very intense and used as collateral for information dissemination among the grassroots.

The theory of semiotics shall be used in the reading and analysis of the comics. Since art is seen as signifying practice in this framework, the medium, its elements, and images will be viewed as signs. Hence, the art works will be read beyond the formalist mode and will focus on how objects are woven to the plurality of meanings and nuances within the political, cultural, economic and social spheres of a society.

SUHARTO’S NEW ORDER: ANTHONK AND HIS BAD TIMES STORIES 1 AND 2

The ascendancy to power of Suharto and his New Order platform in 1966 marked another authoritarian rule for the people of Indonesia. Lasting 30 years, Suharto’s administration was characterised by central control and long-term personal rule. Suharto used the military to pursue his agenda of a stronghold over Indonesia’s social, political, economic and cultural affairs. The military played a vital role in running the government by limiting civilians from participating in the affairs of the state in the regional and local levels, by controlling the national economy through the management of enterprises, and by suppressing the rights of the common people.


In the early years of his power, Suharto vowed to eliminate communism in the country to reduce the threat to his government. With the Communist Party of Indonesia as the focus of his attention, he ordered the detention, even the execution of people behind the party. Under his operating principle of alon alon asal kelakon (slow but sure), he eliminated all pro-Sukarno officials in the military and in the government and gained total control of the state.

Suharto’s regime was marked by economic development and relative peace from the communists and Islamic extremists but the process was not peaceful, since militarism was his key to effect such changes. He relinquished power in 1998 when Megawati Sukarnoputri, daughter of Sukarno and leader of the opposition group Indonesian Democratic Party, won the elections.

The Indonesians were under strict social control during Suharto’s entire rule. In the arts, works depicting protest were suppressed. Suharto allowed Western art to flourish by permitting the importation of materials such as Donald Duck, Mickey Mouse and Japanese comics which he considered politically sterile as compared to the emerging peoples’ art that protested against his rule. Particularly, he denounced the local artists for using comics as a subversive material and ordered its confiscation in schools and comics stands (Berman 2001: 18).

It is in this social, cultural and political turmoil that Sapto Raharjo or Athonk became the artist who worked on posters and comics to express his sentiments against the social ills and mismanagement of the state. Born in 1971 from an Adventist Christian family, his father was a military man who reared him and his siblings in a very strict manner. He grew up in Semarang, in the Kailiungu area and at an early age, was exposed to the Kokkang caricature artists’ community (Komunitas Karikaturias Kaliungo). Athonk studied at the Institut Seni Indonesia (Indonesia Art Institute) in Yogyakarta in 1990 where, going against the norms of society, he adopted the punk subculture. It is said that his alternative lifestyle was already a protest against the social and political situation in Indonesia (Imanda 2002: 74).

It was also during this period in Yogyakarta that Athonk joined student activism against Suharto’s New Order. He became active in demonstrations and advocacy work through his protest posters and comics, which eventually led to his detention by the military in Jakarta in 1996. This, however, became a turning point in Athonk’s life as he continued his fight against the New Order through his politically-loaded works. Rejected by the mainstream art community for his strong convictions, he nonetheless pursued his art through various exhibitions, leading him to explore the public space as a venue to display his protest posters. He also continued to depart from the conventional mode1 of producing of his comics.

Bad Times Stories 1 and 2

Athonk’s comic book series entitled Bad Times Stories 1 and 2 was published independently in 1994. Considered as one of his significant works, the series expressed strong sentiments against Suharto’s authoritarian rule.

Athonk’s choice of medium is symbolic of his protest art. His use of popular art forms such as posters and comics was in itself a protest against the canons of the art academy. He produced the book unconventionally, using only bond paper and ball pens, and photocopying 50 copies which were circulated through pass-on readership. He initially gave the copies free of charge but later sold them to collectors abroad. In terms of content, Athonk took a different path from the Indonesian artists. Then, comics were heavily influenced by the West and Japan. His work was therefore labelled as “underground comics” because of the alternative mode of production, distribution and thematic choice (Imanda 2002: 75).


A reading of Athonk’s work does not end in the literal meaning of the text and images but rather, encourages the audience to go beyond and explore the plurality of meanings that each frame, dialogue, quotation and expression may lead to in the context of Indonesian culture. Laine Berman, an American scholar on Indonesia culture, wrote in the introduction of the comics:


Closer inspection however, reveals there is an awful lot more going on within these frames than viewers would initially recognise. Each contorted frame within the jumbled mass depicts actual and symbolic events in Indonesian history as well as the artist’s own history as a citizen of Indonesia. The idealism of youth mixes right in with some rather biting social and political commentary (Athonk 1994: 1).



The language of the comics should also be understood within the bounds of Indonesian culture since Athonk adopted the Sosro English used by the locals in the town of Jalan Sosrowijayan to communicate with tourists. English here is used in phrases and is grammatically erroneous.

The readers must also contextualise Athonk’s style of comics – from the writing to the visual rendering – in a postmodernist framework. The work does not follow a strict structure of storytelling and visualisation as Athonk digresses a lot from the main story by incorporating lyrics from his favourite rock and roll music, local expressions, jokes and side comments within the frame but outside of the bubble dialogue. Most of the time, the additional texts are out of context in the picture plane but are related to the social and political convictions of the artist (Imanda 2002: 75).


Athonk situates his main characters, the three black demons, in a world of “endless warfare” in search of “who is good and evil” (Athonk 1994: 1). The artist departs from the usual meaning of demons and angels by switching their roles in the comics. The angels now are the forces of evil and the devils the advocates of good. Athonk, in his visual representation of the devil, used the stereotyped symbols of black, tails, long hair and horns but added a twist by giving them halos and making them look funny and meek. On the other hand, the angels are represented in white, with a heart-shaped symbol of love on their chests, but with sharp-looking eyes and an uptight stance (resembling soldiers). In the story, we see how the devils, tagged as public enemies, struggle to escape from the dominant angels whose mission is to destroy them.

PRESIDENT MARCOS’ NEW SOCIETY: NONOY MARCELO AND IKABOD BUBWIT SERIES

The declaration of Martial Law by President Ferdinand E. Marcos on 21 September 1972 under Proclamation No. 1081 signalled his dictatorial rule of the Philippines for over 25 years. Many believed this was a well orchestrated act of Marcos to perpetuate his stay in power over and above the provision in the 1935 Constitution, which prevented him to run for office for a third term.2 The declaration was made on the basis of the severe political and social unrest caused by the tension of the government with the leftist and rightist groups and the need to reform the society.

Under the Martial Law rule, power was centralised to Marcos, who used the military as his right hand to take command of the political, social, economic, and cultural affairs of the country. Marcos increased the powers of the armed forces greatly and created the Civilian Home Defense Forces to fight the communists in the rural areas. He violated the Bill of Rights by ordering, upon his sole discretion, the arrest of thousands of Filipinos suspected of subversion, most of whom were his critics and political opponents. Freedom of speech was suppressed with Marcos’ control of the media and Filipinos were prevented from expressing their political sentiments. Charging the capitalists of perpetuating poverty in country, Marcos ordered the government take over of major corporations, but the move only sought to advance the agenda of amassing wealth for him and his cronies. The whole country was under strict social control and people were living dangerously under the watchful eye of the strong and powerful force of the military.

Marcos envisioned a new society for the Philippines under his Martial Law rule. His framework for a new Philippines was based on the reformation of social and political values that impeded the development of the nation. These values, he said, were caused by the many years of colonisation under the Spanish and the Americans. He warned that the process would be difficult, like what other neighbouring Asian countries were going through, and stressed the need for sacrifice to attain a better nation. Marcos’ social, economic and political policies were geared towards nationalism and equality to bridge the gap between the poor and the rich. Unfortunately, what seemed a laudable program was only in paper as this was just a disguise for Marcos to remain in power.

The Marcos dictatorship was a turbulent period for the nation with the common people suffering the most. Protests of various forms abounded the streets, with students in the frontline risking their lives to call for a change of leadership. Under his rule, many civilians were killed and tortured by the military. In 1986, the People Power Revolution finally ousted Marcos and his family from power.

It is in this kind of history that Nonoy Marcelo created his comics to protest against the Marcos dictatorship and to express his desire for social and political change. Known as an eccentric man who takes on life in spontaneity, Marcelo was a genius in his witty yet acerbic commentary of Philippine politics and the Filipino pop culture in his numerous cartoons such as Tisoy (1960s), Aling Otik (1970s) and Ikabod (1970s).

Marcelo started his witty and humorous representation of the sensibilities of the youth in the 1960s in Tisoy, a cutting edge comic strip on the popular culture of the Filipino youth published in Manila Times for a long time. He was inspired to create Tisoy, the main character, from a male college classmate – a stupid, good-looking mestizo popular among girls. After his stint in the US, he returned to Manila soon after the declaration of Martial Law. Initially impressed with the relative peace and order and the positive changes during the early years of the New Society, he created a comic strip and introduced another character, Aling Otik, a street cleaner, in another newspaper. He first saw the city cleaners, called Metro Manila Aides, at the airport. Through his new character in this comic strip, he focused on the contradictions and made commentaries on the Filipino values in the light of changes happening in the nation.

Ikabod Bubwit

This article will look into Marcelo’s Ikabod series as a medium of his social and political sentiments against the Marcos dictatorship. His comics were first published in the newspaper Bulletin Today in the late 1970s and in the 1980s as comic books. The series became so popular that he had a great following from people of all walks of life. Although his comics are regarded as mainstream in terms of production and distribution, it is a very significant contribution in the study of protest art in the Philippines. His Ikabod series is one of the most popular comics and showed his talent in creating a material that takes glimpses of the resiliency of the Filipinos in adapting to the social world built within the confines of intense fear, oppression from the state and heightened militarism.


Marcelo used pen and ink in his comics. His characters resemble Mickey Mouse, having big ears, slightly slender bodies and wide shoes. However, their faces were rounder and they had sharper eyes. He used the combination of Tagalog and English or Taglish as his text medium. He wittingly incorporated the sensibility of the youth through various expressions and slang that were commonly used in the 1970s and early 1980s. As such, a foreign reader would need to understand the nuances of the Filipino culture in order to grasp the meaning of the lines of the characters.

Marcelo’s comics revolve around a funny character of a mouse called Ikabod Bubwit (mouse in Filipino) as he takes on the challenges of life in the world of mice called Dagalandia. Ikabod’s family plays an important role in society: his high strung-father, Peter, is mayor of Dagalandia. Ikabod is joined in the story by other mice (of different personalities depicting the Filipinos in the New Society) in their adventures and misadventures in coping with the hardships of living in a world of constant fear. Here, Dagalandia is headed by a big boss, the lazy fat cat called Myawok, who coexists with the mice but becomes a threat anytime it gets annoyed.

READING THE IMAGES AND TEXTS

The dictatorship of Marcos and Suharto and how they employ the use of military in the affairs of the state are clearly signified in the works of Athonk and Marcelo. The works are likewise expressive of the changes that the artists desire for their respective societies. To illustrate my point, I will first discuss Bad Times Stories 1 and 2, followed by Ikabod Bubwit.

In Bad Times Stories 1 and 2, the force of the military is signified by three images – the angels, bombs and the stone heads in the Daliland. As discussed earlier in the content of the work, the angels act as the guardians of the so-called good in the world by continuously suppressing the devils. The visual representation of the angel – in uniform white with a heart-shaped symbol in the centre, and bulging eyes that seem to always be on the lookout – further highlight the impression of a militaristic rule.

The troops are under the command of a top angel called “the Boss” whose image is similar to the angels but is depicted wearing a military cap with a star at the centre. Here, the representation of a leader can be viewed as a reference to the authoritarian rule of Suharto. We see in the frame below how the troop of the angels confers with “the Boss” in planning their attack on Daliland to exterminate the devils:


[image: art]

Figure 1 “The Boss”



Militarisation is further signified by numerous frames containing heavy armed attack, ammunitions such as the huge bombs and the use of text outside the dialogue of the characters such as “Sometimes we use a bomb to end up something troubled, right?”


[image: art]

Figure 2 The bomb
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Figure 3 Attack of the angels



Furthermore, the many stone heads in Daliland symbolise a militaristic rule. One can read the image as people whose actions and freedom are guarded by the power of the dominant force. The hundreds of stone heads – frozen, immobile and gagged – dot the tiny paradise and signify the lost or “captured dreams” of the masses. The images can be seen in the following portions of the comics:


[image: art]

Figure 4 The stone heads



Athonk’s use of angels to signify the military personnel’s oppression of the masses is both witty and ironic. Where in authoritarian regimes the military is often viewed in the negative light, Athonk chose to use angels, who are traditionally considered “good,” to portray the soldiers. Conversely, civilians or dissenters, usually considered the “victims” under military rule, are signified as devils, or public enemies. Thus, while the good (angels) battle the bad (devils), their roles have been reversed.

On the other hand, Marcelo’s Ikabod Bubwit represented the military might in a less pronounced way as compared to Athonk’s work. Here, what is seen as the militaristic rule of the society is the very strong undercurrent of fear running through the bubwit (mice in Filipino) population, who are in constant threat of being exterminated by Boss Myawok. Under such a repressive environment, the mice are ever alert and have developed various mechanisms to cope, subvert even, the cat’s tyrannical rule. In terms of images, size of the evil-looking cat dominates the small mice in Dagalandia.


[image: art]

Figure 5 The “double strapped” stone



In the earlier discussion of the comics of Marcelo, we see how Boss Myawok continuously and whimsically throws his weight around Dagalandia to oppress the mice, who he treats as his slaves. In this frame, Boss Myawok orders a mouse to file his nails then comments that with its sharpness, these can be used as a tool to attack the mice population. The mice, upon hearing this, immediately run away, hailing the cat as: “Boss Boss Myawok hari ng teritorya!” (Boss Myawok is the King of Land).


[image: art]

Figure 6 Boss Myawok as the leader



Another strip which magnifies the authoritarian rule of Boss Myawok is seen in the frame below, which depicts him as furious with the mice for playing a trick on him. We see in the image the powering size of Boss Myawok as he confronts the mice.
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Figure 7 Boss Myawok confronting the mice



The alter ego of Boss Myawok, a mouse named Boss Peter who acts as mayor, reinforces the tyrannical rule of the cat. Various images and texts likewise signify authoritarian rule, a sample of which are the following strips:
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Figure 8 Boss Peter as the alter ago



Marcelo’s use of a mouse as the main character (and a mice population on the whole) with the cat as the oppressor basically signifies the structure of Philippine society, where the millions of poor Filipinos are exploited by the powerful forces in the society such as the state, military and a handful of rich capitalists. In the Philippines, mice are often alluded to in terms of one’s financial or economic status: “mahirap pa sa daga,” which, translated, is “poorer than a mouse.”

DESIRE FOR CHANGE

In the aspect of the desire for social and political change, Athonk and Marcelo shared the same sentiments of a change of leadership and freedom from oppression. Athonk signified his desire for change in leadership with the conversion of a captured angel into one of the black devils, and his anti-militarism sentiments through the devils’ slogans of “make love not war.” Interestingly, Athonk also depicted his idea of attaining peace through a compromise: to enter heaven, the devils were amenable to painting themselves in white stripes just to gain the angels’ acceptance.
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Figure 9 The devils in stripes



More pronounced representation of Athonk’s desire for a change of leadership can be found in the opening text of Bad Times Stories 2 where he quoted Psalm 69 of the Book of David which states:
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Figure 10 Text signifying change



Another act of the devils in calling for change is in Bad Times Stories 1 where they capture an angel and convert him as one of the devils.
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Figure 11 Converting the angel into a devil



In Dagalandia, Marcelo portrayed the mice as constantly coming up with ingenious ways to get even with the despotic Boss Myawok. In this particular portion of the comics, the call for change was raised by the mice population by protesting against the many issues in Dagalandia including the rule of Boss Peter as mayor – “Imperialismo, Pyudalismo, Kolonialismo…misis Mo…Ikaw Mismo” (imperialism, feudalism, colonialism…your wife…and you):
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Figure 12 Protest against imperialism, feudalism, colonialism, Boss Peter’s wife and Boss Peter himself



In another strip, an angry Boss Peter asks the ants, who are holding a demonstration, why they are not tired of doing so…The ants answer back “Si Boss Peter naman – bakit kami magsasawa sa kakademo…eh ikaw mismo hindi nagasasawa sa pagka mayor mo” (We will not get tired of protesting because you yourself are not tired of being mayor). The ants’ response show that the issue is actually the mayor’s leadership, which can only be settled when he is removed from office or when he steps down.
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Figure 13 Protest of the ants



As earlier discussed in the content of some of his comics strips, we also see how the mice outwit and challenge the cat despite great danger to their lives. This symbolises the mice’s resentment against the rule of a leader who abuses his powers. We see in this strip how they try to help Boss Myawok retrieve the meat he dropped in the water. To recover the meat, the cat asks the mice to hold on to his tail to keep him from falling in the canal himself. The mice comply but at the point where Boss Myawok is about to reach the meat, the mice let go of his tail and he falls. In the last frame, the cat accuses the mice: “Kung hindi n’yo sinasadya, bakit sabay-sabay nyong nabitawan ang buntot koh?” (If it was not intentional, why did you let go of my tail together at the same time?)
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Figure 14 Getting even with Boss



More obvious representation of the desire of Marcelo for change of leadership is seen in this comic strip where Boss Myawok is lying sick and asking who among the mice population are concerned about his health. When Mayor Peter tells him that they are thinking about the book on “101 Uses for a Dead Cat by Simon Bond,” Boss Myawok immediately stood and pretended not to be sick.


[image: art]

Figure 15 101 uses for a dead cat



In another strip, Marcelo showed his desire for change by the showing the lack of support by the mice population when Mayor Peter asked them to help Boss Myawok get his chunck of meat which fell in the canal. He mice said they will not help unless they will be asked to throw Boss Myawok in the canal.

Both works express the desire to be free from oppression, with the material itself a symbol of the suppressed voice against the state. Under the leadership of Suharto and Marcos, the people could not freely voice out their sentiments against the state. Thus, Athonk and Macelo’s use of the popular medium of comics is a symbolic attack of the state and a representation of their views on the social ills and mismanagement of their respective rulers. Both authors used their characters to express sentiments that would otherwise be considered seditious given their milieu.


[image: art]

Figure 16 Support Boss Myawok



CONCLUSION

Bad Times Stories 1 and 2 and Ikabod Bubwit are reflective of the social and political conditions under the authoritarian rule of Suharto in Indonesia and Marcos in the Philippines. The artists used their art to express their sentiments in a symbolic way to elude arrest from the state. Although different in the mode of production – Athonk being the “underground comics” and Marcelo going to the mainstream through publication in a newspaper – both dealt with the issues of militarism and authoritarian rule that oppress the common people. The artists, as citizens of their respective nations, speak of change of leadership and freedom from oppression. Interestingly, they do not only address the issues at hand but also visualise how their own people subvert and cope with the difficulties of life under a tyrannical rule.

Athonk and Marcelo created their imagined world of Dagalandia and Dalilandia where fantastic characters representative of their own peoples live a constant battle between the good and evil. As to who eventually won, the histories of the Philippines and Indonesia tell us that in the end, good does prevail.
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NOTES

1.      Athonk’s comics are classified as “underground” because of its independent publication, “pass around” mode of distribution and storyline of his comics.

2.      1965–1969 first term, 1969–1972 second term.
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ABSTRACT

In 2002, groups of disparate “indigenous” peoples from the Southern Tagalog region of the Philippines sought refuge somewhere in the Cavite province to escape escalating armed conflict in their localities. Among these groups of people were the Dumagat from the Rizal Province. Long absorbed into the national body politic that has resulted to the loss of an indigenous way of life, this particular Dumagat group disappears from the eyes of the culture brokers as a “cultural object.” The purpose of this article is twofold. On the one hand, it aims to interrogate the praxis of ethnomusicology set amidst the backdrop of a culture industry emanating mainly, if not entirely, from the state and its apparatuses. On the other hand, it explores the avenues by which ethnomusicology might be able to refunction, in realising the social realities faced by some of its chosen subjects.
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What then is there for him to know about us,

when we have no more music?

Nanay Adeling (in translation)
Kanlungan refugee centre

 

…they took all the trees, put ’em

in a tree museum

and they charged the people

a dollar and a half just to see ’em…

Joni Mitchell
“Big Yellow Taxi”



INTRODUCTION

I am speaking on a subject that for reasons of convenience had to be excluded from my Doctoral Dissertation. Critical as I might have been in the writing of that work (Baes 2004a), I look back to that experience and reflect on how dissertation writing could be a Hegelian exercise which, following up from the work of Harvey (1996: 50–51), might as well be comparable to the Hegelianism in the creation of nation states. Its accounting of contradictions through synthesis, selective processes, and its mutual transformations of “parts” and “wholes” formulate, albeit momentarily, notions of the “absolute.” One of my intentions in this paper is to interrogate the praxis of musical scholarship in what appears as its attempts to create, in various degrees, the “absolute.” From here I will try to critique that ontology as defined by the structures of power, and plunged into the politics of cultural appropriation.


The other intention is to attempt to push the limits of a field that we have labelled as “ethnomusicology” in the Philippines. In its beginnings, ethnomusicology in the Philippines (and elsewhere) has had peoples alienated from mainstream society as its chosen subjects. The main concern of this study therefore is praxis: theoretically informed action, rather than theory itself. Its reflexivity and dialogic nature is an attempt to a more dynamic, or I might say, a more advocacy-oriented scholarship. In this study therefore, not only are the Dumagat the chosen subjects but cultural workers like Sergio, and “ethnomusicologists” like myself are given focus. This is to say that it is not really the subjects that are given emphasis but the encounter between the subject and cultural worker; subject and “ethnomusicologist;” cultural worker and “ethnomusicologist.”

The enticement with so-called indigenous peoples among a number of academics in the Philippines may have progressed from mere curiosity to the excitement of (re)discovery and its imagined significances. The 300 years of colonial subjugation, resulting to the alienation of those who resisted colonial rule—now labelled as “indigenous peoples”—have paradoxically served the purpose of (re)discovery. “Lost” has therefore been used to justify a significance imagined mainly—if not only—by the scholar,2 and may have contributed significantly to the invention of what is to be referred to as “culture.” “Lost” has induced the (re)construction and revival of practices labelled as “cultural” ones. The so-called indigenous peoples have in turn been seen as cultural objects and repositories of once prevalent, and “authentic,” pre-colonial cultures in the Philippines. And from thus emerges the creation of institutions and agencies of what could be referred to as a culture industry, with its power derived from the mechanisms of the state and civil society.

It is within that backdrop that I present the case of a particular group of people we have labelled as the Dumagat. This Dumagat was among the disparate groups of people who from 2002 to 2003 have sought refuge somewhere in the Southern Tagalog Region to escape escalating military presence in their respective localities. Having lost whatever objects or practices that may pertain to their so-called “ethnicity,” this particular group of people disappears from the eyes of the culture industry as its cultural object. The issue I wish to present poses hard questions to the field of ethnomusicology, which has traditionally studied music within the rubric and the seduction of “difference.”

This article presents an unfinished project, and is like a three-part story that has no ending. It begins with a description of the internal refugees, then zooms-in into the story of the Dumagat named Nanay Adeling. Following that, it will present a remarkable experiment made by the culture worker Sergio of a theatre piece composed with the Dumagat and then performed by them. This theatre piece becomes the basis for my reflections in last segment of the paper, describing my own unfinished project with the so-called Dumagat. The article is like a long background to a foreground that is yet to exist, and its conclusions manifested for the time being, only in my hopes. Therefore, this article attempts to go beyond the questions of music as culture, distorting its imbedded Hegelian manifestations.

BACKGROUND: INTERNAL REFUGEES IN AN “ALL-OUT-WAR” POLICY

“Internal refugees” refer to those who have escaped the crossfire of ongoing armed conflict in their localities. The perennial confrontation between the government’s armed forces with various rebel groups in the hinterlands have caused thousands of local residents in war-torn places to seek refuge in nearby towns and provinces even during the time of the Marcos regime in the 1970s and up to the present (National Council of Churches in the Philippines [NCCP-PACT], 1984; Tunay na Alyansa ng Bayan Alay sa Katutubo [TABAK], 1990; and further reports by e.g., Indigenus-Pilipnas, 1997; Yap and Riches, 1998; see also more recent reports like those in Araya, 2003; Castaneda, 2004). Because the sites of these conflicts are usually in the peripheral “backlands” and “out-of-the-way” places, the so-called indigenous peoples living in those places are those who bear the consequences and feel much of the impact. As the mountains could no longer provide them with effective “zones of escape,” it is necessary for them to leave their homes and livelihood and escape to refugee shelters.

This study is set in one such refugee centre called kanlungan (i.e., sanctuary), where 29 families of so-called indigenous peoples from Mindoro Island and Rizal province were given temporary refuge from 2002 to 2003. They include the Iraya-, the Alangan-, and the Hanunoo-Mangyan from Mindoro, as well as the Dumagat and Remontado people from Rizal. Stories heard from those rather disparate groups of people centre on military abuses, which include summary execution, torture, illegal detention, and other forms of harassment and terrorism. Refugees from Mindoro claim that abuses commenced when nine battalions have been fielded for “clean-up” operations in the island, while those from Rizal relate the abuses to geothermal dam projects of a government agency in their province. The people also claim that armed but low-intensity conflict is a follow-through of the government’s “all-out-war” policy, following the declaration of the communist New People’s Army (NPA) as a terrorist group, in line with the U.S.-led “Global War on Terrorism.”

Many refugees in kanlungan however see even further from the alleged abuses of the military. Many would claim that militarisation is merely set within a backdrop of commercial interests in the local resources found within their ancestral domain.3 Those from Mindoro, for instance, are suspicious of the interconnections between military operations and the projects of mining firms, allegedly from Norway and Canada, which for years have had failed attempts to commence in the mountains. Ka Undo,4 a Hanunoo-Mangyan finds it rather conspicuous that… (in translation) “the military increases in number when the mining operations in Mindoro could not get started because (those of us from the mountains) were against it.” Arman, a young Iraya-Mangyan also claims that,


(in translation) a Canadian firm started mining operations in Mindoro in 1998, but they failed in bribing (the people of the mountains) into selling their lands; they tried to bribe some people by giving them wrist watches, at first, then I think (cash)…but we from the mountains could not be bought by those things; we do not like to give up our lands!; they are not ours to give…they are for our children…5



Both the so-called Dumagat and the Remontado relate their plight to their opposition to the building of a dam project that would have encroached into their ancestral lands. Despite all claims by the military, the refugees in kanlungan all deny any connection with any armed rebel group. However, many of them actively participate in various “inter-tribal” organisations that fight for their ancestral domain claims. One such case that I would zoom-in is that of the family of Nanay Adeling.

(TATLONG SALAYSAY) THREE STORIES

(Salaysay 1) Nanay Adeling’s Story

I first met Nanay Adeling through the cultural worker Sergio in February 2003. Nanay Adeling is a small and slim woman in her 50s. She was about to take a nap in a makeshift pahingahan (resting shelter) when we arrived, and beside her were two of her children. I immediately recognised one of her children, the three-year-old Junior, from a picture in one of the locally published magazines with the caption that read: Kailan kaya makaka-uwi si Junior? (When will Junior ever come home?).


Nanay Adeling greeted Sergio with a warm smile as he handed her a pack of native coffee and some brown sugar. Sergio introduced me as his friend, co-worker, and as one who wants to know about music among the katutubo, as the so-called indigenous peoples in the Philippines are so labelled. Nanay Adeling immediately answered him, but in a nice way, (in translation) “What then is there for him to know about us when we have no more music?” Perhaps that was resentment on her part to a field of inquiry such as mine, where because of the loss of tradition, she would have disappeared from my eyes as a “culture object.” I immediately expressed that I did not come for music, but rather to get to know the stories of people in kanlungan most especially the Iraya-Mangyan living here, since I have known some of them when they were children. That was when she opened up to me to tell her story.6

Nanay Adeling opens her story with an equal amount of resentment: “We had to escape here because my husband was “salvaged” (summarily executed) in our province; he was suspected to be (a member of the) New People’s Army, but that is not true.” She tells of how her husband spent years, from one presidential regime to another, organising the Dumagat and Remontado living in the mountains of Rizal. They were against a plan to build a dam that would have encroached and driven them away from their ancestral lands. “We are farmers (slash-and-burn horticulturists); (and) if that dam were built,” she says, “We would not know where to go. The mountains would not provide us with water.” She said that government agents were hindering them from burning the land, as did upland horticulturists. She also saw a great hindrance at going further into the foothills because a government agency has already planted trees in the surrounding areas, so it was no longer possible for them to raise crops since the large roots of the trees would hinder the growth of their crops. And besides, this government agency had put up fences surrounding the reservation, so anybody caught near the area was severely dealt with.


“Land to the katutubo,” Nanay Adeling emphasises, is life. If the dam (project were) to push through, we would lose all our means of livelihood (which is tantamount to) losing our lives.



At first, some people sought to bribe her husband by making offers to provide him with a land title for his property. “My husband demanded that if that were so, (they) should provide land titles to all (the Dumagat and Remontado families), and not just him.” But her husband’s option was refused. Sometime later, her husband was gunned down in a gasoline station in Rizal when he was on his way home to bring food for his family.


They (first) made it appear that he was about to rob the gasoline station… (then) they also accused him of being the highest commander of the (communist) NPA. They took a picture of him and published this in the newspapers…with a gun leaning (on his dead body). But all they found with him were a bag with papers from the (tribal organisation) and some bread.



Nanay Adeling’s horrifying story did not end there. With the help of some concerned groups, they went to the Philippine Commission on Human Rights to demand justice and due process. From there they were given a chance to speak their case in congress. But like all the other internal refugees in kanlungan, Nanay Adeling’s case was delayed for “weakness of evidence,” to their great dismay.


We brought all our evidence with us…their (the military’s) claims were inconsistent, (and yet) the government said we were telling lies, Nanay Adeling angrily said.



To that day, Nanay Adeling was left with empty hopes for her family.


I never dreamed of getting into (this kind of) situation where I would be so helpless, asking for help, she lamented. But now all I could do is asking for some help because we do not have any means of livelihood here (in the refugee camp).



I asked if she ever wanted to return home, and she declared:


I will only want to go if my husband’s death is brought to justice. She feared coming home at that point because, as she says, “they might force (her) to surrender,” and that her other son is in the “order of battle” of paramilitary units in their area. “The worst,” (she claims painfully), is that I have heard that some of the katutubo have had a hand in my husband’s death.



She was referring to some Remontados and Dumagats who have sold their lands for a very cheap price to the geothermal project.


But I will do my best to unite (the katutubo) once more. The most important need of my children now is the land that they have inherited from their father!



(Salaysay 2) Sergio’s Story of The Production of Pag-uwi

In this section I turn momentarily from Nanay Adeling’s story to the story of Sergio’s production of the short children’s play Pag-uwi (i.e., coming home). Sergio is a playwrite and theatre director, and my long-time colleague as cultural worker from Southern Luzon. He came across the case of the Dumagats in kanlungan in 2002 and, bearing the zeal of a politicised cultural worker, had sought to produce a play on their story, having the Dumagat children themselves as its actors.

In creating this production Sergio recognised from the beginning that he was dealing primarily with the Dumagat’s recent history, more than what he termed as “cultural” issues. (The Dumagat) have, for instance, no memories of their indigenous songs, as they relate more to protest songs (in light of their present situation). He had chosen to highlight their present condition—primarily to the killing of Nanay Adeling’s husband—because this was the issue at hand, and all the members of Nanay Adeling’s family are presently feeling its impact. That story of Nanay Adeling is strongly connected to those of other internal refugees, with its running themes of minoritisation, marginalisation and militarisation.

The most remarkable aspect of the production is how Sergio had drawn out from Nanay Adeling a number of significant aspects in the play. “We first tried to connect with them by presenting Nanay Adeling with pictures showing traditional Dumagat culture,” he said. He had prepared a folio of pictures collected from anthropological reports on the Dumagat, from the past, showing the people’s traditional modes of dressing and other implements. These were like cultural objects and knowledge “returned” to their rightful owners in the mode of pictures.


Sergio describes the response from Nanay Adeling:


When Nanay Adeling saw the pictures, all her stories were drawn out. We did not need to ask her about anything. When she saw (a particular) picture of a Dumagat woman wearing a black cloth around her neck, she told us of how the Dumagat (in the past) mourned the dead. She said that the black cloth was worn for a year and after that was left behind in the burial place. Then she also saw the talikod-mundo (a kind of lean-to shelter made of coconut leaves and bamboo). She narrated her youthful experiences with that. Those images and objects found their places in our production of her story…of what happened to her family…the colours, the traditional way of life of the Dumagat, the talikod-mundo, and (most especially) the death of her husband.7



In that sense, the Dumagat, particularly Nanay Adeling was actually composing the play alongside with Sergio. Sergio merely provided the mode of production, which is the play, while Nanay Adeling filled-up all the significant spaces within that mode of production. The play itself was to be presented by Dumagat and Remontado children from kanlungan.

Using simple props and stage actions, the 15-to-20 minutes play was mounted in several protest rallies and forums made by internal refugees, with support from local concerned organisations in the Southern Tagalog region. “The children (performing for Pag-uwi) see it all as a game,” Sergio declares. He continues:


Our rehearsals were in the style of games. Nanay Adeling constructed a talikod-mundo for us, and we joined the children in playing inside it. I would tell the children (for instance,) oh, it’s getting hotter on this side, what are we to do? and the children would answer, let’s turn the shade the other way. The talikod-mundo generated so much interest to the children (for this production that they) went there everyday (to play and rehearse). It also became their resting place.

We could not use any concept of rehearsals, bearing in mind that this would be too difficult for the children. We first tried to rehearse in the mode of a workshop, but this (made the children quite) bored that many of them would just leave anytime he or she wanted to. That was why we had to make the rehearsals, and (ultimately) the play itself in the mode of a game.



Just the same, Pag-uwi is so flexibly structured that performing the play is like playing a game. Instead of speaking lines, which were to be a burden for children to memorise, it makes use of text placards in the shape of balloons, which the audience could read aloud. The play opens with one of the children of Nanay Adeling showing placards marked “Who are they?” then comes another, “They are the katutubo,” and another, “Are they the Badjao?” and then, “No they are the Dumagat-Remontado.” They highlight their way of life by playing in the talikod-mundo. It ends by zooming-in to the death of Nanay Adeling’s husband.

To Sergio, the very point of putting up the production is to highlight the ultimate aspiration of Nanay Adeling, which in his own words was: to come home and (resume) their simple (sic) life. He adds, “Pag-uwi somehow expresses their desire to be understood by mainstream society, and their aspiration to be given a chance to tell their story.”


(Salaysay 3) Thus, My Story Continues…

Though far from the ideal…or perhaps…Sergio’s approach in the production of Pag-uwi—particularly in how pictures of Dumagat “objects” had drawn out memories and stories from Nanay Adeling—had demonstrated how objects that have been appropriated by outsiders could be “returned” to their rightful owners. Somehow, it had shown how objects that have long been alienated from the present generation of Dumagat (i.e., Nanay Adeling’s children) could be re-claimed and thus become even more meaningful to them. Perhaps this case exhibits what Patrick Flores (2004)8 had elsewhere labelled as “utopic redemption.” But let me qualify Flores’ statement in line with the case of Nanay Adeling and Sergio by asking: is the production “utopic” because it seems to have cancelled out a significant conflict in Nanay Adeling’s story, that is, her allegations that some Dumagat or Remontado have betrayed their cause, sold their land to the geothermal dam project, and even had a hand in the killing of her husband? That may have been a necessary move on the part of Sergio, though. Thinking perhaps of his audience—the mainstream of Philippine society—he would need to present the Dumagat collectively as the “other.”

My reading of Sergio’s purpose seems clear. He wanted to introduce this so-called indigenous group to the audience on the cultural level, so that their plight may also be presented and well understood on the political level. The production was a way by which, as he would assume, “the Dumagat’s voices (would have been) heard.” This is where the production of cultural difference is a politically necessary action in Sergio’s praxis as a theatre worker. This probably explains Nanay Adeling’s volition to participate freely in the enterprise. To her perhaps, a cultural worker like Sergio is there to work with them (and not only “for” them) in a theatre production.


Recognising what Sergio and the Dumagat had achieved, I understand very well the resentment Nanay Adeling may have felt when I was first introduced as someone who “wants to know about indigenous music.” What role, if any, has ethnomusicology assumed in bringing out the voices of those it has chosen as its “subjects?”

Ethnomusicology in the Philippines has already acquired a stable position in a thriving culture industry of festivals, recordings, “schools for living traditions,” artificial villages, publications, museums, and even the use of traditional elements in music composition. Ethnomusicologists have in a number of ways metamorphosised from being academics to being “authorities” in the cultural enterprise. Ethnomusicological “projects,” like museums, seem to address more the need for nation states to show itself to its own citizens and to the world in the way it wants itself to appear. The situation seems to run parallel to the way Bennet (2005) puts it, that museums are actually “civil laboratories” that also relates to the governance of societies. In the same way, an increasing number of people—many of them commercial artists—have also found in ethnomusicology a “new” arena by which they could negotiate marketability and even influence in the culture industry.

Government agencies and other institutions have worked hand-in-hand with some ethnomusicologists and other researchers on a number of re-generative projects, such as International and National Festivals as well as the so-called “Schools for Living Traditions.” In most, if not all, cases however, the so-called indigenous culture bearers are relegated, as mere repositories of tradition, while spaces for their self-determination even in cultural production are not clearly provided.9 The paradox of the matter is that while these activities have provided spaces for the production of tradition, these activities have also emerged as yet another arena where the so-called culture bearers are marginalised. In seeing themselves to be alienated in these modes of cultural production, they might also be alienated from themselves in being seen as mere repositories of tradition.


Ethnomusicology has made musical instruments, songs, epics, or rituals into cultural objects.10 In the same manner, sound recordings—the most significant storage apparatus of ethnomusicological knowledge—have also become cultural objects. It has made the intangible (sound), tangible (tapes, CDs, or MDs); it is musical performance in a reified mode. The appropriation of knowledge through ethnomusicology make them more privileged than those like Nanay Adeling and her children, who have been alienated from their tradition because of external pressures and change. However, I keep coming back to Sergio’s story and his production of the Pag-uwi. And just as Sergio had presented a folio of pictures to the Dumagat, I sought to engage the Dumagat in a listening session.

As I had no recordings of Dumagat traditional music, I did not really know how to begin. How could an ethnomusicologist engage a group of people in a study, when the very object of the study—the music—is lost? On one occasion in kanlungan, I was invited in a solidarity meeting among all the internal refugees to speak of my experience with the Iraya-Mangyan of Mindoro in the 1980s. All the tribal representatives of internal refugees were present, among them Nanay Adeling. I presented to them my then recently produced CD of Iraya-Mangyan music, “Nostalgia in a Denuded Rainforest,” playing a number of tracks to the delight of those from Mindoro. It was also the occasion where I donated 300 copies of the CDs to be sold in solidarity forums to generate funds for the internal refugees of kanlungan. After the session, I went to talk to Nanay Adeling to ask if she remembers any songs like those of the Iraya-Mangyan. She smiled and then responded…“oh, a little similar but the language is very different…”

The following week, I looked into the ethnomusicological archives of Jose Maceda for any recordings of Dumagat music. After acquiring his permission and trust, I was allowed to make a copy of some of the recorded items, and soon after went back to kanlungan to meet with Nanay Adeling and Sergio so that we all could listen to the recordings…thus, my story continues.

NOTES

1.      This article originally appeared as a lecture with the same title delivered at the College of Music, University of the Philippines in September 2004. The present version has been slightly revised from a paper read at the 10th Anniversary Conference of the Southeast Asian Studies Regional Exchange Program (SEASREP) held in Chiang Mai, Thailand in December 2005. A sequel paper follows this present article for a conference on “Small Islands in Transition” to be held in Hong Kong in 2006. The title alludes to an important book published in the 1970s by David Werner, Carol Thuman, and Jane Maxwell (1977/1992), entitled Where There Is No Doctor. Narratives in the paper are labelled as SALAYSAY, Tagalog word for “narrative,” alluding to the structural basis of this paper, which is the three-movement musical composition I wrote in Penang, Malaysia in May 2000 entitled SALAYSAY (the story of a story about telling a story called “story”), in admiration of the work of Jean Baudrillard.

2.      Yes, one might argue that culture loss is a concern not only of the scholar but even more of the so-called indigenous “culture bearers,” as exemplified by people like Bennicio Sokkong or Bai Lolita Tenorio (see Baes 2004a). I strongly believe that Sokkong and Tenorio are true advocates of their respective causes, as they negotiate authenticity and recognition in the field of cultural production. However, perhaps as a historically and socially necessary consequence, these individuals appear to have also become “culture brokers;” they have appropriated and have plunged into the modes of cultural production as set by the locus of power. Those not in the field of cultural production—like for instance Nanay Adeling or Undo mentioned in this paper—are not as concerned with “traditional culture,” in the sense of plunging into the field of cultural production set by the mainstream of Philippine society.

3.      This is also attested, for instance, in the fact-finding mission reports in Mindanao. See further Indigenus-Pilipnas 1997, or Yap and Riches 1998.

4.      Most references to names in this article have been changed so as not to implicate any particular individual in any ongoing conflict, armed or otherwise. The statement is from an interview at kanlungan in February 2003.

5.      The statement is from an informal get-together in March 2003 with some Iraya-Mangyans who used to live in the Caagutayan area, where I conducted my ethnomusicological research in the 1980s. Arman is an Iraya-Mangyan who remembers me from his childhood.

6.      Nanay Adeling’s narration (in translation from the original Tagalog), which unfortunately could only be paraphrased in the body of the paper because of its length, will be made available in another upcoming publication.

7.      I had a long conversation with Sergio during breaks at a performance of Pag-uwi at the University of the Philippines in Los Banos, Laguna (Southern Tagalog) in April 2003.

8.      Patrick Flores had brought up the notion of a “utopic redemption” in May 2004 during my Doctoral Dissertation defence at the University of the Philippines.

9.      I am citing the cases of Bai Lolita Tenorio from among the Tagakaolo, Molino Oguit from among the Tagabawa-Bagobo, Benny Sokkong of the Kalingga, and Kanapia Kalanduyan of the Maguindanao. Case studies of these individuals appear in my Doctoral Dissertation (Baes 2004a). Another source that has cited other cases is found in the work of Albert Alejo, especially in his account on the Global Indigenous Cultural Olympics/Summit (2000).

10.    I am drawing partly from the theories of “cultural objecthood” advanced by Alec McHoul (1994) in relation to cultural objects being items that are alienated from its “sources.” My recent reading of a work by Bennet (2005), which was not brought to my attention during the writing of the SEASREP conference paper in November 2005, also further attests by theory and critique of cultural objecthood.
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Photo 1 Kanlungan shelter somewhere in Southern Tagalog
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Photo 2 Kailan Uuwi Si Junior (When will Junior come Home?) Nanay Adeling and youngest son







[image: art]

Photo 3 Dumagat children performing Pag-uwi in Southern Tagalog
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