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The Monsoon Project

The Monsoon Project is a conduit for 
the thoughts, stories and experience sof  
undergraduate students with an interest 
in Asia and the Pacific. We want to collect, 
articulate and share the ways in which the 
community is engaging with the region, 
personally and academically. 

Supported by the College of  Asia & the 
Pacific at the Australian National University, 
we aim to involve that community in new 
and different conversations abotu how 
and why a relationship with Asia and the 
Pacific is important. The Monsoon Project 
aims to be a catalyst for innovation in Asia 
engagement; using the knowledge and 
experiences of  its own contributors to 
inspire others to think and interact more 
confidently and creatively with the region. 

New content is uploaded bi-weekly to our 
home at:  

www.themonsoonproject.org



ed Threads
The concept of  a red thread 
is universal. The red string of  
fate, connecting lovers (⦣什
乊䶂) is across Chinese and 
Japanese culture. In Swedish, 
the phrase red thread (röd 
tråd), is used to describe a link 
between ideas and concepts. 
In Greek mythology, Theseus 
uses a string of  red thread 
to find his way out of  the 
labyrinth. 

There are red threads which 
trawl their way throughout the 
Asia-Pacific region, connecting 
the wide variety of  regional 
narratives relating to ethnicity, 
religion, and culture, into a 
tapestry spanning beyond 
national borders.

We present you with our 
interpretation of  the tapestry 
as we perceive it in 2014. 
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As the 2014 Monsoon Annual designers, we wanted to encapsulate 
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broader implications. We honed in on the colour red: dynamic; 
strong; passionate. Alongside this, we sought to weave the idea 
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NE Asia Year in Review | 2014
FROM THE EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

What a year it has been for both 
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To learn a language is to gain an insight into a 
new world and a new way of  thinking. Words exist 
in other languages that have no direct English 
translation. The consequential relevance of  this 
is a source of  academic contention. For instance, 
the Indonesian word belum translates to ‘yes 
but not yet’. To some this is trivial. To others it 
is an insight into another culture and mindset. 

Strategic, diplomatic and economic concerns 
necessitate an increase in Indonesia-literacy by 
Australians whether through language or by other 
means. The election of  Joko Widodo (known 
to Indonesians as Jokowi) to the presidency is a 
significant moment in the history of  Indonesia. 

The archipelago consists of  over 13,000 islands 
and has the largest population of  Muslims in the 
world. Since Suharto’s resignation in 1998, Indonesia 
has emerged as the most important developing 
democracy in the region not only because of  its 
economic potential but also as a demonstration 
of  Islam’s compatibility with democracy. Jokowi 
is the first President post-Suharto not to have 
come from the military or a prominent Indonesian 
family as Megawati did. The significance of  
his election to the democratic development of  
Indonesia can therefore not be understated. 

For a month I resided in Salatiga, in Central Java, 
studying Bahasa Indonesia at Universitas Kristen 
Satya Wacana. Salatiga sits between Semarang 

DEMOCRACY 
AND 

INDONESIA
 IN THE TIME 
OF JOKOWI 

JAMES CONNOLLY
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and Solo, at the foot of  Mount 
Merbabu. Whilst there, I observed 
both the July 9 election and the 
prior month of  campaigning. 

As the Indonesian political 
system exists, only candidates 
that have the support of  at least 
20% of  the DPR (the Indonesian 
Lower House) can run for 
President, pitting Jokowi against 
former general Prabowo Subianto. 

At the time, Jokowi was the 
Governor of  Jakarta and a former 
Mayor of  Solo. Given Salatiga’s 
proximity to Solo, there was 
considerable support for the former 
self-made businessman. Prabowo 
is the former son-in-law of  Suharto 
who oversaw controversial 
military missions in East Timor. 
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Whilst in Australia it is considered 
impolite to raise politics, money or 
religion, in Indonesia there is no such 
taboo. Everyone I encountered had 
an opinion. Banners and billboards 
for both candidates lined the streets 
wherever I went. Millions watched 
the televised debates that were 
clearly styled on those in the U.S.A. 
Indeed, the euphoria surrounding 
Jokowi was comparable to the 
response Obama received in 2008.
Prabowo also recruited a key 
figure in John McCain’s campaign, 
Rob Allyn. The fact that shortly 
after Allyn joined the campaign, 
questions about Jokowi’s ethnicity 
and religion were raised did not 
go unnoticed by some observers. 

On July 9, my homestay family 
took me to the local polling station. 
The presence of  the army was 
both intimidating and a reminder 
of  Jakarta’s inability to define the 
separate roles of  the police and 
armed forces. To my initial horror 
my homestay mother insisted I 
accompany her to the allocated 
booth, defeating the concept of  a 
secret ballot. The ballot featured 
two images. Nomor satu, featured 
Prabowo and his running mate 
Hatta Rajasa. Nomor dua featured 
Jokowi and his running mate, 
Jusuf  Kalla. To indicate support 
a voter stabs a nail through the 
picture of  the preferred candidate. 
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It was then that a member 
of  the armed forces approached 
and reached into his pocket only 
to retrieve a mobile phone, grin 
and insist on taking a photo 
of  me. He didn’t bat an eyelid 
whilst the woman near the exit 
insisted that I dip my finger in 
purple dye. At least it prevented 
me from voting for a first time. 

Until polls closed at 1pm, 
my homestay mother proudly 
raised two fingers to passers 
by. In any other context this 
would be considered startlingly 
rude but on Election Day it 
was a proud acknowledgement 
of  her support for Jokowi. 

Returning to the polling station 
at 2.30pm I sat and watched as the 
ballots were counted. ‘Nomor satu’ 
meant a vote for Prabowo whilst 
‘nomor dua’ meant a vote for 
Jokowi. Once completed, the local 
polling station gave Jokowi 56% 
of  the vote. The announcement 
drew spontaneous applause from 
the gathered crowd prompting the 
election officer to rise in her place 
and stress that in the interests 
of  democracy, regardless of  
whom they voted for, Indonesians 
must rally behind whoever 
the next President was to be. 

Within hours several quick 
counts emerged. The more 

credible ones suggested a 
nationwide victory to Jokowi by 
a margin of  52-48 or 53-47. To 
Indonesians this was a cause for 
concern. This was only Indonesia’s 
third Presidential election. The 
elections of  2004 and 2009 saw 
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono win 
by margins greater than 20%. A 
margin of  4-6%, a landslide in 
developed democracies, was new 
territory for Indonesia. This was 
exacerbated when both candidates 
declared victory, the official result 
not being declared until July 22. 

Jokowi represents the hopes 
of  millions of  Indonesians who 
believe that the democratic system 
works and has the capacity to 
make a genuine difference in their 
lives. As Australia struggles with 
voter apathy and discontent with 
both major parties, this young 
democracy offers inspiration. 
It shows that the system that 
we so often rail against works. 

The political establishment will 
likely attempt to thwart immediate 
attempts to further democratise 
Indonesia. Does Jokowi’s election 
indicate that it is possible? For the 
stability and development of  the 
region as well as the aspirations 
of  millions of  Indonesians, one 
hopes the answer is belum.
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The recent 400 billion dollar energy deal 
between China and Russia is the culmination 
of  talks that have been occurring over the 
past few years. Following the construction of  
pipelines later this year, 38bn cubic meters 
of  gas will be supplied to the China National 
Petroleum Corporation from the Russian state-
owned Gazprom.While the precise terms of  
the agreement are yet to be made public, the 
deal has sparked international interest about 
the geopolitical implications.

China and Russia have spent decades 

discussing this multi-billion dollar gas deal, so 
what brought on the sudden meeting of  minds? 
The events in Crimea definitely accelerated 
the negotiations. Putin was determined to 
demonstrate Russia’s resilience in the face 
western sanctions regarding Crimea. Putin was 
also keen to decrease Russia’s reliance on gas 
exports to Europe. Such concerns provided an 
opportunity for China to gain the upper hand 
with the negotiations and probably conclude a 
deal more advantageous to them. Nevertheless, 
it is a deal that is still vital to China. In particular, 
to decrease its reliance on coal – which seems 

RUSSIA AND 
CHINA: IT’S MORE 
THAN JUST HOT 
AIR SARAH LONGO
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to be one of  the main contributors to the 
somewhat permanent state of  ‘fog’ that 
exists in most Chinese cities. This has also 
caused growing public outcry, a problem, 
which China will want to stamp down on 
quickly. So it appears there has at least been 
a warming of  the relationship.

So how much impact will China and 
Russia’s newly forged relationship have in 
the geopolitical arena? Sure, Russia and 
China can now bond over their newfound 
gas relationship, which will benefit them 
both economically. Arguably, they share, to 
a certain extent, a desire to increase their 
influence on the world stage without the 
overbearing attitudes of  America. Some 
commentators even contend that Russia’s 
actions in Crimea will provide China with 
the confidence to develop a more aggressive 
naval policy in the South China Sea. This 

Source: Reuters

would be a particular concern given the 
already escalating tensions.

However, before tensions start to bubble 
over, cooler heads are required. How much do 
these two countries really have in common? 
The relationship is still fraught with 
underlying historical tensions and mistrust. 
China supported the United States during 
the 1970s and 1980s against the former 
Soviet Union. Furthermore, China’s heavy 
reliance on Central Asia’s gas and natural 
resources has not sat well with Putin, as 
this area previously fell within Russia’s zone 
of  influence. It seems that it will take more 
than gas to solidify mutual trust.

So maybe the hot air will get cooler.
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DANCE OF 
DEMOCRACY 

KARAN DHAMIJA Big fat Indian weddings are 
synonymous with a culture 
that craves extravagance 

when it comes to celebration. Made 
popular by numerous Bollywood 
movies, the multi-day affairs also 
have an uncanny resemblance to 
Indian elections.
Both are certainly stretched 
out events. The recent national 
election was held over 9 phases 
and 6 weeks. 800 million invitees, 
550 million of  whom turned up. 
The largest democratic exercise 
in the history of  the planet. What 
is astonishing, is how much the 
campaign ‘stops’ take inspiration 
from a stereotypical middle 
class Indian wedding. A novice 
bystander could be forgiven for 
mistaking one for a couple’s lucky 
day.
Barat is a symbolic wedding ritual 
where the groom and his family 
and friends walk from his home 
(or a location near the venue for 
the purpose pf  practicality and 
ever-increasing Indian waist-
lines) to the wedding venue 
accompanied by marching bands, 
Bollywood tunes, fireworks, and 
an ensemble of  song and dance. 
Perched on top of  a pony is the 
groom, surrounded by relatives 
he probably hasn’t seen since he 
was twelve or at a distant cousin’s 
wedding. Replace the pony with a 
modern open top four-wheel drive 
and you’ve got your own campaign 
rally. Except of  course that the 
youths dancing and rejoicing have 
been paid to be there.
The whiff  of  money is another 
smell that lingers in both settings. 
Proportions of  it staggering. 
Most middle-class Indian families 
spend in excess of  tens of  millions 
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of  rupees on a wedding, mostly 
by the bride’s family. Families 
save up for years to make sure 
no stone is unturned (or gulab-
jamun uncooked in this case) for 
their daughters’ fateful day. Just 
as society teaches parents not to 
think about money, parties make 
sure they choose candidates that 
can provide an endless supply in 
sacks of  hard cash (often in actual 
sacks). Victory is otherwise an 
uphill task.
Strict spending limits do exist on 
paper, but it’s hard to overlook the 
packets of  notes, encased in party 
paraphernalia being delivered to 
homes in regional towns across 
the sub-continent. Funnily 
enough, last national elections 
saw a candidate in the southern 
state of  Andhra Pradesh reach 
out to his rivals and seek a pact to 
not ‘bribe’ voters. His rivals found 
out on the eve of  the election that 
while they kept the promise, he 
himself  had given little notice to 
it. No one was surprised when an 
expected close finish turned into a 
landslide.
The packets of  money are not too 
dissimilar to the glitter framed 

envelopes especially made for 
wedding attendees to give to 
the couple on the night. A ritual 
loathed by all but strictly adhered 
to. No one wants to be the odd one 
out with only three figures worth 
of  rupees in their gift. Gossip 
travels fast and everyone knows 
they were once on the receiving 
end and their children will be 
some day as well. It’s easier to 
follow the tide and feed the beast.
Weddings are showcased as a 
beacon of  religious adherence. 
Food is all vegetarian and the 
date and time are decided only 
after lengthy consultations with 
the local Panditji (a priest and 
an astrologer). That is only if  he 
has also made sure that the birth-
charts of  both the bride and the 
groom match, often a sticking 
point in Indian marriages. It’s 
hard to believe the country prides 
itself  on its forward-thinking 
technology scene. Election 
campaigns are also launched 
and mapped after consultations 
with numerous astrologers. It is 
a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 
and risk-taking has no part to 
play. However, both also contain 

an underbelly of  vice under the 
façade of  religious idealism. 
Alcohol is often consumed by 
the males in backrooms inside 
the wedding venues, while party-
workers delivering packets of  
cash usually also have ‘gifts’ for the 
family. Alcohol for the men of  the 
house and usually hair products 
for the ladies. Just don’t call it a 
bribe. These are usually also the 
times when candidates breathe a 
sigh of  relief  that children don’t 
have to convinced.
It probably has something to do 
with the culture. No other nation 
has thousands of  festivals each 
year and tens of  public holidays for 
them. It’s enough to give Western 
executives a heart attack. Indians 
are proud of  their knack for 
celebrating and their democracy. 
It’s easy to complain about the 
colourful nature of  how India 
goes to the polls, but the fact that a 
country of  its nature and size does 
go to the polls is an achievement. 
There are not many countries with 
similar characteristics which have 
maintained an unblemished record 
of  letting its pupils decide its fate. 
Now let’s celebrate the result.



REPRESENTING TERRORISM
GERAINT SCHMIDT I watched an interesting video 

recently. It was a time lapse video 
of  a little girl’s year as a fictional 
civil war breaks out in suburban 
London. It was distressing, 
upsetting, intense. It was 
amazing. You should look it up if  
you haven’t seen it. Typing ‘most 
shocking second a day video’ into 
Youtube should do it.

I posted it to my Facebook wall 
with the comment “More videos 
like this = world might be a better 
place”, and I truly do believe that. 
The point being that the more we 
can confront ourselves with the 
human-ness of  those who find 
themselves in these situations, the 
fact that they celebrate birthdays 
and wear lipstick and sometimes 
wonder how many stars there 
are in the night sky, just like we 
do, the less prone we might be to 
indulge in the habit of  emotionally 
distinguishing between an ‘us’ and 
a ‘them’.
This habit is an insidious one. It 
pervades how we function in our 
day to day lives, how we interact 
with those around us, how we 
filter information. I wonder if  it 
has also pervaded recent media 
reporting on the recent attacks 
in Kunming and Urumqi, in 
China’s southwest and northwest 
respectively. In the reports we’ve 
received in Australia (and, from 
looking online, in some of  the 
reports from other Western media 
outlets in the UK and the US), I 
see two glaring issues.
Firstly, there’s the complete 
dearth of  coverage on the attacks, 
especially when one looks at the 
way comparable attacks around 
the world have been reported on. 
Although receiving a few mentions 
on the ABC News 24 loop, both 
attacks have skimmed below the 
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radar of  our consciousness in 
Australia. When I showed the only 
image that had been ubiquitously 
used to report on the attack, that 
of  the Kunming train station 
ticket counter with baggage 
strewn in front of  it, only a single 
person in an audience of  about 30 
people was able to guess at what 
it referred to – and that was after 
a minute of  pen-tapping silence. 
Perhaps this is not so remarkable, 
considering that the attack didn’t 

occur in Australia and it killed 
only 29 people – a terrible toll, 
but one which pales in comparison 
to the 239 missing presumed 
dead from the Malaysian Airlines 
flight or the 210 confirmed dead 
in the Korean ferry accident. 
However, I feel confident that if  I 
showed images of  the comparable 
London 7/7 bombings, Boston 
Marathon bombings or last year’s 
Nairobi Mall attack many of  these 
same audience members would 

recognise which events they had 
been pulled from.
But secondly, and perhaps more 
insidiously, there’s the subtle 
refusal by Western media outlets 
to label the attacks in the same 
way as the Chinese government 
has, as terrorist attacks, despite 
the evidence seeming to clearly 
support such a categorisation. 
Where the words ‘terror attack’ 
appear, they are consistently 
accompanied by quotation marks 
and attributed to the Chinese 
government, “officials” or China’s 
media, as if  such a label were 
a subjective conclusion that we 
should be highly suspicious of. 
Indeed, the old maxim “one man’s 
terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter” underlines the fact that 
classifying “terrorism” can often 
be a highly subjective matter. 
But what is to be made of  the 
fact that no such quotation marks 
or attributions to other sources 
were included in the reporting on 
the London, Boston or Nairobi 
attacks – the last of  which, it 
should be remembered, had a 
casualty toll eerily similar to the 
attacks in Kunming but which was 
immediately categorised as it was 
occurring by televised media as a 
terror attack.
So, what is going on here? The 
first explanation is that Western 
media sources don’t want to 
become entangled in legitimating 
Chinese government propaganda 
while facts are still shady. This is 
a good explanation – I’m the first 
to say that the PRC have used the 
term “terrorist” strategically with 
relation to the Uyghurs, having 
researched that particular topic 
extensively. However, Western 
media outlets are playing double 
standards if  they use Chinese 
government sources to report 
factual information but reject the 
government’s categorisation of  it 
as a “terrorist attack”, when such a 
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categorisation would be regarded 
as acceptable if  comparable events 
occurred in a different, more 
Western location (such as London, 
Boston or Nairobi).
I’m also concerned though that that 
pervasive ‘us’ and ‘them’ mentality 
might be playing a role here along 
racial, ideological and class lines. 
The Boston and London attacks 
targeted people who look, act and 
speak like us. Even the Nairobi 
attack occurred in a shopping 
mall frequented by the middle 
and upper classes, as well as by 
ex-pats. But there is ostensibly 
very little in common between the 

average Australian news-watcher 
– Anglo-Saxon, middle class and 
living in a capitalist democracy – 
and the typical victim in either the 
Kunming or Urumqi attacks – Han 
Chinese, working class and living 
under Communism (with Chinese 
characteristics). Do we understand 
London, Boston or Nairobi as 
“terrorist attacks” just because 
they were committed against our 
way of  living, in our struggle 
against those who would take that 
away from us? Do we question 
the classification of  Kunming 
and Urumqi as “terrorist attacks” 
because they were committed in 
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the name of  a struggle we secretly 
sympathise with, namely, against 
an extremely powerful, Asian, 
Communist one-party state? Do 
we secretly believe, perhaps, that 
those who were stabbed as they 
bought tickets for a train home 
almost had it coming?
My response to these sentiments 
is this: no matter who it is who 
kills or maims unarmed civilians 
indiscriminately in a public place 
in order to instil terror, and no 
matter who it is who ends up 
being targeted, whether they be 
American, British, Kenyan or 
Chinese, we should understand 

those actions as terrorist attacks. 
We shouldn’t undermine the 
condemnation of  such actions by 
implying that those who would 
classify them as “terrorist attacks” 
might have suspect motives for 
doing so, without also carrying 
such suspicion into how we 
understand such actions closer 
to home. To not do so opens the 
Western media and ourselves 
up to legitimate accusations of  
hypocrisy, and latently denies us 
the ability to transcend the ‘us and 
them’ mentality we are obviously 
still victims of.
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Dubbed by many as a land of  ‘man-
made misery’, the Democratic People’s 
Republic of  Korea (North Korea) 

makes regular headlines worldwide for its vitriolic 
threats, infamous nuclear weaponry program and 
its seemingly unbaiting longevity under the iron 
fist of  current leader Kim Jong-Un. Desperate to 
witness the dogged persistence of  a regime that 
was suffered the full spectrum of  socioeconomic 
setbacks in its 65 years, I decided to fulfill a long-
standing dream to visit the Hermit Kingdom. 

Boarding the 22 hour train from Beijing to 
Pyongyang, I expected to enter the country 
second-guessing everything I saw, rebuking every 
comment made by tour guides, and scoffing with 
humorous disdain at the obvious lies propounded as 
we toured the country. I expected the confirmation 

of  ideas put forth in my countless essays, and to 
have a surreal experience akin to visiting East 
and West Germany before the fall of  the Berlin 
Wall. What I didn’t expect to see, and what I 
had forgotten to consider, was the human factor. 

My first interaction with a North Korean was 
when a throng of  stern faced guards carrying large 
guns and adorned with military medals boarded our 
train at the border crossing. We had been warned to 
have all electronic items, all books and all identity 
documents ready for a thorough inspection. We 
were told to scribble out any indicator that our 
cameras had GPS, and to hide all map applications 
on our phones and tablets. We were tense. They did 
search our bags, they flicked through our books, our 
electronics were inspected, but the first indicator that 
there were more to these guards than fervent fealty 

THE FORGOTTEN 
PEOPLE: A TRIP 

TO NORTH 
KOREA 

ANNA PAVLAKIS
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was when the our cabin’s guard, 
who had been inspecting the 
photos on a Russian man’s camera, 
started to laugh. He beckoned us 
closer and showed us a ridiculous 
selfie the traveller had taken. 
Together we skimmed through 
the photos together, the guard 
showing his delight and interest 
at photos of  Moscow and Beijing, 
and even zooming in on a skimpily 
dressed Russian girl at a club 
and remarking in broken English 
“very good, beautiful, beautiful”. 

Driving from Pyongyang 
Train Station to our hotel I 
waved at children coming home 
from school, neatly dressed and 
holding hands walking along the 
clean wide streets of  Pyongyang. 
Their faces lit up, grinning at me, 
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and they started to run and wave 
along the side of  the bus until 
we couldn’t see them any more. 
Throughout the week, amongst 
visiting the DMZ, the enormous 
bronze statues of  former leaders 
Kim Il-Sung and Kim Jong-Il, and 
then seeing their embalmed bodies 
in the Kumusan Memorial Palace, 
I witnessed an array of  human 
emotions from North Koreans 
that shattered my misguided 
preconceptions of  them as 
emotionless pieces of  an autocratic 
regime. We drank beers almost 
nightly with our tour guides, 
who would often drunkenly grab 
a microphone and sing Western 
songs in thick Korean accents. We 
visited a theme park where despite 
a crazed moment where the power 
went out mid rollercoaster ride, 
we screamed with joy with the 
people of  Pyongyang. We walked 
through a park on the national 

holiday of  May Day where we 
danced and sang national songs 
with strangers we met.

I also saw children who would 
look at us fearfully on the subway, 
and women pulled their children 
close and gave us a wide berth 
when we walked past. I watched in 
shock as grown women cried and 
wailed upon sighting the bodies 
of  their former leaders at the 
mausoleum. I witnessed laughing 
families jokingly spoon-feeding 
each other at picnics, only to be 
silenced when a guard walked past. 

There was a point during that 
week where I realised I had to 
some extent been conditioned 
into feeling a strong albeit warped 
type of  affection for North 
Korea. The majority of  footage 
on my camera was of  smiling 
children, elegantly dressed 
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women, gargantuan monuments 
in spotless Pyongyang streets 
and memories of  the voices of  
our tour guides whose every word 
dripped with a deep ardent love for 
their country and its leadership 
that I had never witnessed before. 
It took significant effort to shake 
myself  back to the reality that I 
had seen only the lucky 1% of  the 
country, in the richest city they 
had. That less than 20km from 
the splendours of  Pyongyang 
was the gulag that Shin Dong-
Hyuk famously escaped from, and 
that much of  the population is 
said to be living in abject poverty. 

I won’t deny that there were 
many inconsistencies with what I 
saw. The tour guides often spoke 
of  the compulsory 12 years of  
education for all children, but 
from the train I saw groups of  
dirty children ploughing fields 
during weekdays. They also 
adamantly denied knowledge of  
the existence of  prison camps, but 
a UN worker I met on my final 
night told me in hushed tones 
that he had personally seen trucks 
of  corpses. My preconceptions 
of  the ruling party had been 
somewhat confirmed, but 
my holistic approach to the 
country had utterly changed. 

I had come into North Korea 
seeking to further understand 
its seemingly crazed leadership, 
but had come out of  it with a 
deeper perspective of  its people. 
Behind a veil of  suspicion and 
apprehension, the North Korean 
people I met were open and warm. 
They laughed and cried for the 
things they loved and were as 
multi-faceted as any other human. 
The people of  North Korea are 
the forgotten faces of  a country 
depicted only for the policies of  
its leaders.
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THE VANISHING 
VILLAGES OF 

RURAL JAPAN 
IZAAC SMITH

mountain, Shiraiwa did not fail to live up to its 
snow-covered reputation. My fellow ANU students 
and I worked laboriously to place the candles across 
the mountain, but our struggles however did not 
match those of  the 30 or so middle-aged men who 
willed their bodies to complete the same task in the 
snow-covered landscape. While for me on a shallow, 
personal level participating in this festival was a 
fantastic way to see some local Japanese culture, for 
these men it was about revitalising their village, and 
instilling pride of  Shiraiwa in the children and youth 
of  this small community.

This might seem like an odd thing to say in a 
country where huge importance is placed on family, 
parents and the elderly, but Shiraiwa is plagued by a 
serious issue; its meagre population is ever shrinking, 
and if  current trends continue it will cease to exist 
within the next fifty years.

Sadly, Shiraiwa is not atypical, in that it is not 
the only rural village fighting for survival. Country 
villages all across Japan face the same problem as a 
result of  the countries ageing population.

You’ve probably heard this all before – a declining 
economy, a shrinking population, and increasingly 

In February this year I was lucky enough to be 
given the opportunity to do something very 
few people have ever had the chance to do.

 
I helped set a mountain on fire. Well, that’s not 

quite true. I helped some citizens of  a local village 
light a lot of  makeshift candles placed on a mountain 
such that they formed a shape that looked like a 
mythical creature known in Japan as a “Kirin” – a 
mythical animal whose appearance is said to be an 
omen of  fortune and prosperity.

I did this when I was staying with a host family 
in small village called Shiraiwa (ஜగ). Situated in 
Akita prefecture, in the north of  Japan, and with a 
small population of  just 670 people, Shiraiwa is well 
known for the large amount of  snowfall that covers 
the land every year.

Every year a few community leaders get together 
and hold a festival called the Shiraiwa Light Festival 
�ஜగᏃౌມ�, where people from Shiraiwa village 
come together to eat, drink, dance, play games, watch 
fireworks and last, but not least, see the mountain 
come alight.

Battling with the treacherous terrain of  the 
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conservative political movements 
are all real and present 
consequences of  Japan’s ageing 
population and low birth rate.

But in particular, all across 
Japan office workers and factory 
workers alike are retiring later, 
realising that when they retire 
the next generation of  workers 
will likely be too few to support a 
proper pension scheme.

The other side of  this is, of  
course, youth unemployment is 
on the rise. Young people are 
struggling to find work due to 
the number of potential retirees 
deciding not to retire. While 
this in itself  is an issue, it has an 
unexpected secondary effect – a 
rapidly ageing population in the 
country.

As the unemployed youth 
become desperate for work and a 
better quality of  life themselves, 

they move to the city – places like 
Tokyo, Osaka and Nagoya – in 
search of  work. In doing so, they 
move away from villages such as 
Shiraiwa, accelerating the already 
rapidly shrinking population and 
ageing of  these communities.

In the long term, this means 
that villages such as Shiraiwa will 
simply cease to exist – a fact that 
is rarely mentioned in the political 
discourse regarding Japan’s future.

This is a serious issue. Coupled 
with the disappearance of  small 
towns all across Japan is the 
disappearance of  local languages 
and traditions, which in turn 
is lessening the richness and 
diversity of  culture within Japan.

To Shiraiwa’s credit, it is full of  
a number of  concerned individuals 
who wish to see their village live 
long into the future. The Shiraiwa 
Light Festival is an attempt at 

persuading the youths to stay and 
live in Shiraiwa, to have families 
there, and to ensure its continued 
survival.

If  all it took for a village to 
survive was pride, I have no doubt 
that Shiraiwa would live on until 
the dusk of  modern civilization.

But sadly, the ageing population 
is an all-too-powerful force, and as 
these villages disappear so too will 
the opportunities to experience 
local culture. As politicians and 
public commentators debate 
over how to face the economic 
challenges of  Japan’s ageing 
population, villages such as 
Shiraiwa are engaged in the much 
more immediate battle for their 
continued existence. Japan has 
long, rich and diverse history with 
a strong emphasis on community, 
but if  current trends continue 
then this tradition may soon be a 
thing of  the past.
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INSTITUTIONALISING 
‘FILIAL PIETY’ IN 

CHINA’S AGEING 
POPULATION 

WILL ZOU Mr. Dong stumbled into a 
police station earlier this 
year, raving, “I’m denouncing 

my son in the name of  righteousness! 
I’m denouncing my son in the name of  
righteousness! �পଝຑ��” In July 
last year, a mother successfully sued her 
daughter in a Wuxi court for neglect. 
The court ruled that the daughter had 
to visit her mother at least once every 
two months, and must financially 
support her. These stories are not 
disparate cases, but are a result of  a 
law recently enacted by the National 
People’s Congress on July 1st 2013. 
The Law of  Protection of  Rights and 
Interests of  Elderly People �ഠফয᧣
இ৳১���gives parents over the age 
of  sixty the right to sue their children 
on the grounds of  neglect, including 
those who do not visit their parents.

This law, however, is not new to China. 
As early as its first empire, the Qin, 
parents have been able to denounce their 
children on the grounds of  neglect. The 
Tang emperor Tang Xuanzong  �ར
� personally wrote a commentary 
on the seminal text on filial piety: the 
‘Classic of  Filial Piety’ (Xiaojing, ේ
ᴇ).  The text considered filial piety 
to be “the vein of  heaven” (ේଠ
ᴇื). Right up until a hundred years 
ago, memorising this text was the basic 
requirement of  all students hopeful of  
attaining civil service positions.

Whilst filial piety and Confucianism 
became the target of  mainstream 
political campaigns during the 
tumultuous Cultural Revolution years, 
now it appears this fundamental 
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Tang emperor Tang Xuanzong  �ར
� personally wrote a commentary 
on the seminal text on filial piety: the 
‘Classic of  Filial Piety’ (Xiaojing, ේ
ᴇ).  The text considered filial piety 
to be “the vein of  heaven” (ේଠ
ᴇื). Right up until a hundred years 
ago, memorising this text was the basic 
requirement of  all students hopeful of  
attaining civil service positions.

Whilst filial piety and Confucianism 
became the target of  mainstream 
political campaigns during the 
tumultuous Cultural Revolution years, 
now it appears this fundamental 

concept in Chinese culture is being re-habilitated. 
Modern policy makers are increasingly reverting 
back to the past to find future solutions. One only 
has to look around Beijing street corners to find ever 
more crimson red banners trumpeting ritual and 
courtesy: ਂᝏ᱐��૮ਰয়.

Behind the rhetoric, however, practical considerations 
guide the policy. With over 200 million people over 
the age of  60, or 15% of  the population, and mainly 
single children looking after them, the state is faced 
with a rapidly ageing population. Problems such an 
overburdened health care system and a pension fund 
deficit are complex issues the state must deal with. 
Clearly, part of  the solution is asking Generation Y 
to shoulder the burden of  their parents’ retirement 
and old age, to share the common destiny if  you 
will. Perhaps this is a true case of  ‘modernity with 
Chinese characteristics’, রᚷਠ৻৲.

There, of  course, will be both opportunities and 
challenges. A reverence to parents has long been 
believed to build more selfless individuals. By bringing 
back one of  the cardinal virtues of  traditional China 
into public discourse, the notion could, arguably, 
temper the destructive competitiveness in the current 
push for marketisation and entrepreneurialism. On 
the other hand, the current generation of  single child 

“little emperors” will suffer the 
burden as their parents age. Not 
only will they face a hyper-inflated 
real estate market and elevated 
costs of  living, but they will also 
have to fork out money and time 
to take care of  their parents.

Mr. Dong’s words reflect the 
age-old debate among Chinese 
intellectuals: to serve one’s kin 
or to serve one’s state. The state 
is sending a strong message: 
children can serve the state by 
serving their parents; parents can 
serve the state by denouncing their 
children if  they refuse to share 
the burden. Whilst China returns 
to an ancient sanctum, in doing 
so it might throw out another – 
keeping family matters strictly 
private affairs. Filial piety has had 
a major influence on China’s past, 
and this law’s resurface is certainly 
one to watch for.
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Last December, in a so’o (collaboration) with 
the National University of  Samoa and Uni-
versity of  the South Pacific, ANU students 

engaged with Samoan culture through research, 
practical assignments and dance performances on 
the 2013 Pacific Islands Field School offered by 
the College of  Asia and the Pacific. This photo 
essay is a selection of  images from a photographic 
exhibition currently displayed at the ANU show-
casing the work of  those 16 students.



These photos illustrate their 
experiences with Samoan peo-
ple and culture, highlighting 
their learning and reflections. 
The trip also included a visit to 
visit the family of  an ANU stu-
dent, Mitiana Arbon, in Tafua 
Tai village. ANU students are 
mentioned by their first name 
in the captions. For more of  a 
taste of  their time in Samoa, 
watch these videos by Anna 
Pavlakis.

The full exhibition was on dis-
play in the main entrance of  
the Coombs Building, ANU 
throughout 2014, wrapping up 
in October. 





I always knew

Fruit had that way of

…Jogging the memory?

But it wasn’t till one day,

My mother wisely pointed

“Don’t breadfruit look like breasts?”

And then,

The world was perceived anew.

I saw them as she did

Dangling seductively

On sagging branches,

Plump, and half  covered by leaves,

For modesty of  course,

On display as a numerous peepshow

For giggling children

  I wonder what they perceived 

  Of  bananas?

Beware the Aitu who dance

On ancient blood stained ground,

Or slide as eels through jungles,

Or rise out of  the ground

As pale butterflies.

Beware of  the demon fish

That inhabit the depths

Of  still dark pools

Beware the demon women

Of  beauty that haunts dreams

With turtle songs

And worship the sharks

Beware the Aitu

Who drum the night

Waiting
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Hark, hark, the cooing of  the pigeons

Brings the cool down on their wings

As the bats return to their cavernous sleep;

The bells toll for the whisperings of  lotu ole taeao,

With the children beginning their walk

Around the penumbra of  the mountain.

They wait for the sun to bring its first beams of  
colour into their lives,

Ua sanisani fa’amanuaso

(Singing like the birds dawn chorus)

Arise islands! The morning breeze is stirring,

Ready to bring you out and beyond

The confines of  past shadows

   Into the warmth of  the day
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The train heaves its way up 
the slopes of  the Shan hills, 

an area of  Burma notorious for 
its lawlessness. It’s a curious 
juxtaposition; the train itself  is 
a relic from the colonial era, yet 
the verdant towns it wheezes 
its way through have little if  no 
remaining reminders of  a past 
as a valuable frontier region of  
British India.

A significant portion of  travel 
writing on Burma has focused 
on its colonial past. The impact 
of  this has been a gamut of  
travellers and readers alike who 
seem to only know the country 
as George Orwell’s old haunt. 
The ones who steer away from 
this go too far in the other 
direction, and insist on naming 
the place ‘Myanmar’, perhaps 
out of  respect for its postwar 
independence, not realising the 
connotations such a naming 
convention carries with the 
military and its violent 1962 
coup.

The pulsing whir of  
unidentifiable, indefatigable 
insects, roads that disappear into 
muddy goat-tracks at a moment’s 
notice, and the constant shift of  
shadows throughout the dense 
forest, set the Shan slopes apart 
from the well-travelled paths of  
Orwell and the famous glittering 
pagodas downhill. Up in the 
hills, what you don’t see is often 
more concerning than what you 
do see. Sights of  the Burmese 

national army (tatmadaw) are 
rare, but according to non-
government organisations in 
the area, they have around 150 
infantry battalions based in the 
state. In the mid-nineties, anti-
insurgent operations forced 
almost half  a million villagers 
in the region out of  their homes 
at gunpoint, stimulating refugee 
flows to Thailand and China 
that continue today. Like many 
of  the enduring conflicts in the 
region, the tension between the 
ethnic groups and the state is 
not new.

In the precolonial dynasties of  
Toungoo and then Konbaung, 
the early emanations of  the 
modern Burmese state were 
administered chiefly by a king 
who operated from the centre of  
the country. Significant levels 
of  autonomy was conferred 
upon rulers in the frontier areas. 
These rulers descended from 
families with a consistent ethnic 
lineage. In the Shan state, they 
were known as saopas. The Shan 
ethnicity has strong connections 
to the Chinese Dai minority 
group and the Shan language is 
far closer to Thai than Burmese, 
the language of  the Burman 
majority.

The relationship between the 
post-1962 regime and the 
tradition of  saopas in the Shan 
state has been an uneasy one. 
Following the coup, concerned 
by the influence of  the saopa, the 

military removed him from his 
position, and according to the 
family, secretly executed him. 
Decades later, there is no record 
of  a body or any documents 
indicating his imprisonment. 
The family has only been 
allowed in the past few years to 
return to the palace residence 
in Hsipaw (pronounced see-
paw). The residence has become 
somewhat of  a tourist attraction 
for the trickle of  travellers who 
venture into the town; the wife 
of  a saopa descendant receives 
guests throughout the day 
into a withered drawing room 
that sans the stifling heat and 
steady chorus of  mosquitoes, 
would not be out of  place in a 
Merchant Ivory film. In a well-
cultivated accent reminiscent 
of  colonial times, she tells and 
retells a well-rehearsed story 
of  the demise of  her husband’s 
family from its royal past into 
years of  exile.

As she begins to wind up her 
family’s tale and subtly nods her 
head towards the donation jar, 
I press her for details about the 
information I’d read regarding 
the tatmadaw’s use of  sexual 
violence towards Shan women 
throughout the region. Over a 
decade ago, the Shan Womens’ 
Action Network documented 
the concerning display of  tactics 
used to whittle away at the Shan 
ethnic identity, particularly the 
forced impregnation of  Shan 
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women to prevent the birth of  
pure ethnic children. This can be 
interpreted as a clear violation of  
the Genocide Convention, which 
forbids “measures intended to 
prevent births”. Burma ratified 
the Genocide Convention 
in 1956. The prohibition of  
genocide has attained the level 
of  jus cogens, meaning that it is 
a non-derogable norm accepted 
universally throughout the 
international community. The 
practical consequence of  this 
is any state could commence 
an action against Burma in an 
international legal context.

She stops her storytelling 
abruptly, eyes me with a heavy 
look of  sadness, and gestures 
towards the fields we can 
see outside from the open 
windows. “Anywhere there is 
a Shan village,” she says, “It’s 
happened”. She walks over to 
the window and points to a little 
path weaving through the rice 
paddies. “Follow that for two 
hours”, she says. “You’ll find 
one”.

I squelch and slide along the 
path as it cuts through farms, 

weaves around the river, and 
coasts along an old railway track 
lined by dense jungle on either 
side. For two hours there’s 
hardly anyone walking this way 
but for one or two motorcycles. 
I learnt some hours later, back 
in the familiarity of  Hsipaw, that 
I wasn’t as alone as I’d thought 
and the jungle was peppered 
with Shan insurgents. Clearly 
this hadn’t bothered the elderly 
lady too much. Arriving at the 
village, it’s far quieter than the 
bubbly, colourful villages I had 
passed through during treks 
through the mountains. The 
schools are gated with tall wire 
fences and signs in Burmese 
and English announcing the 
zone to be ‘DRUG FREE’ – a 
reference to the drugs trade 
amongst the insurgents and 
others which is endemic in 
the Shan state. The silence is 
eerie. The whole village seems 
completely deserted, but for 
the flash of  a colour and sweep 
of  shadows behind windows 
and half-closed doors. The 
lady’s words, anywhere there 
is a Shan village, it’s happened, 
are ringing in my ears and I’m 

gripped by a suffocating jolt of  
fear to leave the haunted place. 
In a dizzying confusion, I bolt 
through the paths in between 
the teak houses and find my way 
to the riverbank, and negotiate a 
boat back to Hsipaw.

I return to the train station with 
skin some five shades darker 
and aching legs. As it clicks 
into motion for the eight-hour 
odyssey on the road back to 
Mandalay, I fall asleep to the 
rhythmic clunks of  the turning 
wheels, equal parts fascinated 
with this complicated place, 
and equal parts perplexed. 
Remnants of  trauma in the 
Shan villages hang in the air 
with the jarring silence of  
unanswered questions. There 
is little doubt that ample data 
exists to prepare a case against 
the Burmese military at an 
international level for the well-
documented atrocities against 
the Shan, but greater political 
considerations both within 
Burma and in the international 
sphere are more likely than not 
going to stifle these nightmares 
into uncomfortable silence.
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He tells me that he is from a 
small town at the foot of  

the mountains. In the night, he 
and his family left their home and 
hid in the surrounding jungle as 
the Tamils came down from the 
hills and slaughtered those who 
remained in their beds.

“I had to learn how to use a 
gun when I was fourteen. I had 
to shoot anyone who came too 
close to where my family and 
I were hiding, otherwise they 
would kill us, too.”

This man is elderly and well 
dressed. We are sitting next to 
each other at a busy train station 
in Colombo. Throngs of  people 
periodically flood the station as 
trains arrive and leave, and for 
several minutes the platform is 
teeming with men and women 
on their way to work, or going 
home, or carrying children or 
shopping or potatoes. People 
take short cuts through the 
trains, weaving their way nimbly 
through the stationary carriages 
and crossing the tracks on the 
other side, oblivious or apathetic 
to the risk of  one such train 
abruptly ending their short cut. 
The ebb and flow of  people is at 
once striking and calming, and 
I have been sitting contentedly, 
watching a large part of  this 
tiny world go by, for the better 
part of  an hour and a half. My 
travelling companion is asleep 
on her bag, and the train is an 
hour late.

My conversation with this man 
started with an enquiry about 

the train – I wonder whether 
I’ve missed it, and he just laughs 
and says it will be on its way. 
The conversation has now 
taken a very different turn. He 
describes with pride how his son 
is a disaster policy advisor in 
Washington, D.C. He says that 
his daughter works for the UN 
in Sri Lanka, travelling around 
the country raising awareness 
about the concept of  human 
rights.

“But,” he tells me, “she has to be 
careful who she informs about 
their human rights, otherwise 
she might find a government 
official knocking on her door 
one evening.”

Dangerous business.

Sri Lanka’s civil war raged 
from the 1950s between the 
Liberation Tamil Tigers of  
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and the 
Sri Lankan government. It came 
to a brutal end in 2009, when 
government forces, led by newly 
elected President Mahinda 
Rajapaksa, cracked down on 
the remaining Tamil forces in 
an assault whose human cost 
remains unknown. Indeed, much 
of  the human rights abuses 
that occurred on both sides of  
the civil war have remained 
shrouded in mystery. Only since 
the UN Human Rights Council 
voted in favour of  a resolution 
calling for an investigation into 
alleged human rights abuses 
during the civil war has the 
issue become prominent in 
international parlance.

The resolution noted that “the 
national plan of  action and 
the Commission’s report do 
not adequately address serious 
allegations of  violations of  
international human rights law 
and international humanitarian 
law,” and recalled the High 
Commissioner’s conclusion 
that “national mechanisms have 
consistently failed to establish 
the truth and to achieve justice”.

Sri Lanka has historically defied 
any attempts by the international 
community to threaten its 
sovereignty and meddle in 
its internal affairs. President 
Rajapaksa has formally rejected 
the resolution, emphasising the 
significance of  Sri Lanka’s own 
commission into alleged human 
rights abuses, the Commission 
of  Enquiry on Lessons Learnt 
and Reconciliation, and its Final 
Report.

The report, which estimated 
LTTE deaths to be 22,247 for 
the period between July 2006 
and May 2009, also emphasised 
that “the whole strategy of  the 
Security Forces was designed 
to avoid or minimise harm to 
civilians and civilian property”. 
The report continues, saying 
that given the Tamil violation of  
the No Fire Zones by “amassing 
arms and ammunition”, “it 
would be reasonable to conclude 
that civilian casualties must 
have occurred,” but that “there 
was no material placed before 
the Commission suggesting 
any policy or incident of  
deliberately targeting civilian 
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concentrations in the No Fire 
Zones or elsewhere by the 
Security Forces…”

However, the report has 
received international criticism. 
The Canadian Foreign Minister 
called on Sri Lanka to make a 
“credible” investigation into 
human rights abuses raised by 
the UN Secretary General’s 
Panel of  Experts. The 
International Crisis Group, in a 
statement released on its website 
on 22 December 2011, stated 
that the report “fails in a crucial 
task – providing the thorough 
and independent investigation 
of  alleged violations of  
international humanitarian and 
human rights law that the UN 
and other partners of  Sri Lanka 
have been asking for.”

The Australian government 
has resisted calls to establish an 
International Commission and 
voted against the UN Human 
Rights Council resolution. 
Foreign Minister Julie Bishop 
stated, “I do not think the 
resolution adequately recognised 
the significant progress taken by 
the Sri Lankan government to 
promote economic growth and 
its investment in infrastructure 
in areas formerly dominated 
by the LTTE in the north and 
north-east of  the country.”

My experience of  Sri Lanka 
was a country just getting 
back on its feet. The scars of  
the conflict are still raw, and 

families are still grieving for 
the losses of  their loved ones. 
The presence of  President 
Rajapaksa is undeniably potent – 
huge signs littering the country, 
emblazoned with a smiling 
President Rajapaksa, declare 
something along the lines of  “We 
have won our country, now we 
will win the world!” Worrying 
signs of  the centralisation and 
entrenchment of  Rajapaksa’s 
power are also manifesting 
themselves. Ruki Fernando and 
Father Praveen Mahesan, two 
prominent Sri Lankan human 
rights activists, were detained 
under new anti-terrorism laws 
on March 16. Furthermore, 
journalists continue to come 
under pressure for what they 
report, and self-censorship is 
encouraged.

It is clear that the fog of  war has 
had time to clear, but perhaps 
the government doesn’t want 
to take a closer look. Whether 
or not human rights abuses 
occurred during the Sri Lankan 
civil war, a failure to investigate 
such abuses cannot be tolerated. 
Despite wails about incursions 
into national sovereignty and 
dismissals of  the UN as a purely 
‘soft power’ organisation, the 
recently passed UN Resolution 
is an important step in bringing 
the Sri Lankan government to 
account for its conduct.

My conversation with the man 
at the train station is abruptly 

interrupted by the arrival of  the 
train. He stands, and encourages 
me to do the same. With broad 
gestures and laughing eyes, he 
shouts over the approaching 
din of  the train, “Run! Run 
alongside the carriage and jump 
on while it’s moving! Otherwise, 
you’ll never get a seat!” With 
no time to make a decision, I 
do as he tells me, jolting along 
the platform with my heavy 
backpack, and leaping onto the 
train as it slows down. Just as I 
sit down, the train is filled to the 
brim with people, some hanging 
out of  the open doors, others 
swinging their legs between 
the carriages or sitting on their 
friends. The train screeches 
into gear and soon enough the 
platform has, quite literally, 
disappeared into the dust.

As I pass the long hours of  the 
train ride, I wonder whether 
the escalation of  the civil war 
wasn’t like me jumping on that 
train to get a seat – once you 
start running, you can’t stop, 
and one you’ve taken the leap, 
it’s too late, even if  you realise 
you’re on the wrong train. After 
that gut-jolting, sickening, 
horrifying realisation, the only 
thing you can do, really, is work 
up the courage to get off, find 
your bearings, and see if  you can 
find the right train. And if  not, 
you can always sit down at the 
platform and take a break – you 
never know who you might end 
up talking to.
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Be careful where you walk. There 

are still bodies down there.

Here, on the outskirts of  
Cambodia’s capital Phnom 
Penh, broiling grey clouds 
above herald the coming of  
the afternoon rains. Below, 
pockmarked grey fields are 
scattered around haphazardly, 
climaxing in an overly exuberant 
fifteen-storey white marble and 
gold-tiled stupa. Lying a mere 
stone’s throw away from the 
mighty Mekong, there could be 
rice paddies: but, here, nothing 
grows. It is a place haunted by 
the accidents of  history, the 
dangerous whims of  ideology, 
and the brutality of  blind 
belief. It is the memorial to the 
genocide that nobody knows. It 
is Choeung Ek: the killing fields.

The concept of  justice is different 

in Cambodia.

In another field, forty minutes to 
the west, lies the Extraordinary 
Chambers in the Courts of  
Cambodia (ECCC). Housed in a 
former Royal Cambodian Army 
command office, the ponderous 
silence of  mid-morning is only 
interrupted by the flitter of  the 
occasional power-suited, young 
international lawyer, case notes 
in one hand, security lanyard in 
the other. Today is a non-sitting 
day. Actually, the court hasn’t 
been sitting for months. The UN-
blue plastic chairs in the outdoor 
viewing area lie unattended, and 
across the undulating green, in 
the shaded corner of  the barbed 
wire fencing encircling the 
compound, stands the Lord of  
the Iron Staff  (Lokta Dambang 
Dek), the ancient Khmer symbol 
of  justice.

Red is for children. Blue is for 

teenagers. Green is for adults over 

30. Yellow is for the elderly. Every 

sticker on every skull tells a story.

Choeung Ek was just one of  
hundreds of  killing fields 
and state-run torture centres 
in a patchwork of  brutality 
that in less than four years 
killed more than 1.7 million 
people. Emerging from French 
Indochina in 1953, in the past 
sixty years, Cambodians have 
suffered through monarchy, 
military coup, American 
bombing, genocide, civil war, and 
now a tenuous peace settlement. 

By far the most horrific of  these 
episodes, however, was the period 
of  Democratic Kampuchea, 
from 1975 to 1979. Influenced 
by Marxist and Maoist ideology, 
and radicalised by the excesses 
and corruption of  the Lon 
Nol military regime and the 
Vietnam War, the Khmer Rouge 
finally ‘liberated’ Phnom Penh 
on 17 April 1975. In only three 
days, the entire population of  
more than 2 million was forcibly 
evacuated.

It is expected that only a small 
number of  people will fall within 
the mandate of  the ECCC, and 
low-level and middle-ranking 
Khmer Rouge members who are 
not most responsible for serious 
crimes will not be prosecuted.

Established in 2003, after 6 
years of  protracted negotiations 
between the United Nations and 
the Cambodian government, the 
ECCC serves as the only judicial 
mechanism to address the three 
years, eight months and twenty 
days of  the Khmer Rouge 
regime. But it has responded 
to this need for justice by 
restricting its mandate to the 
‘senior leaders of  Democratic 
Kampuchea’ and those alleged to 
be ‘most responsible’ for crimes 
under the regime. Although 
restrictive, given the passage 
of  time, there remain serious 

hurdles to charging all Khmer 
Rouge members responsible 
for crimes. Indeed, for a full 
retributive justice process, half  
the population would have to be 
indicted.

To date, however, in the past 
eight years of  operation and at a 
total cost of  US$230.7 million, 
only five senior members of  the 
DK regime have been charged, 
and only three convicted: Kaing 
Guek Eav (aka ‘Duch’, the 
commander of  S-21 Prison), 
Khieu Samphan and Nuon 
Chea. On 7 August 2014, Nuon 
Chea (‘Brother No. 2’ and chief  
ideologue) and Khieu Samphan 
(President of  Democratic 
Kampuchea between 1976 and 
1979) were finally convicted of  
crimes against humanity and 
sentenced to life imprisonment. 

This marked the first time 
members of  the senior 
administrative leadership of  
Democratic Kampuchea have 
been convicted: Duch was a 
mere prison commander. 

Nevertheless, two of  the original 
five accused are unable to stand 
trial, and the future of  the 
ECCC is limited: former foreign 
minister Ieng Sary died in 2013, 
and his wife Ieng Thirith has 
been deemed unfit by reason of  
dementia. Although the scope of  
prosecutions has been restricted 
to date, survivors are arguably 
empowered by the ability to self-
represent as civil parties and 
witnesses to the proceedings, 
encouraging a deeper connection 
to the official justice process. 
While this elite-focused justice 
model has been satisfactory 
for many (more than 240,000 
people have visited the court), 
it has been subject to political 
interference, arguably playing a 
crucial role in legitimising the 
current Hun Sen regime, itself  
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a breakaway faction of  the Khmer 
Rouge.

You see the dark patches on this 

tree? You see where there’s no bark? 

This is where they killed the babies. 

The blood will never wash out. 

With the memories of  such 
brutality also etched indelibly into 
her mind, Dita remains incredibly 
composed narrating the story 
of  Choeung Ek. As a guide in a 
tourism industry that profits but 
also suffers from the retelling of  
Khmer Rouge history, she cannot 
forget. Gingerly leading me past 
the trenches of  mass graves, 
shattered Chinese tombstones, 
and orderly rows of  disinterred 
skulls, femurs and shinbones, 
I am still dumbstruck by her 
composure. While the sheltered 
foreigners weep quietly, Dita 
continues unfazed: “in the camps, 
I would search the forest every 
day for extra food. Sometimes, we 
would be lucky to find a frog, or 
a spider. But every day you would 
have to be careful: every extra 
mouthful not provided by Angka 
was a death sentence”. She passes 
me a leaf  from the tree above me 
to try. Even forty minutes after 
the initial bite, I can’t un-taste the 
cutting bitterness, of  a tree fed 
by the countless bodies only a few 
feet underfoot, and all around.

At the on-site museum, all four 
walls are plastered with placards 
lauding the ECCC and the official 
justice process. I am drawn to 
one: “At the End, Justice is Found 
for the Cambodian People”, it 
proclaims. Throughout, the 
ECCC is presented as a proactive 
search for justice by the liberator 
post-Khmer Rouge government, 
another signboard reading: “the 
Royal Government of  Cambodia 
and the international community 

do not allow this bitter history to 
pass without the responsibility of  
those who committed the crimes”. 
But, what happens to the soldiers 
who beat Dita? What about the 
people who killed her father?

In Cambodia there is no justice like in 

Europe. Here, only money talks.

Survivors I talked to frequently 
pointed to the links between the 
current Cambodian People’s Party 
(CPP) government and the Khmer 
Rouge. Led by Hun Sen, the CPP 
broke away from the Party in 
1977 when it began to be targeted 
by internal purges, fleeing to 
Vietnam. Enlisting the support 
of  the now united Vietnamese 
state, it successfully overthrew 
the regime in 1979, sparking 
a twenty-year Civil War that 
only ended in 1998. According 
to survivors, the CPP remains 
committed to the same broad 
communist ideology as the Khmer 
Rouge, except now “Cambodia is 
open for business”. For these same 
survivors, however, the ECCC 
justice process loses significant 
legitimacy through its links to 
the CPP regime. By confining 
responsibility and ‘justice’ to a 
small ‘Pol Pot/Ieng Sary Clique’ 
represented by the five ageing 
accused, the atrocities of  an 
entire state, elite and militia are 
apportioned to a mere five people, 
two of  whom are unable to be tried.  
 
While pragmatic issues remain to 
pursuing justice against a wider 
spectrum of  society, the efforts of  
the government to grant amnesties 
to high-ranking former-Khmer 
Rouge officials and embrace them 
into the post-conflict state, as well 
as its opposition to any expansion 
of  the ECCC prosecutions beyond 
two cases, and forced resignations 

of  international judges, all 
crystallise a sense of  institutional 
failure. For many Cambodian 
survivors now, the ECCC may 
be legally ineffectual, but it is a 
highly effective political tool in 
the arsenal of  the post-conflict 
state. As Dita told me: “only the 
poor respect the law in Cambodia. 
The judiciary is corrupt. So, if  
I meet one of  the people who 
hurt me during that time, I 
will hit them, and beat them. 
Only this way can I get justice”. 

Time’s up. Back to the bus. 
The bitterness of  the leaf  still 
haunting my mouth, I turn 
towards the brooding metal gate 
at the entrance. Even five hundred 
metres away, the spire of  the 
Choeung Ek memorial pierces the 
contorted sky. Finally the clouds 
break, and the downpour begins. 
Driving back to Phnom Penh, 
back to the bustling, cosmopolitan 
capital, where business is booming, 
I can’t help thinking of  these two 
very different experiences. 

Like any other post-conflict state, 
Cambodia still remains embroiled 
in the legacy of  trauma. People 
like Dita cannot forget. With a 
judicial process designed for more 
political than healing purposes, 
she cannot forgive either. Concepts 
like “justice” and “retribution” 
become the salves of  wounded 
nations, but may spoil where 
victimisers remain empowered in 
the post-conflict political order. 
Only time will tell whether the 
ECCC can address the needs of  
a traumatised population. Maybe 
the conviction of  Khieu Samphan 
and Nuon Chea – the first truly 
senior leaders to face prison 
terms – will finally offer closure: 
for many survivors, though, the 
ECCC is merely too little, too late.
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HOME & 
ABROAD

Seeking fresh perspectives on important topics in the Asia-
Pacific, ALICE DAWKINS, GABRIELLE BURGESS, 
and ENA GUO interviewed several international students 
at the ANU. Hailing from Indonesia, China, Thailand, 
and Vietnam, the following series of  vignettes offers 
food for thought on oft-debated issues like corruption, 
development, regionalism, heritage and identity in the 
region. 
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I’m more interested in development than politics; 
Indonesia has been so behind Australia. I’d like 
to have a consultancy, focusing on education and 

community work in rural areas to empower people.I 
think development has to be both ways – bottom-
up and top-bottom, but the grassroots method is 
more sustainable. It lasts longer. You approach the 
community asking to get involved, and you involve 
everyone in the project and they have a genuine 
interest. I’m not too into the role of  government at 
this level. 

We elect these people into parliament but its been 
disappointing. So many people really think they 
deserve to be there, but they’re so often accused of  
corruption. I’ve chosen not to engage with political 
issues. It’s the case for a lot of  people my age; they 
don’t want to get involved or connect with it. 

Younger people are tending to engage in startups, 
social enterprises, not-for-profits. Entrepreneurial 
activities are popular. This generation has a lot of  
promise. They can market themselves very well. Some 
of  the progressive politicians market themselves really 
well. They have Instagram, it’s their way of  showing 
that they are clean. Ridwan Kamil, Mayor of  Bandung, 
has transformed the city into a greener, cleaner, more 
modern environment. It’s a new generation-Aho, 
Jokowi, they’re  made more accountable by using 
social media. Today Indonesia  has one of  the biggest 
twitter using populations in the world. Social media is 
very popular, even my dad has Path. It’s a really quick KHOIRUN
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Australia and Indonesia are 
interesting neighbours, no two 

neighbours in the world are so different 
as them. We don’t understand each other 
that well, really. The relationship will 
always have moments like a few months 
ago, where things went rather downhill, 
but then moments where things will go 
back up. 

At the end of  the day, we’re all looking 
North. Indonesia pays more attention to 
ASEAN countries and not much attention 
to the south, which is a pity, because 
Australia is an important country. There’s 
a real need to create a stronger ASEAN 
identity. 

ASEAN is seen as the most successful 
organisation in the developing world, as 
it has thus far fulfilled its most important 
objective - preventing war amongst its 
member-states. But if  we want to see a 
stronger regional or even global identity, 
we must start by enhancing regional 
identities. The Europeans have been 
successful at doing this. The European 
Union started off  as a Western European 
organisation based on its regional identity, 

values, and fear. It soon amalgamated with 
Central and Eastern European identities 
to form the EU we see today. While an 
Asian identity is far harder to construct, 
regional identities must first be enhanced 
before we can see anything close to an 
‘Asian’ identity.

As a country that is still considered 
largely ‘Western’ in Asia, Australia is not 
accepted as yet. As many parts of  Asia 
were colonialised for centuries, nationalist 
revolutionaries were dependent on a 
strong and nationalistic narrative to 
justify independence and keep their 
countries together. The “white man” has 
obviously been vilified as a result and 
over the past few decdes, many leaders in 
the region have continued to justify their 
refusal to form any closer bonds with the 
West to preserve this narrative. 

As Asia become more globalised and 
as political systems liberalise, we are 
starting to see acceptance of  Western 
culture and values in Asian countries.  
Perhaps in a few decades time, Asian 
countries will recognise Australia as one 
of  their own.

    GATRA
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I am of  Chinese descent, yet I don’t  feel 
a connection to Chinese culture, we 

don’t really speak Chinese in Thailand. 
No matter where you are born, you 
are considered Thai.  The term ‘Thai’ 
can be extended to encompass any of  
the nation’s vast ethnicities. It’s a new 
creation after all - the idea of  Thai identity 
only happened one hundred years ago.   
 
When I was in high school I started 
something up called the ASEAN Youth 
Community. We seek to support the goal 
of  ASEAN, promoting trade, agreement 
and the movement of  people in the region. 
Our Facebook page has almost 14,000 
likes. We post new content relating to 
a different ASEAN country every day.     
 
The upcoming ASEAN Economic 
Community will  mean  more 
opportunities in the Asia Pacific, 
particularly for employment. So if  
people can’t find opportunities in 
Thailand, they won’t necessarily have 
to end up in trafficking, they can move 
elsewhere. Most people engaged in 
human trafficking, it’s not because they 
want to do that, but because of  a lack of  

opportunity. 
The royalty are doing a lot for welfare 
improvement. It’s the duty of  the rulers 
to help the people. For instance, there’s 
a project going on from Chiang Mai up 
to the top of  the rural areas, in tribal 
villages which have been caught up in 
illegal businesses like drugs.  The project 
has been bringing crops up to them to 
plant, like strawberries, and then the 
villagers sell back to the city areas. 
 
Some things can only happen with the 
military. I went to Naypyitaw, the capital 
of  Myanmar, recently for the ASEAN 
Youth Forum. There’s a twenty-lane 
road. You couldn’t have infrastructure 
like that without military involvement. 
 
It wouldn’t be a good time to say I want 
to go into politics in Thailand, not yet. 
It’s not going to be a good ride for the 
next few years. What our country really 
needs is a unity between the people. 

 KOBCHART
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I’m very sensitive to how people treat you 
in public [in Australia]. In the big cities 

of  Indonesia, there are trends that people 
follow and if  you don’t fit in to that, they’ll 
stare at you. But here they don’t really care 
and they respect the way you are. 
 
People are also really polite compared 
to Indonesia, where people don’t act as 
politely towards strangers. The habit of  
saying “thank you”, “excuse me”, “sorry”, 
“please”, is not very common in Indonesia. 
They don’t really teach us to say that. 
 
I’ve been interested in education lately. I’ve 
been studying some development units 
and I’m intrigued by teaching. Changing 
the current public/private school divide in 
Indonesia is something I’d particularly like 
to do. I went to a public school in my junior 
years and a private school for my senior 
years. The difference between the two was 
remarkable, the quality of  facilities and 
teachers were so different. And access to 

education is still such an issue.

The teaching profession in Indonesia is 
very well respected to the point of  fear! It’s 
not like here when the students will voice 
their opinions if  they disagree with their 
teacher. Its more of  a one-way interaction 
with the teacher and the students. The 
wage is still low, however, so outside of  the 
classroom the profession is not particularly 
highly regarded. It’s a contradiction.  

The corruption in Indonesia is very high. 
At the low level, its very easy and common 
to bribe. It affects the quality of  education 
itself, and the quality of  the students. 

I can spot the difference between my 
Indonesian friends who live in halls and 
who live in Unilodge. They have so many 
more friends. If  [I am] given the chance 
to move to a residential hall, I would really 
like to do that. I’m living in Australia, I’m 
here to meet Australians!

     ILMA
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My undergraduate degree was 
in dentistry; I found so much 

of  the profession involved business 
and management so I decided to do 
an MBA. I don’t think I’ll go back 
to dentistry now, I love business.   
 
You can’t talk about Indonesia as 
‘Indonesia’, as a whole. There’s separate 
situations in the big cities, the islands, 
throughout the villages.We should do 
what Australia does where the capital is 
not the main economic centre. Indonesia 
is too focused on Jakarta, the rural 
areas are forgotten. There was an idea 
of  moving the capital to somewhere in 
Kalimantan. Shifting the focus beyond 
Jakarta would improve a lot of  areas, like 
the islands around Java and Sumatra. 

There isn’t enough money put into health. 
In our system, even if  you have a cold, 
you can go to the hospital and be seen 
by a specialist, if  you have the money. So 

you have a waiting room where someone 
with a heart attack is sitting next to 
someone with a minor fever, and those 
symptoms are treated on the same level.    
 
Sex education in Indonesia is something 
you can’t put into schools easily. Maybe 
you can talk freely about sex in the bigger 
cities, but in rural areas it’s not talked 
about. So there isn’t enough conversation 
about topics like birth control. Indonesia 
may not chiefly be a Muslim country, but 
the influence is such that you still can’t 
really have abortions as an accepted 
practice across the nation. 

I think the corruption issue will get 
better, the 50% of  voters who wanted 
Jokowi think he is strict enough to deal 
with corruption and that he is clean. 
But the other 50% who chose Prabowo, 
maybe they aren’t as interested in fixing 
it. 

 PALMIRA
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We beat the Americans, the 
French, the Chinese, and the 

Mongols, but – after the (Vietnam) War 
people forgot about us. We’re seen as 
a backwater country still ravaged by 
the vision of  war. But there’s so much 
more to us. Some people at the ANU 
still think there’s a North-South war!  
 
People have so much aspiration to learn 
and do great things. We have smart 
people, capable people, and we’re good at 
sport, I want to bring attention to that.

I was visiting a sick relative in hospital. 
Someone was wheeled in from a rural 
area three hours away. Within half  an 
hour, he was dead. They just couldn’t 
get him there in time. Institutionally, 
access to healthcare, educational 
services, all that bureaucracy, they don’t 
treat the poor and the rural areas well.  
 
There’s an increasing level of  healthcare 
facilities available for those who are willing 
to pay. Some even go to other countries 
for treatment. The doctors are good in 
Vietnam, but the public health industry 
just isnt’y paid well enough. There are 
issues with ethics, they’ll prioritise you 

based on how much money you’ve got 
and it’s common to have your treatment 
completely botched up. It happens even in 
the private health sphere. 

Football is the biggest sport in Vietnam 
and a source of  national pride. Ever 
since I was a kid, when there was a big 
game on, the whole country stopped. And 
whenever we won, the whole country 
blew up. I remember being out on the 
street when one of  the winning goal was 
scored. The entire city cheered, people 
poured out onto the street, you couldn’t 
even move.  

China brought an oilrig into what we claim 
to be our territorial waters. There were so 
many demonstrations, protests, riots and 
looting. Most of  the businesses that were 
affected were Taiwanese and it got so bad 
that the Taiwanese cultural office wanted 
to issue statements reinforcing that they 
weren’t Chinese! People were looting 
businesses just because they saw Chinese 
characters on the gate. Businesses had to 
string up flags saying they weren’t from 
China. It’s a vicious manifestation of  
national pride.

    PAUL
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Growing up in West Papua, I had to 
study by candlelight. We didn’t have 

electricity. Getting out of  there to receive 
an education was really hard.  I went to 
the best engineering school in Indo, I 
was the only West Papuan at the time.

There is a huge divide between Western 
and Eastern Indonesia. I would sit in a 
class full of  kids from Jakarta and other 
cities in Java. Indonesians still don’t 
understand we consist of  300 ethnicities, 
they couldn’t understand why I was black. 
I experienced some racism in Jakarta 
but it was because Indonesia is still new 
to diversity and it was not their fault.  
We’ve got to send those well off  
family kids who can afford to study 
abroad  over to West Papua and other 
part of  Indonesia and teach them that 
current problems within the country 
are their problems too. It’s not their 
fault; it’s the government’s fault. I 
want to educate those kids about this.

Working for BP, I had a high salary, 
constantly flying in and flying out of  the 
UK, had a very comfortable life. But when 
I came back home to my village in Papua, 

my friends already had a lot of  kids and 
they weren’t really progressing. The 
hardest thing is trying to help people but 
they don’t understand they need help. 
They don’t think they’re poor. They live a 
life that depends on what nature provides, 
and think that’s enough for them.

My website encourages students 
from West Papua to go overseas for 
study giving them opportunities and 
making them more open minded. 
We have learning centres as well.  
The main purpose of  the learning 
centres is to provide motivation. We 
also teach English and Maths for free. 
In our programs, we get the parents 
involved. It’s got to start with the 
people, you have to work on a sense of  
belonging. We show them what other 
parents do to bring success to their kids. 

It’s hard keeping up attendance. When 
the kids start skipping classes, my dad 
goes around the villages and rounds 
them up. He’s very active in the church 
so a lot of  the people in the village 
think he’s a preacher man and it’s 
powerful. My father is a great motivator.

 BILLY
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Where’s home? – I don’t know. I 
was born in China but grew up in 

Singapore. I did my whole education there; 
most of  my friends are Singaporeans. I 
came to Australia mid-July 2012. Most 
of  my relatives are in China, but all my 
friends are in Singapore and Australia.

I’ve been travelling around a lot; I 
can’t decide whether I’m Singaporean 
or Chinese. It depends how important 
belonging is. Whether your identity 
is fixed around a place, or something 
else. There’s that cheesy phrase, home 
is where the heart is. There’s a lot of  
truth in that. When I go back to see 
my relatives for Chinese New Year, I’m 
happy there. My family is in China, but 
my friends are in Singapore, I love them 
both. I’m straddling those two places. It’s 
not possible to be Chinese and have dual 
nationality.. but if  you could – I’d love 
that.

Amongst my friends in Singapore, we don’t 
really have a sense of  belonging to the 
Asia-Pacific region. Singapore is one of  
the more developed economies in ASEAN; 
we don’t really see ourselves having a 
regional identity. A lot of  Singaporeans 

get offended if  people think they’re 
Malaysian. Singapore and Malyasia are 
so often seen as the same thing. National 
culture plays a big role in it. We’re quite 
proud and defensive of  criticism. From 
an outsider’s perspective you see so 
much in common between Malaysia and 
Singapore but I think it’s really hard to 
reconcile those strong national feelings 
and move forward with a greater regional 
identity. It’s a nice idea, but it’s idealistic.  
 
I think Singaporeans are quite 
xenophobic now; it might be because 
of  the global movement of  people, and 
the recent influx of  foreigners. They 
get worried about culture being lost.  
 
There’s a lot to learn from Singapore 
though. There are rules about what 
proportions of  nationalities can live in 
a certain area. So for every residential 
building, there has to mix of  ethnicities 
living inside. In our family apartment 
in Singapore, our next-door neighbour 
is Malay, and opposite us is an Indian 
family. That helps build tolerance, you 
know what goes on inside their culture 
because they’re right next to you, there’s 
no mystery. 

    AREBELLE
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I think Uyghurs are trying to 
differentiate themselves from Chinese 

culture, avoiding the broad brush 
of  being labeled as Chinese. It’s not 
necessarily an active choice; there’s a 
large economic gap between Uyghurs 
and Han Chinese. Minorities typically 
don’t get the benefit of  abundance 
resources in Xinjiang. Because of  
the disadvantages and economy and 
opportunity, it seems culture is the only 
thing that minorities could hold onto  
 
Uyghurs are Chinese in the sense of  
‘zhong guo’, but if  you say you’re Chinese 
when you’re overseas, it’s interpreted 
as ‘Han Chinese’. It’s hard for me to 
call myself  Asian. We don’t eat Asian 
foods like tofu. To talk about Asia now 
is often to talk about the eastern part.  

I want people to focus more on the 
cultural elements than the political 
crisis. The vast majority are not involved 
in terrorist activites. Uyghur culture is 
really close to Uzbek culture. Uyghur 
is a Turkic language, and the food is 
pretty similar too. We celebrate Eid, 
we’re Muslim. Dance is huge, especially 
at weddings. Traditional weddings go 

for three days, but now they’re trying to 
make it shorter and get it down to one 
day. Russian influence is significant. It’s 
in the cuisine a little – with breads. The 
fur coats, they’ve brought that in as well. 

In my city there’s a lot of  Kazakhs and 
Hui, as well as Uyghurs. The Hui’s are a 
little stuck, they don’t receive a concession 
on their final examinations like Uyghurs 
do. They don’t have their own language, 
but their culture is inherently Muslim.  
The atmosphere is so different there. 
Residential and commercial areas are all 
intertwined, especially near my house 
which is right near a mosque. I used 
to really miss that buzz. There’s shops, 
markets, restaurants, right outside of  
your house. It’s different here, where 
I live, it’s so private and there’s just 
suburban house after suburban house.
 
Australian culture is so open-minded. 
They don’t mind cross-cultural marriage. 
But if  I got married to an Australian… 
I don’t think my parents would be happy 
with it. He has to be at least the same 
religion. They’re quite conservative. 

 NADIRA
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Today, Central was occupied by peaceful citizens who gathered to 
demand a democratic election for our Chief  Executive. We have 
never had a chance to elect our own leader. Instead, the Chinese 

government has decided to summarize the public opinion by a 
group 1200 representatives who are not popularly voted. The 
Chief  Executive candidates will be decided by them, and this 
selected group of  candidate will be our only choices to vote. 

 
 This is not democracy. 

We had no reply despite demanding a formal conversation with 
the government. Instead, we were attacked by tear gas, pepper 

spray, and perhaps rubber bullets (not confirmed by my own eyes) 
despite most of  us not attempting any violent attack. I am not a 
good writer; I can only show you the anger, the sorrow, the fear 

and the sweat via my lens 
.

“If  we left, there will be no one to record this heartbroken  
history.”

ਂ㱛㦸ਵ�ᝠ��ᇹ૭པ่ৄਮਭง༭ৣᕱ�
ྰ୍ৣ��০ଠᄸᅩ��૩᠕��ౕ����൬ੱরᢠ�

ืরവಈ㟓��ሇৣᇹથੱর㟓�
 

My motivations for photography? To tell a story. To reflect on 
our lives. For pure aesthetics. 

- Andrew Fan, Hong Kong




















