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Report for 1996-7 by Chris Hutton, President

In the past year we have had speakers on a variety of topics and reflecting a range of
backgrounds and interests. The 10th Barbara Ward lecture was held by James Hayes on October 29
with the title: "Hong Kong's indigenous boat people in stress: some first-hand experience of their
lives and situation in change, 1956-1971". Other speakers during the year were: Elizabeth Johnson
who spoke on a Hakka multilineage community, Susan Donaghue who discussed the reconstruction
of Kobe after the earthquake, and Dixon Wong who analysed the culture of a Japanese supermarket
in Hong Kong. Postmodern anthropology
was introduced to the society by Joseph Schneider in his 'Pleasures of the ethnographic text'; Tan
Chee Beng discussed Baba Malay identity, Elizabeth Teather gave an overview of Hong Kong
Chinese cemeteries fram the point of view of an urban geographer. Grant Evans discussed the socio-
politics and ethnography of statues in Thailand. James Watson spoke on the revival of "puhn choi"
and its entry into mainstream civic rituals in Hong Kong; Rubie Watson looked at fung shui as a
factor in relations between New Territories villagers and the government. The AGM was addresssed
by Cheung Siu-Woo, who described his field work in Guangxi province on ethnic Vietnamese
residents of the PRC.

Other activities: the society organised an outing to the HappyValley mosque in Hong Kong;
members of the committee and others made a trip to Guangzhou to meet colleagues from the
Institute of Minorities there. We were also taken to visit the mosque and Moslem tombs in
Guangzhou. A showing of David Feingold's documentary study of mines in Cambodia ('Silent
sentinels, coward's war') was organised. The society also developed its own
Home Page on the Web, and this is an important resource that we hope to develop in the years to
come.

In general attendance at lectures was satisfactory, though sometimes erratic. The society needs
to recruit new members, and I believe will benefit from maintaining a balance between academics
and lay people, students and teachers, specialist anthropologists and those with interests in other
disciplines, specialists on Chinese society and generalists. This diversity is the real strength of the
society, since its provides a forum for these groups to meet, discuss and learn from each other.

Many thanks to the committees past and future, to our treasurer Andrew Stables, the vice-
chairs Sidney Cheung and Cheung Siu Woo, to the Hon. Secretaries Chéng Sea Ling and Marie
Wong, to the editors of the Hong Kong Anthropologist Joseph Bosco and Grant Evans. Special
thanks to Roger Harris for getting us on-line, and to all the co-opted members not only for their
hard-work and support and but also for their insights into the complex history of the society and its
founding ancestors. Best wishes to the new chair, Sidney Cheung, for 1997-8.
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Intermittent Field Research in a Japanese Community:
1951-1996

Roberi J Smith

I will take up two themes in this paper.
The first, as the title suggests, concerns the
advantages and disadvantages of conducting
research in a single community over a period
of more than a half-century. It is a rather
unusual career in that respect, and when my
wife and I carried out a “25 years later” study
in 1975, someone asked me if we intended to
do another 50 years later. My answer was
that neither 1 nor the community was likely
to last that long. The second theme is that
of change, of course—personal as well as
social—and how one’s view of a place is
affected by the inevitable process of growing
older.

A bit of personal background. I
started the study of the Japanese language in
1944 when | enlisted in the US Army
Japanese Language and Area Program. It
was one of many efforts being made during
World War II to teach the language to
Americans, very few of whom (except the
ethnic Japanese who had emigrated to the US
or been born there, of course) knew a word
of it. Some of the programs did not work
very well, but for a few of us it was an
experience that changed our lives forever.

The point 1 wish to stress about long-
term fieldwork is one that is not often
mentioned in retrospective accounts of such
endeavors. It is this: In many ways [ count
myself a “typical American” born and raised
in the United States and resident there for
almost all of my nearly 70 years. Since the
end of World War Il in 1945, as I have said,
. I have been engaged in the study of Japan
and one of the comments I hear most
frequently 1s, “Isn’t it remarkable how
quickly and how much Japan has changed
since the war ended!” My rejoinder is,
“And so has the United States.” Tt is easy
to forget that the standpoint from which the
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anthropologist views another society not
only is strongly colored by the character of
his or her own society, but also that it is
constantly shifting.

It is my firm opinion that the United
States of today is as different from the
United States of my youth as the Japan of
today is from the Japan I first encountered in
1946 as a member of the Occupation Forces.
The Japan I first saw was burned out,
devastated, and prostrate in defeat—totally
unlike the Japan of 1996. But it is too
easily forgotten that the United States I came
from had still not recovered from the
disastrous effects of the Great Depression of
the 1930s. Indeed, when I first worked in
the willage in Shikoku in 1951-1952, I
astonished my hosts by telling them that,
while they had got electric service well
before the war, the house in Missouri that I
was born in had neither electricity nor
running water. The American economic
situation was quite dire, the Japanese one
catastrophic; it took almost 20 years for the
Japanese to regain the standard of living they
had enjoyed in the mid-1930s.

Subsequently, both our countries
achieved world-class status economically,
which had been true of neither during my
early years of study of Japan. | made many
friends during my military service in the
Occupation Forces and I still see some of
them every time [ visit Japan. Our get-
togethers almost always turn to the subject of
how greatly our two countries and our
personal relationships have changed since we
first met. For example, when the yen was
trading at 360 to the US dollar, it was my
habit to treat friends to- the theater (kabuki
tickets were practically free by my standards)
and dinner at quite good restaurants. I even
had the occasional use of a car, so rare in

1946 that [ actually knew only one individual
who owned a private automobile.

Eventually, the US dollar began its
dramatic slide and the “rich American
anthropologist” who might have been
mistaken for a colonialist in the early days,
but who really was just a poorly paid
American academic, was transformed into a
foreign visitor who could barely afford a cup
of coffee. Not long ago [ paid ¥ 900 for
coffee at the Imperial Hotel coffee shop (at
3 100 to the dollar) and when [ remarked on
this to my Japanese friends, they agreed that
it was expensive—a more reasonable price
would be ¥ 400-500, they said.

So, our countries have changed, as have
our relationships. And, of course, we have
all grown older. A consequence of this
inevitability is that I find it increasingly
difficult to remember what Japan was like
when 1 first encountered it, and virtually
impossible to convey to my students a sense
of what life was like there in those days.
But occasionally, one’s memory is jogged by
a voice or a chance meeting or an event. |
hope it never happens again, but I had such
an experience in January 1995 when I turned
on the television evening news in New York
and saw the first pictures of the devastation
wrought by the great earthquake in the
Kansai region.

It is the part of Japan I know best, for in
1946 1 was stationed in Osaka and spent as
much time in Kobe as I could. I was
stunned by the television pictures, for there
— in living color -— was a Kobe that looked
almost exactly as the city had looked when I
first saw it, burned out and ruined by
successive air-raids toward the end of the
war. There were sequences showing long
processions of people were walking away
from the buming city, carrying a few
possessions; the rail lines and most of the
highways were out of commission; large
numbers of the burned out were camped in
school playgrounds, temple precincts,
athletic fields, and parks; great areas of the
city were flat expanses of black and brown
debris of the sort left by the fires that had

leveled them. Later, an elderly friend of
mine wrote to say, “It’s just not fairl I've
been through this once. It’s as though the
last 50 years had pever happened . . . ”
Historically, what happened to Kobe has
happened to other Japanese cities with
depressing regularity.  Fire, flood, tidal
waves, and earthquakes have taken their toll,

and every time the city has been rebuilt.

But what about the villages? When I
was in graduate school from 1949-1953, the
reigning style of anthropological research
was the “community study.” As it
happened, one of the very first such studies,
undertaken by John F. Embree (a2 Ph.D.
candidate at the University of Chicago) and
his wife Ella in 1935-36, had been done in
Japan. In 1939, Embree published his
classic Suye Mura: A Japanese Village. 1t
was used as a textbook in my Army courses
—one of the only English-language books on
Japanese society available at that time — and
50 it is not surprising that all of us who went
to Japan to conduct research in the 1950s
knew Embree’s book well. Our intent was
not to replicate his study, but rather to see
what had happened to the Japanese rural
community as a result of the war and
subsequent occupation.

I went to a small community called
Kurusu in Kagawa prefecture on the island
of Shikoku in 1951, before the peace treaty
had been signed. In those days, a
researcher had no choice but to start at the
top. 1 enjoy telling my students that when I
first arrived in Kagawa prefecture as a very
young Ph.D. candidate, the first thing
anybody could think to do was to take me to
the office of the governor. So I found
myself sitting in the governor’s office,
wondering what to say. He was a jovial
man, and asked me what I was there for.
When I told him, he asked incredulously,
“You mean you
t to live in a farming village?” 1 said I did,
and he asked, “But why would you want to
do that if you don’t have t0?7” I explained
as best I could, but discovered only later that
in many ways it was a very good question.
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In any event, | first saw Kurusu from
the window of an automobile (with driver)
provided by the governor himself. This
suggests the outrageous privileges
accorded Americans in Japan just as the
Occupation was about to end. The peace
treaty still had not been signed; there were
almost no American civilians on the island of
Shikoku and military personnel were
required to wear uniforms. It must have
been obvious that I was not a missionary, the
only reasonable assumption they might have
made about me. So I was a real anomaly
and my initial contact with them was of such
a character that they could not refuse to deal
with me. After all, the governor’s car had
stopped at the village office just across the
river, and it was immediately clear that they
were expected to be helpful.

At the outset of my year there, then, we
were cast in our respective roles by relations
of power. [t is not the way I would have
chosen to select a community for study, but
circumstances in Japan at that time offered
no alternative.  So, people were helpful, but
I worked very hard at establishing myself
and soon it was apparent that at least some of
them were being far more helpful than they
had to be.

Life in the villages of Japan in those
days was very hard. It was not as hard on
me as on the people of Kurusu, of course, but
it was a difficult time for everyone. They
were very kind and certainly puzzled about
why 1 was there. Some were suspicious and
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some, like the members of the
Japan Communist Party, thought
they knew precisely what my
business was. The socialists were
somewhat less suspicious, but for
the most part people simply were
puzzied.

I had one thing to recommend
me, which was the entertainment
value of my fractured Japanese,
deeply flawed, but serviceable
enough. I also had a typewriter,
which no one had ever seen, that
provided an source of endless
amusement to those who came to
watch me use it. I also had a camera, and to
show you just how long ago that was, no one
else in the community had one.
Consequently, I soon found myself
designated the official photographer.

Once very early in my stay, the head of
the family 1 was staying with came running
in and said, “Come quickly. There’s a
funeral up the river.” In my culture, you do
not take pictures at funerals, and so I
changed into some decent clothes and went
with him. When we got to the house, he
introduced me to the husband of the
deceased, who took one look and asked,
“Where’s his camera?” So I was sent back
to get it, and took pictures of the funeral
ceremony from start to finish and started to
leave. But it turned out that I was to follow
the coffin up to the cremation ground, where
I took more pictures as the family members
gathered and the pyre was lit. Later I took
the rolls of film to the shop in the city of
Takamatsu where I had all my photographic
work done, and when I went back to pick up
the prints, the owner looked at me, shook his
head, and said, “Even cremations!” He had
printed my photographs of weddings,
memorial services, and agricultural activities,
but this time it was clear he thought I had
gone beyond the pale.

Kurusu is a very small place. In 1951
there were about 25 households and now
there are about 28-—most of them are
households I knew in 1951, although there

are a few more recent arrivals. [ have been
asked why so many of the same families still
live there after the passage of so many years.
There are two principal explanations, I
believe. First, a household’s single most
valuable asset is the land. They could sell
out, of course, but when I have asked why
they don’t, the routine reply is it’s risky to do
so and lose their base. They also point out
that it’s important to keep enough land to
make it possible to feed the family should
things fall apart. The older people need no
reminding that things did fall apart in living
memory, in 1945,  Furthermore, it is my
view that farmers are natural pessimists,
expecting that any number of things might
well go wrong—flood, drought, etc.—and
being able to grow enough rice to feed the
family is important to them. All the new
kinds of agricultural machinery, which
abounds, is purchased with income earned
outside agriculture — a good measure of the
importance given to continuing to cultivate
the land as security. Second, keeping the
house and land provides the fall-back, a fail-
safe means of surviving if things go badly.
Keeping the land makes it possible for a
family to bring back an unsuccessful son
who has failed to make it in the city, as well
as the injured, ill, and other members of the
family who otherwise are unable to compete
in the kind of urban world that Japan has
become.

I settled in, aiming to find out what |
could about how the war had affected the
place. Among other discoveries, I learned
that Kurusu and the  neighboring
communities had lost a lot of men, yet no
one ever confronted me as a representative of
the enemy. The end of the war had brought
real hardship, and these farmers were being
urged by the government to produce as much
rice as possible to feed the malnourished
population. Food shortages were so severe
that they were actually clearing new land and
constructing new rice paddies. This was
done without the aid of a single internal
combustion engine—all the work done by
hand. Men and women alike put in very

long hours and heavy labor and ! think, in
retrospect, that were was no sense of
optimism at all. The future seemed to hold
little promise of anything more than a long,
slow grind toward a life that might, with luck,
be better.

As a former mid-western farm boy, 1
was struck with how much they complained
about government policy, the lack of
fertilizer and insecticides, the shortages of
clothing and food, price controls—all the
things that farmers routinely complain about.
Yet, they set about their task with remarkable
equanimity, and it seemed to me that the
dominant attitude was one of making the best
of circumstances, however hard they might
be. No one, not the villagers and certainly
not I, could possibly have imagined how
things would turn out.

Until the mid-1970s, conditions in
Kurusu were characterized by a kind of
inertial carrying forward of the immediate
post-war situation. But as time passed,
Japan’s economic growth began to affect the
rural areas in major ways. [ try to go back
every three or four years, and am proud to
report that I am always made to feel
welcome.  On every visit, however, I am
struck once again at what immense changes
have swept over places like this. These are
people who worked very hard and had very
little to work with when I first knew them.
They used to walk almost everywhere they
had to go and either carried their agricultural
equipment from one tiny plot of land to
another or used a small one-wheeled cart to
move heavier objects. Some were saving
up to buy a used bicycle. There was bus
service, to be sure, but it was thought to be
inordinately expensive. There was one
telephone in the village office, but no radios.

In 1951, Kurusu was an agricultural
community of a kind typical of the time.
Something like 85% of income was derived
from agriculture and all but one household
(the sawmill owner) depended on farming for
their livelihood. Until the land reform of
1946, most of the households had been
tenant farmers, and even after the reform, the
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average size of a household’s cultivated land
was about one-third of a hectare. It was
also a place where cooperative labor was
essential, for any given household simply
could not get the rice transplanted, cultivated,
and harvested, and the winter crop of barley
planted and harvested, without substantial
exchange labor with other households in the
community.

Because labor exchange was so
important, there still existed in Kurusu a
practice that in the post-war period had
already faded in most of the countryside,
the practice of imposing heavy sanctions
against those who failed to maintain their
obligations to other households and to the
community at large. It is called mura
hachibu, social ostracism. No one was ever
expelled from the community, but as the
word hachibu (eight parts) suggests, all but
two of the putative ten exchange
relationships were abrogated, save for
assistance at a death in the household and in
case of fire, which threatens the entire
community. But for all other activities,
such a household could count on no help in
its agricultural activities. Not surprisingly,
the one household in Kurusu that had been
sanctioned in this way some years before my
first stay there was one that was rich enough
to flaunt village mores and hire its own
laborers for planting and harvesting.

So, this is a place where dense
cooperative relationships ordered much of
life. It is also a social entity that enjoyed
something of a sacred status, for all residents
of Kurusu worshipped at a small Shinto
shrine to the tutelary deity of the community.
Festivals involving only Kurusu households
were held in spring, summer, autumn, and
the New Year, but by 1951 the first three
were much attenuated observances. I came
back from the autumn one, which I had been
urged to attend, somewhat irritated because
when | got there it developed that, except for
the itinerant Shinto priest, I was the only
adult.  When [ complained that only
children had been in evidence, I learned an
important lesson, for my host’s immediate
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question was, “But surely there was one from
every household.” For minor occasions, it
was considered sufficient to send a
representative of the household; for major
ones, only the presence of the head of the
house would do.

Not all Kurusu household were
members of a single sect of Buddhism, a
circumstance not all that unusual in rural
Japan. At funerals and memorial services
for the ancestors, a mix of priests from
Shinshii and Shingon temples was
considered quite acceptable. I wondered
about this for a time, until I realized that
behind this apparently casual attitude lay a
much more important principle: at
observances for the ancestors of the house,
the important people are household members,
relatives, and friends. The priesthood plays
an important ceremonial role, to be sure, but
a secondary one nonetheless.

After nearly a year there, I prepared to
leave the village. Our parting was touching
in many respects, for many people came
down to the bus-stop to see me off with gifts
of vegetables, eggs, rice-cakes, noodles, and
pickles. I am not sure that I have it right,
but in retrospect it seems to me that we
probably assumed that we would never see
one another again. [ returned to Cornell in
the fall of 1952 and began to write. At
length I noticed that there was a curious
thing about the seminars and colloquia on
“community studies” that I was attending,
for that model of research was almost
universally adopted by graduate students in
my department. [ finally realized that it
was assumed that because Kurusu worked,
because it really did function and people
really did cooperate, it must be a harmonious
kind of place. And it was further assumed
that because it was harmonious, people must
like each other. But they did not like each
other all that much. There were long-
standing enmities and rivalries and some
people actively detested some of their
neighbors, as only those who know one
another really well can.

They tolerated one another, much as
members of the extended family in Japan are
likely to do, because there were no options to
getting along over the long haul. It is not
the case that the middle generation of such
households necessarily wants to take care of
their parents and children and sometimes
grandparents as well, it is that they see it as
their duty to do so.  So it seemed to me that
Robert Redfield had got it partly wrong
when he implied that in the “folk society”
people not only lived harmoniously, but also
felt well disposed to one another. In fact,
just before our re-study in 1975, Kurusu very
nearly came apart over just such an issue that
brought to the fore long-festering antagonism,
resentment, jealousy, and suspicion.

I did go back, of course, as often as |
could, mostly to visit the people I knew best.
And finally, in the summer of 1975, my wife
Kazuko and I went to do a brief re-study of
the place. We were married in 1955, not
long after the end of my first field trip, and
Kurusu had always made her as welcome as
they had me. Because she is a city girl,
they found it amusing that I could explain
some things about Japanese rural life to her,
and a relief that they could tell her things
they feared I might not understand. It wasa
summer so freighted with emotion that when
we returned to Ithaca, [ felt driven to
complete the manuscript in two short months,
at breakneck speed. It was published under
the title Kurusu: The Price of Progress in a
Japanese Village, 1951-1975.

Now it is easy to become nostalgic in
the course of thinking back over one’s past,
and I will admit to some feeling of loss at
discovering what has happened to Kurusu.
But during that summer an incident occurred
that will always epitomize for me the
transformations that have occurred in the
place and my relationship to it. One steamy
afternoon I was standing at a bus-stop in a
pouring rain without an umbrella. T had
been there a while when I saw a shiny new
pickup truck approaching. It slowed and
stopped, and the driver rolled down his
window, leaned out, and called out, “Can [

give you a lift?” A close Jook revealed him
to be the grandson of a man I had known
quite well 25 years before. I thanked him
and hopped in. This story’s import will be
lost unless I tell you that one of the most
memorable days in the lives of Kurusu kids
up to that time was in 1952 when I arrived in
a borrowed Jeep station wagon and gave
them rides up and down the valley. 1 felt
like Cornwallis at Yorktown, where the
surrender ceremony was accompanied by a
military band playing “The World Turned
Upside Down.”

It was the beginning of a shift in our
relationship that I quite enjoy. Nowadays
almost every family has at least one
automobile, their cameras are far superior in
quality to any [ have ever owned, most
houses have been completely rebuilt and
enlarged, the level of education of Kurusu’s
young has outpaced the wildest dreams of all
but the richest local households of an earlier
day, and people’s health is immeasurably
better. Virtually no one farms more than
they want to and other sources of income
have so swamped agriculture that it accounts
for no more than 5-10% of the total. Many
people who work in offices and factories in
nearby towns and the city of Takamatsu
leave early and return late on weekdays,
having little to do with community life.

All this has been accompanied by a
steady erosion of most of the institutions and
practices that once defined Kurusu as a place.
For the most part, the festivals for its tutelary
deity are in abeyance; weddings are now
held in wedding halls or Shinto shrines in
towns down the river; the communal
cremation grounds have been replaced by a
centralized one built by the town in which
Kurusu is located. The notion of shared
fate, symbolized by the name by which the
place is known, Kurusu dogyd (to go
together), has greatly weakened over the
decades. Yet the member households still
hold some land in common, and people
moving into the place are invited to join the
ddgyd.  The place can induct new members,
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but it is unthinkable that it any longer has the
ability to expel them.

But these institutional changes are less
striking in many ways than changes of
another kind. If on your first visit to
Kurusu, you were to arrive about midday,
you might not notice a phenomenon that
epitomizes what has been going on. There
is no one about. No one on the paths; no
one in the fields. The place seems deserted,
in sharp contrast to the scene you would have
encountered until the early 1970s. If you
call at a house, you may find an elderly man
or woman, perhaps a very small child or two
(too young to be in school, left in the care of
a grandparent), or someone taking a break
while watching the television. The thick
texture of community life has been pulled
apart over the years, leaving the shell of what
once was, only fitfully animated by sparks of
its once vibrant life.

Any anthropologist who began field
research in the early 1950s and kept track of
the place and its people could tell much the
same story. Indeed, the literature abounds
with stories of the displacement of
community values, the decline of cooperative
enterprise, the mechanization of agriculture,
and the slow apparently inexorable
eradication of a way of life that had existed
for a very long time. But there is a great
deal more to the matter, I feel.

It is not just that Japanese society has
changed enormously, or that the character of
the United States has so radically altered.
For the anthropologist and his discipline
have also changed. I've grown old and the
concerns of anthropology today are so
different from what they were 50 years ago
as to be virtually unrecognizable to my
generation. Not one of my many students
have ever volunteered to do a community
study, and this seems to me a pity.  After all,
~ millions of Japanese live in rural areas and
while they may not be country people any
longer, they do not live only a subway ride
from Roppongi, Harajuku, or the Ginza; they
are not conversant with the latest goings-on
in the city, except vicariously through
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television. Yet, despite their numbers, we
know almost nothing about them!

What happens to a farm family when
the husband and wife both become wage-
earners outside the home, for example? Are
the rural pre-schoolers left in the care of their
grandparent(s) like pre-schoolers in cities,
about whom we know quite a lot? What are
the social consequences of the process that
has turned places like Kurusu into
dormitories for the wage-earning middle
generation? The list of questions is endless,
but [ am not the anthropologist to answer
them. Why? Because my initial
observations are so far in the past that they
are almost irrelevant. It makes little sense
to contrast social behavior of 50 years ago
and more with today’s after all. Those
residents of Kurusu of my generation are
essentially relics of a by-gone era in which
their descendants express little interest. No
doubt that is why the old-timers are so glad
to see me, because we share something they
do not share with their own children and
grandchildren.

One of the most effective ways to steer
the conversation in that direction is the
photograph.  All anthropologists should
take as many photographs as possible,
throughout their fieldwork, for they trigger
memories, incite disagreements and debate,
and conjure up memories long dormant.
Thus equipped, the anthropologist revisiting
a place can show people pictures of
themselves and their lives taken at a time
when they had no way of recording them.
And one of the unexpected pay-offs of the
use of old pictures is that they sometimes
provide conclusive evidence that people’s
memories may be very flawed indeed. We
all know that, or suspect it; the advantage of
the photograph is that we discover in just
what ways memories distort.

For all T have said, I am not sure that 1
would recommend studying the same place
off and on for so many years. Yet upon
occasion there is an event that suggests that
such long-term associations may provide
insight into a relationship that I believe to be

much misunderstood today. In 1935-36, as
I have said above, John and Ella Embree
undertook the first study of a Japanese rural
community, Suye-mura, which was
published in 1939. Shortly after World
War II, in 1950, John Embree and their
daughter Claire were killed by a drunken
driver. In 1951, Ella Embree returned to
Suye to visit old friends there and attend a
memorial service for John and Claire. She
returned again in 1968 after her marriage to
Frederick Wiswell, and both were warmly
welcomed. In the meantime, any number of
anthropologists, both Japanese and American,
had visited the place, keeping alive the
connection between the community and the
discipline of anthropology. This was so
much the case that for some years there was
a sign-board on a road leading into Suye that
announced its special status as “the village
studied by John Embree.”

The Wiswells retired in Honolulu and
Ella’s contacts with Suye thinned out, but
suddenly in 1994, she received an invitation
to come to the village with her husband for
the fiftieth anniversary observances of the
start of the Embree study. The village
office sent air tickets; the villagers met the
Wiswells at the nearest airport with a mini-
bus to take them to their hotel; an elaborate
program, including an appearance by the
governor of Kumamoto prefecture who later
became Prime Minister, was set in motion;
and plans were laid for an Embree Memorial
Hall to be erected in the village. The Japan
Broadcasting Corporation eventually
produced a two-hour television program on
Suye and the villagers made an hour-long
one of their own. 1 seriously doubt that
even the discussion of such a celebration
ever occurred in Kurusu to mark my arrival
there, although Okayama television did film
a visit my wife and [ made there in 1993.

What the Suye events strongly suggest
is that a great deal of current soul-searching
by anthropologists, having to do with
feelings of guilt for exploiting the objects of
therr study, is misplaced. Of course, the
relationship of anthropologist and the people

studied involves exploitation, but it is my
experience that the uses to which they put
one another are mutual and reciprocal. 1
have been helpful to some Kurusu people, of
course, and occasionally used them for my
own purposes. It is equally important to see
that, for their part, they have not been shy
about using me for their purposes. Suye, as
one of its young politicians wrote to me not

" long ago, has been put on the map by the

Embree study, and become well known as
the first Japanese community to be studied
by a foreigner. Viewing the television
footage, one cannot help but be struck by the
way in which the elderly in Suye, those who
knew the Embrees, blossom under the lights
of the camera crew. They comment on
their initial impression of the Embrees,
confess that they were deeply suspicious of
them at first, and then reminisce about this
and that encounter they remember from their
childhood.

What is the legacy of the community
study model for the understanding of Japan?
There are not many of them, actually, but
taken together they afford us a picture of a
society caught in the process of becoming
something other than what it had been. The
last such studies were done so long ago now
that they represent a kind of archive, a record
of a kind that otherwise would not exist
because very few people other than the
anthropologists had the slightest interest in
seeing to it that a record was made of that
way of life. That surely is compensation
for whatever small shock-waves our presence
among them may have caused and little
occasion for guilt.

Finally, I want to say something about
factions, for which fapanese communities are
justly famous. 1 am sometimes asked how
the fieldworker can avoid becoming
identified with one faction? My answer is
that one inevitably is caught up in factional
disputes. The only recourse is to resist
being identified too closely with one faction
or another. That is easier said than done, of
course, but it can be managed by the
judicious.  In Kurusu, there was one
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household that wanted nothing to do with me
—partly for political reasons, partly for
personal ones. As a consequence, other
households in the village with whom this
particular one was on bad terms, looked on
me more kindly, and so I'd say that in many
senses, my faction chose me.

I have long thought that early fieldwork
relationships are like those between siblings.
But by the time a generation has passed,
because their children have grown up and
have much less of a stake in the relationship
with the anthropologist-outsider, they are
more like those among cousins. For one
thing, the outsider is no longer a curiosity;
for another, the rivalries and factional
disputes of an earlier day are unlikely to have

persisted in such virulent form that they pose
a problem a generation later,

What must fieldworkers do to maintain
and foster a relationship of this kind?
Clearly, if they are reasonably polite to
everyone, even when they’re not very polite
in return, and if they are reasonably
considerate and try to meet people’s requests,
which can be very burdensome, things are
likely to go smoothly. But at its base, the
relationship is  all  about  respect.
Researchers who lack respect for the people
on whom they are so thoroughly dependent
have no chance of success over the long
term.,
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IT IS NOT BLOOD, IT IS RED
An Anthropological Approach to Thai Boxing

Juha Komppa

In Thailand, Pico Iyer writes, ‘savagery
and grace [are] so cunningly interwoven that
beauty often [seems] brutal and brutality
itself quite beautiful.” To him, the ‘bouts of
Thai boxing resembles nothing so much as
ritualized ballets, in which two agile boys
bowed their heads before the spirit of the
ring, then pounded each other to the
accompaniment of weird pipes, ominous
drums and a steady chanting. And
[furthermore] all around [there hangs] a
cockfight air of menace’ (Iyer 1992:310)

It is also said that like much in Thai
society, a closer, more careful look reveals
layers of culture, tradition and even aesthetic
beauty that make Thai boxing more than
merely thrilling entertainment (Hoskin 1992).
Besides, it reveals a side of Thais, as Steve
Van Beek has remarked, ‘that wiil give pause
for thought” (Van Beek 1994:174)

My initial curiosity about Thai boxing
was roused on one hand--besides Iyer—by
John Donohue’s analysis of the ritual
dimension in the Japanese martial arts
(Donochue 1993), and on the other by
Clifford Geertz’s reflections on the Balinese
cockfight (Geertz 1973). Consequently, I
wished to explore to what extent what they
had said could be applied to Thai boxing and,
thus, to Thai society and culture at large.

While doing so, I have tried to bear in
mind what Brian Foster has noted about Thai
friendship, that *the key to understand [it] . ..
is to beware of making more of the
obligations of friendship than the Thai
intend’ (Foster 1976:54)—both in the sense
of not just indiscriminately applying foreign
material to Thai context and that gambling
might easily be all the ‘deep play’ there is to
Thai boxing and even as such, in Geertz’s

! After Jean-Luc Goddard, cited in Deleuze (1986:118).

terms and view, it is mostly ‘shallow’
(Geertz 1973:431).

This paper, then, looks at Thai boxing
-——chiefly its ritual dimension—in some
detail; particularly the links between a Thai
boxing camp and the sangha in initiation and
training of their members. It also explores
the highly symbolic cultural activity in
which the Thai boxers and their trainers are
enmeshed, and in which colour, language,
and motion act to transmit specific messages
about the world as interpreted within the
framework of That boxing.

Last, I will take the audience’s point of
view and conclude with an interpretation of
Thai boxing—owing much to Geertz—that I
hope will, among other things, explain the
ambiguous title [ have chosen for my paper,
why ‘it is not blood, it is red.’

The Ritual Dimension

Public familiarity of Thai boxing gives
emphasis to its physical beauty and
ferociousness as well as its ritualistic,
mystical aspects. It seems to go without
saying and by definition, that training in the
Asian martial arts involves something more
than mere physical activity. There is in the
popular imagination, as Donohue has
remarked in the context of Japanese martial
arts, a sense that there is a mystical, quasi-
magical dimension to these arts elevates
from the realm of the mundane and invests
their practitioners with vaguely-defined
powers, insights, and abilities (Donohue
1993:105).
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Figure I: Boxé;‘;s 'ac&ouefénts. (From Stockmann 1979, convincingly traced back to combat,’

reproduced with permission of the author).

On another level—especially from the
audience’s point of view—this sense of
something more can be easily understood as
a response to the ritual dimension in the
martial arts fights. Certainly so in Thai
boxing, where a strong spiritual and
ritvalistic dimension adds grace to an
otherwise cruel and ferocious sport (Gray
1992:36). Several writers besides Pico Iyer
have asserted this: ‘[It] is an irresistible
blend of ritual, balletic grace, and savage
assault’, write [an Lloyd and William
Warren (Lloyd 1986:141); or ‘It is a curious
combination of balletic grace and murderous
ferocity’ (Van Beek 1992:134-135). It seems
to me that the term ‘balletic grace’ is used in
order to further accentuate the heroic or
grand, ritualistic quality of the fight like Iyer
does by juxtaposing Thai boxing with
classical Thai dancing,’

This view is shared by the Thais in
general and Thai boxers in particular, who

P opgy savagery and grace were 50 cunaingly interwoven [in
Thailand] that beauty ofter: seemed brutal and brutality itself quite
beautifil. At official performance of Thai classical dance, sketches
that featured lissome girls making supple turns were juxtaposed
with others that showed off bruising, but no less sinuous, displays
of sword fighting. Meanwhile, bouts of Thai boxing resembled
nothing so much as ritualized ballets, in which two agile boys
bowed their heads before the spirit of the ring, then pounded each
other to the accompaniment of weird pipes, ominous drums and a
steady chanting” (Iyer 1992:310).
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recognize the nature of Thai boxing as
a ‘combination of gentleness and
violence” (Tsui 1988: 43) There is
gentleness in ‘the practice of paying
respect to the teacher, in the fair game
and techniques and in the boxer’s
gentle behaviour’,’ whereas the violent
aspects are a ‘lust for killing and
hunting each other, the ability to
sustain pain and being fearless of
death’ (Tsui 1988:43); a That boxer has
also remarked that ‘the violence in Thai
boxing is most primitive violence’
(Tsui 1988:43)

While Thai boxing can thus be

the functions it served were quite novel:
it was seen as military training
activity,” as a vehicle for status-gaining (what
we might now refer as social mobility),’and

* A Thai bexer shoutd be good in technique, confident, disciplined,
quick-witted and¢ brave, Furthermore, he should also be a
gentieman, patient, helpful and polite, with a good sense of
sportsmanship (Stockman 1979:34).

* Anthropologist have long been intrigued by the many ways sport
and war are linked together in human society. Certainly, the
tendency toward conflict, like that toward violence, is essentially
universal among human beings, and in many ways sports can be
viewed as playful combat and conflict. Most spost activities
invelve two opposing parties both competing for a iimited
resource, the thrill of victory. In this process, the aims of the
combatants are frequently to neutralize, and in some cases injure
or eliminate their rivals. These links wilt be discussed in relation
to the emergence of Thal boxing as a martial art tuned to
producing warriors honed for combat as much as sports
performers.

* Apart from the obvious martial art skill which {ay at the heart of
Thai boxing, physical fitness, strength, and the general toughness
that derives from competition were important military attributes;
hence the process was tuned to producing warricrs honed for
combat as much as sports performers. But stripped of its original
purpose, the intrinsic aspects of the activity came to prominence.
{Cashmore 1990:56) Stealth, intelligence, daring, physical prowess
were valued more than the outcome (uniike in warfare) - and, over
time, these became integrated into a series of activities, each in
some way mimicking the original activities. Thus Thai boxing
was, already then as now, already ‘the result of the attempt fo
reintroduce the excitement and thrifl of the hunt into the lives that
were threaten with mundane routines in  unchallenging
environments’ (Cashmore [990:56). In a society in which the
propensities for the serious and threatening type of excitement
have diminished, the compensatory function of ‘play-excitement’
has increased (Elias 1986:72)

* That Thai boxing is & working class cccupation is refiected not
only in the physical nature of the activity but also in the soctal
recruitment of its practitioners. Most fighters in the Bangkok
circuit are from the provinces who, after showing promise in the
ring, have moved on to the capital in search of fame and fortune.

as a way of securing divine favour. The last
aspects—standing for the ritual dimension—
is perhaps best elucidated in the context of
training in Thai boxing.

Although it is reasonable to assume that
Thai boxers themselves have similar
‘expectations, opinions, and feelings’ as
Donohue has noted to exist in karate-dé and
which are results, ‘at least partly . . . of the
dense concatenation of symbolic action and
implicit meaning that makes the atmosphere
in a martial arts training hall pregnant with
significance’ (Donohue 1993:105), there
nevertheless ‘are some obvious differences,
too. The most obvious is the lack of the
training hall in its Japanese sense (dojo).
Consequently, whatever atmosphere
pregnant with significance there is in Thai
boxing, it should therefore be found in the
training itself and not so much in the space in
which it takes places, even if the boxing ring
itself is considered sacred and every boxing
stadium also has a spirit house’ in the Thai
tradition (Van Beek 1992:134-135).

Moreover, the rituals that precede the
entry of a new student into a boxing camp

They usually come from the economically lowest strata of society
and fight as often as they possibly can. [t should however be
noted, as Steckman does, that ‘on the social scale a {Thai boxer] is
not rated very highly’ (Stockman 197910,

It can thus be concluded in Loie Wacquant's words, that Thai
boxers are ‘small entrepreneurs in risky bodily also cases of young
Thai boxers with good looks and physique, who end up as rent
boys in Bangkok because it is more profitabie and, although not
less risky, does not involve the same dangers of being hun
physically as in fighting {personal observations at the Tumning
Poini, Bangkok, 9 June, 1996).

Last, that boxing in Thailand - as elsewhere - is a low class
occupation is indicated also by the fact that fighters consider
fraining not as avocation and relaxation (as is often the case with
other Asian martial arts) but plainly as work: ‘[Afier the fight]
thete is no sense of victory or defeat, just a short job done’
{Somsak [a Thai boxer] in conversation, Bangkok 1986).

"Ina Yapanese dojo, ‘very often the only type of ornamentation or
design is that present in the kamiza or shomen, the niche at the
head of the rcom which serves as the “deity seat™. It is often
marked by a small shrine, some calligraphy, or, with increasing
frequence in the modern age, the photograph of a head iastructor’
{Donchue 1993:112) It can be argued that, as in the case of the
kamiza, the Thai spirit houses found at the boxing stadiums are ‘a
visual device that underscores the fact that the [site where Thai
boxing is perfomed] is a special place where the [boxer] is
participating in an activity ultimately concemed with spritual
questions concerning continuity, community, and potential’
(Donohue 1993:112; ¢f also Keyes 1986).

have a close resemblance to the rites
associated with ordination and sangha .
membership, that is, the performance of an
ordination rite and the subsequent practice of
the ‘discipline’ by those who become
members (whether only temporarily or for
ever) of the order of monks. As when
entering the monastic order, the candidate
must first present himself to a boxing teacher
(khroo muay) and apply to enter the boxing
camp (kai muay). For before a young man is
allowed to join a camp, he has to be accepted
by his prospective teacher. Should there be
any doubt about the candidate’s suitability or
character he will be rejected or asked to
apply again after some time (Stockman
1979:22).

Once a new student is accepted, the
khuen Kkhroo ceremony, an important
entrance ritual, must be performed® on an
auspicious date as chosen by the teacher,
preferably a Thursday (Wells 1975:137). The
general procedure is similar in boxing camps
throughout the country, although many
teachers have introduced slight variations to
suit their own sentiments.

The khuen khroo is held in front of a
Buddha shrine, flanked on either side by
Thai boxing equipment, and the most
important part of the ceremony is the vow of
loyalty, which takes place after the students
have made their offerings of flowers, a piece
of white cloth,” incense sticks, candles and
perhaps few coins of small presents.”” Then
they pray, before reciting their pledge as
follows (the correspondences to the religious

* 1t may be noted here that even modem physical education
colleges insist on this practice for those students taking a course in
Thai boxing.

* This may have some bearing on how ‘during the ceremony
[leave-taking ceremony held at homel the candidate wears a white
robe... which he can easily slip off as he changes to the yellow
robes in the temple’ (Wells 1973:140).

)

Likewise, as a part of the ordination ceremony for Buddhist
monks, ‘in procession are carried the gifts for the candidate [sic)
and also for the monks who conduct the ceremony: cloth, flowers,
candles, incense .. .’ {(Wells [975:141).
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one given upon entering the sanmgha is

apparent):

We have come today to worship the teacher
and solemnly promise to be your honest
disciples. We respect you and have complete
trust in you. We will treasure all traditions,
rules and everything we will learn from you.
We will make your style and techniques our
own. We will never think, say or do anything
that could harm the reputation of the teacher,
camp or our mates. We swear our words are
honest and to be kept forever. Earth, heaven
and the four directions are our witnesses. We
beg you to protect us, always. ‘With our
bodies, our souls and our words, we
surrender to you and obey you as your
disciples with the highest respect. Thus, we
beg vou to teach us everything you know, to
help us to succeed, to protect us from
dangers and bless us with love and happiness,
forever. {Stockman 1979:22)

The recital is followed by a period of
meditation, Buddhist rituals and chants, and
a talk by the master of ceremonies and the
teacher-—resernbling an ordination ceremony;
but also the phuk khwan ceremony for
freshmen at Chiang Mai University in 1972
as reported by Heinze (1982)."

After the ceremony, the students are
part of a boxing family, consider the teacher
equal to their father, and cannot change
camps without permission’ (Stockman
1979:22)." This transformation is then
continued through the more overt and
dramatic physical activities involved in
training. Thai boxing is a dynamic (martial)
art. Although its more complex goals are

" The ceremony began with five monks chanting Pali verses and
respect was paid to the Triple Gems - the Buddha, the dhamma,
and the sangha. ‘Not far from the Buddha statue, bai si
(“auspicious trays’) had been set on tables in front of the students.
{The chanting was followed by a traditional dance, performed by a
group of girls belonging to the community of a nearby monastery.
The dance was meant to propitiate the gods so that they would
attend the ceremony and confer their blessings on the participants.]
Then the rector of the university proceeded to tie both wrists of the
freshmen standing next to him. In view of the large number of
students, he was assisted by other faculty members and some
senior students.

According to an undated publication of the Christian Student
Assoclation of Chiang Mai University, this tying of the &fnvan not
only was supposed to remind the students of their promise to study
but also symbolized the university’s promise to provide this
education” (Heinze 1982:9-11),

12

This loyalty extends even-guite literally-beyond death: for in
the case of a ring death it is the camp which takes care of the
traditional ceremonies and cremation rites (Stockman 1979:18).
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spiritual,” it attempts to reach these goals
through intense, often violent, physical
activity that alters both the physical and
psychic states of practitioners. These
practices are not oriented solely around
questions of material reward or objective
success but rather focused on the utilization
of overt, often physically demanding,
techniques in order to create an alteration of
consciousness;” thus, in a maddening way
characteristic of the Zen philosophy which
has so strongly influenced the martial arts
(Donohue 1993:120)—including Thai
boxing (Tsui 1988:39,42)—the goal and the
technique used to reach that goal merge and
become indistinguishable. The physically
challenging nature of Thai boxing may thus
be interpreted as an integral part of its ritual
dimension.” |

There are also further affinities between
the monastic life and training in a boxing
camp. For example, the discipline to which a
member of the sangha must subject himself

consists, as Holt (1981) has argued, of
being completely aware of the nature of
one’s actions., That is to say, mindfulness
and concentration are intricately involved in
the process of discipline. A disciplined
action is more than just avoidance of killing
.. . and sexual misconduct. It is the effective

" As for its many goals. Thai boxing was first practised for use in
warfare {military purposes); later it turned into a professional sport
(prizefighting), while it is also seen as a way of preserving
traditional Thai culture {i.e. cultural nationalism in addition to
military patriotism) and as a vehicle for spiritval development
(ritual dimension).

" Calm and contro} are emphasized because these two qualities
permit the Thai boxer to respond to difficult situations in a way
that will be optimally beneficial to all concerned; this bears further
witaiess to the initial mititary application of Thai hoxing,

* Like any ritual, participation in training has a number of
functions. There is the overt purpose of studying Thai hoxing-the
acquisition of skill. There are also more subile meanings in the
activity. Participation in training is ultimately both a statement of
belief and belonging, a tangible signal that the individual holds
certain ideals and that he holds them in common with a specific
commusnity. Training then becomes “a statement of personal and
social identity’ (Domohue 1993:111) As such, training can be
interpreted as a means of engaging and transforming individuals
and groups though ‘the manipulation of explicit and implicit
symbols’ (Denohue 1993:111). In shoit, to participate in Thai
boxing training is to be part of ritual process that assumes many of
the dimensions of a rite of passage (what is also involved in
entering the sangha; see Keyes 1986:6941).

expression of one who has been converted to
a way of looking at the world, one who has
embraced the perspective and the warld view
realized by the Buddha and expounded on
his central teachings. (Holt 1981:65)

This seems to confirm with what Loic
Wacquant (1995) has asserted about boxing:
that ‘because it demands and effects a far-
reaching restructuring of the self as well as
an integral colonization of one’s lifeworld,
boxing is what they [boxers] are: it defines at
once their innermost identity, their practical
attachments and everyday doing, and their
access to and place in the public realm’
(Wacquant 1995: 150). This holds also for
the sangha, where the correlation between
monks and the monkshood is the same’ and
the resemblance to bushidd, the Japanese
“way of the warrior”, is obvious as well,

Consequently, physical training is not
the only part of a Thai boxer’s education.”
For those who live in the camp, discipline
extends to the non-training hours. They do
chores and run errands for their teacher and a
knowledgeable instructor also lectures his
students on anatomy and the workings of the
muscular, nervous, respiratory and digestive
systems, and teaches them massage
techniques. In addition, he also gives moral
coaching and acts as teacher, doctor, father
and brother.

In the words of a well-known boxing
instructor, a Thai boxer should be ‘a boon to
society’ (Stockman 1979:34). He should be
good in technique, confident, disciplined,
quick-witted and brave. Furthermore, he
should also be a gentleman, patient, helpful

Bwhile proper meditation techniques are extremely difficult to
develop and may well be a neglected aspect of training in Thai
boxing, there is a weil-established conviction among the boxing
masters that meditative activity is a component of truly advanced
Thai boxing. As Donuhue has marked about meditation, it ‘allows
students to maintain an almost heightened connection with their
environment, In this state the trainees can calmly and accurately
view what is occurring around them, remain emoticnally detached
from it, and act in a way that reflects total unity of mind and body’
(Donchue 1993:118). The action, however, takes places either
after or before the meditation and there is no direct link between
the actual meditation and the performance of the martiai art; rather
the link is to be found in the acquired awareness (that is, the unity
of mind and body. capacity for calmness and control acquired)
through mediation (personal observations from kendd training,
Hong Kong 1993-4),

and polite, with a good sense of
sportsmanship (Stockman 1979:34). Not all .
trainers, however, have such high ideals;
some consider their students as little more
than ‘bodies to be made into fighting
machines.’ (Stockman 1979:34) Nevertheless,
like Wacquant has noted about the gym, the
boxing camp too can be seen to constitute ‘a
small scale civilizing machine’ in Elias’s
sense of the term (Wacquant 1995: 141, Elias
1982).

And what Charles Keyes says about
entering the monkshood holds also for Thai
boxing:

Even today, when many males in Southeast

Aslan societies do not follow the traditional

ideal and enter the sangha, the rites and texts

associated with ordination and sengha

membership still provides the most coherent

and authoritative perspective on maleness

found in these societies, The Buddhist

initiatory process functions as a “total social

phenomenon’ in that it unifies diverse
spheres of social action. Buddhist initiation
provides simultancous expression of the
religious and moral character of males,
whether they remain members of the
religious community or return to assume

adult roles in lay society. The performance

of an ordination rite and the subsequent

practice of the ‘discipline’ by those who

become members of the sangha constitute in

each instance a process of ‘text-building’ as

Becker [1967] has termed it. (Keyes

1986:69-70)

Keyes goes on to explain, ‘a past long fixed
by tradition is re-created in the present by
actors who are members of a particular social
order. From their participation, these actors
require a perspective on their maleness that
is at the once shaped by the Buddhist texts of
the past and at the same time by the
constraints of the present social world in
which the initiatory process occurs’ (Keyes
1986:70).

Yet, although one may argue as
Donohue does, that the popularity of Asian
martial arts are due to a concern for self-
defense or fitness, ‘the tenacity with which
[the martial arts fighters] pursue their
training bespeaks an appeal more profound
than that of combat wtility’ (Donohue
1993:108), hence Donohue concludes that it
is the ritual dimension that is the most
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significant aspect (at least for non-Japanese)
of participation in this art. This, however,
does not apply to Thai boxing, which is a
strictly professional affair, where ‘no boxer
would think of climbing through the ropes
without a purse’ (Stockman 1979:18).
Nevertheless, to participate in the Thai
boxing training is also to be part of a ritual
process that assumes many of the dimensions
of a rite of passage (Van Gennep 1960).

Keyes (1986) has juxtaposed the
monkly ideal with that of the nakleng, ‘a
person who is not afraid to take risks, a
person who ‘lives dangerously’, kind to his
friends but cruel to his enemies, a
compassionate person, a gambler, a heavy
drinker, and a lady-killer’  (Thak
Chaloemtiarana [1979:339] quoted in Kayes
1986:87) While I cannot pursue the point
here, it seems nevertheless clear that a Thai
boxer is a somewhat liminal figure between
these two ideals—sacred and profane—a
man who has tempered his desires through
temporary submission to the discipline of the
boxing camp (forbidding drinking and sexual
relations), while playing a role in the society
not altogether unlike that of the nakleng
(taking risks, ‘living dangerously’ and being
kind to his stablemates and friends but cruel
to his enemies).

As if marking a final rite of passage,
once ready for his first fight, the young boxer
is given a ring name. The teacher will
observe the novice and then choose a name
in line with the boxer’s characteristics or
personal peculiarities. The surname, like that
of his stalemates, is the name of the camp
(Stockman 1979:23); some of the ring names
are ‘Singnum Pettanin, meaning Young Lion
of the Pettanin camp or Khunsoek
Kaisuadam, the Great Warrior of the Black
Panther camp’, as in the examples given by
Stockman (1979:24). (Should a fighter loose
too often, or be otherwise unlucky, his name
is considered ill-chosen or bewitched. His
teacher will then meditate on this and,
sometimes with the aid of an astrologer,
choose a more auspicious appellation for
him.)
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Before the fight,
The two of us who are being prepared for the
fight lie on wooden tabies, while two
masseurs  apiece work on  our  bodies.
Afterwards they bind our hands tight with
bandages. We put [the statutory red or blue
boxer] shorts on, preceded by a jockstrap
and a guard.” The assistants then secure the
boxing gloves with tape. A rose-coloured
towel is piaced on my shoulders,” followed
by an armband around the biceps [there can
be an armband worn around one or both
biceps], with an amulet tied to it.
Also, during the pre-game ritual we wear a
sacred headband [the monghkhon, which is a
hatlowed talisman bestowed upon them by
their trainers].” (Somsak [a Thai boxer] in
conversation, Bangkok 1989)
The headband (mongkhon; see figure, 6 and
7) is worn exclusively during the pre-fight
rituals, whereas the armbands (kruang rang)
are worn during the whole thing; their
function is to protect the fighter’s body and
enhance his physical power (Tsui 1988:39).
There are, in fact, two versions of the kruang
rang. The more easily identifiable as an
armband is the string version. The other kind
is a folded piece of white cloth tied around
biceps and are adorned with occult designs

(see figures 2 and 3),” while inside a string-

" Until the 1930 the fighters wore groin guards of sea {conch) shell
held in place with a piece of cloth tied between legs and around
the waist (Stockman 1479:9).

*But often flamboyantly attired in a furid silk robe (Gray 1992:36
and Hoskin 1992:90; see aiso fig. 5).

"This ritual dress code can also be seen as a symbolic reminder
that the {Thai boxer] is a member of a community of students that
stretches back through time and across space as wearing a special
outfit in Thai boxing is only partially a practical response to the
requirements of physical activity. In the Japanecse context, as
Donchue points out, this is also ‘a statement of individual
conformity and identification with the group’ (Donohue
1993:113). In Thai boxing, | would argue, the characteristic
apparel can be seen manifesting a strong historical dimension,
emphasizing the martial art’s links to the (Siamese) past (of the
Thais); that is: an identification with a common fracial) past (cf.
Khetr 1979:6).

* Tattoos are also used for similar purposes by Thai boxers; apart
being racial distinguishing and decorative markings, they also
drive away the evil and signify power. When a boxer is being
tattooed, a religious ceremony is concurrently performed, to
endow the emblems with power. It should be noted, that although
the it is Buddhist monks who are invited to give blessing, the
tattooing itself, however, is performed by a black magician.
Tattoos are usually found on the chest or on the back, most
popular designs being the figure of Hanuman (monkey) and those
of strong animals like elephant, tiger, leopard, rhinoceros, water

armband, or tied to it, is often a small image
of a Buddha or an amulet.” These objects
must, however, be activated. Usually this is
accomplished by chanting by black magician,
a warlock. There are some taboos concerning
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Indeed, since the very beginning, the
technique and the black magic have been
inseparable from each other in Thai boxing.
Most of the latter is said to have originated
from India in ancient times,” but also
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Figures 2 and 3: Two examples of white cloth (kruang rang) with magic patterss.

the use and wear of such magical items
which must be observed or else the objects’
magic will weaken; if this happens, one must
go to a magician to have them re-activated.
Also, these objects must be personal, that is,
belong to a particular person, either to the
boxer or to his teacher (Tsui 1988:39); the
sacred armband, the mongkhon, actually is
the property of the teacher (Stockman
1979:26). Even the lurid robe the boxer
wears when entering the stage is blessed by a
magician and there may be esoteric images
on it (Tsui 1988:39). All this points to the
seldom mentioned fact that apart from
Buddhist practices (which could be termed as
white magic), Thai boxing is rife with black
magic.”

buffalo, snake (naga) or mythical animals or/and writings or occult
diagrams (Tsui 1988:42).

" The Buddha images are made of a peculiar dark metal, obtained
“from caves on a plateau.” As for personal amulets, they can be of
the same dark metal - or else leaves, bark, or some herb - often
embeliished with magic signs (Tsui 1988:39).

# The difference between Buddhist {white} and other (black)
magic is, that whereas the Buddhist magic has only a limited scope
within the confines of dhamma and monks cannot evoke spirits but
use only blessings, biack magic has broader boundaries to call and
evoke spirits and in asking for supernatural powers. Black magic

Burmese and Cambodian magic is practiced
in Thailand. Regardless of the source, its
function is to drive away evil spirits and
invite blessing and evoke good spirits to
protect the boxer. As the incantations, magic
formulas and substances are highly guarded
and well kept secrets, so often an
accomplished black magician is invited to
the boxing camp to perform a ritual for good
luck and safety in combat (Tsui 1988:37).%

was also used in the Burmese wars. One example is a spell called
Hanuman's Heart, its magic formula for use in war being made up
as follows: ‘tactic/drive away the enemy/fight with hate/defeat the
opponeni/becomes victory” (Tsui [1988:39; translated by Nancy
Yu)

# There seerns 1o be a connection between Brahmanical (magic)
rituals and the black magic as it is practised in Thailand. it may be
mentioned here that the Thai boxers (at least) of old also believed
in Hindu gods, such as Brahma, Hanuman, Rama, Indra, Garuda
and Erawan (Indra’s elephant-mount) (Tsui 1988:34).

* However, some of the boxers themselves are good at magic.
For example, some use hallowed water {though not from a tempie)
for massage in the moming or chewing a particular plant in the
evening, so that in a fight their skin would be as hard as metaf and
they would possess a never ending power physical power. And
sometimes it is the boxing teacher who weaves an evil spell so that
his student’s opponent cannot sleep and consequently witl perform
badiy in the fight {Tsui 1988:38).
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On the way from the dressing rooms to
the ring a boxer often makes a small detour
to the shrine of the stadium’s guardian spirit
and, saying a short prayer, asks for
protection (figure 4). Most orthodox teachers

Figure 4: Before the bout, the boxer prays in front of
a spirit shrine (spirit house) which found in every
stadium. (From Stockmann 1979, reproduced with
permission of the author).

will not let their students mount the steps to
the fight platform before taking them aside
and murmuring some incantations in their
ear, followed by a short prayer. Many boxers
also stick a flower, given by well-wishers, to
the post in their corner for good luck.”

In Thai boxing strong emphasis is put
on respect and veneration of the teachers; an
observable cultural characteristic of the
Thais is the desire to show respect and
gratitude especially to those who impart
knowledge, like parents and teachers. Before
each fight, each fighter performs two
separate rituals: the wai khroo (obeisance to

» ‘Also, Thais are very superstitious people and would probably

perform  innumerable, inexplicable, persenally [meaningful]
selected acts for luck, bravery, strength, endurance, favourable
judges’ attitudes, placation of animistic spirits, etc. This could
include everything from getting a lucky number in order of the
fight card for the evening, lucky date or time for the fight, Tucky
colour corner {although his is usually determined by the relative
skills of the pair that is fighting - red for the expected winner),
paying respect to Buddha for to other divinities] at a particular
shrine before the fight, and on and on’ (Janet Earle, in personal
communication, 19 December, 1996).
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the teacher), followed by what is called the
boxing dance (ram muay).

The pre-fight ritual starts with a show of
respect to the teacher (wai khroo).” First the
boxer performs a wai while standing in the
ring, and then kneels facing the direction of
his camp, home or birthplace. He then moves
his body forward and raises his hand up to
cover his eyes with his gloves and says a
short prayer”’ while three times bowing low
until his gloves touch the canvas (Stockman
1979:24-25; Hoskin 1992:90). At this point,
two particular rituals may be performed: one,
called “Greeting to the Mother of the Land”,
is virtually identical with the wai khiroo (Tsui
1988:60), while the other, “Greeting the
King”, is characteristically  different.
Afterwards, the boxer moves into a position
similar to that of a medieval knight kneeling
his left hand is placed on the left knee
(touching) while the right hand is held
parallel to it (where the right knee would be
if reversed), before standing up (Tsui 1988).

The actual dance that now follows is a
special ritualistic boxing dance (the ram
muay), which claims the audience’s attention
and demonstrates the boxer’s prowess as a
performer (Gray 1992:336). It is a
combination of religious ritual (driving away
evil spirits) and intimidation (Hoskin 1992);
but according to some sources (Khetr 1979:6;
Van Beek 1992:134-135), the boxer while
performing the ram muay, is also paying
homage to his teachers; although it seems,

% That there is a considerable amount of confusion about all this
becomes evident as Grey says that ‘the fighter then bows, first in
the direction of his birthplace and then to the north, south, east and
west, honouring both his teachers and the spirit of the ring’ (Gray
1992:36). while Kamnueng (1959) adds that boxers had to pay
homage to the king before the boxing could begin, and this custom
became a tradition; even in these days [1950s] both boxers turn
their faces in the direction of the Grand Palace and give a royal
salute before the first round starts. ’

* One such prayer is given by Alex Tsui in his book: ‘Now [ am
going to fight. I sincerely thank my ancesioss [i.c. only persons
who are deceased] and my teacher. As 1 step into the ring [ already
prepared to die [literally: the heart of must die], I wili do my best
to fight in this fight. ¥ hope 1 can have the blessing from you to
protect me; if the predicament becomes difficult, 1 hope you can
guide me. 1 hope all  my brothers shall pray for me that [ will
be fucky’ (Tsui 1988:58; transiated by Nancy Yu).

again, that no distinction is made between
the wai khroo and the ram muay and in his
book Bangkok: ‘Each bout s preceded by an
elaborate stylized dance which both boxers
perform to honour their teachers and to
invoke magic to intimidate their opponent’
(Van Beek 1994:175)

A boxer might slowly walk around the
ring, his hands sliding along the top rope,
while looking viciously at the crowds—yet
his act has nothing to do with the spectators;
his furious expression is meant to keep evil
spirits away. At each corner he stops, lowers
his head onto the rope and stamps his foot
several times: ‘now his aura fills the ring,
and no corner will provide refuge for his
opponent” (Stockman 1979:25) Another
fighter may kneel on his right knee, right
foot raised high, keeping balance with his
toes of his extended left foot. He then starts a
swimming or flying motion with his arms
while rocking forwards and back. He jumps
up and fights an imaginary opponent, slow-
motion-style, into each of the four coursers
(Stockman 1979:25).” One of the loveliest
and certainly most balletic movements in
ram muay is the Peacock in which the boxer
first spreads his hands down backwards,
resembling a peacock’s tail, and then brings
them up—Dbehind his back-into a wai above
his head (Tsui 1988:60).

Not only is the ram muay performed in
many different ways, each teacher having his
own variety which he gives to a boxer
according to his proficiency and experience,”
but this ritual also differs from camp to camp
and should two fighters be seen rendering a

* This would confirm the notion that ‘the ritual dance is actually a
series of stylized fighting movements’ (Buckley 1992:156) and
thus corroborate the emergence of Thai boxing as a martial ast
tured to producing warriors honed for combat as much as sports
performers (Kamnueng [959: Anderson 1989; Van Beek 1994),

® What could perhaps be termed as the three paradigm boxing
dances are the Classical Steps, Combined Steps and the Steps of
the Four-faced God. The Combined Steps were created by
combining the original steps of a famous university boxing teacher
sometime in the i920s into a single, codified pattern. As for the
Steps of the Four-faced God (i.e. Brahma), in it an ideatical series
of movements is performed facing the four cardinal directions
(Tsui 1988:60) and possibly hence the name.

similar performance, they are almost
certainly students of the same teacher, or else -
their instructors have come from the same
camp. (To an outsider, the dances look very
much alike, but in fact each boxing camp has
its own distinctive version and connoisseurs
can tell immediately from which camp a
fighter originates.) If an inquiry reveals this
to be true, the two boxers will on no account
fight each other. This tradition is based on
the strict disciplinary training and the pledge
given during the khuen khroo ceremony. It
ensures ‘a feeling of close unity in the camps
and villages and is meant to foster a sense of
belonging to the race as a whole’ (Khetr
1979:6). Besides, it is believed that such
dances are a worthy and beautiful way for a
boxer to pay homage to his teacher, and
also—through such virtuous acts—the boxer
receives strength and a blessing for a positive
outcome (Anderson 1989: 132-133); in
almost all  cases, these  rifualistic
performances, which are accompanied by
magic incantations, are deemed to have
strong protective qualities against harm and
injury.

The series of photographs gives an idea
what the ram muay looks like. Its
performance is accompanied by silent
prayers and the recitation of magic formulae.
Some of the higher forms of these dances are
very difficult to perform and may eam a
boxer extended applause if well executed.
However, without initiation and the
knowledge of the secret words, jealously
guarded by each boxer, its performance is
both meaningless and quite useless
{Stockman 1979:25).
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Last, it
should be
emphasized the
ram  muay s
very difficult to
master and a
boxer’s
proficiency in
the dance will
eamm a fighter
‘not only
murmurs of
admiration from
connoisseurs 1in

the  audience, Figure 5: A provincial stadium ( sanam muay) Muay-Thai ring (wehtee). In a typical
but respect for Muay-Thai arena one of the two diagonally opposite ring posts is painted red and the other
his fighting blue. They mark the contesiants and corners are matched by the colowr of a boxer’s

skills from his

trunks; red is usually given to the favourite. Here, the near corner post is painted blue

(fainamnerng), the far one, red (faidaeng); neutral corners are white.  Just beyond the red

opponent as
well’, as Hoskin
(1992:90) has also commented. Thus I would
contend, that the boxing dance is viewed not
only as a visually beautiful performance
(ritualistic ballet) but more specifically as a
symbol of maleness, strength, bravery,
maturity. Here we Thave, then, the
spirituality’” and aesthetics of the pre-fight
rituals in particular as well as Thai boxing on
the whole.

After completion of the ram muay and
before the first round commences, the boxer
goes back to his corner, where the teacher
bows with folded hands (wai), says a short
prayer and lifts the mongkhon off the boxer’s
head and blows on his hair for good luck
(Stockman 1979:26).”" The referee then calls

“ In Thai boxing the devotional and spiritual training, without
which the concentration and discipline necessary to master the
pain and fear could not be attained, are represented by the wai
khroo and the ram muay.

31 3 N N . . .
Toea person’s head, especially a man’s head and his hair, is

constdered a holy or at least a restricted part of the body. The
_ origin of this, I understand, is that the head is the highest part of
the body and should be most special (sacred), as the feet are the
lowest part and & part therefore the least special, or dirty (profane).
Womes especially should not touch men on the head or hair (and]
foreigners are given the cultural warning to avoid touching Thais
on the head or hair [however } these taboos are rapidly dying out
with the young, educated Western-influenced Thats. 1 mention al}
this to reinforce the symbolic meaning of the trainer blowing into
the hair of the fighter’ (Janet Earle, in personal communication, i
December, 1996).
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post is the spirit shrine. (From Stockmann 1979, reproduced with permission of the author.}

both fighters to the centre of the ring and
repeats a few rules, after which the gong
strikes to announce the start of the first round
(Stockman 1979:67).

In addition, an integral part of Thai
boxing 1is the music which not only
accompanies the fight itself but also the pre-
fight ceremonies (Hoskin 1992:90).

The orchestra (wong muay) is seated on
one side of the ring, similar to Chinese opera,
and is composed of traditional instruments: a
reedy sounding Java flute (pi'chava, which
originates from India and is also used in
army marches; as it plays throughout the
match, the flute player must be a good one),
a pair of small brass cymbals (known as
ching; they give the rhythm and also serve to
mark the passing of time), and the glonk
kaek—two drums—one high pitched (and
male), the other a low (and female).

The musicians watch the fighters
constantly, varying the tempo and volume
from slow and soothing to fast and loud, so
that the intensity of the music rises and falls
with the level of intensity in the ring (Hoskin
1992:90). (However, if the action in the ring
slacks down, the music will rise to encourage

the boxers.) It also helps the audience to
visualize how the fight between the boxers is
‘one of life and death’ (Tsui 1988). This
would seem to indicate that Annette
Hamilton’s analysis of Thai films is valid in
the context of Thai boxing as well. Hamilton
(1992) writes:

While these stories are set in modemn times,

elements of them can be iaterpreted through

much older narrative forms: Thai classical

literature, traditional tales based on the

Ramayana, tales of lives of the Buddha, and

likay™ popular folk drama, provide echoes in

the modern drama, and the intertextual

framework of audience interpretation,
(Hamilton 1692:264)

With the help of the music, the audience
can transform the actual fight that is taking
place into a heroic and grand combat, and in
doing so, to reduplicate the Thai past for the
real legends of their imagination, as it were.
And so, when the orchestra begins to play at
a slow, steady cadence as the boxers begin
their boxing dance (ram muay), ‘a link to the
spirttual and martial traditions of ancient
Siam’ (Hoskin 1992:90) is (re)created by
way of evocation (of another age) and
reduplication (of its deeds).

The Deep Play™

When the boxers come out of their corners
and the fight begins, the ringside musicians
build up to fever pitch, rising and falling
along with the events in the ring (Buckley
1992:156). As interesting as the ring action
is, the exuberance displayed by the
audience— where gambling takes place—
expends as much energy and emotion as the
boxers themselves (Hoskin 1992; Van Beek
1994).

Gambling, in a bewildering variety of
forms, both legal and illegal, is very much a
part of the daily life of all levels of Thai

A popular theatrical performance in Thailand, which tells ‘a
familiar dramatic narrative largely through song and music’
(Hamilton 1992:260).

2 To use the clever title of Clifford Geertz's notes on the Balinese
cockfight.

society (Klausner 1993:351). Boxing
matches—Ilike cockfights—certainly inspire
wagers just like the Thai kite fights and
combat between pairs of gorgeously-hued
male Siamese fighting fish (Lloyd 1986:132;
Klausner 1993:351). And although like on
Bali, gambling is officially frowned upon, so
high does it rank on the sanuk scale that all
efforts to stamp it out are probably doomed.™

Though there are even similarities in the
actual gambling as it is carried out in
Balinese cockfight and in a Thai boxing
match—and these could make a fascinating
comparative study——that is not what [ am
going to do here. Partly because the
gambling, after all, as Clifford Geertz has
noted himself, is ‘not the reason, or at least
not the main reason, why the matches are
interesting [deep], the source of their
fascination, the substance of their depth’
(Geertz 1973:432). Nonetheless, what I will
argue about the Thai ‘deep play’, is
something slightly different from where
Geertz’s points converge.

My starting point will be the notion,
that the fight is ‘really real’ only to the
boxers (Geertz 1973:443) and, perhaps, to
their teachers. For the audience it is ‘real’
only, as Geertz has suggested with reference
to the Balinese cockfight, in ‘an ideational
sense’ (Geertz 1979:444). Geertz’s thesis is,

that as
an image, fiction, a model, a metaphor, the
cockfight is a means of expression; its
function is neither to assuage social passions
ror to heighten them (though, in its playing-
with-fire way it does a bit of both),” but, in a

< Sanuk is a vesy old past of Thai fife that ‘makes life enjoyable’
fand] having fun and deriving pleasure from carefree amusement
with congenial friends or companions has a pesitive value in the
code of behaviour: no one indulging in sanuk would expect to be
blamed or criticized’ (Kuiick 1992:69).

#q agree here with Geertz-and also as he writes: ‘Every people,
the proverb has it, loves its own form of violence. The cockfight is
the Balinese refiection on theirs [like 1 would contend that Thai
boxing is on the Thais}: on its looks, its uses, its force, its
fascination.” Drawing on many fevels of Siamese (that is, historical
‘Thai) experience, Thai boxing can be seen 10 bring together
themes - animal savagery, male narcissism, status rivalry, mass
excitement as on Bali, and more: violence, cruelty, death,
masculinity, pride, loss, victory, chance, demonic powers (black
magic), even blood sacrifice {as in very old phi muang cult; see
Gosling 1991:25ff) - whose main connection, as Geertz notes, is
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medium of feathers, blood, crowds, and

money, to display them. (Geertz 1979:443,

my emphases)

Saying this, I am also drawing on
Annette Hamilton’s analysis of Thai dramas,

as she writes:
While these stories are set in modern times,
elements of them can be interpreted through
much older narrative forms: Thai classical
literature, traditional tales based on the
Ramayana, tales of lives of the Buddha, and
likay popular folk drama, provide echoes in
the modern drama, and the intertextual
framework of audience interpretation. What
differentiates the modern drama, however, is
the complexity of the plot. In traditional
narratives, the conflicting elements are well
known and their outcomes are entirely
predictable: in the modern drama, the
circumstances of modernity themselves
impose unexpected and unlikely possibilities,
and different possible outcomes, (Hamilton
1992:164)

Geertz writes:‘Like any art form-—for
that, finally, is what we are dealing with—
the cockfight renders ordinary, everyday
experience comprehensible by presenting it
in terms of acts and objects which have their
practical consequences removed and been
reduced (or raised) to the level of sheer
appearances, where their meaning can be
more powerfully articulated and ~more
exactly perceived’ (Geertz 1973:443).

Again, this can be supported in the Thai
context by what Hamilton has written about

the Thai dramas:

Another aspect of nang chiwir® is the
extraordinary verbal expressions of emotion
which occur within them. Scenes show
characters in great passion. barely under
control, using wild metaphorical language,

‘their involvement with rage and fear of rage, and, binding them
into & set of rules which at once contains them and allows them to
play, builds a symbotlic structure which, over and over again, the
reality of their inner affiiiation can be intelligibly feft.” Finally:
‘Balinese go to cockfights to find out what a man, usually
composed, aloof, almost obsessively self-absorbed . | | feels like
when attacked, tormented, challenged, insulted and driven in resuit
to the extremes of fury, he has totally triumphed or been brought
totally low” (Geertz quoted in Blanchard 1995:242) and so perhaps
do the Thais, too. In any case, sports violence and the viclence
associated with war grows out of cultural context of society. So-
seen like this-Thal boxing is simply one way of expressing
aggression; its function is not to defuse or engender violence, but
simply to express it.

i Franslates as “film of life’, and which Annette Hamilton calls
simply ‘dramas’; see Hamilton (1992:259f1).
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insults, and elaborate constructions to
express their rage, disdain, hostility and fear.
This is particularly striking where such
language is used between  women,
particularly older and younger women linked
by kinship; normally younger women should
show politt and modest speech and
demeanour to  all older people, most
particularly relatives. These violent verbal
quarrels seldom result in serious physical
struggle, however, perhaps substituting them.
They are both deeply shocking and
prefoundly amusing to the Thai aundience.
(Hamilton 1992:268)

The same is true, I would argue, of a Thai
boxing match. It puts a construction on and
‘makes them, to those historically positioned
to appreciate the construction, meaningful—
‘real” in an ideational sense.’ (Geertz
1973:444)

To conclude, if one dimension of the
Thai boxing, its balletic grace and ritual
dimension makes it seem a typically
ritualistic practice, its ‘flat-out
aggressiveness [however] makes it seems a
contradiction, a reversal, even a subversion’
(Geertz 1973:446) of its spirituality and
rituals.”

In the normal course of life, the Thais—
just like the Balinese—are, as Geertz has
described the latter, ‘oblique, cautious,
subdued, controlled, masters of indirection
and dissimulation— that] they rarely face
what they can turn away from, rarely resist
what they can evade’ (Geertz 1973:446).*
Yet, in Thai boxing they disclose themselves
as savage and ferocious, giving, as Geertz
has astutely phrased it, ‘A powerful
rendering of life as the {Thais] most deeply
do not want it’ (Geertz 1973:446) And it is in
this sense of the ‘deep play’, rather than
referring to gambling” or ‘the migration of
the Balinese status hierarchy’ (Geertz
1973:436), that I use the term in this paper.

Thus, as Iyer has remarked about
Thailand, and Geertz said of Bali, I would

¥ For Thai boxing, see Hoskin (1992:90).
* See Kulick (1992:65f1). and Klausner (1993:192, 253, 390).

9 See Gieertz (1973:43 111, 435),

argue that brutality is as much a part of
Thailand as charm, as are violence and
smiles or sanguinariness and devotion.
Without Thai boxing—where these different
aspects are juxtaposed and fused in a
fascinating, beautiful but bloody drama of
rituals, balletic grace, cruelty, violence and
occasionally death, the Thais might have a
much less certain understanding of their
sinister side. This is, presumably, as Geertz
concluded about the Balinese cockfight,
‘why they wvalue it so highly’ (Geertz
1973:447).

But any  expressive form—Ilike
ritualistic—lives only in it own present and
presence—in, as Geertz says, ‘the one it
itself creates’ (Geertz 1973:445).

And then, ‘suddenly, it is all over’, as
Somsak said (in conversation, Bangkok 1989)
about his Thai boxing fight. Like on Balj,

a shadow of the experience no doubt remains
with the principals, perhaps even with some
of the witnesses of a deep fight, as it remains
with us when we leave the theater after
seeing a powerful play well-performed; but it
quite scon fades to become at most a
schematic memory - a diffuse glow or an
abstract shudder - and usually not even that.
(Geertz 1973:445)

But unlike Geertz, [ would say that extremes
of emotion make any experience memorable,
and that the process of participation in Thai
boxing will have in some ways effected a
transformation that leaves the audience both
satisfied and eager to repeat the experience.
While it would be absurd to ignore the part
that gambling must play in it, it can
nevertheless be argued that the feeling is also
generated for the boxers through the ritual
process and the combat itself (amounting
together into “a ‘hyperreal” space in which a
purified and magnified masculine self may
be achieved” [Wacquant 1995:154}); and for
the audience through its participation in
witnessing the drama acted on the stage, a
broad and varied panorama of affect,
pleasure, and dramatic release.

Against such background, then, what
the participants in a Thai boxing match are
beholding is no longer the actual reality but
an imaginary one. It is not blood, it is red.
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Constructing Love Relationship with Idols:

Wan Man Po

It is very common in Hong Kong for young
people to have idols--most often movie stars,
media figures and sports figures--who they
like or love. Media figures are known
through the consumption of the various
media such as television, movies, radio,
books, magazines and newspapers. The
worship of these media figures is highly
interesting in that the ordinary people who
worship media figures have never met them
and yet as John L. Caughey (1984:33) writes
in his book Imaginery Social World,
“Despite the complete lack of real face to
face contact, they also feel strongly about
them.” Ordinary people may greatly love or
admire these mass media figures.

In this research, 1 investigate how
female Hong Kong college students
construct their love relationship with their
idols. To investigate this question, I have
interviewed five people for an hour each to
see what young people think of media
figures. 1 asked them to describe their love
relationships with their idols and how the
relationships changed in their imagination
before and after the existence of a real
boyfriend.

What is a constructed love relationship?

Love relationships are difficult to
describe. They are a matter of a feeling
between two people. In most ordinary love
relationships, it is reciprocal. In other words,
you feel affection and desire towards your
boyfriend or girlfriend and he or she feels the
same for you. However, a constructed love
relationship is not reciprocal. It is one-way.
One person feels admiration, affection and
desire for another, but the desired person
does not know who that desirer is.
Sometimes this constructed one-way love
relationship may be with real people in your

actual social world who simply do not know
your feeling about them or who reject you in
your feelings. Often, though, these
constructed boyfriends/girlfriends are figures
from mass media. In that case, the loved
figure may have no knowledge at all of the
idolizor. It is not surprisingly that an idol can
become a constructed boyfriend or girlfriend.
As John L. Caughey has written, “People
characterize unmet media figures as if they
were intimately involved with them”
{1984:33). They can do that because the
mass media tell us lots of information about
media stars. We can learn a great deal about
Jacky Cheung, much more than we know
about our own friends. This enables us to
have enough information to construct
relationship with these people. Furthermore,
the mass media show people who are very
attractive, most girls are not as charming as a
top media star like Anita Mui. Most men are
not as attractive as a top media star like
Jacky Cheung. In this paper, I will discuss
how this constructed love relationship with
idols operates. So the term “constructed
boyfriend” in this paper means the idol or
media figure whom one constructs an
imaginary love relationship.

Who will easily fall into this constructed
love relationship?

All my informants are girls. It can be
said that girls can construct love relationship
with male idols more easily. They may
imagine love with their male idols, even
imagining sexual relations. This may be due
to girls are usually socialized to be emotional
whereas boys are expected to be more
rational. This process can certainly be related
to the fact that many girls construct love
relationship with idols while boys do not.
However, it may also be that the boys are
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lying because they are too shy and
embarrassed to talk to a female researcher
about their constructed love relationship.

All of my informants have a common
characteristic. All of them studied in girls'
secondary schools. They have a very limited
number of male friends. Their main channel
to know about the opposite sex was only the
mass media and media figures for they are
very visible. Girls may feel embarrassed
when -they directly interact with boys since
they have only few such opportunities. So,
interacting with male media figures in their
imagination without any real contact can
solve this problem.

For the psychoanalytic interpreters,
imagination is “an imagined sequence of
events or mental images that serves to
express unconscious conflicts, to gratify the
unconscious wishes, or to prepare for
anticipated future events. If he
gratifications of reality are insufficient,
thinking may not be controlled by the
demands of reality but serves as a regressive
or substitute  satisfaction”  (Caughey
1984:157). It may be that constructing love
relationship with idols in the imagination can
to some extent solve unfulfilled wishes in
reality. One of my informants said that she
had never really had a male friend. She even
said, “Friendship can be more long lasting
than love between man and woman. I have
no confidence in the love between man and
woman, which is a less stable relationship as
compared with friendship”. In fact, this
informant can know more boys in the
University and the church, but she does not
do that since she has not got any confidence
in interacting with them. However, she can
feel safe when interacting with the man, who
is her idol, in her imagination.

How do they construct love relationship
with media figures?

The only way to engage in a constructed
love relationship is by imagination. A person
imagines the love affair with her constructed
boyfriend. All the 1magination segments are
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the common events that usually occur
between real boyfriends and girlfriends. It
involves quarrel between boyfriends and
girlfriends, working together and other daily
living processes. One of my informants even
imagines sexual intercourse with her idol.

Imagination can be analyzed in terms of
three areas: setting, fantasy being, and self
(Caughey 1984:159). Setting refers to the
physical environment in the imagination;
fantasy being refers to the person one
imagines about, while the self is one's own
image during the imaginary encounter.

There are no specific settings in the
imaginary encounters of my informants. The
setting can be any place. However, some of
the most common settings are at home and in
the work place. It is obvious why the home
and the work place are the most common
settings for imaging boyfriends. Simply,
these may be the centre of our daily lives.
However, some other settings may include
the countryside or simply the streets.

The fantasy being that my informants
imagined are, as I have discussed, their
constructed boyfriends. However, the job as
well as the character of the constructed
boyfriends will be modified often within my
informants’ imagination. Sometimes, the
constructed boyfriends will retain their
original jobs such as singers, tennis players
or whatever. But sometimes these imagined
idols will be modified into ordinary office
workers, in which, they happen to work in
the same office as my real informants.
Moreover, the character and personality of
the constructed boyfriends will be modified
in the imagination. One informant said that
Michael Chang is more innocent in her
imagination than he is in reality.

My informants’ imaginary selves are
also transformed. There are two main
differences between the real selves and the
imagined selves. First, my informants' selves
are more mature than their real selves. My
informants had their idols when they were in
secondary schools but my informants
dreamed of themselves as adults. Even
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though they are still students now, they
imagine that they are working women. In
addition, the character and personality of my
informants is modified. They will become
stronger, more capable and independent.
They can perform well in every aspect. My
informants would even become prettier when
they met the constructed boyfriends in the
imagination.

Three of my informants were satisfied
with simply imagining their constructed
relationship from a distance. The other two
informants try desperately to make this love
relationship more real. They try to do things
both physically and psychologically to get
closer to their
constructed boyfriends.
For example, one of my
informants idols comes
from  Taiwan. My
informant went to
Taiwan several times
within two years. She
can  speak  fluent
Mandarin and has tried
to learn the local
Taiwanese  language,
Minnan. Through these
acts, she is trying to
lessen the distance
between her idol and
herself. My informant

How can imagination be reinforced?

One of my informants said that the
feeling was real even if the relationship was
imaginary. She emphasized that she would
feel happy and sad just like the real love
relationship when she imagined a
relationship with the idols. Sometimes she
even cries when she imagines sad aspects of
her relationship with her constructed
boyfriend such as the constructed boyfriend

gives her up. This kind of sensation can
strengthen the imaginary relationship. One of .
my informants said, “I would laugh happily
when T thought of Michael Chang.” “As
Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann observe,
the theatre illustrates our participation in
‘multiple realities’ outside ordinary social
life. In attending the theater, a person is
psychologically drawn out of his objective
social world mnto the realm of the play”
(Caughey 1984:33). As described here, a
transporting experience exists in media
consumption. Obviously, this kind of
transportation to another world can be used
to explain the sensation of my informants.

Crirls like to read magazines to gain more information about their idols in order to
emphasized that she  pener construct a love relationship with their “constructed boyfriend.”

may have tried to be

like her idol at first, but now she really
enjoys the place. Her idol just served as an
introductory spark.

They and their constructed boyfriends have
entered into their world of imagination.

One of my informants said, “I will
continue to love him until I can come to
know him.” Another informant said, “I told
myself that imagination is better than really
knowing him since, in reality, he may not be
as good as the person I imagine.” The image
and the personality of the idol can be
constructed according to what an informant
would like. This cannot exist in a real love
relationship. Thus, the constructed love
relationship can be formed to fit the emotion
and thought of a person. This explains why
such love can last for a very long time. One
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of my informants had an opportunity to meet
her constructed boyfriend but the experience
was not good. She thought her idol was
sincere because his image was good in the
radio. However, she was disappointed that
her idol was very pretentious in real life. She
said that she would prefer not having seen
him. Thus, the constructed boyfriend is
under the control of the imagination so the
bad part of his personality can be completely
ignored. It is the main key reinforcing the
constructed love relationship.

How does a constructed love relationship
fade away?

Imaginary love relationships can last for
quite some time, often for many years. Some
informants said that they gradually stopped
imagining idols as they become older. One
informant said, “I think that a girl of my age
should not have an idol like Leon. That
should be the privilege of secondary school
girls and young teenagers.” Some informants
who still imagine the relationship with the
constructed boyfriend feel embarrassed to
tell others. Another informant said she was
too old to apply for membership in a fan club.
As the above comments show, people view
constructed love relationship with media
figures as irrational.

Most of the time, a constructed love
relationship stops when another constructed
love relationship or a real boyfriend emerges.

Constructed love relationship can break
up for different reasons, such as the
constructed boyfriend loses popularity. One
informant said, “It is influenced by the mass
media. If he is not popular, I will soon forget
him. Sometimes, when an idol such as Alan
Tam becomes older, you will like him less.
When someone is popular, it will lead me to
notice him and put him into my
. imagination.”

Because there is no sense of
responsibility in a constructed love
relationship, falling in love with a new idol
on the basis of imagination is not difficuit.
One informant said, “T had the right to love
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two persons whom I did not really know.
There was no responsibility involved in the
imagination.”

“An individual would be most likely to
engage in a media love relationship when he
or she is without a real or satisfying actual
lover” (Caughey 1984:49). Therefore, when
a person really finds a real boyfriend, they
will reduce or even give up their imagination
with idols because their attention will have
shifted to the real boyfriend. In the real love
relationship, affection and desire are shared
by two. A real love relationship involves a
sense of responsibility. One informant said,
“My boyfriend is jealous about my idols. 1
will feel unloyal to my boyfriend when I
think of them.”

The relationship between the real
boyfriend and the constructed boyfriend

There is a tension between the real
boyfriend and the constructed boyfriend.
Most of the time, informants will continue to
like their idols after they have a real
boyfriend. They said that they like the idols
because the idols have something worth
appreciating. The feeling, therefore, cannot
be cut at once even after they have new
boyfriends. The real boyfriend may consider
the idol as an enemy or a rival even though
he realizes the idol will not gain victory in
this battle. However, he is still jealous about
the idol when his girlfriend thinks of the
idols.

One of my informants said, “He (the
idol) will be the example and model for me
to choose a boyfriend.” Another one told me,
“Tf I choose a boyfriend, I will compare the
boy with Jeffrey Chang. The boy has an
advantage if he shares some Jeffrey's good
sides; he will have a better chance to become
my boyfriend.” It can be seen that most girls
wish their future boyfriends can look like the
constructed boyfriend in terms of personality
and appearance. However, these two
informants do not have any actual dating
experience. Their thoughts are only of their
ideal.

My other informants have real
boyfriends now. All of them agree that the
constructed boyfriend they loved before
would not influence them in choosing the
real boyfriend. Their real boyfriends are not
similar to their constructed boyfriends. One
informant said, “l am just looking for a
boyfriend who is understanding, who really
cares about me and loves me.” We can see
that the only trait shared between the real
boyfriend and constructed boyfriend is
giving care. The informant continued, “I
don't know if my boyfriend is really that kind
of person, though [ believe he is. Butif [ ever
discover that he is not that kind of person, I
will not want to stay with him any more.”

The social significance of the ‘constructed
boyfriend’

Different idols can reflect
different needs of the worshipers
(Shi 1993:118). “The God of
Money” in the Chinese society is
very popular among families
since many Chinese people think
that “the God of Money” can
help them in gaining more
money, Idols, as constructed
boyfriends, can only give
affection through imagination.
Why don’t people find a real
boyfriend to replace that
constructed boyfriend.

In reality, building intimacy

with another person is very Anexample of a popular magazine, with the famous idol, Aaron Kwok,

activities only cost some money. But you can
understand your constructed boyfriend more
without any risk of being cheated and hurt.
One informant said, “T know that he (the idol)
will not leave me. I know that the
relationship between us is stable and under
my control.”

It is obvious that the constructed
boyfriend is a by-product of the mass media.
All of my informants would not know their
constructed boyfriends if mass media did not
exist.

What is the function of the mass media
here? It serves as a direct substitute for social
activity through the “transporting
experience,” as discussed earlier. Such
transporting experience is provided by the
mass media which facilitates and activates

difficult. This is emotionally a one of the “"Four Big Kings” on the cover. Aaron Is a popular
very dangerous thing especially “constructed boyfriend” of many girls.

in a society like Hong Kong where people
are so busy. Hong Kong is an extremely
crowded society and this leads to a great deal
of stress. A constructed boyfriend, however,
does not exist in real space. A person can be
under great stress in his physical life, and yet
still have an imagined boyfriend.

Therefore, the easier alternative is to
form a constructed boyfriend. You can just
buy constructed boyfriends’ magazines and
CDs and watch their films; all of these

the imagination. “Especially through the
vehicle of the electronic media, the
individual is regularly transported into the
midst of dramatic social situations involving
intimate face-to-face contact with the most
glamorous people of his time. The seeming
reality of this experience naturally engenders
emotional reactions--especially since these
figures are deliberately and manipulatively
presented in the roles of sexual objects and
lovers” (Caughey 1984:48).
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The most effective electronic medium
to evoke imaginary idols is TV. *TV
stimulates imagination through its content
(i.e., by providing a source of ideas from
which the individual can draw when engaged
in creative tasks). TV characters and events
are picked up, transformed, and incorporated
into the products of imagination (Gardner,
1982)” (Valkenburg and van der Voort
1994:324). Most of my informants
emphasized that their imaginary stories were
derived from TV. TV provides both visual
image and the voice, which are the key
elements you need to imagine a person, to
know his appearance and voice.

The cultural construction of imaginary
love relationships with idols

Imagination is culturally constructed.
“It reflects individual desires, but only as
these have been shaped, twisted, and
structured by social and cultural forces. More
narrowly, it seems to connect to the
individual’s social situation and social roles”
(Caughey 1984:163). “It is also highly
cultural: the structure of fantasy relationships
is directly or indirectly affected by systems
of cultural categories, rules and plans”
(Caughey 1984:185).

Firstly, there are certainly differences
between the culture in Hong Kong and other
cultures. Therefore certain aspects of the
constructed love relationship of my
informants are culturally unique to Hong
Kong. For example, all my informants
imagined these love relationship, not with
white people or black people, but with
Chinese idols. It may be easier to form a
constructed love relationship if two persons
come from the same ethnic group. Chinese,
be they in Hong Kong or overseas, are
~ preferred as idols.

In addition, overseas Chinese idols are
preferred because of the contemporary global
mass media. As Hong Kong is an
international commercial city, information
technology connecting Hong Kong and other
countries is very advanced. This is why my

30 the hong kong anthropologist

informants can receive the information about
their overseas constructed boyfriends very
easily (for example, Jeffrey Chang from
Taiwan). Thus the constructed love
relationship can be updated with news and
the imagined story can be complemented and
enriched.

All of my informants choose their own
idols for their constructed love relationships.
However, in their imaginations, my
informants who are female show that they
are passive and take up a rather recessive
role in the constructed love relationship. One
of my informants always imagined what they
could talk about when they first met. She
said, “we would talk a lot about his
interests.” Another informant talked about
the imagined character of her constructed
boyfriend, Danny Chan, a famous Chinese
singer who had died a few years ago. She
said, “He always had a bad temper, he gave
me up and found another girl. It was always
he who left me first, never the opposite.
Later he could come back. However, I was
always the victim.” This probably reflects
the fact that in an imaginary love relationship
the female takes up a less active but more
committed role when compared with her
counterpart. As the informant said, it was she
who was given up. This may also suggest
that the male takes up a more dominant role
not only in family or company but also m an
imagined love relationship.

Conclusion

Although the mass media, especially
TV, does not aim to develop idol worship, it
does enhance the creation of idols. This is
because if the mass media can successfully
develop a person into a popular figure, its
programmes can then be very popular when
the idol is on air. This certainly has an
economic significance. The figure of the idol
can be used as a “product” which can be sold
in various goods. The selling of these idols’
products affects the subculture of the
youngsters. Therefore, it can be seen that the
constructed love relationship in idol worship

has deep roots in the culture and society of
Hong Kong,

From this discussion, it can be seen that
constructed love affairs are very romantic,
emotional and real to the person who creates
the imaginary relationship. Such an
imaginary relationship may be a kind of
fantasy which takes place before the real
romance. It 18 not certain whether this kind
of relationship is a norm among adolescents,
but it is definitely significant in my
informants before they have real dating
experience. In adolescence, real dating is
forbidden in many schools and families, thus
this hidden kind of love relationship provides
a fantasy experience at their age. In this
sense, the constructed love relationship can
be seen as a base of idol worship. Moreover,
this constructed love relationship also plays a
significant role in the behaviour of my
informants. This is why in modern society,
many activities make use of the popularity of
idols. An example is the “Famine 307, in

which singers, actors, and actresses
participate and perform. Therefore, “idol
worship” is certainly a topic that requires
further investigation because it certainly
plays an important role in the subculture of
the youngsters.
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FOREIGN EYES ON HONG KONG PEOPLE:
THE VIEW FROM CHUNGKING MANSIONS

EVE F.Y. WONG, with Gordon Mathews

Chungking Mansions, a vast warren of
shops and budget tourist hotels in the heart
of Tsim Sha Tsui, s one of the most
famous, or infamous, sites of Hong Kong.
In this place, different ethnic groups, not
only Europeans and Americans but also
Nigerians, Indians, Nepalese, Filipinos, and
Japanese mingle together, in a true ethnic
mosaic. While Chunking Mansions has a
popular reputation in Hong Kong of being a
place of illegal immigrants and of crime, it is
in fact one of the few places in Hong Kong
that are truly international, and within which
one can get a sense of how Hong Kong is
seen by people from places throughout the
world.  This paper, based on extensive
observations and interviews conducted in
Chungking Mansions in fall 1996, examines
how some of the foreign residents of
Chungking Mansions—particularly those
from poorer nations, who make up the
majority of the foreigners living in
Chungking Mansions- think about the local
people in Hong Kong. It also examines
how Hong Kong people working around
Chunking Mansions view the foreigners
there, and considers how global economic
relations underlie the stereotypes held by
Hong Kong people of foreigners. Finally it
considers the “home away from home” that
these foreigners try to create in Chungking
Mansions, to protect against an indifferent,
or even hostile Hong Kong.

1. CHUNGKING MANSIONS

Compared to the five star hotels nearby,
like the Peninsula or the Sheraton,
Chungking Mansions is not easily visible
from the street. However, you can easily
recognize it by the crowds of people at its
entrance. Africans, Nepalese and Indians
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all stand soliciting customers for Chunking
Mansion’s guesthouses and restaurants, or
socializing; those hurrying through the
crowd on their way to somewhere else are
local Hong Kong people. Stepping inside
the lobby, one immediately finds oneself in
an international bazaar, with stores seiling
Indian wvideos, Filipino snacks, Pakistani
groceries, American and Japanese
pornography, and Hong Kong souvenirs.
Indeed, the ground floor of Chungking
Mansions in its massive mix of peoples
illustrates what anthropologists have lately
been calling “hybridity and
transnationalism™ (Basch, Schiller, Blanc
1989: 226-265). Its micro ethnoscape
(Appadurai  1990) consists of both
transients-—tourists,  illegal  immigrants,
contract laborers, and those who smuggle
commodities from overseas—and permanent
residents, including shopkeepers and owners,
both local and foreign, of guesthouses and
restaurants. Chunking Mansions seems to
be a “world without frontiers” in which
different foreign commodities and alien
cultures ceaselessly intermingle.

In popular depictions—for example, in
the movie “Chonggin Senlin” —Chungking
Mansions is portrayed as dark and dim and
dangerous. It cannot be denied that
criminal activities such as drugs, smuggling,
and prostitution, are part of the place.
Within the labyrinthine layout of the five
blocks and numerous poorly maintained
guesthouses, dire social problems can indeed
be found, as Hong Kong mass media
occasionally report (see, to take just one
example, the 1993 South China Morning
Post Sunday Magazine article “Sleaze City”
{Chan:1993). But while there is an element
of truth to this portrayal, it ignores much of
the reality of the place. I found it highly

interesting that even though many local
people I spoke with had lots of information
and stories about Chungking Mansions as
gleaned from the media, many did not know
its location, and certainly had never been
there.  Many outsiders who claimed to
know much about Chungking Mansions
simply accepted what was reported in the
media as truth.  The fuller truth—the
extraordinary diversity of ethnic enclaves
and interactions in the heart of Hong Kong—
is more interesting, I think.

IL. STEREOTYPES BY FOREIGNERS
ABOUT HONG KONG PEOPLE

If many Hong Kong people are ignorant
of Chungking Mansions, the foreign
residents of Chungking Mansions seem
equally ignorant about Hong Kong I
interviewed many of these people about their
conceptions of Hong Kong’s people.
Some defined Hong Kong people in terms of
international exposure: “They are fluent
English speakers,” “They are internationally
minded,” and “They like American movies
even more than their own Hong Kong
movies.” A few praised Hong Kong people
as honest and straightforward, but more often,
Hong Kong people were described
negatively. A Nigerian described local
people as “noise-makers” who always speak
loudly in public. A Tunisian described
himself as an “invisible” man in front of
Hong Kong people: “They are always so
busy that they cannot see you!” An Indian
cargo-port worker said that although Hong
Kong people are smart and internationally-
minded, they would hardly ever give a tip of
even a few cents out of their pockets. Many
of these foreigners spoke of what they
considered to be a common feature of Hong
Kong people—the blank face. They said
that when they went shopping, they were
served by store clerks with faces without
expression, which look “like corpses.” This
would not be the case, they held, were they
from different societies; as one Pakistani
claimed, “Things would be different if I were

Japanese!” A Nigerian told me that the
store clerks in surrounding shops seemed to.
view him only as “a cargo from Chungking
Mansions obstructing their shops,” rather
than as a human being and potential
customer. When he described how the local
people discriminate against blacks, he in turn
mocked Hong Kong people as “golden
chickens,” who, with their gold in their
pockets, think of themselves as flying high in
the sky and look down on other people.

These stories of discrimination are so
ubiquitously told as to be indubitable: it is
shameful that these foreigners—perhaps
unlike Japanese or Americans—do not seem
to be viewed as full human beings by the
local people around Chungking Mansions.
But unlike their stories of discrimination,
their images of Hong Kong people were
often inconsistent with one another.
Throughout my interviews, they would often
start expressing their images of local people
with a similar tone, “Oh, Hong Kong people!
They are like this...and they are like that™:
Hong Kong people are “only concerned with
money,” Hong Kong people are “coarse and
impolite,” Hong Kong people are “so
straightforward that they insult other
people.”  Their descriptions of Hong Kong
people they presented as obvious facts, but in
fact their descriptions often contradicted one
another: one person would speak of Hong
Kong people as honest, another as cunning
and calculating; one person would speak of
Hong Kong people as noisy and emotional,
another as completely unemotional.

These people tended to reduce the
variety of people in Hong Kong to a
generalized “Hongkongness,” rather than
recognizing the diversity and complexity
of Hong Kong people. These stereotypes
enable them to categorize people into a
model in which the notions of otherness are
simplified enough to be readily grasped and
understood. In fact, most of the foreigners
in Chungking mansions have little relation to
Hong Kong people in daily life, and their
stereotypes may be largely untrue, given all
the complexities and diversities of Hong
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Kong people; but while untrue, they are
practically and cognitively effective, in
categorizing Hong Kong’s people for easy
comprehension. However it is not only
these foreigners who stereotype Hong Kong
people; Hong Kong people, even those
within Chungking Mansions, also stereotype
foreigners.

II. HONG KONG PEOPLE’S VIEWS OF
FOREIGNERS

The local people working in Chungking
Mansions with whom I spoke invariably
expressed disdain for the foreigners working
in Chungking Mansions. These local
people were shopkeepers, watchman, or
landlords, or sometimes managers or
secretaries in small factories or companies;
all were of higher economic status than my
foreign informants in Chungking Mansions.
To take just one example from many people I
spoke with, a local guesthouse owner saw
ethnic groups like Nepalese and Africans as
dirt and trash who would only contaminate
her place. She always repeated the same
slogan to sell the rooms in her hotel, “You
see, it’s clean! 99% here are Japanese,
maybe one or two Australians, no Nepalese,
Africans, Pakistanis or others are allowed,
don’t worry!” In her eyes—as well,
presumably, as the ears of her prospective
guests at whom her pitch is directed—
people other than whites or Japanese are
thieves who would only steal things, and
unclean people who would contaminate her
clean guest house.

These images, pervasive in the
comments by the local people in Chungking
Mansions, explain in part why some
foreigners come up with negative images of
Hong Kong people—the generally low social
and economic status of these foreigners
makes them vulnerable to the contemptuous
attitudes of local people. It seems clear that
the low local images of these foreigners are
very much subject to global economic
relations. If we look at the respective Gross
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Domestic Products of the different countries
these people come from, the degree to which
they are respected by locals in Chungking
Mansions ranks very much in accordance
with the wealth of their respective countries.
At the top of the ladder of ethnicity are the
most respectable “whites” (Westerners) and
“honorary whites” (Japanese and
Singaporeans). At the bottom of the ladder
are what Hong Kong people in Chungking
Mansions call “troublemakers” (Indians,
Nigerians, Nepalese, and Filipinos).

Social scientists have often noted how
morney levels all things, taking away their
uniqueness and showing them only in their
exchange value (Marx 1978: 319-329,
Simmel 1971:326). In terms of Chungking
Mansions, this seems to apply not only to
things, but to people as well—the global
economic status of the homelands of
members of these various nationalities
translates into their social status as
individuals in Hong Kong. This is clearly
seen in the ways that local people address
various categories of foreigners: they
address westerners as “foreigners” (FHE.A),
and Japanese and Singaporeans properly as
“Japanese” and “Singaporean.” But they
call Indians “Curry Sin,” “Sin,” or “Ah
Cha” and call the Thai women “Thai maid”
(ZEHE) (due to their job nature in Hong
Kong), and Africans “Black ghost”(EE 5).
These more or less derogatory labels are not
anything secret but widely used in public.

Although some of what goes on in
Chungking Mansions reflects larger ethnic
stereotypes in Hong Kong as a whole, some
is unique to Chungking Mansions. An
Indian college professor teaching at a
university in Hong Kong is not likely to be
looked down upon by the local people, and is
not likely to be called “Curry Sin.” But
many Indians | spoke with in Chungking
Mansions said they were always called such
names, and felt insulted by these names.
This is in part due to the nature of
Chungking Mansions, and the assumption
that anybody in Chungking Mansions does

not have much money, and thus is not
worthy of much respect.

However, it seems that the ladder of
ethnicity and nations’ wealth is not only in
the minds of Hong Kong people but also in
the minds of foreigners. When foreigners
narrated their notions of Hong Kong people,
they often tried to increase the validity of
their statements by comparing Hong Kong

people with Americans, British,
Singaporeans, Taiwanese, and especially
Japanese. For example, the local

“International mindedness” of Hong Kong
people was compared with the “international
feature of Americans.”  The “impolite
manners” were contrasted with the “good
education of Japanese.” The “fluent
English” was contrasted with “broken
English of Taiwanese” and the “coarse tone
of speech” was compared with “soft speech
of Japanese.” Only in a very few cases did
they compare Hong Kong people with people
from developing countries who seem largely
excluded from such world comparisons.
What this may imply is that these foreign
peoples have to a degree bought into the
notion of their own inferiority: Hong Kong
people are not compared with people of their
own poor nations, but only with people from
other rich nations. ‘

III. THE “IMPORTED HOMES” OF
FOREIGNERS LIVING IN
CHUNGKING MANSIONS

Without doubt, many of the foreigners
and local informants who hold such
stereotypes of one another’ cultures in fact
know very little about each other. As we
have seen, the limited knowledge of Hong
Kong people is probably among the main
features of foreigners inside Chungking
Mansions, who often work, live and entertain
only within their own ethnic groups. In
turn, many local people in Chungking
Mansions never bother to find out where
foreigners come from. For example, I
heard one local Chinese woman referring to

a Tunisian as “a foreigner” (44EA), by

which she meant a Westerner; she clearly
knew nothing more about him. "

This mutual ignorance is not at all
surprising when we reflect upon the fact that
Chungking Mansions thrives upon—and
indeed, exists because of- the need for
deterritorialized populations from poorer
nations in the world to retain contact with
their homelands, and indeed, to recreate their
homelands in a foreign setting.  The
clustering of ethnic groups, the specific
foods, the indigenous songs, and the native
clothes like the Indian sari all provide
materials by which ethnic groups can
construct what we might call their “imported
homes” within Chungking Mansions.
Instead of merging into and accommodating
local society, their efforts have been to
cultivate and import a familiar home which
shares more or less the same traditional ideas
and ways of life as their home countries.

This seems to differ, to a degree, by
gender. It seems clear that male foreigners,
from places such as Pakistan, India, Nepal,
and the Philippines, are less ensconced
within their imported homes and more
exposed to the local community than their
female  counterparts. Many female
foreigners in Chungking Mansions speak
neither English nor Cantonese, and thus
cannot communicate with people other than
those from their own ethnic groups. The
male foreigners I interviewed generally
could give more specific examples, personal
experience and diverse images in their
discussion of Hong Kong people than female
foreigners, who seem to depend much more
on TV and magazines—whether of their own
countries, or in Hong Kong—for their ideas
about Hong Kong. Just as in many of their
home countries, the men often work outside
Chunking Mansions, while their wives work,
if at all, within Chungking Mansions; their
stereotypes of Hong Kong are structured
accordingly.

There was wide individual variation
among the foreigners I interviewed as to
their degree of attachment to their “imported
homes,” and conversely, their degree of
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interaction with and understanding of Hong
Kong. At one extreme are the Indian and
Pakistani women I could hardly even speak
with, there being no common language in
which we could speak. Many women gave
similar broken phrases to describe Hong
Kong people, like “good English,” and
“money’: and many were extremely shy in
talking with me, a local woman.

At the other extreme was a Pakistani,
the only foreigner in Chungking Mansions I
met who tried actively to accommodate the
local community. He took a Cantonese
class twice a week in the evening. Once,
just as usual before the class, he and I went
to a fruit shop where he met a local
housewife. Throughout the conversation,
we had been getting along well in a friendly
atmosphere until he suddenly asked the
woman in less than fluent Cantonese, “Neih
geido seui? Sei saahp 1a?” (How old are
you? Forty?). These words failed to convey
their  intended meaning, but  were
unfortunately interpreted as a curse by the
woman: “You are really bad, go to die!”
Pue to the slight difference in intonation,
this woman drew a different- meaning from
the words, and then fiercely retaliated by
calling the interviewee an arrogant “village
boy.” A local informant would never call a
Westerner an arrogant village boy, even if
that Westerner speaks equally bad Cantonese.
Yet, the Pakistani was able to shrug off the
insult. Due to his willingness to
accommodate to local society, he was able to
regard the insult more as part of the local
plain-spoken character of Hong Kong
Chinese than as racial prejudice.

He, however, was the exception. For
most of those 1 interviewed in Chunking
Mansions, the world of Hong Kong beyond
Chungking Mansions was simply a source of
money and the stuff of stereotype. Their
real identity lay in their “imported homes” in
Chungking Mansions—a home away from
home as a counter force to the radical
deterritorialization of their lives. As one
Nepalese man said to me, in words echoed
by many more “The only thing in my mind
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after getting off the plane from Nepal is to
come to Chungking Mansions. It’s the
mentality of Chungking Mansions that I
like”: the mentality of his Nepalese home,
reconstructed a world away from that home.

V. CONCLUSION

Chungking Mansions is a special place
in Hong Kong: an international enclave
within the general ethnic homogeneity of
Hong Kong. Foreigners in Chungking
Mansions hold diverse stereotypical images
of Hong Kong people, perhaps derived more
from mass media that from their actual
knowledge of and relations with Hong Kong
people. Local people are equally prone to
stereotyping.  Their stereotypes too have
little to do with actual knowledge of the
foreign people in Chungking Mansions, and
much more to do with the rankings on the
world ladder of wealth and poverty of the
home nations of these foreign people. The
two sides do not see one another except
through their own distorted lenses.

In the face of the hostility or
indifference of an uncomprehending Hong
Kong community, the foreigners in
Chungking Mansions I interviewed seek to
recreate their own home communities. On
the surface, Chungking Mansions seems to
be a deterritorialized community, a mingling
of people without borders; but in reality, the
people I interviewed are desperate to
establish their own “imported homes.” In
this sense, Chungking Mansions is a
deterritorialized community in a continuous
process of reterritorization.

The underlying tragedy is that such a
thing is necessary. Viewed in terms of
asymmetric global economic relations, these
foreigners in Hong Kong are hardly ever
seen in Hong Kong eyes as free from their
national  background—not a  cultural
background but an economic background.
The question remains: perhaps these
foreigners in Chungking Mansions live
within their “imported homes” in large part
because Hong Kong people will never allow

them to feel as if Hong Kong could ever
really be a home away from home.
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1. {47 4L (Cultural Contact) ~ E{b
(Acculturation) ¥1E4{E (Assimilation) & &
RAHIALEER

HIEAN B ) BRANLRE »
EEA-AEBOER  MEHRE N
# . 2d TERA ) HXILRE - B s
F&EA ) WXALERE @A ESSY
W E Ao if A8 o XALRE MARTE R
HEWMAE  —ARFOEAERT &
KRAEHE EREAAEFRRI I L -
ERXAAFERZERIEZ 20
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2 L@y F P ARME TR i
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FRA SETEREFEEHESR
#o P EMARKENERENER £
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K- RRENARE 2 RBEBURE
e R B —RHEANEREE - FR
At HELBEREANIALEE » LKA
A AR EA R HABEAFTRLAEY
ERA 0 BAZRIEGNERAANF
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A A AL A R o B W&
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B. T#E##&) ) (Transitional Institution)

ERALXARRAGES  BRTER
B@ 24 - SRl 0 B AME
Bo& - U #24% # 4, (trapsitional
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M 0 AGRE 15 0 B — 1B 45 R 0 ALRR
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W X ALRE B E] T HBA B ULRE
Wi P R R FTRE
LARALEN THBRE, - FETH
Had] | TR B AL E (etic
culture)Ze ¥LE 0 A% TR FREFE (etic
group)fE % B T EVA ¥ XALBEEZ T T
AR A GRS EEMEANL
(emic culture) > it i& — & BN E AR
(emic group) it § - MERAKZE KL
A 0 SRR TERA IR
B A T ABA MY MLIEE -
Aaey THBRE ) LEAY T
s~ B RE - BR ORAFLT
@ o MiEEHE 6 ARE o ERZLNFR
BHFHEZ L FBORFTHEARET
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TR AF o B A beyFid 0 EABMR
BT HHER L e ERBALEARANGE
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R AR REER Y RTEN
XACEE] > AF gk iR @y 7 Bl — 88 XA
HEHRBHEY  RLFRGELEN
A5 M T RAE AR o FRNEBHERA
FoBGEHIE A F MR MR
8 % BB A Fo S M O 12 (ascribed
status) » AR #k4E4% @ A (meritocracy) ¥ KR
B2 F 0 g8 B kgt fz(achieved status)
BE o MARBARKEZT Rk
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T H 3 FBGEBERS - HRERNNE
£ BB CA R EH B RS
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XACHFE L » R — A E A FEEGE
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T ho il A B R B4 ALHF & » HHe PR3
REBE "237% ) » ERALBELBT
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# XACBE I > R T —18 £z fo BALAY
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Z A £ 2 2BAF EERAFHN
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MR R AL AFRARRA B E T
T MABHNIBRE P BERAEREAT
PSS RS B R A b 0 2 AIERE
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WA LM T FBNERAL
B — Ml ALRBAHEBGFR FEA
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B BLAL - sk b sk B Z4E a9 he
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BT L B LA BB R ALRER
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Eﬁ__ o
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tfo b LIFEFEALGHH MK BB
MAFLRBEETG TRERE® ) #
$ M 18 8] (particularism) » T A -5 M4 38 B
(universalism) ; #H A K » THENHR
o RX B8y RAEZRARE > K
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