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Social effectS of Đạo Mẫu gay MediuMS

Keywords: 
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gay mediums, 
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homosexuality

tran thi thuy binh
Gloria Filax

abstract:

This article explores the fact that Đạo Mẫu gay mediums open up spaces 

to destabilize gender and sexuality norms in Vietnam by accepting that 

male bodies can perform feminine bodily gestures and permit a tacit 

understanding that comportment and gestures are not attached to specific sexed 

bodies. Using the lens of queer theory in Asian studies, this paper challenges 

heteronormativity through the case study of Đạo Mẫu gay mediums who 

frequently have male partners, a feminine appearance even after religious 

rituals, and are respected in their communities. By destabilizing gender and 

sexuality norms, Đạo Mẫu gay mediums reveal that there are other ways to 

experience gender and sexuality than those prescribed by heteronormative 

societies. The acceptance of Đạo Mẫu gay mediums and other sexual minorities 

could be the start of significant changes in both social norms and possibly the 

attainment of social justice.

introduction
This paper explores the significance of gay mediums within the Đạo Mẫu religion 

(the worship of mother goddess) in Vietnam, and in doing so addresses the paucity 
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of research in queer studies in Vietnam (Tang, 2011). Đạo Mẫu was created and 

developed based on the harmonious influence of both world and indigenous 

religions (Nguyen, & Fjelstad, 2008; Ngo, 2010). This interesting mixture has 

enriched the openness and flexibility of Đạo Mẫu (Ngo, 2010). Morever, this 

paper also shows how Đạo Mẫu gay mediums create other ways of thinking 

about dominant gender and sexuality discourses in Vietnam, and argues that the 

acceptance of Đạo Mẫu gay mediums may lead to the accommodation of sexual 

minorities in other aspects of Vietnam life and thus result in the attainment of 

social justice for those who do not subscribe to heterosexual practices

I argue that Đạo Mẫu gay mediums belong to the third gender category found 

in the folk beliefs of traditional Vietnamese society and as such, counter the 

dominant idea that Vietnam is universally oppressive to sexual minorities. The 

gay mediums of Đạo Mẫu disrupt what counts as sexual deviation (Nguyen, 

2008), provide an opportunity for individuals belonging to sexual minorities in 

Vietnam society to achieve social justice, and provoke the questioning of the 

way gender and sexuality categories are reified. By looking at debates on what 

counts as gender equality, contributions from Asian queer theory, and how 

sexuality and gender are regulated in Vietnam through religions, colonialism, 

and the nation-state, I argue that the mediums of Đạo Mẫu allow the Vietnamese 

to understand and explore gender and sexuality in different ways. 

Queer theory in asian studies
Relatively recent in Western scholarly work, queer theory exposes the social 

bases of a sex-gender system assuming the existence of only two sexes, which 

correspond to two distinct sets of gendered behavior in a heterosexual society. 

In this sense, heteronormativity is the “suite of cultural, legal, and institutional 

practices that maintain normative assumptions that there are two and only 

two genders, that gender reflects biological sex, and that only sexual attraction 

between these opposite genders is natural or acceptable” (Schilt and Westbrook, 

2009, p. 441). 
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Queer theory exposes taken for granted norms of gender, sexuality, and culture. 

As feminist Megan Sinnott points out: “One of the primary theoretical gestures 

of queer theory is to identify the moments in which gender, the sexed body, 

and desire do not line up in expected and heteronormative ways, thereby 

destabilizing and undermining the assumed naturalness of the heteronormative 

order” (2010, p. 20).

Many Asian studies scholars comment on “the ways in which these categories, 

themselves Western historical productions, are expected to cohere,” and claim 

that they have been explored in Asian studies, for example in the anthropological 

literature on sexuality and gender (Sinnott, 2010, p. 10). These scholars have 

pointed out the difficulties in using queer theory to understand and analyze 

sexualities and genders that, in non-Western cultures, intersect with issues of 

colonialism, post-colonialism, migration, religious and spiritual practices, and 

globalization (Endres, 2006a; Fjelstad, & Hien, 2011; Sinnott, 2010; Tang, 2011). 

For many, the global hegemony of the English language as well as queer studies 

produces an ethnocentric perspective that does not account for Asian (or other 

non-Western) cultures and practices (Sinnott, 2010; Wilson, 2006). Commonly 

used categories, including lesbian, gay, and transgender, have different meanings 

and articulations when used in non-Western societies (Murray, 2001). 

Work in Southeast Asian Studies has revealed commonalities as well as 

differences within and between countries, thereby calling into question fixed 

social norms in specific national and cultural practices, and refuting the 

accepted narrative that Western cultures originated transformative sexual and 

gender norms or relations (Blackwood, & Johnson, 2012; Sinnott, 2010; Tang, 

2011). Other scholars on the other hand, refute binaries in both Asian traditions 

studies and queer studies. For example, diaspora studies on Asian migration 

place home and tradition in a binary relation to queer subjectivity, which has 

the effect of erasing queer subjectivity. Also, queer gender representation of 

traditional social orders too often reify female heterosexuality, thereby erasing 

queer female sexuality (Gopinath, 2005, p. 25). 
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For anthropologists Evelyn Blackwood and Mark Johnson, the intersections of 

gender and sexuality with ethnicity, race, class, religion, and nationality, all of 

which form and inform subjectivity, have brought a “resurgence of a critical 

regional perspective” as well as a “culturally situated analysis of bodies, desires 

and ways of relating” to Asian studies (2012, p. 442). New, seemingly older, plural 

and hybrid forms of gendered and sexualized bodies contribute to queer, Asian 

subjectivities. Critics Fran Martin, Peter Jackson, Mark McLelland, and Audrey 

Yue “promote a model of queer hybridization” to recast both traditional Asian 

cultures and so-called global processes of Westernization” (2008, p. 6).

Queer hybridization implies a destabilizing analysis and in relation to Asian 

Studies, has the possibility of uncovering the imposition of colonial and neo-

colonial laws and social norms. What this reveals can be surprising to the 

ethnocentric Western scholar. Asian cultures, subjectivities, and identities 

have long been informed by gender and sexual traditions that are counter to 

heteronormativity (Blackwood, & Johnson, 2012). These continue to combine 

and recombine through changing cultural, national, religious, and post-colonial 

discourses “reconfiguring normative categories even as they borrow from and 

challenge these categories, creating multiple possibilities for change that are 

neither fixed nor limitless” (Blackwood, & Johnson, 2012, p. 448). 

reGulatinG sexuality and Gender throuGh 
colonialism, the nation-state, and reliGion
There is evidence from prehistoric times “that sexuality was viewed as 

wholesome and in harmony with nature” such that sexual exploration, including 

homosexuality, was encouraged (United Nations Development Program [UNDP], 

United States Agency for International Development [USAID], 2014, 12). Cross-

dressing was common in Vietnam, even if portrayed as “unnatural or sinister” 

and written records on transgender persons date back to the 14th century. With 

the arrival of Buddhism and Confucianism, homosexual relations started to 

become taboo but were not criminalized (UNDP, USAID 2014, 12). Anthropologist 

Mark Proschan argues that the two oldest known laws of Vietnam—the Hong Duc 
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law of the Le dynasty (1428 - 1787) and the Gia Long law of the Nguyen dynasty 

(1802-1945) prohibited rape, incest, and adultery between two people of different 

genders (2002a). Both laws did not mention homosexuality. However, if rape and 

adultery occurred between two men and one of them got married, they would 

be punished as much as the violation happened between two people of different 

genders. Proschan (2002b) observes that there was sodomy and pederasty in 

Vietnam, the French colony. The notion of gays was not popular when costumes 

of men and women did not differ much from each other. Sociologist Thu Hong 

Khuat, Bach Duong Le, and Ngoc Huong Nguyen argue that the French colonial 

authority did not prohibit sodomy and male homosexuality because these 

were believed to reduce sexual diseases from female prostitutes (2009, p. 316). 

Yet, related to cultural positions of men who had sex with other men in the 

French Indochina, these men were looked down on and suffered from a sense 

of invisibility. Marie-Eve Blanc observes that homosexuality which has not been 

clearly defined in Vietnam is a taboo because of Confucianism which has strongly 

influenced Vietnamese culture (2005). UNDP and USAID reports claim that non-

normative sexualities are recorded in 19th century Western documents by French 

colonialists who wrote that the Chinese were responsible for these deviations 

(2014). The Vietnamese, on the other hand, believed that deviance from gender 

and sexuality norms came from the Western world or from different nations of 

the Far East (Proschan, 2002b; UNDP, USAID, 2014, p. 13). 

During the Vietnam War, homosexuality was condemned in the south. From 1975 

to 1986, when the socialist government controlled all of Vietnam, homosexuality 

was not considered a crime but was suppressed to protect family values (UNDP, 

USAID, 2014, p. 13). 

Homosexuality was not visible in legal documents until 2000 (Khuat et al., 2009). 

Anthropologist Pham Quynh Phuong reports that the first version of the Law 

of Marriage and Family in 1959 and its revised version in 1986 did not have 

any regulation related to gender or sex in marriages (2013). Yet the marriage of 

two women was annulled in 1998 (Phuong, 2013). The edited law in 2000 only 
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recognizes the marriage between a man and a woman. Even Vietnam’s law of 

gender equality in 2006, does not protect homosexual people (National Assembly, 

2006; Luong, 2013). Finally, after over 14 years, the latest revised law on family 

and marriage of 2014 no longer opposes same-sex marriages (National Assembly, 

2014). Luong discloses that no existing laws directly criminalize the practices 

of the sexual minority in Vietnam (2013). Yet “stigma and discriminatory laws 

serve to reinforce the exclusion and marginalization of transgender people” 

even when there is a certain tolerance for those who have ceremonial status for 

religious purposes (UNDP, UNSAID, 2014, p. 14). Despite the presence of various 

oppressive regulatory bodies, individuals of the sexual minority continue to be 

part of Vietnam’s social fabric.

Religion had an important role in regulating sexuality and sexual norms. 

According to the Government Committee for Religious Affairs, Vietnam has 13 

religions with 37 religious organizations recognized and licensed by the state 

(2017). Apart from the four major world religions (Buddhism, Christianity, 

Hinduism, and Islam), Vietnam has six major indigenous religions, including 

Đạo Mẫu (a cult of the four places), Caodaism, Hoà Hảo (Hoa Hao Buddism), Bửu 

Sơn Kỳ Hương (way of the strange fragrance from the precious mountain), Tứ 

Ân Hiếu Nghĩa (four debts of gratitude) and Tịnh độ Cư sĩ Phật hội Việt Nam (the 

pure land Buddhism of Vietnam). Different ethnic groups in Vietnam adhere 

to different indigenous beliefs. Apart from Đạo Mẫu, which was established in 

the 15th century, five of the aforementioned indigenous religions were founded 

in the South of Viet Nam (Government Committee for Religious Affairs, 2017; 

Pham, 2015). Based on a literature review, it may be argued that among the 

mentioned religions, no written religious documents have been found to be 

tolerant of homosexuality except Đạo Mẫu. 

Colonialism has been a regulatory force in repressing particular religious and 

indigenous practices, and sexual and gender practices that did not conform with 

those of Christianity which considered homosexual practice a sin. At the time of 

French colonization (1858-1954), indigenous religions encouraged their followers 
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to emancipate the country but local colonial authority oppressed those working 

for emancipation. Jonathan H. X. Lee argues that French colonizers prioritized 

Christianity, oppressed Buddhism, and did not support other religions that were 

not useful to colonial authorities (2015). For example, activities of Bửu Sơn Kỳ 

Hương and Tứ Ân Hiếu Nghĩa were restricted (Tran, 2015). Huynh Phu So, the 

founder of Hòa Hảo Buddhism was forced into exile to Laos in 1942 and leaders 

and followers of Caodaism were arrested during a religious ritual in 1930 (Tran, 

1973; Hill, 1971).

From 1954-1975, Vietnam was divided into two regions with different political 

systems. A socialist government controlled North Vietnam while the Republic 

of Vietnam controlled South Vietnam. Neither government supported the 

existence of indigenous religions. Anthropologist Janet Alison Hoskins argues 

that the government of the North adhered to the Marxist-Leninist ideology, 

which considered many religious practices superstitious and thus closed down 

temples built by the followers of indigenous religions (2012). In the South of 

Vietnam, various indigenous religious practitioners, for example, Caodaism’s 

leaders and followers, were arrested by the local authorities. This fact forced 

the top leader of Caodaism, Pham Cong Tac, to flee to Cambodia (Blagov, 2011).

During the Viet Nam War (1945-1975), indigenous religions were still restricted 

(Hoskins, 2012). Since 1986, when the Đổi Mới (renovation) policy was issued, 

the government has gradually recognized the activities of indigenous religions. 

For instance, Hòa Hảo Buddhism was legalized and licensed in 1999, Bửu Sơn Kỳ 

Hương, in 2006, Tứ Ân Hiếu Nghĩa in 2006, Tịnh độ cư sĩ Phật hội Việt Nam in 2007, 

and Caodaism in 2010. In 2016, with the strong advocacy of the government, Đạo 

Mẫu was recognized by the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) as an intangible cultural heritage of humanity (Kim 

Loan, 2016). The legal recognition of Đạo Mẫu created a safe space for mediums 

and followers, including LGBTQI-identified people to practice their religious 

beliefs as well as perform their gender identity.
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recoGnition and redistribution: 
naminG lGbtQi discrimination in Vietnam 
In June 2013, the UNDP and the USAID brought together LGBT community 

leaders and activists in Vietnam, which resulted in the document Being LGBT 

in Asia: Viet Nam country report (2014). From the report, it is clear that LGBTQI1 

citizens in Vietnam are victimized at work, in the family, housing, in educational 

institutions, in religion, and the law.2 Places where most people expect love and 

trust—the counseling, school, home, and religious institutions—are unsafe for 

LGBTQI Vietnamese. Also, the LGBTQI are in precarious positions at work and 

housing, resulting in unequal and inequitable citizenship. 

Equal rights debates, whether based on liberal or class-based theories, focus 

on redistribution of wealth (Baker et al., 2004; Phillips, 2004). Feminist scholar 

Iris Marion Young explains that equality cannot be conceived solely in terms 

of redistribution of material goods because this cannot deal with differences 

among people or with matters related to the oppression of those who are 

different (1990). There are groups of people who suffer both from unjust 

economic distribution and from not being recognized, and these two are 

usually related. Racial or gender inequality, for example, is often rooted both in 

economic arrangements and in a lack of cultural recognition of difference. Critic 

Nancy Fraser advocates a status model for addressing the injustices that occur 

when either recognition or distribution are ignored (2000). Similarly, rather 

than regarding the concept of equality as useful only in relation to distribution, 

feminist Anne Phillips (1999) contends that material and social forms of justice 

are linked. “The interface between economic and cultural inequality is not one 

way as cultural systems can have profound effects on economic well-being. For 

example, [t]he cultural definition of homosexual activity as sinful has made it 

1The UNDP/USAID report uses the shorthand LGBT to refer to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender. 

We use LGBTQI for this paper to refer to a range of counter normative gendered and sexual 

subject- positions. The letter Q stands for queer and the letter I stands for intersexed.

2 For example, in health care policies.
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seem legitimate to discriminate against gays and lesbians in the economy and 

in the welfare and taxation codes and to bully them in the workplace” (Baker et 

al., 2004, p. 63).

It is clear from the UNDP/USAID report that the rights most Vietnamese 

enjoy are unavailable to the LGBTQI people. The 2014 report is an important 

document that exposes the necessity of thinking through equality/difference 

and redistribution/recognition to address both economic inequality and gender/

sexuality inequality. 

Arguments based on cultural relativism (e.g., the values of Vietnam are 

different from those in the West) are often used to counter calls for social 

justice. Following these arguments, culture is reified and used to resist change 

that would reduce or eliminate gender and sexuality inequalities. However, as 

legal expert Kumaralingam Amirthalingam notes, the concept of human rights 

and principles of equality existed in Asia long before the liberal philosophers 

of the West began to extoll them, adding that “rights are by no means peculiar 

to the West; they are germane in Asian cultures and religions” (2005, p. 702, 708 

). In relation to gendered domestic violence, she writes “[c]ultural traditions 

should be celebrated, but cultural relativism should not be used as a shield 

against what is in fact a gender based problem” (Amirthalingam, 2005, p. 701). 

The resistance to “universal norms in political and human rights discourse 

is particularly relevant in Asia, with vigorous promotion of the concept of 

‘Asian values’ by regional leaders” (Amirthalingam, 2005, p. 701). Rather than 

being a threat to and therefore weakening Asian cultures including that of 

Vietnam, strengthening human rights and social justice is a necessary step to 

reduce gendered forms of violence, including violence against and oppression 

of Vietnamese LGBTQI. First, however, LGBTQI citizens must be acknowledged 

as worthy of recognition. The social acceptance of gay mediums of Đạo Mẫu 

contributes to this recognition.
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Hybrid gender and sexuality: tHe case of Đạo Mẫu
“He even has a husband. But husband and wife are sulky with each other.

…

He is the wife, isn’t he?

Husband is sulky, husband is gone.

…

I met the guy on the Internet myself. This one is extremely educated. But he lives 

way down south, in Tay Ninh… Here, let me show you, he’s also very faithful: 

“Please don’t leave me while I am so hopeless and really need you. My dear, I 

just wish I could lean against your shoulder right now and cry to lessen all my 

sadness.”

The above quotes are part of a conversation of Master Duc, a gay medium of Đạo 

Mẫu about his different love affairs. In the documentary Love men, love women, 

Master Duc talks about his lovers who are also his devotees (T. T. Nguyen, 2007, 

2008). With a soft voice, a sweet smile and feminine gestures, Master Duc is 

comfortable in sharing accounts of his love affairs with other men. His colleagues, 

devotees, and ordinary believers respond positively to his effeminate demeanor 

and preference for same-sex relations. Thus, while homosexuality is considered 

a deviant behavior in Vietnam, Master Duc’s sexuality and gender performances 

are not questioned by his community. Because of Đạo Mẫu’s acceptance and 

tolerance of homosexuality, Master Duc and other gay mediums have a safe 

space to exercise their gender identity and sexuality without any limitation 

(Endres, 2006a). 

Given the legal and social environment of Vietnamese LGBTQI as highlighted 

by the Viet Nam country report (UNDP, USAID 2014), the fact that there are gay 

mediums in religious practices of Đạo Mẫu raises several questions: What is 

it about Đạo Mẫu that fosters acceptance of gay mediums? What advantages 

do Đạo Mẫu gay mediums enjoy? Is the tolerance for or indifference to gender 

norms also strong elsewhere? What sexual and gender advantages do Đạo Mẫu 

gay mediums have in contemporary Vietnam? How can the privileges of Đạo 
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Mẫu gay mediums deconstruct gender institutions? Answers to these questions 

can provide arguments to challenge the existing sex-gender-sexuality system 

and support the recognition of sexual minorities in Vietnam. 

Đạo Mẫu and tHe privileges of gay MediuMs
According to cultural researchers Nguyen Thi Hien and Karen Fjelstad (2008) 

and cultural researcher Ngo Duc Thinh, Đạo Mẫu is a mixed religion across 

indigenous beliefs—Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism—and is also 

influenced by ethnic minority groups such as Dao, Tày, Nùng, Champa, and 

Khmer (2010). Ngo argues that this acceptance of minority groups shows the 

openness and flexibility of Đạo Mẫu, which is also probably the reason why Đạo 

Mẫu is tolerant of homosexuality.

Đạo Mẫu worships both male and female saints and the Mother Goddess—the 

creator and protector of the universe who controls all these saints (Ngo, 2010). All 

saints receive wishes of followers through mediums enacting spiritual rites or lên 

đồng (going into the trance). In lên đồng, the bodies of mediums become “seats” 

for both female and male gods to incarnate. As Ngo points out, each medium has 

different techniques to persuade gods to enter his or her body before and during 

the rites (2009). The ecstatic state is achieved with “the sensory elements of the 

lên đồng ritual—the strong colors of the costumes and offerings (green, red, 

and yellow), the music and hát văn (invocation hymns), dances, and even such 

stimuli as alcohol, cigarettes, betel and areca nut, tea, incense and flowers” (Ngo, 

2009, p. 81). Đạo Mẫu’s gods and goddesses choose mediums based on whether 

they show signs of illness or bad luck. If a selected person refuses to serve the 

gods/goddesses, she/he will be seriously sick or meet numerous accidents (Ngo, 

2010; Salemink, 2015). Since bad luck has traditionally been associated with 

homosexuals, the presence of homosexual mediums interrogates such belief. 

Because the Đạo Mẫu religion does not prescribe a specific gender for its 

mediums, Annalise Frank argues that there is no sexual or gender oppression of 

mediums in Đạo Mẫu (2015). Lee observes that “spirit mediums are associated 
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with unconventional, even transgressive forms of sexuality” and their “deviant” 

sexuality could actually be the key to their effectivity as mediums (2015). “Men 

can move as softly and gracefully as the imperial princesses, and the more 

effeminate they appear on the ritual stage, the more successful their ceremonies 

are supposed to be” (Lee, 2015, p. 95). The openness of Đạo Mẫu to alternative 

gender and sexual performances and practices affords gay mediums status and 

wealth. 

sexual and Gender diFFerence and eQuality, 
recoGnition, and redistribution
During Đạo Mẫu rituals, it is believed that both male and female spirits possesses 

the medium. Transformation from one gender to another that embodies both 

male and female entities as part of the rituals has a long tradition accepted by 

Đạo Mẫu’s followers. Because of the gender fluidity played out in front of the altar 

during spirit possession, becoming a gay medium is attractive to Vietnamese 

who do not conform to traditional genders and sexualities, including women 

who find the gender flexibility of a medium an option beyond the confines of 

marriage and family. Lee observes that many successful mediums come out as 

gay (2015). T. T. Nguyen argues that the role of the medium provides gays “social 

roles within which their otherwise deviant sexual identities can be normalized 

and legitimated” (2008, p. 33). Gay mediums are open about their homosexuality 

and are not punished for this (T.T. Nguyen, 2007). Master gay mediums manage 

their own well-organized religious communities with the participation of 

colleagues, students, and followers (K. H. Nguyen, 2008). In these communities, 

ambiguous gender identities are not questioned.

Đạo Mẫu mediums have a stable income from their spiritual rites. According to 

anthropologist Kristen Endres (2006a) and Nguyen Kim Hoa (2008), in recent 

years, the number of believers and initiates of len dong spirit mediumship 

has increased because of the religious community’s spiritual needs and the 

economic benefits the mediums feel will accrue to them. Most followers believe 

that “they cannot succeed in this life unless they repay their debt to the Four 
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Palaces from a previous incarnation by entering into the spirits’ service” (K. H. 

Nguyen, 2008, p. 26). Among these believers, there are many people from the 

upper class, including rich businessmen and businesswomen who are willing 

to sponsor expensive spiritual rites and donate generously to mediums (T. H. 

Nguyen, 2007). Lee states that the income from the temples can support the 

living expenses of gay mediums (2015).

Gay mediums gain family and social respect which improve their status. 

Prominent gay mediums providing spiritual services to change the destiny of 

followers have a charismatic relationship with local people (Nguyen, & Fjelststad, 

2008). Many followers believe that mediums are chosen to “teach us how to live 

in [sic] the right way” (K. H. Nguyen, 2008, p. 146). When gay mediums enjoy 

powerful relations with their followers in addition to financial success, this has 

an effect on the attitude and behavior of their family members. Some family 

members even support gay mediums running businesses in the temples, thereby 

making additional financial gains (K. H. Nguyen, 2008). 

When gay mediums influence their believers, ambiguous gender identities are 

encouraged among participants and initiates. Nguyen Kim Hoa notes that “gender 

identity is changing” as men and boys practicing Đạo Mẫu dress meticulously, 

unlike other men and boys (2008, p. 118). They assume all female characters in 

Đạo Mẫu rituals. On the other hand, girls and women become stronger, more 

active and naughty following the ritual female examples set by gay mediums. He 

continues to explain that “these mediums and their followers clearly do express 

non-traditional concepts of masculinity and femininity in their lifestyles, and it 

can be argued plausibly that they enlarge the world view of ordinary Vietnamese 

people about the complexity of gender identity in modern, secular society” (K. H. 

Nguyen 2008, 48) 

destabilizinG heteronormatiVity in Vietnam
Feminist philosopher and queer theorist Judith Butler claims that, “a body is 

a historical situation”: the body becomes its gender through a series of acts, 
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which are renewed, revised, and consolidated through time (1988, p. 521). In 

Đạo Mẫu, the body of a medium is considered a tool for male and female gods to 

perform their spiritual self in the physical world. In the spiritual rites, male and 

female gods incarnate in the body of a gay medium and when this happens, the 

performance of his body is considered a god’s performance. 

Before, during, and after the spiritual rites, mediums can freely express 

femininity and masculinity without judgment. “Medium Thinh. . . has a round 

face that, together with his high male tone voice, successfully creates his 

feminine appearance both during the possession and in daily life” (K. H. Nguyen, 

2008, p. 133). As a result, male mediums are observed to be more feminine than 

the average Vietnamese male (Endres, 2006b). In other words, a gay medium 

with a male body and feminine acts is acceptable and valued. Endres also 

affirms that gay mediums enjoy their own space out of “the restricting frames 

of hegemonic social norms and traditions” (2012, p. 52). The long-standing 

existence of gay mediums in Đạo Mẫu contradicts the dominant assumption of 

heteronormativity. The very existence and acceptance of gay mediums and the 

fact that gay mediums perform spiritual rituals being normally associated with 

female bodies challenge the assumed sex/gender/sexuality system.

French philosopher, historian of ideas, social theorist, and cultural critic, Michel 

Foucault argues that all human beings are subject to and subject of disciplinary 

power (1982). Disciplinary power is both an exercise of control and a subject 

matter. When legitimate speakers communicate their knowledge, which is taken 

seriously by other participants, what is said is understood to be true. In producing 

knowledge, power produces truths (Foucault, 1982). In the case of Đạo Mẫu, gay 

mediums speak as spiritual subjects, regardless of their homosexuality, and it is 

taken as true that their feminized patterns of behavior are gained because of the 

special connections with “spirit roots of the princess spirits” (Endres, 2006b, p. 

88). In other words, their gestures and comportment are not ordained by their 

sexed bodies but chosen by the gods and that “[t]he language, voice, manner 

and bearing are also related to fate, to my spirit roots” (Endres, 2006b, p. 88) . 
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According to a number of gay mediums, male and female gods decided to create 

homosexual people with the aim to beautifully perform the gods’ spirits. The 

more feminine they are, the more gay mediums can connect with male and 

female gods (K. H. Nguyen, 2008). Therefore, gay mediums have no reason to 

hide their homosexual inclination and people should respect the gods’ decisions, 

and thus recognize the sacred space given to gay mediums in society (Endres, 

2008, 2012). 

 Gay mediums are legitimate speakers in their Đạo Mẫu community. Not only do 

they communicate spiritual knowledge to followers, but also tacitly communicate 

knowledge about gender and sexuality by virtue of performing both masculine 

and feminine traits. The audience believes in the medium’s words and actions 

and they accept the non-conforming gender and sexuality as a truth which is 

necessary not only to the practice of Đạo Mẫu but also as a practice beyond 

religious rituals. For example, Endres writes that, “Master Cuong can express 

his feminine characteristics not only during his lên đồng performances but 

also among his fellow mediums, who share a different understanding of his 

personality than members of mainstream Vietnamese society” (2006a, p. 93). 

The audience accepts this truth when they also recognize the fact of gender and 

sexuality differences. 

Endres proposes another understanding of Vietnamese culture based on 

the gender identity of gay mediums (2012). According to traditional Đạo Mẫu 

thought, the body is composed of vía (spiritual souls). Human beings are divided 

into three categories: women have nine vía, men have seven vía, and some 

others have eight vía. An individual with eight vía can be “one more than a 

normative man and one less than a normative woman” (Endres, 2012, p. 62). 

This individual can be connected with the gods due to his căn or a medium’s 

fate (Ngo, 2010). Endres proposes the existence of a transgender identity outside 

the gender binary (2012). A gay medium is categorized as a third gender that 

mediates between humankind and the spirit world. Many followers of Đạo Mẫu 

believe that beyond gender norms, there is a third gender (Nguyen, 2008). 
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In Vietnamese culture the heteropatriarchal family is the norm. Heterosexual 

couples are considered good citizens when they reproduce and provide new 

citizens to the nation-state. The four different versions of the law of marriage 

and family (i.e., in 1959, 1986, 2000, and 2014) reflect this norm when they 

mainly regulate marital relations between men and women. Yet, it is important 

to “work against Western orientalist assumptions about supposedly duty-bound, 

‘family-values’ Asian subjects in need of liberation from family to properly 

express a ‘free’ modern sexuality” (Blackwood, & Johnson 2012, p. 446). Đạo Mẫu 

gay mediums contribute to the disruption of this Asian stereotype because Đạo 

Mẫu followers do not question the homosexuality of mediums or their sexual 

relationships in their communities. One medium is respectfully described this 

way: “Medium Thinh lives here together with his male followers and has no 

wife and no children” (K. H. Nguyen, 2008, p. 133). Endres argues that a fellow-

medium-believer community accepts gay mediums (2012). The community 

considers these intimate affairs as normal as heterosexual relations (K. H. 

Nguyen, 2008). This acceptance suggests an opening for social justice for queer 

people elsewhere in Viet Nam.

The existence of gay mediums also calls into question social norms inherited 

from heteromasculinity. According to Joe Ehrmann, there are three myths 

about a “real man”: (1) physical strength, (2) heterosexual conquest, and (3) 

financial success. Gay mediums frequently have male partners, a feminine 

appearance beyond that of religious rituals, and a stable income (2013). Ritual 

fees and donations from ever-increasing numbers of adherents and believers 

facilitate the accumulation of wealth of gay mediums (Endres, 2006a). Thus, the 

experiences of gay mediums question the notion that heteromasculinity is the 

route to wealth and success.

concludinG remarKs: Gay mediums and the sex/Gender/sexuality system
Đạo Mẫu gay mediums provide a space to destabilize gender and sexuality 

norms in Vietnam by proving that male bodies can perform feminine bodily 

gestures and permit a tacit understanding that comportment and gestures are 
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not attached to specific sexed bodies. This interpretation allows gay sexuality 

and effeminate males—homosexual or heterosexual—to be recognized outside 

religion.

Đạo Mẫu gay mediums also make it possible to recognize that what are regarded 

as feminine gestures can be performed by anyone—female, male, homosexual, 

or heterosexual. Đạo Mẫu gay mediums are disruptive of the sex/gender system 

in which gender necessarily attaches to sex and from which sexuality follows. 

Moreover, gay mediums challenge the imperative of heterosexuality because 

each medium is often openly in a relation with another man or has a transgender 

Vietnamese partner. 

By destabilizing gender and sexuality norms, Đạo Mẫu gay mediums reveal that 

there are other ways to experience gender and sexuality than those bound by 

heteronormativity. Moreover, those who assume that their gender and sexuality 

are natural, are given the opportunity to question this when they are confronted 

with sexually ambiguous bodies, behavior, and desires. Đạo Mẫu gay mediums 

create ambiguity about bodies, gender, and sexuality, which may be the impetus 

for others to question how their own gender performances and sexuality have 

been achieved.

Also important, Đạo Mẫu gay mediums reveal a hybrid sexual Vietnamese 

identity that challenges notions of Western queer studies as the forefront of 

transformatory subject- positions. These are subject-positions and discourses 

informed by religion, history, and gender and sexuality norms coming together 

to form a specific Vietnamese citizen. As anthropologist Fran Martin proposed 

in 2008, the potential of queer hybridization recasts both traditional Asian 

cultures and so-called global processes of Westernization, by informing a 

“resurgence of a critical regional perspective” as well as a “culturally situated 

analysis of bodies, desires and ways of relating” (Blackwood, & Johnson 2012, 

p. 442). 
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The acceptance of Đạo Mẫu gay mediums paves the way for the recognition 

of sexual minorities within the larger society of Vietnam and for achieving 

social justice for those who have been oppressed because of their sexuality. 

Gay mediums in Đạo Mẫu contribute to social justice when public attitude to 

their feminine appearance and preference for same-sex relations changes from 

discrimination to ambivalence (Endres, 2012). Thus, the increasing respect for 

Đạo Mẫu gay mediums may lead to society’s acknowledgement of other gender 

ambivalent and sexual minorities.
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abstract:

This paper deals with the Indonesian typology of states, which are key 

challenges for Indonesia as a nation-state. In response to questions on 

how Indonesia’s political identity is underway, this article provides an 

explanation of how Indonesia experienced the transition from being a colonial 

to an independent state, the transition to peace after the dual revolutions of 1965 

and 1998, the transition from centralized to decentralized sovereignty, and from 

being an authoritarian to a democratic state. This article develops a discursive 

study, which shows that there have been a number of challenges to Indonesia’s 

nation-state building. The most pressing concern is the emergence of ethnic 

and religious conflicts and the call for separatism as a result of the failure in 

domestic economic development and the decline in democratic governance. 

introduction: reVisitinG indonesia’s historical trajectory
Indonesia’s development pathway commenced in 1965 after President Soeharto 

boosted domestic innovation to uplift economic growth in the country (Amir, 

2012). After 30 years of successfully reigning the country, his power was 

instantly overthrown. It was when Indonesia was hit by a financial crisis in 



rJseas regional Journal of southeast asian studies January 2018 | Volume 3 | Issue 1

www.rjseas.org27

1997-1998, followed by an unprecedented social unrest. To be able to secure 

its domestic economy, Indonesia underwent a tremendous transformation as 

a result of structural and political reforms after 1997. These involved major 

political liberalization, democratization, and the big bang decentralization 

system imposed by government Law No. 22/1999 and Law No. 25/1999 (Palmer 

& Engel, 2007).

In accordance with the concept of decentralization of the unitary state, power 

and authority in Indonesia are divided among local governments. Indonesia 

has achieved success in transforming power from the national to the local 

level. The central government has designated four provinces as having special 

status: Nangroe Aceh Darussalam, because it wants to implement the Shari’a 

law; Papua province, because its people want to separate from Indonesia; 

DKI Jakarta, because it is the capital of Indonesia; and Yogyakarta for its role 

in supporting Indonesia as a free state. The province of Yogyakarta was also 

the historical capital of Indonesia. Of the four designated provinces, only three 

have statutory basis supported by Law No. 44/1999 (Concerning privileges of 

the special province of Aceh), Law No. 21/2001 (Special autonomy for Papua 

province), granted with special members of parliament, and Law No. 29/2007 

(Capital region of Jakarta as the capital of the Republic of Indonesia). Thus, the 

special status has implications on the narrowing of central authority in certain 

aspects of politics, economics, and culture, resulting in tensions between the 

central government and local interests which in turn affect political policies. 

In fact, the national government implements a strict form of governance by 

exercising military power, both directly and indirectly.

As a new nation-state, Indonesia was from the very beginning, developed along 

the lines of a variety of typologies such as post-colonial state (White, & Lindstrom, 

1997), bureaucratic state (Robison, 1978), pancasila state (Weatherbee, 1985), 

secular state, multicultural state (Tanuwidjaja, 2010), authoritarian state 

(Aspinall, & Fealy, 2003), and religious state (Geertz, 1971). This paper will 

explore Indonesia’s building of its national identity and analyse whether it has 
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succeeded or failed in building itself as a nation-state and whether or not it is 

a weak or strong state. Fundamentally, Indonesia’s identity as a nation-state is 

volatile. Hadiz claims that because Indonesia has been strongly influenced by 

the globalization of democratic ideologies, it could be approached from different 

political angles, depending on particular socio-cultural dynamics (Hadiz, 2007). 

Even though democracy as a political system has been embraced since it was 

established in 1945, Indonesia has consistently encountered challenges placing 

democracy under extreme pressure. Given this proposition, this paper will also 

examine whether Indonesia deserves to be considered a successful democratic 

nation. 

 

tHe plural ideological identity of indonesia

indonesia as a post-colonial state
As a colonial state, the Dutch colonial holdings in the archipelago led to absolute 

poverty in Indonesia. Nationalism became the most powerful political weapon 

of that period in dealing with the revolutionary spirit of the time (Breuilly, 1993). 

The presence of the Japanese in Indonesia (1942-1945) further strengthened 

the local resolve to break away from colonial rule with a semi-military force. 

During this period, president Soekarno united the people by using nationalism 

as a magic word. Roosa outlines that Soekarno used his charismatic power to 

maintain unity in Indonesia (2007). As a political leader, Soekarno created his 

power via the ideology of nationalism to influence his people to struggle against 

the Dutch and attain freedom and sovereignty for Indonesians. In this section, 

we aim to analyze how the nationalist movement led Indonesia in becoming a 

free state and the challenges after gaining this independence. 

Indonesia is presumably the only nation-state in the world that was built 

from a collective declaration of young people from various ethnic groups and 

cultures. It was a long process of forming a collective consciousness among the 

Indonesian people who agreed to make this dream come true via the Sumpah 

Pemuda or Youth Oath. Without doubt, the Youth Oath has become a political 



rJseas regional Journal of southeast asian studies January 2018 | Volume 3 | Issue 1

www.rjseas.org29

key to unification by bringing together youths of various ethnic and cultural 

backgrounds. This oath became a keystone in uniting Indonesia, and proved to be 

pivotal in the struggle to break the shackles of colonial rule. Indonesia’s political 

history can also be viewed as a process fulfilling the promise of nationality. With 

the project of nation and character-building, Sukarno emphasized how it was to 

be proud of being Indonesian. In doing so, he also created ideological enemies 

as he consolidated and strengthened the bonds that the Indonesian national 

identity formed, and as he established a concept of a strong and equitable 

nation that should be respected by other nations. Unfortunately, by governing 

as a commander, Sukarno failed to deliver economic prosperity, which is an 

essential human need.

The new name, Indonesian, was adopted by students in the Netherlands for 

what was then called the Netherland Indies. These students also claimed the 

right to independence through student movements (Lane, 2014, pp. 18-19). In 

1922, the spirit of nationalism among Indonesian students in the Netherlands 

strengthened and thrived as the idea of Indonesia as an independent state caught 

on. This was evidenced by the birth of the organization Perhimpoenan Indonesia, 

as well as the Indonesia merdeka magazine (Soelias, 2016, p. 7). Nationalism also 

developed in West Sumatra, where a movement was spearheaded by Indonesian 

students who had returned from the Middle East. There, they built a national 

consciousness through Islamic education in the villages (Alfian, 1989, p. 78).

Indonesia was born out of a bloody struggle in 1945, and the Netherlands 

recognized its sovereignty and independence in 1949. It consists of a collection 

of 17,504 islands and 490 ethnic groups with 238 million people (Indonesia 

Central Agency on Statistics, 2010). Indonesia has over two hundred and fifty 

distinct languages that are spoken in the archipelago (Lane, 2008, p. 1). In 

addition, Indonesia has six formal religions and many other belief systems. 

People have different regional backgrounds, some from small kingdoms, a 

kingdom on the basis of religion, and so forth. It was not easy to combine all 

of these cultures in the name of one state and implement one language for all. 
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The efforts were ideologically underpinned by bhineka tunggal eka, a slogan 

of the state of Indonesia which means “unity in diversity,” or “many, yet one.” 

Many people were optimistic that diversity would be a source of strength for 

the nation-state, but now many are starting to ask whether the numerous riots 

in Indonesia were caused by the mismanagement of this diversity. They are 

convinced that diversity in Indonesia has not resulted in the advancement of 

democracy and prosperity. Moreover, Indonesia has a more encompassing 

new national slogan: “ultimate diversity,” highlighting that we are different 

and united because we are not only unique but also have the same imagination 

of a nation.

It should be noted that Indonesia also experienced being a federal state (i.e., 

Republic of United Indonesia or RIS) under Dutch colonialism. The state was 

constituted by of Madura, Sumatra, Pasundan, and Java. Unfortunately, most 

nationalist Indonesians fought against this form of the state and they succeeded 

(Lane, 2014; Feith, 2006). 

Soekarno as the first president declared that the Indonesian nation should 

not be “a nation of coolies and a coolie among nations” (Lane, 2008, p. 277). 

The hardest time for Indonesia were the years before 1945 because it was still 

controlled by the Netherlands. However, the founding fathers of Indonesia also 

continuously worried about the possibility of failing to build new nation-state. 

They wanted Indonesia to be a powerful nation, independent, and sovereign. A 

sovereign state according to Thomas Hobbe, controlled civil, military, judicial 

and ecclesiastical powers (1968). However, another philosopher, Hannah 

Arendt, also calls attention to the need for freedom and equality in a sovereign 

state (1951). In Indonesia’s case, plural society is seen as weakness. It is close to 

what Richard Boyd defines pluralism as “the disruptive and violent behaviours 

of individuals in group” (2004, p. 7). In Indonesia, freedom did not necessarily led 

to the equality of its citizens because people lack of shared purpose as citizens 

of multicultural state. 
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Soekarno made solidarity Indonesia’s project and he tried to keep an equal 

distance from all interest groups, including nationalist organizations, religious 

groups, and the communist party. He strongly argued for nationalism espoused 

by the so-called NASAKOM or the Nationalism, Religion, and Communism 

Movement, which combined all three in the governmental body. He was then 

deposed in 1965 by General Muhammad Soeharto who supported anti-communist 

propaganda. Social and political unrest happened throughout the nation, and the 

military and Islamic organizations cooperated to fight those who were suspected 

Partai Komunis Indonesia (PKI) members, resulting in around 500,000 deaths 

(Anderson, 2009, p. 113; Roosa, 2006). With military power, Soeharto formally 

became president in 1968 and stepped down in 1998 due to the people power 

movement, marking Indonesia’s so-called reform era or post-Soeharto regime. 

Soeharto’s regime created a strong political machine, Golongan Karya (GolKar), 

which was a pro-government party based on bureaucratic and military interests. 

He embarked on a development program that focused on economic growth, and 

he banned the involvement of civil society in political issues. In doing so, the 

central government limited political parties to only three recognized ones, with 

activities at the provincial and district levels. By the 1990s, Soeharto’s family 

and cronies were the major beneficiaries of state privatization schemes and 

in many cases, ran business monopolies (Robison, 1990). Soaring inflation and 

unemployment following the Asian financial crisis of 1997 prompted urban riots 

in 1998, and Soeharto was forced to resign. His successor, President B. J. Habibie, 

imposed several laws and policies in order to give the press and the people the 

freedom to speak and express their thoughts and opportunities to build political 

parties. Hundreds of political parties emerged after this reform. The Habibie 

administration gave the East Timorese people the option to choose whether they 

intended to join Indonesia or become a free state (Huang, & Gunn, 2004). As a 

result of this referendum, East Timor chose to be an independent state in 1999.

Shortly after independence was gained, there were a few debates between the 

leaders of the State. First, they discussed the importance of the “Jakarta charter,” 
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which proposed that the Sharia law be the highest constitution of the state. But 

this proposal ultimately failed due to the strength of groups which promoted 

respect for all religious communities in all parts of Indonesia. Nonetheless, 

theoretically, Indonesia has still been heavily influenced by the ideas of theocracy 

or what Hobbes describes as the acknowledgement of the state’s divinity (1968, 

228). The state recognizes only six religions in Indonesia and the supreme 

constitution of Indonesia declares that the nation’s independence was achieved 

by God’s will. During this period, Indonesian leaders tried to look for a viable 

form of government, whether unitary or federal state, republic or monarchy, 

and presidential or parliamentary. Finally, the national leaders decided that 

the proper form of government ought to be a unitary state, a republic, with a 

president (Feith, 2008, p. 156).

In addition , the developments of post-independence 1945 and post-reform 

1997-1998 are still stained by ethnic wars, power struggles between regions, as 

well as national and local conflict, which justify Lane’s findings that Indonesia 

as a nation-state is yet completed (2008, pp. 510-511). On the other hand, 

there is a strong feeling that nationalism must be maintained to keep popular 

sovereignty and the principled existence of the state, whereby, as Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel and Arendt would argue, freedom and absolute equality among 

nations are correlated with other nations. This is consistent with Indonesia’s 

constitution, which was ratified in June of 1946 regarding the role of Indonesia 

toward international politics and affair (Speight, 2002).

The militaristic regime of Soeharto in Indonesia has provided enough lessons for 

Indonesians that a negative peace is not a real and long-term peace. Soeharto was 

too confident that military power could be a ‘guarantor’ of nation-state building 

(Roosa, 2007, p. 67). However, the worsening of relationships among citizens 

in Indonesia after his fall proves that military threat was not an effective tool 

in maintaining peace. In Aceh, for instance, military operations were chosen 

to maintain peace and order by combating the rebellion, but such operations 

maintained peace only for a short time (Huang, & Gunn, 2004). The distrust of 
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the Aceh people toward the Javanese, for example, even increased because most 

of the military personnel sent there were Javanese. A general bias was created 

and the Indonesian Javanese were seen as colonizers of Aceh which gave the 

Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (GAM) the right to drive out the Javanese from Aceh, 

regardless of their individual status as civilians or military personnel. Still, the 

government of Soeharto tended to believe that military operations were the best 

option. Negotiation was impossible at that time, because the government set up 

other groups as enemy organizations. 

As Breuilly argues, nationalism in Indonesia was often used as a tool to conquer 

political opponents (1993). In practice, nationalism is nothing but politics, insofar 

as it has been applied since the Sukarno era under the so-called old order, 

which practised a strain of nationalism more closely aligned with socialism 

and communism. This political tool was then used by Soeharto to suppress 

various social upheavals in the military, as it was considered the only means of 

legitimizing the state’s monopoly of physical violence on behalf of the integrity 

of the nation and the State. The intent was, in the name of nationalism, force 

different groups and movements to obey the law or otherwise be banned. 

indonesia as a bureaucratic state
Generally speaking, a post-colonial state tends to be a bureaucratic state with 

a complicated administration involving many practices of corrupt behaviour 

(Rondinelli, 2003). It has been influenced by the role of the revolution in 

bureaucratizing France, but sociologist Theda Skocpol argues that the revolution 

eliminated the medieval rubbish of parochialism and the privileges that 

hampered the creation of a modern bureaucratic state (1985, pp. 7-9) . Moreover, 

Benedict Anderson labeled Indonesia, under Soeharto, as a “military state” with 

complicated bureaucratic agencies (1983). Meanwhile, Vedi Hadiz and Richard 

Robison consider Indonesia an authoritarian-capitalist state (2013). This means 

that Indonesia is governed by a capitalist class, with politicians and the state 

both engaging in business fields. 
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Bureaucracy is also seen as the elites’ interest to gain and defend their power 

in society via rationality and authority. For German sociologist Max Weber, this 

is a characteristic of the modern state, which governs society by imposing legal 

tools (1978; Udy, 1959; Wreck, & Mills, 1949, pp. 196-244). In Indonesia’s case, the 

strongest and most powerful bureaucracy was implemented during Soeharto’s 

presidential dictatorship from 1965 to 1998. As for Indonesia, in a period of more 

than 32 years, a bureaucratic-authoritarian state that led to state capitalism was 

characterized by the proliferation of activities of the government and authorities 

in accumulating capital to manipulate the law in order to maintain power (Hadiz, 

2000, p. 4-10; Robinson, 1990). Larry Diamond calls this a “predatory state”, with 

the behaviour of elites as cynical and opportunistic (2008). Under this kind of state, 

according to Putnam et al. in their article “Making democracy work,” “corruption 

is widely regarded as the norm” while political participation is mobilized from 

above, civic engagement is meager, compromise is scarce, and “nearly everyone 

feels powerless, exploited, and unhappy” (1994, pp. 34, 23). Predatory states cannot 

sustain democracy because sustainable democracy requires constitutionalism, 

compromise, and respect for the law. This phenomenon commonly occurs in 

countries that are in transition from post-colonialism.

The bureaucracy in Indonesia has been powerful in keeping political and 

social order. This, then, has contributed to a wide gap between the state and its 

society, and has concentrated economic power in the hands of certain groups 

and owners of capital (Robison, 1978; Hadiz, 2005, 2007). Theoretically, such a 

regime is similar to that described by political scientist Barbara Geddes (1999, 

pp. 115-144), who states that there are three types of regimes: military juntas, 

one-party states, and personalized regimes. Each is subject to different pressures 

and tends to end in different ways. Most people do not want power in the hands 

of the military, but they do want the military to become the unifying symbol of 

the nation-state, to provide public order, and to protect the people as a whole. 

This role of the military vis-à-vis nation-state building has already been outlined 

by various scholars, including Golts and Putnam (2004), Scott (2007), Hashim 

(2008), Bernazzoli and Flint (2009), and Kim (2010). 
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As a result, the state bureaucracy has been a military-dictatorship with 

absolute power, leading to the abuse of power in the form of corruption, 

collusion, and nepotism (Dalberg-Acton, 1949). Authoritarian state, as a label 

for Indonesia is valid not only for the Soeharto era (1965-1998) but also for the 

Sukarno era of so-called guided democracy (1959-1966). However, Soeharto 

was the most authoritarian president in Indonesia. He, through military 

power, murdered three million people in the name of the anti-communist 

cause (Anderson, 2008). Under this regime, democracy was used as an 

instrument of legitimacy, and the government believed that in establishing 

democracy, the economy was more important than freedom. Studies have 

labelled this period that of an authoritarian state because society was 

overpowered by the state which preserved its power and authority. As a 

consequence, the bureaucracy became powerful and strict; corruption was 

acute due to patron-client relationships at the centre of the government. It 

can be stated that general elections were held only to gain legitimacy from 

the public and build an image of the state as firmly democratic, hiding the 

state of terror from its own society and people. This era was characterized 

by what is called a quasi democracy or what Joseph Schumpeter refers to as 

procedural democracy (2003, p. 269; Dahl, 1973). 

President Soeharto led a regime that was supported by the military with a 

strict bureaucracy. Unlike Sukarno who maintained unity in Indonesia by 

advocating nationalism, Soeharto resorted to military force and coercion 

during his regime. Another source mentions that Soeharto’s actions were 

sponsored by the United States’ Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and by Britain. 

Both the U.S. and Britain wanted the army to fight the communists. During 

Soeharto’s regime, the state used the military as a legitimizing tool to control 

the people and, at the same time, monopolized economic resources rather than 

freeing them up for the cause of freedom and welfare. During this period, the 

general election was only a means to declare to the world that Indonesia was 

a democratic state. Indonesia held general elections by a schedule as provided 

in the concept of procedural democracy or electoral democracy (Dahl, 1973). 
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However, these elections only produced a ‘predatory state’ where in elections 

are contests between corrupt, clientelistic parties. Elections are democratic only 

if they are truly free and fair. There are parliaments and local governments, 

but they do not represent broad constituencies. There are constitutions, but 

not constitutionalism (Diamond, 2008).

Actually, in the orientation of power, politics in Indonesia before and after 

the reforms did not change significantly. The struggle for power can only be 

justified if it can be shown that, in practice, these powers can be used to benefit 

the people. The emergence of extraordinary powers that could make all 

parties submit can only be justified if it can avoid a war between such parties. 

Politically, will to power, it is rationally justifiable, then, that the power struggle 

is none other than the realization of a lawless society that will only result in 

a match between forces that will not guarantee social order, because it only 

benefits capitalists and rulers, who only think about their own interests rather 

than those of the people (Diamond, 2008). After the 1998 reform, there was 

a shift in political society, which was originally seen to favour governmental 

activity in the interests of the state. After the reform, society’s interests were 

given attention. Although civil society groups succeeded in forcing President 

Soeharto to step down from his throne, the old elite was still too powerful to 

defeat. They tended to support and therefore restore into power a political 

party that was dependent on state funding (Imawan, 2004, pp. 20-21). Some 

political parties basically do not rely on the contributions of their members, 

but instead on state funding. 

One of the indicators of governability (strong or weak state position) is a 

territorial security . The strongest national issue for post-Soeharto Indonesia 

is territorial integrity (Roosa, 2007). This has brought strong military power 

back into the realm of politics, for instance, as seen in the battle between the 

Indonesian army and GAM in Aceh and the military violence committed against 

the Papuan Freedom Movement (OPM) in Papua since 1965 until now.
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indonesia as a pancasila state, secular state, and religious state
Pancasila, the state ideology of Indonesia means Indonesia as a multicultural 

state or pluralist state, referring to its cultural diversity. This part of the paper 

uses the theory of a “multicultural state” to build an understanding of Indonesia 

as a nation. The Republic of Indonesia adheres to the national philosophy 

”unity in diversity,” guided by five state principles: namely, “in one God we 

trust,” “humanitarianism,” “unity of nation,” “representation of the people” 

and “social justice.” However, extremist Islamic groups, through the Jakarta 

charter movement, have tried to impose Islamic law as the national law. These 

groups strongly oppose the secular and pancasila state as the final form of the 

Indonesian state (Fealy, 2004; Romli, 2006, pp. 157-159). Among conservative 

Islamic groups, Pancasila is viewed as secular and liberal by connecting it to 

the Western concept of state. For example, the Acehnese asked the national 

government to implement its own Islamic law in Aceh province (Jemadu, 2004). 

Although Islam is the majority religion, it did not became state religion and the 

demand for Islamic state has been changing to the discussion of Sharia law’s 

implementation in many regions in Indonesia shortly after Soeharto regime 

(Ma’arif, 2006, p. xv; Natsir, 1954, p.1).

To date, a major question, which does not really have an exact answer, is whether 

Pancasila should be the final state ideology of Indonesia. Two groups in general 

argue for Indonesia as either a religious (Islamic) or a pancasila (multicultural) 

state. However, both groups actually agree that Indonesia is neither secular 

nor liberal. This position basically represents modern and inclusive character 

of Islam in Indonesia (Kuntowijoyo, 2008, p. 620) Unfortunately, the issue 

regarding Indonesia’s type of state is still unresolved. Hal Hill, Professor 

Emeritus of Southeast Asian economies, argues that Indonesia is one of the 

most diverse and heterogeneous countries in the world (1989). Pancasila as the 

ideology of the state respects this diversity. However, challenges and resistance 

to the multicultural state resurfaced due to the presence of fundamentalist and 

radical Islamic groups which want to uphold the Islamic law in Indonesia. Their 

argument favours a Muslim majority state. 
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Indonesia’s government officially recognizes Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, 

Hinduism, Buddhism, and Confucianism as formal religions. Members of 

unrecognized religions are banned, and atheism is not accepted. Moreover, 

the national government has often failed to respond to religious-based 

intolerance practices of fundamentalist Islam in recent years. For example, the 

discrimination and violence against Ahmadiyyah—a heterodox Islamic sect 

with 400,000 Indonesian followers—worsened in 2008 after the Religious Affairs 

Department recommended that the group be banned. Seeking a compromise, 

the government banned Ahmadists from proselytizing, but the sect has been 

banned outright in several districts and in the province of South Sumatra. 

Some 130 Ahmadists remained in shelters in 2009 after the sectarian violence 

in 2006 forced them out of their homes in Mataram, Lombok (Wahid Institute, 

2009). Although violence between Christians and Muslims in Poso continued 

to decrease in 2009, grievances and low public confidence in the government 

remain unaddressed. The Wahid Institute reported 232 incidents of religious 

intolerance in 2009. Moreover, a fierce competition between interest groups in 

forming the future state of Indonesia has always existed, and they do not only 

compete in making laws at the national level, but also in the local level. The local 

states work to influence the national government to adopt changes already in 

place in the local level. This led to the multicultural state becoming an interest 

group state, with contestations between Islam as a religion and the state before 

and after the fall of Soeharto regime in May 1998, as observed by Smith-Hefner 

(1999). Furthermore, Azurmardi Azra asserts that: 

Muslim consensus is hard to achieve, but it is important to 

recognize this much in Muslim Indonesia politics; years of 

struggle against Soeharto dictatorship deepened mainstream 

commitment to democracy, constitutional law, civil independence, 

and peaceful reformation (2001, p. 67). 

As mentioned earlier, many Islamic groups denounce Pancasila as a state ideology. 

They proclaim that the state is not happy if Islamic groups run the government 
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as seen in the killing of many Islamic group leaders and members in Aceh, Priok, 

and Sulawesi under the new order (Barker, 1998). Unsurprisingly, the debate 

emerged in an era during which democracy as a political and governmental 

system was widely accepted. Democracy can survive because it provides another 

mechanism of control, and is reluctant to be controlled. The check and balance 

mechanisms between state institutions and the citizens uphold the ideology of 

state laws that protect social and cultural diversity. In their understanding of 

the law, people do not exist above it. At any given moment, the law is needed to 

achieve public order and this is the main reason why the state has the authority 

and power to use coercion in maintaining its constitution (Skocpol, 1985). Or, 

according to Hobbes, enforcing the law in terms of making people obey the law 

(1968). While the Indonesian constitution has clearly embraced a multicultural 

state, it also has the right to prevent those who oppose the idea of Indonesia as 

a pancasila state.

But this is not easy to understand, because pro-Jakarta charter groups call for 

a return to the original constitution in accordance with the Jakarta charter, 

implementing Islamic law for its believers. These groups are considered Islamic 

“hardliners” which are also members of various Islamic organizations in cities 

or villages. They are vocally hostile to pluralism as state ideology and their 

ideas are likely influenced by Islamic views from the middle east where Islam is 

considered a universal religion that will not harm non-Islamic groups, because 

Islamic law is only applicable to Muslims. Interestingly, some Islamic groups 

strongly believe that if Indonesia imposed Islamic law spo,sored by the state, 

this reform would not harm any minority groups.

pulling tHreads togetHer: redefining indonesia identity as a state.
Throughout this paper, we have emphasized that Indonesia’s ideology has 

vetted its political identity as a multicultural nation. However, racial and inter-

religious conflicts have become an apparent threat to its multiethnic society. 

Even worse, the unresolved social conflicts in several areas of Indonesia have 

rendered local governance more fractal because of insufficient institutional 
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capability to address and mitigate the issues. The state, to some extent, has failed 

to establish national security to protect its citizens politically. If the national 

government fails to manage this problem, there could be aprovinces who might 

wish to secede within the state. 

Thus, Indonesia’s current problems are not only about political sovereignty, 

but also about economic and cultural sovereignty. In dealing with these issues, 

Indonesia needs to bring together the military, civil society, religious leaders, 

and the government to discuss and examine solutions in facing the future 

of the nation. In other words, all of them should guarantee national unity. 

Therefore, Indonesia’s fragility poses challenges to the nation-state. It could be 

argued that Indonesia as an unfinished nation is also a politically volatile as 

it could turn into a strong or weak state, secular or religious state, centralized 

or decentralized state, or an authoritarian or democratic state (Lane, 2008). 

Those type of the regimes depend highly on the relationship between state 

and society, between the military and civil societies as the impact of the 

democratization progress.

The building of states and the strengthening of institutions are crucial for 

the world community (Fukuyama, 2004). The rise and fall of nation-states is 

not new. According to Robert Rotberg, in a modern era when national states 

constitute the building blocks of world order, the palpable weakness and violent 

disintegration of many states in Africa and Asia also threaten other states (2004). 

The slow development or even failure of a government in one place can pose a 

threat to other governments in different parts of the world. 

In some degree, we can view Indonesia’s governance as unsuccessful in creating 

common order at local level. It could be then claimed that it is a failed state 

which is theorized as one with a paralyzed and inoperative decision-making 

centre of government, where laws are not made, order is not preserved, and 

societal cohesion, not enhanced (Sorensen & Torfing, 2003). As a territory, it has 

no guaranteed security from the central sovereign organization and the state 
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has lost its legitimacy as an authoritative political institution. For S. Jackson, 

a failed state is a state that cannot safeguard its citizens’ basic needs such as 

peace, order, and security (1998). Regarding the governability of the state, 

Richard Robinson defines a failed state as one that has ineffective control over 

its people (1990).

In general, a state may suffer from failure in governing its nation and citizens. 

Indonesia is an example. Such failure occurred when its reformation took place in 

1998, following its monetary crisis, as well as social and political unrest (Klinken, 

2007). When the crisis happened, the government did not succeed in reinforcing 

order to and anticipate conflict between the haves and have nots in time of 

monetary trouble. As a result, conflicts happened every single day. Governments 

lose credibility if a particular nation-state itself becomes questionable and 

illegitimate in the hearts and minds of its citizens (Rotberg, 2004, p. 1). To date, the 

religious and ethnic conflicts have continued, and the number of poor citizens 

has increased to 39 million (Central Agency of Statistics, 2010). It seems that the 

crisis is ongoing as the government has not managed to govern its citizens. . 

In recent times, despite the fact that Indonesia under President Joko Widodo 

has been starting to build infrastructure project nationwide in order to control 

the development and gain political legitimation, the administration has been 

struggling for invalid information shared on the social media including radical 

group propaganda and separatist movements. Central government seems to 

have lost their energy in ceasing and controlling the hoaxes. This condition gave 

rise to potential emergence of radical separatists to derail the principle of unity 

in diversity, as well as nationalist agenda of in Indonesia. Internal violence, the 

problem of delivering political goods to citizens, and illegitimate government 

which interact with international disorder will be the most dangerous factor in 

forcing Indonesia into failing/failed state in the near future.

After analysing the different ideological perspectives of political scholars 

discussed above, this paper posits that Indonesia continues to be an unfinished 

nation-state which is moving towards being a failed state. We surmise that this 
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is partially due to the differences in the way every presidential regime has 

responded to the effects of liberalization and globalization and their lack of 

commitment to the interests of the people at the grass roots level. 
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abstract:

since the Bronze age, Myanmar Buddhists have cast and donated bells 

to pagodas, monasteries, zedis, and stupas in Myanmar. There are two 

types of bells: big bells to be struck and small bells shaped like banyan 

leaves. In big bells, inscriptions in Myanmar, Pali, and Mon languages could be 

found and categorized into two: original bell inscriptions and secondary bell 

inscriptions. A donor’s noble attitude, wishes, and sharing merits can be found 

in bell inscriptions. Although bell inscriptions were donated in accordance with 

religious belief, studying bell inscriptions also reveal the social lines of Myanmar 

through successive periods. This paper attempts to show the traditional belief 

and the good moral with the bell donation of Myanmar culture. Since Myanmar’s 

bells are deeply intertwined with Myanmar’s society, they are considered an 

ancient heritage of high historical value. 

introduction
Myanmar is connected to India by land from the north and by waterway from 

the south. Through this, Buddhism from central India emerged and propagated 

in Myanmar (Mangrai, 1976, p. 157). During the rule of King Anawrahta in the 
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Bagan period, Buddhist worship reached its peak (Toe, 2013, p. 8). In the Kalayani 

inscription, it was stated that:

After the end of Buddhist lent, Sapada Mahtay observed pawarana 

(a ceremony where monks ask their brethren to reprimand them 

for any sins they may have committed) and came to Bagan with 

four other Mahtays (Mingyiphyaw, Taungdwingyi, & Sayadaw, 

1957, pp. 45-46).

Buddhist literature, culture, traditions, and customs also arrived in Myanmar 

due to Buddha Sasana (Swe, 1986, pp. 5-6). The Myanmar Buddhists built pagodas 

on every highland, and Myanmar was called “Pagoda land” because there were 

many white coated and gilded pagodas all over the country (Swe, 1986, p. 3). 

Additionally, the ancient people of Myanmar donated various sizes of bells to 

pagodas, caves, monasteries, and zayats based on religious belief (Tint, 2011, p. 

191). This paper analyzes why Myanmar donated bells to pagodas. 

bell donation in myanmar
Bell donation is part of the traditional culture of Myanmar. However, current 

studies about it are only concerned with the wishes on the bell inscription. 

There is no study about the relationship between the donation, the belief, and 

the attainment of the noble attitude. 

This paper will examine bell donation vis-à-vis the beliefs of Myanmar people 

through successive periods. It will review the different wishes on the bell 

inscription and the stone inscription in ancient time and how to attain the 

noble attitude from bell donation. This paper will differ from other studies 

by presenting both primary and secondary sources using descriptive and 

comparative methods. This paper will provide knowledge and facts about 

Myanmar traditional culture.
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the meaninG and history oF bells in myanmar
According to the Myanmar encyclopedia, a bell is a musical instrument shaped 

like a water convolvulus flower with a hollow inside and must be hung on a 

bar placed horizontally at a certain height and beat with something (1955). It is 

one of the ten ancient bronze musical instruments and is considered a cultural 

symbol related to religion (Naing, 1990, p. 130, 138).

The earliest evidence of bells came from China four thousand years ago. In 

western European countries, bells were kept inside Christian churches during 

the fifth and sixth centuries (Myanmar encyclopedia, 1955, p. 320). The first king 

Gaius Octavianus of the Roman Empire from 63 BC to AD 14 handed the big bell 

at the entrance of the Jupiter church (Ko, 1996, p. 4). The French started to use 

bells in AD 550. The famous Saint Patrick’s bell in Belfast, Northern Ireland was 

made in the sixth century.

In Myanmar, the tradition of casting bells started in the bronze age, around 1500 

BC to 500 BC (The report of the excavation of Myauk Hlan bronze age, 10.6.2009 to 

9.7.2009, n.d.a.; The report of the excavation of Kokkokha Hla bronze age, 1.11.1999 

to 16.11.1999, n.d.a.). Bells were also cast and donated in ancient cities Beikthano, 

Sriksetra, and Vesali (Kyi, 2003, p. 14; Aung Thaw, 1972, pp. 31-32; Win, 2011, p. 

14). At the beginning of the Pyu era, only small bells were made; during the later 

period, bigger bells were gradually cast in pagodas as well. Originally, bells were 

made primarily to create sound but eventually, decorations were added on the 

body of the bells (Ko, 1996, p. 3).

During the Bagan period (AD 849-1369), which begun after the decline of the 

Pyu era, new bells were cast and donated. In the course of King Kyansittha’s 

reign (1077-1084), five big bells were cast with 1,000 visses1 of bronze, all of 

which were donated to different pagodas—three to Shwezigone pagoda, one 

1 1 viss = 1.63293 kg or 3.6 lbs
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to Arnandar pagoda, and one to Min O Chan Thar pagoda (Hmannan Mahar 

Yarzawindawgyi, 2008, p. 175; Win, 1996, pp. 29-30). In addition, during the 

reign of King Alaungsithu, two bells were cast with 10,000 tilas (2,000 visses) 

of bronze and were each donated to Thatbyaynyu pagoda and Shwegu pagoda 

(Kala, 2006, p. 199).

The Shin Pin Bawdi Stone displayed at the Bagan museum was inscribed by the 

daughter of Nyaunguan Mingyi in 1242. Thamein recorded its inscription:

1106
2

 
 
 

 viss of bronze were cast for the bell.

 Out of cave was 155
2

 
 
 

 viss of bronze (1999, pp. 191-192).

Although casting huge bells originated in the Bagan period, there was no 

evidence to support this claim. Near the monastery of Thatbyaynyu pagoda in 

Bagan, only two brick pillars that supported a big bell could be found. That kind 

of bell could not be found in the Pinya period (1313-1364) (Ko, 1996, pp. 5-7). 

Only a few Mon–Myanmar bells from Innwa (1364-1555) and Taungoo periods 

(1485-1599) remained. Thus, the bells of Nyaungyan period (1600-1752) were 

marked as the earliest bells in history (Swe, 1986, p. 199).

Bell donations continued until the Konbaung period (1752-1885) (Research on the 

Shwedagon Pagoda, 1980, p. 93). Though there were different kinds and sizes of 

bells donated, the bells of Pinya, Innwa, and Nyaungyan periods did not exceed 

100 visses in weight. The biggest bells were cast during the Konbaung period 

(Win, 2011, pp. 16-17). The kind of bell that exceeded 500 visses in weight could 

be found only after the reign of King Alaungmintaya (1752-1760). It was found 

that mostly kings, ministers, and wealthy men could donate bells as private 

donations, though ordinary people could make collective donations (Thamein, 

1999, pp. 78-79).
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Although Myanmar fell under the rule of British imperialists, the tradition of donating 

bells is still practiced. Bell donation is a noble act; it cannot be done irresponsibly. 

Recently, huge bell donations are rare (Swe, 1986, pp. 189-190). Valuable materials 

used in casting bells such as gold, silver, and bronze are expensive and not easy to 

obtain. If the size of the bell is big, manpower must be used. 

Hence, it is admirable that Myanmar kings persevered to implement bell 

donation; the bells donated by kings and people of ancient periods can be found 

throughout the country (Naing, 1996, p. 10). Even though there are no golden 

bells in the country, Myanmar’s bells which were painstakingly cast and donated 

now exist as proud images in the world (Naing, 1996, pp. 154-155).

tHe types of bells 
There are two types of bells: big and small. Small bells, which are shaped like 

a banyan leaf, are used to make tintinnabulations in the wind. On the other 

hand, big bells are to be struck by a wooden stick, bamboo stick, or antler (Shin, 

1975, p. 317). In “Study of small bells at Shwedagon” by the Historical Research 

Department, there are records of big and small bell donations: 

Two hundred visses of gold and silver small bells, 341 silver 

small bells, 14 golden bells, and one bell made of an alloy of five 

metals were obtained after the destruction of the pagoda and 

were donated when the renovation finished after the earthquake 

on June 12, 1760 (Thaik, 1985, p. 109).

Most of these bells were found. Myanmar’s small bells were liked by foreign 

tourists (Tha, 2013, p. 3). The big bells were found to be made of bronze iron and 

an alloy of five metals—gold, silver, copper, tin, and zinc. The golden bells were 

not found (Naing, 1996, p. 6). 

Among the famous big bells of the world, the Tsar-Kolokol from Moscow, Russia 

is considered the largest bell. Cast from 1733 to 1735, it weighs over 200 tons 
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(Tsar Bell, n.d.a.). Although it is the largest bell in the world, it is broken and 

cannot be struck. 

The bell that challenged the Tsar-Kolokol as the biggest in the world was the 

Appainathaw bell in Mon language, commonly called the Dhammazedi bell. The 

Dhammazedi bell was one of the first bells donated to Shwedagon pagoda. It 

weighed 290 tons (Lay, 1999, p. 196). The bell was cast in the 15th century, but 

in 1608 it was taken on a barge to Thanlyin to be recast as cannons (Shin, 1975, 

p. 50). While crossing Dawbon river, the canal boat fractured and the bell sank 

underwater. Now, it has been over 400 years since the bell was lost (Lay, 1999, 

p. 200). 

The third largest bell in the world is the Mingun bell located at the Mingun 

pagoda in Myanmar. Cast in 1808 during the reign of King Bodawphaya, the bell 

weighs 90.52 tons and cannot be swung. Nevertheless, the Mingun bell is the 

biggest functioning bell in the world (Toe, 2013, p. 159). It is the second biggest 

bell in Myanmar (Thaw, 1974, p. 139).

the usaGe oF the bell 
Although bells can be found everywhere in the world, the usage of bells differ. 

There are various kinds of tradition. In western European countries, bells are 

usually rung at Christian church services, as well as ceremonies like weddings 

and funerals (Hmannan mahar yarzawindawgyi, 2008, p. 95). 

In Myanmar, bells were rung during coronations and wedding ceremonies of 

kings (Win, 2011, p. 14). However, people also held traditions of ringing bells 

in judicial matters and during tax collection (Swe, 1986, p. 5). In the Pyu era, 

King Duttabaung of Srikestra collected taxes by ringing the bell within the 

region. In the Taungoo period, the tradition of ringing bells occurred not only in 

religious matters but also in the public judicial system. It was inscribed on the 

Bayintnaung bell of 1557, line 6 to 7, in Shwezigone pagoda:
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A bell was hung at the middle of the road, and law and order 

would be restored for mankind. 

By ringing the bell, people who were wronged were given the chance to make a 

complaint to the king.

Nowadays, bells are used in everyday life—to hold meetings, to signal the 

beginning and ending of school hours—and as alarm clocks and telephones in 

homes, offices, and hotels (Myanmar Encyclopedia, 1955, p. 318). Its function 

has become more diverse but it is still used as a symbol (Naing, 1996, pp. 154-

155).

bell inscriptions 
Bell inscriptions are letters inscribed on the body of a bell. These are done by 

ancient Myanmar Buddhists who aimed to perpetuate their donations as well as 

to let their descendants know their merits (Research on the Shwedagon pagoda, 

1980, p. 64). There is evidence that bell inscriptions started in the fifth century 

and existed until present (Tint, 2011, p. 193). 

In bell inscription records, the names of donors, their relatives, titles awarded 

by kings, designations, addresses, objectives, date of casting, weight of the 

bronze of the bell, price of inscription, wishes, and sharing merits could be 

found. Mostly, bell inscriptions are concerned with religious matters (Ko, 

1996, p. 16). It is a pure religious donation based on the noble good will of the 

donors.

Bell inscriptions are divided into two categories—original bell inscriptions and 

secondary bell inscriptions. Original bell inscriptions are letters inscribed on 

the body of a bell in the form of circling it or in lines at the time when the bell 

was donated. Secondary bell inscriptions are the records inscribed later by 

those who repaired the bell. Original and secondary bell inscriptions can be 
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found together in some bells (Swe, 1986, p. 26). One example is the bell at the 

southeast platform of Shwesandaw pagoda in Pyay. In that bell, lines 1 to 2, the 

inscription states: 

Donated by 836 Dalhousie Wundauk Gyi U Ba Oo and Wundauk 

Kadaw Daw Aye Kyi on the 12th waning day of Tazaungmone 

ME (Myanmar Era) 1313 (Grandchildren of Mahar Tharman 

Wundaukgyi U Saw Nan and Daw Thin). 

The inscription continues, lines 2 to 5, on the second oval molding of the bell:

Auspiciousness to you all. This bell is donated on the 1st waning 

day of Tagu, ME 1243 by Mahar Thaman Wundaukmin U Saw 

Nan; wife Me Thin; son Maung Lu Gale Gyi; daughters Ma 

Pu, Ma Su, and Ma Mya who wished to reach nirvana. May 

the spirits (nats) and human beings say, “well done’’ (sadu). 

A donation out of pure generosity weighing 17,700 viss of 

bronze. 

The handwritings inscribed on the bell are both angular and circular in form. 

Bell inscriptions are part of the country’s cultural heritage together with stone 

inscriptions, ink inscriptions on stucco, bowl letters, clay tablet letters, and 

cemetery letters (Win, 2011, p. 16).

noble attitudes occurred From the bell 
There are two noble attitudes that can be attained in relation to bells:

(1) noble attitudes obtained from striking and donating bells

(2) noble attitudes of the donors from bell inscriptions

(1) Noble attitude obtained from striking bells. Myanmar people believe 

they can obtain noble attitudes from striking and donating bells. Hence, 

Buddhists from Myanmar donate bells to pagodas, zedis, stupas, caves, and 
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monasteries with the intention to worship the sound of the bell (Toe, 2013, 

p. 159). Buddhists strike bells and share their merits to all living beings, 

to possess delight for the good deed they have done when they reach the 

pagoda and monastery. Everyone who heard the striking of the bell knows 

that a good deed has been done and they utter sadu three times. Buddhists 

are not satisfied just by sharing merits; they intend to make all creatures in 

the 31 planes of existence to say sadu (Research on the Shwedagon pagoda, 

1980, p. 56). 

Human beings, nats, brahmans, and creatures living in the 31 planes of existence 

can say sadu after hearing the sound of the bell. A noble attitude is distributed, 

and it invites goodwill, generosity, freedom from worry, disappearance of evil, 

and piety with the bell’s pleasant sound (Win, 1996, p. 8; Swe, 1986, p. 8). It 

reminds those who had forgotten to make good deeds when they hear the big 

and small bells ringing (Tha, 2013, p. 3). Everyone who hears the sound of the 

bell knows it is a religious tune (Tint, 2011, p. 192). Moreover, the striking of 

bells can make the earth as witness for the good deeds and donations. It can end 

greed, anger, and malice because it can make the mind pleasant. Therefore, the 

benefit obtained from the sound of the bell is very noble.

(2) Noble attitudes of the donors from the bell inscriptions. The religion, 

culture, social status, as well as the noble attitude of bell donors could be 

known by studying the style of writing and usage of words in bell inscriptions. 

Consequently, bell donors made various wishes—to possess a “good voice”, to 

reach Nirvana, to be rich and famous, to achieve longevity, and to be freed from 

samsara (cycle of rebirth). They were delighted with good deeds as long as they 

saw their donations as bell inscriptions. It seemed to be an attempt to fulfill their 

wishes. The aim of a bell donor to possess a “good voice” was inscribed in the 

bell of ME 1071, line 9, located at Mingun U Pu Gyi Taw Ya Chaung monastery:

 

Sagaing township: May this be the sound donation for pilgrims to 

possess peace of mind and exist perpetually. 
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The donor donated with the aim to possess a “good voice” in the next existence.

In one bell inscription, the greed, anger, and ignorance of the donor ceased 

and he willed to be free from samsara. In 1593, on the Thuriya Kommar bell at 

the eastern stairway of Shin Mote Htee pagoda, line 3, six miles distance from 

Dawei, it was recorded:

May he be freed from all the dangers and enemies and possess 

peace of mind in every existence. 

It showed that the donor did not wish to stay in samsara, and he knew 

that the greed, anger, and ignorance of human beings would cease only 

if he reached nirvana. This is an example of how donors from the ancient 

period wished to attain nirvana. In contrast, Win notes that in some bell 

inscriptions, donors made wishes about what they wanted to be in the next 

existence (2011).

In the ME 991 bell near Buddha Sa Sana Noggaha Association at the eastern 

stairway of Shwesandaw pagoda in Pyay, line 6, the donor made a wish that:

He would live more than a hundred years of age.

In the ME 999 (1633) Duttabaund bell, line 4, near Sunday Conner of Shwesandaw 

pagoda, it was recorded that: 

He reached nirvana as well as the sasana would exist for 5,000 years. 

Although donors made wishes about what they wanted to be, it was found 

that they believed in Buddha’s preaching and could control their mind (Htay, 

2002).

It was also found that a donor’s generosity could be seen by looking at the weight 

of bronze in viss during casting on the bell inscription. In the Singu Min bell of 
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1778 at the north of the western stairway of Shwedagon Pagoda Platform, line 

10, it was recorded that: 

The bell was casted with 15,555 visses of bronze and the diameter 

was five feet whereas the circumference was 15 feet; thickness 

was two feet with the height of 72 feet. 

In the ME 899, Theinga Thura bell at the eastern corner of the platform of Kyaik 

Than Lan Pagoda in Mawlamyine, line 1 to 2, it was recorded that: 

This bell was cast with the charity of one lakh2 and 60,000. 

The generosity of the donor was evident by looking at the donation of the bell. 

It was also found that the donor’s generosity made the Myanmar Buddhists 

emulate the donation (Cho, 2010, p. 79).

The magnanimity and sincerity of the donors could also be found in some bell 

inscriptions. In the bell inscription donated by U Tun Aung and Daw Shwe Meit’s 

family at the platform of Pyay Shwesandaw Pagoda in 1872, lines 1 to 3, it was 

inscribed:

This donation was dedicated to father U Shwe Doke, mother Me 

Tone, step-mother Ma Thar Kaung, daughter U Shwe Thet, and 

son Maung Kyee Taing who aimed to achieve nirvana. 

Thus, the donor’s noble attitude could be seen in the merits shared not only by 

the parents, but also by the step-mother.

In one bell inscription, a donor’s concern and respect for his master was also 

found. In the Kyaik Pyin Ku Pagoda bell donated by Thamein Lagun Byone in ME 

2 1 lakh = 100,000
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855 at Mya Thein Dan Zedi in Mottama, line 3 to 4 and 10, it was inscribed that:

When Thamein Lagun Byone, slave of Sinbyushin Min, stayed at the Mottama 

region […] He consulted with his warriors and cast a bell at the foot of the 

pagoda named Kye Kyet Phyin Ku together with a Sayadaw by the name of Thiri 

Thudadda Bi Dra and his disciples and relatives. 

He called his master Sinbyushin Min, and when the name of the donor was 

mentioned he put his master’s name first followed by his name, which showed 

that he was a true slave and a king’s official who possessed a noble attitude.

In making wishes and sharing merits, stone inscriptions from the Bagan period 

were very different from bell inscriptions. Selfish wishes such as “my husband the 

king,” “my son the king,’’ and “my grandson the king’’ like the stone inscriptions 

from the Bagan period were not found. They only aimed at achieving nirvana 

(Win, 2011, p. 107). In the bell donated by Maung San Htun and his son Maung 

Hla Kyaw on the 13th waxing day of Tabodwe, ME 1275 at Shwe Phone Pwint 

Pagoda, Maubin, lines 3 to 4, the wish was simply:

May this good deed of donation assist in reaching nirvana and 

may this merit be shared with the nats, human beings, and 

creatures dwelling in the 31 planes of existence, and sadu shall 

be uttered. 

In contrast, the wishes in the Min Waing Aphwa Saw stone inscription in Min 

Nan Thu village were full of lust. 

Furthermore, Myanmar Buddhists believed in one’s deed, word, and thought 

and accepted it. In bell inscriptions, donors did not make curses but they noted 

that the succeeding kings bore a responsibility to repair it if it was faced with 

disturbances and destruction. In the ME 919 Bayintnaung bell at the east of 

Shwezigone Pagoda platform in Nyaung U, line 34 to 35, it was inscribed:



rJseas regional Journal of southeast asian studies January 2018 | Volume 3 | Issue 1

www.rjseas.org62

If my good deeds were destroyed, may it be repaired.

In the ME 1190, bell at Shwebonethar pagoda in Myanaung, line 1, it was inscribed:

May the pagoda not be destroyed by the five enemies of mankind, 

and if it is destroyed, may the future kings repair it. 

It was found that the people of the Bagan period started to inscribe the wishes 

and curses for their donations to be perpetual and free from destruction since 

the 11th century. In Kyaswa Min’s stepmother’s stone inscription No. 45 dated ME 

615, located in the Bagan Museum; and in Anandathu Amatgyi stone inscription 

No. 140 dated ME 712, located inside the Mandalay palace compound, it was 

found that the donors inscribed curses with the intent to perpetuate their 

donations and good deeds.

Making wishes was made not only for oneself but also for others with a good 

and noble attitude; it showed that donors were just and fair. The study of wishes 

found in the bell inscriptions shows that they were more good-natured than the 

wishes found in the stone inscriptions of the Bagan period.

conclusions 
Myanmar bells are part of the nation’s culture derived from Buddhism; bells 

are inseparable from Myanmar Buddhists. The culture of bell donation is 

twofold—donating the bell itself and making a sound donation by striking the 

bell. In Myanmar there is a tradition of striking the bell and sharing the merits 

from the sound donation. Bell donation is a noble act; a bell cannot be donated 

irreverently. 

It could be considered that Myanmar’s ideas and thoughts were high at the time 

when there were no machineries. By studying the style of writing and usage of 

words in bell inscriptions, we can determine the religion, culture, social status 
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as well as the noble attitude of the bell donor. Similarly, we get to know the 

donors’ sympathy and love from reading the inscriptions. It is significant to note 

that there are only a few bells with curses on their inscriptions and that recent 

bell donations do not have it. Though Myanmar bells are rooted in religious 

belief, bells today have been transformed into a commercial business—a large-

scale market in the form of souvenirs and offerings.

Bell inscriptions are vulnerable in the way they can easily be erased and 

destroyed compared to other inscriptions. Since inscriptions are inscribed on 

the bottom part of the bell, they gradually become faint after numerous strikes. 

For this reason, it is worth suggesting to make bell inscriptions on the upper 

part of the bell instead of the bottom. Preservation must also be done to avoid 

decay and loss. Through proper conservation, the national literature and culture 

inscribed on Myanmar bells can be kept for posterity. 
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Kyaswa Min’s step-mother stone inscription No. 45. at Bagan Museum.

Min Waing Aphwa Saw stone inscription at Min Nan Thu village, Bagan.
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Bell at the Mya Thein Dan Zedi. 

Bell at Shwebonethar pagoda. 

Bell at the Southeast of the platform of Shwesandaw pagoda. 
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Bell donated by Maung San Htun, Son, and Maung Hla Kyaw at Shwe Phoe Pwint 

pagoda platform.

Bell donated by U Tun Aung and Daw Shwe Meit Family at the platform of Pyay 

Shwesandaw pagoda, Pyay.

Bell inscription of Mingun U Pu Gyi Tawya Chaung monastery at Sagaing.

Bell near Buddha Sasana Noggaha Association at the eastern stairway of 

Shwesandaw pagoda, Pyay.

Bayintnaung bell at the east of Shwezigone pagoda, Nyaung U.

Duttabaung bell near Sunday Conner of Shwesandaw pagoda.

Singu Min bell at the north of western stairway of Shwedagon pagoda.

Theinga Thura bell at the eastern corner of the platform of Kyaik Than Lan Zedi, 

Maulamyaine.

Thuriya Kommar bell at the eastern stairway of Shin Mote Htee Pagoda, Dawei.

special reports:
The Report of the Excavation of Kok Ko Kha Hla Bronze Age, 1.11.1999 to 
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nyonyo Khin is Professor and Chair of Mandalay University of Foreign Lan-
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conflict ManageMent in aceh: 
from confrontation to non-violence, 1998-2014

KHobtHaM neelapaicHit

abstract

This research draws lessons from the Aceh peace process as a model to be 

studied and applied to ongoing conflicts in Southeast Asia, especially in 

southern Thailand and the Philippines. 

The conflict between the Indonesian government and the Free Aceh Movement 

(GAM) has been ongoing for decades and has claimed lives, led to injuries, 

damaged the national economy, and continues to threaten internal stability. 

Despite these consequences the Indonesian government and GAM remain 

confrontational with each other. The Indonesian government has so far 

rejected GAM’s struggle for independence and has not provided GAM with any 

alternative choices. The violent situation has raised concerns in the international 

community and has damaged Indonesia’s image in the global stage. After the 

reformasi in 1998, however, institutions and policies of the Foreign Ministry of 

Indonesia, which have a significant impact on conflict resolution in Aceh was 

democratized and internationalized. Based on peace negotiation process, the 

Indonesian foreign policy established the autonomous administration of Aceh, 

which had brought peace to the province. 

Khobtham Neelapaichit obtained his MA in International Relations from Chulalongkorn University and 

his BA in Southeast Asian studies from Thammasat University. His research interests include Indonesian 

foreign policy, politics, and social and non-traditional security in maritime Southeast Asia. 
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MinoritieS and touriSM in the Border 
areaS of thailand and MyanMar

yeKti maunati

abstract

This paper will discuss two main issues: the life of minorities in the border 

areas between Thailand and Myanmar and the participation of minorities/

hill tribes in tourism. The border areas between Thailand and Myanmar 

have been the home of many groups, including hill tribes such as the Akha and 

the Padaung, to mention a few. Historically, these groups have been moving back 

and forth between Thailand and Myanmar. In the past, few of these groups have 

been involved in opium trading. On the Thailand side, hill tribes who reside in 

the border areas have been promoted as tourist destinations, under the name 

of hill tribe villages. The border areas have also been promoted as shopping 

destinations, especially the border town where many minorities have been 

participating in informal trading. In this regard, Thai border areas have become 

strategic places for tourism with the minority people participating actively in 

tourism in the border areas, either as tourist attractions or as other players in 

the industry (i.e. informal traders).

Yekti Maunati is a Research Professor at the Research Center for Regional Resources, Indonesian Institute of 

Sciences (PSDR-LIPI). She obtained her PhD from the Department of Sociology and Anthropology, La Trobe 

University in 2001 and a master’s degree from the Department of Anthropology and Sociology, Monash 

University in 1993.
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Mediation on land conflict 
tranSforMation in SoutheaSt aSia: 
experiences from thailand

nGuyen tuan anh

abstract

This study examines the role of mediation in addressing land conflict in 

Southeast Asia through the case of Thailand. Rapid urbanization, along with 

an increasing population in the region, has led to serious consequences, 

particularly land conflict, which is already an ongoing issue in the rural or 

mountain areas where the interests of poor or ethnic communities have been 

completely ignored. Such development poses a big challenge to regional growth 

conflicts . This paper examines two cases of land conflicts in Bang Bua, Bangkok 

and Kanchanaburi, Northern Thailand, which had been addressed successfully, 

primarily through the mediation method, highlighting the background of these 

conflicts and the significance of mediation. The paper focuses on the success 

indicators of the mediation method in terms of reduction of destructive effects 

of conflict, maximized potential for growth, acknowledged interdependence 

among conflict parties, increased awareness for justice, establishment of good 

institutions facilitating equality, and change in the structure of society. 

Nguyen Tuan Anh is PhD student in International Economic Affairs at the Graduate Academy of Social 

Sciences at the National University of Vietnam. His research interest focuses on the integrated progress of 

Vietnam into regional and global institutions such as the Cambodia-Laos- Vietnam Development Triangle 

Area, Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS), and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).
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woMen leaderS in MuSliM pattani: 
Voices of justice and rights in a conflict zone

mala rajo sathian

abstract

The role of the legendary three sisters’ rulership as raja in the Kingdom of 

Pattani in the eighteenth century was perhaps the only likely reference to 

the presence of female leadership in the history of the Kingdom of Pattani, 

a province in Thailand. Pattani today is a surviving Malay Muslim cultural area in 

what is predominantly Buddhist Thailand. Both Pattani and the rest of Buddhist 

Thailand are deeply patriarchal and leadership is generally provided by men. 

However, since the reemergence of violence in 2004, women in the southern 

provinces of Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat or the deep south and core of the Malay 

cultural belt of Thailand, have occupied siginificant governemtn positions and have 

provided crucial leadership roles. The “stories” of these women, however, remain 

untold. This paper examines how Malay women in south Thailand negotiate for 

justice and equal rights and find space within a patriarchal Islamic and Thai 

society. The paper also aims to provide explanations for their actions, strategies, 

and “reason” for becoming political actors who seeking agency for themselves and 

their community while remaining within the patriarchal Islamic and Thai society.

Amidst the overwhelming reference to histories of courts, kings, state chronicles, 

and Buddhist monks, among other masculine accounts in Thai studies, this 

paper also attempts to offer an alternative way to understand the role of women 

and seeks to capture the stories of the subaltern that is lacking in Thai-Malay 

historiography and more generally in Southeast Asian studies.

Keywords: 
Muslim women, 

south Thailand, 

conflict zone, 

leadership, 

patriarchy

Mala Rajo Sathian is senior lecturer at the Department of Southeast Asian Studies, University of Malaya (UM) 

Kuala Lumpur, where she teaches courses on cultures of Southeast Asian society and the politics of ethnic 

minorities. Her areas of research include the border regions of south Thailand and north Malaysia relating 

to ethnicity and marginalization, diasporas, migrant trading networks, and histories of state formation.
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port citieS in MaritiMe SoutheaSt 
aSia in the 17th and 18th century: 
trading network with the Koxinga dynasty

 

Ku boon dar

abstract

Upon defeating the Qing dynasty and recovering China for the Ming dynasty, 

Koxinga, the Chinese Ming loyalist (1624-1662) mobilized army troops 

and utilized economic resources, accumulated from maritime trade with 

Japan and Southeast Asia. From the three coastal provinces of Zhejiang, Fujian and 

Guangdong, Koxinga expanded his trading network all the way to the Straits of 

Malacca and the Indian Ocean. Koxinga appointed officials to command his fleet and 

delegated overseas Chinese persons to manage his trade, while increasing his trading 

activities in Southeast Asian ports. Twenty four of Koxinga’s vessels were engaged in 

trade and among these, six were assigned to Batavia, two to Tonkin in North Vietnam, 

ten to Siam, four to conduct trade with Quinan in South Vietnam, and one which 

sailed for Manila. Southeast Asia is an area located at the intersection of the Indian 

Ocean and South China Seas. The area is a strategic transit point for trade.   This paper 

attempts to examine the role and function of these port cities by delving into the 

records of Koxinga officials and aims to establish and define the role and significance 

of the trading network of the Koxinga dynasty with the Southeast Asian ports. This 

research hopes to enhance the understanding of Southeast Asian trading culture 

based on Chinese records, especially Koxinga’s official travel narratives on the lives 

of Southeast Asian communities and their international maritime network.

Ku Boon Dar obtained his BA in History from Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) and his MA in Southeast Asian 

history at University of Malaya (UM). He joined USM as lecturer in 2012, after completing his PhD on China’s 

relations with Vietnam during the Tay Son period. Currently, he serves as a senior lecturer in the History Section, 

School of Distance Education where he lectures on the History of Modern China and Malaysia’s Political and 

Social History. His research interests include the history of China, Vietnam, and Southeast Asia and the study of 

the Malay World.
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SaMe fate, different choiceS: 
decolonization in indonesia and Vietnam, 1930s-1960s

pHaM van tHuy

abstract

This study aims to identify the similarities and differences in the process 

of decolonization in Indonesia and Vietnam from the 1930s to the early 

1960s, with particular attention to the political and economic aspects 

of both countries. Indonesia and Vietnam have shared similarities as the first 

countries not only to declare independence in Southeast Asia from the Japanese 

but also for being the most highly politicized during the Japanese occupation. 

Both countries also had the most violent and complete colonial break compared 

to other Southeast Asian countries. Yet, there were some major differences in 

their process of decolonization, especially during the final phase. Indonesia 

opted for a diplomatic peace process and eventually obtained a transfer of 

sovereignty from the Netherlands in late 1949, while Vietnam continued to wage 

a military struggle against the French until 1954. This resulted in highly different 

patterns of economic decolonization, such as the process of nationalization, the 

government policies concerning foreign investments, and the extent of state 

control over the economy. For instance, French businesses in Vietnam were 

ruined in the North following the withdrawal of the French army in 1954-1955. 

Their remaining assets in South Vietnam were shortly also taken over by the 

Diem government. Meanwhile, the Dutch continued to dominate the Indonesian 

economy after the transfer of sovereignty. It was not until the late 1950s that 

Dutch firms were seized and finally nationalized by the Indonesian government.

Pham Van Thuy received his MPhil and PhD from Leiden University, the Netherlands.  He is currently 

teaching Global and Southeast Asian History at the College of Social Sciences and Humanities, Vietnam 

National University, Hanoi. His special interest is on the economic and political history of Vietnam and 

Indonesia during the colonial and immediate post-colonial periods.
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the inVention of new cineMa in laoS

patricK f. caMpos

abstract

In 2011, the crime-thriller At the Horizon by Anysay Keola was made vailable 

from. On its heels was the horror film Chantaly (2012) by another Lao 

director, Mattie Do. Since then, more films have been produced in Laos, 

where previously and for many decades, cinema was virtually nonexistent.

How can one appreciate the reinvention of Lao cinema in the 2010s? This 

paper analyzes three vectors for appreciating the arrival of Keola’s and Do’s 

films. First, it looks into the context of Southeast Asian cinemas and compares 

the Lao experience with the rise of its neighboring countries’ “independent” 

films. Second, it contextualizes the struggling film culture of Laos, which has 

been dominated by foreign, especially Thai, popular films. And third, it traces 

the development of Lao filmmaking from the 1970s, to the production of Som 

Ok Southiphonh’s Bouadeng (1988), Laos’s most well-known film prior to the 

twenty-first century, to digital movies in the 2000s.

From the insights of the filmmakers themselves that I have interviewed, this 

paper plots the new directions in Lao cinema and reflects on the meaningful 

changes in narrative conflicts, milieus, and characterizations of young 

protagonists in the new films.

Keywords: 
Cinema of Laos, 

national cinema, 

Southeast Asian 

cinemas, Mattie Do, 

Anysay Keola

Patrick F. Campos is a faculty member of the University of the Philippines Film Institute. He is the editor of 

Humanities Diliman and Plaridel, and author of The End of National Cinema: Philippine Cinema at the Turn 

of the Century (2016). He is a member of the Manunuri ng Pelikulang Pilipino.
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froM hiStorieS of SoutheaSt aSia 
to a Shared SoutheaSt aSian hiStory

tHanet apHornsuvan

abstract

Traditionally, the study of Southeast Asian history has been done 

chronologically and through each individual country with approaches 

and emphases on the elites and on political entities. This type of writing 

satisfied the objectives of early Southeast Asian Studies when it was first 

established as part of colonial programs and and colonial knowledge generation 

from the region. Such was the case that even when communities preceded state 

apparatuses in the making of Southeast Asia, indigenous communities lacked 

their individual histories and did not have enough power to contest the histories 

from the “centers”.  The paper inquires how and in what manner would it be 

possible to write a history of the whole region based on a common denominator. 

I would like to undertake this task by using the idea of nationalism and its 

ramifications in the region to explore the rise and development of a people’s 

movement throughout the region in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century by asking these questions: What was the meaning of nationalism in each 

country?; what were the underlying ideas and ideologies?; how did nationalist 

politics shape patterns of state development in Southeast Asia?; what were the 

causes and consequences of such patterns?; and how does the Southeast Asian 

experience compare with those in other world regions such as East Asia, Africa, 

and Latin America?

Thanet Aphornsuvan was Distinguished Fellow and Professor at Pridi Banomyong International College, 

Thammasat University and Head of the ASEAN Studies Program (2010-2016) and Senior Research Scholar, 

Thailand Research Fund (TRF, 2013-2016). He was former Director of the Southeast Asian Studies Program 

at the Faculty of Liberal Arts (2004-2007), Dean of the Faculty of Liberal Arts, Thammasat University (2007-

2010), and Board of Trustees, of the Southeast Asia Regional Exchange Program (SEASREP 2006-2012). He 

holds a PhD from Binghamton University, USA.
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on negotiated archipelagic 
SoutheaSt aSian identitieS: 
patterns of colonial resistance and nationalist 
cultural identity formation in toer’s This Earth 
of Mankind and rizal’s Noli Me Tangere

roGelio braGa

abstracK

Promoedya Ananta Toer’s This Earth of Mankind and Jose Rizal’s Noli 

Me Tangere are landmark texts of island Southeast Asia’s colonial past. 

Published more than nine decades apart, these two texts reveal dominant 

issues in the region’s postcolonial experience: recurring patterns of resistance 

relevant to the formation of a nationalist identity of the two nations and how access 

to capital, education, social relations, religion, and ethno-linguistic affiliations 

during and after colonial rule provided a liminal space for negotiating cultural 

identities between the colonizer and subject. The paper will employ intertextual 

reading while locating the space of liminal negotiation “within” and “between” 

the two texts using Homi Bhabha’s liminal theoretical model on negotiated 

identities and cultural differences in postcolonial discourses. Intertextual 

reading of This Earth of Mankind and Noli Me Tangere demonstrates the 

convergences and divergences in colonial resistance that shaped the negotiated 

nationalist identities of island Southeast Asia. The liminal spaces “between” and 

“within” these texts provide the structure of the various tendencies peculiar 

to postcolonial Southeast Asia such as the ambivalent positions on colonial 

systems, priviledging of certain ethno-linguistic groups that can best serve as 

“translators”, a monolithic and homogenized nation project of postcoloniality 

in an island setup, and negotiated postcolonial identities through capital, 

knowledge, and religion even as power has been asymmetrically distributed 

between colonizer and subject.

Playwright, fictionist, and essayist Rogelio Braga was born and raised in Manila. Among his notable works 

on theater are “Ang Mga Mananahi,” “Ang Bayot, Ang Meranao, at ang Habal-Habal sa Isang Nakababagot 

na Paghihintay sa Kanto ng Lanao del Norte,” “So Sanggibo a Ranon na Piyatay o Satiman a Tadman,” and 

“Mas Mabigat ang Liwanag sa Kalungkutan.” Braga’s short stories have appeared in various publications 

such Tomas (Literary Journal of the Creative Writing Center and Studies, University of Santo Tomas) and 

Ani (Cultural Center of the Philippines). 
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Maria conceiVed: the idealization 
of woMen in philippine folKlore

Marianne Helene p. reyeg

abstract

Philippine mythology is rife with stories that depict the hardship and 

suffering of protagonists who fail to listen to or deliberately disobey 

the warnings of a revered creature or deity. The moral lessons in these 

stories serve as models in terms of the qualities one should possess in order 

to be considered “ideal” in Philippine society. Specifically, these stories reveal 

qualities of female dieties that similarly portray the “ideal” Filipina. This research 

explores the portrayal of the mountain spirits Maria Makiling of Mt. Makiling, 

Maria Sinukuan of Mt. Arayat, and Maria Cacao of Mt. Lantoy that collectively 

reflect the characteristics of the ideal Filipino woman. In effect, these portrayals 

set standards that Filipinas should adhere to as much as these also reflect how 

such idealizations have evolved throughout Philippine history. 

Marianne Helene P. Reyeg is an undergraduate history student at the University of the Philippines Diliman 

(UPD). She is currently Director for External Affairs of AngKAs Core Group, the official volunteer arm of 

the UPD History Department, and member of the UP Lipunang Pangkasayan, the organization of history 

majors in UPD. 
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The Regional Journal of Southeast Asian Studies is an online, internationally 

peer-reviewed, bi-annual journal in English that provides a platform for local 

scholars based in Southeast Asia to share their research internationally.

Produced within and for the region, RJSEAS seeks to foster discourse and 

promote interest for scholarship centered on Southeast Asia. We welcome 

critical and scholarly works from advanced graduate students and regional 

scholars in the humanities and social sciences. RJSEAS also features abstracts of 

theses and dissertations from regional universities, as well as occasional English 

translations of research written in the region’s languages. 

Submissions should be in English and must not have been published in any 

form, or be under simultaneous consideration for publication elsewhere. Full-

length articles and review essays should be about 6,000 to 8,000 words, with an 

English abstract of 150 words, a 50-word biographical note, and 5 keywords.

References must be listed at the end of the article and follow the APA style. Please 

refer to http://www.apastyle.org.
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her publications are “Corruption and the Moral 
Imperative, through the Lens of Rizal” (2011), 
“Expeditions of Knowledge: Supporting Southeast 
Asian Studies in the Region” (2010), and “Southeast 
Asia: Imperial Possession and Dispossession in the 
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author of Traditional Medicine in the Colonial 
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