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LETTER
from the Director

Reflecting over the past year, I am gratified to see how many things have fallen in place 
and to note areas of genuine progress and stabilization. This 

is in part the result of the successful renewal of our Department of Education Title VI National Resource Center (NRC) and 
Foreign Language and Area Studies Fellowship grants for 2018–22. (SEAP has successfully competed for NRC/Title VI fund-
ing since the inception of the grants program in 1958.) This year’s progress also stems from the dynamic conversation about 
the importance of international studies at Cornell, led by Vice Provost for International Affairs Wendy Wolford, and reflects a 
renewed appreciation of international studies, from Cornell’s President Martha Pollack down through the colleges. Those of us 
in Arts and Sciences were pleased to welcome our new Dean Ray Jayawardhana, a Sri Lankan who, among other things, fully 
appreciates the importance of our continued engagement in teaching Less Commonly Taught Languages of Southeast Asia and 
South Asia. (Cornell is the only institution outside of Sri Lanka to offer regular multilevel instruction in Sinhala.)

Recognition as a National Resource Center enables us to support a number of programmatic and curricular activities, and 
we are particularly pleased to have moved ahead collaboratively in hiring a postsecondary outreach coordinator, Kathi Colen 
Peck, who has hit the ground running, reaching out to our community college and school of education partners, launching our 
Community College Internationalization Fellowship Program, and taking the Global Education Faculty Fellowship Program 
to a new level. Kathi is a great addition to our strong administrative/outreach team. On the faculty side, we were also pleased 
to welcome Christine Bacareza Balance, performing and media arts/Asian American studies focusing on the Philippines and 
Philippines diaspora. In addition to Christine earning tenure at the end of her first year here, SEAP’s two junior faculty in Asian 
studies, Chiara Formichi and Arnika Fuhrmann, have both been awarded tenure as well.

This spring again saw a series of conferences and special events hosted or cohosted by SEAP. In March, SEAP held its 21st 
Annual Graduate Student Conference on the theme of “Conformities and Interruptions in Southeast Asia,” with Christine giving 
the keynote lecture, “Making Sense and Methods of Surprise: Notes Towards Southeast Asian Study.” The fifth in the series of 
Cornell Modern Indonesia Project conferences, organized by Chiara Formichi, took place in April, exploring “The State of Reli-
gious Pluralism in Indonesia.” SEAP wrapped up the year in June as host to the Sixth International Conference on Lao Studies, 
organized by Greg Green, with attendees from Asia, Europe, and the across the United States—including many members of the 
New York State Lao community. SEAP was well represented at the 2019 AAS-in-Asia meeting in Bankok in July with three SEAP 
faculty in attendance as well as many current and former SEAP students. We were pleased to be able to serve as co-sponsors. 
Thanks are due to this past year’s SEAP graduate committee cochairs Astara Light and Michael Miller, not only for organizing 
a terrific conference, but also for putting together an intellectually engaging lineup for the Gatty Lecture series. Complementing 
our weekly Gatty talks, Michael also launched a podcast with National Resource Center funding. The Gatty Lecture Rewind pod-
cast features conversations among graduate students and our visiting speakers and is developing a national and international 
following.1

Our incoming student committee cochairs Emily Donald and Sarah Meiners are putting together an exciting schedule of Gatty 
talks for the fall, and graduate student Bruno Shirley will chair our 22nd Annual Graduate Student Conference. We are honored 
that Caroline Hau will be returning to Cornell to give the eleventh Frank H. Golay Memorial Lecture. 

SEAP continues to actively engage Cornell undergraduates through Southeast Asia Language Week and numerous events 
geared at planting seeds of interest in Southeast Asia. Cornell in Cambodia will be cotaught during Winter session in Siem Reap 
and Phnom Penh by Sarosh Kuruvilla and Vida Vanchan (from Buffalo State University), with a focus on labor, economics, and 
society. 

On the horizon in 2020 is the seventieth anniversary celebration of the founding of the SEAP program! The SEAP History 
Project has begun, and video interviews with founding faculty are now available online, with an online portal and photo archive 
in the works.2 We are anticipating holding a celebration and symposium in September 2020. As soon as the date is set, expect a 
save-the-date notice, and we hope to see you back in Ithaca to join us in the celebration.

—Abby Cohn, professor, linguistics, director,  
Southeast Asia Program

1 http://seap.einaudi.cornell.edu/story/podcast-seap-gatty-lecture-rewind 
2 https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/59825 

http://seap.einaudi.cornell.edu/story/podcast-seap-gatty-lecture-rewind
http://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/59825
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Seated on the porch of a small bamboo Islamic boarding school, or pesantren, in Garut, 

West Java, sipping perhaps what was the strongest coffee I had ever had, I began to 

understand the focus of my dissertation. I was well into my fifth month of fieldwork as 

a PhD candidate in political science at University of Toronto, investigating how main-

stream Muslim leaders had responded to new Islamist groups since Indonesia’s transi-

tion to democracy more than a decade earlier. 

I had just returned from Jombang, East 
Java, where I met various Muslim lead-
ers and was amazed at how large and 
wealthy their Islamic boarding schools 
were. While pondering my observa-
tions of East Javanese pesantren in this 
small and modest pesantren, similar to 
all the others I had visited in West Java, 
I realized how different Islamic author-
ity looked in these two regions of Indo-
nesia. That day, I understood that my 
dissertation would focus on the links 
between the status of Muslim leaders, 
economic resources, and Islamist mobi-
lization. 

I graduated from the University 
of Toronto in 2019 and am current-
ly a Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada post-
doctoral fellow hosted by the Cornell 
Southeast Asia Program. While at Cor-
nell, I am working on a book manu-
script entitled Competition for Religious 
Authority and Islamist Success in Indone-
sia. Based on my dissertation, the book 
seeks to understand radical Islamic 
mobilization in Java, Indonesia. The 
primary task I am pursuing while here 
will include some additional research, 
mostly in colonial and postcolonial 
archives, and the streamlining of the 
book’s broader narrative. 

My book’s starting point remains 
the same as my dissertation. Since the 
democratic transition of 1998, dozens of 
small yet vocal Islamist groups in Indo-
nesia have sprung up throughout the 
archipelago. In the early 2000s, groups 
such as the Islamic Defenders’ Front 

(Front Pembela Islam), were mostly 
focusing on “cleaning up” the streets 
of Jakarta from “sinful” activities such 
as gambling, prostitution, and alco-
hol consumption. Since the mid-2000s, 
however, they have expanded their 
agenda and started targeting “mis-
guided” religious minorities, as well as 
people considered guilty of blasphemy 
against Islam. Bolstered by this new 
agenda, they have spread to smaller 
cities and rural towns throughout Java, 
attacking, closing down, or destroying 
mosques of Muslim sects deemed devi-
ant and Christian churches considered 
illegal. 

My research aims to understand why 
Islamist groups have clustered in some 
regions of Java and not others. In more 
general terms, the question driving my 
work is why do Islamist groups suc-
ceed in some regions and not others. 
The province of West Java, for example, 
accounts for nearly 60 percent of all 
Islamist protests and contains 50 per-
cent of all Islamist groups in Java. The 
contrast with East Java, for example, is 
striking, given that this province has 
witnessed only 10 percent of the pro-
tests and contains only 20 percent of all 
the Islamist groups. What makes West 
Java so unique? 

At first glance, West Java does not 
appear different enough to justify such 
a high level of Islamist success. The 
province has a higher unemployment 
rate and a slightly lower gross domestic 
product per capita but scores higher on 
various indicators of human develop-



ment and has less severe poverty than 
other provinces in Java. Socioeconomic 
grievances do not seem to explain the 
success of Islamist groups in that prov-
ince. Islamist mobilization in West Java 
is often imputed to the local culture. 
Given its long history of Islamic mil-
itancy and its absence of Hindu-Bud-
dhist history, academics and journalists 
often suggest that West Java, a Sun-
danese majority region, is a hotbed of 
intolerance and conservatism, an ideo-
logical environment conducive to Isla-
mist mobilization. This explanation 
has always struck me as tautological: 
West Java is more intolerant, because 
it is intolerant. East Java, by contrast, 
is often seen as having a more tolerant 
and moderate brand of Islam, promot-
ed by its dominant Islamic mass orga-
nization, Nahdlatul Ulama. 

What I argue, however, is that these 
variations in Islamist mobilization 

across Indonesia are rooted in the 
way Islam is structured and institu-
tionalized in the province, rather than 
socioeconomic grievances or the local 
culture. While conducting fieldwork in 
Java in 2014-2015 and 2016, I observed 
surprising differences in the status and 
wealth of Muslim clerics (called kyai in 
Indonesia) throughout Java. As I trav-
eled east of the island, Islamic boarding 
schools (pesantren) tended to be larger 
and had more students and more land. 
As I traveled west, however, schools 
were smaller, had fewer students, and 
did not own much land. In addition to 
dozens of interviews with Muslim cler-
ics, I went on to collect data from the 
Ministry of Religious Affairs, which 
confirmed those astonishing variations. 

The Islamist-prone province of West 
Java has more schools than East Java, 
but those schools are twice as small, on 
average. West Javanese schools have 

small landholdings, and only a fifth 
engage in agriculture while at least 
half of the schools do so in East Java. 
West Java also has a much more leveled 
authority structure. The map illustrates 
regional differences in Islamic authority 
by representing with black dots schools 
with more than 1,000 students. As we 
can see, West Java has only twenty-four 
schools with more than a thousand stu-
dents, while East Java has an impres-
sive ninety-two. In other words, despite 
having far more Islamic boarding 
schools, there are no dominant schools 
in West Java, as most of them are small. 

 These institutional differences, I 
contend, are crucial for contemporary 
patterns of Islamist mobilization in 
Java. The influence of a Muslim cleric 
in Indonesia is inherently tied to the 
size of his Islamic boarding school: 
clerics with more students generally 
command more influence both in and 
outside their region. Influential clerics 
are better able to leverage their popu-
larity into access, power, and resources. 
Low-status clerics with fewer students 
are much more peripheral and have 
fewer opportunities to do so. Instead, 
they are precarious or have to be partic-
ularly entrepreneurial if they are to sur-
vive in the longer term. The shortage of 
large schools in West Java means that 
the province has a shortage of influ-
ential clerics. Islamic authority is thus 
inherently more competitive and prone 
to appropriation in West Java. 

My interviews with Muslim leaders 
revealed that West Java was particularly 
susceptible to the emergence of radical 
groups because of a larger pool of po-
litical “entrepreneurs.” Low-status cler-
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The outskirts of Bandung (West Java) where many Islamic groups have been active.



ics—who abound in the region—found 
it useful to join, support, or form a new 
Islamist group as a way to expand their 
religious authority. They used morality 
and sectarianism as ideologies of mo-
bilization to stake out their own claim 
to power and wealth. Through mobi-
lization, many gained recognition and 
followers and were better able to lever-
age their authority into influence and 
power. 

Why did Islamic institutions grow 
so differently in East and West Java? 
What is so unique about West Javanese 
“soil”? This important question forced 
me to research back in time when the 
differences started to take shape. The 
majority of Java’s largest and most in-
fluential schools were opened some 
time between 1800 and 1945. I argue 
that the differences between East and 
West Java are rooted in the history of 
colonial and postcolonial state building 
in the region. 

During the nineteenth century, Java 
was under increasing direct rule as the 
Dutch sought to modernize the state. 
Yet, the Dutch placed most of West Java 
under a different political regime called 

the preangerstelsel (Priangan system). 
Under that regime, the Dutch pursued 
high profits on coffee but little in the 
way of state building. Even once the 
Dutch abolished the Priangan system, 
most of West Java remained under a 
distinct administrative regime. One key 
feature characterized this regime. The 
Dutch did not implement village insti-
tutions until much later, did not pro-
vide villages with “village land” (called 
tanah bengkok in Indonesia), and did 
not collect land taxes like elsewhere in 
Java. In the absence of land tax and vil-
lage land, used elsewhere to pay native 
officials, they let native officials rely on 
informal taxation and corvée labor as 
a means of retribution. These discre-
tionary powers led to perhaps the most 
exploitative and oppressive system of 
forced labor in colonial Java. 

Some of the native officials that ben-
efited the most from this system were 
the penghulu, or the government clerics. 
Elsewhere in Java, penghulu were mar-
ginal officers in the colonial bureaucra-
cy. Instead, independent clerics (kyai) 
who owned and operated an Islamic 
boarding school were the true leaders in 

the countryside, but not in West Java. In 
this region, the Dutch granted the pen-
ghulu the monopoly over the collection 
of Islamic charity (zakat and fitrah). This 
prevented independent kyai from col-
lecting an important source of revenue, 
as they did elsewhere in Java, which 
is one reason why we find few large 
pesantren in West Java. 

These initial differences in colonial 
styles shaped subsequent political 
cleavages. In the late and early post-
colonial period, most Javanese clerics 
became increasingly cohesive as they 
resisted the incursion of modernist 
Islamic leaders and communist groups 
in rural Java. This conflict prompted 
clerics to strengthen their ties, further 
institutionalize their authority, and 
grow their schools. 

In West Java, however, the colonial 
regime led to a different political cleav-
age. Clerics were divided, not cohesive. 
Some clerics furiously opposed the 
colonial regime and their native repre-
sentatives, particularly the penghulu 
because of their monopoly over Islamic 
charity and their lavish lifestyle. Others 
were part of the penghulu patron-cli-
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Alamendah, a village south of Bandung (West Java) where the local pesantren engage in agriculture.



ent networks and supported colonial 
authorities. The 1920–30s were par-
ticularly violent in West Java as both 
groups frequently clashed. After inde-
pendence, traces of that conflict fueled 
the Islamic rebellion that took place in 
the region.  

In response to the unrest in West 
Java, state officials started to repress 
independent clerics. Strategies of 
repression became one of the dominant 
modalities of interaction between the 
state and Muslim leaders in West Java 
for the years to come. As a result, from 
the 1920s to the 1950s, Islamic life was 
profoundly disrupted in West Java: 

dozens of Muslim clerics left the coun-
try, some were killed, and their Islamic 
boarding schools destroyed. From the 
1960s on, Muslim clerics were almost 
fully under the grip of the state in West 
Java. By contrast, they were still largely 
independent in East Java. 

Under the Suharto regime (1967–98), 
the weakness of Muslim clerics kept 
West Java in a relatively peaceful state. 
Yet it is this very weakness that is now 
backfiring in the post-transition period. 
Weak clerics have had trouble engaging 
with the expanded opportunities of the 
democratic era. In an increasingly com-
petitive political environment, clerics in 
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West Java are less able than their coun-
terparts in East Java to convert their 
religious authority into political capital. 
Because of that, they have had more 
incentives to line up with radical Isla-
mist groups, as they can quickly bolster 
their standing and influence. The Isla-
mist groups have thus found West Java 
a particularly fertile ground for their 
activities.  

Cornell University and the SEAP 
program have been invaluable for me 
as I work on this book project. I am 
currently conducting some addition-
al research at the Kroch Library, one 
of the largest collections of primary 
and secondary material on Southeast 
Asia. Moving forward, I am particu-
larly interested in documents such as 
the Inquiry on Land Ownership of 1867, 
the Declining Welfare Inquiry of 1905–14, 
and the Population Census of 1930 for all 
the rich and detailed information they 
contain about land ownership patterns 
in Java. I was happy to be involved in 
the Cornell Modern Indonesia Proj-
ect conference last spring, as it was 
on religious intolerance in Indonesia. 
I look forward to presenting my work 
to the SEAP community on November 
21, 2019 at the Gatty lecture series and 
know I will benefit tremendously from 
the experience.  n

Above: A pesantren in the regency of Bandung, West Java.
Below: Alexandre interviewing KH Acep Sofyan, chairman of the Islamic Defender’s Front, in Tasikmalaya, West Java (2015). 

West Java are less able than their 
coun- terparts in East Java to convert 
their religious authority into political 
capital. Because of that, they have had 
more incentives to line up with radical 
Isla- mist groups, as they can quickly 
bolster their standing and influence. 
The Isla- mist groups have thus found 
West Java a particularly fertile ground 
for their activities. Cornell University 
and the SEAP program have been 
invaluable for me as I work on this 
book project. I am currently conducting 
some addition- al research at the Kroch 
Library, one of the largest collections of 
primary and secondary material on 
Southeast Asia. Moving forward, I am 
particu- larly interested in documents 
such as the Inquiry on Land Ownership 
of 1867, the Declining Welfare Inquiry 
of 1905–14, and the Population 
Census of 1930 for all the rich and 
detailed information they contain about 
land ownership patterns in Java. I was 
happy to be involved in the Cornell 
Modern Indonesia Proj- ect conference 
last spring, as it was on religious 
intolerance in Indonesia. I look forward 
to presenting my work to the SEAP 
community on November 21, 2019 at 
the Gatty lecture series and know I will 
benefit tremendously from the 
experience.



by Nisa Burns, 
undergraduate in 

linguistics

18 Days  
in Myanmar

Shwedagon 
Pagoda in 
Yangon.



In the wInter of 2018–19, SEAP 
supported a pilot course titled Gender 
and Global Change in Myanmar that 
included an eighteen-day visit to the 
country. I was one of two undergrad-
uate students on the trip, encouraged 
to go because I had been studying 
Burmese at Cornell since my freshman 
year. The other student, Evelyn Shan, 
undergraduate in government and his-
tory, was writing her senior thesis. Our 
group leader was Thamora Fishel, asso-
ciate director of SEAP, who was making 
her fourth visit to Myanmar. With us 
was Ngun Siang Kim, who was hired to 
assist with program logistics. Siang was 
put in contact with Thamora because 
she had previously worked with Cor-
nell PhD candidate Hilary Faxon, who 
does research with women farmers in 
rural Myanmar. Currently, Siang works 
for the gap-year program Where There 
Be Dragons and travels all over Myan-
mar when she is not working.

Before the trip, we were given a book 
list to read. One of the items on that list 
was Have Fun in Burma: A Novel, written 
by SEAP alumna Rosalie Metro.1 The 
story takes place during the early days 
of the current Rohingya crisis within 
the past decade. It details the naivete of 
a white American student who rushes 
into activism in Myanmar without con-
templating the widespread backlash 
that her actions receive from Burmese 
people, offering a critique of the “vol-
untourism” trend. The other novel we 

read did not take place in the current 
day, as it detailed the life of the first 
Miss Burma, a Karen-ethnicity woman 
who grew up during World War II.2 
While Have Fun in Burma provided us 
with a modern cultural context, Miss 
Burma was a harrowing look into the 
tribulations and persecution faced by 
the Karen ethnic minority. While pre-
reading helped set the stage for visiting 
Myanmar for the first time, nothing 
could compare to touching down in the 
bustling hub that is Yangon.

When I first arrived in Myanmar, I 
was too embarrassed to try speaking 
Burmese. I had been warned that Bur-
mese people were unaccustomed to for-
eigners speaking their language and, as 
such, did not slow down their speech 
when responding. As time went on, 
I grew more confident speaking with 
locals. Sure, my sentences may not have 
been complex or grammatically perfect 
all the time, but I was able to commu-
nicate. 

In preparation for the trip, my Bur-
mese teacher at Cornell, Yu Yu Khaing, 
had drilled counting high numbers 

with me, as the exchange rate was 
approximately 1500 Myanmar kyat to 
one American dollar. The food units 
in class were also relevant, as I could 
easily articulate the foods I liked or 
did not eat. In Bogyoke Market, a bus-
tling hub of open-air stalls in Yangon, I 
made all the shopkeepers laugh when 
I correctly said, “Oh, bother!” when a 
stack of shirts fell over. Even the tidbits 
I learned in my three semesters of Bur-
mese proved useful. Armed with my 
dictionary app and my notebook for 
writing down new vocabulary words, 
I added to my knowledge for when I 
returned to the classroom.

Our itinerary was shaped by Evelyn’s 
and my interests, so the people we met 
with varied greatly. I was interested 
in language education, while Evelyn 
was interested in women’s rights and 
the Rohingya crisis. Despite women’s 
rights not being my topic of interest, 
I was nonetheless captivated by the 
work of the various groups we met 
with such as Women’s Open Spaces, a 
loose consciousness-raising effort that 
runs women’s self-defense classes; 

When I first arrived in Myanmar, I was too embarrassed 
to try speaking Burmese. I had been warned that Burmese 
people were unaccustomed to foreigners speaking their 
language and, as such, did not slow down their speech 
when responding. 
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Two fishermen performing for tourists on Inle Lake in Myanmar.



Strong Flowers Sexuality Education 
Services, a program led by Dr. Thet Su 
Htwe (who also goes by Zakia), that 
offers classes about sexuality to groups 
all over the country; Triangle Women’s 
Support Group, an organization run 
by Khin Lay, whose interfaith event 
our group attended; and the Karenni 
National Women’s Organization in 
Loikaw, Kayah State, which teaches 
local law enforcement how to properly 
respond to sexual assault. Though the 
ways in which the women affiliated 
with these organizations advocate for 
women’s rights varies greatly, each one 
of them is on the ground day in and day 
out, being the change they want to see 
in their country.3

As the trip unfolded, what started 
as my vague interest in language edu-
cation shaped into a curiosity about 
minority language (mother-tongue) 
education. While I had been aware on 
a basic level that Myanmar is home to 
many ethnicities and languages, it took 
being in the country for that to sink in. 
I soon learned that state education does 
not embrace this diversity. Instead, stu-
dents all over the country study solely 
in the Burmese language, regardless of 
what languages are spoken in the home 

or community, as the government has 
declared that state education is to be 
conducted in Burmese. 

I first encountered the issue of 
minority language speakers in state 
education when talking to Siang, who 
grew up in northern Chin State speak-
ing the Falam language. When she 
moved to Yangon for high school, her 
Burmese language ability was low. As 
time went on, her Falam skills grew 
weaker, as she was no longer sur-
rounded by it in Burmese-speaking 
Yangon. A decade and a half later, she 
feels that she is without a native lan-
guage, as she is not totally comfortable 
in either Burmese or Falam. She will 
never have a native speaker intuition 
(that is, the sense that “I can’t articu-
late why, but this just sounds right”) 
for Burmese, as it is not her native lan-
guage. When talking with her family 
back home, they note glaring mistakes 
in her Falam, despite the fact that it is 
her mother tongue. As such, there has 
been a trade-off in skills that has put her 
in a linguistic limbo. 

At the end of my stay, I visited the 
Myanmar Institute of Theology, a sem-
inary situated in Innsein Township, 
where I had the opportunity to speak 

to two more people about Myanmar’s 
educational policies. One was a student 
named Peter, who hailed from Shan 
State. His family is Wa, and he spoke 
only their language until kindergarten. 
Now, at the end of his university career, 
he laments his minimal Wa skills after 
speaking Burmese in state education 
his entire life. He wishes there was 
formal Wa-language education for stu-
dents like him so that they are able to 
express deeper concepts when talking 
with family. 

The other person I talked to was a 
lecturer in theology. Ms. Seng Tawng, a 
speaker of Kachin who hails from the 
northern state of the same name, dis-
cussed how Burmese is necessary to 
operate beyond one’s village. Accord-
ing to her, the mother-tongue educa-
tion that she received in her village 
made learning easier for the children, 
but the lack of experience with Bur-
mese-language education put them at a 
disadvantage when middle school was 
outside the village and taught by non-
Kachin speakers. Unlike Peter, she had 
some Burmese knowledge before enter-
ing school due to the frequent presence 
of the Burmese military in her village.

These viewpoints varied greatly, 
giving me a wider perspective on the 
issue of language in such a multiethnic 
country. At first, I naively assumed that 
education in solely the mother tongue 
would present itself as the best solu-
tion, but talking with everyone taught 
me that the situation is much more 
complex. Upon returning to Cornell 
for my spring semester, I combined 
what I learned from these interviews 
with academic articles about languages 
of instruction in Myanmar, gaining a 
deeper understanding of these issues in 
the process.

Outside of our personal academic 
interests, our group’s adventures took 
us on learning experiences beyond 
the city. Within Yangon, we visited the 
famous 2,500 year-old, 110-meter (326-
foot) Shwedagon Pagoda. Contrary to 
popular belief, Shwedagon is not the 
tallest pagoda in Myanmar, though we 
visited that one, too. The Shwemawdaw 
Pagoda in Bago stands fifteen meters 

Evelyn, Thamora, and Nisa pose with a Karen grandfather and grandson at the Innsein 
train station on Karen New Year’s Day.
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(49 feet) taller than Shwedagon, and we 
drove to it with my Cornellian friend 
Lin and his family, who were excited 
that friends from his school were visit-
ing their country. On the way to Bago, 
we stopped at the World War II memo-
rial, a sobering reminder of how many 
lives were lost in Burma (which called 
back to reading Miss Burma). There 
were rows and rows of gravestones, 
mostly for soldiers from Great Britain, 
as Myanmar was still its colony at the 
time. The names of tens of thousands of 
men who were missing in action were 
carved onto massive columns. Karen 
soldiers, Indian soldiers, men from all 
over were memorialized together.

Our trip did not solely focus on the 
social changes happening with wom-
en’s rights and language education. We 
journeyed northward to Shan State to 
see rapid social and ecological changes 

in action. Joining us on this leg of the 
trip was SEAP faculty member, Jenny 
Goldstein, professor of development 
sociology. Together, we visited the 
famous Inle Lake, arriving there after a 
four-hour boat ride from a lower lake. 
Professor Goldstein, who usually does 
work on peat bog fires in Indonesia, 
has been expanding her research into 
Myanmar. She had yet to visit Inle, so it 
was a first experience for all of us. 

In preparation, Thamora had sent 
us articles on the rapid development 
of tourism in this area. After Bagan, an 
ancient city home to thousands of tem-
ples, Inle Lake is the second-most pop-
ular tourist destination in the whole of 
Myanmar. We did not have to look far 
to witness examples of the rise of tour-
ism during our travels; we simply had 
to glance outside our speedboat—well, 
even at our speedboat to see how tour-
ism was taking over the local lifestyle. 
Inle Lake had been home to fishing vil-
lages built directly on the water. While 
these villages are still thriving, villagers 
must adapt to the speedboats full of 

tourists whizzing through their watery 
streets. From the myriad boat stops at 
artisan shops and the encroaching float-
ing farmland to the local market that 
has a whole knickknack section before 
locals can get to the food stalls, rapid 
changes were happening everywhere. 
While locals supplement their incomes 
through tourism ventures, they are 
paying the price of losing the tranquil, 
lake-centric lifestyles that have been 
there for generations.

Reflecting on this program, I think it 
is fantastic for a new cohort of students 
to experience a beautiful and diverse 
country that they likely do not know 
much about. At the same time, because 
many students do not know much 
about Myanmar, it would be useful 
to have the opportunity to take a one-
credit jumpstart course offered in the 
fall semester before the trip—a course 
modeled on the jumpstart course 
offered for students enrolled in SEAP’s 
established winter course in Cambo-
dia, led by Hannah Phan, the Khmer 
language instructor. In this jumpstart 

course, students are given a cultural 
and linguistic crash course before they 
set foot in the country. A course like this 
would greatly benefit students head-
ing off to Myanmar, as it would enable 
them to communicate, even slightly, 
without someone nearby to interpret.

Additionally, as more students learn 
about Myanmar, they may be inspired 
to further their studies about the coun-
try. Yu Yu Khaing, my Burmese teacher, 
often laments the lack of linguistic 
research into the Burmese language. 
Since Myanmar had not opened itself 
to the world until recently, research 
regarding many aspects of the coun-
try is lacking; bringing more Cornel-
lians to the country could improve 
upon that. Likewise, engaging Cornell 
students with organizations, schools, 
and resources across Myanmar serves 
to strengthen the connection between 
Cornell and Myanmar, which is what 
Cornell’s Myanmar Initiative aims to 
do.4 Myanmar’s universities, especially 
outside Yangon, lack resources. Luck-
ily, Cornell has an abundance of them. 

While locals supplement their incomes through tourism ventures, they are paying the 
price of losing the tranquil, lake-centric lifestyles that have been there for generations.

• 12 •

Our group eats lunch at a popular halal cafeteria in Yangon. Clockwise from left to right: 
Rhoda Linton, Thamora, Evelyn, Zakia, Nisa. 



This partnership would benefit many 
students in the country’s periphery 
who do not otherwise have access to 
the experiences that their urban coun-
terparts do.

This experience taught me that I am 
capable of being independent, espe-
cially in regard to traveling around for-
eign countries. While I was no stranger 
to international travel, visiting my 
mom’s family in Thailand every other 
year, pretty much all travel I had done 
previously had been with my family. As 
such, this trip was quite a change. There 
were a couple of times in the trip where 
I was without the rest of the group, 
such as when I explored some streets 
near our guesthouse and when I was 
a teacher’s aide for an English class at 
Myanmar Institute of Theology. These 
new situations, while at first daunting, 
gave me confidence that I can succeed 
in new environments no matter where 
in the world they may be. As someone 
who wants to work with minority lan-
guages around the world, this was an 

important step in convincing myself 
that, yes, I can.

Additionally, my interviews and dis-
cussions about language and educa-
tion within Myanmar cemented for me 
how I want to pursue work that com-
bines both elements, especially with 
a focus on endangered or otherwise 
underserved languages. After learning 
Burmese and acquiring the wonder-
ful experiences I had during this trip, 
I would love to return to the country 
and do work in this regard. One ini-
tiative I learned of, the Yangon-based 

Third Story Project, gets their message 
out by publishing and distributing 
children’s books in more widely-spo-
ken minority languages (in addition 
to Burmese and English) throughout 
Myanmar. An added benefit of pub-
lishing in regional/local languages is 
that it aids language maintenance by 
giving younger generations more expo-
sure to their written language. As these 
minority languages have fewer writ-
ten resources than Burmese, having 
the children’s books is a major boost 
for speaker communities. I hope to get 
involved in producing resources and 
materials for underserved language 
communities in the future.

I learned so much in my eighteen 
short days in Myanmar. Previously, I 
had known very little about the state 
of minority languages in Myanmar and 
not much about the country’s history. 
From readings and from talking with 
people of all different backgrounds 
and experiences, I was able to learn 
about the social and ethnic histories 
that shaped the land. More than that, I 
gained confidence in my speaking abili-
ties and my ability to travel on my own, 
and I realized exactly the sorts of things 
I want to do with my life.  n

One initiative I learned of, the Yangon-based Third 
Story Project, gets their message out by publishing and 
distributing children’s books in more widely-spoken 
minority languages (in addition to Burmese and English) 
throughout Myanmar...I hope to get involved in producing 
resources and materials for underserved language 
communities in the future. 

After an interfaith gathering sponsored by our friends at Triangle Women’s Group, Siang 
gives Evelyn a crash-course on Myanmar geopolitics.

1 Rosalie Metro, Have Fun in Burma: A Novel 
(DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 
2018).

2 Charmaine Craig, Miss Burma: A Novel (New 
York: Grove Atlantic, 2017).

3 Two Women’s Open Spaces activists from 
Myanmar,  Dr. Thet Su Htwe and Kyaw Thein, 
will be in residence at Cornell for the month of 
September 2019.

4 See: “From Yangon to Mawlamyine: First Steps 
in Building a Burma/Myanmar Initiative” by 
Thamora Fishel in the 2015 Spring E-bulletin 
pp. 7-10 at the following link: https://seap.
einaudi.cornell.edu/sites/seap/files/SEAP%20
e-bulletin%202015--FINAL_0.pdf
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1 Rosalie Metro, Have Fun in Burma: A Novel (DeKalb: 
Northern Illinois University Press, 2018). 

2 Charmaine Craig, Miss Burma: A Novel (New York: 
Grove Atlantic, 2017). 
3. Myanmar, Dr. Thet Su Htwe and Kyaw Thein, will be 
in residence at Cornell for the month of September 2019.



Cornell UnIversIty’s ongoIng CollaboratIon with the Center for 
Khmer Studies (CKS) continues to flourish and bear fruit much like the gestural 
progression seen on the lacquerware plaque from Artisans Angkor (displayed on 
next page). Hand gestures in Khmer classical dance are called kbach. In combination 
with the feet, kbach can convey anything from tendrils extending infinitely through 
time and space to the mysteries of flight. As the force that evolves the form, kbach is 
pervasive in Cambodian culture, transferring from a dancer’s flexible fingers to the 
foliate patterns on her silk embroidered waistband. It extends as well to traditional 
architectural elements in wood and  stone and to linguistic embellishments. 

As a generative form, kbach is well suited to the new iteration of Performing 
Angkor: Dance, Silk, and Stone, the two-week Cornell in Cambodia course offered 
for the second time to nine undergraduates in collaboration with CKS in 2019. Last 
winter, a two-week intensive experience abroad was tucked sequentially between a 
one-credit “jumpstart” language course taught by Cornell’s senior Khmer language 
instructor Hannah Phan in the Fall, followed in the Spring by a two-credit course 
taught by Professor Kaja McGowan that included seven weeks of course meetings 
to accommodate the required number of contact hours, while giving students the 
extended time to explore, digest, and reflect on their experiences in-country. Among 
the many assignments in Performing Angkor, students visited sacred sites; attended 
weaving workshops; observed dance classes and performances; and visited Cambo-

by Kaja McGowan, associate 
professor of art history and 

archaeology and Hannah Phan, 
senior lecturer of Khmer
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PERFORMING ANGKOR: 

Dance, Silk, and Stone
Cornell in Cambodia January 1–18, 2019 

Cornell in Cambodia students attempting to “take 
flight” in Cambodia Living Arts Master Class. 



dia’s National Museum, the Royal Palace, and the Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes 
(S-21). The course addresses in a variety of ways the densely textured interplay between 
memory and place. 

In Siem Reap, students were introduced to Angkor Thom/Bayon, Banteay Srei, Ta Prom, 
Banteay Samre, and Kbal Spean, where the class of nine undergraduates can be seen here 
enjoying the cooling effects of a sacred waterfall. Thanks to the exceptional organizational 
skills of CKS administrative officer, Tith Sreypich, students were able to learn firsthand from 
Cambodian deputy director of the Department of Conservation of the Monuments Outside 
Angkor Park, and Apsara National Authority, Ea Darith, archaeologist, professor, and photog-
rapher, seen here providing an engaging lecture at Angkor Wat. Students were also introduced 
to Artisans Angkor workshops for stone, wood carving, lacquerware, and weaving. Through-
out the course, lectures and writing prompts were introduced by McGowan, combined with 
a guest appearance by Professor of Government (and CKS board member) Andrew Mertha. 
A highlight of our time in Phnom Penh was our visit to Koh Dach, an island famous for silk 
weaving in the Mekong river, where Hannah Phan read from a draft of her illustrated chil-
dren’s book, Sokha Dreams of Dolphins, performed on the very banks of the river that inspired 
her story. 

As we took the ferry back to the city, we could see along the banks the braided bamboo fish-
ing baskets called chhneang and the bell-shaped fish traps known locally as ang rut. We were 
to reconnect with these culturally gendered woven forms later that evening during a lively 
performance of a popular Khmer folk dance called Robam Nesat (Khmer Fishing Dance) by 
dancers from Cambodian Living Arts. After the performance, students and faculty reenacted 
the romantic conclusion of the fishing dance on face boards provided at the event.

Like silver fish caught in bell-shaped scoops and baskets, here are some students’ recollections of 
their experiences, cast in alphabetical order:   

Artisans Angkor, lacquer 
plaque depicting kbach.

Above: Dinner at Romdeng in Phnom Penh. Left to right, front row: 
Monique Oparaji, Jael Ferguson; back row: Stephanie Bell, Carolyn Bell, 
Willa Tsao, Alexis Vinzons, Alina Amador-Loyola, Tiffany Ross, and  
Luke Bowden.

Alina Amador-Loyola: When you are restricted to a 
classroom learning about something that is far off, 
knowledge remains one-dimensional. However, 
when I was in Cambodia actually witnessing how 
textiles had woven their way into material culture, 
how nature had influenced traditional dance, and 
how religion had manifested itself on the stonework 
of Angkor Wat, I was not only learning the material, 
I was living it.

Carolyn Bell: The Cornell in Cambodia program 
introduced me to pidan textiles, which have become 
a new research interest of mine. I will be visiting the 
Fukuoka Art Museum in Japan over the summer in 
order to examine this museum’s collection of antique 
Khmer pidan textiles. Perhaps I never would have 
known of the existence of pidan if not for our visit 
to the National Museum of Cambodia, during which 
I first saw a pidan textile on display. From Sreypich, 
program officer and Cornell winter study abroad 
facilitator at the Center for Khmer Studies (CKS) in 
Cambodia, to Mr. Pheng, program facilitator, every-
one involved brightened my day with their kindness, 
humor, and good spirits. The program allowed one 
the freedom to explore by oneself, and also the expe-
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In Siem Reap, students were introduced to Angkor Thom/Bayon, Banteay Srei, Ta Prom, 
Banteay Samre, and Kbal Spean, where the class of nine undergraduates can be seen here 
enjoying the cooling effects of a sacred waterfall. Thanks to the exceptional organizational 
skills of CKS administrative officer, Tith Sreypich, students were able to learn firsthand from 
Cambodian deputy director of the Department of Conservation of the Monuments Outside 
Angkor Park, and Apsara National Authority, Ea Darith, archaeologist, professor, and 
photographer, seen here providing an engaging lecture at Angkor Wat. Students were also 
introduced to Artisans Angkor workshops for stone, wood carving, lacquerware, and weaving. 
Through- out the course, lectures and writing prompts were introduced by McGowan, 
combined with a guest appearance by Professor of Government (and CKS board member) 
Andrew Mertha. A highlight of our time in Phnom Penh was our visit to Koh Dach, an island 
famous for silk weaving in the Mekong river, where Hannah Phan read from a draft of her 
illustrated children’s book, Sokha Dreams of Dolphins, performed on the very banks of the 
river that inspired her story.
As we took the ferry back to the city, we could see along the banks the braided bamboo 
fishing baskets called chhneang and the bell-shaped fish traps known locally as ang rut. We 
were to reconnect with these culturally gendered woven forms later that evening during a 
lively performance of a popular Khmer folk dance called Robam Nesat (Khmer Fishing 
Dance) by dancers from Cambodian Living Arts. After the performance, students and faculty 
reenacted the romantic conclusion of the fishing dance on face boards provided at the event.

Carolyn Bell: The Cornell in Cambodia program introduced me to pidan 
textiles, which have become a new research interest of mine. I will be visiting 
the Fukuoka Art Museum in Japan over the summer in order to examine this 
museum’s collection of antique Khmer pidan textiles. Perhaps I never would 
have known of the existence of pidan if not for our visit to the National 
Museum of Cambodia, during which I first saw a pidan textile on display. From 
Sreypich, program officer and Cornell winter study abroad facilitator at the 
Center for Khmer Studies (CKS) in Cambodia, to Mr. Pheng, program 
facilitator, every- one involved brightened my day with their kindness, humor, 
and good spirits. The program allowed one the freedom to explore by oneself, 
and also the experience of traveling together with experts such as Professors 
McGowan, Darith, and Phan. Most memorable for me was our dance lesson at 
Cambodian Living Arts in Phnom Penh, when dancers from the program 
showed us various gestures from classical dance, and they also taught us the 
“coconut” dance, which I am sure everyone in our program would agree was 
very fun to perform! All in all, I will look fondly back on my memories from 
Cambodia, and in my research I hope to incorporate not only what I learned 
about textiles and the weaving industry, but also what I learned about classical 
Khmer dance, the murals of the Angkor temples, and the daily lives of the 
Khmer people whom we had the pleasure to meet.
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Professor Ea Darith lectures at Angkor Wat, while Professor 
Kaja McGowan takes a photograph of the class. Left to right: Jael 
Ferguson, Alexis Vinzons, Alina Amador-Loyola, and Tiffany 
Ross.

Performing the Fishing Dance Face Boards at Cambodian Living
Arts. Left to right: Monique Oparaji and Professor Kaja 
McGowan.

rience of traveling together with experts such as Professors 
McGowan, Darith, and Phan. Most memorable for me was our 
dance lesson at Cambodian Living Arts in Phnom Penh, when 
dancers from the program showed us various gestures from 
classical dance, and they also taught us the “coconut” dance, 
which I am sure everyone in our program would agree was 
very fun to perform! All in all, I will look fondly back on my 
memories from Cambodia, and in my research I hope to incor-
porate not only what I learned about textiles and the weaving 
industry, but also what I learned about classical Khmer dance, 
the murals of the Angkor temples, and the daily lives of the 
Khmer people whom we had the pleasure to meet.

Stephanie Bell: My Cornell in Cambodia experience felt like 
it fit seamlessly into my other major areas of study despite 
being an art history class. As a history and Asian Studies major 
with a focus on Japan and China, a trip to Cambodia felt a bit 
out of my usual area of focus. However, both during the trip 
and in the seven-week course afterward, I was able to draw 
connections between Cambodia and Japan to pull together 
a research project that fit perfectly with other research I am 
already doing. I know others on the trip felt the same freedom 
to draw connections, as the research presentations contained 
topics related to medicine, human rights, NGOs, and urban 
planning as well. The Center for Khmer Studies encouraged 
all of us to apply to come back during the summer for longer 
research periods, and I know several of us began to view the 
Cornell in Cambodia experience as a gateway to future learn-
ing in Cambodia.

Under the waterfall below Kbal Spean.  
Left to right: Willa Tsao, Alina Amador-Loyola, Alexis 
Vinzons, Monique Oparaji, Jael Ferguson, Luke Bowden, 
Carolyn Bell, Stephanie Bell, and Tiffany Ross.

Stephanie Bell: My Cornell in Cambodia experience felt like it 
fit seamlessly into my other major areas of study despite 
being an art history class. As a history and Asian Studies 
major with a focus on Japan and China, a trip to Cambodia 
felt a bit out of my usual area of focus. However, both during 
the trip and in the seven-week course afterward, I was able to 
draw connections between Cambodia and Japan to pull 
together a research project that fit perfectly with other 
research I am already doing. I know others on the trip felt the 
same freedom to draw connections, as the research 
presentations contained topics related to medicine, human 
rights, NGOs, and urban planning as well. The Center for 
Khmer Studies encouraged all of us to apply to come back 
during the summer for longer research periods, and I know 
several of us began to view the Cornell in Cambodia 
experience as a gateway to future learning in Cambodia.
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Senior lecturer of Khmer from Cornell University, Hannah Phan, 
performs her story.

Students would like to thank SEAP and the Department of Asian Studies for providing extra funding to those in need. 
Also, thanks to Chan Vitharin for Kbach: A Study of Khmer Ornament (Phnom Penh, Cambodia: Reyum Publishing, 2005).

Luke Bowden: Cornell in Cambodia reinvented my way 
of thinking through an experience unique to the program. 
Rather than traveling to a single city or region, studying in a 
predetermined field, Cornell in Cambodia allowed students 
to interact with multiple locations and in multiple disciplines, 
including art history, law, urban planning, biology, traditional 
medicine, and international aid. Each of these topics and each 
of the Cambodian people we met through our guides from the 
Center for Khmer Studies created new research interests that I 
am excited to continue exploring. 

Jael Ferguson: I was drawn to the Cornell in Cambodia pro-
gram because of my interest in international planning, devel-
opment, and language. When reflecting on my experiences 
in the Cornell in Cambodia program, the words that come 
to mind are friendship, growth, and happiness. Genuine 
life-changing friendships were formed with the group, along 
with CKS, Apsara Authority, EGBOK (Everything’s Gonna Be 
OK), and the people I met during my time there. 

Monique Oparaji: Transferring into the Biology and Society 
major during my sophomore year, I felt like I never had the 
time to explore different fields of study. One reason why I 
love the Cornell in Cambodia program is because it allows 
students, who may not have taken an art history class and 
don’t have time during the semester to take one, not only to 
become exposed to the knowledge, but also to learn about it 
in the actual country. 

Cornell in Cambodia students in a Cambodia Living Arts Master 
Class swept up in the coconut dance. Left to right: Monique 
Oparaji, Tiffany Ross, Jael Ferguson, Carolyn Bell, and Stephanie 
Bell 

Tiffany Ross: Bayon Temple was by far my most favorite place 
visited in Cambodia. Being in its presence had an overwhelm-
ing, spiritual effect, which likely had to do with the fact that 
it is still intertwined with the nature/greenery of the environ-
ment. Additionally, the messages conveyed by the reliefs on 
the walls of the temple were humorous and relatable, which 
was refreshing, since sometimes the “past” (as it is depicted 
in art) seems quite distant—but these reliefs, which featured 
scenes from everyday Khmer life, allowed the viewer to rec-
ognize the similarities between the past and the present, in 
terms of our humanity and universal emotions that stretch 
across time and space.

Willa Tsao: To Mr. Pheng, your knowledge of medicine and 
local botany is truly amazing. Thank you so much for teach-
ing us about various plants and remedies and making sure 
that everything went smoothly. 

Alexis C. Vinzons: With Professor McGowan’s art history 
background and visual eye, Professor Darith’s expertise in 
Angkorian history and modern day preservation, and Ms. 
Phan’s language knowledge and personal experiences living 
in Cambodia, it was a privilege to travel with and be lectured 
by such great minds. This program and the professors and 
lecturers who led it encouraged a curiosity and open-mind-
edness that I will apply to every field of inquiry I pursue.  n

Jael Ferguson: I was drawn to the Cornell in Cambodia program because 
of my interest in international planning, development, and language. 
When reflecting on my experiences in the Cornell in Cambodia program, 
the words that come to mind are friendship, growth, and happiness. 
Genuine life-changing friendships were formed with the group, along with 
CKS, Apsara Authority, EGBOK (Everything’s Gonna Be OK), and the 
people I met during my time there.

Tiffany Ross: Bayon Temple was by far my most favorite 
place visited in Cambodia. Being in its presence had an 
overwhelming, spiritual effect, which likely had to do with the 
fact that it is still intertwined with the nature/greenery of the 
environment. Additionally, the messages conveyed by the 
reliefs on the walls of the temple were humorous and 
relatable, which was refreshing, since sometimes the “past” 
(as it is depicted in art) seems quite distant—but these 
reliefs, which featured scenes from everyday Khmer life, 
allowed the viewer to recognize the similarities between the 
past and the present, in terms of our humanity and universal 
emotions that stretch across time and space.Willa Tsao: To Mr. Pheng, your knowledge of medicine and 
local botany is truly amazing. Thank you so much for 
teaching us about various plants and remedies and making 
sure that everything went smoothly.

Alexis C. Vinzons: With Professor McGowan’s art history background and 
visual eye, Professor Darith’s expertise in Angkorian history and modern 
day preservation, and Ms. Phan’s language knowledge and personal 
experiences living in Cambodia, it was a privilege to travel with and be 
lectured by such great minds. This program and the professors and 
lecturers who led it encouraged a curiosity and open-mindedness that I 
will apply to every field of inquiry I pursue. n
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Unraveling 

My phone buzzed with a notification from Facebook that 
Mae Wan from Samorn Village, Surin 

Province, Thailand, was calling me. As soon as I said hello, she requested that I 
turn on the video feature so that we could see each other’s faces and flashes of sur-
roundings. I obliged but warned her that I didn’t know how long we would be able 
to video chat before the rain started again and I’d have to close the camera to open 
my umbrella. “What time is it there?” she asked. It was 10 a.m. in Ithaca, 9 p.m. in 
Samorn. She propped her phone up against a stool and resumed her task. 

“Mae graw mai yuu!” she informed me, using one hand to quickly rotate a large 
wooden spool called an ak, around which whirls of silk thread gathered in time with 
her rhythmic spinning. In her other hand, she held the thread taut as the motion of 
the ak pulled it from the flexible wheel where she had wound the silk after dyeing 
and patterning it. Mae Wan was reeling silk that she’d turned red with the resinous 
secretions of an insect called khrang in Thai, or lac in English. My eyes barely regis-

by Alexandra Dalferro, PhD 
candidate in anthropology

the “Field”  
in Fieldwork

Unraveling the “Field” in Fieldwork 

“Mae graw mai yuu!” she informed me, using one hand to quickly rotate a large wooden spool called an ak, around which 
whirls of silk thread gathered in time with her rhythmic spinning. In her other hand, she held the thread taut as the motion of the 
ak pulled it from the flexible wheel where she had wound the silk after dyeing and patterning it. Mae Wan was reeling silk that 
she’d turned red with the resinous secretions of an insect called khrang in Thai, or lac in English. My eyes barely registered the 
warm pink hue in the chunky, pixelated darkness. Behind Mae, I noticed the blurry figure of Paw Sak, who sat on a low wooden 
table eating dinner alone. “He just came back from the fields, helping Dtaa Perm plant his rice seeds. Nong Sack is in the 
house, weaving—can you hear?” Mae asked me.
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tered the warm pink hue in the chunky, 
pixelated darkness. Behind Mae, I no-
ticed the blurry figure of Paw Sak, who 
sat on a low wooden table eating dinner 
alone. “He just came back from the 
fields, helping Dtaa Perm plant his rice 
seeds. Nong Sack is in the house, weav-
ing—can you hear?” Mae asked me. 

I could discern the steady clatter of 
Sack’s loom, maybe, or else the breaks 
and echoes of the irregular connection 
transformed into the sounds of weav-
ing to my impressionable ears. Mae 
said that Nong Sack sits weaving from 
morning until midnight now that he 
is on summer break from university. 
Currently he is making his weft from 
the pinkish-red khrang thread that she 
finished reeling earlier today in order 
to fill an order placed by a new cus-
tomer on Facebook. I praised Sack’s 
diligence and told Mae I wished I could 
come help her spin the silk, turning 
my phone away from my face to show 
her rain-dripping chestnut blossoms 
with frilly pink petals in a deep shade 

that matched her nighttime threads. 
“Are they real?” she asked me as drops 
started to fall and I scrambled for my 
umbrella and wished her a hasty “sweet 
dreams” in English, the same way I said 
goodnight when I stayed at her house 
in Surin, when she climbed up to the 
second floor to sleep, and I settled on a 
makeshift bed near Sack’s loom. 

I first met Mae in November 2017 at 
an ikat/matmee pattern-making contest 
at the annual Surin Elephant Festival, 
shortly after I had arrived in Thailand 
to begin my long-term “fieldwork.” She 
was there to support Nong Sack, who 
was competing in the “youth/male” 
division, and we chatted in the corner 
of the tent away from the crowd, lest we 
make Sack too nervous to properly tie 
the hundreds of tiny knots that might 
align to form a first-prize matmee pat-
tern. I got to know Mae Wan, Paw Sak, 
Nong Sack, Nong Sandee, Nong Nudee, 
Nam Sai, Soda Lek, and other inhabi-
tants of Samorn Village quickly due 
to Mae’s generous invitations to klaap 

baan, or to “come home,” whenever I 
wanted. Samorn became an import-
ant “fieldsite” for my dissertation 
research on the politics and processes 
of silk-making and weaving among 
Khmer communities in Thailand. 

I use discipline-specific methodologi-
cal terms like fieldwork and fieldsite with 
ambivalence. “Fieldwork,” as tradi-
tionally conceptualized (but rarely as 
practiced), implies a separation of the 
spheres of “home” and “field” that are 
bounded by time and place. Anthro-
pologists leave the familiar behind to 
immerse themselves in the strangeness 
of their chosen fieldsite. After one year, 
maybe two, they return “home” to ana-
lyze these experiences, the validity and 
“truth” of their insights guaranteed 
by a critical distance that is both geo-
graphic and epistemological, perpetu-
ating what Trinh T. Minh-ha calls “the 
positivist dream.”1

Scholars like Minh-ha, Donna 
Haraway, Liisa H. Malkki, Kamala 
Visweswaran, and others have worked 

Samorn residents gather to offer food to the ancestors during the Saen Don Taa ritual.

I could discern the steady clatter of Sack’s loom, 
maybe, or else the breaks and echoes of the 
irregular connection transformed into the sounds 
of weaving to my impressionable ears. Mae said 
that Nong Sack sits weaving from morning until 
midnight now that he is on summer break from 
university. Currently he is making his weft from 
the pinkish-red khrang thread that she finished 
reeling earlier today in order to fill an order 
placed by a new customer on Facebook. I 
praised Sack’s diligence and told Mae I wished I 
could come help her spin the silk, turning my 
phone away from my face to show her 
rain-dripping chestnut blossoms with frilly pink 
petals in a deep shade that matched her 
nighttime threads. “Are they real?” she asked me 
as drops started to fall and I scrambled for my 
umbrella and wished her a hasty “sweet dreams” 
in English, the same way I said goodnight when I 
stayed at her house in Surin, when she climbed 
up to the second floor to sleep, and I settled on a 
makeshift bed near Sack’s loom.

I first met Mae in November 2017 at an 
ikat/matmee pattern-making contest at the 
annual Surin Elephant Festival, shortly after I had 
arrived in Thailand to begin my long-term 
“fieldwork.” She was there to support Nong Sack, 
who was competing in the “youth/male” division, 
and we chatted in the corner of the tent away 
from the crowd, lest we make Sack too nervous 
to properly tie the hundreds of tiny knots that 
might align to form a first-prize matmee pattern. I 
got to know Mae Wan, Paw Sak, Nong Sack, 
Nong Sandee, Nong Nudee, Nam Sai, Soda Lek, 
and other inhabitants of Samorn Village quickly 
due to Mae’s generous invitations to klaap baan, 
or to “come home,” whenever I wanted. Samorn 
became an important “fieldsite” for my 
dissertation research on the politics and 
processes of silk-making and weaving among 
Khmer communities in Thailand.

I use discipline-specific methodological 
terms like fieldwork and fieldsite with 
ambivalence. “Fieldwork,” as 
traditionally conceptualized (but rarely 
as practiced), implies a separation of 
the spheres of “home” and “field” that 
are bounded by time and place. 
Anthropologists leave the familiar 
behind to immerse themselves in the 
strangeness of their chosen fieldsite. 
After one year, maybe two, they return 
“home” to analyze these experiences, 
the validity and “truth” of their insights 
guaranteed by a critical distance that is 
both geographic and epistemological, 
perpetuating what Trinh T. Minh-ha 
calls “the positivist dream.”1

Scholars like Minh-ha, Donna Haraway, Liisa H. Malkki, 
Kamala Visweswaran, and others have worked to 
destabilize these historical understandings of and 
approaches to field-work, drawing attention to how “fields” 
have always existed as shifting assemblages shaped by 
uneven power relations, which are epitomized by the 
anthropologist’s ability to frame the “field” and to bring it 
into selective being through writing. They assert powerfully 
and with urgency that the “field” is messy, 
all-encompassing, and open-ended; over-there in Surin is 
also right-here in Ithaca, and communication is never 
initiated or negotiated solely on the researcher’s terms, as 
my morning-evening video call with Mae Wan illustrates.
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to destabilize these historical under-
standings of and approaches to field-
work, drawing attention to how 
“fields” have always existed as shifting 
assemblages shaped by uneven power 
relations, which are epitomized by the 
anthropologist’s ability to frame the 
“field” and to bring it into selective 
being through writing. They assert 
powerfully and with urgency that the 
“field” is messy, all-encompassing, and 
open-ended; over-there in Surin is also 
right-here in Ithaca, and communica-
tion is never initiated or negotiated 
solely on the researcher’s terms, as my 
morning-evening video call with Mae 
Wan illustrates. 

The kinds of closeness with people 
and places that are sometimes enhanced 
by social media platforms, like Face-
book or the LINE messaging appli-
cation for smartphones that enables 
constant communication among those 
Samorn dwellers who are members of 
the village chat group, illuminate the 
inherent contradictions of the endeavor 

of fieldwork and raise critical questions 
about reciprocity and ethics. 

These questions call to mind my 
friendship with P’Pung, whom I got 
to know when I assisted at a weaving 
supply store in Surin town. P’Pung 
washed, ironed, and hemmed silks 
for customers and taught me how to 
care for the silks as though they were 
human hair. Occasionally I snuck out 
of the shop with her to pick up her 
daughter at school, and she sometimes 
mentioned the stigma she experienced 
as a single mother and her struggle to 
financially support herself, her daugh-
ter, and her two aging parents. 

When her father was in a serious 
motorbike accident on his way to feed 
his cows and required an extended 
hospital stay and multiple surgeries, 
Pung asked to borrow a significant 
sum of money from me to help cover 
the costs. In this moment, economic 
inequality clarified the very real and 
serious barriers that separated me from 
Pung, as my monthly graduate student 

research stipend, converted into Thai 
baht, vastly exceeded Pung’s income at 
the silk shop. 

These fraught situations that do not 
neatly fit in a dissertation or mono-
graph sometimes cause me to doubt 
the entire endeavor of research, unless 
practices are developed, debated, 
and prioritized to make projects more 
meaningful and useful for all involved. 
In these moments, I remind myself 
that anthropologists are particularly 
well-positioned to “speak nearby,” or 
to share observations from their own 
situated positions, using grounded 
experience to address issues of power 
and inequity.2 Such moments also draw 
attention to the limits of other terms 
used by researchers to indicate individ-
uals who are vital to their projects, such 
as subject, informant, participant, and 
interlocutor.

Mae Wan, Nong Sack, P’Pung, and 
others in Samorn and Surin are crucial 
interlocutors whose knowledge and 
opinions about silk weaving continue 

Visiting a temple in Surin with Mae Wan. Nong Sack tying a matmee pattern at 
home in Samorn as Nam Sai looks on.

The kinds of closeness with people and places 
that are sometimes enhanced by social media 
platforms, like Facebook or the LINE messaging 
application for smartphones that enables 
constant communication among those Samorn 
dwellers who are members of the village chat 
group, illuminate the inherent contradictions of 
the endeavor of fieldwork and raise critical 
questions about reciprocity and ethics.

These questions call to mind my 
friendship with P’Pung, whom I got to 
know when I assisted at a weaving 
supply store in Surin town. P’Pung 
washed, ironed, and hemmed silks for 
customers and taught me how to care 
for the silks as though they were human 
hair. Occasionally I snuck out of the 
shop with her to pick up her daughter at 
school, and she sometimes mentioned 
the stigma she experienced as a single 
mother and her struggle to financially 
support herself, her daughter, and her 
two aging parents.

These fraught situations that do not 
neatly fit in a dissertation or monograph 
sometimes cause me to doubt the entire 
endeavor of research, unless practices 
are developed, debated, and prioritized 
to make projects more meaningful and 
useful for all involved. In these moments, 
I remind myself that anthropologists are 
particularly well-positioned to “speak 
nearby,” or to share observations from 
their own situated positions, using 
grounded experience to address issues 
of power and inequity.2 Such moments 
also draw attention to the limits of other 
terms used by researchers to indicate 
individuals who are vital to their projects, 
such as subject, informant, participant, 
and interlocutor.

Mae Wan, Nong Sack, P’Pung, and others in Samorn and 
Surin are crucial interlocutors whose knowledge and 
opinions about silk weaving continue to shape my research, 
but this classification and description do little to capture the 
nature of our relationship and the comfort, joy, and 
occasional anxieties that this intimacy brings. Even though 
Mae Wan and I are close enough in age for me to call her 
“P” or older sibling, instead of “Mae” or mother, according to 
Thai forms of respectful address, she refers to herself as 
Mae when we talk, and she takes the role of mothering 
seriously and proudly. Perhaps she sensed when we first 
met that I required certain kinds of educating that only a 
mother could provide such as instructions on how to 
properly cook Surin favorites like spicy papaya salad and 
soup, whose flavor was earthy-deep with herbs and plants 
gathered from gardens around the village.
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to shape my research, but this classifica-
tion and description do little to capture 
the nature of our relationship and the 
comfort, joy, and occasional anxieties 
that this intimacy brings. Even though 
Mae Wan and I are close enough in age 
for me to call her “P” or older sibling, 
instead of “Mae” or mother, according 
to Thai forms of respectful address, she 
refers to herself as Mae when we talk, 
and she takes the role of mothering seri-
ously and proudly. Perhaps she sensed 
when we first met that I required cer-
tain kinds of educating that only a 
mother could provide such as instruc-
tions on how to properly cook Surin 
favorites like spicy papaya salad and 
soup, whose flavor was earthy-deep 
with herbs and plants gathered from 
gardens around the village. 

A few weeks ago, I sent Mae a photo 
via Facebook of a plate of papaya salad 
that I attempted to make at our house 
in Ithaca. She noticed immediately the 
too-orange color of the shreds that indi-
cated overripe papaya, but applauded 

my efforts, remarking in that half-jok-
ing, half-serious way, “You’ve been 
practicing so that you can cook for Pete, 
right?”—Pete being the son of a Samorn 
neighbor (and another mother of mine) 
who had decided that Pete and I were 
soulmates and did everything she could 
to arrange chance encounters. I laughed 
and didn’t reveal that I had prepared 
the papaya salad with the help of my 
female partner . . . but sometimes there 
are things that you don’t tell your par-
ents, or things you wish you had told 
them, or maybe things they already 
know but choose not to discuss. 

Toward the end of my year and a half 
of full-time research based in Surin, Mae 
Wan met Donna, my biological mother 
who traveled to Thailand from Mas-
sachusetts. Together we visited an ele-
phant sanctuary near Samorn, and Mae 
Wan, Paw Sak, and Nong Nudee took 
turns chatting with Donna as I trans-
lated. Sometimes they cut me out of the 
conversation completely, preferring to 
address one another on their own terms 

that were mostly laughter-filled, with 
Donna convinced she was beginning to 
understand Thai, and Mae Wan becom-
ing a master of English. Now when I 
talk on the phone to both mothers, they 
ask how the other is doing and send 
warm greetings. 

Fieldwork’s messiness is often chal-
lenging and often unpredictably exqui-
site, resulting in relationships whose 
dynamics and textures exceed easy cat-
egorization. This excess is nevertheless 
composed of vibrant patterns forged 
with other humans and creatures and 
things, patterns that remind us of the 
necessity of spinning threads that con-
nect across difference.   n

1 Trinh T. Minh-ha, Woman, Native, Other: Writ-
ing Postcoloniality and Feminism (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1989).

2 Minh-ha, Reassemblage, documentary, directed 
by Trinh T. Minh-ha, 40 minutes, 1982.

The Samorn Village Weaving Group participates in a natural dye training.

A few weeks ago, I sent Mae a photo via Facebook of a 
plate of papaya salad that I attempted to make at our house 
in Ithaca. She noticed immediately the too-orange color of 
the shreds that indicated overripe papaya, but applauded my 
efforts, remarking in that half-joking, half-serious way, 
“You’ve been practicing so that you can cook for Pete, 
right?”—Pete being the son of a Samorn neighbor (and 
another mother of mine) who had decided that Pete and I 
were soulmates and did everything she could to arrange 
chance encounters. I laughed and didn’t reveal that I had 
prepared the papaya salad with the help of my female 
partner . . . but sometimes there are things that you don’t tell 
your parents, or things you wish you had told them, or 
maybe things they already know but choose not to discuss.

Toward the end of my year and a half of full-time research 
based in Surin, Mae Wan met Donna, my biological mother 
who traveled to Thailand from Massachusetts. Together we 
visited an elephant sanctuary near Samorn, and Mae Wan, 
Paw Sak, and Nong Nudee took turns chatting with Donna 
as I translated. Sometimes they cut me out of the 
conversation completely, preferring to address one another 
on their own terms that were mostly laughter-filled, with 
Donna convinced she was beginning to understand Thai, 
and Mae Wan becoming a master of English. Now when I 
talk on the phone to both mothers, they ask how the other is 
doing and send warm greetings.

Fieldwork’s messiness is often 
challenging and often unpredictably 
exquisite, resulting in relationships 
whose dynamics and textures exceed 
easy categorization. This excess is 
nevertheless composed of vibrant 
patterns forged with other humans and 
creatures and things, patterns that 
remind us of the necessity of spinning 
threads that connect across difference.



PLURALISM
ON TRIAL?

by Connor Rechtzigel,  
PhD student  

in anthropology

whIle many have laUded the political, economic, and 
social possibilities the transition (or reformasi) offered Indone-
sia, scholarly and media conversations about the state of the 
country’s religious pluralism over the past two decades have 
become increasingly mixed in tone. At the same time articles 
in the New York Times have hailed Indonesia’s commitment to 
a pluralistic Islam, other observers are more fearful of grow-
ing majoritarianism and extremism, citing events like the 
highly publicized 2017 trial jailing Jakarta’s former Chinese 
Christian governor for blasphemy against Islam.

Against a backdrop of what seems to be growing exclu-
sivism and intolerance, scholars from a range of disciplines 
convened between April 12–13, 2019, at the Kahin Center on 
the Cornell campus for a workshop and conference titled The 
State of Religious Pluralism in Indonesia. Organized by Chiara 
Formichi, associate professor of Asian Studies at Cornell, the 
conference featured five panels on topics spanning Indone-
sia’s diverse religious and geographic landscape. Through 
formal and informal discussions, presenters and attendants 
aimed to identify the actors and historical forces upholding 
and challenging Indonesian ideals of religious pluralism, pro-
viding historical and ethnographic specificity to broad claims 
of growing intolerance.

Robert Hefner’s (Boston University) opening lecture, 
“From Agonistic Plurality to Pluralism?,” set the tone for the 
conference. At the outset, Hefner described an unprecedented 
lack of scholarly consensus about the role of “Islamization” in 
contemporary Indonesia. Highlighting both the empowering 
and restricting effects of new Islamic movements on public 
ethics and gender norms, Hefner reminded attendants that 
such movements are neither unitary nor singularly concerned 
with creating an Islamic state. Echoing this, the second pre-

senter, Sidney Jones (Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, 
Jakarta), linked the increasing influence of hard-line Islamist 
positions to rising middle-class prosperity. Rather than indict 
Islam or “religion” as the problem, the opening discussion 
emphasized an array of social, political, and economic factors 
shaping Islam’s present relation to Indonesian democracy.

Friday’s remaining two panels provided case studies from 
multiple religious traditions. The second panel, “Active Intol-
erance,” consisted of papers by Kikue Hamayotsu (Northern 
Illinois University), Evi Lina Sutrisno (University of Gadjah 
Mada), and historian Mona Lohanda (presented by Chiara 
Formichi in her absence). Each drew on recent examples 
of intolerance, including, respectively, coalitions between 
Islamic scholars and radicals across Java; a case concerning a 
contentious Chinese deity statue in East Java; and the afore-
mentioned blasphemy case against Jakarta’s former gover-
nor, Basuki “Ahok” Tjahaja Purnama. In Friday’s last panel, 
Lorraine Aragon (University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill) 
shared recent developments in the status of animism, histori-
cally excluded from the state’s religious classification system, 
while Silvia Vignato (University of Milano–Bicocca) discussed 
how Tamils living in Medan, Sumatra, have navigated state 
restrictions on Hindu practice.

In this context, where religious minorities often must 
align their practices with the state’s vision for religion, is a 
more inclusive, “moderate” Indonesian Islam the solution? 
According to James Hoesterey (Emory University), the first 
presenter in the Saturday morning panel “Global and Local,” 
this constructed and at times contradictory idea might have 
purchase in Indonesian diplomacy but tells us little about reli-
gious practice on the ground. Speaking about a similarly con-
structed concept of “Balinese religion,” the second presenter, 

last year marked twenty years since Indonesia’s transition 
from the authoritarian rule of President suharto to democratic 
governance and liberalization. 

Conference Focuses on Religion  
in Contemporary Indonesia
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While many have lauded the political, economic, and social 
possibilities the transition (or reformasi) offered Indonesia, 
scholarly and media conversations about the state of the 
country’s religious pluralism over the past two decades have 
become increasingly mixed in tone. At the same time articles 
in the New York Times have hailed Indonesia’s commitment 
to a pluralistic Islam, other observers are more fearful of 
growing majoritarianism and extremism, citing events like the 
highly publicized 2017 trial jailing Jakarta’s former Chinese 
Christian governor for blasphemy against Islam.Against a backdrop of what seems to be growing exclusivism 
and intolerance, scholars from a range of disciplines 
convened between April 12–13, 2019, at the Kahin Center on 
the Cornell campus for a workshop and conference titled The 
State of Religious Pluralism in Indonesia. Organized by 
Chiara Formichi, associate professor of Asian Studies at 
Cornell, the conference featured five panels on topics 
spanning Indonesia’s diverse religious and geographic 
landscape. Through formal and informal discussions, 
presenters and attendants aimed to identify the actors and 
historical forces upholding and challenging Indonesian ideals 
of religious pluralism, providing historical and ethnographic 
specificity to broad claims of growing intolerance.

Robert Hefner’s (Boston University) opening lecture, “From Agonistic Plurality to Pluralism?,” 
set the tone for the conference. At the outset, Hefner described an unprecedented lack of 
scholarly consensus about the role of “Islamization” in contemporary Indonesia. Highlighting 
both the empowering and restricting effects of new Islamic movements on public ethics and 
gender norms, Hefner reminded attendants that such movements are neither unitary nor 
singularly concerned with creating an Islamic state. Echoing this, the second presenter, 
Sidney Jones (Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, Jakarta), linked the increasing 
influence of hard-line Islamist positions to rising middle-class prosperity. Rather than indict 
Islam or “religion” as the problem, the opening discussion emphasized an array of social, 
political, and economic factors shaping Islam’s present relation to Indonesian democracy.

Friday’s remaining two panels provided case studies from 
multiple religious traditions. The second panel, “Active 
Intolerance,” consisted of papers by Kikue Hamayotsu 
(Northern Illinois University), Evi Lina Sutrisno (University of 
Gadjah Mada), and historian Mona Lohanda (presented by 
Chiara Formichi in her absence). Each drew on recent 
examples of intolerance, including, respectively, coalitions 
between Islamic scholars and radicals across Java; a case 
concerning a contentious Chinese deity statue in East Java; 
and the aforementioned blasphemy case against Jakarta’s 
former governor, Basuki “Ahok” Tjahaja Purnama. In Friday’s 
last panel, Lorraine Aragon (University of North 
Carolina–Chapel Hill) shared recent developments in the 
status of animism, historically excluded from the state’s 
religious classification system, while Silvia Vignato (University 
of Milano–Bicocca) discussed how Tamils living in Medan, 
Sumatra, have navigated state restrictions on Hindu practice.

In this context, where religious minorities often must align their practices with the state’s 
vision for religion, is a more inclusive, “moderate” Indonesian Islam the solution? According to 
James Hoesterey (Emory University), the first presenter in the Saturday morning panel 
“Global and Local,” this constructed and at times contradictory idea might have purchase in 
Indonesian diplomacy but tells us little about reli- gious practice on the ground. Speaking 
about a similarly constructed concept of “Balinese religion,” the second presenter, Michel 
Picard (École des hautes éetudes en sciences sociales, or EHESS, Paris), discussed past 
and present efforts in Bali to (re)define religious boundaries amid the increased presence of 
non-Balinese residents. In line with the panel theme, both Hoeseterey’s and Picard’s 
examples illustrated how religious boundaries are continuously negotiated and involve an 
inter-play of local and global forces.



Above: Presenters pose for a post-conference photo.
Right: Michel Picard discusses past and present efforts to define Balinese religion.
Below: Chiara Formichi poses a question to panelist Robert Hefner and moderator 
Seema Golestaneh.
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Michel Picard (École des hautes éetudes en sciences sociales, 
or EHESS, Paris), discussed past and present efforts in Bali to 
(re)define religious boundaries amid the increased presence 
of non-Balinese residents. In line with the panel theme, both 
Hoeseterey’s and Picard’s examples illustrated how religious 
boundaries are continuously negotiated and involve an inter-
play of local and global forces.

The final panel, “Debating (In)tolerance,” included papers 
by Christopher Duncan (Rutgers University–Newark) and 
coauthors Jeremy Menchik (Boston University) and Thomas 
Pepinsky (Cornell University). Both papers stressed the 
importance of scale and identity in questions of religious 
tolerance. Focusing on Christian and Muslim relations in 
Maluku, Duncan demonstrated how tolerance can take on 
different meanings at the macro-level of media reporting and 
at the micro-level of everyday interaction. He drew attention 
to the need to consider tolerance not only toward “near reli-
gious others” such as neighbors, but also toward those one 
may not know directly. Pepinsky’s and Menchik’s paper, 
based on in-depth surveys of Muslim elites about Christians 
in specific social situations, provided further specificity to the 
broad concept of intolerance. They concluded that holding a 
strong identity with Islamic organizations such as Muham-
madiyah, Nahdlatul Ulama, or Persatuan Islam (Persis) tends 
to correspond with increased levels of religious intolerance 
toward Christians.

In the final discussion, presenters and attendants began to 
touch on questions underlying previous discussions: To what 
extent can we say contemporary Indonesia is democratic or 
pluralistic? How can one stimulate change? Acknowledging 
that these are difficult questions, overall presenters and atten-

dants expressed skepticism toward existing interfaith dia-
logues and stressed the importance of considering Indonesia’s 
own unique history alongside wider global conversations on 
religion, civil society, and the state. 

As a first-year graduate student in anthropology, the con-
ference provided me a glimpse into the many opportunities 
Cornell offers new and advanced scholars of Indonesia. It also 
allowed us graduate students to chat with scholars whose 
research we frequently encounter in our coursework. In addi-
tion to the presenters, I would like to thank organizers Chiara 
Formichi, Cornell’s Southeast Asia Program, the American 
Institute for Indonesian Studies, the numerous institutes and 
departments that funded the event, and the Cornell profes-
sors who moderated panel discussion.  n

The final panel, “Debating (In)tolerance,” included papers by 
Christopher Duncan (Rutgers University–Newark) and 
coauthors Jeremy Menchik (Boston University) and Thomas 
Pepinsky (Cornell University). Both papers stressed the 
importance of scale and identity in questions of religious 
tolerance. Focusing on Christian and Muslim relations in 
Maluku, Duncan demonstrated how tolerance can take on 
different meanings at the macro-level of media reporting and 
at the micro-level of everyday interaction. He drew attention 
to the need to consider tolerance not only toward “near 
religious others” such as neighbors, but also toward those 
one may not know directly. Pepinsky’s and Menchik’s paper, 
based on in-depth surveys of Muslim elites about Christians 
in specific social situations, provided further specificity to the 
broad concept of intolerance. They concluded that holding a 
strong identity with Islamic organizations such as 
Muham-madiyah, Nahdlatul Ulama, or Persatuan Islam 
(Persis) tends to correspond with increased levels of 
religious intolerance toward Christians.

In the final discussion, presenters and attendants began to touch on questions underlying 
previous discussions: To what extent can we say contemporary Indonesia is democratic or 
pluralistic? How can one stimulate change? Acknowledging that these are difficult questions, 
overall presenters and attendants expressed skepticism toward existing interfaith dialogues 
and stressed the importance of considering Indonesia’s own unique history alongside wider 
global conversations on religion, civil society, and the state.

As a first-year graduate student in anthropology, the 
conference provided me a glimpse into the many opportunities 
Cornell offers new and advanced scholars of Indonesia. It also 
allowed us graduate students to chat with scholars whose 
research we frequently encounter in our coursework. In 
addition to the presenters, I would like to thank organizers 
Chiara Formichi, Cornell’s Southeast Asia Program, the 
American Institute for Indonesian Studies, the numerous 
institutes and departments that funded the event, and the 
Cornell professors who moderated panel discussion.



Language Exchange  
and Community  
Engaged Research

by Mary Moroney, 
PhD candidate in 
linguistics

The last leg of my trip to the Shan village on the border 
of Thailand and Myanmar was in a pickup truck. Someone 
from the village drove to meet me at the bus office after I took a four-hour mini-
bus trip from Chiang Mai to Pang Mapha. It had rained the night before—the 
only time it rained during my month-long trip in January 2019 during the dry 
season—and the unpaved sections of the road were all mud. 

We made our way driving up hills, then slipping and sliding down. This was 
somewhat alarming to me, sitting in the cab of the truck, but the two people in 
the truck bed with my bags did not seem worried at all. The village itself was 
beautiful, settled in the mountains with houses lining the roads that stretched 
along the slopes.

I had been invited by the Shan Education Commission, which serves about 
three hundred schools in the area, to spend a little more than two weeks in the vil-
lage to teach English and to collect data for my linguistics research, which focuses 
on the syntax and semantics (structure and meaning) of noun phrases in Shan/
Tai, a Southwestern Tai language related to Thai. Just before my arrival, one of 
SEAP’s visiting Fulbright Fellows from Ghent University, Justinas Stankus, had 
spent a month at the same high school teaching social development, including 
basic entrepreneurship skills. It was all thanks to Justinas that I was able to make 
connections with the Shan Education Commission that invited us to come teach 
at this village. 

I first began doing research with Shan in 2016 in a field methods class at Cornell 
taught by Abby Cohn, SEAP director and professor of linguistics, and John Whit-
man, professor of linguistics. In this class, several other linguistics students and I 
worked with Aye Twei Soe, a member of the Ithaca community who speaks Shan. 
Having decided to continue research with this language, I started taking Thai 
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Language Exchange and Community Engaged Research at the Border of Thailand and Myanmar 

I had been invited by the Shan Education Commission, which serves about three 
hundred schools in the area, to spend a little more than two weeks in the village 
to teach English and to collect data for my linguistics research, which focuses on 
the syntax and semantics (structure and meaning) of noun phrases in Shan/ Tai, 
a Southwestern Tai language related to Thai. Just before my arrival, one of 
SEAP’s visiting Fulbright Fellows from Ghent University, Justinas Stankus, had 
spent a month at the same high school teaching social development, including 
basic entrepreneurship skills. It was all thanks to Justinas that I was able to 
make connections with the Shan Education Commission that invited us to come 
teach at this village.
I first began doing research with Shan in 2016 in a field methods class at Cornell taught by Abby 
Cohn, SEAP director and professor of linguistics, and John Whitman, professor of linguistics. In 
this class, several other linguistics students and I worked with Aye Twei Soe, a member of the 
Ithaca community who speaks Shan. Having decided to continue research with this language, I 
started taking Thai the following semester with Ngampit Jagacinski, Cornell’s senior lecturer of 
Thai, since Thai was the most closely related language that I could formally study.



the following semester with Ngampit 
Jagacinski, Cornell’s senior lecturer of 
Thai, since Thai was the most closely 
related language that I could formally 
study.

I was fortunate enough to get For-
eign Language and Area Studies fel-
lowships to both attend the Southeast 
Asian Studies Summer Institute during 
the summer of 2017 and continue 
taking Thai for a total of six semesters. 
Thai has been invaluable to me in how 
it has helped expand my research with 
Shan, enabling me speak to many more 
people. Due to similarities between 
Thai and Shan, learning Thai made 
learning Shan much easier than it oth-
erwise would have been. 

The high school building, where I 
stayed and taught in the village, had 
classrooms on the bottom floor and 
bedrooms on the second floor. A sepa-
rate structure housed the kitchen where 
I ate most of my meals. There were 
three students that cooked the meals, 
sometimes with the help of the teach-
ers there. At the school, teachers were 
focused on teaching the students not 
only the typical subjects that we find 
taught in schools in the United States 
such as math and science, but also prac-
tical and marketable skills like how to 
sew or how to make and sell brooms 
and dumplings.

The Shan Education Commission’s 
curriculum includes teaching three 
languages in addition to Shan: English, 
Thai, and Burmese. This illustrates 
their awareness of the value of pre-
paring their students to be able to find 
work in a variety of locations and lin-
guistic environments. Teachers at the 
school are dedicated to preparing their 
students to take care of themselves and 
thrive wherever they find themselves 
after graduating.

Even though Justinas and I taught 
different subjects at different times in 
the same village close to Pang Mapha, 
for both of us it was a team project. We 
had both received Engaged Cornell 
travel grants, which support engage-
ment in social development projects 
and encourage building cooperative 
relationships with local communities. 

While teaching English in this village 
school, I worked with teachers to con-
ceive a larger project to create the first 
English language textbooks designed 
for Shan speakers. The English teaching 
materials available in the village were 
not very accessible to Shan students. 
The workbook was in English, even for 
students at the introductory level. My 
project aims to create a textbook that 
includes Shan instructions for introduc-
tory-level textbooks, sections address-
ing particularly challenging aspects 
of English pronunciation or syntax, a 
teacher’s edition, and if possible, audio 
versions of portions of the textbook. 
This is well under way, and I spent June 
and July 2019 in Thailand collaborating 
on this textbook with teachers in the 
Shan Education Commission. 

For such a small village, there was 
an abundance of linguistic diversity. 
Everyone spoke Shan, but people had 
come from all over Shan state to study 
here, since this village serves as a center 
for the school network. As a result, there 
was a lot of variation in what other lan-
guages they knew or even what dialect 
of Shan they spoke. Besides the teach-
ers, few people spoke English. Many 
people spoke Thai; this is the language 
I used when the students had trouble 
understanding something in English. 
Some people understood Burmese, 
Mandarin, or other minority languages 
of Myanmar.

Both Justinas and I had the oppor-
tunity to be in the village while they 
were preparing for important festi-
vals and performances. When Justinas 
had arrived, they were preparing for 
Children’s Day, celebrated in January. 
Throughout my visit, the students were 
preparing for Shan National Day, cele-
brated on February 7. I was fortunate 
to be able to see the Children’s Day 
celebration on the first day of my visit. 
The celebration showcased singing and 
dancing performances from students of 
many different ages. This celebration 
of an international holiday in a fairly 
remote village seems to demonstrate 
this community’s movement toward 
globalization. The impacts of globaliza-
tion could be seen in many other ways 

as well, such as in the ubiquity of cell 
phones and social media use in a place 
where one anticipates access to electric-
ity to be limited to certain hours of the 
day.

My trips to this village near Pang 
Mapha were wonderful opportunities 
for research, building relationships for 
future collaborations, and sharing cul-
tural knowledge. Learning Shan and 
Thai launched my connection to the 
people in this village and the commu-
nity engaged project has helped it to 
grow.  n

Above: Justinas Stankus on a hike with 
students.
Below: High school students, Kham Ing 
and Hpon Sy Leng, teach Mary Moroney 
how to make a broom.

I was fortunate enough to get Foreign 
Language and Area Studies fellowships to both 
attend the Southeast Asian Studies Summer 
Institute during the summer of 2017 and 
continue taking Thai for a total of six 
semesters. Thai has been invaluable to me in 
how it has helped expand my research with 
Shan, enabling me speak to many more 
people. Due to similarities between Thai and 
Shan, learning Thai made learning Shan much 
easier than it otherwise would have been.

The high school building, where I 
stayed and taught in the village, had 
classrooms on the bottom floor and 
bedrooms on the second floor. A 
separate structure housed the kitchen 
where I ate most of my meals. There 
were three students that cooked the 
meals, sometimes with the help of the 
teachers there. At the school, teachers 
were focused on teaching the students 
not only the typical subjects that we 
find taught in schools in the United 
States such as math and science, but 
also practical and marketable skills like 
how to sew or how to make and sell 
brooms and dumplings.

The Shan Education Commission’s 
curriculum includes teaching three 
languages in addition to Shan: English, 
Thai, and Burmese. This illustrates 
their awareness of the value of 
preparing their students to be able to 
find work in a variety of locations and 
linguistic environments. Teachers at 
the school are dedicated to preparing 
their students to take care of 
themselves and thrive wherever they 
find themselves after graduating.
Even though Justinas and I taught different 
subjects at different times in the same village 
close to Pang Mapha, for both of us it was a 
team project. We had both received Engaged 
Cornell travel grants, which support engagement 
in social development projects and encourage 
building cooperative relationships with local 
communities.

While teaching English in this village school, I 
worked with teachers to conceive a larger 
project to create the first English language 
textbooks designed for Shan speakers. The 
English teaching materials available in the 
village were not very accessible to Shan 
students. The workbook was in English, even 
for students at the introductory level. My project 
aims to create a textbook that includes Shan 
instructions for introductory-level textbooks, 
sections addressing particularly challenging 
aspects of English pronunciation or syntax, a 
teacher’s edition, and if possible, audio 
versions of portions of the textbook. This is well 
under way, and I spent June and July 2019 in 
Thailand collaborating on this textbook with 
teachers in the Shan Education Commission.

For such a small village, there was an 
abundance of linguistic diversity. 
Everyone spoke Shan, but people had 
come from all over Shan state to study 
here, since this village serves as a 
center for the school network. As a 
result, there was a lot of variation in what 
other languages they knew or even what 
dialect of Shan they spoke. Besides the 
teachers, few people spoke English. 
Many people spoke Thai; this is the 
language I used when the students had 
trouble understanding something in 
English. Some people understood 
Burmese, Mandarin, or other minority 
languages of Myanmar.

Both Justinas and I had the opportunity to be in 
the village while they were preparing for 
important festivals and performances. When 
Justinas had arrived, they were preparing for 
Children’s Day, celebrated in January. 
Throughout my visit, the students were 
preparing for Shan National Day, celebrated on 
February 7. I was fortunate to be able to see the 
Children’s Day celebration on the first day of my 
visit. The celebration showcased singing and 
dancing performances from students of many 
different ages. This celebration of an 
international holiday in a fairly remote village 
seems to demonstrate this community’s 
movement toward globalization. The impacts of 
globalization could be seen in many other ways 
as well, such as in the ubiquity of cell phones 
and social media use in a place where one 
anticipates access to electricity to be limited to 
certain hours of the day.

My trips to this village near Pang 
Mapha were wonderful opportunities for 
research, building relationships for 
future collaborations, and sharing 
cultural knowledge. Learning Shan and 
Thai launched my connection to the 
people in this village and the 
community engaged project has helped 
it to grow.
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Toward Southeast 
Asian Study 

That is to say, despite my current institutional affiliation 
with SEAP, one might look over my curriculum vitae and/
or academic history and note that my work, both academic 
and otherwise, has been done much more under the guise of 
Asian American studies. 

As an ethnic studies undergraduate at University of 
California, Berkeley, I was indoctrinated to be suspicious 
of those studying under the banner of Southeast Asian or 
Asian studies, either because of the field’s intertwined and 
complicated history with US foreign policy, or because of the 
field’s historical and methodological tendencies towards the 
colonial and anthropological. Nonetheless, I snuck around 
and took at least two Southeast Asian studies courses, one 
focused on general studies of Southeast Asia and another 
focused on Filipino/American literature (literature written 
both by Filipinos in the United States as well as literature 
written in English by Filipinos in the Philippines). 

I mainly took these classes as a remedy to the East Asian-
centricity of many Asian American studies classes at UC 

Berkeley at the time. I also took these classes because I, 
like many of the original student activists who fought for 
Asian American studies in the late 1960s, was interested in 
understanding Asian America within a transnational, even 
international, framework of liberation and struggle. “We are 
here because you were there” is an oft-cited mantra of an 
Asian American studies program that sees itself as always-
already domestic and transnational. From then until now, I 
have been drawn to the “there” of the Philippines, yes, but 
also Southeast Asia, more broadly. 

I must state, however, that I bring my training in cultural 
studies (and a particular instance of Asian American studies) 
to my Southeast Asian study, my Filipino study. As Rey Chow 
has so cogently articulated: 

Instead of the traditional Eurocentric frameworks of the 
nation-state, national language, and geographical area 
that constitute area studies, cultural studies offers modes 
of inquiry that require students to pay attention to the 
cultural politics of knowledge production. Instead of 

When I first received the invitation to speak at the SEAP 2019 Graduate Student Conference, 
Conformities and Interruptions in Southeast Asia, I realized (both intellectually and viscerally) 
that I might be seen, in many ways, to be a disruption to the ideal of what a Southeast Asian 
studies graduate conference speaker might be. 

by Christine Bacaereza 
Balance, associate professor, 
Asian American studies and 

performing and media arts



reinforcing the kind of Orientalist methodology that is 
deeply entrenched in area studies, cultural studies would 
emphasize how the study of non-Western cultures as 
such cannot proceed as if modernity and tradition were 
simply a matter of “indigenous” continuity without 
taking into consideration the ideological consequences 
of Western imperialism or without addressing the 
asymmetrical relations between “master discourses” and 
“native informants.”1 

This is not to say that all area studies or cultural studies 
theorists move forth in these manners. I would say, however, 
that they do exist whenever I might hear an area studies 
scholar state that they study “Vietnam” or “Indonesia,” as if 
one could ever fully comprehend or understand the totality 
of a nation-state, let alone simply study a nation’s culture, 
people, natural resources, et cetera, in a manner that did not 
take into consideration how such a statement could be so 
problematic. By “problematic” I mean not only in the ways 
that such scholarship assumes a comprehensive knowledge, 

Making SenSe 
of Martial law
My current research project, Making Sense of 
Martial Law, analyzes the ways that former 
Philippine president Ferdinand Marcos and his 

wife, Imelda, exploited the sensorial and spectacular and the means by which US- and Philippines-based 
artists work from and against this sensationalized history. This project aims not only to work in a manner of 
Southeast Asian study, but also to bring together performance studies and a history of the senses. “Making 
sense” as a methodology emerged from my encounters with Here Lies Love (2014), an immersive theatrical 
experience created by musician David Byrne, DJ/producer Fatboy Slim, and theater director Alex Timbers, 
which stages former Philippine First Lady Imelda Marcos’s rags-to-riches tale on a disco dance floor. With 
“infectious” tunes performed by a DJ and live band and sung by an all-Asian American cast, audience 
members are placed in the center of the action and directed by ushers, decked out in neon-pink jumpsuits, 
to move in concert with the show’s rotating platforms. 

The show’s 360-degree scenic and video environment spans from amateurish and kitschy backdrops 
to walls of television screens projecting interstitial titles, documentary footage, and both the actors’ and 
audience’s actions, as captured by roving cameras. When the show’s stars— Ferdinand Marcos (Jose Lllana) 
and Imelda Marcos (Ruthie Ann Miles)—descend from their elevated stages, we, the common masses, feel 
summoned to touch them. If we do, we know that these moves will be broadcast by the surveillance system 
of screens and cameras installed in the theater. In this way, and perhaps unbeknownst to its creators, Here 
Lies Love’s regulated choreography and surveillance system approximates the materiality of life under 
Marcos’s martial rule. In turn, Here Lies Love asks its audiences to move with, while being moved by, it.

but also in the ways that it might presume a static “Vietnam” 
or “Indonesia”—an “indigenous continuity”—while, at the 
same time, ignoring the politics and structures of knowing 
such places and peoples, and the ways that such places and 
peoples have changed over time (not only due to natural 
causes, but also to the unnatural causes of war, empire, and 
colonialism). 

If I sound antagonistic to the project of Southeast Asia’s 
study, I am not; in fact, I hold cultural studies and those within 
Asian American studies equally accountable when it comes 
to a propensity for comprehensive knowledge and presumed 
static notions of the “homeland.” In both cases, I hold myself 
equally accountable to thinking through and working against 
what Rey Chow designates as the “asymmetrical relations 
inherent in the Western studies of non-Western cultures.”2 
For example, how can I not only elevate the cultures and 
everyday lives of Filipinos to the same level as “high theory,” 
but also continually and respectfully take part in Filipino 
intellectual life (and scholarly conversations, mainly taking 
place in Manila) as a US-based and -trained scholar?

What I want to propose is a project of Southeast Asian study, 
a joint endeavor that crosses the institutional lines of area 
studies and Asian American studies. Here, I think of “study” 
along the lines of “black study, black struggle” that historian 
Robin D. G. Kelley lays out. It is a form of study indebted to 

What I want to propose is a project of Southeast Asian study, a joint endeavor that crosses the 
institutional lines of area studies and Asian American studies. Here, I think of “study” along the 
lines of “black study, black struggle” that historian Robin D. G. Kelley lays out. It is a form of study 
indebted to histories of Black studies—a field formed around the same time as Asian American 
studies—“conceived not just outside the university but in opposition to a Eurocentric university 
culture with ties to corporate and military power.” As Kelley continues, “insurgent black studies 
scholars developed institutional models based in, but largely independent of the academy.” They 
were “a subaltern, subversive way of being in but not of the university,” a model that Stefano 
Harney and Fred Moten have designated as the undercommons, “a fugitive network where a 
commitment to abolition and collectivity prevails over a university culture bent on creating socially 
isolated individuals whose academic skepticism and claims of objectivity leave the world-as-it-is 
intact.”3 Taking a cue from earlier instantiations of black studies and Asian American studies, our 
Southeast Asian study should emphasize critiques of power over simply respect for differences, 
as well as learn not to grant the university so much authority over reading choices. Or, as science 
fiction writer Octavia Butler insists, we must learn to “read omnivorously.”4
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1 Rey Chow, “Theory, Area Studies, Cultural Studies: Issues of Pedagogy in Multiculturalism,” in Learning Places: The Afterlives of Area Studies, ed.  H. D. 
Harootunian and Masao Miyoshi (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002), 110. 

2 Ibid., 108.
3 Robin D. G. Kelley, “Black Study, Black Struggle,” Ufahamu 40, no.2 (2018): 157–58.
4 Octavia Butler, quoted in Joshunda Sanders, “Interview with Octavia Butler,” In Motion Magazine (2004), www.inmotionmagazine.com/ac04/obutler.html. 
5 David A. Rosenberg, ed., Marcos and Martial Law in the Philippines (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1979), 13.
6 Batongbacal, Jay L, Archipelagic Studies Charting New Waters (Diliman, Quezon City: UP Systemwide Network on Archipelagic and Ocean Studies in cooperation 

with the UP Center for Integrative and Development Studies, 1998), 8.

histories of Black studies—a field formed around the same 
time as Asian American studies—“conceived not just outside 
the university but in opposition to a Eurocentric university 
culture with ties to corporate and military power.” As Kelley 
continues, “insurgent black studies scholars developed 
institutional models based in, but largely independent of the 
academy.” They were “a subaltern, subversive way of being 
in but not of the university,” a model that Stefano Harney and 
Fred Moten have designated as the undercommons, “a fugitive 
network where a commitment to abolition and collectivity 
prevails over a university culture bent on creating socially 
isolated individuals whose academic skepticism and claims of 
objectivity leave the world-as-it-is intact.”3 Taking a cue from 
earlier instantiations of black studies and Asian American 
studies, our Southeast Asian study should emphasize 
critiques of power over simply respect for differences, as well 
as learn not to grant the university so much authority over 
reading choices. Or, as science fiction writer Octavia Butler 
insists, we must learn to “read omnivorously.”4 

So what has Southeast Asian study looked like for me? 
I take seriously David Rosenberg’s notice that the “political 

transformation” of martial law “provides an opportunity to 
reexamine many long-standing beliefs about the nature of 
Philippine politics.”5 Southeast Asian study has brought me 
to the realization of the need for an archipelagic perspective, 

as Jay Batongbacal and Merlin Magallona have described 
it, an approach attuned to the geographical realities of the 
Philippines as a nation “fragmented into more than 7,000 
islands.” With its cultural features of kinship structure, 
ethnolinguistic diversity, religious battles, and ongoing 
nationalist struggles, the Philippines already finds cultural 
affinities with its Southeast Asian neighbors. With a shared 
history of US empire and Spanish colonialism, it is also 
attuned to its Latin American and Caribbean compatriots and 
counterparts. Nevertheless, with its “turn to authoritarian 
government” in 1972, the history of martial law in the 
Philippines requires attention be paid to the broader 
landscape of third-world political events taking place and 
political leaders rising to power during that tumultuous 
decade. Therefore, I aim to move away from the binary of US 
and Philippine nationalist discourses and, instead, bring this 
historical period into conversation with larger concerns in the 
fields of Caribbean, Latin American, Southeast Asian, and 
Pacific Islander studies.6   

Our Southeast Asian study would hopefully lead us away 
from holding onto the traditions and borders of nation-states, 
national languages, and literatures and toward the regional 
sounds of Southeast Asia designated before, after, and in spite 
of post-World War II and Cold War configurations.  n

Above: Professor Christine Balance speaking at the 2019 SEAP Graduate Student Conference. 
Inset: Production stills from here lies love (Public Theatre, New York City, 2013).

Our Southeast Asian study would hopefully lead us away from holding onto the traditions and 
borders of nation-states, national languages, and literatures and toward the regional sounds of 
Southeast Asia designated before, after, and in spite of post-World War II and Cold War 
configurations.

1 Rey Chow, “Theory, Area Studies, Cultural Studies: Issues of Pedagogy in Multiculturalism,” in Learning Places: The Afterlives of Area Studies, ed. H. D. Harootunian and Masao Miyoshi 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002), 110.
2 Ibid., 108.
3 Robin D. G. Kelley, “Black Study, Black Struggle,” Ufahamu 40, no.2 (2018): 157–58.

5 David A. Rosenberg, ed., Marcos and Martial Law in the Philippines (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1979), 13.
4Octavia Butler, quoted in Joshunda Sanders, “Interview with Octavia Butler,” In Motion Magazine (2004), www.inmotionmagazine.com/ac04/obutler.html.

6 Batongbacal, Jay L, Archipelagic Studies Charting New Waters (Diliman, Quezon City: UP Systemwide Network on Archipelagic and Ocean Studies in cooperation with the UP Center for 
Integrative and Development Studies, 1998), 8.
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REBEL POLITICS

A Political Sociology of Armed Struggle in Myanmar's Borderlands
David Brenner

$24.95 paperback

Rebel Politics analyzes the changing dynamics of the civil war in Myanmar, one of the most en- 
trenched armed conflicts in the world. Since 2011. a national peace process has gone 
hand-in-hand with escalating ethnic conlfict. The Karen National Union (KNU). previously known 
for its uncompro- mising stance against the central government of Myanmar. became a leader in 
the peace process after it signed a ceasefire in 2012. Meanwhile, the Kachin Independence 
Organization (KIO) returned to the trenches in 2011 after its own seventeen-year-long ceasefire 
broke down. To understand these puzzling changes, Brenner conducted ethnographic fieldwork 
among the KNU and K10. analyzing the relations between rebel leaders, their rank-and-file, and 
local communities in the context of wider political and geopolitical transformations. Drawing on 
Political Sociology, Rebel Politics explains how revolutionary elites capture and lose legitimacy 
within their own movements and how these internal contestations drive the strategies of rebellion 
in unforeseen ways. Brenner presents a novel perspective that contributes to our understanding 
of contemporary politics in Southeast Asia, and to the study of conflict. peace and security. by 
highlighting the hidden social dynamics and everyday practices of political violence. ethnic 
conflict. rebel governance and borderland politics.ACTIVISTS IN TRANSITION

Progressive Politics in Democratic Indonesia Edited by 
Thushara Dibley and Michele Ford

$24.95 paperback

Activists in Transition examines the relationship between social movements and 
democratization in lndonesia. Collectively. progressive social move- ments have 
played a critical role over in ensuring that diiierent groups of citizens can engage 
directly in—and benefit from—the political process  in a way that was not 
possible under authoritarianism. However, their individual roles have been 
diiierent, with some playing a decisive role in  the destabilization oi the regime 
and others serving as beli~weathers of  the advancement. or otherwise. oi 
indonesia's democracy in the decades since. Equally important. democratization 
has affected social movements differently depending on the form taken by each 
movement during the New Order period. The book assesses the contribution 
that nine progressive social movements have made to the democratization of 
lndonesia since the late i980s. and how. in turn. each of those movements has 
been influenced by democratization.

THE REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM, 1955-1975
Vietnamese Perspectives on Nation Building 
Edited by Tuong Vu 
and Sean Fear

$24.95 paperback

Through the voices of senior officials, teachers, soldiers, journalists, and artists. 
The Republic of Vietnam, 1955-1975, presents us with an interpretation of 
"South Vietnam" as a passionately imagined nation in the minds of ordinary 
Vietnamese, rather than merely as an expeditious political construct of the 
United States government.

The moving and honest memoirs collected. translated. and edited 
here  by Tuong W and Sean Fear describe the experiences of war. 
politics. and everyday life for people from many walks of life during 
the fraught years 0! Vietnam's Second Republic. leading up to and 
encompassing what Ameri- cans generally call the 'Vietnam War.“ 
The voices gift the reader a sense of the authors’ experiences in 
the Republic and their ideas about the nation during that time. The 
light and carelul editing hand of Vu and Fear reveals that far lrom a 
Cold War proxy struggle, the conflict in Vietnam leatured a true 
ideological divide between the communist North and the 
non-commu- nist South, reviewing a previous edition or volume.Use code 09SEAP at checkout to receive 30% off on our website cornellpress.cornell.edu

Available wherever fine books and e-books are sold

Southeast Asia Program Publications
Kahin Center, 640 
Stewart Ave., Ithica NY 14850
Sarah E. M. Grossman, 
Managing Editor
sg265@cornell.edu
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The genesis of this began with Professor John Echols himself, who devoted much per-
sonal effort to acquiring books wherever he could find them and inspiring others to do 
so. Recently, when his daughter visited Kroch Library for the first time, she was overcome 
with emotion and tears came to her eyes as the doors to the stacks opened and she saw the 
sheer amount of material and the fruit of her father’s labors.

Professor Echols’s dedication inspired others, such as the late SEAP Professor Benedict 
Anderson (1936–2015), who once related the following to me: “You don’t need to thank 
me for books and documents I have given to Echols over the years. John Echols was my 

Does the Echols 
Collection Acquire Material?
by Jeffrey Petersen,  
Southeast Asia Librarian, 
and  
Gregory Green, Curator, 
Echols Collection on 
Southeast Asia

The Echols Collection

Early efforts by individuals in the Cornell SEAP 
community to bring back materials from Southeast Asia 
helped create the national treasure of resources from 
the region that we have today in the John M. Echols 
Collection of Kroch Library at Cornell. 

HowCollection Acquire Material? 



C O L u m N S
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1 Ben Andersen, e-mail correspondence to Jeff Petersen, September 29, 2006.
2 For those interested in how to do this, in the command line in Expert search 

in Worldcat, simply append “NOT li: COO” (COO is the code for Cornell) 
to any search string.

Library of Congress Southeast Asia office is based, there are 
gaps in the resources we receive.

The Echols Collection works with other vendors, usually 
small booksellers or academics in the region, to help supple-
ment what we get through the LOC program. We also conduct 
wide systematic searches on Worldcat (a worldwide library 
catalog) to see what has been missed. This is done by running 
a search on different topics related to Southeast Asia for books 
that are held elsewhere but not at Cornell.2 We will also take 
acquisition trips to Southeast Asia to purchase materials in 
person. These trips mainly entail working with our vendors 
in person to ensure what they collect for us meets our needs. 
They also involve time searching through bookstores and, 
increasingly, working on digitization projects to collect archi-
val material in electronic format while leaving the originals in 
place. In addition, we are enormously grateful for the many 
gifts that come in through donors, students, and professors.

While we seek to be comprehensive, the library cannot get 
everything, and difficult decisions must be made, particularly 
in light of the flat budget we have experienced recently. We 
have to balance the need to see that what is relevant for our 
patrons and vital to the current academic discussion is on 
hand, but we must also think of possible use in the future. 
We will sometimes end up with the only copy of a book in the 
Western Hemisphere. Indeed, occasionally we will have the 
only copy of something known to be in existence. We have a 
responsibility to see that these materials are preserved for the 
use of the nation and beyond.  n

beloved teacher, a prince of a man, who gave everything he 
had to building up our collection. So I have tried to follow 
his example where I could. The single most important reason 
why I stayed at Cornell over thirty-five years of teaching was 
the Collection.”1 

A specific example of this collecting effort involves a book 
by one of Ben Anderson’s favorite Indonesian authors: Indo-
nesia dalam Api dan Bara by Tjamboek Berdoeri. Years ago, Ben 
donated this book to the collection only to eventually learn 
that he could no longer locate a copy of the book in Indone-
sia. My own searches revealed that there was only one other 
library that held a copy, and this was in Australia, where inter-
library loan is not possible. Similarly, thanks to early Echols 
Collection efforts, much material in Cambodia that would 
have been lost forever when the Khmer Rouge destroyed the 
nation’s libraries was kept safe here at Cornell.

A large amount of material in the Echols Collection is 
acquired through a program involving the Library of Con-
gress (LOC) called the Cooperative Acquisitions Program for 
Southeast Asia (CAPSEA). As the LOC gathers materials from 
around the region for its archives, they also purchase books 
and serial publications for CAPSEA participants. Of course, 
the LOC does not acquire everything, and we must work to 
fill in the gaps. For example, they do not regularly supply 
materials for the Philippines. Even in Indonesia, where the 

A specific example of this collecting effort involves a book by 
one of Ben Anderson’s favorite Indonesian authors: Indonesia 
dalam Api dan Bara by Tjamboek Berdoeri. Years ago, Ben 
donated this book to the collection only to eventually learn 
that he could no longer locate a copy of the book in 
Indonesia. My own searches revealed that there was only one 
other library that held a copy, and this was in Australia, where 
inter- library loan is not possible. Similarly, thanks to early 
Echols Collection efforts, much material in Cambodia that 
would have been lost forever when the Khmer Rouge 
destroyed the nation’s libraries was kept safe here at Cornell.
A large amount of material in the Echols Collection is acquired 
through a program involving the Library of Congress (LOC) 
called the Cooperative Acquisitions Program for Southeast 
Asia (CAPSEA). As the LOC gathers materials from around 
the region for its archives, they also purchase books and serial 
publications for CAPSEA participants. Of course, the LOC 
does not acquire everything, and we must work to fill in the 
gaps. For example, they do not regularly supply materials for 
the Philippines. Even in Indonesia, where the

While we seek to be comprehensive, the library cannot get 
everything, and difficult decisions must be made, particularly 
in light of the flat budget we have experienced recently. We 
have to balance the need to see that what is relevant for our 
patrons and vital to the current academic discussion is on 
hand, but we must also think of possible use in the future. We 
will sometimes end up with the only copy of a book in the 
Western Hemisphere. Indeed, occasionally we will have the 
only copy of something known to be in existence. We have a 
responsibility to see that these materials are preserved for the 
use of the nation and beyond.

Ben Andersen, e-mail correspondence to Jeff Petersen, September 29, 2006.

FOR THOSE INTERESTED IN HOW TO DO THIS, IN THE COMMAND LINE IN EXPERT 
SEARCH IN WORLDCAT, SIMPLY APPEND "NOT LI: COO (COO IS THE CODE FOR 
CORNELL) TO ANY SEARCH STRING.
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by Nielson Hul,  
PhD candidate in 
linguistics

CLOUD WATCHERS:

Left to Right: SEAP Associate Director Thamora Fishel;  Bey Sisouphon;  Alice Cook House Chef Josh 
Holden; SEAP Faculty and Alice Cook House Professor-Dean Shorna Allred; Prof. Allred’s spouse, Eric; 
and SEAP Director Abby Cohn at Southeast Asia Night during Southeast Asia Language Week. 

CLOUD WATCHERS: 
Cornell Linguists 
Collecting Data on Lao
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By that same token, culture rides upon 
each utterance that we hear and in some 
cases see. This is the case from mother 
to son, from son to friend, from friend 
to friends, and so on, until the mem-
bers of a speech community are linked 
together by a single identity, as droplets 
in a somewhat uniform cloud moving 
slowly across the earth.

As linguists, we are cloud watchers, 
in a sense. We observe languages and 
analyze them as they are within the 
present moment and under the pres-
ent circumstances because, like clouds, 
languages and speech communities are 
infinitely mutable and dynamic, chang-
ing diachronically among groups of 
people and often even within a single 
speaker. It is, therefore, necessary to 
“capture” languages as they are in 
order to see how they change, which in 
turn will contribute to our understand-
ing of how humans use language in 
general.

In the Field Methods class led by 
linguistics Professors Abby Cohn and 
Sarah Murray last Spring semester, 
an eclectic, international and domes-
tic group of ten graduate students in 
the Cornell Department of Linguistics 
began learning the tools that we use 
to document unknown languages. By 
systematically eliciting speech from 
a native speaker of an unknown lan-
guage, these students were able to 
make generalizations about the lan-
guage and apply the theoretical tools 
that they have learned. 

The language studied on this occa-
sion was Lao. Though Lao is far from 
unknown, it is understudied and the 

only national language of Southeast 
Asia that is not taught year-round at a 
major university in the United States. 
On the other hand, its close relative, 
Thai, is widely studied and taught in 
America. In fact, although none of the 
students had studied Lao, there were 
two students in the class who have 
studied Thai extensively and one native 
speaker of Thai. In total, at least half 
of the class had worked on Southeast 
Asian languages in general.

By working with a major language 
like Lao, the students who had worked 
on Southeast Asian languages looked 
at intriguing data that allowed them 
to examine similarities and differences 
between their own working Southeast 
Asian languages and those they were 
currently studying. The native Lao 
speaker from whom the students gath-
ered data, Bey Sisouphone, was fea-
tured in an article for the Cornell Sun.1

Sisouphone taught fifth grade in Laos 
and immigrated to the United States in 
2003. She has worked at the Alice Cook 
dining hall at Cornell for six years. She 
and her husband speak only Lao in 
the home, though she is proficient in 
English as well. It was the good fortune 
of the class to have someone who was 
both knowledgeable about Lao and 
enthusiastic to share what she knew, 
which was incredibly important, given 
that students elicited hours and hours 
of speech from her this last semester 
without one complaint on her part. 

In those long hours, the students of 
the Field Methods class not only col-
lected words and speech, but also much 
more. Hidden within the words, inside 
every sentence, behind the stories 
Sisouphone told were bits and pieces 
of Lao culture, inseparable from the 
language itself. Unwittingly, as each 
student furiously and systematically 
recorded data, they captured a piece of 
her cloud for themselves.  n

Language is what we use to spread the culture within each of us to 
others. Every time we speak, whether through a visual or auditory 
language, we paint our worldview, brush stroke by ephemeral brush 
stroke, in the minds of our listeners. 

Bey Sisouphone converses with a student 
as Nielson Hul transcribes Lao on the 
whiteboard.

1 Samantha Stern, “Cornell Dining Worker Co-Teaches New Language Class,” Cornell Daily Sun, May 
2, 2019, cornellsun.com/2019/05/02/cornell-dining-worker-helping-professor-teach-new-language-
class/. 

By that same token, culture rides upon 
each utterance that we hear and in some 
cases see. This is the case from mother 
to son, from son to friend, from friend to 
friends, and so on, until the members of 
a speech community are linked together 
by a single identity, as droplets in a 
somewhat uniform cloud moving slowly 
across the earth.As linguists, we are cloud watchers, in a 
sense. We observe languages and 
analyze them as they are within the 
present moment and under the pres- 
ent circumstances because, like clouds, 
languages and speech communities are 
infinitely mutable and dynamic, 
changing diachronically among groups 
of people and often even within a single 
speaker. It is, therefore, necessary to 
“capture” languages as they are in order 
to see how they change, which in turn 
will contribute to our understanding of 
how humans use language in general.In the Field Methods class led by 
linguistics Professors Abby Cohn and 
Sarah Murray last Spring semester, an 
eclectic, international and domes- tic 
group of ten graduate students in the 
Cornell Department of Linguistics began 
learning the tools that we use to 
document unknown languages. By 
systematically eliciting speech from a 
native speaker of an unknown lan- 
guage, these students were able to 
make generalizations about the 
language and apply the theoretical tools 
that they have learned.

The language studied on this occasion 
was Lao. Though Lao is far from 
unknown, it is understudied and the

only national language of Southeast Asia 
that is not taught year-round at a major 
university in the United States. On the 
other hand, its close relative, Thai, is 
widely studied and taught in America. In 
fact, although none of the students had 
studied Lao, there were two students in 
the class who have studied Thai 
extensively and one native speaker of 
Thai. In total, at least half of the class 
had worked on Southeast Asian 
languages in general. 

In those long hours, the students of the 
Field Methods class not only collected 
words and speech, but also much 
more. Hidden within the words, inside 
every sentence, behind the stories 
Sisouphone told were bits and pieces 
of Lao culture, inseparable from the 
language itself. Unwittingly, as each 
student furiously and systematically 
recorded data, they captured a piece of 
her cloud for themselves.



Through the Afterschool Language and Culture Program (ALCP) offered by the 
Cornell Mario Einaudi Center for International Studies’ outreach program, K-12 
students from the local area learn a foreign language and culture from language 
teacher volunteers who are often international students and scholars.

“I love the Afterschool Language and Culture Program’s goal to engage with kids 
who may not otherwise have had the opportunity to learn a different language,” 
said one of the program’s volunteers. “We have so many students from such rich, 
diverse backgrounds at Cornell, and the ALCP is the perfect opportunity to share 
our diversity with the rest of the community.”

Managed by the South Asia Program (SAP) and the Southeast Asia Program 
(SEAP) at Cornell with funding from the US Department of Education Title VI Pro-
gram, the Afterschool Language and Culture Program has been running in Ithaca 
elementary schools for over eight years and has already reached thousands of chil-
dren. This year SEAP and SAP partnered with the Cornell Public Service Center 
to bring the afterschool language and culture program to new rural underserved 
school districts, namely Watkins Glen and Odessa-Montour. The program also con-
tinued running in Beverly J. Martin Elementary School, identified as a high-needs, 
underserved school in Ithaca. The languages taught by volunteers in Spring 2019 
included Spanish, French, Hindi, and Tagalog. Among the three school districts, a 
total of one hundred and ninety students participated in language classes.

Volunteer Lei Anne Rabeje, who taught Tagalog at Hanlon Elementary School in 
the Odessa-Montour School District, recounted teaching students about family cul-

by Brenna Fitzgerald,  
SEAP Communications and 

Outreach Coordinator

Sharing Southeast Asian  
Language and Culture with 
Children in Local Schools

exposure to 
foreign languages 

and cultures at a 
young age is not 

only important in 
an increasingly 

globalized 
world, but also 
transformative.
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Managed by the South Asia Program (SAP) and the Southeast Asia Program (SEAP) at Cornell with funding from the US 
Department of Education Title VI Program, the Afterschool Language and Culture Program has been running in Ithaca 
elementary schools for over eight years and has already reached thousands of children. This year SEAP and SAP partnered 
with the Cornell Public Service Center to bring the afterschool language and culture program to new rural underserved school 
districts, namely Watkins Glen and Odessa-Montour. The program also continued running in Beverly J. Martin Elementary 
School, identified as a high-needs, underserved school in Ithaca. The languages taught by volunteers in Spring 2019 included 
Spanish, French, Hindi, and Tagalog. Among the three school districts, a total of one hundred and ninety students participated 
in language classes.

Volunteer Lei Anne Rabeje, who taught Tagalog at Hanlon Elementary School in the Odessa-Montour School District, recounted 
teaching students about family culture in the Philippines. After explaining how in the Philippines several generations live under 
the same roof, the students “began to talk about their family’s dynamics while using Tagalog words. It was amazing to hear 
students most of whom had never heard of the Philippines talk to each other about something so important to them in a different 
language...Everyone seemed so engaged and excited.”
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ture in the Philippines. After explain-
ing how in the Philippines several 
generations live under the same roof, 
the students “began to talk about their 
family’s dynamics while using Taga-
log words. It was amazing to hear 
students—most of whom had never 
heard of the Philippines—talk to each 
other about something so important to 
them in a different language...Everyone 
seemed so engaged and excited.” 

Khaytee Tewari, a student in Cor-
nell’s Master of Public Administra-
tion program, taught Hindi to thirty 
third graders at Watkins Glen Central 
School over the course of eight weeks 
this spring. Hindi has been a regu-
lar language offering in the program 
for many years. Children in the Hindi 
lessons have learned the Hindi alpha-
bet, sung Hindi songs, tasted foods of 
India while practicing vocabulary, and 

VOLUNTEERING
SEAP is always recruiting new vol-

unteers to teach the languages of 

Southeast Asia. If you are interested 

in sharing a language of Southeast 

Asia with local children, please email: 

outreach@einaudi.cornell.edu.

Volunteers at beginning, intermedi-

ate, advanced, or fluent levels of any 

language of the region are welcome.

Left: Beverly J. Martin Elementary School Enrichment Program students in Hindi class with Vanisha Sharma, a former Cornell 
student language teacher volunteer. 
Above: Nurlaela Jum, SEAP’s former academic visitor, teaches Indonesian to students at Beverly J. Martin Elementary School.
Below: Khyatee Tewari, a Cornell graduate student language volunteer, teaches Hindi to students at Watkins Glen Elementary 
School.

participated in many more fun cultural 
activities. 

“I believe the ALCP can inspire 
a curiosity in these students about 
other languages and cultures that they 
can pursue later in their education,” 
said Lauren Kessler, an undergradu-

ate French and linguistics major who 
taught French this spring in the Wat-
kins Glen school district. “I hope that 
every one of my students will leave this 
program with a broadened view of the 
world and more excited about foreign 
language!” n

“I believe the ALCP can inspire a 
curiosity in these students about other 
languages and cultures that they can 
pursue later in their education,” said 
Lauren Kessler, an undergraduate

French and linguistics major who taught 
French this spring in the Wat- kins Glen 
school district. “I hope that every one of 
my students will leave this program with a 
broadened view of the world and more 
excited about foreign language!”

VOLUNTEERING 
SEAP is always recruiting new volunteers 
to teach the languages of Southeast 
Asia. If you are interested in sharing a 
language of Southeast Asia with local 
children, please email:

Volunteers at beginning, intermediate, 
advanced, or fluent levels of any 
language of the region are welcome.

mailto:outreach@einaudi.cornell.edu.
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SEAP’s post-secondary outreach efforts 
have expanded this grant cycle and 
collaborations have deepened with 
the Cornell-Syracuse South Asia Con-
sortium, the Cornell Latin American 
Studies Program, as well as our six 
partner institutions: Monroe Commu-
nity College, Onondaga Community 
College, Tompkins Cortland Commu-
nity College, SUNY Cortland School of 
Education, SUNY Buffalo State School 
of Education, and Syracuse University 
School of Education.

In spring 2019, community college 
faculty from our partner institutions 
Monroe Community College, Onon-
daga Community College, and Tomp-
kins Cortland Community College 

were invited to apply for a yearlong 
fellows program: Community College 
Internationalization Fellows Program 
(CCIF). The CCIF program supports 
faculty in identifying ways in which 
they can integrate international, inter-
cultural, or global dimensions into 
community college curricula in order to 
help prepare students to become glob-
ally competent citizens. In this inaugu-
ral program year, we awarded fellow-
ships to six community college faculty 
from among our three partner institu-
tions. The world areas this cohort is 
pursuing span each of the area studies 
programs: four with Latin American 
content, one with South Asian content, 
and one with Southeast Asian content. 

Similar to the CCIF program, fac-
ulty from the schools of education at 
our partner institutions SUNY Buffalo 
State, SUNY Cortland, and Syracuse 
University were invited to apply for a 
yearlong fellows program: Global Edu-
cation Faculty Fellows Program (GEFF). 
The GEFF program supports faculty in 
the schools of education on identifying 
ways in which they can integrate inter-
national, intercultural or global dimen-
sions into teacher training curricula in 
order to help better prepare pre-service 
teachers become globally competent 
educators. In this program year, we 
awarded three faculty members from 
two of our partner institutions with 
interests in developing projects focused 
on South and Southeast Asia. 

All fellows are looking forward to 
engaging this fall with Cornell faculty, 
visiting scholars, and SEAP graduate 
students to advance their projects. For 
a full listing of their bios and projects, 
visit the SEAP website this fall.  n

New Developments in SEAP’s  
Post-Secondary Outreach

Post-secondary outreach staff pictured with a new cohort of the Community Colleges Internationalization 
Faculty Fellows Program.

The CCIF program supports faculty in identifying ways 
in which they can integrate international, intercultural, 
or global dimensions into community college curricula 
in order to help prepare students to become globally 
competent citizens.

by Kathi Colen Peck, Post-Secondary Outreach Coordinator

SEAP’s post-secondary outreach efforts have 
expanded this grant cycle and collaborations 
have deepened with the Cornell-Syracuse 
South Asia Consortium, the Cornell Latin 
American Studies Program, as well as our six 
partner institutions: Monroe Community 
College, Onondaga Community College, 
Tompkins Cortland Community College, SUNY 
Cortland School of Education, SUNY Buffalo 
State School of Education, and Syracuse 
University School of Education.

In spring 2019, community college 
faculty from our partner institutions 
Monroe Community College, Onondaga 
Community College, and Tompkins 
Cortland Community College

were invited to apply for a yearlong 
fellows program: Community College 
Internationalization Fellows Program 
(CCIF). The CCIF program supports 
faculty in identifying ways in which they 
can integrate international, intercultural, 
or global dimensions into community 
college curricula in order to help prepare 
students to become globally competent 
citizens. In this inaugu- ral program year, 
we awarded fellowships to six 
community college faculty from among 
our three partner institutions. The world 
areas this cohort is pursuing span each 
of the area studies programs: four with 
Latin American content, one with South 
Asian content, and one with Southeast 
Asian content.

Similar to the CCIF program, faculty from 
the schools of education at our partner 
institutions SUNY Buffalo State, SUNY 
Cortland, and Syracuse University were 
invited to apply for a yearlong fellows 
program: Global Education Faculty 
Fellows Program (GEFF). The GEFF 
program supports faculty in the schools 
of education on identifying ways in which 
they can integrate inter- national, 
intercultural or global dimen- sions into 
teacher training curricula in order to help 
better prepare pre-service teachers 
become globally competent educators. In 
this program year, we awarded three 
faculty members from two of our partner 
institutions with interests in developing 
projects focused on South and 
Southeast Asia.

All fellows are looking forward to 
engaging this fall with Cornell faculty, 
visiting scholars, and SEAP graduate 
students to advance their projects. For a 
full listing of their bios and projects, visit 
the SEAP website this fall.
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which audiences, publics, and peoples do southeast asianists address and serve? The question 
of “audience(s)”—real and imagined, intended and unintended—is arguably central to (re)con-
ceptualizing the rationale, scope, efficacy, and limits of Southeast Asia studies. It has an important 
bearing on what kind of topics are chosen for study, what and how personal and institutional net-
works and intellectual exchanges are mobilized, which dialogues and collaborations are initiated, 
what language(s) one writes in, where one publishes or works, which arenas one intervenes in, and 
how the region is imagined and realized. 

Caroline s. hau was born in Manila and educated at the University of the Philippines and Cor-
nell University. She is the author and coeditor of more than thirteen books, including Necessary 
Fictions: Philippine Literature and the Nation, 1946–1980; The Chinese Question: Ethnicity, Nation, and 
Region in and beyond the Philippines; (with Kasian Tejapira) Traveling Nation-Makers: Transnational 
Flows and Movements in the Making of Modern Southeast Asia; and Elites and Ilustrados in Philippine 
Culture. She has published a novel, Tiempo Muerto, and two volumes of short fiction, Recuerdos de 
Patay and Other Stories and Demigods and Monsters: Stories.  

OCtOber 25, 2019
the 11th Frank H. golay memorial Lecture, “For whom Are Southeast Asia 
Studies?”
Talk by Caroline s. hau, professor, Center for southeast asian studies,  
Kyoto University, Japan

4:30 p.m., 120 Physical sciences building, Cornell University

two Indonesian artists, 
one from bali and one 
from Java, come together 
to create Migrating Shad-
ows, a multimedia production centered around 
wayang, Indonesian shadow puppet theater. Gusti 
Sudarta (Indonesian Institute of the Arts, Denpasar) 
and Darsono Hadiraharjo (SEAP Visiting Critic) are 
joined by Christopher J. Miller, Kevin Ernste, and 
graduate student composers from Cornell’s Depart-
ment of Music. They will also present a program of 
excerpts from traditional wayang. Copresented by 
the Department of History of Art and Visual Studies, 
the Department of Music, and the Herbert F. Johnson 
Museum of Art, with funding from the Cornell Coun-
cil for the Arts.

•	 Thursday,	Nov.	21,	7:00	p.m. 
traditional balinese and Javanese wayang

•	 Saturday,	Nov.	23,	1:00	p.m.
 Migrating Shadows 

NOvember 21 & 23, 2019
two indonesian Shadow puppet performances at the Johnson 
museum of Art
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the sIxth International Conference 
on Lao Studies, hosted by the South-
east Asia Program and the Center for 
Lao Studies, San Francisco, was held 
on Cornell University’s West Campus 
from June 13–15, 2019.1 Over one hun-
dred people from a dozen countries 
attended the conference, where close to 
sixty people presented their research on 
a variety of topics related to Lao Stud-
ies. Panels covered river management, 
plantations and land use, Chinese 
investment in Laos, Lao/Isan litera-
ture, history, archaeology, Lao-Amer-
ican identity, education, unexploded 
ordnance issues, cultural heritage and 
tourism, language, nutrition and med-
ical access, art, and filmmaking.  

The keynote panel, “Issues in Film-
making in Laos,” kicked off the con-
ference with a discussion by pioneer-

ing director Anyxay Keola and actor 
Khamly Philavong. Both took time to 
answer questions from the moderator, 
Steve Arounsack from California State 
University Stanislaus, and the audi-
ence. They provided attendees with a 
firsthand account of their work build-
ing a filmmaking industry under the 
watchful eye of the Lao People’s Dem-
ocratic Republic government. Keola 
gave conference attendees a special 
treat by screening his latest film, Expi-
ration Date, a romantic comedy that 
premiered in Vientiane, Laos, on July 
11. The film was well received by the 
audience, and after the showing they 
had another opportunity to discuss the 
film and filmmaking in general with the 
talented director.

Another highlight of the program was 
the “Between Two Worlds: Through the 

Eyes of the Lao Artist” conference panel 
and art exhibit on view at Cornell’s 
Johnson Museum through July 14. The 
Center for Lao Studies has recently con-
structed a traveling exhibition titled 
Between Two Worlds: Untold Stories of Ref-
ugees from Laos. The Turtle Bay Museum 
in Redding, California, hosted the first 
installation of the exhibit beginning last 
fall. The exhibit focuses on the refugee 
and resettlement experience from the 
1970s through the 1980s, as people from 
Laos fled their home country, lived 
in temporary refugee camps in Thai-
land, and ultimately resettled in the 
United States. The Between Two Worlds: 
Through the Eyes of the Lao Artist exhibi-
tion played on that theme with a focus 
on traditional Lao arts as seen through 
the work of Tiao David Nithakhong 
Somsanith and the modern paintings 

SEAP Hosts the Sixth International 
Conference on Lao Studies at Cornell

by Gregory Green, Curator, Echols Collection on Southeast Asia
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On 
Campus 
And 
Beyond

the sIxth International Conference on Lao 
Studies, hosted by the South-east Asia 
Program and the Center for Lao Studies, San 
Francisco, was held on Cornell University’s 
West Campus from June 13–15, 2019.1 Over 
one hundred people from a dozen countries 
attended the conference, where close to sixty 
people presented their research on a variety of 
topics related to Lao Studies. Panels covered 
river management, plantations and land use, 
Chinese investment in Laos, Lao/Isan litera- 
ture, history, archaeology, Lao-American 
identity, education, unexploded ordnance 
issues, cultural heritage and tourism, language, 
nutrition and medical access, art, and 
filmmaking.

The keynote panel, “Issues in Filmmaking in 
Laos,” kicked off the conference with a 
discussion by pioneering

director Anyxay Keola and actor 
Khamly Philavong. Both took time to 
answer questions from the moderator, 
Steve Arounsack from California State 
University Stanislaus, and the audi- 
ence. They provided attendees with a 
firsthand account of their work building 
a filmmaking industry under the 
watchful eye of the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic government. 
Keola gave conference attendees a 
special treat by screening his latest 
film, Expiration Date, a romantic 
comedy that premiered in Vientiane, 
Laos, on July 11. The film was well 
received by the audience, and after the 
showing they had another opportunity 
to discuss the film and filmmaking in 
general with the talented director.

Eyes of the Lao Artist” conference panel and art 
exhibit on view at Cornell’s Johnson Museum 
through July 14. The Center for Lao Studies 
has recently con- structed a traveling exhibition 
titled Between Two Worlds: Untold Stories of 
Refugees from Laos. The Turtle Bay Museum 
in Redding, California, hosted the first 
installation of the exhibit beginning last fall. The 
exhibit focuses on the refugee and resettlement 
experience from the 1970s through the 1980s, 
as people from Laos fled their home country, 
lived in temporary refugee camps in Thailand, 
and ultimately resettled in the United States. 
The Between Two Worlds: Through the Eyes of 
the Lao Artist exhibi- tion played on that theme 
with a focus on traditional Lao arts as seen 
through the work of Tiao David Nithakhong 
Somsanith and the modern paintings



of Lao-American artist Chantala Kom-
manivanh. 

The art exhibition opened with a 
reception at the Johnson Museum 
on June 13. The stunning artworks, 
expertly displayed by museum staff, 
along with the reception where guests 
were able to interact with the artists, 
were fantastic additions to the program. 
During the reception, Marina Sounan-
thanam, a Lao woman from Connecti-
cut, performed a traditional dance for 
the attendees in honor of the artists.

At the close of the conference, the 
group gathered for a final Lao baci cere-
mony officiated by local Cortland, New 
York, baci expert, Vanthong Kinthiseng. 

The director of the Lao Community 
Center in Toronto, Canada, brought 
the centerpiece for the ceremony, while 
several local Ithaca Lao families helped 
set up for it. The ceremony allows all 
involved to wish each other well before 
parting ways, expressed by tying spe-
cial strings on each others’ wrists. The 
strings are meant to connect partici-
pants on a spiritual level, no matter 
how far apart their travels may take 
them.

The next International Conference 
on Lao Studies in 2022 will be held at 
Sydney University, Sydney, Australia.

1 See laostudies.org. 

SEAP graduate students are helping to create a new podcast available on Spotify, iTunes, and SoundCloud. The Gatty Lecture Rewind Podcast 
features interviews and conversations with scholars and researchers working in and around Southeast Asia, all of whom have been invited to 

give a Gatty Lecture at Cornell University. Conversations cover the history, politics, economics, litera-
ture, art, and cultures of the region. Interviews are hosted by Cornell graduate students, and podcast 
topics cover the many nations and peoples of Southeast Asia. The first seven episodes are available 
for download now and include interviews with SEAP PhD candidates Rebakah Minarchek and Yen Vu, 
and visiting scholars Etin Anwar, Xiaoming Zhang, Nico Ravanilla, and Faizah Zakaria. Links to follow 
and subscribe to the podcast are listed below. To get in touch with the podcast, email gattyrewind@
cornell.edu. Music is provided by 14 Strings and the Cornell Gamelan Ensemble.

soundcloud.com/gattyrewind  
open.spotify.com/show/6PojTeRoEUuZYsBrsbspVS 
itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/gatty-lecture-rewind-podcast/id1439744923?mt=2

New pOdCASt FrOm SeAp: tHe gAtty LeCture rewiNd 

Bottom left: Conference attendees participate in the baci ceremony. Top: Members of the 
Board of Directors for the Center for Lao Studies with the artists at the Johnson Museum 
exhibit. Top right: Gregory Green (center) from the John M. Echols Collection at Cornell 
University Library and Chair of the conference organizing committee, and Dr. Vinya Sys-
amouth, Executive Director of the Center for Lao Studies, receive books from Laos donated 
by Dr. Chansamone Keomoungkhoun (left). Right: Marina Sounanthanam dances a tradi-
tional Lao dance during the Johnson Museum reception for the art exhibit. 
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of Lao-American artist Chantala Kommanivanh.

group gathered for a final Lao baci 
ceremony officiated by local Cortland, 
New York, baci expert, Vanthong 
Kinthiseng.

The director of the Lao Community 
Center in Toronto, Canada, brought the 
centerpiece for the ceremony, while 
several local Ithaca Lao families helped 
set up for it. The ceremony allows all 
involved to wish each other well before 
parting ways, expressed by tying 
special strings on each others’ wrists. 
The strings are meant to connect 
participants on a spiritual level, no 
matter how far apart their travels may 
take them.

soundcloud.com/gattyrewind
open.spotify.com/show/6PojTeRoEUuZYsBrsbspVS
itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/gatty-lecture-rewind-podcast/id1439744923?mt=2


Cornell University’s southeast asia 
Program (seaP) recently signed agree-
ments with two prominent Thai univer-
sities, Chulalongkorn University and 
Thammasat University, both in Bang-
kok, to facilitate greater collaboration 
and exchanges between faculty and stu-
dents working on Southeast Asian stud-
ies. The formalization of long-standing 
relationships with both universities 
builds on decades of engagement. As 
SEAP’s longtime former director, Thak 
Chaloemtiarana, noted, “SEAP has had 
a long relationship with Thammasat 
University and Chulalongkorn Univer-
sity. Many SEAP alumni have taught or 
are still teaching at the two universities. 
Most important, Southeast Asian stud-
ies at the two universities were founded 
by SEAP alumni Charnvit Kasetsiri 
(Thammasat) and Sunait Chutintara-
non (Chulalongkorn). Signing Memo-
randum of Agreements (MOAs) with 
the two universities formalized these 
historical connections, which will lead 
to faculty and student exchanges, joint 
research projects, and conferences to be 
held at our three campuses.” 

Wendy Wolford, Cornell vice pro-
vost for international affairs, was pres-
ent for the signing ceremony at Chu-
lalongkorn, along with Ajaarn Thak 
and Sawanee Sethsathira, Cornell Club 
of Thailand president. They were wel-
comed by Dean of the Faculty of Arts 
Kingkarn Thepkanjana and Associate 
Dean Suradech Chotiudompant. Three 
Cornell SEAP alumni, who are now fac-
ulty at Chulalongkorn, also took part: 
Sunait Chutintaranont (history), Pittay-

awat (Joe) Pittayaporn (linguistics), and 
Chairat Polmuk (Thai studies). 

At Thammasat University, a half-day 
symposium kicked off the partner-
ship, with Thammasat Rector Gasinee 
Witoonchart welcoming participants. 
Thak Chaloemtiarana made a presenta-
tion about the Southeast Asia Program 
at Cornell, followed by presentations 
about Southeast Asian studies at Tham-
masat by Torpong Jamtawee (direc-
tor of the Bachelor of Arts Program in 
Southeast Asian Studies), Pornthep 
Banyaapikul (director of the Center for 
ASEAN Studies), and Chaiwat Meesan-
tan (chair of the Center for Southeast 
Asian Studies, Institute of East Asian 
Studies). SEAP alumna Kirida Bhaop-
ichitr (Thailand Development Research 
Institute) and recent SEAP visiting 
fellow Dulyapak Preecharush (politics 
and public administration) attended. 
Vice Rector for International Affairs at 
Thammasat Kitti Prasirtsuk organized 
the event, having planted the seeds 
many months previously on a visit to 
the Cornell campus in Ithaca. 

The first joint event with both uni-
versities was held in July 2019, when 
Thammasat University hosted the 
Association for Asian Studies’s AAS-in-

Asia Conference, for which both Cor-
nell and Chulalongkorn served as major 
cosponsors. Since 2013, when Thai 
studies scholar Thongchai Winachakul 
became president of the Association 
for Asian Studies, the association has 
been actively seeking to support AAS-
in-Asia. SEAP faculty member Arnika 
Fuhrmann (Asian studies) represented 
Cornell at the opening reception, along 
with Shorna Allred (natural resources) 
and Jenny Goldstein (development 
sociology). A dedicated crew of grad-
uate student volunteers from all three 
universities staffed the SEAP Publica-
tions and Cornell East Asia Series tables 
at the conference book exhibit. 

Fill out the SEAP Alumni Survey online and help us get ready for SEAP’s 

70th anniversary. We are preparing an updated, searchable SEAP 

directory, creating a multifaceted SEAP history project, and planning 

for a celebration/symposium in September 2020. For more information 

contact seap@cornell.edu. 
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Above: MOA signing between Cornell and Thammasat on April 1, 2019.
Below: Cornell Vice Provost Wendy Wolford speaking at the Cornell-Chulalongkorn MOA 
signing on March 29, 2019.  
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Cornell University’s southeast asia Program (seaP) 
recently signed agreements with two prominent Thai 
universities, Chulalongkorn University and Thammasat 
University, both in Bangkok, to facilitate greater 
collaboration and exchanges between faculty and students 
working on Southeast Asian studies. The formalization of 
long-standing relationships with both universities builds on 
decades of engagement. As SEAP’s longtime former 
director, Thak Chaloemtiarana, noted, “SEAP has had a 
long relationship with Thammasat University and 
Chulalongkorn University. Many SEAP alumni have taught 
or are still teaching at the two universities. Most important, 
Southeast Asian studies at the two universities were 
founded by SEAP alumni Charnvit Kasetsiri (Thammasat) 
and Sunait Chutintaranon (Chulalongkorn). Signing 
Memorandum of Agreements (MOAs) with the two 
universities formalized these historical connections, which 
will lead to faculty and student exchanges, joint research 
projects, and conferences to be held at our three 
campuses.”

Wendy Wolford, Cornell vice provost for 
international affairs, was present for the signing 
ceremony at Chulalongkorn, along with Ajaarn 
Thak and Sawanee Sethsathira, Cornell Club of 
Thailand president. They were welcomed by 
Dean of the Faculty of Arts Kingkarn 
Thepkanjana and Associate Dean Suradech 
Chotiudompant. Three Cornell SEAP alumni, 
who are now faculty at Chulalongkorn, also took 
part: Sunait Chutintaranont (history), Pittayawat 
(Joe) Pittayaporn (linguistics), and Chairat 
Polmuk (Thai studies).

At Thammasat University, a half-day symposium 
kicked off the partnership, with Thammasat 
Rector Gasinee Witoonchart welcoming 
participants. Thak Chaloemtiarana made a 
presenta- tion about the Southeast Asia 
Program at Cornell, followed by presentations 
about Southeast Asian studies at Thammasat by 
Torpong Jamtawee (director of the Bachelor of 
Arts Program in Southeast Asian Studies), 
Pornthep Banyaapikul (director of the Center for 
ASEAN Studies), and Chaiwat Meesantan (chair 
of the Center for Southeast Asian Studies, 
Institute of East Asian Studies). SEAP alumna 
Kirida Bhaopichitr (Thailand Development 
Research Institute) and recent SEAP visiting 
fellow Dulyapak Preecharush (politics and public 
administration) attended. Vice Rector for 
International Affairs at Thammasat Kitti 
Prasirtsuk organized the event, having planted 
the seeds many months previously on a visit to 
the Cornell campus in Ithaca.

The first joint event with both universities 
was held in July 2019, when Thammasat 
University hosted the Association for 
Asian Studies’s AAS-in-Asia

Conference, for which both Cornell and 
Chulalongkorn served as major cosponsors. 
Since 2013, when Thai studies scholar 
Thongchai Winachakul became president of the 
Association for Asian Studies, the association 
has been actively seeking to support 
AAS-in-Asia. SEAP faculty member Arnika 
Fuhrmann (Asian studies) represented Cornell 
at the opening reception, along with Shorna 
Allred (natural resources) and Jenny Goldstein 
(development sociology). A dedicated crew of 
grad- uate student volunteers from all three 
universities staffed the SEAP Publications and 
Cornell East Asia Series tables at the 
conference book exhibit.

mailto:seap@cornell.edu.
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Micah F. Morton is visiting assistant professor of anthropology at the State University of New York 
at Oswego. He earned his Bachelor of Science degree in biology with a minor in cultural ecology from 
Juniata College (2000) and a Master of Arts degree in ecological anthropology from the University of 
Hawai’i at Manoa (2003). He then completed a PhD in cultural anthropology at the University of Wis-
consin-Madison (2015).

Morton’s research focuses on transnationalism, state-minority relations, social movements, religion 
and politics, ethnicity and nationalism, and the politics of indigeneity in Southeast Asia and Southwest 
China. Recent publications include “From Hill Tribes to Indigenous Peoples: The Localization of a 
Global Movement in Thailand” in the Journal of Southeast Asian Studies (2019, co-authored with Ian G. 
Baird); “Reframing the Boundaries of Indigeneity: State-based Ontologies and Assertions of Distinc-
tion and Compatibility in Thailand,” in American Anthropologist (2017, doi.org/10.1111/aman.12948); and “The Rising Politics of 
Indigeneity in Southeast Asia” in the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies’ Trends series (2017, www.iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/
TRS14_17.pdf).

Sarah R. Meiners is a PhD student in the Department of History, studying United States 
immigration and refugee history. Sarah plans to research Cold War-era refugee policies, especially 
as they pertain to Hmong child refugees. She is interested in how the United States’ conduct 
in Southeast Asia influenced the development of policies relating to child refugees, including 
orphans and unaccompanied minors. Sarah is looking forward to being a graduate student com-
mittee cochair and exploring transnational research opportunities and conversations

Emily Donald is a PhD student in the Department of History, studying the history of 
sexuality and gender in modern Southeast Asia. She is researching queer cultures and 
the promotion of gen-der norms in twentieth-century Thai history, alongside questions 
about bodily comportment, gen-der conformity and resistance, and familial ideology. 
Emily is excited to be a SEAP graduate co-chair for the coming academic year.

Grad Student Committee Co-Chairs

new FACuLty ASSOCiAteS iN reSeArCH (FAr)

Vida Vanchan, is an associate professor at SUNY Buffalo State. She holds a doctorate degree in 
international economic and business geographies and a master’s degree in international trade from the 
University at Buffalo, as well as a bachelor’s degree in business management from the Metropolitan 
State University of Denver. She founded Southeast Asia Week (SEA) and has organized this annual 
event on the Buffalo State campus since 2012. The SEA Week events feature lecture series, student 
presentations, panel discussions, and performances involving Southeast Asian countries and beyond. 
They aim to provide useful and crucial information in enhancing knowledge of the region as well as 
fostering interactions and connections with Southeast Asian people and countries. In addition, Van-
chan has worked on educational development and capacity building projects in Cambodia for many 
years. 

Professor Vanchan teaches courses in globalization, technology, competition, and service economies; geographies of develop-
ment, human geography, world regional geography, principles of economic geography, industrial geography, geography of Asia, 
introduction to urban geography, and corporate applications in Geographic Information Systems. Her research interests include 
reshoring and development, local to regional development, trade and investments, industrial competitiveness and competitive 
characteristics of firms, cross-cultural management and negotiation, Southeast Asia, and emerging economies. 
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Hawai’i at Manoa (2003). He then completed a PhD in cultural anthropology at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison (2015).

Vida Vanchan, is an associate professor at SUNY Buffalo State. She holds a doctorate degree in 
international economic and business geographies and a master’s degree in international trade from 
the University at Buffalo, as well as a bachelor’s degree in business management from the 
Metropolitan State University of Denver. She founded Southeast Asia Week (SEA) and has 
organized this annual event on the Buffalo State campus since 2012. The SEA Week events feature 
lecture series, student presentations, panel discussions, and performances involving Southeast 
Asian countries and beyond. They aim to provide useful and crucial information in enhancing 
knowledge of the region as well as fostering interactions and connections with Southeast Asian 
people and countries. In addition, Vanchan has worked on educational development and capacity 
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development, human geography, world regional geography, principles of economic geography, industrial geography, geography 
of Asia, introduction to urban geography, and corporate applications in Geographic Information Systems. Her research interests 
include reshoring and development, local to regional development, trade and investments, industrial competitiveness and 
competitive characteristics of firms, cross-cultural management and negotiation, Southeast Asia, and emerging economies.
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DEgrEES coNFErrED

aUgUSt 2018 
nicole reisnour 
Music
Chair: Martin Hatch
Voicing Selves: Ethics, Mediation,  
and the Politics of Religion in  
Post-Authoritarian Bali

elizabeth wijaya
Comparative Literature
Chair: Tim Murray
Luminous Flesh, Haunted Futures: 
The Visible and Invisible Worlds of 
Chinese Cinema
 

DeCeMBer 2018
sebastian dettman
Government
Chair: Thomas Pepinsky
Dilemmas of Opposition:  
Building Parties and Coalitions in 
Authoritarian Regimes

robin Karlin 
Linguistics
Chair: Draga Zec
Towards An Articulatory Model of 
Tone: A Cross-linguistic Investigation

ferdinan Kurniawan
Linguistics
Chair: Abigail C. Cohn
Phonological Variation in Jakarta 
Indonesian: An Emerging Variety 
of Indonesian

Chairat Polmuk
Asian Studies
Chair: Arnika Fuhrmann
Atmospheric Archives: Post-Cold War 
Affect and the Buddhist Temporal 
Imagination in Southeast Asian 
Literature and Visual Culture

I-fan wu
Anthropology
Chair: Paul Sangren
Desire and Selfhood: Global  
Chinese Religious Healing in  
Penang, Malaysia
 

MaY 2019
matthew minarchek
History
Chair: Eric Tagliacozzo
Militarized Ecologies: Science, 
Violence, and the Creation of 
Sumatra’s Leuser Ecosystem 
(Indonesia), 1890-1945

rebakah minarchek
Development Sociology
Chair: Max John Pfeffer
Land, Trees, and Gold: The Politics 
of Resource Claims by Indigenous 
Peoples in Indonesia

mathew reeder
History
Chair: Tamara Loos
Categorical Kingdoms: Innovations 
in Ethnic Labeling and Visions of 
Communal States in Early Modern 
Siam

emiko stock
Anthropology
Chair: Lucinda E.G. Ramberg
Touching Image of History: Cham 
Practices of Looking Across  
Cambodia and Iran

youyi Zhang
Government 
Chair: Jessica Weiss
Political Economy of Chinese State-
owned Enterprises & Investment in  
the Developing World

aUgUSt 2018
tinakrit sireerat 
Asian Studies
Chair: Naoki Sakai

DeCeMBer 2018
dan burgdorf 
Linguistics
Chair: Draga Zec

minqi Chai
Government
Chair: Jessica Weiss

mathew dominic 
City & Regional Planning

Jinglin Piao
Anthropology
Chair: Magnus Fiskesjo

darin self
Government
Chair: Thomas Pepinsky 

MaY 2019
Kim Chwee Chia
Asian Studies
Chair: Chiara Formichi
Measuring Islamisation in Indonesia: 
The Practice of Islam in Central Java 
and West Sumatra During Reformasi

dai Qiao
Asian Studies
Chair: Eric Tagliacozzo
A Study of Burmese History and 
Language within the Southwestern 
Silk Road Regional Sphere

COrNeLL uNiverSity SOutHeASt ASiA 
DoCtoral DegreeS

COrNeLL uNiverSity  
SOutHeASt ASiA  
MaSter’S DegreeS
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shorna allred, associate professor, 
natural resources

warren b. bailey, professor,
finance, Johnson School of
Management

Christine balance, associate 
professor, Asian American studies, 
performing and media arts

randolph barker, professor
emeritus, agricultural economics

victoria beard, professor and 
associate dean of research, city  
and regional planning

anne blackburn, professor,
Asian studies (on leave Fall 2019 
and Spring 2020)

thak Chaloemtiarana, professor,
Asian literature, religion, and
culture; and Asian studies

abigail C. Cohn, professor,
linguistics and director of the
Southeast Asia Program (on leave 
Spring 2020)

magnus fiskesjö, associate
professor, anthropology

Chiara formichi, associate
professor, Asian studies (on leave 
Fall 2019 and Spring 2020)

arnika fuhrmann, associate 
professor, Asian studies (on leave 
Spring 2020)

Jenny goldstein, assistant
professor, development sociology

greg green, curator, Echols
Collection on Southeast Asia

martin f. hatch, professor
emeritus, music

ngampit Jagacinski, senior
lecturer, Thai, Asian studies

yu yu Khaing, lecturer, Burmese,
Asian studies

sarosh Kuruvilla, Andrew J.
Nathanson Family professor,
industrial and labor relations 
(on leave Fall 2019)

tamara lynn loos, professor,
history

Kaja m. mcgowan, associate
professor, art history, archaeology

Christopher J. miller, senior
lecturer, music

stanley J. o’Connor, professor
emeritus, art history

Jolanda Pandin, senior lecturer,
Indonesian, Asian studies

thomas Pepinsky, associate
professor, government

hannah Phan, senior lecturer,
Khmer, Asian studies

maria theresa savella, senior
lecturer, Tagalog, Asian studies

James t. siegel, professor
emeritus, anthropology

eric tagliacozzo, professor,
history

Keith w. taylor, professor, Asian
studies

erik thorbecke, H. E. Babcock
professor emeritus, economics
and food economics

thúy tranviet, senior lecturer,
Vietnamese, Asian studies

marina welker, associate
professor, anthropology

John whitman, professor,
linguistics

andrew willford, professor,
anthropology

lindy williams, professor,
development sociology 

John U. wolff, professor
emeritus, linguistics and Asian
studies

It is the policy of Cornell University to actively support equality of educational and employment opportunity. No person shall be denied admission to any educational 
program or activity or be denied employment on the basis of any legally prohibited discrimination involving, but not limited to, such factors as race, color, creed, reli-
gion, national or ethnic origin, sex, sexual orientation, age, gender identity or expression, disability or veteran status. The university is committed to the maintenance 
of affirmative action programs that will assure the continuation of such equality of opportunity. Sexual harassment is an act of discrimination and, as such, will not be 
tolerated. Inquiries concerning the application of Title IX can be referred to the director of the Office of Workforce Diversity, Equity and Life Quality, Cornell University, 
160 Day Hall, Ithaca, NY 14853-2801 (telephone: 607/255-3976; TDD: 607/255-7066).

Requests for information about services for Cornell faculty and staff members, applicants for employment, and visitors with disabilities who have special 
needs, as well as related questions or requests for special assistance, can be directed to the Office of Workforce Diversity, Equity and Life Quality, Cornell 
University, 160 Day Hall, Ithaca, NY 14853-2801 (telephone: 607/255-3976; TDD: 607/255-7066). Students with disabilities should contact Student Disability 
Services, Center for Learning and Teaching, Cornell University, 420 Computing and Communications Center, Ithaca, NY 14853-2601 (telephone: 607/254-4545;  
TDD 607/255-7665).
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Laos, Hmong people. 
Refugee story quilt, ca. 1989.
Cotton and polyester, piecework and embroidery. 
66 15/16 × 101 15/16 inches (170 × 259 cm).  
Herbert F Johnson Museum of Art.  
Gift of Robert L. and Carol Kim Retka.
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