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Forewords 

I love this journal.  It represents all that is good about a university 

community:  It is student organised and edited; it includes a fantastic 

diversity of academic disciplines and approaches; it highlights how 

good the best student work is; and it elegantly accesses the best of the 

professional academic resources around to ensure it remains informed 

by best practice.  The fact that it is pulled off with élan and panache 

only adds to its appeal. 

This year’s volume VI is no exception.  Indeed, it probably raises the bar 

a bit higher for the 2011 editorial board and contributors.  Disciplines 

covered include everything from Medicine to Art History.  This is seen 

in the titles that span from ‘The Manifestation of yàhnchìhng in Hong 

Kong Cantonese to ‘Analysis of Phosphate Acquisition Pathways in 

Mutant Strains of E.coli’.  Many of these works are Honours thesis and I 

think this journal rightfully puts them where they belong—in print and 

part of civilisation’s collective literature of knowledge.  That is why the 

small print 1832-9578 and 1834-7983 ISSN numbers on the insider cover 

are important, and the authors should take particular pride in its tattoo 

of academic recognition.  Indeed, this is a mark that one is able to show 

yet unconceived children in perpetuity as well as parents sceptical of 

the time (and money) spent wallowing in the luxury of resident life at 

Bruce Hall. 

The journal, of course, does not just happen.  It is developed over eight 

months involving nearly 40 students doing the hard yards of 

solicitation, selection, negotiation, editing, layout, and managing 

academics who are slow in referee reports or, even worse, finalising 

Forewords.  I was a student editor of an academic journal during 

graduate school and I can think of no greater training for my future 

careers both in private enterprise and academia.  The management skills 

are real and invaluable.  The editing skills make me a much, much 

better writer today and empowered me to annoy another generation 

with the importance of avoiding split infinitives and passive voice.  The 

chief Editors in particular—Selena Bateman, Melanie Tulloch and 

Stephen Morris—are to be commended.  The amount of time they spent 
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on this publication greatly exceeds what anyone except a previous 

editor of the journal will ever appreciate. 

This journal is also significant because it comes together in the 

environment of Bruce Hall.  Bruce Hall is known for many things 

(perhaps some of which are best not to document for the ages in a 

Foreword), but well roundedness is definitely one of them.  Academic 

excellence is a hallmark of Bruce, but this comes balanced with 

exceptional creativity, sporting prowess, community engagement and 

importantly supportive friendships.  The direction was well established 

by Bill Packard OAM, the founding Warden who led the Hall for 26 

years, but it remains on track due to the dedication of people like 

Marion Stanton, current Head of Hall, and Dierdre Pearce, who has 

served a variety of roles including Acting Head and Deputy Head.  

Dierdre, in particular, deserves a mention in a Foreword to Cross-

sections; over the six of the journal she has been a constant support and 

guidance particularly in the negotiation of professional academic 

expectations. 

Therefore, with much fanfare and best wishes it is merely to launch 

volume VI of Cross-sections and to congratulate each of the contributors 

and editors for again achieving the richly anticipated high standards 

and setting the expectations for volume VII so high. 

Travel well. 

Professor Kent Anderson 

Director, School of Culture, History and Language 

College of Asia & the Pacific and College of Law 

The Australian National University 
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Volume VI of the Bruce Hall Academic Journal, Cross-sections, builds on 

each of the earlier volumes published since this initiative began in 2005.  

Each year, a little more knowledge is passed from one editorial team to 

the next and the resulting publication is produced with greater 

understanding and insight.  Each year, Cross-sections becomes more 

established as part of Bruce Hall’s spirit of academic endeavour and as 

part of the Australian National University’s identity. 

Bruce Hall is the oldest of the undergraduate residences at the ANU 

and will celebrate its fiftieth anniversary in 2011.  Its motto, felix qui 

potuit rerum cognoscere causas (‚happy is the person able to discover the 

reasons for things‛), reflects the genuine spirit of enquiry that has long 

characterized the Hall.   

Cross-Sections, both as a concept and a publication, reflects this aspect of 

Bruce Hall’s identity and culture.  It gives expression to our notion of a 

community of scholars, and builds a bridge between the Bruce Hall 

community and the educational and research endeavours of the 

University at large.  It confirms Bruce Hall as a centre of excellence 

where residents are encouraged to connect with the academic staff and 

take their academic work through to the next stage of publication.  It 

reflects the way in which so many of our students engage in intellectual 

endeavour with as much enthusiasm and passion as they pursue other 

aspects of university life. 

There is a wonderful and fascinating array of articles contained in this 

edition of Cross-sections.  Written by talented students from Cooma to 

Hong Kong and from Orange to Japan, they reflect a rich diversity of 

backgrounds and study interests across a variety of disciplines.   

The 2010 edition of Cross-sections is the result of the hard work of more 

than 35 students who have been developing this volume over the last 

eight months.  Editors, copy-editors, contributors and others have 

devoted many hours towards bringing Volume VI to fruition.  In 

particular, Dr Dierdre Pearce, formerly the Dean at Bruce Hall has been 

integrally involved with Cross-sections since its inception.  We are again 

grateful to Dr Pearce who has gently guided and supported the editors 

in their task.  Other University staff have voluntarily given their time 
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and attention towards acting as academic referees. Without their 

contribution, Cross-sections could not exist as a refereed journal with 

academic integrity.  

 

In conclusion, I echo the words of the Foundation Warden of Bruce 

Hall, the late Bill Packard, a Rhodes Scholar and a great supporter of 

academic endeavour, who said: 

While Cross-sections took time to germinate, it can now be said 

to have taken root and be flowering well.  

I wish it a long and fruitful life. 

Foreword, Cross-sections, 2007 

Marion Stanton 

Head of Bruce Hall 
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Editorial 

Now in its sixth edition, Cross-sections has become an entrenched part of 
Bruce Hall’s academic life. Bruce exhibits a strong commitment to 
broadening the mind of its residents through exposure to a range of 
disciplines, whether through the weekly High Table Dinners or the 
array of Learning Community events on offer. Cross-sections is a vital 
part of this culture. As this year’s editors we consider ourselves 
fortunate to have taken part in continuing this rich tradition, which is 
unique among the ANU Halls and Colleges. 

The essays in this edition share a common thread in their examination 
of people, and the way we live, from many academic angles. They 
demonstrate the ability of different disciplines to contribute to the full 
spectrum of academic inquiry, from emotional introspection to the 
purely scientific. In particular, the science submissions from the fields of 
psychology, population health and biology demonstrate the role that 
science can play in improving human wellbeing.  

The journal begins with a study of self-identity through the realms of 
linguistics and psychology. We then move to an exploration of how 
global concepts such as commerce, education and health can be shaped 
by indigenous cultures to create something new and unique. The next 
three essays exhibit academia’s ability to re-examine ancient concepts 
and creations from new perspectives and, in doing so, look beyond the 
obvious to discover deeper meaning – from Romantic poetry through to 
an ancient religious monument and something as universal as the smile. 
Next, we move to more theoretical perspectives on the complexities of 
philosophical and political movements and how they shape broader 
social forces. Finally, we conclude the volume at the other end of the 
intellectual spectrum with a purely functional exploration of biological 
processes.  

In this volume we have diverged from the tradition of using a uniform 
referencing system. We all agreed that if Cross-sections is to be a truly 
interdisciplinary journal of worth, it ought to finally accept the end of 
the dominance of legal citation! Despite being arguably the most 
comprehensive referencing system available, The Australian Guide to 
Legal Citation represents but one field of academic endeavour. We did 
not wish however to sacrifice consistency in the pursuit of fairness. To 
this end we have resolved to apply discipline-specific referencing to all 
science articles and to apply legal referencing to all other articles. We 
think we have succeeded in striking a balance. We hope you will agree. 



 
 

We have thoroughly enjoyed putting this volume of Cross-sections 
together. We hope that it reveals new perspectives on common topics, 
and sparks your interest in exploring beyond your usual field of 
academic interest.  

Finally, we realise that editorials are, by nature, slightly pretentious. So 
as Socrates would surely have said … 

Two, four, six, eight: dig in, don’t wait!  

Selena Bateman, Stephen Morris and Melanie Tulloch 
10.10.2010 
The 2010 Editors of Cross-sections 
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The Manifestation of  yàhnchìhng in Hong Kong 
Cantonese 

Eric Shek* 

I Preface 

As an Australian-born Cantonese speaker, my motivation for 

investigating this topic was to gain an appreciation of the cultural 

norms that governed the interactions in my family. I was raised in a 

family steeped in Cantonese traditions, as my parents are natives of 

Hong Kong. Among other things, I was imbued with an instinct to 

conduct myself in a way that would please other people, including my 

own family, relatives and friends. It was late in my high school years 

when I started to question the values with which I had been brought up. 

As I became aware of the divergence between the ‘restricted’ lifestyle 

within my family, and the ‘liberal’ and ‘independent’ lifestyle promoted 

in the broader Australian society as I perceived it, it seemed to me that it 

was only right that students be able to do what they themselves want to 

do with their lives, rather than let their lives be dictated by the wishes of 

others. I developed a strong belief that it was wrong for my parents to 

interfere with my life, such as censoring my daily schedule of events or 

even prescribing how I should behave. Later on in my life, I realized 

that my parents operated according to a particular set of cultural values 

that were neither right nor wrong. As Wierzbicka notes,1 there is no 

such thing as ‘universal logic’, but only ‘cultural logic’. My parents did 

not lack skills of logic; on the contrary, they had a different perspective 

on life, which was supported by Cantonese ‘cultural logic’. It is through 

this paper that I will attempt to tease out this Cantonese ‘cultural logic’ 

through an analysis of the Cantonese keyword yàhnchìhng. 

 

 

                                                 
* Eric Shek is in his third year of a Bachelor of Asian Studies (Specialist)/Bachelor of Laws 

degree at the Australian National University.  He is a current resident of Bruce Hall. 
1 Anna Wierzbicka, Cross-Cultural Semantics: The Semantics of Human Interaction (Mouton 

de Gruyter, 2003) 62. 
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II An overview of yàhnchìhng 

The concept of yàhnchìhng 人情 (‘favour, indulgence’) plays a salient role 

in Hong Kong Cantonese society, as it governs the way in which people 

should interact with others. The reason why this keyword was chosen 

for analysis is that it is a reflection of the widespread Chinese idea that 

the individual is ‘inherently connected to others’,2 and thus behaves 

with regard to the needs of others, as noted by several psychologists3. 

Yàhnchìhng refers to the ways in which a person can show their respect 

and affection to others in Cantonese culture. The way in which one 

shows such respect and affection varies depending on the person with 

whom one interacts. The closer the relationship is, the more duty bound 

one is to express yàhnchìhng to the other.4 In addition, the manifestation 

of yàhnchìhng can take different forms including a resource one can 

present to another as a gift and understanding others’ emotions.5  

III Methodology 

To explain the concept of yàhnchìhng, it is not possible simply to state 

that it reflects the collectivistic nature of Cantonese society. This is 

because broad labels such as ‘collectivism’ are not value-free,6 and 

would involve, in this case, an assessment of Cantonese culture from an 

Anglocentric perspective. In addition, such simplistic labels fail to 

capture the essence of yàhnchìhng from an indigenous perspective. It is 

for these reasons that yàhnchìhng shall be explicated using cultural 

scripts. Cultural scripts utilise the Natural Semantic Metalanguage 

                                                 
2 Annamma Joy, (2001), Gift Giving in Hong Kong and the Continuum of Social Ties, 28(2) 

The Journal of Consumer Research, 240. 
3 See, eg, Michael Bond, Beyond the Chinese Face (Oxford University Press, 1991); Kwang-

kuo Hwang, Face and Favor: The Chinese Power Game (1987) 92(4) The American Journal of 

Sociology. 
4 Bee Chen Goh,, Negotiating With the Chinese (Dartmouth Publishing Company Limited, 

1996), 99. 
5 Hwang, above n 3, 953954. 
6 See, eg, Catherine E Travis, ‘The communicative realization of confianza and calor humano 

in Columbian Spanish’, in C. Goddard (ed.), Ethnopragmatics: Understanding Discourse in 

Cultural Context (Mouton de Gruyter, 2006); Luming Robert Mao, ‘Beyond politeness 

theory: ‘face’ revisited and reviewed’ (1994) 21(5) Journal of Pragmatics. 
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(NSM), a set of universal semantic primes, enabling cultural specific 

concepts to be teased out from an indigenous perspective in a way that 

is free from ‘terminological ethnocentrism’.7  

This paper will discuss how yàhnchìhng is realised differently when 

interacting with one’s parents and friends. The ‘cultural logic’ behind 

these different interactions will be explicated through cultural scripts of 

other Cantonese keywords, including haauseuhn 孝順 (‘filial duty’) and 

gwàanhaih 關係 (‘relation’), as these keywords share inextricable links 

with the concept of yàhnchìhng. The analysis of such key words allows 

others to ‘gain access to the culture of its speakers, providing insight on 

concepts that are real and meaningful to the members of that culture’.8 

Linguistic evidence, drawn from common phrases and idioms in Hong 

Kong Cantonese parlance, various written texts from Hong Kong, and 

the testimony of native informants, will be provided to show how 

yàhnchìhng is realised and transmitted through Cantonese society as a 

cultural value. My own personal experience is also used as ‘soft 

linguistic data’,9 as such experience serves as a ‘valuable empirical 

source’ for gaining an insight into the dynamics of another culture.10 

Such data shall then be analysed, and cultural scripts explicating the 

realisation of yàhnchìhng with family and with close acquaintances will 

be proposed. It is hoped that the scripts presented, and their 

justifications, will be of use for those who wish to communicate 

effectively and create meaningful relationships with people from Hong 

Kong.  

IV Yàhnchìhng in the family 

The obligation to comply with yàhnchìhng is at its strongest in the 

context of a family, due to the strong ties that bind a family together in 

Chinese culture. This is reflected in the Chinese idiom hyut nùhng yàuh 

                                                 
7 Travis, above n 6, 202. 
8 Ibid 201. 
9 Wierzbicka, above n 1. 
10 Zhengdao Ye, ‘Chinese categorization of interpersonal relationships and the cultural 

logic of Chinese social interaction: An indigenous perspective’ (2004) 1(2) Intercultural 

Pragmatics, 220. 
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séui 血濃於水 (‘Blood is thicker than water’),11 which embodies the idea 

that yàhnchìhng goes beyond a show of affection or respect, but extends 

to the provision of constant support and assistance for each other. As 

such, words that are used to refer to the family, including ngóh ge gàyàhn 

我嘅家人 (‘my family members’), ngūkkéiyàhn 屋企人 (‘people in my 

house’) and chānyàhn 親人(‘relative’), evoke the deep bond between 

family members.12 The following cultural script reflects the general idea 

of yàhnchìhng in the family: 

It is good if someone thinks about someone else like this (this 

other someone is a family member): 

a) This someone is like me 

b) this someone lives with me 

c) I have known this someone at all times 

d) because of this, I feel something very bad when this 

someone feels something bad 

e) I don’t want this someone to feel something bad 

f) I want to do many very good things for this someone 

g) this someone can feel something very good when I do 

these things 

h) I can feel something very good when I do these things 

i) I know that this someone thinks like this about me 

Components (a)-(c) establish the identity of the person to whom one 

gives yàhnchìhng as a family member. Component (d) shows how the 

bond between family members is so deep that they can sense each 

others’ emotions. Components (e)-(f) highlight the desire to assist a 

family member. The affection felt by both the recipient and giver of 

yàhnchìhng is indicated by components (g)-(h). Component (i) 

emphasises the mutual nature of the support that is given amongst a 

family.  

The obligation to comply with yàhnchìhng within a family lies more so 

with the children, as reflected through the cultural keyword 

                                                 
11 Bond, above n 3, 56. 
12 Joy, above n 2, 247. 
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haauseuhn孝順 (‘filial duty’).13 This keyword embodies the idea of 

unwavering obedience and dedication towards one’s parents,14 

including obeying one’s parents’ orders15 and observing their 

birthdays.16 This idea is demonstrated by words that parents may use 

when praising their own children, such as néih jàn haih hóu gwàai 

你真係好乖 (‘You are a very good boy/girl’) and néih jàn haih hóu 

tèngwah 你真係好聽話 (‘You are very obedient’), as my own parents 

would often say to me when I was a child. The following cultural script 

reflects the salient belief in Cantonese society that children should be 

obedient to their parents:  

It is good if someone thinks like this about two people (if one of 

them is this someone’s mother; the other is this someone’s 

father): 

a) When these two people want me to do something 

b) I want to do this something 

Cantonese children can also exemplify haauseuhn through their own 

exemplary achievements, including scholastic brilliance,17 as such 

achievements are seen as the achievement of the family. Even after 

children leave home and become adults, the notion of haauseuhn 

remains equally strong, as the success of a child in securing a profitable 

job and gaining economic wealth is also perceived to be an achievement 

of the family, especially one’s parents. This idea that yàhnchìhng towards 

one’s parents can take the form of personal achievements is reflected in 

the following cultural script: 

It is good if someone thinks like this about two people (if one of 

them is this someone’s mother; the other is this someone’s 

father): 

                                                 
13 Chaofen Sun, Chinese: a Linguistic Introduction (Cambridge University Press, 2006), 118. 
14 Goh, above n 4, 52. 
15 Wong, Jock, ‘East meets West or does it really?’, in Mary Besemeres and Anna 

Wierzbicka (eds), Translating Lives: Living with two Languages and Cultures (The University 

of Queensland Press, 2007), 74. 
16 Joy, above n 2, 253. 
17 Goh, above n 14. 
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a) when I do something very good 

b) people think that these two people have done 

something good 

The use of ‘very’ in the first component highlight that it is only when 

the child accomplishes an exemplary achievement that this cultural 

script applies. 

 It is important to note that yàhnchìhng within the family is not so much 

a burden as it is a display of intimacy between family members. As 

stated by a Hong Kong university student: 

When my parents are older and feeble, I’ll consider buying 

gadgets to simplify their lives. My mother, for instance, 

bought a wheelchair for my grandfather because he had 

difficulty walking. This was not an act of obligation, but 

something she wanted to do. You can see that she loves to do 

such things<I have the responsibility for taking care of my 

parents but also the desire to make them happy.18 

This desire to help one’s parents is evident in the use of haauseuhn, as its 

use is not limited to describing children, but also describes adults who 

give yàhnchìhng to their parents. As noted by the following property 

transaction report: 

Lai Zhuo Chi, from Centraline, indicated that a filial son 

(yātméng haauseuhn jái 一 名孝順子）just spent $1.575 million 

to buy a high-floored Flat B of Block 2 of Sheung Shui 

Sunningdale Garden for his parents.19  

The following cultural script explains such a notion: 

It is good if someone thinks like this about two people (if one of 

them is this someone’s mother; the other is this someone’s 

father): 

                                                 
18 Joy, above n 2, 246. 
19 Kenneth C.C, Kong, ‘A filial son or a loving mother?  Evaluation as recontextualisation 

devices in property transaction reports’ (2008) 40(3) Journal of Pragmatics, 432.  
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a) I want to do many good things for these two people 

b) I feel something very good when I do these things 

c) these two people have something very good when I 

do these things 

The rationale behind such devotion to the parents is explained by 

another keyword, yànchìhng 恩情 (‘feelings of debt’), which reflects the 

idea that people are in eternal debt to their parents for giving birth to 

them and raising them.20 Indeed, Joy reported a Cantonese mother 

stating, to her child: ‘Your body and life belong to me. You can never 

repay for this’.21 As the gift of life from one’s parents cannot be paid off, 

the best that a child can do to reciprocate this ‘gift’ is to display as much 

yànchìhng as possible when they are adults. This notion is demonstrated 

in a poem from the website of the Chinese Morality Association 

prescribing proper behaviour towards one’s parents,22 which includes 

the line fuhmóuh yànchìhng chíh hóisàm 父母恩情似海深 (‘The debt 

towards one’s parents is as deep as the ocean’). In addition, this idea is 

reflected in the saying wùihbou yéuhngyuhk jīyàn 回報養育之恩 (‘The 

feelings that one has for parents to recognise the grace of having been 

brought up by them’).23 This idea is encapsulated in this quote from a 

Hong Kong University student: 

When I was little, they took care of me and my sisters. So 

when they’re old, looking after them will be my way of 

showing I love them.24 

The following cultural script, adapted from component (a) of Ye’s 

cultural script for haau孝 (the character from which haauseuhn derives)25 

captures this idea of repaying one’s parents for their ‘gift of life’: 

                                                 
20 Joy, above n 2, 247. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Chinese Morality Association Ltd, Laihji gaayìhn [Adages of Encouragement] 

<http://www.chinamorality.org.hk/big5/publication/17-charter14.htm>. 
23 Joy, above n 2, 248. 
24 Ibid 246. 
25 Ye, Zhengdao, Ways of meaning, ways of life: a semantic approach to Chinese ethnopsychology 

(PhD Thesis, The Australian National University, 2006). 

http://www.cantonese.sheik.co.uk/dictionary/characters/833/
http://www.cantonese.sheik.co.uk/dictionary/characters/983/
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It is good if someone thinks like this about two people (if one of 

them is this someone’s mother; the other is this someone’s 

father): 

a) I exist because of these two people 

b) because of this I do many very good things for these two 

people 

Incorporating all the above cultural scripts, a broader explication for 

yàhnchìhng towards one’s parents can be formulated as follows: 

It is good if someone thinks like this about two people (if one of 

them is this someone’s mother; the other is this someone’s 

father): 

a) I exist because of these two people 

b) because of this I want to do many very good things for 

these two people 

c) when these two people want me to do something, I want 

to do this something 

d) when I do something very good, other people think that 

these two people have done something good 

e) because of this, I feel something very good  when I do 

these things 

f) these two people feel something very good when I do 

these things 

As is evident from this cultural script, the concept of yàhnchìhng 

explains the deep level of devotion and affection Cantonese people have 

towards their family, especially their parents. 

 

V Yàhnchìhng amongst close friends 

Amongst close friends, yàhnchìhng manifests itself as a display of 

mutual affection. Obligations that arise from such a close friendship 
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include giving birthday presents,26 or giving emotional support to 

another. As noted by a Hong Kong University student: 

I don’t want just any kind of help from my close friends, such 

as financial help, for instance. But I may need comfort when 

I’m unhappy or when I face challenges.27  

This idea is embodied by the following cultural script: 

People think that it is good if someone thinks like this about 

someone else: 

a) I know this someone very well 

b) because of this, I want to know how this someone feels 

c) if I know how this someone feels, I can do good things 

for this someone 

d) when I do good things for this someone, I feel something 

good 

e) at the same time, this someone feels something good 

       The display of affection expected amongst friends in Cantonese 

society is so strong that it has moral overtones, as shown by the cultural 

keyword yihhei 義氣 (‘personal loyalty’).28 It is in the form of yihhei that 

yàhnchìhng is manifested amongst close friends. This cultural keyword 

conveys the idea of fidelity, which compels an individual to act upon 

the needs and wants of others.29 The positive connotations of these 

concepts are reflected through the words kéuih jàn haih yáuh yihhei 

佢真係有義氣 (‘He/she is very loyal’), which may be used to describe a 

person who always helps out a close friend when necessary. 

The moral overtones of yihhei are closely related to the idea of lím 臉 

(‘face’), which refers to a person’s ability to meet social and moral 

                                                 
26 Joy, above n 2, 240. 
27 Ibid, 249. 
28 Ibid, 251. 
29 Goh, above n 4, 53. 
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standards30. The ability to meet such standards depends on how the 

individual internalises human sanctions.31 As such, the failure to display 

yihhei does not necessarily mean that the person is sanctioned by others, 

but the person will feel internal guilt. Such feelings are reflected in 

expressions such as móuhlím冇臉 (‘to have no face’),32 which may refer 

to a person who believes that they have been morally deficient for 

neglecting yihhei towards their close friends.33 A Hong Kong University 

student, who forgot to ring a good friend studying overseas on her 

birthday, elucidates such a sensation of móuhlím: 

It wasn’t that I didn’t care about her, but that I had merely 

forgotten the date. I felt so sad and guilty that I couldn’t sleep 

that night<I tried to think of all the possible ways in which I 

could make up for it.34 

The following cultural scripts, which highlight such feelings of guilt, 

can thus be added to the above cultural script: 

a) if I don’t do these things, I can’t not feel something very 

bad because of it 

It must be noted that yihhei does not embody a sense of loyalty so much 

as an expression of affection. Hwang notes that the primary motivation 

of yihhei is the ‘feelings of affection, warmth, safety, and attachment’ 

amongst friends.35 Such close feelings can be enhanced, for example, by 

investing time in looking for the right gift for a friend.36 Indeed, Joy 

notes that the desire to make close friends happy is reflected in the 

phrase lihng kéuihh hōisàm 令佢開心 (‘to make him/her happy’).37 This 

idea is encapsulated by component (d) of the cultural script above. 

                                                 
30 Michael H. Bond, Peter W. H Lee, ‘Face saving in Chinese culture: A discussion and 

experimental study of Hong Kong students in Ambrose’ Y. C. King and Rance P. L. Lee 

(eds), Social life and development in Hong Kong (The Chinese University Press, 1981) 289. 
31 Mao, above n 6, 462. 
32 Sun, above n 13, 127. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Joy, above n 2, 244. 
35 Hwang, above n 3, 949. 
36 Joy, above n 34. 
37 Joy, above n 2, 249. 
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Although the ‘cultural logic’ behind yihhei is, in part, motivated by a 

sense of duty, it is more so based on a desire to savour the relationship 

one shares with a good friend, as noted by component (b) of the above 

script.  

VI Conclusion 

This paper has discussed the manifestation of the Cantonese concept of 

yàhnchìhng in different social relationships and the cultural logic 

underlying these different manifestations through the use of NSM and 

cultural scripts. Although it has been argued that the concept of 

yàhnchìhng is losing its importance in Hong Kong society due to the 

pervasiveness of Western culture,38 the continuing use of yàhnchìhng and 

its related keywords attest to the importance of yàhnchìhng to the 

Cantonese, as language is a reflection of cultural values.39 As such, the 

concept of yàhnchìhng can serve as an explanation of the conduct and 

behaviour of Hong Kong people. The use of NSM and cultural scripts 

elucidates this concept from an indigenous perspective in terms that can 

be accessible by all outsiders, and as such, its use within this study may 

serve to assist those who want to communicate and engage successfully 

with people from Hong Kong, whether for social or for business 

purposes. 

On a more personal level, the use of NSM and cultural scripts has 

proved to be a powerful tool in discerning the cultural logic behind the 

Cantonese values of my family and in particular, the beliefs of my 

parents. By virtue of being their child, I was expected, and am still 

expected to this day, to do as they request. Now, with a deeper 

appreciation of the Cantonese and Anglo-Australian cultural scripts that 

govern my life, I feel a paradoxical mixture of love and indignation 

whenever my parents ask me to do something.  

 

                                                 
38 Sing Lau, ‘The value orientations of Chinese University students in Hong Kong’ (1988) 

23(1) International Journal of Psychology.  
39 Wierzbicka, above n 1. 
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Notes 

1. The Yale system of Cantonese Romanization has been used, as used 

in Huang (1970). 

2. English definitions for Cantonese words have been used from 

Huang (1970), Mathews (1972) and Sheik (2009). Where these 

sources do not provide English equivalents for a particular 

expression, I have translated it myself with the assistance of my 

parents. 

3. It should be noted that the concept of yihhei itself is polysemous, it 

has other layers of meaning, including the idea of ‘righteousness’ 

(Mathews 1972), which are not covered in this paper. 
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Adoption and Self-esteem 

Kelsey Dalton* 

One of the most common explanations given to young children to 

explain the difference between biological and adoptive parents is, ‘you 

grew in another mother’s belly, but in my heart’ (Swain, 2006).  

However, there comes a point at which this explanation is no longer 

enough.  Young people begin to seek more detailed answers to the 

question ‘where do I come from?’  Answering this question is intricately 

linked with self-esteem.  Baldwin and Hoffman (2002) proposed a 

definition of self-esteem that reflects James’ (1983) notion of self-esteem 

as a ratio of positive to negative experiences and Rosenberg’s (1979) 

definition of self-esteem as an evaluation of the self.  Thus, Baldwin and 

Hoffman (2002) define self-esteem as process in which ‘a positive 

evaluation of the self stems from having more success than one 

expected, whereas a negative evaluation stems from having fewer 

successes than one expected.’  This definition suggests that self-esteem 

is dynamic, changing with expectations and life events.  Developmental 

psychologists recognize that some aspects of development are relatively 

stable, changing little after a sensitive period (White et al, 2010) while 

others are more fluid.  Self-esteem, as defined by Baldwin and Hoffman 

(2002), is a dynamic and ongoing aspect of the self which has no critical 

period and has the potential to fluctuate throughout the lifespan.  

Furthermore, developmental psychology places a significant emphasis 

on the importance of the early years in determining later development.  

As self-esteem is viewed as changeable throughout the lifespan, it is 

important to understand the factors which contribute to positive self-

esteem in a vulnerable group, such as children who are adopted, 

because self-esteem is an ongoing process. Therefore, as developmental 

psychologists, it is important to investigate ways in which we can foster 

healthy self-esteem from a young age and increase the self-esteem of 

children who are adopted through appropriate interventions. 

                                                 
* Kelsey Dalton is in her third year of a Bachelor of Science (Psychology) degree at the 

Australian National University.  She is a current resident of Bruce Hall. 
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The aim of this essay is to investigate the extent to which existing 

evidence provides a convincing basis for an association between being 

adopted and the prevalence of low self-esteem. Passmore, et al (2005) 

suggested that race and family environmental factors are among the 

variables that mediate the effect of adoption on self-esteem. Therefore, 

this essay will examine both of these factors to determine the scope of 

these variables’ influence on the self-esteem of children who are 

adopted, in comparison with those children who are not adopted. 

Furthermore, this essay will critically appraise the instruments used to 

measure self-esteem in children, including self-report measures such as 

the Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale and the Multidimensional Self-esteem 

Index, as well as a measure of family environment, the Family 

Environment Scale. Finally, this essay will consider the implications of 

this knowledge on current adoption practices and, in particular, will 

consider how parents of adopted children may be better supported to 

foster healthy self-esteem in their children. This essay concludes that 

being adopted has little impact on self-esteem, thus challenging the 

view that early development is the most important determinant of later-

life outcomes. 

 Self-esteem is an indicator of psychological adjustment (Passmore et al, 

2005) and this becomes particularly important when considering that 

children who are adopted are referred for psychological treatment two 

to five times more often than their non-adopted peers (McRoy, 

Grotevant, & Zurcher (1988)). This essay will focus on the intra-country 

adoption of children before the age of two years. This limitation allows 

us to make comparisons between cases of adoption and limit other 

variables that might affect self-esteem, such as issues of attachment or 

cultural differences. Furthermore, this essay will consider the self-

esteem of adopted children in mid-childhood, as it is at this point in 

development that self-esteem is at its highest (White et al, 2010) and the 

differences in self-esteem between non-adopted and adopted children 

begin to arise (McRoy, Grotevant, & Zurcher (1988)). Furthermore, this 

developmental period precedes adolescence, where other variables 

begin to significantly affect the self-esteem of both children who are 

adopted and those who are not. It has been demonstrated that 

adolescents frequently feel threats to self-esteem at a time where the 
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identity of the individual is undergoing a change from that of a child to 

an adult (Hollingsworth, 1997).  

I Race and Self-esteem in Children who are Adopted 

McRoy et al. (1982) examined the differences in the self-esteem of 

children adopted trans-racially, that is children of one racial 

background who are adopted into the family of a different racial 

background to the child. They found no significant difference in self-

esteem between African American children who were adopted by same-

race families and African American children who were adopted by 

Caucasian families. This suggests that the congruity between the race of 

the adopted child and his or her family does not significantly impact 

self-esteem. This study does note, however, that racial identity as a 

variable is not measured in tests of self-esteem. When these data are 

compared, while self-esteem may not be significantly different between 

children adopted into mixed and same-race families, it is possible that 

racial identity between children who are adopted may differ. 

Hollingsworth (1997) performed a meta-analysis of six studies related to 

adoption and race.  Unlike McRoy et al.’s (1982) study, this meta-

analysis revealed a moderate association between trans-racial adoption 

and self-esteem. Two conclusions were demonstrated: first, there is a 

moderate effect on the self-esteem of African American children 

adopted into Caucasian families; second, indicators of self-esteem are 

lower in children who are adopted trans-racially as compared with 

children who are adopted into a family of the same race. This study 

commented on the controversy surrounding trans-racial adoptions, and 

made a few notable suggestions. In particular, Hollingsworth suggested 

that the environment and significant adult role models, such as teachers 

or community leaders, also play a role in mediating the effects of 

identity struggles of minority children adopted by Caucasian families. 

For example, raising an African American child in a community where 

both African American and Caucasian families live may be more 

beneficial to a child’s self-esteem than raising an African American child 

in a predominately Caucasian neighbourhood.  
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The evidence presented suggests that the effect of same-race adoption 

on the self-esteem of the adopted child is negligible, but that trans-racial 

adoption may impact racial identity. 

Given that the associations between race and self-esteem are not 

substantial, they are still to be considered significant.  Race is one of the 

many factors mediating the self-esteem of children who are adopted. 

This essay now turns to another potential variable, family dynamics, to 

determine the association between this variable and its influence on the 

self-esteem of adopted children. 

II Parental Care, Family Dynamics, Family Environment 
 and Self-esteem 

Herz and Gullone (1999) studied the quality of care that parents gave to 

their children, and found that positive care, that is parenting that is 

characterised by a high level of care and a low level of overprotection, 

given by the mother and father may be associated with positive self-

esteem in the child. This study suggested that overprotection on the part 

of the mother and the father led to negative self-esteem in the child. 

Although this study did not compare measures of self-esteem between 

those children who are adopted and biological children, Passmore et al 

(2005) built on this foundation of research to determine whether 

parental bonding affects the self-esteem of adopted children. Bonding is 

defined as a psychosocial variable that considers the relationship 

between child and parent with a particular focus on parental nurturance 

and parental involvement. It may be measured by the Parental Bonding 

Instrument, a retrospective survey used to determine the level of 

bonding with a child. This study concluded that there was no significant 

difference in levels of self-esteem between children who are adopted 

and those who had not been reunited with their biological mothers and 

non-adoptees. In a study of 91 high school students and their families, 

Stein and Hoopes (1985) studied the effect of adoption on identity. This 

research further demonstrated the idea that no significant difference in 

self-esteem could be found in children reunited with their biological 

mother, as compared to those who have not been reunited. This 

research suggests that positive self-esteem is not related to adoption 

status, but is the result of positive parental care.  
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In a comparison study of 98 college students, half of whom were 

adopted, Kelly et al (1998) aimed to identify familial characteristics that 

impact a young child’s self-esteem and identity. A converse effect to 

those studies outlined above was found, that family dynamics affect 

adopted children and non-adopted children differently. Adopted 

children from highly organised and expressive families were less likely 

to have lower self-esteem than non-adoptees. Furthermore, children 

who are adopted into families with high levels of clear communication 

and structure tended to have higher estimates of self-control and self-

approval than non-adoptees. This implies that it is likely that adopted 

children from families with high levels of clarity also have higher self-

esteem.  

It can be concluded from these results that family context plays an 

important role in the development of children who were adopted. The 

research suggests that early disruption to the typical course of 

development may be associated with detrimental effects of 

psychological well-being and, by logical extension, self-esteem. 

However, it is proposed that the quality of the family environment in 

which a child is raised is more important than early disruption; that the 

family environment may help to overcome disturbance that a child who 

is adopted faced in the early years.  

One challenge of psychological research is to consider the extent to 

which the claims made are actual representations of the behaviour 

studied. The following section examines the methods used to test self-

esteem to establish the validity of the research presented above.  

III Critical Examination of the Methods used to Measure 
 Self-esteem 

Self-esteem is a concept that can be difficult to measure.  It is important 

to consider the reliability and validity of each of the methods used to 

measure self-esteem. In studies that measure the self-esteem of adopted 

children, self-report is one of the most usual methods of data collection. 

Self-report has been criticised for a number of reasons. First, self-report 

measures are typically subjective. They require the participant to 

respond to questions themselves without checks or balances. Often a 



20 Cross-sections ׀ Volume VI 2010 

‘ceiling effect’ occurs, whereby participants look upon themselves more 

favourably (Baumeister et al, 2003) and, as a result, answer inaccurately. 

Furthermore, a social desirability effect may occur, where participants 

answer according to what they believe is a desirable, rather than 

accurate, response. As researchers, the answers to self-report 

assessments must be taken prima facie, as comparisons cannot be made 

with objective measures of reality.  

The following section examines the reliability and validity of some of 

the main measures of self-esteem, in particular the Multi-Dimensional 

Self-esteem Inventory and the Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale. The Family 

Environment Scale is also examined. While this scale is not a measure of 

self-esteem, it measures the social-environmental characteristics of a 

family, an important aspect of the environment of the child that may 

impact the self-esteem of children who are adopted. The aim of this 

evaluation is to demonstrate the need for caution when drawing 

conclusions on how other factors may affect self-esteem.  

The Multi-Dimensional Self-esteem Inventory (O’Brien & Epstein, 1983) 

was developed for use with adults. It comprises 11 scales that measure 

three different components of self-esteem: self-evaluation and effectance 

(‘global self-esteem’), social self-esteem and private self-evaluation. The 

scales contained within this inventory show adequate test - retest 

reliability (Kelly et al, 1998). This inventory has been used in a number 

of studies, including one in which the contributions of family 

environment on adjustment and identity formation in young adults 

were considered (Kelly et al, 1998). This measure may be criticised for 

its length and complexity, and therefore is likely to be too detailed to be 

an appropriate measure of self-esteem in children.  

The Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) comprises 10 items 

that are rated on a four point scale. Example items are ‘On the whole, I 

am satisfied with myself’ and ‘I am able to do things as well as most 

other people’. The Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale has been demonstrated 

to have strong internal reliability (Rosenberg, 1965), however, it is 

important to consider the content validity of such a scale when only 10 

items are rated, particularly as content validity increases with 

thoroughness of questions. This scale was developed for adolescents 
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and, while age may affect its validity, it is considered a useful measure 

for determining global self-esteem. 

The Family Environment Scale (Moos & Moos, 1981) considers the 

family as a system and asks the respondent to answer, by self-report, 90 

true/false questions. It is generally reported that this scale has a high 

test - retest reliability due to the triangulation of self-reports from 

different family members. Construct validity is evident through the use 

of comparison responses, including comparisons between families, 

between parents and adolescents and between families of different sizes 

(Moos & Moos, 1981). Thus, it may be concluded that Family 

Environment Scale is a valid, reliable measure of particular 

characteristics of families. This comparative perspective is important as 

rather than simply focusing on the self-report of the child, a 

consideration of the inter-generational effects of studying adoption also 

occurs.  

This evaluation of these studies suggests that the instruments used in 

research into the self-esteem of children who were adopted measure the 

variables that they claim to with adequate reliability and validity. 

However, as with much psychological research, the validity of the 

measures must be taken into account when making conclusive 

statements.  

IV Impact of the Research Findings on the Future 

Developmental psychologists must question how the quality of 

parenting is associated with the child’s development. It is, therefore, 

important to consider the implications of entering into adoptive 

parenthood. What can we learn from our knowledge of the self-esteem 

of adopted children that will help parents to respond to the needs of 

their children more effectively?  

Passmore et al (2005) in a study considering the effects of counselling 

found that counselling adults who were adopted and who are searching 

for their birthparents may be helpful in preventing and mediating the 

psychological effects resulting from disappointment from an 

inconclusive search. Though these findings relate to adults who were 
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adopted as young children, it is worthwhile considering that effective, 

empirically based counselling may be helpful for all age groups.   

Current research into the self-esteem of children who were adopted 

suggests that the family environment in which a child is raised makes a 

major contribution to the self-esteem of that child. Currently, in 

Australia, a large emphasis is placed on the pre-adoption process (NSW 

Government, 2010), with a particular focus on selecting appropriate 

families and preparing them for parenthood. However, the research 

findings suggest that it may be as important to place emphasis on post-

adoption follow up and support, such as appropriate counselling 

(Passmore et al, 2005). It appears that while ensuring the family is 

prepared for adoption is necessary, it is also imperative that parental 

bonding and family dynamics are adequate post-adoption.  

Passmore et al (2005) also acknowledged that children who are adopted 

are not a homogenous group and, as such, we must treat each child as 

an individual and provide support appropriate to that person. These 

researchers also suggest, based on their evidence, that family dynamics 

are a good target for intervention. This suggestion is made on the basis 

of evidence that parental bonding variables are important in 

determining self-esteem. Furthermore, post adoption counselling may 

be a useful tool to ensure support for families who need it.  

Building on the use of effective counselling, Grotevant (1997) proposed 

that counsellors view the adoption process as a ‘normative rather than 

psychological one.’ Counsellors working with children who have been 

adopted should approach issues of self-esteem in these children with a 

view of ‘normalcy’ – these issues occur regularly in a population of 

children who have been adopted. On the other hand, a psychological 

view of the adoption process may place emphasis on a disorder or 

problem in functioning, potentially leading to further detrimental 

effects on self-esteem. Through his work on identity, Grotevant (1997) 

proposed that problems for adopted children arise at time of identity 

change, such as leaving home or the birth of a child. Therefore, routine 

follow-up at these transition periods, using a normative view, may be 

helpful to the child who is adopted.  
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V Conclusion 

Self-esteem is dynamic and consistently undergoing change. While 

some research demonstrates that simply being adopted is sufficient to 

lower self-esteem, this essay argues that this is not always the case. It 

cannot be concluded that those who are adopted will have low self-

esteem. Rather, while some characteristics may powerfully influence 

early childhood experience, adoption and the resultant effect on self-

esteem is not one of those characteristics.  
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Traditional Money and Access to Education in 
Vanuatu 

Shiori Shakuto* 

I  Introduction 

This paper explores whether the use of traditional money for school fee 

payment improves Vanuatu people’s access to education. Under the 

‘background’ section, this paper outlines the necessary backbone of the 

research, namely, the types, spread and meaning of traditional money 

in Vanuatu, the low enrolment rates in secondary schools, and access to 

education as a possible cause for such low rates. The research evaluates 

the system introduced by the government to improve access to 

education by allowing parents to pay school fees using traditional 

money.  

The best method to answer the research question is to conduct a study 

on the ground; preferably by interviewing the local schools, 

government, and population. However, given the limited resources and 

the time frame, the paper relies on the inferences drawn from statistics, 

articles, reports and most substantially, on interviews with five experts, 

who have lived and worked in Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea.  

The strength and limits of using traditional money for school fee 

payment is discussed in the ‘findings’ section. The paper then suggests 

that the idea of using tradition to fulfil non-traditional needs is relevant 

for the construction of future development programs. The assessment of 

the finding is concluded by addressing the challenges facing the 

traditional economy in the future.   

 

 

                                                 
* Shiori Shakuto recently completed a Bachelor of Laws degree at the Australian National 

University.  She is a former resident of Bruce Hall. 
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II Background 

The Traditional Money Economy in Vanuatu 

Vanuatu is a country where roughly 80% of the population lives in rural 

areas.1 Most of them engage in subsistence agriculture, and occasionally 

cash is earned from the sale of cocoa, coffee, timber and fish in the city.2 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita in 2008 was US$ 2,441.3 

Compared to Australia, which had a GDP per capita of US$ 47,400 in 

the same year,4 this seemingly bleak figure has not caused as much of a 

problem for the local Vanuatu people as can be imagined. In Vanuatu, 

the predominant economy for most people is not based on cash, but on 

traditional money.5 

The traditional money economy uses three main currencies: tusker pigs, 

red mats and shell strings. In south west Malakula where tusker pigs 

are grown, young male pigs are removed of their upper canine teeth in 

order to allow the lower tusks to grow unimpeded.6 The more curved 

the tusks, the higher their value.7 In North Pentecost, red mats are used 

as currency. They are made of pandanus leaf, and only women are 

allowed to produce them. Shell money is produced on the small island 

                                                 
1 Asian Development Bank, Vanuatu: Country Partnership Strategy 2010-2014, (2009) Asian 

Development Bank <http://www.adb.org/Documents/CPSs/VAN/2010-2014/CPS-VAN-

2010-2014.pdf>, 50. 
2 J C McMaster, Education for Development in Vanuatu: A Review of Policy Issues, (National 

Centre for Development Studies, Australian National University, 1987) 4. 
3 International Monetary Fund, World Economics Outlook Database, 2009  

<http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2009/01/weodata/weorept.aspx?sy=2008&ey=2

008&scsm=1&ssd=1&sort=country&ds=.&br=1&c=193%2C846&s=NGDPDPC&grp=0&a=&

pr.x=71&pr.y=10>. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ralph Regenvanu, ‘The Traditional Economy as the Source of Resilience in Melanesia’ 

(Paper presented at The Lowy Institute Conference on The Pacific Islands and the World: 

The Global Economic Crisis, Brisbane, 3 August 2009), 1. 
6 Kirk Huffman, ‘Pigs, Prestige and Copyright in the Western Pacific’ (2007) 29(6) Explore, 

22, 24.  
7 Ibid. 
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of Rowa, where the growing of crops and pigs is traditionally 

prohibited.8  

Traditional money is used to buy almost all the necessities of ritual and 

spiritual life.9 Red mats, for example, are used for the payments and 

exchanges involved in marriage, initiation, and graded rituals.10 During 

the marriage, the bride will exchange her red mats for the bridegroom’s 

tusker pigs.11 The red colour of the mats is said to symbolize menstrual 

blood, while the pig’s tusk represents men’s reproductive substance.12  

In an age of ‘economic development’ where increasing the amount of 

cash in a country is repeatedly, and perhaps overly, emphasised, the 

Vanuatu Cultural Centre initiated a movement to preserve traditional 

money in Vanuatu. It launched a ‘Traditional Money Banks in Vanuatu’ 

project in 2004. The project initially focused on developing a banking 

system for traditional money where traditional money can be 

exchanged for cash.13 The project was funded by UNESCO and the 

Japanese government’s Funds-in-Trust for the Preservation and 

Promotion of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, as the preservation of 

traditional money would indirectly revitalise intangible cultural 

practices such as those mentioned above.  

Five years since then, the implication of the Traditional Money Banks in 

Vanuatu project has gone beyond the banking system, and it now 

accompanies the rhetoric of ‘self-reliance’.14 In 2007, the Vanuatu 

government declared that year to be ‘the year of the traditional 

economy’, undertaking to develop national plans to allow the use of 

                                                 
8 Kirk Huffman, Traditional Money Banks in Vanuatu Project: Vanuatu (Vanuatu National 

Cultural Council, 2005) 50. 
9 Ibid 43. 
10 Ibid 45. 
11 Annie Walter, ‘The Feminine Art of Mat-weaving on Pentecost’ in J Bonnemaison et al 

(eds.), Arts of Vanuatu (Crawford House Publishing, 1996) 108. 
12 Ibid 103, 108. 
13 Huffman, above n 8, 57; see Appendix 1 for Huffman’s exchange rate. 
14 Regenvanu, above n 5. 
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traditional money for the payment of non-traditional needs, such as 

education.15 

Access to Education in Vanuatu 

Unlike the traditional economy, ‘modern’ literacy-based education is a 

relatively new ‘need’ in Vanuatu. It was introduced by both the English 

and the French during their joint-colonisation of Vanuatu in 1906. 

Vanuatu was decolonised and became independent in 1980, but two 

separate education systems have continued to concurrently operate in 

Vanuatu. English schools established by the Protestant missionaries 

were designed to create bible-based religious village societies.16 In 

contrast, French schools established by Roman Catholics were designed 

to spread French culture, thus its syllabus was identical to the one 

taught in France.17  

This ‘modern’ education has been associated with ‘modern’ jobs in the 

capital. Enrolment in secondary school is most often the precondition 

for getting white-collar employment in the capital.18 Despite this, less 

than 35% of all children attend secondary schools.19 Girls are especially 

less likely to advance beyond primary education. Only 46% of those 

who attend secondary schools are girls.20  

Strachan21 argues that high school fees in a cash scarce community is a 

major factor barring people from accessing education. In 1985, annual 

                                                 
15 Vanuatu Cultural Centre, 2007 Declared ‚Year of the Traditional Economy‛ (2006)Vanuatu 

Cultural Centre, <http://www.vanuatuculture.org/site-

bm2/trm/20070207_kastom_ekonomi.shtml> 

<http://www.vanuatuculture.org/documents/KastomEkonomiAktivitiListEng.doc> 

<http://www.vanuatuculture.org/documents/CustomEconomyBlurb.doc>.  
16 McMaster, above n 2, 6. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid 30. 
19 Embassy of the United States, Vanuatu, Embassy of the United States, 2008 Port 

Moresby, Papua New Guinea, <http://portmoresby.usembassy.gov/VANUATU.doc>, 9.  
20 United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund, Vanuatu Statistics, (2007) 

United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund, 

<http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/vanuatu_statistics.html>.  
21 J Strachan, ‘Gender and the Formal Education Sector in Vanuatu’ (2004) 64 Development 

Bulletin, 41.  
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secondary school fees were as high as US$130 for day students and 

US$196 for boarders.22 Given that at that time, the GDP per capita was 

$897,23 and the fertility rate was 3.8%,24 school fees have been a heavy 

burden on the family.  

The United Nations Human Rights Council has criticised this situation 

in its Universal Periodic Review, and it invited suggestions from other 

countries to improve access to education in Vanuatu.25 Australia 

suggested that parents who fail to send their children to school should 

be sanctioned.26 After barely spending three hours considering these 

suggestions, the Human Rights Council recommended that the Vanuatu 

government introduce free and compulsory education.27 However, the 

recommendation does not take into account the sustainability of such a 

system. For example, the Vanuatu government is already spending 

25.8% of its national budget on education.28 Free education would 

overburden other essential services the state has to provide. Making 

education compulsory is also a potentially oppressive program in 

Vanuatu, where many parents are sceptical of modern education after 

experiencing a series of attempts by English and French schools to 

convert them to Christianity.29 Increasing access to education by making 

it free and compulsory is not necessarily an easy or ideal solution for 

Vanuatu.   

 

 

 

                                                 
22 McMaster, above n 2, 25. 
23 IMF, above n 3. 
24 UNICEF, above n 21. 
25 Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review, Universal Periodic Review: Vanuatu, 

A/HRC/12/14 (2009). 
26 Ibid 8. 
27 Ibid 17. 
28 Vanuatu, National Report Submitted in accordance with Paragraph 15(A) of the Annex to 

Human Rights Council Resolution 5/1, A/HRC/WG.6/5/VUT/1 (2009), 12.  
29 Interview with Dr Huffman (4 September 2009). 
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II Meeting Non-Traditional Demands with Traditional 
 Means: 

The Use of Traditional Money in School Fee Payment 

One method of increasing access to education is to resolve the financial 

constraints experienced by parents who wish to send their children to 

school. Since the government may not have the capacity to provide free 

education, it could accept non-cash items in lieu of cash payment: the 

answer lies in traditional money. For example, instead of paying US$130 

for secondary day school fees, parents can pay with three large red 

mats.30 This arrangement has been carried out informally in some parts 

of Vanuatu. In 2006, the Ministry of Education officially asked all 

schools in the country to develop a policy in order to permit full or part 

payment of school fees by traditional money items.31 

III Findings 

Has Traditional Money Improved Access to Education in 
Vanuatu? 

The enrolment rates in secondary schools increased every year from 

2000 to 2007. While only 8458 students were enrolled in secondary 

school in 2000, the number doubled to 15132 students in 2007.32 Now, 

40% of children who go to primary school advance to secondary school, 

while only 24% did so in 2000.33 It is clear that more people receive 

secondary education today.  

However, it is not as clear whether the increase in the enrolment rates 

can be attributed to the use of traditional money. Opinions differ from 

                                                 
30 Huffman, above n 8, 55. 
31 Kirk Huffman, UNESCO/Japanese Funds-in-Trust for the Preservation and Promotion of the 

Intangible Cultural Heritage: Traditional Money Bank Project, (2006) evaluation report to the 

UNESCO Office in Apia, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization, 28.  
32 Vanuatu National Statistics Office, Education Statistics, (2007) Vanuatu National Statistics 

Office, 

 <http://www.spc.int/prism/Country/VU/stats/SOCIAL/EDUCATION/enrolment.htm>.  
33 Ibid. 
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region to region. Huffman, who conducted anthropological research in 

Northern Pentecost, Malo Island, Santo Island, and Southwest 

Malakula, testifies that ‘[payment by traditional money] has enabled a 

large number of families to send children to school that would 

ordinarily be unable to do so if only cash payments were accepted’.34 

The response from Silas, who works in the Shefa Provincial Education 

Office, is also a positive one: ‘When it comes to a time when parents 

cannot afford the school fees, they just have to take traditional money to 

the school and present it as their children's fees. I see it as very effective 

because most of those kids are now in colleges, even universities’.35 

Others from different regions have different views. Chris Ballard, an 

anthropologist, witnessed the red mats in Efate Island as they were 

exchanged with crops, but they were not used as school fees.36 

Matsuguma, a volunteer teacher, did not find any forms of traditional 

money in the Lelepa Island, possibly due to its geographical proximity 

to the cash economy of Port Vila.37 The Papua New Guinea government 

has similarly introduced school fee payment by shell money. However, 

Kosaka’s research shows that it did not increase access to education, at 

least in the Tolai village of East New Britain.38  

The differing effect of traditional money among regions and countries 

can be explained by highlighting the unique situation in Vanuatu. In 

Vanuatu, school principals are vested with discretion to choose whether 

to accept traditional money, and in what form, depending on what is 

available in the locality. This is unlike Papua New Guinea, where 

schools must accept only shell money as a form of traditional money 

regardless of its abundance in the region.39 According to Kosaka, in the 

village of Tolai, obtaining shell money was as hard as earning cash.40 By 

analogy, it is likely that school principals in Efate and Lelepa Island in 

Vanuatu, which did not produce much traditional money, exercised 

                                                 
34 Huffman, above n 8, 59. 
35 Interview with C Silas (email correspondence, 1 October 2009). 
36 Interview with C Ballard (Australian National University, 25 September 2009). 
37 Interview with S Matsuguma (email correspondence, 18 September 2009). 
38 Interview with Y Kosaka (email correspondence, 17 September 2009). 
39 Interview with Y Kosaka (email correspondence, 29 September 2009). 
40 Kosaka, above n 39. 
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their discretion not to accept them, since to do so would not improve 

access to education.  

The effect is that the payment by traditional money only helped parts of 

the country where there was traditional money in abundance. For them, 

no doubt, traditional money has improved access to education. 

However, inequality in traditional money has been remedied by 

expanding the acceptable types of ‘non-cash payment’. In Vanuatu, 

some boarding schools accept taros and yams in lieu of school fee 

payments.41 Taros and yams are fed to students, and this solves the 

problem of limited space in the school gardens.42 In addition, local 

products are much healthier than the purchased food.43 Therefore, by 

being flexible as to the forms of school fee payment, it seems that the 

inequality in cash and traditional money can be mitigated for the benefit 

of both children and schools.  

It should also be noted that payment of school fees by traditional money 

is by no means the only reason for a rise in enrolment rates. An increase 

in the number of secondary schools must have contributed to easier 

access to higher education. From only 23 secondary schools in the 

country in 1986,44 the number increased to 81 schools in 2007.45 The fact 

that more parents are now sending their children to school may also 

reflect the changing perceptions of modern education from being the 

‘oppressors’ tools’ to being a ‘necessity for jobs in the capital’.  

Implications for Future Development Practice 

While this research was underway, the Vanuatu Minister of Education, 

Charlot Salwai, announced that primary education would be free from 

2010.46 The decision was assisted by $5 million aid from the Australian 

                                                 
41 McMaster, above n 29; C Silas, above n 36. 
42 McMaster, above n 29. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid 30. 
45 Asian Development Bank, above n 1, 50. 
46 Radio New Zealand International, ‘Vanuatu Opts for Free Primary School Education 

from 2010’, Radio New Zealand International, 8 September, 2009 

<http://www.rnzi.com/pages/news.php?op=read&id=48931>. 
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and New Zealand governments.47 Nonetheless, the announcement does 

not end the relevance of traditional money for school fee payment. 

Secondary school remains expensive, and more importantly, the 

Vanuatu government will never achieve self-reliance so long as it is 

assisted by its neighbours.  

Payment of education by traditional money proves how tradition can 

self-sufficiently provide for the fulfilment of non-traditional needs in 

Vanuatu. Traditional money has the potential to be used for hospital 

fees, court fees, and even tax.48 Conventional development models, 

along with economic rationality, are often set against culture.49 

However, this research argues that culture can be an instrument of 

change, as well as a result of change. Future development practices 

utilise the ‘social resources’ available in a country and incorporate them 

as an asset for its unique path to development.50  

Challenges to the Future of the Traditional Money Economy 

It cannot be denied that the positive interpretation of these findings is 

based on the existence of certain assumptions. I will conclude my report 

by discussing the possible lack of two of these assumptions in the 

future, and a challenge Vanuatu may face in continuing to use 

traditional money. 

The first assumption is that traditional chiefs will continue to have as 

much authority in the future. Chiefs hold an essential role in 

safeguarding the value of traditional money. When a person mass-

produces traditional money for their personal gains, a chief will devalue 

the ‘price’ of such money so as to maintain the spiritual value of 

traditional money as well as to prevent ‘inflation’.51  

                                                 
47 Ibid. 
48 Vanuatu Cultural Centre, above n 18. 
49 Antony Hooper, ‘Introduction’ in Hooper (ed.) Culture and Sustainable Development in the 

Pacific (ANU E Press, 2005) 1. 
50 Langi Kavaliku, ‘Culture and Sustainable Development in the Pacific’ in Hooper (ed.) 

Culture and Sustainable Development in the Pacific (ANU E Press, 2005). 
51 Huffman, above n 30. 
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However, Tepahe argues that the power of chiefs has been gradually 

decreasing since the arrival of Europeans.52 It was first weakened by 

missionaries who told the local people that the customary life was a 

wrong way of living.53 Chiefs’ authority was further undermined by the 

increasing number of young adults who worked for Europeans as 

planters.54 Perhaps most symbolic of the chiefs’ diminishing authority is 

the fact that the title ‘chief’ is no longer exclusive to those who are 

trained in custom, that is, those who have participated in the grading 

ceremony to achieve the rank of chief. Instead, the title ‘chief’ is also 

given to those in charge of churches and government agencies.55 Yet, 

both types of ‘chiefs’ represent kastom in the National Council of 

Chiefs.56 This raises doubt as to the extent of authority and respect 

contemporary chiefs get in the locality, and by extension, whether they 

can safeguard the value of traditional money in the future. This is a real 

threat if more traditional money is used to pay for non-traditional needs 

such as education. Instead of traditional money circulating within the 

community, it is now paid to the school, thus there is more incentive for 

the accumulation of wealth. Thus there is a reasonable possibility that 

traditional money may soon be mass-produced to pay for the high cost 

of non-traditional needs, and no one is there to control it.   

The second assumption is the continued production of traditional 
money. Just as the authority of the guardians may be decreasing, the 
makers of traditional money may also be decreasing. In order for 
payment by traditional money to be effective, traditional money needs 
to be predominant in a society. However in some parts of Vanuatu, 
traditional money has already disappeared. The biggest irony of the 
payment of school fees by traditional money may arise if the tradition is 
used to ‘modernise’ children, but as a result, children spend less and 
less time learning about traditional practices. If children do not learn 
how to make traditional money, Vanuatu may become poor in terms of 
traditional wealth as well. 

                                                 
52 Chief Philip Tepahae, ‘Chiefly Power in Southern Vanuatu’ (Discussion Paper 1997/9, 

Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies, The Australian National University, 1997) 2. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Lissant Bolton, ‘Chief Willie Bongmatur Maldo and the Role of Chiefs in Vanuatu’ 

(1998) 33 The Journal of Pacific History 179, 183. 
55 Ibid 185. 
56 Ibid 190. 
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Another challenge to the lasting use of traditional money is pressure 
from external forces to convert Vanuatu into a complete cash economy. 
Although surrounded by the sea, Vanuatu cannot escape the connection 
with the global market. For example, the Vanuatu government is under 
constant pressure from the World Bank to increase output and to 
engage in free trade, which would require a transition into a cash 
economy.57 However, advocacy by the Vanuatu Cultural Centre 
through the Traditional Money Banks in Vanuatu project has changed 
the attitudes of Vanuatu’s ‘developed neighbours’. The Economic 
Opportunities Fact-Finding Mission to Vanuatu conducted by AusAID 
and NZAID recognized the merit of the traditional economy in 
supporting 90% population growth in 26 years.58 It concluded, ‘the 
importance of Vanuatu’s traditional economy must be included in any 
analysis of growth and the outcomes of growth’.59  

Today, traditional knowledge is given forefront importance in 
educational conferences in the Pacific region.60 Incorporating such 
techniques involved in making traditional money into the school 
syllabus may well solve the dilemma of using traditional money for 
school fee payments. By being creative in fulfilling non-traditional 
needs with tradition, a nation’s unique traditional practices can survive 
in the future. This, I believe, is a path towards sustainable development.  
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Nissan: The Japanese Business System in a 

Globalised World  

Tegan Bensley* 

I The Japanese Business System - an Introduction 

Globalisation has been a dominating force in the world economy and is 

at the heart of literature regarding the business sphere of countries in 

the world today. Globalisation would suggest that the business systems 

of countries should be merging and that the way countries do business 

is becoming universal. However, the very definition of a business 

system – a complex adaptive system in which the business component 

of a society is analysed against the context of that society1 – advocates 

that to understand the business system of Japan, an analysis of its 

cultural and institutional societal structure is required. Ultimately it is 

these aspects that allow us to understand why Japan, for example, is a 

leader in the automotive industry and how understanding Japan’s 

unique business system can be essential for understanding and being 

able to do business with Japan. Through the analysis of Nissan Motors 

Company Ltd, the nature and key characteristics of the Japanese 

business system are illustrated. Uniquely, Nissan also demonstrates the 

reasons why and how the Japanese business system has had to change 

to remain competitive in the dynamically changing global market of 

today.  

Business Culture in Japan 

Ethnically, Japan is the most homogenous nation in the world. Living in 

a country where only 15% of the land is capable of supporting 

agriculture (the rest being mountainous terrain), being able to work and 

live harmoniously has been crucial for the Japanese.2 Traditional 

                                                 
* Tegan Bensley is in her third year of a combined Bachelor of Asia-Pacific 

Studies/Bachelor of Commerce degree at the Australian National University.  She is a 

current resident of Bruce Hall. 
1 H Hasegawa and C Noronha, Asian Business and Management: Theory, Practice and 

Perspectives (Palgrave MacMillan, 2009).  
2 J P Alston  and I Takei, Japanese Business Culture and Practices: a Guide to Twenty-First 

Century Japanese Business (iUniverse, 2005).  
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Japanese culture de-emphasises the individual and places significance 

on the importance of conformity and the success of the group. This 

notion can be broken down at the business level. The essence of the 

business culture in Japan is the notion that the firm exists to keep people 

employed and that profit is perceived as a long-term goal, a notion 

which is supplemented by building market share rather than profit.3  

Serving society and their employees as a main priority instead of 

maximising shareholder value, as in many Western firms, is rooted in 

Japanese culture. This stems from both the Tokugawa (1603-1868) and 

Meiji period (1868-1912),4 and the Second World War period in Japan, 

where having a rich economy could only be accomplished by everyone 

working for the good of the nation and not through the pursuit of 

personal gain.  The ranking system that exists in Japan binds all 

individuals equally to the same group, but on a different basis, 

according to things such as age, gender or job title. Keeping Japanese 

society harmonious requires both adherence to and an understanding of 

one’s place in society, from one’s role as a member of a company (kaisha) 

to one’s role in a household.  

Institutions and Systems in Japan 

As in other countries, institutions in Japan are an essential structure 

within the business system. Heavily rooted in the culture of Japan, the 

government, financial, labour, education and social capital institutions 

allow the Japanese business system to operate in a unique and dynamic 

way. The existing channels of economic control which were established 

from the Tokugawa period and further strengthened in the Meiji and 

Taisho periods have facilitated governmental involvement in 

transforming, guiding and stabilising the Japanese economy. Within the 

Japanese government, key governmental departments, such as the 

Ministry of Finance (MOF), are actively involved in assisting businesses 

whose activities conform to national priority. This adheres to the 

Japanese culture of working for the nation, or collective groupism.5 

                                                 
3 R Taplin, Decision-making and Japan: A study of corporate Japanese decision-making and its 

relevance to Western companies (Bookcraft: 1995). 
4 A Bird, Encyclopedia of Japanese Business Management (Routledge: 2002) 440.  
5 Taplin, above n 3. 
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It is the institutions of finance – principally the banks, the insurance 

companies, and the stock markets in Japan6 – that allow the keiretsu 

network of businesses to operate, which emphasises the interconnected 

nature of different interlocking business relationships and 

shareholdings. The importance of keiretsu in the government-business 

relationship is manifested within the keiretsu dependence on the ‘in-

house’ bank, which is influenced by the Bank of Japan (BOJ).7 Through 

indirect financing, Japanese firms use banks to meet about two-thirds of 

their external funding needs.8 This can be seen to be related to the 

notion that the larger keiretsu companies are benefitting and working for 

the nation, and hence the banks wanting to prevent things such as 

bankruptcy, employment and the unraveling of years of business 

relationships.  These banking relationships, particularly when combined 

with equity holdings, encourage banks to provide stable financing. This 

provides more ready access to funding, and reduces the need to carry 

reserves of long-term debt or liquidity,9 compared with the situation for 

non-main bank firms. However, to compete in the world economy 

today, where foreign direct investment (FDI) is extremely important for 

the economic health of a nation, there has been a decline in not only 

cross shareholding but also the traditional bank debts held by keiretsu 

companies as the ties between the keiretsu companies and the banks 

decline.  

Social capital (forms of trust) in Japan is a highly valued institution, 

based around cultural factors such as the development of family-owned 

businesses known as zaibatsu. The strong family relationships with other 

families, notably since after World War Two, has allowed for strong 

trust networks to operate, forming what is now known as the keiretsu 

networks. According to the ‘2007 White Paper on Small and Medium 

                                                 
6 H Hasegawa and C Noronha,  above n 1. 
7 M Chen, Asian Management Systems: Chinese, Japanese and Korean Styles of Business 

(Routledge: 1995).  
8 M A Witt, Changing Japanese Capitalism: Societal Coordination and Institutional Adjustment 

(Cambridge University Press: 2006). 
9 T Hoshi, A Kashyap, and D Scharfstein, 'Corporate structure, liquidity, and investment: 

evidence from Japanese industrial groups' (1991) 106(1) The Quarterly Journal of Economics 

1, 33-59; D Weinstein and V Yafeh, 'On the costs of a bank-centered financial system: 

evidence from the changing main bank relations in Japan' (1998) 53 Journal of Finance 635, 

635-672. 
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Enterprises in Japan’ published by the Small Business Research Institute 

(Fig. 1), 55% of companies that have gone through a change of their 

CEO saw the leadership assumed by other family members.10 

 

Figure 1: Background of New CEOs by Company11 

This indicates that even today, social capital is an essential element of 

the Japanese business system that allows for information to be 

continually passed down, a concept, evidently engrained in the culture 

of Japan. 

The Japanese Business System 

It is through the combination of both the culture and institutions within 

Japan that the unique Japanese business system has evolved and can be 

identified. They have been especially successful in the automotive and 

information technology industry, where they remain the leading 

country in robotic production and use12 and as of 2007 Japan is the 

world’s second largest producer of automobiles and home to four of 

the world's fifteen largest automobile manufacturers.13 The most 

                                                 
10 Y Inaba, Social Capital and Business Transformations in Asia (Asian Productivity 

Organisation, 2nd ed, 2008) e-book available at < http://www.apo-tokyo.org/00e-books/IS-

29_SocialCapitalPh2/IS-29_SocialCapitalPh2.pdf>. 
11 Ibid. 
12 United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, ‘The Boom in Robot Investment 

Continues – 900,000 Industrial Robots by 2003’ (Press Release, ECE/STAT/00/10, 2000) 

<http://www.unece.org/press/pr2000/00stat10e.htm>. 
13 Organisation Internationale de Constructeurs d’Automobiles, ‘2009 production 

statistics’ (Press Release, 2009) <http://oica.net/category/production-statistics/>. 
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distinctive form of network organisation in Japan, and most critical to 

understanding its economic system, are the clusters of industrial, 

financial corporations known as keiretsu.  In general, keiretsu groups are 

defined as clusters of independently managed firms maintaining close 

and stable economic ties, cemented by a governance mechanism such as 

partial cross-ownership and interlocking directorates.14 Within this 

broad definition lie two distinctive variations, horizontal and vertical 

keiretsu. The horizontal keiretsu are conglomerates covering several 

industries linked by cross-shareholding, intra-group financing and high 

level management by a central body of directors. The ‘Big Six’ 

horizontal keiretsu, as illustrated by the diagram below, is Sumimoto, 

Mitsubishi, Fuyo, Sanwa, Mitsui and Dai-Ichi Kangyo Bank Group.  By 

contrast, the vertical keiretsu are groups around one big manufacturer 

and consist of a multi-layered system of suppliers focused on the core 

company.  However, as shown in the diagram below, the horizontal and 

vertical keiretsu are highly intertwined, where for example, Nissan is a 

vertical keiretsu linked mainly to the Fuji horizontal keiretsu.  

 

Figure 2: How horizontal and vertical keiretsu connect.15  

                                                 
14 J Grabowiecki, ‘Keiretsu groups: Their Role in the Japanese Economy and a Reference 

Point (or a paradigm) for Other Countries’, (2006) Visiting Research Fellow Monograph 

Series, Institute of Developing Economics, IDE-JETRO. 
15 M C Gerlach . and J R Lincoln, Japan’s Network Economy: Structure, Persistence, and Change 

(Cambridge University Press, 2004) 22.  
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Whilst keiretsu networks have long been the traditional structure for the 

Japanese business system, with emerging external pressures such as the 

rise of the Chinese economy and the influences of increased joint 

ventures and mergers with Japan creating a change in business methods 

within Japan itself, many companies are realising the disadvantages of 

having these links. Below are summaries of the disadvantages and 

advantages of horizontal and vertical keiretsu systems.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Costs and Benefits of Horizontal and Vertical keiretsu affiliation16. 

Professor Imai Ken'ichi, a professor at the Hitotsubashi University in 

Japan, has also pointed to an advantage of the vertical network for the 

business system as a whole: the rapid diffusion of technology and 

knowhow through the industrial system.17 The fact that relatively few of 

the firms in the value chain produce exclusively for the lead firm means 

that innovations in product and process tend to diffuse fairly rapidly 

                                                 
16 J McGuire  and A Dow, ‘Japanese Keiretsu: Past, Present, Future’ (2009) 26(2) Asia Pacific 

Journal of Management 333, 333. 
17 P Drysdale and L Gower, The Japanese Economy (Routledge, 1998) 169. 

Horizontal Vertical 
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through the system. As with the diffusion of technology, as mentioned 

previously, finances and social capital circulate through the keiretsu 

network; the product of cultural and historical influences.   

These networks, as mentioned, have been established through previous 

historical and cultural links from the Tokugawa period onwards. 

However, it was from the 1970s onwards that Japan’s automotive 

industry remained an indicative example of the dynamic business 

system of Japan up until the late 1990s, with a focus on competitive 

advantage. Pre-1970s there was a focus on comparative advantage, with 

Japan exploiting its reliance on subcontractors, low-cost producer and 

wages and a focus on market niches. 

Further, recent changes in the Japanese economy have challenged the 

stability and benefits of both types of corporate networks. The collapse 

of the bubble economy and growing globalisation of capital markets 

have severely affected the financial stability of horizontal keiretsu. 

Increased competition and globalisation of product markets have also 

led vertically linked firms to reevaluate the benefits of maintaining their 

traditional reliance on network partners. Japan’s recession during the 

1990s has challenged the financial ties and expectations of mutual 

support underlying the benefits of both keiretsu forms18. Vertically and 

horizontally affiliated firms reacted differently, with those horizontal 

groups who were closely linked to major banks suffering more so than 

the vertical groups. For some firms, economic downturn served to 

reinforce keiretsu linkages with the promise of future prosperity, while 

other firms weakened ties. Nissan Motors is a ‘traditional’ company that 

demonstrated these changes.  

II A Company of the Japanese Business System- Nissan 
Motor Company Ltd 

Nissan Motor Company Ltd (日産自動車株式会社 ) was established in 

193319 and originally built trucks, airplanes and engines for the Japanese 

military. Although Nissan Motor Company (Nissan) is currently 

                                                 
18 McGuire and Dow, above n 12. 
19 Unknown, ‘Nissan Corporate Information’, Nissan Motor Company (2010) 

<http://www.nissan-global.com/EN/COMPANY/PROFILE/>. 
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formally independent, it was a group under the war-time zaibatsu 

Nissan, the precursor to the keiretsu networks. Evidently, the company 

was a part of the archetypal Japanese business system network. 

However, changes in the domestic and global economic climate and the 

subsequent effects of this lead to Nissan taking a very ‘untraditional’ 

path in comparison with other automotive makers such as Toyota. 

Nissan’s unique experience illustrates not only the elements of the 

‘traditional’ business system of Japan and its advantages and 

disadvantages, but also how these fare in the rapidly globalised world 

of today.  

Before the Keiretsu Ties Were Broken 

Prior to the late 1990s, the Nissan Company embodied the distinct 

features of the Japanese business system – keiretsu networks and its 

associated characteristics, life-time employment and the notion of a 

business existing for society. The network system of Nissan pre-1990s 

was stereotypical of Japanese values – an emphasis on hierarchical 

relationships, giri-based obligation (moral obligation), harmony (wa), 

collectivity and discipline.20 The administrative system of the keiretsu 

system that Nissan was a part of drew heavily on the concept of the 

family in which a network of related households existed whose 

members were subjected to the authority of a single head and which 

was the primary framework for structuring all types of secondary 

groups.  Statistics confirm Nissan’s initial governance as hierarchical. 

The in-house production ratio for Nissan was 50 percent in 1936, rising 

to 68 percent in 1952.21  

The notion of networks was evident and prominent during the Second 

World War Period. Nissan’s assistance to the military during the war 

gave it a favorable position in the post-war rebuilding period, 

strengthening ties with the Ministry of International Trade and Industry 

(MITI). One of the results of being in this position was that Nissan did 

not prioritise cost competitiveness but instead focused on expansion 

and manufacturing excellence; an orientation that is believed to have 

                                                 
20 Taplin, above n 3. 
21 O Yoshio, Nihon Jidousha Sangyou no Seiritsu to Jidousha Seizou Gyouhou no Kenkyuu, 311; 

Nihon Jidousha Kaigisho, ed., Jidousha Nenkan [Automotive Year-book], Tokyo, (1955) 80. 
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contributed to the deterioration of Nissan’s profit performance when 

markets contracted during the 1990s.22 It could be argued that Nissan’s 

reliance on governmental funds and Toyota’s independence hold part of 

the explanation for their respective downturn and success. Because 

Nissan could count on financial support from the government, it was 

able to prioritise technological excellence over cost competitiveness; an 

orientation that Toyota could not afford to pursue. This arguably 

contributed to the fact that Toyota was more adapted to the rules of the 

increasingly globalised market, in which profitability and operating 

costs take a more critical place then they did in Japan’s post-war 

automotive industry. Indeed it is the reliance on so many firms and 

government organisations that the keiretsu network requires, that has 

caused automotive companies such as Nissan to move away from the 

‘traditional’ vertical network.  

An ‘Untraditional’ Move That Saved Nissan 

During the entire history of the Nissan Company, the company has 

followed what would be considered as culturally engrained in Japanese 

society and consequently within the Japanese business system. The 

system was indicative of the keiretsu system, relying heavily on banks 

within Japan for finance and on other Japanese companies for supplies; 

rarely utilising outside resources. However, Nissan’s announcement of 

the revival plan in October 1999 was not announced by a Japanese 

manager but by the new manager, Carlos Ghosn, a French businessman 

with Lebanese origins.  This was indeed symbolic for the unprecedented 

changes that were taking place at Nissan and it can be seen as one of the 

inevitable countermeasures to cope with such tough market conditions, 

such as the increase in competition from countries such as China and 

the United States and the instability of the Japanese economy after the 

bursting of its bubble economy. Within the automotive industry, 

suppliers’ interdependence, unproductive cost management and top-

down decision making processes based on consensus and continuity, as 

well as badly needed change and initiative, all contributed to the poor 

                                                 
22 M Stevens 'Foreign Influences on the Japanese Automobile Industry: The Nissan-

Renault Mutual Learning Alliance' (2008) 14(1) Asia Pacific Business Review 13. 
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economic conditions the Japanese economy faced during the later part 

of the 20th century. 

The ‘Revival Plan’ included the Renault and Nissan alliance and the 

closure of five domestic plants such as The Murayama Plant, the major 

production base. However, the measure that attracted most attention 

was the requirement of cost reduction imposed on Nissan Keiretsu parts 

makers and the measure of screening those suppliers. In the ‘Revival 

Plan,’ these measures are summarised in three points. The purchasing 

cost, which represented 60% of the total cost, was to be reduced by 20% 

in three years starting from the fiscal year 2000. (As for the cost of 

purchasing automobile parts, it was to be reduced by about 600 billion 

yen.) The number of parts and material suppliers, which totaled 1,145 

companies in 1999, was to be narrowed down to no more than 600 

companies by the fiscal year 2002.23 At this time there appeared to have 

been a clear divide between Toyota and Nissan. The former indicates 

the maintenance of group-centered inter-firm relations, while the latter 

is characterised by the advancement of ‘de-keiretsu-isation’, evident in 

Nissan’s significant halving of its suppliers after the Revival Plan.  

Traditionally, lifetime employment has been an identifiable feature of 

the Japanese business system. The company was seen to be another 

‘family structure’ within the distinct Japanese society. However, in 

Ghosn’s attempt to move Nissan forward, he dismantled the life-time 

employment that had been engrained in the company by cutting the 

global payroll of Nissan by 21, 000 people (14%) by March 2003, with 

domestic employment in Japan bearing more than three-quarters of the 

cut. However, he announced that Research and Development (R&D) 

staff would actually increase by 500 staff,24 a clear indication of the 

innovative approach he wanted to take to restructure Nissan. This 

increased focus on R&D illustrates that Ghosn is continuing with some 

aspects of the Japanese business system that has made it successful in 

the past, such as the Japanese concept of kaizen, or continuous 

improvement.  Figure 4 below demonstrates how Ghosn cut the 

                                                 
23A Ikeda and M Nakagawa, ‘Globalisation of the Japanese Automobile Industry and 

Reorganisation of Keiretsu Suppliers’ (2004) 33 Actes du Gerpisa 29, 37. 
24 K Hughes, J L Barsoux and J F Manzoni, Redesigning Nissan (A): Carlos Ghosn Takes 

Charge (Case, INSEAD, 11 May 2003) 7. 
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historically and culturally held ties with suppliers from February 1999 

to April 2000.  

 

Figure 4: Reorganisation of Nissan’s affiliated suppliers in recent periods  

Ghosn also had to make rapid changes to break up the exclusivity of the 

vertical keiretsu networks that Nissan had been relying on. The nature of 

the networks made it difficult for non-Japanese companies, which did 

not share traditional values and concepts of hierarchy, to enter the 

market.  The difficulty of market entry into Japan may constitute a 

short-run advantage for Japanese firms, but it has made the system 

vulnerable to outside pressures, and has contributed to the 

strengthening of the yen, which has in turn threatened to negate the cost 

advantages conferred by the vertical keiretsu network. This difficulty of 

market entry also meant that innovation tended to decline and the lack 

of foreign competition drove up prices within the industry. The 

shareholder value orientation promoted by foreign and non-traditional 

domestic shareholders has challenged traditional beliefs regarding 

corporate governance and the relationship between the firm and its 

stakeholders.25 Currently, Nissan Motors offers an example, primarily to 

other automotive companies within Japan that are facing the pressures 

of globalisation and increased Foreign Direct Investment into Japan. 

With the exception of the Toyota keiretsu group, where they have 

managed to maintain their group suppliers at the domestic level, yet 

                                                 
25 McGuire and Dow, above n 12, 6. 
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still actively encourage its group companies to compete and cooperate 

within and beyond keiretsu organisations, the keiretsu networks have 

proved to be disadvantageous in many aspects in today’s world. 

However, the recent controversy of Toyota indicates that perhaps 

Nissan took the step forward at the right time.   

III Conclusions 

Evidently, to understand the business system of Japan, an analysis of its 

cultural and institutional societal structure is required. Its cultural 

factors – de-emphasising the individual, hierarchical relationships, 

harmony and collectivity – affects the business culture within Japan. 

These cultural factors are influenced by the institutions within Japan, 

notably the banks and government. The link between culture and 

institutions within Japan shapes the business system in Japan. The way 

finance is provided by Japanese banks is at the heart of keiretsu 

networks and demonstrates not only the cultural drive towards 

collective or national benefit, but also the historical ties between banks 

and companies in Japanese history. Nissan Motor Company’s historic 

period before its takeover by a non-Japanese manager was indicative of 

the characteristics of the Japanese business system. Its place in the 

prominent vertical keiretsu network and the associated requirements of 

network membership, such as social capital expectations, made it not 

only a prime example of a company within the traditional business 

system, but also led it to be a company that suffered from the system’s 

disadvantages. Such disadvantages included inefficiency, suppliers’ 

interdependence and lack of innovation, stemming from the 

protectionist nature of the keiretsu networks. The period 1999 onwards, 

after the dramatic change in Nissan’s structure, provides an example of 

how Japanese companies have had to move away from the traditional 

keiretsu to compete in a globalised market economy.  
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Type 2 Diabetes in Indigenous Communities: A 
Multifactorial Approach 

Aajuli Shukla* 

Abstract 

Type 2 Diabetes is a potentially preventable disease, as its core causes 

are usually physical inactivity and poor diet. The indigenous population 

of Australia has an unusually high prevalence of Type 2 Diabetes and 

several predictors of the disease have been explored in this essay in an 

attempt to identify a reason for this high prevalence. These risk factors 

include those at the individual level, such as poor diet, physical activity, 

smoking and alcohol consumption, as well as factors affecting the entire 

community such as post-colonisation issues, low socioeconomic status 

and cultural beliefs. A multifactorial approach was used to understand 

the high prevalence of disease. Recommendations were made for 

prevention, including strategies aimed at the whole community while 

keeping their cultural beliefs in mind.  

I Introduction 

Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus is a chronic disease marked by raised blood 

glucose levels due to insulin resistance and relative insulin deficiency.1,2 

When body fat increases and physical activity decreases, the body’s 

sensitivity to insulin is reduced.1,2 This results in reduced glucose 

uptake by skeletal muscle and increased glucose release by the liver (as 

insulin usually regulates this process).1,2 Subsequently, pancreatic beta 

cells produce high levels of insulin which can lead to pancreatic cell 

death.1,2 In the long term, Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus can lead to various 

other diseases and is a strong risk factor for coronary heart disease, 

renal disease, retinopathy, etc.1-3  
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Indigenous Australians or the Aborigines of Australia are defined as 

people who identify themselves as indigenous to Australia and identify 

their ancestry as connected with the people of the past, that is, the 

residents of Australia pre-colonisation.3,4  The aim of this paper is to 

present a multifactorial model for Type 2 Diabetes among Indigenous 

Australians.  

II Burden of Disease 

Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus has reached epidemic proportions the world 

over.1 But the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples of Australia 

have some of the highest prevalence of the disease and a much earlier 

age of onset. The prevalence1 of diabetes in the Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people is five to ten times greater than that of other 

Australians, with some communities reporting a prevalence of 21% and 

35%.5,6 This is compared to a prevalence of approximately 8% in the 

general Australian population. The Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples also have a much earlier age for onset of diabetes with 

the prevalence of diabetes in the 25-34 year age group in one central 

Australian community being 13% compared to 0.3% in the general 

Australian population.6 Thus the Indigenous population faces a much 

greater burden of disease than the rest of the Australian population. 

Before planning interventions, it is important to understand the causes 

of this. 

III Risk Factors and how they Interact 

Obesity  

Several studies have shown a positive correlation between obesity in 

indigenous communities and the incidence of Type 2 Diabetes 

Mellitus.8,9 Even in the stipulated ‘healthy’ BMI range of 20-25, 

indigenous communities have much higher incidences of diabetes,2 with 

                                                 
1 Prevalence: The total number of cases of a disease in a given population at a specific 

time. 
2 Incidence: Incidence is a measure of the risk of developing some new condition within a 

specified period of time. Although sometimes loosely expressed simply as the number of 
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one study quoting it as 11 cases per 1000 person-years (in the 20-25 BMI 

range) compared with less than 3 cases per 1000 years for people of 

European descent.10  The risk of a higher BMI range is even greater with 

one study quoting the relative risk3 as 3.3 (95% confidence interval 1.5-

7.0) for the range 25-28.9, 2.7 (1.1-6.8) for 29.0-32.9 and 4.4 (1.7-11.6) for 

the range 33.0+.6  

Incidence rate (95% CI) 

Age group 

Years 

Females  Males Total 

< 25 2.6 (0.4, 18.2) 2.0 (0.3, 13.9) 2.2 (0.6, 8.9) 

25-34 22.1 (14.4, 33.9) 7.2 (4.0, 13.0) 12.9 (9.1, 18.2) 

35-44 26.4 (17.0, 40.9) 23.0 (15.3, 34.7) 24.5 (18.2, 33.0) 

45-54 53.2 (35.1, 80.8) 23.6 (11.8, 47.2) 39.9 (27.9, 57.0) 

55+ 28.2 (15.2, 52.4) 34.5 (16.5, 72.4) 30.5 (19.0, 49.1) 

Table 1: Incidence rates (per 1000 person-years) of diabetes in Aboriginal people.7 

Incidence rates in the Australian indigenous population increased with 

increasing age, from 2.2 per 1000 person-years for those younger than 25 

years to 39.9 per 1000 person-years for those 45-54 years (Table 1).7 

However, there was a slight drop in the incidence rate for those aged 55 

years or older (30.5/person-years).7 It is important to understand that 

obesity does not occur by itself but as a consequence of several factors 

including dietary intake and physical activity. 

Diet 

A diet high in saturated fats, low in fibre and lacking fresh fruits and 

vegetables is strongly linked to obesity and consequently Type 2 

Diabetes Mellitus.11 A large proportion of the Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander community consumes energy dense food and does not 

                                                                                                            
new cases during some time period, it is better expressed as a proportion or a rate with a 

denominator. 
3 Relative Risk: the risk of an event (or of developing a disease) relative to exposure. 
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have easy access to fresh fruits and vegetables. This problem is worse 

for isolated or rural communities due to lack of grocery stores selling 

fresh fruits and vegetables.12,13 The problem with accessing fresh fruits 

and vegetables for these communities is both in terms of accessing 

stores that sell them and being able to afford the high cost of fresh food 

at these stores. Several studies have found links between the dietary 

intake of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and diabetes and 

this risk is reduced when Indigenous people consume bush meats, 

reduce processed meat consumption and remove the fat from meat 

before cooking.6,12  In one study the hazard ratio4 of consuming 

processed meats, more than four times a month, for diabetes was 5.14 

(95% CI 1.56, 9.86).6 The lack of fruits and vegetables and some other 

essential minerals and vitamins also means that the Indigenous 

population of Australia has a very high prevalence of malnutrition.13  

Physical Activity 

Increased physical activity is linked to better overall health and reduces 

the risk of obesity and various diseases including coronary heart disease 

and Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus.6,9 In the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander community of Australia, due to urbanisation and a shift from 

the hunter-gatherer lifestyle to a more westernised lifestyle, there has 

been a reduction in physical activity.6,9 The level of physical activity in 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is lower than that of other 

Australians.14 This has also been known to lead to obesity and diabetes. 

But physical activity also has social and community connotations for the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. The social aspect of 

physical activity is also an important factor in working out interventions 

aimed at increasing exercise. 

Smoking 

Smoking has been linked to diabetes and the prevalence of smoking 

among the Indigenous population is higher than the rest of 

Australia.6,4,14 A study examining the effects of smoking and physical 

activity on Type 2 Diabetes in the Australia Indigenous population 

                                                 
4 Hazard Ratio:  the effect of an explanatory variable on the hazard or risk of an event. 
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identified that if a participant smoked the odds of developing Type 2 

Diabetes was twice that of a non-smoker.15 The same study also showed 

that a lower socioeconomic status increased this effect. Therefore it is 

not just smoking that is the causative agent, but the high prevalence of 

smoking along with other factors leads to a higher prevalence of Type 2 

Diabetes in the indigenous population. 

Alcohol Consumption 

In indigenous communities moderate consumption of alcohol, that is 

about 3 standard drinks per day, has been linked to diabetes; this may 

be due to alcohol’s effect on obesity (weight gain) or through the 

substance itself.6,4,14 One of the reasons proposed for the high rate of 

alcohol consumption in the indigenous population is the presence of 

psychological stressors in the community.16 These could be due to 

geographical and social isolation, post colonisation displacement from 

traditional land etc.  

Socioeconomic Status  

Socioeconomic status can be linked to all of the risk factors above 

including diet, exercise and lifestyle choices. Several studies and reports 

have documented that an extremely large proportion of the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people occupy the lowest socioeconomic 

status in Australia, both in terms of housing, income and welfare 

support.4,14,16 Due to this, it is no surprise that high proportions of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people buy energy dense foods 

and do not have easy access to stores that sell fresh fruits and 

vegetables.13 Low socioeconomic status also leads to higher 

psychological stress levels which lead to a high proportion of the 

population using alcohol or smoking to combat this stress.15 

Furthermore, priorities are different – it is more important to keep the 

family fed than to concentrate on a diet that might be low in calories.17 

Fat is seen as essential when food is expensive.17 
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Geographical Isolation 

Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples lived in 

Australia some 25-40,000 years ago until colonisation occurred.17-19 As of 

2006, about 31% of the Indigenous population was living in 'major cities' 

(as defined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics/Australian Standard 

Geographical Classification) and another 45% in 'regional Australia', 

with the remaining 24% in remote areas.20 Therefore a large proportion 

of the indigenous population lives in regional and remote Australia.  

The subsequent displacement and lack of representation and control 

over their lives leads to geographical isolation for a large majority.17,18 

During that time, government policies were not adequate to address the 

issues of displacement from traditional land and also the issues of 

accessing healthcare, food etc. due to geographical isolation. 

Geographical isolation can lead to poorer access to healthcare which 

means later diagnosis (worse outcome) and poorer understanding of the 

disease and its implications.19 Furthermore, isolation also means access 

to fresh fruits and vegetables becomes harder, leading to poorer dietary 

choices.18,19 

Social isolation is an important factor to consider because a lot of 

indigenous communities have been displaced from their original 

homes.19 There has been a large migration of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people into cities to look for work which has led to their 

isolation from their communities.19 Urbanisation has also meant a shift 

from the traditional ‘hunter-gatherer’ lifestyle to a more sedentary 

lifestyle, as discussed below. 

Colonisation and Displacement and a Cultural View of 
Diabetes 

Post-colonisation, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people of 

Australia were forced to switch from a hunter-gatherer lifestyle to a 

westernised lifestyle which led to food choices high in fat like flour and 

sugar and also to a more sedentary lifestyle.21 Pre-colonisation, chronic 

diseases such as diabetes and heart disease were rare in Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples because they ate mostly bush meat and 
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hunted in large groups.6,9,21 This meant that they had a relatively good 

diet and hunting in large groups meant that the community took part in 

physical activity. 

After being displaced and therefore distrustful of government policies, 

it is hard for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to trust 

the ‘white man’s medicine’.17,18,21 A lot of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples still believe that the ‘sugar’ can be controlled by 

flushing out the system with water or ‘old man’s weed’.17, 18 This is 

because, to date, interventions for the diabetic epidemic have never 

viewed things through the eyes of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people. Distrust of ‘the white man’s medicine’ also means that 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are less likely to go to 

practices where they might feel isolated or out of place and would 

rather go to practices which understand their culture.21 This is important 

for issues such as early diagnosis of the disease to allow for early 

management before severe complications and for continued follow up 

of the disease. 

A group of Victorian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people felt 

that dieting and physical activity alone were unacceptable to them as 

treatments for diabetes.17,18 Dieting would mean exclusion from the 

family meal for members, which for some was the last connection they 

had left with their past lifestyle before colonisation.17,18 For others, 

preparation of diet food meant that they were singled out and ‘too 

much worry’ was made of them.17,18 

For the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, group dynamics 

are a part of life. Nothing is done for individual gain but for the gain for 

the community.17,18,21 Exercising alone for one’s own good health is 

viewed as selfish, whereas performing everyday activities like ‘running 

around the family’ or playing a team sport is viewed a lot more 

favourably, as it is for the good of the whole community.17,18,22 

Understanding the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s 

culture and ways of thinking is an important step in treatment 

strategies. 
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The Multifactorial Model 

 

Figure 1: A Multifactorial Model listing out the pathways to Type 2 Diabetes in an 

indigenous population. 
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The pathways in Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus in Indigenous Australians are 

much more complex when compared to the general population of Australia 

(Figure 1). As discussed before, these risk factors are intertwined and it is 

often found that in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, 

clusters of these risk factors are found, so that even though only one of the 

factors may not be enough, a cluster of them lead to the high prevalence of 

the disease observed.  

Possible Prevention Strategies 

Many studies have formulated interventions based on the community level. 

In one study, a group of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were 

encouraged to revert back to their lifestyle pre-colonisation.23 This 

intervention produced lowered blood glucose and weight loss as well as 

psychosocial improvements.23 A dedicated Victorian Aboriginal Health 

centre delivers primary healthcare to indigenous people with special 

attention to their cultural beliefs.17,18,24 Thus, a programme that is aimed at 

early detection and primary intervention with a better understanding of 

indigenous culture can have a better therapeutic outcome than one usually 

designed for the general urban population. In terms of management, the 

primary health practitioner could discuss methods of obtaining fresh fruits 

and vegetables, cooking methods for family meals to reduce fat levels and 

local team sports that could be participated in.21,25  

Conclusion 

In Indigenous Australians, Type 2 Diabetes is not just a disease of poor diet 

and lack of exercise but rather is caused by a complex web of risk factors 

acting together, which include low socioeconomic status and geographical 

isolation. This makes a multifactorial approach necessary when planning 

prevention strategies. It is important to understand these risk factors and 

the culture of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people before 

planning treatments, to allow for better outcomes and managements of the 

disease.  
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Artwork Details 

Esse (2010) Christine Atkins1 
 Hot sculpted and cold worked glass 

 

I have always been moved and inspired by nature. Glass 

encapsulates the essence of nature in the way that it transforms 

light, the source of life. When cold-worked, the light is held 

within and glows softly, like the quiet and hidden energy of 

natural organisms. When polished, the light is manipulated as it 

passes through the object, transforming the landscape around it, 

just as the life-giving sun is transformed into all natural things. 

Through the interaction between form, light and the qualities of 

glass, these works endeavour to evoke the calm, fresh and vital 

spirit of nature. 

Intimate Space (2010) Anthea Parsons2 
 Mild, hand forged and welded steel 

 

This intimate space represents the air between the singlet and 

the skin, a juxtaposition of materials, the hard rendered steel 

representing the softness and fluidity of air. 

Thunderbolt Substratum (2010) Brendan Harding3 
 Digital 

 

This image was produced applying a fractal transformation to a 

photograph taken by Shin Yeam. This is a complex 

transformation (in fact, it's a homeomorphism) constructed 

between two iterated function systems having the same address 

structure. In basic terms, each point on the photo has a code, we 

                                                 
1 Christine Atkins is in her third year of a Bachelor of Visual Arts (Glass) degree at the 

Australian National University.  She is a current resident of Bruce Hall. 
2 Anthea Parsons is in her first year of a Bachelor of Visual Arts (Sculpture) degree at the 

Australian National University.  She is a current resident of Bruce Hall. 
3 Brendan Harding is in his fourth year of a Bachelor of Philosophy (Mathematics) 

(Honours) degree at the Australian National University.  He is a current resident of Bruce 

Hall. 
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find that code using one set of functions (or formulas) and then 

apply that code to another set of functions to get a new point to 

which we plot the original point. By doing this for every point 

on the photo we produce an image of the transformation. 

 

I was inspired to create these after seeing some of the artwork 

produced by Professor Michael Barnsley, a mathematician at 

the ANU. I like this particular image because it has vibrant 

colours and the high contrast allows you to really see some 

detail in the transformation. The streaking of the sun is also a 

nice effect. 
 

Perspectives (2007) Stephanie Smythe4 
 Digital photograph 

This photograph was taken at the Deutsches Historisches Museum in 

Berlin. The background of the photo showed many different 

perspectives depending on where one stood to look at it. The angle I 

chose when taking the photo shows a desolate place without any colour 

or happiness. The shadow of a person standing in front is, to me, 

representative of a period in German history when the outlook on life 

was anything but colourful. The sheer size of the building encroaches 

on one’s personal space influencing mood which is what I see reflected 

in this photo. 

Forgiveness (2009) Jenna Vincent5 
Digital painting 

Photoshop CS4 

Wacom Intuos 4 Graphics Tablet 
 

This was painted for a contest with the theme 'Good versus 

Evil'. For me good and evil are more matters of perception than 

of external contrasting elements. The kelpie is a malicious 

creature that preys on the innocent and trusting. On touching a 

                                                 
4 Stephanie Smythe is in her third year of a combined Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of 

Commerce degree at the Australian National University.  She is a current resident of 

Bruce Hall. 
5 Jenna Vincent is in her first year of a Bachelor of Philosophy (Science) degree at the 

Australian National University.  She is a current resident of Bruce Hall. 
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kelpie, disguised as a horse with a mane of reeds, you are 

bound to it and dragged underwater to drown. But what if 

death was not so bad? Maybe the kelpie regrets, maybe the girl 

forgives. Life, I think, is a spectrum of subtleties rather than 

strict categorisations. 

Pieces of a City #1 (2010) Jia-Wei Zhu6 
 Analogue photograph 

Pieces of a City #2 (2010) Jia-Wei Zhu 
 Analogue photograph 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  

                                                 
6 Jia-Wei Zhu is in her fifth year of a combined Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Laws degree 

at the Australian National University.  She is a current resident of Bruce Hall. 
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Intimate Space (2010), Anthea Parsons 
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Forgiveness (2009), Jenna Vincent 
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 Pieces of a City #1 and Pieces of a City #2 (2010), Jia-Wei Zhu 



 



 

Angkor Wat: Hinduism, Politics and Prestige 

Tamsin Hong* 

Angkor Wat is regarded as one of the largest religious monuments in 

the world. It is one of the main reasons why visitors from all corners of 

the world voyage to Cambodia to view this fascinating site, despite the 

continuing civil unrest. It is positioned in the north west of the country 

just outside Angkor, the capital of the Khmer Empire from the 9th-15th 

centuries C.E. Angkor Wat translates as ‘the capital which is a temple’ 

and reminds us of its one-time political function.1 Today, Buddhist 

monks in their bright orange robes can be observed wondering through 

the ruins. They indicate Angkor Wat is a Buddhist temple even though 

it was built for an entirely different purpose. King Suryavarman II, one 

of the most famous of the Khmer rulers, began building Angkor Wat 

only three years into his reign. Angkor Wat was built from 1116 to 1150 

C.E. and work was symbolically finished the same year as 

Suryavarman’s death.2 Later kings would modify the temple for their 

Buddhist beliefs and political purposes as the temple’s grounds 

continued to be useful and aesthetically pleasing. The grounds could 

accommodate congregations of thousands of people.3 The imposing 

structure covers 200 hectares and intimidates onlookers with its high 

walls and forbidding lion guarding gates.4 It epitomises the strength of 

the most powerful political entity in Southeast Asia at the time of its 

construction. 

 

Architecture has been associated with kingship since its inception. 

Pharaohs and Caesars used architecture as a successful means of 

propaganda to show their political power and to promote their 

ideologies. It is of little surprise that King Suryavarman II also created 

huge monuments to show his power and prestige. What is surprising, 

                                                 
* Tamsin  Hong is in her third year of a Bachelor of Arts (Art History and Curatorship) 

(Honours) degree.  She is a current resident of Bruce Hall. 
1 Claude Jacques, Angkor: Cities and Temples (Asia Books, 1997) 152. 
2 Eleanor Mannikka, Angkor Wat: Time, Space and Kingship (University of Hawai'i Press, 

1996) 23. 
3 Malcolm MacDonald, Angkor and the Khmers (Oxford University Press, 1987) 102. 
4 Helen Ibbitson Jessup, Art and Architecture of Cambodia (Thames and Hudson, 2004) 143. 
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however, is the way in which his most significant project, Angkor Wat, 

remains a source of intense interest due to its elaborate and meticulous 

design. In the 1860s, the French explorer, Henri Mouhot was told that 

giants built the temple.5 Durr Fiedly describes Angkor Wat evolving out 

of ‘an incredible amount of artistic labour’.6 Though its artistic merits 

and impressive architecture are what draws visitors and academics 

alike to the temple, Angkor Wat was conceived out of religious piety 

and political aspirations. This essay looks at Angkor Wat as a Hindu 

monument commissioned by Suryavarman to prove and support his 

political power. Due to the parameters set for this essay, I will focus my 

essay on three areas. First, I will look at how the layout of Angkor Wat 

is based in Hindu ideology. Second, I will examine some of the Hindu 

reliefs of Angkor Wat that are placed symbolically close to reliefs of 

Suryavarman II. Last, I will show how Hindu numbers and cosmology 

were used in Angkor Wat, which in turn reinforced Suryavarman as a 

figure of worship. Here I will focus on the central tower and its 

depiction of the Hindu Mount Meru. 

 

Angkor Wat contains various levels of meaning, but the most 

immediately obvious is the importance of Hindu beliefs in the overall 

structure. It is not clear who was the primary designer of Angkor Wat. 

However, there is some indication that the chief architect was 

Divakarapandita, Suryavarman's chief spiritual advisor and most 

venerable of the senior priests. No other priest was as venerated during 

Suryavarman's reign and inscriptions outside Angkor Wat reveal that 

he was closely associated with the building of Angkor Wat.7 The link 

between priests and architects reveals the importance of Hinduism in 

Khmer building projects. One of the most obvious references to 

Hinduism is the use of concentric circles in Angkor Wat. This is a 

common feature of Khmer buildings as the concentric circles represent 

the rings of mountains around the seven seas of Mount Meru.8 Mount 

                                                 
5 Alison Behnke, Angkor Wat: Unearthing Ancient Worlds (Twenty-first Century Books, 

2008) 9. 
6 Durr Fiedley, ‘A Head from Angkor Wat’ (1915) 10(10) The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Bulletin 219, 219. 
7 Mannikka, above n 2, 25. 
8 Charles W Moore, ‘Plug It in, Rameses, and See If It Lights Up. Because We Aren't Going 

to Keep It Unless It Works’ (1967) 11 Perspecta 33, 34. 
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Meru is an important element in Hinduism as it is the home of the gods. 

This is emphasised by the 190 metre wide moat surrounding the 

complex that is also a reference to the seven seas.9 Angkor Wat was 

carefully conceived, designed and built by the spiritually educated to 

confirm and reflect Hindu beliefs. Its layout further confirms these 

ideologies to the general populous. 

 

More specifically, Angkor Wat represents Suryavarman II's patron god, 

Vishnu. Suryavarman's posthumous name, Paramavishnuloka, means 

‘He Who Has Gone to the Highest World of Vishnu’ and Thomas 

Maxwell suggests that the temple itself may have originally been named 

Vishnuloka, ‘The World of Vishnu’, suggesting it was intended as the 

resting place for the king.10 Jessup concurs with Maxwell and proposes 

that part of the reason why Angkor Wat faces west, is because the west 

is the direction of death and may have been a funerary monument for 

Suryavarman II.11 Most Hindu temples were dedicated to Shiva, god of 

all creation and destruction, and faced east because Shiva ruled the 

eastern quadrant of the compass. Angkor Wat, however, faces west 

because Vishnu ruled the western quadrant of the compass.12 

Suryavarman II was clearly trying to establish himself as different from 

previous monarchs by having a different god. Suryavarman chose 

Vishnu, the nourishing and preserving god, possibly because of the 

political instability confronting him at the beginning of his reign. 

Angkor Wat is also carefully constructed around the cardinal points, 

which is essential for Hindu architecture.13 The cardinal points represent 

points of the compass. Angkor Wat's design around the cardinal points 

and in particular, its focus on the west, confirms the architect's 

commitment to Hinduism and Vishnu. 

 

The reliefs within Angkor Wat focus on Hindu imagery and narrative. 

The third enclosure features almost 800 metres of detailed bas-reliefs, 

                                                 
9 Jessup, above n 4, 143. 
10 Thomas S Maxwell, Of Gods, Kings, and Men: The Reliefs of Angkor Wat (Silkworm Books, 

2006) 7. 
11 Jessup, above n 4, 143. 
12 Mannikka, above n 2, 9. 
13 Keat Gin Ooi, Southeast Asia: A Historical Encyclopaedia from Angkor Wat to East Timor 

(ABC-CLIO, 2004) 149. 
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most of which depict the Hindu epics of Ramayana and Mahabharata.14 

Mahabharata is particularly significant as it deals with two branches of 

the same family struggling to win the throne of Hastinapura. 

Suryavarman II also dealt with a struggle for his crown by usurping a 

claimant from the line of Hashovarman III. These two epics are steeped 

in Hindu tradition and would have been known by all observers of the 

reliefs. This reveals why no inscriptions have been left to describe the 

relief panels.15 It also suggests that many of those who looked upon the 

reliefs were probably not literate. Female figures in dancing poses 

feature throughout the Angkor Wat complex. These women are naked 

from the waist up, appear at peace or happy, and wear elaborate 

jewellery. Due to the position of their arms and their animation, Jessup 

concludes they are asparas, celestial dancers who through their dancing 

pleased the Hindu gods.16 The asparas emphasise the spiritual pleasure 

visitors are meant to experience whilst walking through the corridors of 

Angkor Wat. The building complex achieves its status as an impressive 

religious monument through its numerous figures describing the 

traditions and ideology of Hinduism. 

 

The third enclosure also contains images of Suryavarman II to 

emphasise his political and spiritual significance. The king appears 

twice but what is significant is that he appears on the same level as the 

Hindu epics of Ramayana and Mahabharata. Like the epics, 

Suryavarman II needed to be easily identified in the reliefs. He appears 

on an elephant adorned in royal headgear whilst he himself is wearing 

the short sampot and has the phkak, or Khmer billhook, resting on his 

shoulder.17 The official Cambodian national dress of today remains the 

sampot, but in this instance it assists in identifying the figure as 

Suryavarman. In one particular scene, Suryavarman’s troops are 

battling with the army of the Chams. Suryavarman II had an initial 

victory in battle against the neighbouring enemy kingdom of the Chams 

                                                 
14 C.M. Bhandari, Saving Angkor (White Orchid Press, 1995) 61. 
15 Jacques Dumarçay and Pascal Royère, Cambodian Architecture: Eighth to Thirteenth 

Centuries (Koninklijke Brill N.V., 2001) 86. 
16 Jessup, above n 4, 152. 
17 Claude Jacques and Philippe Lafond, The Khmer Empire: Cities and Sanctuaries from the 5th 

to the 13th Century (2007) 214. 
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but then suffered several ignominious defeats, at which point he 

diverted his energies into building religious monuments including 

Angkor Wat.18 Malcolm MacDonald concludes that Suryavarman 

depicted battles against the Chams to compare them to the battles of 

Rama against Ravana.19 Vishnu appeared in the physical form of Rama 

with his army of monkeys who set out to destroy the demon Ravana in 

the Ramayana epic.20 These reliefs have been specifically associated with 

each other to reinforce the Khmer kingdom as the righteous force and 

making Suryavarman II god-like.  

 

Figure 1. Suryavarman II on elephant surveying his army.21 

Angkor Wat’s elaborate and imposing central tower is thought to have 

supported the worship of Suryavarman II as a deity. Eleanor Mannikka 

explains there is evidence to suggest that the Devaraja, ‘god-king’, cult 

existed and that it resided within Angkor Wat, specifically in the central 

tower.22 It may have been that the Devaraja was a lingam, a phallic 

                                                 
18 MacDonald, above n 3, 55. 
19 Ibid 104. 
20 P. Jeannerat de Beerski, Angkor: Ruins in Cambodia (Houghton Mifflin Company, 1924) 

267. 
21 Yves Coffin, Angkor Wat, Royal Parade Reliefs, Officer on Elephant, Stone Carvings, 196-? 

black and white photograph, 18.0 x 24.3 cm, National Library of Australia, Canberra. 
22 Mannikka, above n 2, 6. 
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symbol of Shiva, or a statue placed in the tower for worship.23 Helen 

Jessup found inscriptions describing a cult worshipped in association 

with Angkor Wat and Suryavarman II.24 It is highly probable that these 

two describe the same cult. Chambers connected to the central tower 

include images coming from different parts of the Khmer empire and 

indicate the unification of the country and all the areas controlled by 

Suryavarman.25 This could also be interpreted as representations of all 

the areas believed to have actively worshiped Suryavarman. Multiple 

nagas are featured on the central tower. Nagas were Hindu snakes that 

were incorporated throughout Angkor Wat. Their significance lies in the 

Khmer kings tracing their lineage to the Khmer nagini princess, who 

was the daughter of the king of the Nagas.26 This was used to prove that 

the Khmer kings were part deities and would have supported the 

worship of Suryavarman. Thus, the central tower of Angkor Wat 

reinforced Suryavarman as a deity through Hindu iconography. 

 

The central tower also reveals the meticulous incorporation of Hindu 

numerology. The height of the finial to the sanctuary and the height 

from the floor of the sanctuary to the sacred deposit buried beneath it 

both equal 54 cubits respectively.27 Added together, this equals 108. 108 

is the most auspicious number in Asia: it occurs throughout Hindu and 

Buddhist texts; Vishnu has 108 names and Buddhist and Hindu prayer 

beads number 108.28 This number also has significance in cosmology. 

The sun and the moon move approximately 54 degrees north and south 

each year totalling 108 degrees.29 Mount Meru is often described as the 

North-South axis and the central tower represents Mount Meru.30 These 

remarkable findings reveal how the architects ensured that every detail 

of Angkor Wat represented an element of Hindu belief. Also, the idea 

that the central tower is Mount Meru, the home of the gods, as well as 

                                                 
23 Ibid 6. 
24 Jessup, above n 4, 148. 
25 Mannikka, above n 2, 6. 
26 Ibid 1. 
27 Ibid 238. 
28 Ibid 34. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid 37. 
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the home of the devaraja further highlights how Suryavarman was 

regarded as a god. 

 

Angkor Wat demonstrates how Hindu beliefs could be thoroughly 

incorporated throughout its architecture using every means available 

including religious iconography, celestial calculations and auspicious 

numerology. It illustrates the level of sophistication achievable in 11th-

12th century Cambodia. Most importantly, Angkor Wat should not be 

simply regarded as a fine monument to Hinduism. It should be 

regarded as an impressive building project conducted to inspire awe 

among Suryavarman’s subjects and thus support his claims to being a 

god. Without this political motive, it would not have been necessary to 

build one of the largest religious monuments in the world. However, 

there are still many details about the devaraja cult and how it fitted in 

with Hinduism that cannot be known currently, due to lack of available 

evidence. It may never be known whether this was king Suryavarman 

II’s resting place. Nor may it be possible to discover exactly why details 

on some of the reliefs stopped suddenly. Further investigation into 

these queries is needed before Angkor Wat’s place in Suryavarman’s 

political plan is fully understood. Ultimately, Angkor Wat is a testament 

to political power and religious piety and continues to inspire awe in 

21st century visitors who walk within its extraordinary walls. 
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Romantic Creativity and the Ideal of  Originality: A 
Contextual Analysis 

Jessica Millen* 

Poetry as an original expression of individual creativity is a recurring 

definition shared by many Romantic poets. The Romantic poets 

transformed concerns of creative expression and ownership into the 

‘institution’ of originality, where ideas of individual imagination and 

creativity have been theorised to signify value in poetic and wider 

literary criticism.1 Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria celebrates poetry as 

the shaping of ‘deep feeling’ through ‘profound thought’ into words 

that possess a ‘sense of novelty and freshness’.2 Similarly, Friedrich 

Schegel asserts that if poems are ‘not completely unique, free and true, 

then<they’re worthless’ *emphasis added+.3 Shelley describes poetic 

inspiration of ‘the greatest poet’ as ‘original purity and force’, shaped by 

‘labour and study’.4 High poetic value is placed upon originality and 

unique expression, and this mindset of celebrating creativity and 

scorning imitation remains deeply ingrained into today’s literary 

culture. A concentration on ‘originality’ and individual ‘sincerity’ in 

artistic expression, writes Thomas Mallon, continues today under the 

‘fearful legacy of the Romantics’.5 ‘True literature’, according to Hazlitt, 

is ‘pure invention’.6 This preoccupation with originality and the pursuit 

of individual truth through poetry resonates with poets of all ages, but 

it was the musings of the Romantic poets that transformed originality, 

that ‘sense of novelty’, into a key aspect of judging poetic value.  

                                                 
* Jessica Millen is in her second year of a Bachelor of Philosophy (Arts) degree at the 

Australian National University.  She is a current resident of Bruce Hall. 
1 Forest Pyle, The Ideology of Imagination: Subject and Society in the Discourse of Romanticism 
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2 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria (J. M. Dent & Co, 1906) 166. 
3 Friedrich Schlegel, Philosophical Fragments (University of Minnesota Press, 1971) 15. 
4 Percy Bysshe Shelley, ‘A Defence of Poetry’, in Alasdair D. F. Macrae (ed.) Shelley: 
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1989) 24. 
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This essay will examine the ideal of originality as a value that arose 

from the pressures of a late eighteenth and early nineteenth century 

context. It will also consider the significance of two different 

conceptions of originality, creatio and inventio, in shaping our 

understanding of the creative process. In order to demonstrate the 

ongoing legacy of the Romantics’ creative ideal of originality, this essay 

will explore Modernist attitudes towards individual creativity in 

relation to those of the Romantic poets, using T. S. Eliot as a key theorist 

on Modernist literary values. 

Originality arose as a central poetic virtue during the Romantic period 

for a number of reasons, shaping the Romantic poetic ideal into a union 

of the old (practised poetic skill) and the new (organic poetic 

inspiration). John Stuart Mill for example, describes poetry as not only 

‘the thoughts and words in which emotion spontaneously embodies 

itself’, but also ‘the exhibition of a state<of human sensibility’.7 It is 

originality within Romantic poetic conventions that is truly valued. This is 

where the Romantic poetic ideal of originality becomes problematic. 

Romantic poets celebrated original ‘genius’ as the talent for producing 

works that are independent of the ideas and expressions of others, 

works ‘for which no definite rule can be given’.8 However, this is 

contradictory in its very essence, as any attempt to define genius is 

placing upon it a ‘definite rule’. Edward Said argues that the Romantics’ 

concept of ‘originality’ is a ‘variation of a dominant pattern’ and is, in 

turn, enclosed within a tightly delineated framework.9 Similarly, Bloom 

argues that the influence of history and past poets is inescapable – 

naturally all ideas come from the individual, but the individual is 

shaped by their context, which in turn has been shaped by everything 

that preceded it.10 Thus Romantic originality is a response to an 

historical context that included elements like growing mass 

industrialisation and an intensifying sense of competition with past and 

contemporary poets for cultural relevance. These elements have, 

                                                 
7 John Stuart Mill, ‘What Is Poetry?’ Early Essays (1833) 203, 223. 
8 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgement ( J H Bernard trans, Hafter Press, 1951) 150 [trans of 

Kritik der Urteilsckraft (first published 1790)]. 
9 Edward W. Said, The World, the Text, the Critic (Vintage, 1991) 134. 
10 Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (Oxford University Press, 1973) 

8. 
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however, endured over time and are still present in our current context, 

resulting in our ongoing preoccupation with striving for the original. 

There are three principal elements of the Romantic poets’ historical 

context that led to an obsession with originality and individuality. 

Firstly, the high currency placed upon originality in Coleridge’s late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century context was a reaction against 

the advent of mass production that spread through Europe with the 

industrial revolution. With the dawn of the age of mechanical 

reproduction came concerns for the preservation of art and creativity. In 

this way, ‘the rise of industrial society and commodity culture’ caused 

mechanically reproduced imitations ‘to be contrasted to the genuine or 

authentic, such as<the composition of fiction’.11 An unoriginal poem 

was thus compared to the unthinking production of a machine. Edward 

Young’s 1759 Conjectures on Original Composition reflects the 

contemporary opinion that ‘imitations are often a sort of manufacture 

wrought up by those mechanics, art and labour, out of pre-existent 

materials not their own’, giving imitation a dehumanised quality.12 

According to Young, unoriginal work was of little value; it was simply 

another mass-produced commodity on a poetic production-line. This 

portrayal of indebted poems as soulless and mechanic further served to 

increase the importance placed upon originality.  

The second contextual influence upon the Romantics’ ideal of 

originality is a sense of ‘identity crisis’, where the human soul must 

struggle for relevance in a society filled with machines. Young, for 

example, writes of the ‘perpetual progress and increase’ of ‘arts 

Mechanic’, but the ‘decay’ of arts ‘Liberal’.13 As the drone-like existence 

of factory workers becomes a reality for more and more of the 

population, the fear of losing humanity’s intellectual and spiritual 

faculties becomes more and more heightened. If industrialised society is 

perceived as the dying ground of humanity, then the Romantic poets 

believe that the ‘pen of an Original Writer, like Armida’s wand, out of a 

                                                 
11 Nick Groom, The Forger’s Shadow (Picador, 2002) 43. 
12 Edward Young, Conjectures on Original Composition (The Scholar Press Ltd, 1966) 12. 
13 Ibid 41. 
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barren waste calls a blooming spring’.14 In this way, Romantic poetry 

and its ideal of originality is the process of self-discovery in a world 

where human voices are being drowned out by technological 

advancements, leading to ‘the palpable diminution of the meaningful 

self’.15 Surrounded by technology, the Romantics celebrated ‘organic 

form’ while shunning the idea of ‘mechanical regularity’.16 The 

Romantic poets’ appreciation for authenticity and originality stems not 

only from a desire to assert their own individuality, but also from a 

longing for the infinite truth of what it means to be human. Both of 

these desires were shaped by a historical context of industrialised mass 

production and urbanisation that presented originality as the essential 

expression of humanity. 

A third reason for the Romantics’ preoccupation with originality 

concerns a heightened awareness of the rise of mass-culture. Coleridge 

and his Romantic contemporaries were acutely aware of what Walter 

Jackson Bate terms ‘the burden of the past’, which poses a question that, 

as time passes, grows increasingly difficult to answer: ‘What is there left 

to do?’17 McFarland describes this phenomenon as an ‘exponentially 

increasing deluge of culture’ that weighs down upon all poets as ‘an 

intellectual fear of inundation by masses of books.18 Our increased 

capacity to preserve and distribute past works means that poetic 

achievements are ‘constantly multiplying in an eternal present’.19 Bate 

argues that the Romantics were more intensively concerned with the 

impossibility of avoiding repetition and imitation than any preceding 

literary generation. McFarland effectively expresses this attitude 

towards originality in market terms: ‘as the available commodity 

became scarcer, so demand grew proportionally more urgent’.20 This 

                                                 
14 Ibid 10. 
15 Thomas McFarland, ‘The Originality Paradox’, (1974) 5(3) New Literary History 448. 
16 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Shakespearean Criticism, Thomas Middleton Raysor (ed) (Dent, 

1960) i. 
17 Walter Jackson Bate, The Burden of the Past and the English Poet (Harvard University 

Press, 1970) 4, 3. 
18 McFarland, above n 15, 453.  
19 Ibid 4. 
20 Ibid 24. 
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tone of urgency and anxiety is evident in the writings of many Romantic 

poets. Goethe, for example, asks: 

Where would an earnest soul, capable of appreciating genius, 

find the courage even to set pen to paper, if he were aware of 

such unfathomable and unreachable excellence already in 

existence!21 

Reflecting this same negative tension, Keats imagines himself as 

‘cowering under the wing of great poets’, questioning whether his work 

is merely an ‘imposition’ upon the cultural present in light of the 

immensity of the cultural past.22 Harold Bloom, in The Anxiety of 

Influence, argues that poetry is the literary expression of a filial struggle 

for creative autonomy from previous poets, sparked by anxiety 

concerning the difficulty of originality. ‘A poem’, he asserts, ‘is not an 

overcoming of anxiety but is that anxiety’.23 Poetry, according to Bloom, 

is the manifestation of a poet’s aggressive struggle for self-assertion 

while lost in a sea of past poets. This reflects the role of pressures from a 

fruitful cultural past in shaping the Romantic ideals of originality and 

creative individuality that continue to resonate with later literary 

generations. 

Originality as an ideal is shaped by cultural and literary context, and 

conceptions of originality vary over time. As outlined in George 

Steiner’s Grammars of Creation, there are two contrasting cultural 

concepts of originality in literary creation.24 I would like to position 

these two variations of originality as two opposite poles, where cultural 

attitudes towards originality swing back and forth between the two in a 

dialectical manner. The distinction between the two poles concerns the 

poet’s source of creative originality, whether this be from within the 

poet himself or from external influences. 

                                                 
21 Bate, above n 17, 6. 
22 Ibid 77. 
23 Bloom, above n 10, 94-95.  
24 George Steiner, Grammars of Creation (Yale University Press, 2001) 13-53. 
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The first theory of originality is creatio, which connotes the creation of 

something from nothing.25 Creators bring their works into existence 

either from within themselves or from an intangible force that works 

through them. Creatio suggests a moment of inspiration, where, as 

George Puttenham argues, the mind conjures up ‘all the world out of 

nought’.26 The Romantic poets’ preoccupation with creative originality 

represents a movement towards this understanding of originality. 

Wordsworth’s theory of poetry as the ‘spontaneous overflow of 

powerful feelings’ reflects this idea of originality as having no source 

but the poet himself. In this way, creatio is associated with neither hard 

work nor skill, but with an unconscious force that results in a work free 

of any borrowed elements. It is a process by which all ideas spring from 

the ‘individual soul’ and ‘the imagination creates its ideas<from 

nothing!’27 This shows the appeal of the theory of originality as creatio 

for the Romantics, where the pressures of industrialisation and the 

weight of the cultural past gave Romantic poets feelings of anxiety for a 

sense of ownership over individual character and identity. As an 

organic process of creativity, creatio embodies the Romantic ideal of 

originality as individual freedom from cultural influence.  

Coleridge and his contemporaries theorised originality in the form of 

creatio as a natural poetic gift that only a select number of individuals 

possess. In Biographia Literaria, Coleridge argues that poetic genius ‘may 

be cultivated and improved, but can never be learned’ and that true 

imagination is a ‘gift’.28 This expression of poetic skill as natural talent 

further illustrates the Romantics’ conception of poetic originality as an 

assertion of their individuality. Therefore, the idealisation of poetic 

originality by the Romantic poets reflects the desire for individuality 

amongst a growing population and a literary tradition that is rapidly 

expanding in volume. An opinion shared by many Romantic poets is 

the impression of the ‘born poet’.29 Shelley stresses the ‘delicate 

                                                 
25 McFarland, above n 15, 6.  
26 Ibid 2. 
27 J A Héraud, ‘On Poetical Genius Considered as a Poetic Power’, Fraser’s Magazine, (1830) 

1, 63. 
28 Coleridge, above n 2, 168. 
29M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (Oxford 

University Press, 1953) 102. 
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sensibility’ of the natural poet, while Wordsworth argues that the ‘spirit 

of life’ is active within a poet ‘more than other men’.30 The ability to 

achieve creatio is, for the Romantics, a state of being that a poet either 

inhabits or does not inhabit from birth. It is not only spontaneous 

moments of intense emotions that the Romantics valued; the idea of 

inhabiting a heightened state of emotional and intellectual awareness is 

also consistently upheld as a Romantic ideal. As a result, originality as a 

natural, unlearned gift is intrinsically tied up in ideals of creative genius 

and poetic quality.  

However, originality as creatio is also hailed as a supernatural force that 

is channelled through the poet, where the poet is not the source but the 

‘prophet’ of a higher creative power.31 Coleridge writes of the ‘magical 

power’ of ‘divine inspiration’ that uses the poet as a vessel for poetic 

originality, suggesting that originality is only achievable through an 

affiliation with a mystical creative energy.32 It is Coleridge’s concept of 

the ‘primary Imagination’ that presents poetic originality as an idea that 

transcends both the poet’s will and personal skill. Coleridge’s ‘primary 

Imagination’ is ‘the living power and prime agent of all human 

perception’, which personifies human creativity as an external, 

omnipotent force, giving poetic originality a supernatural quality.33 

Thus originality in the Romantic creative process is presented as the 

result of an overarching natural or supernatural power, rather than a 

skill. This way of thinking, where originality is an innate and mystical 

quality, demonstrates the rise of creative originality as an aspect of 

value judgement in Romantic poetry. 

Logically, this theory of originality as creation ex nihilo is inherently 

problematic, for nothing can be made from nothing. This problem is 

particularly relevant to poetry, which is a highly regulated form of 

expression through language. Nevertheless, originality as creatio 

remains as a highly-valued quality in Romantic poetry. It is, however, 

                                                 
30 William Wordsworth in Nowell Charles Smith (ed), Wordsworth’s Literary Criticism, 

(Amen House, 1925) 23. 
31 Anthony John Harding, Coleridge and the Inspired World (McGill-Queen’s University 

Press, 1985) 5. 
32 Coleridge, above n 2, 166.  
33 Ibid 159. 
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only one side of Coleridge’s poetic ideal, reflecting the influence of past 

and contemporary poetic conventions and judgements on the Romantic 

poets. Coleridge describes the spark of original thought as a ‘tumult’ 

that must be tamed by deep meditation and patient study, which in 

turn gives birth to ‘stupendous power’.34 Poetry is ‘a union<of 

spontaneous impulse and voluntary will’, where impulsive originality 

is organised into a conventional medium in order to allow 

communication and understanding of the poet’s individuality.35 This 

reflects influences from Friedrich Schegel, who writes that ‘there is 

nothing more rare than a poem’ due to the abundance of ‘poetical 

sketches<fragments<and raw materials’ that lack either the spark of 

originality or the mastery of poetic convention to shape them into 

poetry.36 As Herder argues, ‘if the imagination is without consciousness 

and understanding, the poet is only a raging dreamer’, as order and 

unity must be used to contain the poet’s original creative energy.37 It is 

the combination of ‘talent and much reading’ that makes ‘creative 

power and intellectual energy wrestle as in a war embrace’, reflecting 

the Romantic poets’ struggle between asserting their individuality and 

adhering to poetic convention.  

This reflects the problematic nature of the ideal of originality as creatio. 

A poem is challenged to simultaneously express the originality and 

individuality of one man and the universal experience of humanity. 

Any natural or supernatural force that sparks original inspiration is 

translated into shared constructions of meaning. As Shelley states, ‘a 

poet participates in the eternal, the infinite, the one’.38 However, the 

poet also expresses ‘the actions and passions’ of an ‘internal being’, 

which can only be his own.39 This paradox shows the limits of Romantic 

preoccupations with creatio in poetry and other mediums of creativity. 

While originality as creatio remains a highly valued element of great 

                                                 
34 Ibid 172. 
35 Coleridge, above n 16, 164.  
36 Schlegel, above n 3, 1. 
37 Frederick Burwick, Poetic Madness and the Romantic Imagination (Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 1996) 27. 
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39 Macrae, above n 4, 208.  
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poetry, Romantic creativity is the unity of both individual soul and 

poetic convention to convey a sense of the universal human spirit. 

This leads us to the second cultural definition of originality: inventio, 

which represents creation as the rearrangement of existing parts.40 

While creatio brings something into existence from nothing, inventio 

composes already existing material into novel constructions. Inventio 

can therefore be considered a more pragmatic understanding of 

originality. However, this pragmatism lessens its value as a cultural 

concept in a Romantic, post-neoclassic context in which neoclassic 

ideals of Reason are being usurped by Romantic ideals of Imagination. 

Inventio, in contrast to creatio, is not associated with sparks of 

inspiration and innovation, but with the hard work and skill that are 

required to shape influencing factors into poetry. There are an infinite 

number of external factors that may serve as building blocks in the 

theory of inventio – the aesthetic tradition that the poet inhabits, the 

socio-political undercurrents of the time, or even the last piece of 

literature that the poet reads before setting pen to paper. Harold Bloom 

takes this one step further with his theory of influence, which claims 

that all poems are simply misinterpretations of previous poems. Bloom 

argues that writing a poem is revising an earlier poem. ‘True poetic 

history’, writes Bloom, ‘is the story of how poets as poets have suffered 

other poets’.41 Asserting that the true value of a poem can only be found 

through an understanding of its relation to other poems, Bloom’s 

argument demonstrates a swing towards the pole of inventio in defining 

the ideal of originality. Despite any attempts to remove themselves 

from the cultural past, writes Bloom, all poets are entrapped within a 

poetic ‘family romance’, where poems are simply refractions and re-

workings of others.42 Bloom presents the relationship between the two 

theories of originality as the relationship between the intended ideal 

(creatio) and the inevitable, realistic result (inventio). 

 

                                                 
40 McFarland, above n 15, 6.  
41 Bloom, above n 10, 94. 
42 Ibid 30. 
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Similarly, T. S. Eliot argues that ‘No poet, no artist of any art, has his 

complete meaning alone’.43 Written in a Modernist context, Eliot’s 

assertions are an example of a continuing preoccupation with 

originality, but also a swing towards the pole of inventio within this 

preoccupation. Embracing the influence of other poets, writes Eliot: 

compels a man to write not merely with his own generation 

in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature 

of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the 

literature of his own country has a simultaneous existence 

and composes a simultaneous order. 

Eliot’s essay clearly demarks a movement away from creatio in ideas of 

literary value in the twentieth century. Rather than viewing past poets 

as competition, Eliot views past poets and their works as a tool to 

enrich and shape contemporary poetry. Eliot acknowledges that 

comparison with previous poets is inevitable for all present poets, but 

stresses the mutual nature of this comparison, whereby all works are 

measured not only against but by each other.44 Eliot does not see himself 

or his contemporaries as arriving after the dead poets. Instead, he sees 

current poets as joining the eternal present of creative expression. In the 

relationship that Eliot envisages, old works are judged by the new to 

the same extent that new works are judged by the old. He argues that: 

<what happens when a new work of art is created is 

something that happens simultaneously to all the works of art 

which preceded it<the past should be altered by the present 

as much as the present is directed by the past. 45    

As E. M. Forster’s motto asserts, ‘History develops, Art stands still’.46 

Eliot and his contemporaries view the great poets of the past not as 

creative competition, but as partners. However, this awareness of the 

significance of a shared cultural past, whether viewed in a positive or a 

                                                 
43 T. S. Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, Perspecta (1987) 19, 37. 
44 Ibid 42. 
45 Ibid 38. 
46 Aleida Assmann, Exorcising the demon of chronology: T. S. Eliot’s Reinvention of Tradition, 

in G. Cianci and J. Harding (eds), T. S. Eliot and the Concept of Tradition (Cambridge 

University Press, 2007) 18. 
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negative light, is an awareness directly inherited from the Romantics’ 

preoccupation with originality. It also reflects a swing towards the pole 

of inventio within the ideal of originality, and therefore a continuing 

obsession with originality and novelty in creativity. 

However, like the Romantic ideal of creatio, the Modernist ideal of 

originality as inventio also has points of difficulty and contradiction. 

Although inventio connotes hard work and wide knowledge, Eliot 

argues that originality ‘does not happen consciously or of deliberation’ 

and therefore shows that inventio also requires the poet’s creativity to 

have an ‘unconscious’ quality. This perspective concerning originality 

as inventio is shared by the Romantic poets. For example, Goethe 

describes Shakespeare as having created ‘golden apples in silver dishes’ 

and suggests that careful study may build upon this in an original 

manner. However, he also warns against attempting inventio without 

great poetic skill, as the silver dishes are no use if we have ‘only 

potatoes to put in them’.47 This is where inventio, too, becomes 

problematic, as it also requires a form of organic originality that flows 

through or from within the poet to bestow new value upon pre-existing 

materials. In essence, the two cultural concepts of originality are 

striving for the same result – a sense of novelty and originality that 

reflects the transcendent creative genius and skill of the poet. 

Despite changes concerning the comparative value placed upon the 

alternate poles of creatio and inventio, we have clearly inherited the cult 

of originality from the Romantic poets. A strong possessiveness over 

ideas that stems from our obsession with individual innovation shows 

itself in our ongoing obsession with plagiarism, copyright and the 

public figure of the author. It is also clear that creatio and inventio are 

not entirely separate from each other, and that all expressions of 

creativity lie in the space between the two poles of originality. The 

understanding of creativity that we have inherited from the Romantic 

poets, including the ideal of originality, therefore has two forces 

working upon it – the burdensome pressure of the cultural past and the 

uplifting power of the human imagination. It is the friction between 

these two forces that sparks creative inspiration, and the ongoing, 

                                                 
47 Bate, above n 17, 5.  
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mutually-transformative relationship between the two that develops a 

creative space in which we continue to contribute both poetry and 

criticism to the cultural and literary dilemma of originality. 
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Deciphering the Chinese Smile: The Importance of 
Facial Expressions in Linguistic Communication 

Jaclyn Kayen Sun* 

I Introduction 

Effective communication takes place through the coordination of 

linguistic and non-linguistic communication. An ample body of 

research vindicates the inseparable relationship of these forms of 

communication. While linguistic communication transmits information 

through language and the understanding of words, the understanding 

of hidden meanings, motivations and intentions often relies on non-

linguistic cues.1 Thus Poyatos proposed the Triple Reality of Interactive 

Discourse,2 in which in addition to language, there are two indispensible 

elements to effective communication: paralanguage (voice modifications, 

e.g., high-pitched voice, breathy voice<etc.; and non-language sounds, 

e.g., laughing, crying, grunting<etc.) and kinesics (gestures and other 

body movements such as eye movements, postures and facial 

expressions). 

II Facial expressions across cultures 

Among the various components of kinesics, facial expressions serve as a 

powerful form of non-linguistic communication for conveying feelings 

and emotions.3 For decades, debates concerning facial expressions as 

universal manifestations of human emotions have attracted much 

attention from academia. In his influential research as a psychologist, 

Ekman proposed that expressions of emotions are recognised by 

                                                 
* Jaclyn Kayen Sun is in her fourth year of a Bachelor of Economics degree at the 

Australian National University.  She is a current resident of Bruce Hall. 
1 De-Hua Wang and Hui Li, ‘Nonverbal Language in Cross-cultural Communication’ 

(2007) 4(10) Sino-US English Teaching 66. 
2 Fernando Poyatos, ‘New Research Perspectives in Cross-cultural Psychology through 

Nonverbal Communication Studies’ in Fernando Poyatos (ed), Cross-cultural Perpsectives in 

Nonverbal Communication (C J Hogrefe, 1988) 35. 
3 Zhengdao Ye, ‘Why the ‚Inscrutable‛ Chinese Face? Emotionality and Facial Expression 

in Chinese’ in Cliff Goddard (ed) Ethnopragmatics: Understanding Discourse in Cultural  

Context (Mouton de Gruyter, 2006) 127, 129. 
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subjects across cultures to communicate the same feelings,4 and that 

facial expressions are therefore biologically derived. This argument, 

nonetheless, fails to address the links between emotions and facial 

movements as put forward by many linguists – questions such as ‘do all 

people across cultures smile when they feel something good?’ have yet 

to be answered. Also, the use of English words such as ‘emotions’, 

‘anger’, and ‘happiness’< etc. in his experiments is per se ethnocentric, 

since these words may not have exact equivalents in other languages.5 

As Wierzbicka suggests, despite an innate endowment of emotions,6 it is 

culture that offers the conceptualisation of emotions, and this 

accordingly guides people how to feel and express their feelings. That is 

to say, emotion concepts may differ across cultures and hence the 

relationship between an emotion and a facial expression is not linear.7  

III Aims and methodology 

This paper explores the role facial expressions in Chinese people’s 

communication, with the focus being on siu 笑 (lit: ‘smiling’ / ‘laughing’ 

/ ‘grinning’). The communicative implications underlying linguistic 

communication are discussed with reference to two core cultural 

values,8 wo haai gwaan hai 和諧關係 (lit: ‘harmonious relationship’ / 

‘together relationship’) and ham cuk 含蓄 (lit: ‘implicit’ / ‘contained’ / 

‘control’), which govern the facial movements of the Chinese. Semantic 

explications of cultural keywords and cultural scripts are generated 

based on the author’s personal reflections as a native speaker of 

                                                 
4 Paul Ekman and Wallace V Friesen, ‘Constants Across Cultures in the Face and  

Emotion’ (1971) 17 Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 124, cited in Takahiko  

Masuda et al, ‘Placing the Face in Context: Cultural Differences in the Perception of Facial  

Emotion’ (2008) 94 Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 365, 365. 
5 James Russell, ‘Facial Expressions of Emotion: What Lies Beyond Minimal  

Universality?’ (1995) 118 Psychological Bulletin 379, 380. 
6 Anna Wierzbicka’ Comparing Emotional Norms Across Languages and Cultures:  

Polish vs. Anglo-American’ in Anna Wierzbicka, Emotions Across Language and Cultures:  

Diversity and Universals (Cambridge University Press, 1999) 240. 
7 Russell, above n 5. 
8 In this paper, linguistic evidence discussed in the examples of siu 笑 includes real-life 

conversations, Chinese literature and newspaper publications. They are chosen because 

they are most reflective of the way language is used by a Chinese person in an everyday 

life setting. 
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Cantonese who has resided in Hong Kong for 20 years.9 The Natural 

Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) is used as the methodology of this paper 

so that these cultural values can be captured through an insider 

perspective, in a language that is culture-independent.10 The NSM, first 

developed by Anna Wierzbicka and her colleagues, comprises of a list 

of ‘semantic primes’ that have indefinable word-meanings.11 Through 

the process of reductive paraphrasing, these primes are the basic 

elements in the construction of lexical meanings in every language. The 

use of English is avoided when translating these Chinese cultural values 

and norms of behaviours because some of the concepts are so 

indigenous to the Chinese culture that they do not have exact 

equivalents in English. In addition, English, like other languages, fails to 

function as a neutral descriptive tool due to its cultural biasness in 

many of its terminologies. The use of NSM in this present study 

effectively avoids ethnocentrism, while meanings can be spelt out in an 

undistorted way that can be understood and translated systematically 

across different languages,12 serving as a rigorous tool for comparing 

different cultural norms. It is hoped that this will aid better 

understanding of the communicative styles involved and so help to 

facilitate an effective intercultural communication between Chinese 

speakers and cultural outsiders.  

 

 

 

                                                 
9 Throughout this paper, all cultural keywords or values are presented in Traditional  

Chinese coupled with Cantonese jyutping for the sake of their Cantonese pronunciations.  

The superscript of a jyutping indicates the phonics of that Chinese word.  
10 See, eg, Anna Wierzbicka. ‘Introduction: Semantics and Pragmatics’ in Anna  

Wierzbicka, Cross-cultural Pragmatics (Mouton de Gruyter, 2nd ed, 2003) 1; Anna  

Wierzbicka, ‘Cultural Scripts’ in Louise Cummings (ed), The Pragmatics Encyclopedia  

(Routledge, 2010) 92. 
11 E.g. ‘want’, ‘feel’, ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘someone’<etc. An updated list of NSM semantic primes are 

attached at the end of the paper, although the list is subjected to ongoing revisions by 

many linguists. 
12 Anna Wierzbicka. ‘Introduction: Semantics and Pragmatics’ in Anna Wierzbicka, Cross- 

cultural Pragmatics (Mouton de Gruyter, 2nd ed, 2003) 1, 7. 



108 Cross-sections ׀ Volume VI 2010    

IV Facial expressions in Chinese culture  

Facial expressions as a way to communicate unspoken 
agendas 

Traditionally, the Chinese have put great emphasis on facial expression 

to convey information. References to the term lim sik 臉色 (lit: ‘colour of 

the face’ / ‘facial expression’) are widely found in Chinese literature and 

publications: 

「巧言令色, 鮮仁矣! 」 

People who sweet talk and have a fawning lim sik are of little 

benevolence.13 

「儘管曾蔭權[現任特首]當他面否認了坊間的傳聞< 

接近他[何志平]的人說,  他這段日子很不好過, 

每天都在看新特首的臉色做人。」 

Despite the fact that Donald Tsang [the current Chief 

Executive of HKSAR] has publicly denied the rumours about 

him [Patrick Ho, politician] < close acquaintances reveal that 

life has been hard for him, everyday he has to act according 

to the new Chief Executive’s lim sik.’14 

The first excerpt taken from the Analects of Confucius highlights the 

role of lim sik 臉色 in determining a person’s character and personality 

as early as the Han Dynasty. The folk saying hon lim sik zou jan 

看臉色做人 (lit: act according to lim sik) as mentioned in the second 

excerpt suggests the need for the Chinese to resort to other peoples’ lim 

sik 臉色 as a guide to their behaviour and actions. An explication of the 

Chinese concept of lim sik 臉色 is presented below:  

A. Semantic explication for lim sik: 

a) I think something about someone/something 

                                                 
13 劉瑛 [LiuYing], «論語新探» [The Analects of Confucius: A New Perspective] 

(秀威資訊科技股份有限公司 [Showwe Information Co., Ltd] (2007) 11. 
14劉進圖 [Lau, Zhen Tow]«兩年觀察期 局長各有懷抱» [Two Years of Observation Reveals  

Ministers’ Desires+ (1 May 2010) 明報 [Ming Pao]. 

<http://specials.mingpao.com/cfm/Category.cfm?CategoryID=382&SpecialsID=47>.  
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b) I feel something about someone/something 

c) I want someone else to know what I think 

d) I want someone else to know what I feel 

e) I don’t want to say this with words 

f) I want this someone to know this because they see my face [m] 

g) I want this someone to do something because of this 

Referring to components [c] and [d] in A, it is not difficult to see how 

facial expressions often function as a vehicle to communicate unspoken 

agendas beyond the use of language. This is in accordance with the 

mounting evidence that the Chinese tend to opt for a non-linguistic 

approach especially when communicating their emotional thoughts).15 

According to Ye,16 when Chinese people communicate their feelings and 

emotions in daily conversation, it is customary to use facial expressions 

rather than to explicitly verbalise their state of mind. Facial expressions, 

along with other elements of non-linguistic communication, are 

therefore important cues for interpreting messages. One example put 

forward by Bo17  concerns a conversation where a Chinese person is 

asked about whether he has had dinner. Bo argues the Chinese would 

answer ‘yes’ verbally even if they were hungry, and therefore it is 

crucial to observe facial expressions and body language in order to 

decipher the true message behind words.  

Different types of smiles and their communicative intent 

in the Chinese culture 

Among Chinese people, the meaning of a certain facial expression needs 

to be studied carefully, since it can correlate to more than one discrete 

                                                 
15 See, eg, Jianeng Wang. ‘A Cross-cultural Study of Daily Communication Between 

Chinese and American – from the Perspective of High Context and Low Context’ (2008) 

4(10) Asian Social Science 151, 151; Ge Gao, ‘‚Don’t Take My Word For It‛ – Understanding 

Chinese Speaking Practices’ (1998) 22 International Journal of Intercultural Relations 163, 170; 

Zhengdao Ye, ‘The Chinese folk Model of Facial Expressions: A Linguistic Perspective’ 

(2004) 10 Culture & Psychology 195, 198.  
16 Ye, above n 15. 
17 Yang Bo, The Ugly Chinaman and the Crisis of Chinese Culture (D J Cohn and J Qing trans, 

Allen & Unwin, 1992), cited in Gao, above n 15. 

Understanding Chinese Speaking Practices’ (1998) 22(2) International Journal of Intercultural 

Relations 163, 171-2. 
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emotion category.18 The present investigation shall take the facial 

expression, siu 笑 (lit: ‘smiling’ / ‘laughing’ / ‘grinning’), as an example 

to demonstrate the role of facial expressions in understanding the 

communicative intent intended by the speaker in relation to linguistic 

communication. There exists a folk wisdom, perhaps among the Anglo 

culture, that smiling is a display of good feelings. However, in the 

Chinese culture, such a display of good feelings can mask the true 

feelings of the speaker. The following section will spell out some 

examples using the NSM. 

pui siu 賠笑 (lit: ‘compensating smile’) 

From the author’s personal experience working as a part-time tutor for 

the School of Economics at the Australian National University, one 

incident very much resembles the real life example mentioned by Ye,19 

where the Chinese way of masking negative emotions through smiling 

or laughing can sometimes be misleading. A student of mine came to 

consult me and my Australian colleagues about a math problem with 

which she had difficulty. After some efforts at explanation, one of my 

Australian colleagues wanted to see if the Chinese student was on the 

right track: 

 Colleague: Does that answer your question? What do you 

   think about part (d)?  

Student:  [Silence]  

 [Laugh] 

 Hmm< could you repeat? 

Colleague:     Because the size of the deadweight loss depends on 

elasticity< 

 < 

Student:      [Laugh] 

                                                 
18 Ye, above n 18.  
19 Ye, above n 3, 148. 



Deciphering the Chinese Smile ׀ Jaclyn Kayen Sun 111  

 [Nods gently] 

Colleague:    Am I being clear? 

Student:        Hmm< 

 [Laugh] 

 ‘Thanks. Hmm<’ 

 [Nods and smiles while she leaves the classroom] 

My colleague later revealed to me that he found the student to be ‘quite 

rude’ as if she was laughing at him not being able to explain the 

problem properly. It dawned on me that it might well be an 

intercultural miscommunication because the inclination to display good 

feelings even in nervous situations, or when criticised or embarrassed is 

something quite indigenous to the Chinese culture.20 This kind of smile, 

namely pui siu 賠笑, is often adopted by the speaker as an attempt to 

reduce ‘interpersonal unpleasantness’.21  

B. A Chinese cultural script for pui4 siu3: 

 [many people think like this]: 

a) I can think something like this about other people: 

a. ‘people cannot think (feel) the same thing about something 

b. people can say: ‚I don’t think (feel) like this‛ to someone else’ 

At the same time, I know: this someone else can feel something bad 

because of this, this is not good 

b) Someone says something to me 

c) If I know this someone will feel something bad when this someone 

knows I don’t think (feel) like this  

d) It is good if this someone can see something good on my face [m] now. 

This someone can think I think (feel) the same because of this 

e) This someone will not feel something bad because of this. I feel 

something good because of this 

                                                 
20 Ge Gao.‘‚Don’t Take My Word For It.‛ – Understanding Chinese Speaking Practices’ 

(1998) 22 International Journal of Intercultural Relations 163, 171. 
21 Ye, above n 3. 



112 Cross-sections ׀ Volume VI 2010    

Components [d] and [e] in B hint at a communicative style that seeks to 

minimise unpleasant feelings resulting from conflicts in a conversation. 

At first glance, component [a] very much resembles the Anglo high-

level cultural value of ‘personal autonomy’ in that it acknowledges the 

dichotomy of opinions and feeling.22 However, unlike (or in addition to) 

‘personal autonomy’, such freedom of self-expression is made sensitive 

to the possibility that someone else’s feelings may be hurt as a result. 

Therefore, when doing so imposes a cost on other peoples’ feelings, the 

Chinese see the need to smooth over potential conflicts or 

unpleasantness through pui siu 賠笑. It is worth noting that the cultural 

script for pui siu 賠笑 proposed in the present paper differs from the one 

by Ye,23 ie pei xiao, in terms of explaining the motivation behind pui siu. 

Although both cultural scripts have the aim of avoiding unpleasant 

feelings of others, according to Ye,24 pui siu is prevalent among people in 

the lower position of a hierarchy to show respect or consideration to 

their superiors. The author of this paper nonetheless believes that the 

use of pui siu should be generalised to all people in the society. Note that 

the discrepancy or difference here may be (or is possibly) due to the fact 

that the author has been under heavy influence of Anglo-British culture 

in Hong Kong, where values such as personal autonomy and 

egalitarianism are deeply assimilated.25 The word pui 賠 (lit: 

compensate) suggests that by way of a smile, the listener can 

‘compensate’, or ‘make up’ for any potential bad feelings experienced 

by the speaker arising from conflicting opinions. 

 

 

                                                 
22 According to Priestley (2010) in her lecture notes, the Anglo principle of personal 

autonomy in offering or asking for an opinion can be represented as follows: 

[many people think like this:] 

it is good if someone says something like this to someone else about something 

‚I want this. I don’t want this. 

 I think this. I don’t think this‛ 

people can feel something good because of this. 
23 Ye, above n 3, 129. 
24 Ibid.  
25 The present cultural script therefore may be more reflective of the emotional lives of 

Hong Kong (or Singaporean) Cantonese than Mandarin Chinese.  



Deciphering the Chinese Smile ׀ Jaclyn Kayen Sun 113  

fu siu 苦笑 (lit: ‘bitter smile’) 

fu siu 苦笑 typically describes the display of good feelings in frustrating 

situations, where something bad has happened to the individual in 

which he or she is powerless over his or her own plight. The word fu 苦 

(lit: bitter) indicates the feeling of bitterness and sorrow experienced by 

the individual. The following news excerpt emphasises the role of fu siu 

苦笑 in attenuating the bad feelings conveyed by verbal communication: 

 「<但面對連日來的批評及質疑聲音, 

 林鄭月娥昨日苦笑說已深受「好打得」形象之苦 <」 

 <But in face of unceasing criticisms and queries, Carrie 

Lam [politician] fu siu and claimed yesterday that it is 

her image of being ‚strong and persistent‛ that has put 

her into this insufferable position<26 

Similar to phrases such as keong ngaan fu siu 強顏歡笑 (lit: to force one 

face to smile) or keong siu 強笑 (lit: force a smile), the act of fu siu 苦笑 

shows a person’s attempt to suppress the display of bad feelings by 

portraying good feelings through facial expressions. As exemplified by 

the second news excerpt below, public display of sad feelings is often 

discouraged, while forcing a smile when one is feeling bad is highly 
appraised in the Chinese culture: 

 「[養母日前因心臟病猝死+<強忍喪母之痛寶珠姐在台上演出專 業, 

 完場時她強顏歡笑, 接受全場觀眾站立拍手<」 

 [Upon the death of her stepmother due to heart failure the 

day before+<concealing the pain of losing her mother, Bo 

Chu [actress] acted professionally on stage, keong ngaan fun siu 

                                                 
26 «林鄭稱無悔提出議案» [Lam Zheng Cheng Passes Bill Without Regret] (18 March 2010) 

大公綱 [Ta Kung Pao] 

<http://www.takungpao.com/news/10/03/18/GW-1230308.htm>.   

http://www.yellowbridge.com/chinese/wordsearch.php?searchMode=I&characterMode=t&dialect=M&word=4787
http://www.yellowbridge.com/chinese/wordsearch.php?searchMode=I&characterMode=t&dialect=M&word=4787
http://www.yellowbridge.com/chinese/wordsearch.php?searchMode=I&characterMode=t&dialect=M&word=7312
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as the show ends, Bo Chu was applauded by the audience in 

the theatre <’27 

  C. A Chinese cultural script for fu siu: 

 [many people think like this:] 

a) something very bad happened to me 

b) I cannot do anything because of this 

c) I feel something very bad because of this 

d) I don’t want other people to feel something very bad because of this 

e) I don’t want other people to know I feel something very bad because of 

this 

f) Because of this, it is good if other people can see something good on 

my face [m] now 

a. these other people can feel something good because of this 

b. at the same time, I feel something good because of this 

The communicative style involved is explained by components [e] and 

[f] in C, in which it is socially desirable for this person to display good 

feelings in a conversation in order to prevent the listener from 

experiencing any bad feelings. Consistent with the cultural script for pui 

siu 賠笑, the communicative style implied by fu siu 苦笑 also seems to 

advocate an emphasis on the feelings of others rather than oneself.  

V Chinese communicative style and its relation to cultural 
 values 

Previous discussions identify two characteristics of the Chinese 

communicative style: 

1) Minimising unpleasant feelings and potential conflicts 

2) Discouraging public display of bad feelings  

 

                                                 
27 « 陳寶珠設臨時靈堂為亡母誦經» [Connie Chan Establishes Temporary Funeral Hall for 

Mother] (1 March 2010) 昔日太陽 [The 

Sun]http://sun.on.cc/cnt/entertainment/20100301/00470_050.html?pubdate=20100301.  
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D. A Chinese cultural script for minimising bad feelings and 

 potential conflicts: 

   [many people think like this:] 

a) I can think something like this about someone: 

a. ‘this someone is someone like me 

b. this someone and I are like one thing’ 

b) when I talk to this someone 

c) it is not good to say something like this: 

a. ‘I don’t think like you think 

b. I don’t feel like you feel’ 

d) this someone can feel something bad because of this 

I can feel something bad because of this 

e) I will do something else now because of this  

E. A Chinese cultural script for discouraging public display of bad 

 feelings: 

 [many people think like this:] 

a) when I feel something very bad because something very bad happens 

to me 

b) it is not good if I say something like this to someone else: 

a. ‘I feel something bad’ 

c) this someone can feel something very bad because of this, this is not 

good 

d) I will do something else because of this 

With reference to the above cultural scripts, it is not difficult to see how 

much the Chinese care about the feelings of others. For example, 

examining components [b] and [c] in D; and [c] and [d] in E highlights 

the tendency for the Chinese to hide or tone down their true feelings 

(especially bad feelings) and disagreements simply because they are 

deemed ‘not good’ or ‘bad’ for other people. This in fact ties in with the 

overarching cultural value, wo haai gwaan hai 和諧關係 (lit: ‘together 

relationship’ / ‘harmonious relationship’), in explaining the great 

emphasis placed on interpersonal relationships.  
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 F. A Chinese master cultural script for wo haai gwaan hai: 

   [many people think like this:] 

a) someone can think something like this about someone else: 

a. ‘this other someone is like me 

b. this other someone is part of the same thing as me 

c. I will not say some things to this other someone, I will do 

something else 

d. this other someone will not say some things to me, he/she will 

do something else ‘ 

b) people can live well because of this  

c) it is good if people think like this 

Note that the ultimate goal of attaining wo haai gwaan hai 和諧關係 is 

explicated in components [b] and [c] in F, where people, or the society 

as a whole, can live well as a group. Furthermore, components in F[a] 

suggest that it is a collective work. This induces a sense of cooperation 

among participants in a conversation, thereby favoring the positioning 

of Chinese culture to be collective and interdependent.28 To achieve wo 

haai gwaan hai 和諧關係, components D[d] and E[d] suggest alternative 

actions to be done in addition to (or in replacement of) verbal 

communication. Note that these alternative actions are largely implicit 

(in this case, through facial expressions), and this draws attention to 

another cultural value, ham cuk 含蓄 (lit: ‘implicit’ / ‘contained’ / 

‘control’), in governing this type of communicative style.  

G. A Chinese cultural script for ham cuk: 

 [many people think like this:] 

a) When I want someone to know something I know  

when I want someone to feel something I feel 

b) it is not good to say something like this to this someone: 

a. ‘I know this. I feel this’ 

c) this someone can feel something bad because of this 

this is not good 

                                                 
28 Guo-Ming Chen. ‘Towards Transcultural Understanding: A Harmony Theory of 

Chinese Communication’ (2008) 4(4) China Media Research 1. 
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d) I can say something else 

I can do something else 

As proposed by Gao,29 the virtue of being ham cuk enables people to 

negotiate meanings without destroying harmony in their relationships. 

Because overt conflicts, disagreements and extreme emotions (especially 

bad feelings) are at the risk of harming harmony (or wo haai gwaan hai 

和諧關係) in the process of communication, these things are often 

avoided or toned down in daily conversations.30 One way of achieving 

this is by facial expressions. Instead of relying on language, the Chinese 

opts for an approach that focuses on what is implied or not being said, 

in harmony with the Chinese belief about the inadequacy of linguistic 

communication to convey the speaker’s intent.31  

VI Concluding comments  

Ye pointed out that the tendency to conceal true feelings could lead to 

people of other cultural backgrounds forming the impression that there 

is deception and insincerity in Chinese communication.32 However, 

conclusions cannot be made hastily without understanding Chinese 

emotional life from an insider perspective. It is important to recognise 

the communicative style, ham cuk 含蓄 (lit: ‘implicit’ / ‘contained’ / 

‘control’), as governed by the underlying cultural value wo haai gwaan 

hai 和諧關係 (lit: ‘together relationship’ / ‘harmonious relationship’), in 

influencing Chinese facial expressions. Misunderstandings can be 

mitigated when more attention is paid to non-linguistic cues such as 

facial expressions and their underlying meaning when deciphering the 

speaker’s meaning behind words.  
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The Rise of  Shi’ism in Iran 

Elise Perry* 

The intellectual, cultural, and institutional characteristics of Shi’ism 

within Persia have undergone a transformation from ‘a persecuted 

minority to established dynasties and majorities.’1 Currently, Shi’ism is 

the reigning doctrine of the Islamic Republic of Iran embodied in the 

constitution, institutions, and politics. Yet prior to 1501 the religious 

orientation of Persia was the pre-Islamic teachings of Zarathustra and 

Mani, followed by the dominance of Sunni Islam with Shi’ism 

constituting only a numerical minority. This historical unfolding of 

Shi’ism has been a central focus for investigation in light of 

contemporary events in Iran, specifically the 1979 Iranian Revolution. 

The use of a religious framework for historical analysis is instrumental 

as identified by Dorraj: ‘’religion *is+< a fundamental factor in the 

dynamics and teleology of socio- political transformation.’2 This is 

particularly applicable to an Iranian context as Iranian culture and 

politics originates, evolves, and changes within a primarily religious 

framework.  

 

Roy argues that the identification of Shi’ism with Iran reflects a 

historical process that occurred in two phases; the establishment of 

Shi’ism as the state religion during the Safavid Dynasty and, secondly, 

the ongoing establishment of an independent hierarchical clergy 

beginning in the Qajar period.3 This essay will argue that there is a 

crucial third phrase in the historical genealogy of Shi’ism; the pre- 

Safavid period which laid the foundation for the establishment of the 

Shi’i order in Persia through the development of Shi’i theology and 

                                                 
* Elise Perry is in her third year of a Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Laws degree at the 

Australian National University.  She is a former resident of Bruce Hall. 
1 Hamid Dabashi, Seyeed Hossein Nasr and Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr (eds.), Expectation of 

the Millennium: Shi’ism in History (State University of New York Press, 1989) 132.  
2 Manochehr Dorraj, From Zarathustra to Khomeini: Populism and Dissent in Iran (Lynne 

Rienner Publishers, 1990) 5.  
3 Olivier Roy, The Failure of Political Islam (Carol Volk trans, Harvard University Press, 

1994). 
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jurisprudence and the, albeit transient, proto-Shi’ite political regimes. 

This position is posited by Seyyed Hossein Nasr.4 Thus, the parameters 

for this essay are limited to the late medieval Persian period and the 

early modern or ‘threshold’ period; focusing chronologically upon the 

Umayyad Dynasty (666-750), Abbasid (including the Buyid Era) (750-

1258), Safavid dynasty (1501- 1722), and Qajar dynasty (1796-1921). The 

rise of Shi’ism during these periods can be measured by a range of 

factors including the amount of political power, geographical span, 

numerical amount, and extent of cultural influence. The implementation 

of Shi’ism was primarily two-fold; an active suppression of Sunnism 

and popular Sufism, and the simultaneous propagation of Shi’ism 

accentuated by the rise of nationalist consciousness. This study is 

rendered more complex as it intertwined with politics, as Mortimer has 

noted ‘Islam is a political culture.’5 The emergence of Shi’ism in Iran 

invites a number of important historical questions, most specifically the 

paradoxical tension between the quietist inclinations and the activist 

goals and the relationship between the religious clergy and the State. 

This evolution of Shi’ism – from the formative or experimental period of 

Shi’ism pre-1501, to the establishment of a State religion during the 

Safavid dynasty, followed by the increasingly depoliticised independent 

hierarchy clergy beginning in the Qajar dynasty – has solidified the 

position of Shi’ism in Iranian cultural life and national life.  

 

Addressing this question necessitates the clarification of the distinctive 

character of Shi’ism. Shi’ism, the ‘heterodox’ branch of Islam evolved in 

conjunction with ‘orthodox’ Sunnism representing together the two 

main coeval variants of Islam. The origins for this intra-Muslim polemic 

lie in the aftermath of the death of the Prophet Mohammad, founder of 

Islam, in 632 CE. Following Mohammad’s death a majority of his 

followers recognised Abu Bakr as his successor (Caliph) followed by 

three successors; all four known as ‘the rightly guided Caliphs.’6 

Alternatively, Shi’ites maintained that Mohammad had designated his 

                                                 
4 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, ‘Religion in Safavid Persia’ (1973) 8 Iranian Studies 272, 86. 
5 Edward Mortimer, Faith and Power, the Politics of Islam (Vintage Books, 1982) 402.  
6 Michael Axworthy, Empire of the Mind: A History of Iran (Hurst Publishers, 2007) 125; 

Thomas Patrick Burke, The Major Religions: An Introduction with Texts (Blackwell 

Publishing, 2004) 279.  
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son- in- law Ali as his successor. Ali’s claim to the caliphate did not 

achieve political success in the first century of the new Islamic rule, 

historically launching and inflaming the sense of ‘suffered injustice that 

pervades Shi’ism.’7 As Nasr articulated ‘the history of Shi’ism is the 

progressive unfolding of that very moment when ‘Ali attended to 

Muhammad’s burial rather than bid for his right in the Saqifah Bani 

Sa’idad.’8 Therefore, the origins of Shi’ism are, in essence, a political 

dispute over succession and authority. Yet this conclusion can be 

misleading, as the dispute also produced important theological 

differences as articulated by Kramer: ‘what began as a dissident 

position on the matter of succession < blossomed in time into a full 

religious tradition.’9 The debate illustrated that in Sunni Islam the 

ultimate source of authority is considered to be the Muslim community, 

whilst Shi’ites based their claim upon the belief that right guidance 

could only be had through the Prophet and his descendants, thus the 

right to leadership was a matter of transmitting divine knowledge.10  

 

Shi’ism is by no means an easily definable, monolithic entity; the term 

‘Shi’ism’ as an identity category is applicable to a range of movements 

including Zaydi (or ‘Fivers’), Ismai’li (or ‘Seveners’) and Twelver 

Shi’ites. This is often overlooked by Western historiography favouring a 

static formulation of Shi’ism, which has the potential for the kind of 

Orientalism exposed by Edward Said.11 Gleave identifies that Shi’ite 

loyalty can be in three dimensions; political, religious and devotional.12 

These are rarely mutually exclusive, and it is this hybridism that makes 

Shi’ism a particularly varied historical phenomenon. Shi’ism is often 

treated as the ‘Iranian’ variant of Islam or the ‘Persianisation’ of Islam,13 

yet its history is far more complex. Contrary to earlier views ascribing 

the rise of Shi’ism to Persia, it has become increasingly evident that 

                                                 
7 Martin Kramer (ed), Shi’ism, Resistance and Revolution (Westview Press, 1987) 198.  
8 Hamid Dabashi, Seyeed Hossein Nasr and Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr (eds), above n 1, ix.  
9 Martin Kramer (ed), above n 7, 2.  
10 Ibid 48.  
11 Geoffrey Nash, Comte de Gobineau and Orientalism: Selected Eastern Writings (Routledge, 

2009) 9. 
12 Robert Gleave, ‘Shi‘i’ in Youssef M. A Choueiri (ed) Companion to the History of the Middle 

East (Blackwell Publishing, 2005) 87.  
13 Manochehr Dorraj, above n 2, xi.  



124 Cross-sections ׀ Volume VI 2010    

Shi’ism had its beginning amongst the Arabs.14 Importantly, it is 

amongst the Persians that Shi’ism flourished. Thus, Gobineau 

articulates Shi’ism as a ‘distinctively Persian encoding of Islam.’15  

 

A key theme in Shi’ism is martyrdom (Shahadat), as Dorraj identifies 

Shi’ism is the religion of ‘an embittered minority, subjugated and 

persecutory.’16 The themes of alienation and injustice provoked by the 

delay of Ali’s political success were compounded by the Battle of 

Karbala in 680 CE during the Umayyad reign. Shi’ite accounts detail the 

massacre of Hosein (or Husayn), grandson of Prophet Mohammad, and 

his followers and family. Yet there is a difficulty in validating this early 

event by critical historical analysis due to language barriers and a lack 

of original sources. Importantly, Lewis distinguishes between three 

types of history: recovered history, invented history, or remembered 

history. In this case it is an example of ‘remembered history’ in that it 

consists of statements about the past ‘rather than history in the strict 

sense,’17 in other words the collective memory of the community. 

Fischer identifies this founding legend/ historical event as the ‘Karbala 

paradigm’ indicating its role as a rhetorical device; it has been 

elaborated or abbreviated, and a set of parables and moral lessons is 

connected with this ‘drama of faith.’18 For Shi’ites this event has become 

the root metaphor upon which many of their religious beliefs and 

practices are based upon, such as  Passion Plays (Ta'azieh), wailing 

songs (Noh-e Khani), beating on the bare chest (Seeneh Zani), and beating 

oneself with chains on the back (Zanjir Zani).19 The theme of the 

martyrdom of Imam Husayn has been intermittently politicised, as 

Fischer articulates the Karbala paradigm has an ‘ever- present, latent, 

political potential to frame or to clothe contemporary discontents.’20 

 

                                                 
14 Manochehr Dorraj, above n 2, xi. 
15 Geoffrey Nash, above n 11, 8.  
16 Manochehr Dorraj, above n 2, 13. 
17 Bernard Lewis, History: Remembered, Recovered, Invented (Princeton University Press, 

1974) 11.  
18 Michael M.J. Fischer, Iran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution (Harvard University 

Press, 1980) 22.  
19 M. Amjad, ‘Shi’ism and Revolution in Iran’ (2010) 31 Journal of Church and State 37.  
20 Michael M.J. Fisher, above n 18, 13.  
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The second key theme of Shi’ism is the ‘Hidden Imam’ or ‘Mahdi.’ 

According to Shi’ia doctrine, the rightful rulers of the Muslim 

community are a series of twelve Imams, who are the source of infallible 

political and religious power. It is incorporated into the Twelver Shi’ite 

faith that the last of the twelve Imams disappeared in 10th century and it 

is prophesied that he will emerge from ‘occultation’ to ‘fill the earth 

with equity and justice as it was filled with oppression and tyranny.’21 

The Occultation period left a vacuum of power in which no temporal 

legitimate government could exist. This has resulted in two divergent 

views of Shi’ism; the quietist strain of waiting until the insurrection of 

the hidden Imam for a just society and, alternatively, the activist 

politically radical strain that persists in revolting against authority.22 It 

has gradually been developed that during this ‘Occultation’ period the 

Imam’s duties including the interpretation of the Qur’an and Hadith, 

collection of religious taxes and distribution of money are delegated to 

the ‘ulama or mojtaheds (the learned scholars of Islamic jurisprudence),’23 

leading to the creation of a clerical hierarchy. 

 

The late medieval period of the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties were 

the formative periods of Shi’ism. Qazi al-Shushtari argues that pre- 

Safavid Iran was predominately Twelver Shi’ite and that many 

celebrated scholars renowned as Sunnis, were in actual fact Twelvers 

operating under the cloak of taqiyya or dissimulation.24 This appears to 

have been an exaggeration of Shi’ite influence, as when Shah Isma’il I 

entered Tabriz it is purported that he was able to find only a single 

manuscript on Twelver jurisprudence.25  Thus, a more appropriate 

explanation of Shi’ism in the pre-Safavid period is, as Gleave articulates, 

a period of ‘Shi’ite experimentation,’26 meaning it was tremendously 

diverse or heterodox. During this period, Shi’ism was growing 

numerically and was beginning to crystallise into a definable set of 

                                                 
21 Al Tabataba’i, Muhammed H, Shiite Islam (Hossein Nasr trans, State University of New 

York Press, 1975) 211 [trans of: Shi’ah Dar Islam (first publication unknown)]. 
22 M. Amjad, above n 19, 37.  
23 Hossein Bashirieh, The State and Revolution in Iran: 1962-1982 (Croom Helm, 1984) 56. 
24 Colin Turner, Islam without Allah? The Rise of Religious Externalism in Safavid Iran (Curzon 

Press, 2000) 50 (Qadi Nurullah al- Shushtari).  
25 Ibid, 50. 
26 Robert Gleave, above n 12, 92.  
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sectarian groupings. However, its religious power and freedom still 

depended upon local conditions and the rulers of the time. The Shi’ite 

political regimes were for the most part transient phenomena and their 

Shi’ism was either nominal or heterodox.27   

 

The first evidence of this conclusion is the use of Shi’ism as a political 

tool in the overthrow of the Umayyad dynasty by the Abbasids in 749- 

50, calling for the rights of the family of the Prophet.28 The basis of the 

dynasty’s claim to legitimacy was staked upon the testament from Abu 

Hashim (grandson to ‘Ali) to Muhammad ‘Ali (grandson of Prophet’s 

uncle al-‘Abbas) whereby he transferred the leadership of his Shi’a to 

Muhammad ‘Ali.29 During this period the Abbasids made extensive use 

of popular Shi’i sentiments such as the ‘Karabla paradigm,’ black flags 

and legends and slogans. However, whilst initially sympathetic to 

Shi’ites, Abbasid rulers increasingly viewed Shi’ism as a threat to their 

legitimacy. For example, during the reign of al- Mutawakkil (847- 861) 

he ordered the demolition of the tomb of the third Imam in Karbala.30 

 

The weakness of the central Abbasid government and the appearance of 

the Buyid rulers in Iran and Iraq greatly aided the spread and 

strengthening of Shi’ism. Whilst maintaining the Abbasid caliphs as 

titular heads of state, the Buyids created a confederation of several 

principalities intermittently patronising the Shi’ites in Baghdad. Shi’ite 

scholars put Shi’ite hadith law and theology into written form and new 

communal rituals became established, most notably the public 

mourning for the death of Husayn, the public cursing of the first three 

caliphs and pilgrimages to the tombs of Ali’s family.31 Nasr argues that 

whilst this was not a Shi’i century in the sense that Shi’ism was 

dominant in political or social life, it stands out as a time of ‘creative 

                                                 
27 Colin Turner, above n 24, 48.  
28 Muhammad Qasim Zaman, Religion and politics under the early ʻAbbāsids: The emergence of 

the Proto- Sunni elite (E.J. Brill, 1997) 34.  
29 M. Sharon, Black Banners from the East: The establishment of the ‘Abbasid state- incubation of 

a revolt (Magnes Press, 1983) 121- 140; C.E. Bosworth and Bernard Lewis (eds) The Islamic 

World from Classical to Modern Times (Princeton, 1989) 95- 111. 
30 Hamid Dabashi, Seyeed Hossein Nasr and Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr (eds) above n 1, 151.  
31 Peter N. Stearns, The Encyclopedia of World History: Ancient, Medieval and Modern (James 

Clarke & Co Ltd, 2001) 117.  
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religious writing’32 due to the disproportionate number of the scholars 

and writers who were Shi’ites. However the fortunes of the Shi’ite 

population remained precarious as the Buyids never tried to set up 

Twelver Shi’ism as the state religion or install Shi’i law.33  

 

The imperial adoption and institutionalisation of Twelver Shi’ism as the 

State religion of Persia in 1501 by Shah Isma’il I (1501- 1524) was the key 

politico-religious metamorphosis. The world historian McNeill 

compares this development to the Protestant Reformation in Europe.34 

The Safavid dynasty rose to power in the ‘increasingly rootless and 

alienated tribal sector’35 between the Caspian and Black Sea following 

the power vacuum left after the Mongol invasions. It was Sufi in origin 

and Shi’ite in belief. Scholarly consensus is that the adoption of Twelver 

Shi’ism was a result of pragmatic politics responding to the need for 

doctrinal uniformity for the Safavid retention of power in this vacuum. 

The state religion of Shi’ism was able to clearly differentiate the Safavid 

state from the Sunni Ottoman Empire to the West and the Uzbeks to the 

East, giving it a territorial and political identity.36 As Savory argues ‘the 

imposition by the Safavids of Shi’ism as the official religion of the State 

had the effect of producing a greater awareness of national identity and 

thus creating a more stronger and centralised government.’37 Thus, 

Turner identifies that religious change was no more than a pretext for 

the political ambitions of Safavid rulers.38 This is evident, as when 

Isma’il declared Twelver to be the state religion, he and his advisers 

were ignorant of Twelver Shi’ite law. Isma’ils poetry, written under the 

pen- name Khata’I, reflects this orientation; ‘I am Very God, Very God, 

Very God! Come now, O blind man who has lost the path, behold the 

                                                 
32 Hamid Dabashi, Seyeed Hossein Nasr and Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr (eds), above n 1, 156.  
33 Nikki R. Keddie, Iran: Religion, Politics and Society. Collected Essays (Frank Cass, 1980) 88.  
34 Juan Cole, Sacred Space and Holy War: The Politics, Culture and History of Shi‘ite Islam. (I. B. 

Tauris, 2002) 3.  
35 Anthony Black, The History of Islamic Political Thought: From the Prophet to the Present 

(New York: Routledge, 1996) 221.  
36 Roger Savory, Iran Under the Safavids (Cambridge University Press, 1980) 30; Colin 

Turner, above n 24, 74. 
37 Roger Savory, above n 36, 30.  
38 Colin Turner, above n 24, 60 -61.  
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Truth! I am that agens Absolutus of whom they speak.’39 The subsequent 

history of the Safavid rule was one of continuous Shi’ite religious rule. 

The one ‘great anomaly’ was that of Shah Isma’il II (1576- 77), yet 

Gholsorkhi argues that Ima’il II favouring of Sunni Islam appears to be 

a political manoeuvre to frustrate the powerful Shi’ite scholars and their 

supporters, rather than a bona fide commitment to Sunni tenets.40 Shah 

Shah Abbas I (1588- 1629) was arguably the most politically adept and 

strategically astute of the Safavid rulers removing any form of religious 

heterogeneity through the elimination of the earlier support base of the 

Sufism and bringing two key religious functions under the control of 

the Imami legal scholars;41 the prayer leaders of small towns and 

villages and the ‘Elder of Islam’ (the highest regional religious 

authority) in the capital of the empire and the provinces.42  

 

With two thirds of the population of Tabriz (the capital) of Sunni 

orientation,43 the ‘conversion’ of Persia to Shi’ism during the Safavid 

dynasty had to be accomplished by a dual process of persuasion and 

coercion. Dorraj titles this the ‘carrot and stick policy< those who 

joined the Shi’ite sect were rewarded and those who resisted it were 

ruthlessly persecuted.’44 The rule of Shah Isma’il, dominated by 

theocracy and militarism, was particularly brutal. As Mackey articulates 

Shi’ism was imposed through ‘examples, zeal, massacre, pillage and 

torture.’45 Isma’il is purported to have stated ‘If the people utter one 

word of protest, I will draw the sword and leave not one of them 

alive.’46 This is because Isma’il ‘equated belief in the right religion with 

loyalty to the state,’47 as illustrated through the policy of nasufigari 

                                                 
39 Colin Turner, above n 24, 72.  
40 Shohreh Gholsorkhi, ‘Ismail II and Mirza Makhdum Sharifi: An Interlude in Safavid 

History’ (1994) 26: 3 International Journal of Middle East Studies 477, 485.  
41 Colin Turner, above n 24, 99.  
42 Heinz Halm, Shi‘a Islam: From Religion to Revolution. (Princeton University Press, 1997) 

91.  
43 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, ‘Religion in Safavid Iran’ (1974) 7 Iranian Studies 272, 273.  
44 Manochehr Dorraj, above n 2, 84.  
45 Sandra Mackey and W. Scott Harrop. The Iranians: Persia, Islam and the Soul of a Nation 

(Penguin 1996) 312. 
46 Roger Savory, above n 36, 29.  
47 Anthony Black, above n 35, 221.  



The Rise of Shi’ism in Iran ׀ Elise Perry  129  

(deviationism or conduct unbecoming of a Sufi) which was a capital 

offence.48 

 

This large-scale conversion was also achieved through the creation of 

politico-religious positions to incorporate Shi’ite clergy into the 

constitution and bureaucracy of the state. This, in essence, made them 

parties to its rule; ‘sub- political.’49 The highest of posts was the 

ministerial post of Sadr in charge of the propaganda of Shi’ism, the 

administration of religious endowments, appointment of religious 

authorities in the major towns and the appointment of the heads of the 

Sayyids.50   

 

Additionally, under Safavid patronage Shi’ite religious scholars were 

able to lay a solid intellectual and institutional foundation for the 

religion. Shi’a theologians were imported from Bahrain, Iraq and 

Lebanon to generate ideological support for their rule and to 

indoctrinate people to Shi’ism.51 As Keddie observed these theologians, 

who were ‘paid directly or indirectly by the government and had few 

ties with the local population were a firm pillar of political support.’52 

Major theological centres were built up in Esfahan, Najaf, Oom and 

Meshed.53 Shah Abbas commissioned a leading Jurist to compile a 

handbook on the shari’a and this became ‘the officially recognised guide 

for the religious courts of the realm.’54 Shi’i symbols and rituals were 

also important in the self-definition of the Safavid Shi’ite dynasty. Ritual 

cursing in the early days of the revolutionary fervour was widespread, 

with individuals put to death on the spot if they did not respond with 
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‘may *the cursing+ be more and not less!’55 The late Safavid period also 

saw the development of popular passion plays dealing with the 

martyrdom of Shi’ite imams and saints, in particular the Karbala 

paradigm.56 Shrines in the cities of pilgrimage were restored throughout 

Persia and Mesopotamia.57 For example Shah Abbas I rebuilt and 

developed the shrine of Imam Reza at Mashhad, which was damaged 

by the Uzbeks. 

 

The final key phrase of Shi’ite development in the late medieval and 

early modern period was the Qajar dynasty. The importance of this 

historical period is the change of the dynamic between religion and the 

monarchy in Iran, transforming the religious clergy from a mechanism 

of state control, to that of the states’ counterbalance often acting as the 

force of opposition. Nasr argues that it was in the Qajar period era that 

Shi’ism became ‘an important political force, serving as a check on the 

power of the shahs, the activities of foreigners, and the modernising 

tendencies of the elite.’58   

 

This change in the role of Shi’ism in the social and political life of Iran 

was triggered by the collapse of the Safavid dynasty and the invasion of 

Sunni Afghans in 1722 due to internal disruption. In the first half of the 

18th century, under the Sunni Afghans and later Nader Shah, the Shi’ite 

‘ulama lost most of the power gained under the Safavids. Shi’ite leaders 

were persecuted or forced to flee to sanctuaries of Najaf and Karbala in 

Iraq. Under Nada Shah’s rule, Shi’ism was demoted to the status of a 

fifth orthodox school alongside the four Sunni schools. In his attempt to 

deinstitutionalize Shi’ism, Nada Shah confiscated Shi’ite endowment 

properties weakening the power of the ‘ulama.59 Due to this instability in 

the relationship between Shi’ism and the State, the scholars and 

religious clergy developed an institutional structure which could 
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survive independently of government sponsorship.60 Therefore, when 

the Qajar tribe re-established stability in Iran in the late 18th century, 

Shi’ite scholars had an autonomous structure that no longer required 

the patronage of Shahs and sultans.61 Some of the Qajar rulers formally 

carried the title of ‘the shadow of God,’ yet they no longer claimed to be 

representatives of the Hidden Imam.62 

 

The scholars had developed a set of religious doctrines and a series of 

social structures which ensured that their role as community leaders 

was, to an extent, protected from any challenge by Qajar political 

power.63 Certain reports from the Imams were interpreted to imply that 

the Imams had delegated the ‘ulama as their representatives in certain 

areas of the Law. For example, religious taxes such as zakah or khums, 

which could be given directly to the Imam when he was present, were 

transferred to the ‘ulama.64 As Litvak articulates ‘doctrines such as these 

not only legitimised the leadership role of the ‘ulama within the 

community; they also provided a source of financial income which 

could be used to fund scholarly activities.’65 The ‘ulama had to be wooed 

by the Qajar Shahs to provide religious justification for the actions of the 

Qajar state, for example during the wars between Russia and Iran when 

the ‘ulama were requested to issue fatwas justifying the wars from a legal 

perspective, and declaring them to be jihads.66  Arjomand identifies that 

the advantages of independence were balanced by the disadvantage of a 

lack of access to mechanisms of social control held by the State.67 For 

example, during the Safavid period Twelver scholars had been able to 
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suppress religious challenges such as Sufism or Sunnism through the 

organs of the state. Thus the ‘ulama were more independent, yet at first 

less politically powerful. 

 

The autonomy of Shi’ite hierocracy gained in the Qajar period assured 

its survival despite pressure from the State in the 19th and 20th century. 

This was accentuated by the penetration of foreign capital and political 

domination of Iran by European powers which allowed the ‘ulama to 

establish themselves as ‘defenders of nationalism and independence in 

Iran.’68 Arjomand argues that following the separation of the Shi’ite 

clergy from the State, the next logical possibility was to assert the 

superiority of the clergy over the state by expanding the clerical 

authority into the political sphere. This was explored by Ayatollah 

Khomeini in the 1979 Islamic Revolution in which the Shi’ite clergy was 

able to take over the state.69 Thus, the roots of these contemporary 

revolutionary events are contained within the Shi’ite tradition 

established in the above analysed Abbasid, Safavid and Qajar dynasties.  

 

The key historical debate in the history of Iran is when and how the 

inhabitants ‘converted’ to Shi’ism and how shift and permanent this 

change was. A simplified historical account pinpoints the establishment 

of Shi’ism as the state religion in 1501 during the Safavid dynasty as the 

emergence of Shi’ism, as it was at this point that the Shi’a ceased to be a 

sectarian minority and received significant support, protection and 

funding. Whilst recognising, as Nasr does, that this was a ‘sudden 

establishment of Shi’ism,’ this was not without origins in the pre-

Safavid period. Shi’ism had been spreading politically, geographically 

and culturally since the 7th century with a growth in Shi’i theology and 

jurisprudence, the intertwining of Sufism and Shi’ism and the, albeit 

transient, Shi’ite political rules during the Abbasid periods. The 

framework of Shi’ism centres upon the founding events of the political 

debate over succession and authority following Mohammad’s death and 

the Battle of Karbala introducing the two key themes of martyrdom and 

the ‘Hidden Imam’ which were intermittently politicised and a rallying 
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point for political protest. As Fuller and Francke identify Shi’ism as an 

‘admixture of religious belief, political experience, social isolation, 

developed cultural heritage, and communal grievance’70 creating an 

intrinsic abstract identity. These abstract elements are sharpened and 

radicalised by different state policies and social conditions that prevail 

in different historical periods; thus Shi’ism has evolved into a politicised 

religion with intense emotional appeal of both historical and 

contemporary significance.  
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No Man an Island: Refuting Robert Nozick's 
Libertarian Political Philosophy 

Galvin Chia* 

In Anarchy, State, and Utopia, Robert Nozick expounds a property-based 

theory of rights. Fundamental to his philosophy is the claim 

(reminiscent of Kant) that an individual possesses ownership over 

himself, and because of this the individual is inviolable – a claim that is 

often heard in contemporary rights discourse. Stemming from this is his 

conception of rights and his entitlement theory, which outlines his 

concept of justice. This results in Nozick’s derivation of the minimal 

state – a state dedicated only to the protection of property rights and the 

enforcement of fair exchanges. In this form, Nozick’s political 

philosophy enshrines the claim of an individual to his rightful property, 

as well as the inalienability of the individual entity itself. Although such 

claims may seem appealing within the liberal western paradigm, this 

paper will show that such Nozick’s extreme libertarian approach is 

unsustainable under critical examination. The minimal state that he 

builds upon these values is an altogether unconvincing construction, 

wrought with both internal inconsistencies and external fallacies. 

I Individualism, Justice and the Minimal State 

Self-ownership is the cornerstone of Nozick’s work – it is from this 

source that the rights of the individual, and subsequently the minimal 

state, originate. As individuals own themselves, they cannot be treated 

as means and must be seen as ends, in Kantian fashion.1 Self-ownership 

thus accords them this right, which is a fundamental one.2 Like Locke, 

he defines rights to be natural rights: inalienable and inviolable.3 This is 

Nozick’s categorical imperative – what he calls side constraints – and 
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represents the ‘inviolability of other persons’.4 As this conception of 

rights operates on a universal level, it grants moral equality to all 

individuals. 

Following this is his entitlement theory, which defines how individuals 

may justly come to possess things. The theory, from which stems his 

conception of justice, is a narrow one that is grounded in the non-

violation of property rights. There are three aspects to this. First is the 

concept of justice in acquisition, which states that a possession is justly 

held if it was acquired in a just fashion – that is, acquired without the 

violation of another’s self-ownership or right to property. Second is 

justice in transaction, in that whatever is justly held can be freely 

transferred. The notion of ‘free’ in this case would seem to mean 

freedom from force, theft, fraud, and so on.5 Third is the method of 

rectification of past injustices, in which if the current distribution of 

property holdings are the result of unjust acquisitions, then a 

distribution which would have arisen had the transaction been just 

must be realised.6 This necessitates a historical approach; unjust 

acquisition in the past must be rectified  

The entitlement theory says nothing about the process of initial 

appropriation, however. To this, Nozick appeals to a ‘Lockean provisio’, 

such that an individual can legitimately claim possession of the natural 

world. Kymlicka summarizes the sentiment succinctly: 

1) People own themselves. 

2) The world is initially unowned. 

3) You can acquire absolute rights over a disproportionate share of 

the world, if you do not worsen the condition of others. 

4) It is relatively easy to acquire absolute rights over a 

disproportionate share of the world. 
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5) Therefore once people have appropriated private property, a 

free market in capital and labour is morally required.7 

The minimal state, in Nozick’s opinion, follows naturally from these 

claims. It is one, which, through a monopoly of force, enforces 

Nozickian rights and maintains the inviolability of the individual, but 

nothing more. Whilst conventional conceptions of the state usually 

imply functions such as the provision of public goods, arbitration and 

taxation, Nozick sees these as incompatible with our fundamental 

rights. The funding of such state functions more often than not requires 

taxation, which Nozick sees as a state violation of a citizen’s right to 

property. Public services, such as the provision of defence and 

healthcare, are seen as unjust redistributive efforts, again on the 

grounds of violating property rights.8 As such the minimal state is ‘the 

most extensive state that can be justified’.9 The processes through which 

the minimal state emerges – from an optimistic Nozickean state of 

nature to the development of ‘protection agencies’ – will not be 

discussed here, for the sake of brevity. 

II Internal Critique 

Nozick’s approach to justifying the minimal state can therefore be 

summarised as:  

1) Self-ownership is fundamental, and from this stems conceptions 

of rights and justice. 

2) On the basis of these principles, the minimal state is constructed 

and is the most extensive state that can exist. 

Since the validity of 2) relies on the strength of the premise 1), the 

critique will target the premise to not only show that Nozick’s 

conception of the minimal state is invalid, but that its foundations are 

flawed. This first part will consider arguments against Nozick, ad 

hominem.  
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There are serious questions that can be raised concerning justice in 

initial acquisition. In a historical context, there have been many 

instances in which the appropriation of property has been carried out 

through force, coercion or in an otherwise unjust (by Nozick’s 

standards) fashion. The violent appropriation of land in North America 

and Australia by early European settlers, for instance, is a clear case in 

which initial acquisition was unjust, and has remained unrectified to 

this day. 

However Nozick’s model does call for the rectification of these past 

transgressions of indigenous property rights. Though this is currently 

achieved in some cases through fiscal compensation or affirmative 

action schemes, under Nozick’s system of rights this would be 

illegitimate – not simply because they would be services provided for 

by an illegitimate, more-than-minimal state, but also because they 

would require funding through taxation, which is in itself a violation of 

the property rights of the taxed.10 The only available option would be 

nothing short of returning all the land unjustly claimed from indigenous 

peoples – this would include much of North America, and almost all of 

Australia. What, then, of the Australian property owner who has justly 

bought what was initially unjustly appropriated land? Would not his 

right to property be violated as well? These two tensions remain 

unresolved by Nozick – it is unclear how historical injustices such as 

these could be resolved.  

Cohen notes that as long as historical injustice is unresolved, Nozick’s 

entire position on rights and the minimal state is rendered nigh invalid. 

As noted, historical injustice violates property rights. If property rights 

are allowed to remain compromised, then there is no moral objection to 

further infringing property rights – for instance, through taxation.11 The 

minimal state would cease to be the ‘most extensive state that can be 

justified’ – a Rawlsian welfare state or Hobbsian leviathan would be 

made morally justifiable.  
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Next is an issue of Nozick’s justice in transfer. Nozick claims that just 

situations result from just actions, but this is not always the case. 

Consider the case where an individual willingly sells himself into 

slavery. No justice in transfer principles are violated, but in effect the 

free individual – an ends – is subsumed as a means, and self-ownership 

is violated.12 Nozick’s firm stance against slavery and belief in the 

necessity of self-ownership is clearly expressed in his ‘Tale of the Slave’ 

– in which a slave with a plethora of rights and benefits, but not 

freedom, is still in a morally unacceptable position.13 This is indicative 

that Nozick’s model does not necessarily remain just in all cases. How 

would the minimal state react in this case? There appears to be no case 

on which it could act – the new slave has not violated any principles, 

and to take the slave away from his owner would be to violate the 

owner’s rights to owning the slave. That there is no solution to this 

significant contradiction goes to show, again, that the principles on 

which Nozick bases his minimal state on are not entirely sound.  

Thirdly, there are issues with Nozick’s use of the Lockean provisio. 

Recall that it is just to acquire a disproportionate share of the world for 

yourself – to prevent the ‘tragedy of the commons’ – provided nobody 

is made worse off. On a more general level, this conflicts with the 

themes of moral equality expressed in Nozick’s categorical imperative. 

Goldman notes that ‘recognition of the moral equality of others 

generates a presumption of equality of conditions’, which obviously 

does not hold if one is justly allowed to own disproportionate shares of 

the world.14 

The provisio is not impervious to what could essentially be seen as 

coercion, either. Take Jake, who, after having the commons on which he 

subsisted on appropriated by an entrepreneurial individual, faces the 

option of either working for a minimal wage, option A, or starving, 

option B. Assuming the transactions that led to this situation were 

entirely legitimate, then, according to Nozick, ‘if [Jake] is forced to do A 

or B, and A is the only thing it would be reasonable for him to do, and 
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[Jake] does A, then [Jake] is forced to do A’.15 Because we may construe 

the case as a transaction of labour, the transaction has been indirectly 

rendered unjust by the fact that action was forced. 

Although Jake may have technically given consent to do A, it cannot be 

said that he exercised his freedom to decide. Nozick believes otherwise: 

that the choice of a feasible over an unfeasible action does not render the 

choice illusory.16 Semantics aside, it is clear from a commonsensical 

approach that Jake’s choices were indeed limited. Within the realm of 

Jake’s abilities or sensibilities, B is a distinctly infeasible option; thus the 

choice is not really a choice at all, and Jake was indeed forced to do A. It 

is as if one were presented with the option of either walking across the 

street or burrowing under it to get to the other side; the latter is not 

really a choice at all, within our ability or sensibility, and we are 

necessarily limited to choosing the former.  

This then suggests that acting on the provisio can violate Nozick’s 

theory of rights. Having this problematic provisio so closely intertwined 

with his theory of rights paints – in contrast to the sentiments of the 

morally egalitarian imperative – a distinctly inegalitarian picture of the 

minimal state. It unclear how the minimal state would react to this clash 

between individual liberty and the acquisition of property rights.17 

Finally, it should be noted that whilst Nozick intended the provisio to 

be a method with which to escape the tragedy of the commons, he has 

failed to show exactly why it is the best system to adopt. As Kymlicka 

states, ‘given the tragedy of the commons, any system of property-

ownership would pass this test, including state ownership 

*or+<kibbutz-like communal ownership’.18 Combined with the criticism 

hitherto presented, Nozick’s claim to the minimal state looks shaky 

indeed.   
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III External Critique 

From an external perspective, it is unclear how Nozick derives his 

fundamental conception rights. Unlike Locke, who arguably adopts a 

religious, God-given origin to his conception of fundamental rights, 

Nozick presents no such fundamental derivation.19 His specific selection 

of property rights as the basis of his categorical imperative relies heavily 

on the presupposition of the Lockean state of nature. This is an 

optimistic assumption, in which individuals are in ‘a state of perfect 

freedom’, and bound by natural rights.20 Nozick’s adoption of Locke’s 

position is an axiomatic one, and is simply treated as a given at the start 

of his work. The sensibilities of taking this state of nature to be 

descriptive of the true state of nature is problematic – there is no 

evidence to suggest why this is necessarily the case, or why, say, 

Hobbes pessimistic views on the state of nature may instead be the 

case.21 

It is also an issue of how Nozick has managed to single out his branch of 

property rights from moral discourse as a whole. Nozick admits that an 

individual is allowed to maintain his own moral considerations: for 

instance, a Singeresque responsibility to others and desire to donate 

charitably (though he scorns that such action is irrational).22 Provided 

that these actions do not violate his side constraints, they are legitimate. 

Thus these sets of moral considerations can coexist, and both are equally 

valid – Nozick only defends his account on grounds of rationality. It 

seems reasonable enough to extend this condition to a whole host of 

other moral considerations, such as welfare or equality of opportunity. 

The issue then lies in how Nozick has managed to isolate his categorical 

imperative as the most important of moral considerations – simple 

assertion is inadequate. Indeed, as Singer notes, Nozick’s theory of 

rights does not ‘pronounce on whether the rich ought to give to the 

                                                 
19 Grimes, Alan P., and Robert H. Horwitz. Modern Political Ideologies. 1959 ed. New York: 

Oxford University Press, 69; Goldman, above n 3, 833. 
20 Nozick, above n 1, 10. 
21 Murray N. Rothbard, ‚Robert Nozick and the Immaculate Conception of the State.‛ 

(1977) 1(1) Journal of Libertarian Studies, 45. 
22 Nozick, above n 1, 268. 
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poor’.23 Could not a more-than-minimal state, with welfare functions, 

thus be borne from the philanthropy of individuals like Singer? This 

fundamentally undermines the minimal state; a more extensive state 

could in this way be justified based on the moral consideration of 

others.  

Goldman notes that Nozick’s principles place ‘absolute priority of the 

freedom of the individuals over their welfare’, and from a 

commonsensical approach this is problematic.24 Nozick’s lexical priority 

of freedom before welfare suggests, ironically, that we are bound to his 

concepts of freedom. From the Tale of the Slave, this implies that it is 

morally justified if we are free and impoverished, but morally wrong to 

be in slavery and tremendously well off.  A system of morals which fails 

to take into account the welfare of its moral agents is clearly flawed – 

how are we to exercise the freedoms that we are entitled to if we are 

physically in no condition to do? By virtue of the definition of freedom 

presented previously, if our condition - in limiting our abilities and 

sensibilities – reduces the options available to us from, say, 2 to 1, then 

individual freedom itself has been reduced. What good are your 

property rights, or for that matter, anybody else’s, if you are too hungry 

to move? The minimal state, being the unintrusive entity that it is, has 

no answer to this.  

It has been made clear in this paper that Nozick’s position on rights and 

the minimal state is an inadequate one. Internally, Nozick’s concepts of 

justice in initial acquisition, justice in transfer and the reliance on the 

Lockean provisio have been shown to be inconsistent, and in cases 

contradictory to the themes of individualism and moral equality that he 

sets out in his work. Externally, Nozick’s presupposition of the Lockean 

state of nature, the assumption of the paramount importance of 

property rights and the lexical priority of freedom over welfare have 

shown to be problematic, and by and large remain unaddressed. Along 

the way, the minimal state, which was based solely on these shaky 

premises, was shown to be an unconvincing and problematic 

conclusion. 

                                                 
23 Peter Singer, Practical Ethics. (Cambridge University Press, 1979) 173. 
24 Goldman, above n 3, 825. 
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Analysis of Phosphate Acquisition Pathways in 
Mutant Strains of Escherichia coli 

Mugdha Bokil* 

I Introduction 

Escherichia coli, commonly known as E. coli, is a bacterium which usually 

resides in the colon of humans and some other mammals (Henderson’s 

Dictionary of Biology, 2008). This bacterium is widely known for both 

its damaging effects on human health by causing diseases, such as 

gastrointestinal tract illnesses, and for its use as a model microbe in 

biological studies and research (Campbell et al., 2009).  

 

E. coli is a gram negative bacterium which differs from gram positive 

bacterium in that it has an extra membrane composed of phospholipids 

and lipopolysaccharides (Fig.1). This outer membrane includes proteins 

called porins, which form channels through which small hydrophilic 

nutrients such as sugars can pass (Fox, 2009). The space between the 

outer and inner membranes is called the periplasm, and is composed of 

a peptidoglycan layer made up of modified sugar polymers and 

polypeptides, and the periplasmic space containing enzymes and 

proteins that facilitate the passage of nutrients into the cell (Campbell et 

al., 2009). Under the cell wall there is an inner membrane composed of a 

lipid bilayer and numerous transport proteins that allow for interaction 

and exchange of nutrients, ions and waste across the membrane (Wiley 

et al., 2010). Figure 1 shows a representation of the components of the 

surface structure of gram negative bacteria. 

                                                 
* Mugdha Bokil is in her second year of a Bachelor of Medical Science degree at the 

Australian National University.  She is a current resident of Bruce Hall. 
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Figure 2: Surface Structure of Gram Negative Bacteria (Fox, 2009). 

 

Phosphate is an essential nutrient for most life forms (Liao et al., 1996). 

Cellular acquisition of phosphate is dependent on enzymes specific to 

the cell that mediate transport pathways across the inner membrane as 

it is the major barrier through which nutrients need to travel (Huang et 

al., 2003). The phosphate transport pathways of E. coli are able to obtain 

phosphate from a wide variety of phosphate containing molecules 

including inorganic phosphate, Pi (Peterkofsky et al., 2001) and glycerol-

3-phosphate ( G3P) (Huang et al., 2003) by the use of specific transport 

proteins integral to the inner membrane (Liao et al., 1996). 

 

Pi is able to travel through the porins of the outer membrane into the 

periplasmic space, but must then undergo active transport, which uses 

energy obtained from the hydrolysis of ATP to transport molecules 

across a membrane, against a diffusion gradient, with proteins such as 

the Pi transporter to pass through the inner membrane (Peterkofsky et 

al., 2001).  Transport proteins, such as the Pi transporter are in charge of 

this process (Wiley et al., 2010). 

  

E. coli also has transport pathways in place for other phosphate 

containing molecules such as G3P (Huang et al., 2003). The transporter 

for this organic molecule is the G3P transporter which is also an inner 

membrane protein similar in function to the Pi transporter (Huang et al., 

2003). Phosphate-containing organic molecules can also be broken down 

in the periplasm to release Pi for uptake by the cell. This is also done by 

enzymes, for example Alkaline phosphatase, an enzyme present in E. 

coli which is involved in the breakdown of a wide range of phosphate 
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substrates to release Pi in the periplasm (Worthington Enzyme Manual, 

1993).  

 

Mutations of E. coli are evident in the phenotype of the cells and their 

biological function. They can arise due to natural reasons such as errors 

in the replication of DNA and environmental pressures or can be 

generated artificially to construct specific genotypes (Toland, 2001). 

With relation to phosphate acquisition as analysed in the following 

report, mutations were concerned with the presence or absence of either 

the Pi transporter or alkaline phosphatase. There was also a wild type 

strain of E. coli used as this would show both Pi uptake and alkaline 

phosphatase activity. Mutant strains of E.coli that lack Pi transporter 

(citation of the study that developed them) or alkaline phosphatase 

(citation of developer) have been developed.  

 

To analyse the phosphate acquisition pathways in E. coli an experiment 

was conducted based on the evidence of enzyme activity. The Pi 

transporter, if present, would allow growth of bacterial colonies on 

media where Pi was the sole source of phosphate. An alkaline 

phosphatase assay would show the presence of the enzyme through a 

colour change as the substrate used, PNPP, is cleaved to release 

phosphate and a yellow coloured product.  By utilising the information 

of the transfer pathways and their phenotypes, the genotypes of the 

different strains can be identified and analysed with their role in 

phosphate acquisition in E. coli.  

II Aim 

The aim of this experiment was to identify mutant strains of E. coli by 

analysing the phosphate transfer pathways in the cells through a 

growth experiment and an alkaline phosphatase assay to show enzyme 

activity in phosphate acquisition by the different strains.  

III Materials and Methods 

The materials and detailed method can be found under practical section 

of the lab manual under, ‘Analysis of Phosphate Acquisition Mutants of 
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E. coli’ (BAMBI, 2009 Pg. 52-53). The procedure is split into two parts 

over a two week period as seen below: 

Week 1: Preparing Phosphate Plates 

The following four strains of E. coli were provided on G3P plates: 

o Wild Type 

o Mutant lacking alkaline phosphatase 

o Mutant lacking Pi transporter 

o Mutant lacking both alkaline phosphatase and Pi 

transporter 

Plates were individually number coded in order to make the 

experimenters ignorant on the strains grown on each plate.  

Four plates were divided in half by a marker, two of which contained P i 

and two containing G3P as exclusive phosphate sources. Cells from 

each strain were then transferred to a corresponding half on each type 

of growth plate. Plates were then incubated overnight at 37°C and 

stored for the next week. 

Week 2: Analysis of Growth and Alkaline Phosphatase Assay 

The plates from the previous week were recorded for growth. The cells 

from the G3P plates were then used for the alkaline phosphatase assay. 

Cells were mixed with buffer to maintain an alkaline pH before adding 

equal amounts of PNPP reagent to each sample. The colour of each cell 

suspension was then recorded for activity after incubation at room 

temperature for 10 minutes.  

IV Results 

Following the above procedures, two sets of data were collected based 

on growth of the strains in growth media containing Pi or G3P and the 

activity of the strains in an alkaline phosphatase assay. Growth was 

observed on all the strains grown in the G3P-containing medium, 

whereas only strands 3 and 4 grew on the Pi-containing medium (Table 

1). Table 1 shows the growth of each strain on the plates containing 

either Pi or G3P as the source of phosphate. 
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Table 1 – Growth of E. coli Strains on Varying Growth Mediums 

Strains were considered either positive (+) for growth, or showing no 

growth   (-). 

 

Strain Number Growth on Plate 

Pi G3P 

1 - + 

2 - + 

3 + + 

4 + + 

 

The above table summarises the growth of each strain being either 

positive (+) for growth and (-) for no growth. With Pi as the source of 

phosphate in the growth medium, strains 3 and 4 showed positive 

growth of the bacteria yet strains 1 and 2 showed no growth. On the 

other hand all strains showed positive growth when in presence of G3P 

as they were plated as controls for the experiment. 

 

The second part of the experiment was the alkaline phosphatase assay, 

the results of which can be seen in Table 2 below. 

 

Table 2 – Colour of E. coli Cell Suspension in Alkaline Phosphatase 

Assay 

 

Strain Number Colour of Suspension 

1 Yellow 

2 Cloudy 

3 Yellow 

4 Cloudy 

 

The activity of alkaline phosphatase is indicated by the presence of a 

yellow coloured product based on the cleavage of PNPP. Therefore 

strains 1 and 3 showed alkaline phosphatase activity as opposed to 

strains 2 and 4 which showed no activity as they remained cloudy white 

(Table 2).  

 



152 Cross-sections ׀ Volume VI 2010    

V Discussion 

The experiments performed were set up to deliver positive and negative 

responses to growth in a medium containing Pi as the sole source of 

phosphate and alkaline phosphatase activity due to growth in a 

medium with G3P as an added source of phosphate. In general, the 

growth experiment on the G3P plates were a control to which the 

growth on Pi plates could be compared as G3P works along a different 

phosphate acquisition pathway to Pi. Also, as these plates all showed 

positive growth irrespective of the Pi transporter, the cells were used for 

the alkaline phosphatase assay.  

 

With reference to the phenotypes of the E. coli strains, those with the Pi 

transporter present would show positive growth in the inorganic 

phosphate medium and no growth in absence of the transporter. In 

addition, strains carrying alkaline phosphatase would show activity in 

the enzyme assay by whereas those without the enzyme would show no 

activity. By analysing the positive and negative results the genotype of 

each strain can be determined. 

 

Strain Number 1 showed no growth on the Pi medium but showed a 

yellow coloured product in the enzyme assay. The absence of growth 

shows the strain was unable to uptake inorganic phosphate from the 

growth medium, which suggests a lack of the Pi transporter. On the 

other hand the yellow coloured product in the enzyme assay shows 

activity in the cell suspension, which shows alkaline phosphatase was 

functional in this strain. Hence, strain number 1 was a mutant strain of 

E. coli lacking the Pi transporter, but not the alkaline phosphatase. 

 

Strain Number 2 showed no growth on the Pi medium showing the 

inability of the strain to uptake inorganic phosphate due to the lack of Pi 

transporter. Similarly the enzyme assay also showed a negative result 

with no change to the cloudy cell suspension indicating a lack of 

alkaline phosphatase activity. These negative results show the E. coli 

strain to be a double mutant lacking both the Pi transporter and alkaline 

phosphatase.  
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Strain Number 3 showed positive growth on the plate of inorganic 

phosphate with the formation of E. coli colonies on the growth medium. 

This is due to the presence of the Pi transporter and its activity in 

allowing the substrate to pass through the inner membrane and 

facilitate cell growth. In addition, this strain also showed the presence of 

a yellow product in the enzyme assay indicating alkaline phosphatase 

activity. These positive results show this E. coli strain to be a wild type 

as phosphate uptake is facilitated with both the Pi transporter and 

alkaline phosphatase activity. 

 

Lastly, strain number 4 also showed positive results in the inorganic 

phosphate growth medium highlighting the presence of the Pi 

transporter. Conversely, the enzyme assay of this strain showed 

negative results with the remnants of a cloudy cell suspension showing 

a lack of alkaline phosphatase activity. These results show the mutant E. 

coli strain to be lacking alkaline phosphatase.  

 

With regards to the experimental procedure used, modifications could 

be made to ensure accuracy in the transfer of cells between growth 

media. This adds robustness to the method although the tests used were 

able to correctly identify mutant strains. Modifications regarding the 

transfer of cells would be more of an issue if the experiment were to be 

expanded. Furthermore, the genotypes of these E. coli strains were 

determined based solely on the ability of cells to use inorganic 

phosphate and G3P as sources of this nutrient. Therefore the mutations 

noted and identified are based on the presence or absence of these 

constituents as the experiment did not identify the specific genes 

involved in the system or their transcribed proteins. Further 

experiments and research could be conducted to find these genes and 

the activation and repression of these genes along with feedback signals 

in relation to the phosphate acquisition systems present in E. coli. 

VI Conclusion 

By placing cells of E. coli strains on growth mediums containing Pi and 

G3P the growth of different mutant strains was analysed based on the 

activity of the Pi transporter. Furthermore the enzyme assay showed the 

activity of alkaline phosphatase. Based on these results the phenotype of 
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the strains was determined and used to identify the genotypes of the 

mutations in the E. coli.  
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