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Introduction 

Peter Y. Paik (Yonsei University)

Several of the articles published in this issue of Situations: Cultureal 
Studies in the Asian Context had their origins in a conference on the 
topics of race and racism that was held in October 2019 at Nanyang 
Technological University in Singapore. The presentations at the event 
explored ways in which issues related to ethnic and racial difference 
have become more prominent in recent years across Asia. The age of 
globalization has yoked far-flung regions of the world together in a 
single market economy that promotes interdependence while devaluing 
self-sufficiency. Yet this period of mass migration and cultural mixing 
has also been one where the concept of racial and ethnic identity has 
taken on far greater importance than in the past when air travel was far 
less frequent and cultures were more distinct and homogeneous. 

The politics of identity that has become prevalent in much of the 
West emphasizes the consciousness of racial differences and promotes 
revisionist views of history that concentrate on the exploitation of 
nonwhite peoples under imperialism and the oppression of minority 
groups within the nation. Within Asia, questions of race and ethnicity 
reveal different points of emphasis. In “A Tick on the Dragon’s Back: How 
Siam Bonded Itself to China’s Political and Economic Supply Chains,” 
Kasian Tejapira considers the shift of the ruling elite in Thailand from the 
longstanding alliance with the US toward the latter’s geopolitical rival, 
China. Even though Thailand has long been known for having pursued 
policies distinguished by their flexibility and responsiveness to changes 
in the power dynamics in the region, the political realignments since 
the end of the Vietnam War have been nothing short of breathtaking. 
While the turn toward China by the Thai elite does not have an explicitly 
racial element, nevertheless it is hard not to take into account the ways in 
which such a move reflects a greater faith in the particularism of China, 
with its pragmatic pursuit of its economic and geopolitical interests, over 
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the universality of the United States, which has led it to support harsh 
measures against nations suffering economic crisis while also lecturing 
them for not living up to the liberal values it holds to be sacrosanct. 

In “Kashmir, Article 370, and the Afterlife of Colonial Martial 
Race Theory,” Purnima Bose examines the sexual dimensions of the 
nationalism that has intensified in India with the rise of the Bharatiya 
Janata Party. The abolition of the articles in the Indian Constitution 
that accorded limited autonomy to the disputed territories of Jammu 
and Kashmir has unleashed brutal sentiments, including those that 
make light of rape in wartime. Such developments, she argues, need 
to be understood in light of the racial theories developed by British 
administrators during the colonial period. Chua Beng Huat observes in 
“Sacrificing Vernacular Cosmopolitanism for the Postcolonial Nation,” 
one of the major sources of conflict in multi-ethnic Asian nations such 
as Malaysia stems from the willingness of the indigenous population to 
use political means to constrain not only the political influence but also 
the economic opportunities of non-indigenous minorities that are more 
successful and better educated than the majority. Chua compares the 
political system of Malaysia with that of Singapore, which by contrast 
is perhaps the only “settler nation” that is at the same time the fruit of 
decolonization. While Singapore favors citizenship over ethnic identity 
as the standard of membership, the “vernacular cosmopolitanism” that 
has been conducive to the coexistence of different ethnic and religious 
groups finds itself under threat by an increasing hostility toward 
members of out-groups. The final article associated with the conference 
is Lawrence Grossberg’s analysis of the current political situation in 
the United States, “Thinking against the Temptations of Simplicity.” He 
stresses how elusive it has been for the left to take a clear-sighted view 
of the populism that led to the election of Donald Trump as president 
in 2016. He attributes this inability to achieve understanding to the 
persistence of certain narratives among the left, which have served to 
blind many to the singularity of Trump’s unlikely victory at the polls. 
While an alternative to the dogmas and certainties that hamper analysis 
appears remote, Grossberg nevertheless expresses faith in the power of 
thought to devise new models for grasping an unprecedented epoch in 
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American as well as global history.
The editors of Situations wish to express their deep gratitude to the 

co-organizers of the conference at Nanyang Technological University: Dr. 
K. K. Luke, Chair of the School of Humanities, Dr. Daniel Keith Jernigan, 
Associate Chair of the School of Humanities, and Dr. Hyejeong Ahn, 
Lecturer in the Language and Communication Centre. The editors would 
also like to thank Joan Kelly of the School of Art, Design, and Media 
for exhibiting her paintings and photographs at the conference and for 
giving Situations permission to use her work for the cover.


