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Topic 1: Asian History and Cultural 
Development 
The Origins of Southeast Asian Poverty - Anthony Read in Charting the Shape 
of Early Modern SouthEast Asia (1999) 

● A substantial portion of their people live in wretched health, makeshift 
housing, with neither land nor the opportunity to labour in order to provide 
themselves with adequate food. 

● The cause for the enormous gulf in living standards between Europe and 
southern Asia in the 20th century are assumed to lie in Europe. 

○ The origins of capitalism and of the industrial revolution were key 
events and cause for Southeast Asian poverty. 

 
Overall Health and Physique 

● In the few cases where travellers mentioned the stature of Southeast Asians, 
they typically recorded them as being of ‘average’ height but of unusually 
well-proportioned and athletic build.  

● After 8 years in 18th century Sumatra, English orientalist, William Marsden 
asserted that he “could scarcely recollect to have seen one deformed 
person among the natives”  

● Where the age-span of Indonesians and Filipinos is mentioned, it is almost 
always in envy of their apparently better prospects than Europeans.  

○ “The Javanese in general grow very old, the men as well as the 
women”, reported van Goens. 

○ A reliable Spaniard noted that the Visayans “reach an advanced age 
in perfect health”. Maluku (Indonesian region) had a reputation for 
particular longevity in the 16th century. 

Medicine 
The medical practices of the time would help to account for their relative good health. 
Europeans were astonished at the array of herbal remedies, as well as massage, in 
treating disease, while the Asians were spared the contemporary European reliance 
on bleeding and a great deal of clumsy surgery. 

● Denotes the comparison between traditional and orthodox medicines in 
treating diseases. 

 
Housing (Food and Shelter) 

● The furniture of the poorer houses was noted as very simple, with the 
principal capital of the lower classes seemingly invested in gold ornaments 
and weapons. 

● Example: If the staple rice crop did fail there were numerous alternatives to 
fall back upon including sago, banana, coconut, fish and a variety of roots 
and fruits, all of which were accessible.  



○ A result of the dislocation caused by war do we see large numbers of 
people dying of hunger → the Industrial Revolution played a pivotal 
role in starvation. 

● The same luxurious and overspending consumption was found in the courts 
and trading centres of other parts of Asia and the Mediterranean world. 

● The richest merchants of Melaka (city in Malaysia) were reputed to have 
abundant gold; Sultan Iskandar Muda of Aceh (12th Sultan) kept 300 
goldsmiths in his household; 

○ This wealth was derived directly or indirectly from trade. 
● As Pyrard (French navigator) noticed at the beginning of the 17th century, the 

whole region was interdependent, so that “these people are constrained to 
keep up continual intercourse with one another, the one supplying what the 
other wants” 

○ Most cities and states relied on one another which helped stabilise the 
economy in Malaysia. 

 
Trade and Imports 

● Portuguese apothecary, Tome Pires, deduced that the value of annual 
imports from India alone totalled approximately 600,000 cruzados (Brazil 
currency). 

○ This figure must at least be doubled to reach the total annual 
imports of the city, or quadrupled to 2.4 million cruzados to give the 
total volume of trade (imports + exports). 

● It is evident that the trade of Melaka would have been one of the biggest in 
the world before the rise of inflation. 

● The wealth of these trading cities was not solely dependent on fixed or liquid 
capital.  

○ They had rulers or a select group of people that were strong enough 
to withstand the ruler’s demands.  

○ Strong rulers applied great pressure on resident traders → this 
pressure was in the form of confiscating their estate at death and 
even execution. 

● Tome Pires highlighted that the longer duration of Malay trading voyages than 
Portuguese ones asserting: 

○ “as they have little capital and the sailors are slaves they make 
their journey's long and profitable” 

 
Technology 

● The most critical asset in Southeast Asian city was the commercial emporium 
- the commercially-oriented urban life. 

○ These cities were in touch with the most dynamic growth points of the 
renaissance world, and were open to new ideas from within and 
without. 

● Technology was growing rapidly with new techniques and technologies 
evolving to meet the cities’ needs. 

● Military technology was the fastest to be borrowed because failure to do so 
had the most immediate disastrous consequences.  



○ From the Chinese and Gujeratis, many Southeast Asian centres had 
already learned the art of casting bronze cannon for military use 
before the Europeans arrived. 

 
 
Commercial Activity 

● The Spanish in 1578 launched an attack on Brunei which made it impossible 
for this state to continue its role as the centre of commercial activity in Borneo 
and the Philippines.  

● Southeast Asian city-states were forced to adopt a more defensive posture to 
meet this new military threat. 

● the military and commercial power of the Iberians was not particularly strong, 
and the Southeast Asian trading system quickly revived and expanded into a 
new form. 

○ Cash-cropping for export, and the lucrative trading system 
continued to be attractive occupations and the basis of most wealth, 
even in Maluku where the Portuguese impact was strongest. 

● On a negative perspective, the Dutch pursuit of trade by warfare obliged their 
opponents to place more emphasis on military prowess than on peaceful 
trade. 

○ E.g. Makasar could only survive as an entrepot (city to which goods 
are exported and imported) to the extent, that its traders could fight 
their way through the Dutch policing fleets in Maluku.  

○ Banten also suffered intermittent Dutch blockades for most of the 17th 
century, making peaceful trade and cash-cropping a highly dangerous 
enterprise. 

● None of the great commercial states survived to the end of the century. 
● Only Aceh was able to remain as a major independent trading centre, 

but by  1700 it was much reduced in economic and military strength, no 
longer capable of directing the bulk of Sumatra's foreign trade through its 
port.  

● With the attack, the last defenders of trade in the political and economic 
sphere were destroyed. 

○ Trade centres were destroyed as well in the urban city. 
○ It was clear that to base a State entirely on trade and cash-cropping 

for export was considered a “great demise”. 
■ All trade centres were crippled by the vagaries of the Dutch 

monopoly. 
 
Economic Conditions 

● The Dutch and English now had to try to force Indian cloth on a less wealthy 
population by imposing harsh tariffs against Indian cloths and raw cotton, 
or outright prohibition of them.  

● By the 18th century,  there was an economic gulf between Southeast Asians 
and the Europeans as a result of the attack. 

● Javanese chronicles began to characterize the Europeans as crude and 
greedy, but as a result of their greed “they are enormously rich and live in 



cities like heaven, the manifold luxuries of which could not be described 
even in a whole day”  

○ ONE OF THE MAJOR CAUSES OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN POVERTY 
○ Could be considered the root of the poverty. 

 
How was trade affected in Southeast Asia? 

● Until the 20th century, European traders and colonial governments 
encouraged the trade of bronze, gold and other metals. 

● British manufacturers aided by colonial pressure drove out Indigenous 
manufacturers in India → thus trade was severely impacted in India. 

● Foreign trade in the Southeast Asia economy was more vulnerable as a 
result. It also affected most areas of Asia as well. 

 
Geography  
 
East Asia 
East Asia generally includes China, Japan and North and South Korea. Hong Kong 
and the island of Taiwan are also usually considered part of East Asia due to their 
cultural similarities and historical/political ties to China.  
South East Asia 
Southeast Asia has no common religion, language or culture and has never been 
one political entity. Some earlier definitions of Southeast Asia included countries as 
remote as Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Korea 
 

Summary Readings Notes - Colonial Rule in Southeast Asia 
The Rise of Southeast Asian Economies 
A significant benefit that the colonial brought was the emerging development of Southeast 
Asian economies. With the introduction of cash economies and various trading centres, 
the volume of trade increased at a rapid pace. This was further compounded with the 
development of plantations which had rubber plantations erected in Malaya. Also, cash 
crop facilities for export was an important commodity and helped stabilize the Southeast 
Asian trading system. These economic activities had brought prosperity to the Southeast 
Asian colonies as they were introduced to new technology that would improve the 
efficiency of trading centres. 
  
Economic Changes 
The disadvantages of colonial rule were the drastic economic changes. Many colonies 
were largely dependent on the volatility of the world economy which would have led to 
instability in income of the workers and farmers. Local workers had felt the full force of the 
colonial rule and were economically exploited. They had poor working and living conditions 
and were in constant poverty. Vietnam was being exploited with their most crucial 
commodity, rice. Rice was being exported at a rapid rate leaving the local communities 
with little food to eat. 
  
Empirical data illustrates that public debt had increased from 61.6% to 62.3% in Vietnam, 
which reflects how the European heavyweights have left a deep scar in Southeast Asian 



countries’ economic status. Further, the French superpower had reaped the profits of their 
hard work in the plantation facilities. 
  
Land Alienation 
Land was one of the most significant problems at the time. Following the sharp rise in 
demand for rice in the world market, locals in Vietnam and Malaya tried to produce crops 
for export. Peasants were behind on their credit payments and as a result lost their land as 
the French had auction the large blocks of land to the Europeans, whilst getting 
Vietnamese citizens to still work on the land. 

 

Topic 5: China, Property, Family & Criminal 
Law, Human Rights 

Summarised Readings 
“Girl Power: Is there a Revolution in China?” - Clifford Coonan 
Some key quotes in the article are good to use for discussion posts 
"My friends and my workmates all agree – there really is no difference anymore 
between having a daughter or having a son. Some even think girls are better than 
boys because they like to dress up their girls and you have to worry less if you have 
a daughter. In the city there is no such thing as treating women as inferior to men. I 
have a girl. When I was pregnant I didn't care whether the child was a boy or a girl," 
says Shi. 

● This quote reinforces the overcoming of discrimination against women 
● Narrows the gender inequality where women will have some form of place in 

China irrespective of the 1-child policy 
 
“...years of economic growth is feeding into a better life for girls, and the upswing in 
the fortunes of girls and women in China's big cities is very real.” → interesting to 
point out the clashes between economic and social norms in China. 
 
“girl purchasing power” is in action, and it’s very much a reflection of China's growing 
economic importance in recent years. 
 
"Chinese women have been involved in social production since the 1950s and 
1960s, taking part in physical labour in both the countryside and the cities. They 
entered factories, and that's where the change in women's status in China began," 
says Li Yinhe, a professor at the Institute of Sociology at the prestigious Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences. 
 
During the 1960s and 1970s, women accounted for 30% of college students, while 
now the figure is nearly half. China ranks 28th in the world in terms of gender 
equality, and that figure is improving all the time, says Li. “According to my studies, in 
cities, girls are equal to boys. They enjoy the same treatment as boys.They are able 



to have an independent income when they grow up, and they have the same 
opportunity of being educated," she says. 

Barbie is all about being an empowered girl, he says. "This is especially true in 
Shanghai. The Shanghai woman is strong in personality. In the West we've had a 
couple of generations saying: 'We can do anything.' In 1965 Barbie was an 
astronaut, over 20 years before the first real female astronaut. Barbie says to young 
girls: 'Girl, you can do anything'." 
 
While feminism and the women's movement in the United States have achieved 
many of their goals from the 1960s, the women's rights movement is still in its infancy 
in China. It is, however, growing as incomes increase.  
 
 
“The Changing Role and Status of Women in China” - Xie Heng 
The Status of Women in Feudal China 

● Confucian philosophy preached women’s inferiority to men. 
● Women were to remain ignorant and to obey 1. The fathers, 2. Their 

husbands 3. Their sons (during widowhood) 
● Divorce or remarriage was not allowed during this time 
● The major role of women, considered the private property of men, was to 

please their husbands and to bear children. 
● Symbolic of women’s subservience was the practice of binding women’s feet 

 
Women’s Status (1949-79) 
The establishment of the PRC changed the status of women drastically. The 
Communist Party and people’s government recognised that the liberation of women 
(constituted half the population) was necessary for China to realise complete 
emancipation. 
 
The Chinese Constitution (of early 1950s) stated clearly that Chinese women 
enjoyed equal rights with men in political, economic, social, cultural and family life.  
 
The State essentially protected women’s rights and interests (practiced equal pay for 
equal work + provided opportunity for women’s  training and promotion.) 
 
Many laws such as the Inheritance Law (recognised equal rights of women to inherit 
family property), the Labor Insurance Regulations Law (guaranteed women 56 days 
of maternity leave with full pay) and the Land Reform Law (provided rural women 
with an equal share of land under their own name, thereby protecting their economic 
independence) were enacted to enhance women’s rights. 
 
The passage of the Economic Reform Policy in 1979 was initially a success however 
came under close scrutiny as many Chinese people began to realise that without 
competition, those who worked hard got no more reward than those that worked little. 
- Protests and political movements began to erupt in a bid for change. 
 
Introduction of Economic Reform 



The purpose of the reform was to remove the negative effects of the “Cultural 
Revolution” (see above), to free people’s minds, and to shift the emphasis of the 
government’s work to economic reconstructions. 
 
This meant opening China to Western technology and investments to increase the 
country’s strength, to enhance China’s economic development, and to improve the 
standard of living for Chinese people. 
 
Statistics show that China’s total rural industrial output value in 1992 surpassed 
1,000 billion yuan. At present, 1 of every 5 rural workers in China is engaged in rural 
enterprises, which account for 30% of the country’s GNP. 
 
Developments of the tourist and service trades also absorbed a lot of surplus labour 
in the cities and provided impetus to the economic upsurge. 
 
Women’s Role and Status in China since the Reform 
Today it is characterised by increased opportunities along with intense competition 
and major challenges. 
 
Increased Opportunities 
As the commodity economy has developed in China, men in the rural areas have 
migrated to the cities. In some labour force - labour in the countryside is not 
restricted to farm work. Household industries, processing industries using local raw 
materials, and handicrafts are flourishing. 
 
By the end of 1989, over 6m business women were employed in Chinese cities and 
townships. In large and medium sized cities, 80-90% of working age women were 
employed in factories and businesses or were self-employed.  
 
As women in China gained opportunities to develop their talents and capabilities, 
“strong and capable women” emerged as entrepreneurs, scientists, engineers, 
doctors and government leaders. 
 
Today, many women's associations are formed in China. These are “the Chinese 
Women Mayors Society” and “the China Socialist Women Entrepreneurs 
Associations”.  
 
Chinese women also have been very successful in sports, winning more gold medals 
than Chinese men. According to a public opinion poll conducted in 1992, 8 of the 
nation’s 10 best athletes were women.  
 
Chinese women comprise over ⅓ of workers in the fields of trade, industry, finance 
and communication, and almost ½ of those in education, culture and health. 
 
Intense Competition and Challenges 
Difficulty of Securing Jobs 



In a market economy, the efficiency of an enterprise is a top priority. To survive and 
be competitive, industries in China have been re-organising their labour force and 
releasing excessive workers. 
 
The protective policies and regulations previously applied to women often are 
ignored by management. Many factories and other business enterprises prefer to 
recruit men because of women’s traditional responsibilities of bearing and rearing 
children and maintaining households. 
 
Discrimination in Education 
The implementation of China’s current family planning policy, many families, esp 
those in the countryside, wish to have 1 boy to do heavy farm and to perpetuate the 
family line. 
 
Fewer girls than boys are enrolled in basic education in China today, esp in poor and 
national minority areas.  
 
More than 70% of China’s 220m semi-literate or illiterate people are women. Fewer 
women are enrolled in higher education, in part because some universities openly 
discriminate against female students, acknowledging that they will choose boys over 
girls with similar qualifications and entrance exam scores.   
 
Women’s Dual Responsibilities 
Women continue to bear the primary responsibility for bearing and rearing children 
and doing housework. Doing both work and housework is not easy → need support 
from families and society is crucial. 
 
Putting career first is acceptable behaviour for men, but society is less tolerant of this 
behaviour by women. 
 
Finding a Spouse 
The most important thing for a Chinese woman was to find a husband who was rich 
or capable of earning money. These views are still deeply rooted in the Chinese 
mentality. 
 
Women’s work and careers are still considered secondary to many people. The 
result is that Chinese women today continue to look for a husband who is more 
capable and holds a higher position than they do. 
 
Because standard of living is not yet high in China, women expect to work and earn 
money to supplement the family income. 
 
Deep-rooted Societal Prejudice and Discrimination 
The balance between the husband and wife. 

● Wife starts her new business and goes to further heights and is eventually 
more successful than her husband. 



● Husband is unhappy and feels threatened by her success and more lucrative 
career (90% bitterness and only 10% happiness) 

 
The Chinese media has begun to shift its focus on the theme of discrimination.  
 
A recent TV program highlighted a woman who was forced by her farmer husband to 
choose between resigning from her elected post with the local people’s congress and 
a divorce. She chose to resign.  
 
A pyramid structure exists in China - where the higher the pyramid, the fewer 
women. 
 
Improving Women’s Status 
Because of China’s long historical and cultural background, Chinese women find 
themselves in a difficult situation. Awareness of the problem is growing, and 
measures are being taken to improve the status of women in China. 
 
Objectives 

1. To raise women’s qualification to suit the increasingly competitive society 
women’s lower educational qualifications make it hard for them to compete. 

2. To reduce women’s household responsibilities 
3. To compensate women’s expenses in bearing and raising children 
4. To legally safeguard women’s rights 

 
 
“Planting Houses in Shenzhen: A Real Estate Market without Legal Titles,” - 
Qiao Shitong 
2 questions that this article raises: 

1. Can a real estate market operate without legal title? Conventionally no 
2. If so, by what means does it operate?  

 
It is widely believed that a functioning property law regime is a precondition for 
developing a market economy. 
 
Scholars assume that the market for real estate, the primary form of property and 
often the most valuable asset to individuals, cannot operate without legal title.  
 
In Shenzhen, the iconic city of China’s market economy, an opposite phenomenon 
exists: there are no legal titles. 
 
An official at the Shenzhen Real Estate Ownership Registration Center: 
“Nobody cares whether they have legal titles or not. You say they are illegal: dare 
you void the contracts? You say they are legal: are you to grant them legal titles? 
The contracts are there—could you void that? There is a huge amount of 
transactions—you say farmers cannot sell, it is illegal, but they do it privately with 
little ado. Are you to tell them whether it is legal or illegal?” 
 



These illegal buildings exist not only in Shenzhen but nationally. According to official 
estimates, 10% of houses in China are developed and sold by Chinese farmers 
in violation of the legal prohibition on private rural land development. 
 
The sole purpose of this article is to prove empirically that a real estate market can 
operate without legal titles. It focuses on the small-property market itself and 
presents its factual situation and mechanisms. 
 
 
Development amid Legal Ambiguity 
In a rapid urbanization process, many villages disappeared or lost much of their land 
due to land expropriation by the local government; the remaining 320 villages are 
now surrounded by the urbanized areas of the city and thus called intracity 
villages. 
 
The economic development of Shenzhen is a miracle of land capitalism. Breaking 
the law was the only way that Shenzhen could awaken the dormant capital of land. 
 
On December 1, 1987, the Shenzhen government held the first public auction of 
land-use rights in the post-Mao era of China, which triggered the 1988 
amendment of the Chinese Constitution that allowed the alienation of land-use 
rights. 
 
The need for economic development in Shenzhen could not wait for definitive legal 
authorization of rural land development and transactions from the Chinese central 
government.  
For Shenzhen, the first Special Economic Zone to pilot the reform, obtaining foreign 
investment was the top priority, and the Shenzhen government encouraged every 
unit under its jurisdiction, including villages, to pursue foreign investment. 
 
Migrant workers, the main force behind Shenzhen’s economic development, were 
wholly excluded from the Shenzhen government’s housing supply, because they 
were not residents of the city. 
 
Farmers developed their land in order to house the millions of migrant workers 
and the middle-to-low-income populations flooding into Shenzhen. “Planting 
houses” replaced “planting crops” as the main livelihood of the indigenous villagers. 
 
 
The Growth of the Market and Supporting Institutions 

A. The Market 
● More buildings were illegally built on rural land in response to the demand for 

housing.  
● These building were intended for a variety of residential and industrial uses, 

as well for use as shopping malls, offices, and public facilities such as primary 
schools, hospitals and even government buildings. 



● The Shenzhen government investigated small-property high-rises, buildings 
of 15 floors or more that were mostly built after 2000 in response to the high 
demand for residential housing in Shenzhen. 

● According to a calculation of a government official in Bao’An, a district of 
Shenzhen, there were 1,400,000 legal sales of apartments in 2011 in that 
district; the number of illegal sales of small properties was about half that 
number. 

 
 

B. A Network of Institutional Investors 
Village Co-ops 

● Each village has a shareholding co-op, which is the core of a village 
community.  

○ It is a social and economic organization and is responsible for the 
wealth-maximization of its shareholders, who are members of the 
same village community.  

● Village co-ops divide the village land into two categories: 
○ Collective development land and  
○ Residential land.  

● Residential land is divided into equal-area plots (usually 100–120 square 
meters) and distributed to villagers for free or bought by village members at 
nominal prices.  

● Village co-ops are responsible for the daily management of the collective 
development land and allocate dividends to villagers at the end of each year. 

● Co-ops are much less constrained than government branches and agencies 
are by the formal law. 

● Motivated by economic incentives, village co-ops are willing to provide 
information and support for the small-property transactions. Further, their 
reputation as de facto village governments makes them credible 
intermediaries and sellers to outside buyers. 

● Using the term “cooperative house building” does not legalize the illegal 
sales, but it shows the relationship between village co-ops and outside buyers 
as a kind of cooperative joint enterprise. 

 
Land Developers 

● The expertise of land developers is in high demand in this process.  
● Villagers and village co-ops have land in hand, but they may not know how to 

build modern business units or residential condominiums.  
● Small land developers, who are often capable builders but cannot afford to 

bid on government land in the public auction market, are happy to participate 
in the rural land market.  

● They can either form joint ventures with village co-ops or buy land directly 
from village co-ops. 

 
Summary Reading Notes – the Grey Property Market in Shenzhen: 

● As Shitong Qiao notes in his article, these ‘grey’ properties in Shenzhen have 
become so interconnected with the normal functioning of the city that the 



Chinese government tolerates their development. 
● This interconnection is evidenced in two main ways. First, these properties 

provide a home for many of the millions of workers needed to support the 
Shenzhen economy, particularly its factories. Second, the development and 
sale of these properties provides income for Shenzhen’s local population. 
This would have subsequent multiplier effect upon the economy, as the locals 
spend money on, for example, small businesses such as restaurants. 

● Although the development and sale of these properties on rural land by 
farmers is prohibited under Chinese law, farmers are still able to receive 
income from the sale through the role of village co-ops. These are 
shareholding co-ops; whose responsibilities include allocating dividends from 
the management of land to farmers at the end of each year. Furthermore, the 
village co-ops also provide services such as electricity and water, funded in 
part by the development and sale of properties. This is particularly important, 
as the central government does not return enough taxes to support these 
services. 

● Partly related to this, the influence the Chinese government can exercise is 
dependent upon the support of local governments. In relation to rural land 
development and sale, the interests of the local government are inconsistent 
with the law. Accordingly, the Chinese government’s attempt to enforce the 
land law would be limited. Considering that any attempt would also create 
negative economic and social impacts, it is unsurprising that the government 
tolerates these properties. 

● This demonstrates the pragmatism of the Chinese government. This 
pragmatism is a cause of two factors that was previously alluded. First, law is 
a means to stability and, therefore, can be ignored when enforcing the law 
would result in instability. Second, as China is so large and so populous, the 
government faces immense difficulty in ensuring that its laws are enforced by 
its people. I am reminded of a lecture I attended about democracy in China 
with Professor John Keane who recounted a conversation he had with Yu 
Hua, author of ‘China In Ten Words’. Yu Hua, in trying to sum up China, 
explained that in every hotel in China, there is a no smoking sign by the 
lobby. And next to that no smoking sign is an ashtray. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


