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THURSDAY 21 OCTOBER:

Arve Hansen is Researcher at Centre for Development of the Environment at UiO and leader
of the Norwegian Network for Asian Studies.

Keynote speech by Duncan McCargo

Duncan McCargo is Professor of Political Science at the University of Copenhagen, where
he serves as Director of the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies. His latest books are Fighting for
Virtue: Politics and Justice in Thailand (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2019, and (with
Anyarat Chattharakul) Future Forward: The Rise and Fall of a Thai Political Party
(Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2020).  

Read more about MacCargo here:
https://politicalscience.ku.dk/staff/Academic_staff/?pure=en%2Fpersons%2Fduncan-mccargo
(6c3a9e0f-0f7e-4277-805d-c9d3a2e50851).html

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Duncan_McCargo

Chair: Iselin Frydenlund

Dr. Iselin Frydenlund is professor of the Study of Religion at MF Norwegian School of
Theology, Religion and Society and a Fellow of the MF Centre for the Advanced Study of
Religion (MF CASR). She specializes in questions relating to Buddhism and its societal
impact, focusing on Buddhism, politics, nationalism and violence in Sri Lanka and Myanmar.
She also works on Buddhist-Muslim relations in Buddhist majority states in Asia and is the PI
of the Research Council of Norway-funded research project INTERSECT (“Intersecting
Flows of Islamophobia”). Since 2016 she has also been heading an academic exchange
program between MF and Myanmar Institute of Theology (funded by DIKU). Frydenlund
regularly appears in national and international media on questions related to Buddhism and
politics, and she frequently provides analysis for policy-makers home and abroad. Her latest
book is Buddhist-Muslim Relations in a Theravada World (Palgrave Macmillan, 2020),
co-edited with Michael Jerryson. She is currently working on a Special Issue on “Love Jihad”,
and she is working on a monograph on Buddhism as a social and political force (in
Norwegian, for Universitetsforlaget).

1

https://politicalscience.ku.dk/staff/Academic_staff/?pure=en%2Fpersons%2Fduncan-mccargo(6c3a9e0f-0f7e-4277-805d-c9d3a2e50851).html
https://politicalscience.ku.dk/staff/Academic_staff/?pure=en%2Fpersons%2Fduncan-mccargo(6c3a9e0f-0f7e-4277-805d-c9d3a2e50851).html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Duncan_McCargo


McCargo abstract:

“Digital Natives and Political Participation: From Thai Protests to the Milk Tea Alliance”

Across different Asian cities, from Hong Kong to Bangkok, 2020 saw young voters and
activists engaging in new forms of progressive politics, subverting and up-ending established
state and societal structures. Since February 2021 they have been at the forefront of
resistance to the Burmese military junta. How are these ‘Generation Z’ digital natives
transforming politics across Southeast Asia.? Oriented to online media and communication,
rather than print media, these students and teenagers seem to exhibit markedly different, more
cosmopolitan, political and social values than the barely older ‘millennial’ cohort.

GenZ activists, using social media like TikTok, Twitter, YouTube and Snapchat, are up-ending
cultures of deference, challenging authoritarian regimes and rejecting old binaries like
gender and class. They operate online, constructing new and irreverent political or regional
imaginaries that celebrate creativity and claim to be leaderless. This keynote will discuss the
political significance of the digital native phenomenon.

10.45 - 11.45: The 1 February 2021 military coup: What now for Myanmar?

Panel organizer: Iselin Frydenlund, MF (iselin.frydenlund@mf.no)

Chair: Marte Nilsen, PRIO

Speakers:

Nyi Nyi Kyaw is a fellow at the Kulturwissenschaftliches Institut Essen (KWI)/Institute for
Advanced Study in the Humanities at the University of Duisburg-Essen in Germany. He is
also an honorary fellow at Peter McMullin Centre on Statelessness at the University of
Melbourne. After obtaining his PhD in international and political studies from the University
of New South Wales, he was a postdoctoral research fellow and assistant professor (adjunct)
at the National University of Singapore in 2016–18 and 2020, respectively. He was affiliated
with the ISEAS–Yusof Ishak Institute in Singapore as a visiting fellow from June 2019 until
December 2020. He has published papers in peer-reviewed journals including Social
Identities, Journal of Immigrant and Refugee Studies, and Review of Faith & International
Affairs, and book chapters on citizenship, nationalism and constitutional change in Myanmar,
among other topics. He is now working on a manuscript on Myanmar Spring.

Terese Gagnon is a Postdoctoral Researcher at the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies and
Department of Political Science at the University of Copenhagen. She holds a PhD in
Anthropology from Syracuse University. Her research examines Karen food, seed, and
political sovereignty across homelands and diaspora, including on the Thailand-Myanmar
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border and in the U.S. She is co-editor of the book Movable Gardens: Itineraries and
Sanctuaries of Memory.

Abstracts:

Nyi Nyi Kyaw abstract:

“The Digitalization of Myanmar Spring: From Protest to Civil Disobedience

to Armed Revolution”

Myanmar Spring is a digitally mediated, networked and mobilized revolution against
despotism of the military or Tatmadaw that overthrew the democratically elected and
reelected National League for Democracy government on 1 February 2021. The revolution
began with mass protests — now flash mobs — and government employees and some
private-sector employees’ civil disobedience movement. After deadlier crackdowns from late
March, thousands of protesters fled to ‘liberated’ areas in the jungles under the control of
ethnic armed groups and received training. The shadow, but legitimate, National Unity
Government (NUG) of Myanmar promises a new political and social order that recognizes
and protects the rights of minorities including the Rohingya, seeks to topple the military junta,
and challenges legitimacy of the junta diplomatically. The NUG enjoys ardent material and
psychological support from hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of people at home and from
the Myanmar diaspora. The government formed a People’s Defence Force in May for
self-defense from oppression of Tatmadaw, and declared a people’s war on 7 September. All
these developments make Myanmar Spring a full-fledged revolution.

Despite Tatmadaw’s occasional internet restrictions and censorship, and a ban of Facebook,
Myanmar Spring is digitally mediated, and heavily relies on social media, especially
Facebook, to network and mobilize from day one. Aware of that, the military junta has shut
down internet access in at least 22 townships in five states or regions, where there is now
‘armed’ revolution by poorly armed or unarmed People’s Defence Force and other local
outfits, out of a total of fourteen in the whole country from 20 August onwards. That said, it is
still predominantly on social media platforms — Twitter, YouTube, and TikTok, in addition to
Facebook — that grievances are constructed and expressed, funds are requested and raised,
and opportunities for contention and revolution are created and sustained, and that the
revolutionaries learn about and collectively construct identities and values with their
supporters, and make decisions and share information about their decisions.
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Nitha Bor Siangpum abstract:

“Facebook, the De-Facto Government of Myanmar: The role of social media in the
Myanmar´s Spring Revolution 2021.”

More than half of Myanmar population use Facebook in 2021. As Facebook is synonymous
with the internet in Myanmar, the role it plays in the Spring Revolution is noteworthy. In this
talk, I will be sharing how Facebook was used by the people of Myanmar to protest the
military coup based on my personal experience living in the country. The use of Facebook
goes further than information sharing and mass mobilization. It has been used to wage
psychological war against the military junta, to ensure the security of protestors, to initiate
and fuel the Civil Disobedience Movement, and to build the political legitimacy of the
National Unity Government. The ongoing and continuous fight against the military junta
would not have been as successful had it not been for Facebook.

Terese Gagnon Abstract:

“The Role of Ethnic Organizations in Resisting Authoritarianism and Nation-Building in
Post-Coup Myanmar“

Ethnic organizations have long been an essential, if overlooked, element in resisting
authoritarianism in Myanmar. The same is true today. The role of ethnic organizations
including administrations, armed organizations (EAOs), and civil society in opposing
dictatorship and championing new forms of nation-building in Myanmar has renewed
importance following the 1 February 2021 attempted coup. The bid by the Myanmar military,
the Tatmadaw, to seize power is still unfolding. In this context, ethnic organizations have
powerfully shaped the goals of the broad-based movement for political transformation in
Myanmar known as the Spring Revolution. Ethnic voices have emerged as central to the
construction of new forms of nationalism, and new political imaginaries in Myanmar. This is
especially witnessed in unprecedented efforts towards building a federal democracy:
something that has been a demand of ethnic organizations for decades. In this presentation I
focus on the Karen context as a case study. I consider the roles that the Karen Nation Union
(KNU), their armed wing, the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA), and Karen civil
society organization have played in responding to the coup. I situate this within the broader
context of ethnic resistance to the coup. In addition, I discuss the role of Karen and other
ethnic organization in facilitating the social transformation that has transpired since the coup
attempt. Finally, I consider the prospects and challenges for new political formations that
have emerged in post-coup Myanmar, including the new, more inclusive, civilian National
Unity Government (NUG).
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12.30 – 14.00: Round Table Book Discussion - Routledge Handbook of
Autocratization in South Asia.

In this book talk we introduce the new "Routledge Handbook of Autocratization in South
Asia", edited by Sten Widmalm. This innovative handbook is the first to describe and to
explain ongoing trends of autocratization in South Asia, demonstrating that drivers of political
change also work across boundaries. The editor is joined by several contributors to the book,
to discuss issues of state power, the support for political parties, and questions of equality and
political mobilization in contemporary South Asia.

Kenneth Bo Nielsen is associate professor of social anthropology at UiO and the leader of the
Norwegian Network for Asian Studies.

15.30 – 17.00: Round Table Discussion - Local Traditions, Heritage-Making, and
the Nation-State: Whales of Power.

Nations are not merely abstract, large-scale entities. They take shape at the local level,
discursively and physically. How do local actors enact, embody, and transform the nation?
When and how do place-based traditions become “national” heritage? How do nation-states
incorporate local, translocal, and indigenous cultural practices? Who or what constitutes the
state at the local level? And how do transnational categories and concepts affect
nation-building, heritage-making, and nature-making processes on the ground?

In this roundtable discussion, we will explore the interplay between different spatial
scales—local, national, and transnational—in relation to the categories “popular religion”,
“intangible cultural heritage,” and “nature conservation.” Each panellist will present one case
study of a “local” practice and discuss how it relates to contemporary configurations of the
nation-state. How do these traditions relate to contemporary imaginations of “national”
culture and identity? What is the role and place of “the state” in these particular cases? And
how do modern, transnational epistemic categories like religion, heritage, and environment
affect practices on the ground?

The roundtable has a comparative character, discussing cases from Indonesia, Japan, Vietnam,
the UK, and the US. Each panellist will give a short presentation (5-7 minutes), followed by a
plenary discussion. The panellists are affiliated with the ERC-funded research project Whales
of Power: Aquatic Mammals, Devotional Practices, and Environmental Change in Maritime
East Asia (University of Oslo), either as project members or as collaborators.

5



-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

FRIDAY 22 OCTOBER:

9.00 – 10.30: Mythopolitics in the age of Asian authoritarianism

The panel takes as its starting point the political mobilization and styles of political
performance that are associated with neo-hindutva and its vision of the Indian nation.
Underlying the authoritarian populism of Prime Minister Narendra Modi is a hindutva
mythopolitics, a kind of politics that draws upon and reinterprets mythological narratives,
cosmologies, symbols, and forms to assert and uphold the authority of the sovereign.
However, religious cosmologies and myths are also crucial resources for new political
formations that are in opposition to the mythopolitics of hindutva. In emerging popular
movements and oppositional online spaces, myths are recast in ways that vehemently
challenge and oppose the hegemonic narratives of the Hindu right. As an analytical approach,
mythopolitics cuts across the divide between the populist authoritarianism of the state and
various forms of resistance and “counter-politics”, and it is not geographically confined to
South Asia. In the panel we ask, how is myth employed (politically, creatively, artistically) to
create or challenge positions of political authority?

The papers in this panel will look at cases wherein mythic narratives are reformulated,
refashioned or re-actualized as part of active processes of identity formation and contestation,
or as community responses to broader processes of social change. Papers may also look into
historical cases where socio-political change has been expressed through the mythic, a
perspective that will enhance our understanding of the explicitly political and often
controversial uses of myth that we are observing in present-day politics. Beyond
state-sanctioned mythologies and formal electoral politics, the panel is also concerned with
expressions of mythopolitical negotiations and contestations through new digital technologies
and social media, and within spheres of popular culture, religiosity, and aesthetic practices.

Chair:

Esther Tenberg: Esther Tenberg is PhD fellow in the INTERSECT project at MF Norwegian
School of Theology, Religion and Society. In her project, she explores Islamophobia and
Buddhist nationalism on Facebook in Myanmar before, during and after the 2020 elections
and the 2021 military coup. She chairs the Myanmar-Institute, an association of scholars from
the DATCH-region (Germany, Austria, Switzerland), who work in, on, and with Myanmar.

Panellists:

Silje Lyngar Einarsen is a postdoctoral fellow at MF Norwegian School of Theology,
Religion and Society on the project Mythopolitics in South Asia. She works at the intersection
of classical Indology and contemporary South Asia studies. She is interested in the
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relationship between textual worldviews and lived religion and the role of Sanskrit in India
historically and today. Her research interests also include Hindu Goddess traditions and the
history of yoga. She is co-author of a Danish standard introduction to Hinduism and an
upcoming new translation of the Haṭhapradīpikā.

Moumita Sen is an Associate Professor of Culture Studies and project lead for
‘Mythopolitics in South Asia´, RCN researcher project 2020-24 (https://mythopolitics.mf.no).
Her forthcoming monograph The Mahishasur Movement in India: Caste, Religion, and
Politics is based on her postdoctoral research which focuses on the intersection of aesthetic
discourse, popular religiosity, and organized politics in caste activism India. Her larger
research interest is in the field of Indian visual culture. Her doctoral dissertation (2016),
received the Norwegian king’s gold medal for outstanding research in 2017. She is the
co-editor of Nine Nights of the Goddess: The Navaratri Festival in South Asia (SUNY, 2018).
Sen is a founder member of the popular research platform and collective ‘Theory from the
Margins’ (https://theoryfromthemargins.com).

The’ang Teron is a PhD candidate at MF Norwegian School of Theology, Religion and
Society on the project Mythopolitics in South Asia. Teron is trained as a folklorist and is
working on the religious-political cult of Lokhimon among the Karbis of North East India. He
is interested in aspects of Hinduisation of indigenous religious practices and the political
backing of Hindutva networks.

Marte Nilsen is a Senior Researcher at the Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) and
Historian of Religions with a PhD from Lund University. Her research focus is on the links
between ethnicity, religion and nationalism in political and violent conflicts in Southeast Asia,
with a particular focus on Myanmar and Thailand. Nilsen leads the research project
POPAGANDA: Popular Culture, Art and Indigenous Idea of Legitimacy in Struggles over
Democratization and Peace. She also conducts research with Rohingya Refugees in
Bangladesh. 

Guro W. Samuelsen is a Postdoctoral Fellow at MF Norwegian School of Theology, Religion
and Society and in the project Mythopolitics in South Asia. She is particularly interested in
local and cultural modes of political mobilisation, organisation and performativity. In her
current project she builds on a long-standing interest in the performative aspects of electoral
politics to analyse the ancient and contemporary myths of Hindu nationalism.
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Abstracts:

Moumita Sen abstract:

“The Mahishasur Movement: An Authoritative Narrative against Authoritarianism?”

Since 2011, following a national controversy around the alleged blasphemous “worship” of
the Hindu demon Mahishasur, there have been several public commemoration rituals
dedicated to Mahishasur in various states in India. Indigenous and oppressed caste activists
claimed that Mahishasur is not a demonic figure; in fact, he was a historical person, a
benevolent king, and a powerful ‘non-Aryan’ ancestor of the oppressed caste and indigenous
peoples of contemporary India. This countercultural movement— to reclaim and propagate
the authoritative history of Mahishasur, the vanquished non-Aryan hero of the oppressed caste
from the annals of official Brahminical (priestly caste) History and hegemonic popular
culture— came to be known as the Mahishasur Movement. It is not simply historical veracity,
but the dignity of the oppressed caste and indigenous peoples of India that is at stake in their
radical hermeneutic act of finding the historical Mahishasur from the scriptural accounts of
Mahishasur in ancient Sanskrit scriptures. This presentation will analyse the theoretical
import from the work of activists to navigate the interface between official history, indigenous
oral narratives, Sanskrit Hindu scriptures, and extant archaeological sources to rebuild the
authoritative image of their venerable ancestor and political icon against the rising forces of
authoritarianism.

Silje Lyngar Einarsen abstract:

“New life to ancient lore: The mythopolitics of Sanskrit myths”

The mythic narratives of the epics and Purāṇas have historically been important in the
formation of Brahmanic hegemony, subsuming various tribal identities and local cultures
under the umbrella of Brahmanism through processes of Sanskritization and Brahmanization.
It is well-known that Hindu nationalists for decades have tried to turn this
Sanskrit-Brahminical mythology into the history of the Indian nation, well aided by the
introduction of media platforms such as national television. However, new media allow
political activists opposing casteism to use these same mythic narratives to attack the Hindu
nationalist ethos and create counter-hegemonic narratives of national identity. These activists
circulate posts in social media highlighting misogynist, oppressive and sexually amoral
contents of the myths in order to dismantle the Sanskritic-Brahminical mythos and challenge
the purity and moral credibility of the upper caste elites. This paper will present cases where
Hindu myths are creatively appropriated, reinterpreted and deconstructed on social media
platforms and discuss how these myths are expressed, negotiated and deconstructed in
struggles for new narratives of identity and belonging.
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Guro Warhuus Samuelsen abstract:

“Hagiography and myth in the authoritarian populism of Narendra Modi”

The continued popularity of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in the face of democratic
and institutional deterioration, economic setbacks and widespread social suffering has
prompted scholars to suggest that a politics of issues and democratic accountability has been
overtaken by a politics of vishwas, where power is increasingly centralized and vested in the
person of the leader (Sircar, 2020). However, the foundation of Modi’s political project is a
Hindu nationalist myth-scape, wherein mythic material, symbols, and narrative forms are
used in the creation of new, authoritative political myths. The Ramjanmabhumi campaign,
which culminated with Modi’s laying of the ceremonial foundation stone last fall, has been the
clearest example of this. This paper explores another example, namely the numerous popular
depictions of Narendra Modi’s life. Over the past decade, Modi’s coming-of-age story has
become common knowledge through a number of depictions in a distinctly hagiographical
genre: He is the protagonist of biopics, mobile games, graphic novels and political
biographies. In this paper I analyse the production of meaning that is embedded in this
hagiographical material in order to situate the Hindutva mythopolitics in current scholarly
debates on populism, authoritarianism, and nationalism.

The’ang Theron abstract:

“A case study on Lokhimon: Myth-Making, Construction of a New Karbi Religious Identity
and Recent Developments”

Karbi people are located all over Northeast India, however, majorly concentrated in the state
of Assam in the Karbi Anglong district. Karbi traditionally follow ancestor veneration and
worship spirits (protective deities) which forms the backbone of the religious practices. Karbi
culture is based on oral tradition and contains numerous etiological narratives, creation
myths and folksongs which constitute the base of the Karbi world. Over the years there have
been numerous religious reformation acts drawing influence from institutionalised religions
namely Hindu and Christianity.

In the 1950s, a religious reformation movement among the Karbi emerged by the name Aron
Kimi (lit. new reforms), popularly known as ‘Lokhimon’. As the name suggests, the new
religious reform focused mainly to modify and institutionalize the ‘old’ Karbi traditional
belief system, calling it as irrelevant in modern times. Lokhimon religion is viewed as a sect of
Vaishnavism, and the spiritual leader Lokhon Ingti Hensek is worshipped as the avatar of
Vishnu - as well as the amalgamation of all the incarnations of Karbi heroes and deities.
Since the appointment of Himanta Biswa Sarma as the Chief Minister of Assam, the Lokhimon
group has gained political leverage, financial incentives and central attention thrusting it
closer to the Hindu norms and driving it further from its indigenous roots. This paper will be
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on the Lokhimon Religion, a concise examination of the background, recent developments,
and the construction of a new religious identity in relation to the Hindu state policy.

Marte Nilsen abstract:

“Pop Culture, Art, and Indigenous Ideas of Legitimacy in Struggles over Democratization
and Peace in Thailand and Myanmar”

Abstract: Several countries in Asia are in the process of political transition from autocracy to
democracy but are at the same time ridden by long-lasting violent internal conflicts. One
explanation for why it remains so difficult to find peace and democracy is that political
legitimacy and the foundations of these states are in themselves contested. Moreover, claims
to political legitimacy are often rooted in myths and ancient notions of the inherent
righteousness of the privileged. In this paper indigenous belief systems and cosmologies are
not considered irrelevant relics of the past, but rather, as phenomena with direct influence on
today’s politics and conflicts. The cultural, religious and cosmological origins of political
legitimacy are key aspects of the deep-rooted dynamics of violent and political conflicts in
such transitioning Asian states. 

Through a comparative study of Thailand and Myanmar, the paper aims to produce new
knowledge about how political, ethnic and religious groups, on the social and geographical
peripheries of state power in the two countries, explain the roots of political legitimacy for
their struggles against the state. It also seeks to better understand how peripheral or
subaltern groups use popular culture and artistic expressions to communicate and transmit
narratives of traditional origins and roots of political legitimacy and propagate their
message. 

10.45 – 12.00: Resisting or supporting military rule? Religion, art and
culture during and after the 1 February 2021 military coup in Myanmar

Panel organizer: Iselin Frydenlund, MF

Chair: Nyi Nyi Kyaw, University of Duisburg-Essen

The military coup in Myanmar on 1 February 2021 ended semi-civilian rule and political
liberalization (2011-2021), turning the country once again under direct military rule. The coup
has been met by massive civilian resistance, which has been characterized by global internet
culture, interreligious solidarity and new visions for a plural and democratic Myanmar. This
panel seeks to explore the cultural and religious aspects of the 1 February 2021 coup,
analysing how religion and culture can work as tools for resistance, but also exploring the
ways in which culture and religion are used to legitimize authoritarianism and return to
military rule.
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Abstracts:

Esther S. Tenberg: MF

“Autocratic Micro-Publics on Facebook: Negotiating Reality after the Myanmar Military
Coup”

On Burmese Facebook, beyond the content shared by mainstream social media users, there is
an ephemeral network where militarist, nationalist, anti-Muslim, and Buddhist protectionist
actors come together. In these autocratic micro-publics, the Myanmar military coup was
welcomed and celebrated. The there flowing narratives are flip-sides of the ones in the
counter-coup movement: the military is protecting democracy while the counter-coup activists
are terrorists who threaten peace. Based on non-participatory observation in these
micro-publics between October 2020 and March 2021, this paper examines how actors there
used Facebook to reframe offline events and bolster military claims to public support.

Trude Stapnes, PRIO/UiO

“Artistic Resistance in Myanmar’s Spring Revolution”

This paper explores the role of artistic expressions after the military coup in Myanmar 1
February 2021. It focuses on the creative responses by Myanmar artists and explores these
art practices as a form of resistance. The study draws on cultural psychology as a framework
for understanding the role art can play in times of radical social change. Work on resistance
within the field of psychology rarely focuses on the role of arts and creative expressions. This
paper argues that such practices are important to study in order to better understand
opposition movements and the diverse, creative forms resistance can take. Based on
interviews with and artworks made by Burmese artists, I found that they create art to mobilize
against the junta and support the resistance, to honor fallen heroes and document atrocities,
to address wider social issues such as ethnicity, religion and gender, and to express personal
emotions and process what is happening.

Marte Nilsen, PRIO

“Kings, queens and little princes: the culture of politics in Myanmar“

Myanmar politics is often described as a struggle between democracy and military rule. But
what democracy means to the various actors and how they interpret political legitimacy are
rarely understood. Tamas Wells (2019) describes how the notion of a liberal democracy,
based on strong institutions and representation, clashes with the Burmese notion of
democracy as something that is derived from the charisma of a benevolent and good leader –
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essentially the view of the National League for Democracy and its supporters. This paper
argues that there are also other competing views within Myanmar of what democracy is and
what political legitimacy means, and that they all can be traced back to the feudal,
pre-colonial political structures of the Buddhist kingdom. The paper then shows how these
competing notions are visually and symbolically played out in the current post-coup crisis.

Iselin Frydenlund, MF

“Buddhist responses to the 2021 military coup”

Given Burma/Myanmar’s long tradition of Buddhist resistance to military oppression, this
paper analyzes the role of Buddhism in the 2021 military coup. In what ways have Buddhist
symbols and practices informed resistance to the coup? How have Buddhist actors and
institutions responded to the coup? In what ways have Buddhist actors and institutions
justified military rule? This paper shows that the majority of the Buddhist Sangha (monastic
or der of monks and nuns) regarded the coup as adhamma (i.e. against the teachings of the
Buddha), but also that complex military-monastic networks and dynamics play an important
role in justifying the coup. The paper concludes that the role of Buddhism has changed
compared to previous uprisings, and furthermore, that the post-coup situation poses a great
challenge to the unity of the Sangha.

12.45 – 14.15: State Politics and Institutions 

Panel organizer:

Olivia Yijian Liu is a Doctoral Research Fellow at University of Oslo, at the Department of
Culture Studies and Oriental Languages (IKOS). Olivia is part of the Brokex project. Olivia
do research on high-tech start-ups in Shenzhen, China.

Chair:

Rebekka Åsnes Sagild is a PhD-student in Modern China studies at the Department of
Culture Studies and Oriental Languages (IKOS), University of Oslo. She has a background in
China studies and political science. Her current research focuses on authoritarian institutions
and Party-elite relations.
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Panellists:

Siv H. Oftedal - Siv holds a PhD in Chinese Politics from King’s College London and a MSc
in Modern Chinese Studies from the University of Oxford. She is currently a research fellow
in Chinese Studies at the University of Oslo, where she is a part of the Brokex group
(www.brokex.org). Her research interests include Chinese politics, the Chinese Communist
Party, political language, and central-local relations in the Chinese political system.

Yichi Zhang: Dr. Yichi Zhang is an ERC-funded postdoctoral fellow at the Department of
Culture Studies and Oriental Languages, University of Oslo. His research interests include
transnational architecture production, modern Chinese urban and garden history, and
conservation of historical garden and heritage sites.

Yunyun Zhou is a Senior Lecturer in Chinese Politics and Society at the University of Oslo.
Her research focuses on gender and politics, grassroots governance, and youth culture in
contemporary China. She is currently writing a political ethnography on three generations of
local women cadres in China, which illuminates the gendered nature of China’s political
institutions and women’s participation in reproducing China’s state patriarchy. Her latest
publications include an article on China’s coalition-based gender lobbying published by
Gender & Politics, and one on China’s state-narratives of national tragedies and heroic
sacrifices during the Covid-19 pandemic published by the Made in China Journal. She can be
reached by emai: yunyun.zhou@uio.ikos.no or on Twitter @zhou_yunyun

Kristin Dalen is a researcher at Fafo research foundation in Oslo. She holds a PhD and an
MA in comparative politics. Her research interests revolve around Chinese social policy and
popular perceptions particularly related to popular support and government performance.

Hedda Flatø is a researcher at Fafo research foundation in Oslo and part-time lecturer at
Institute for Culture Studies and Oriental Languages, UiO. She holds a PhD in China Studies
and an MA in political science. Her research interests revolve around Chinese society and
politics, with emphasis on Chinese people’s experiences and attitudes regarding environment
and social policy.”
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Abstracts:

Siv Helland Oftedal abstract:

“The Centralised Politics behind Local Development in Xi Era China: The Case of the
Greater Bay Area Initiative"

At the Communist Party National Congress in 2017, a new official concept of leadership was
introduced into the highest level of Chinese governance documents: ‘Unified and Centralised
leadership’ (集中统一领导). Being a concept of many connotations, it especially signals a
double trend in Chinese politics: A transfer of power from 1) the government to the party, and
2) from the local to the central levels of governance.

Guangdong Province in the South, together with the cities of Shenzhen, Hong Kong and
Macau, have both traditionally and in contemporary China played an important role in
domestic development as well as a gateway between China and the world. However, much of
this development has taken place based on a relative freedom in the last forty years for local
governments to experiment according to local conditions. How have the dynamics between
central and local governance changed under Xi Jinping? What are the implications for the
politics of Guangdong and its neighbouring Special Administrative Regions? What are the
centralised politics behind the Greater Bay Area Initiative? In this paper I demonstrate how
increased centralisation at the top of the CCP has influenced local policies in South China.
Behind new concepts, however, some continuities are also carried forward into the Xi Jinping
era.

Yichi Zhang abstract:

“How does adaption to climate construct regional identity? Guangzhou, China”

Lingnan, a vast region south of Nanling Mountains, has the only humid, subtropical climate in
China. It has thus developed a particular region-based identity with unique features and built
environments adapted to its subtropical climate. Through the lens of culture or technology,
scholars explore how Lingnan has adapted constructions in response to climate. In doing so,
they repeatedly neglect to consider how the built environments in Lingnan are also featured in
other regions of China and South and Southeast Asia. Therefore, rather than examining how
Lingnan frames unique adaptations to climate, this article investigates how climate
adaptation of the built environment shapes the uniqueness of the Lingnan identity. This article
examines the evolution of climate adaption strategies of the built environment in Guangzhou,
the centre of the Lingnan region, from the mid-nineteenth century to the present, to better
understand how responses to climate construct regional identity. It reveals that adaption to
climate was initially passively introduced from South Asia. Consequently, during the 1950s,
local architects sought to distinguish themselves by adopting and developing these adaptions.
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Finally, beginning with the rise of China’s economy in the 1980s, the adaptions to climate in
contemporary construction started to reflect active learning from the urban experience of
other tropical regions. Evolving from a reactive process to a proactive one, adaption to
climate thus wrote the Lingnan regional identity in stone.

Kristin Dalen, abstract:

«Return of the Local – Social Cohesion and Trust 10 years after the Wenchuan
Earthquake”

(Fafo Institute for Labour and Social Research)

Trust in local governments in areas affected by the devastating earthquake in Sichuan in 2008
had increased substantially ten years into the reconstruction of the areas. The combination of
high levels of trust in central government coupled with lower levels of trust in local
governments has been used to argue that political trust in China has a hierarchical pattern,
inflating the ‘real’ levels of trust in the political regime. What can the increase in trust
towards local-level governments tell us about developments in the earthquake-affected areas?
This paper aims to identify sources of increased local trust and further look into patters of
political trust in China. Analysis in this paper builds on an extensive pool of data from several
perception- and living condition surveys collected in the area from 2008 to 2018.

Hedda Flatø, abstract:

“Feedback mechanisms under ‘Top-level Design’: What about the silent voices?”

(Fafo Institute for Labour and Social Research)

Mechanisms for channelling and responding to feedback from citizens to decision-makers
have been identified as integral to the Chinese Communist Party regime’s adaptability and
resilience. There is ongoing debate about whether the Xi administration’s recentralization
efforts will undermine authoritarian responsiveness. This paper reviews literature on
feedback mechanisms in the field of environmental governance to assess the prospects for
authoritarian responsiveness and resilience under the Xi administration’s ‘Top-level design’.
It argues that in the environmental field, authoritarian responsiveness is far from destroyed by
recentralization efforts: Instead, environmental feedback structures and practices have
changed in a way that strengthens selective “hyper-responsiveness” vis-à-vis certain
population groups and environmental problems. This is likely to enhance the appearance of
responsiveness to specific and acute environmental problems and individual grievances, but
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may undermine adaptation to the population’s more abstract, fundamental and long-term
needs and expectations.

14.15 – 15.30: Nation-building and citizenship

Panellists:

Petra Desatova is a postdoctoral researcher at the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies and the
Department of Political Science at the University of Copenhagen. Her research spans the
areas of authoritarian legitimation, nation branding and electoral management. Her recent
co-authored article ‘Election commissions and non-democratic outcomes: Thailand’s
contentious 2019 election’ has been published in the Politics journal.

Myunghee Lee is a Korea Foundation postdoctoral fellow at the Nordic Institute of Asian
Studies at the University of Copenhagen. She receives her Ph.D. in Political Science at the
University of Missouri. Her research focuses on contentious politics, protest, and
authoritarianism. Her work appears in academic journals such as International Security,
International Studies Review, and Politics & Gender.

Abstracts:

Petra Desatova abstract:

“Authoritarian Electoral Management: Lessons from the 2019 Thai election”

In their 2017 recent paper, Birch and van Ham suggest that deficiencies in the formal
electoral management do not matter for the quality of elections so long as effective alternative
oversight institutions such as the judiciary, the media and civil society exist. These institutions
can make up for the EMBs’ shortcomings and ensure that a relatively high-quality election is
still achieved. Adopting a network-based approach to the study of electoral management that
examines the beliefs, practices and power relations of different actors involved in the
organisation of polls (James 2020), I argue against this notion by demonstrating that in
highly polarised and politically charged authoritarian contexts with deeply entrenched and
interventionist conservative elites such as post-coup Thailand, no viable alternative oversight
institutions exist that can compensate for the EMBs’ shortcomings and ensure high integrity
of electoral processes. They are either politicised or rendered powerless as the EMBs
continue to act as gatekeepers for the conservative elites. Focusing on strengthening these
alternative institutions instead of addressing the fundamental structural and substantive flaws
of the EMBs will yield few positive results in the long term.

16

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/02633957211000978


Kari Telle, Chr. Michelsen Institute (CMI) abstract:

“Policing Religion: Online Prophesies and Godly Nationalism in Indonesia”

Religious offence controversies have become important yet ambiguous nation-building
spectacles in post-1998 democratic Indonesia. Engaging with Jeremy Menchik’s notion of
Indonesia as a ‘godly nation’, this paper links the upsurge of allegations of blasphemy and
wounded religious feelings to a muscular assertion of patriotism that tends to relegate
religious minorities to the margins of the nation. To illustrate these dynamics, I draw on the
high-profile case involving an evangelical preacher who claims to be ‘the 26th prophet’, who
in 2021 was accused of using his YouTube channel to spread blasphemy and hate speech.
Although the Sino Christian preacher had left Indonesia to seek sanctuary in Europe,
Indonesian police tried to extradite him to Indonesia. This bold move suggests that
Indonesian authorities used this case to project an image of a hyper-vigilant, even
transcendent, state, one that watches and listens in on its citizens wherever they are.
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