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New scholarship from Asia A China scholar working in China
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Theories in the social sciences are almost without exception developed  
in the West and based largely on the historical experiences of Western 
societies. For a long time, Asia and the non-West have been at best  
laboratories to validate universalized Western-based theories. In recent 
years, however, there has been increasing criticism against the hegemony 
of Euro-American scholarship. Advocates of alternative scholarship have 
urged for the provincialization of Western perspectives, the invigoration  
of autonomous social sciences outside the Western tradition, and the  
development of ‘reverse discourses’ in order for non-Western scholarship 
to theorize back at the West.
Tak-Wing Ngo

New centres of knowledge
Under the existing structure of global academic dependency 
and intellectual division of labour, in which the production of 
knowledge as well as the authority to define what constitutes 
knowledge is firmly controlled by the West, it is not surprising 
that the progress towards autochthonous scholarship from the 
non-West has been slow. But this is changing with the shifting 
gravity of scholarship in Asian Studies. The rise of Asia, or 
more importantly the opening up of Asia, provides the most 
conducive setting for the emergence of new scholarship.

The opportunity for reinvigorated scholarship can be 
attributed to the increasing openness, accessibility, diversity, 
and connectivity of Asia, leading to the emergence of new 
research questions and agendas, new methodologies, and 
new perspectives and theories. The democratization of South 
Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines, and the opening up of China, 
Myanmar, Vietnam, Cambodia, and others have allowed 
researchers, both local and Western, to conduct fieldwork 
studies not only in the capital cities, but also in peripheral 
regions of Asian countries. The study of Asia is thus no longer 
confined to the study of the flatlands. As more and more 
researchers with local language skills decipher the specificities 
of their research sites, it becomes apparent that the plurality 
of regional dialects, indigenous norms and practices, and local 
forms of exchange and governance, as well as the varieties of 
connectivity among border communities with fuzzy boundaries 
that supersede nationalized borders, have posed serious 
problems for reductionist grand theories. New conceptual 
categories and grounded theories need to be developed 
through inductive approaches. New research questions and 
agendas have to be formulated to address issues that have 
hitherto been overlooked by the Western gaze.

These new conceptual categories, perspectives, and 
research questions may gain popularity as more and more 
scholars direct their focus on Asia. If we count those researchers 
working in Euro-American universities, ‘Asianists’ remain  
a minority in academia. This will change dramatically when 
academic institutions and researchers in Asia assert their 
presence and channel their efforts in Asian Studies. As mobility, 
collaboration, and networking among scholars around the 
world and within Asia increase, the hitherto unquestionable 
role of Euro-American academies as the singular knowledge 
clearinghouse will be undermined in the long run. The West 
will no doubt continue to be a major centre of knowledge 
production, but it will loosen its monopolistic grip when other 
centres and networks emerge.

The problem of language and rankings
There are of course major institutional constraints and 

“What do you think about the recent news on minister Yuan  
Guiren?”, a Chinese student asked the professor after her guest  
lecture on the history of Chinese civic education. I had invited the  
professor of East China Normal University’s (ECNU) Department  
of Politics to give a lecture for my course ‘Social and Cultural  
Debates in Twentieth-Century China’. Before the professor could  
answer, the student explained for his classmates that Yuan Guiren  
was the Chinese education minister who had allegedly stated  
that universities should not use textbooks promoting Western  
values. “Why would the minister say that?”, an American student  
asked. “Do you agree?”, a Pakistani student followed up. Other  
students joined in: “Has this happened before?”; “Will this also  
affect us?” While listening to the professor’s long and thoughtful  
answers followed by a vigorous discussion between the students  
and the professor I realized: Yes, this is why I wanted to work  
at NYU Shanghai, why I wanted to work in China.
Lena Scheen

MY RESEARCH EXPLORES the social and cultural impact 
of China’s fast globalization and urbanization, focusing on 
Shanghai. NYU Shanghai, a Joint Venture University between 
the American NYU and Chinese ECNU, is itself part and parcel  
of this process. A global university like NYU Shanghai would  
not have been possible before China ‘opened up’ and joined  
the global economy. Half of our student body hail from China 
and half represent countries from around the world. While  
I sometimes jokingly tell my students, “You are my research 
subjects”, you might argue that I have become myself an 
intrinsic part of my own research subject. As a matter of fact, 
my current research concentrates on the very district in  
which I live, and where NYU Shanghai’s campus is located:  
the Pudong District. 

Living and working in your own research area obviously  
has its benefits. Take as an example my latest project on a 
group of people protesting a development project in Pudong. 
Walking from home to work I noticed a group of old ladies 
burning incense on the broad pavement along Century Avenue. 
Intrigued by this unusual sight, I asked them what they were 
doing and a new research project was born. However, during 
my first interviews it also immediately became clear that I 
could no longer play the ‘neutral’ outsider’s role of a visiting 
researcher on fieldwork. One of the informants determinedly 
stressed the fact that “your” campus was developed by the 
same investment company that was behind this redevelop-
ment project, followed up by the argument that most projects  
in the Pudong District were motivated by a desire “to attract 
and please foreigners”, and after a meaningful silence, “like 
you”. “Like me”, I replied realizing my role as an interviewer 
had suddenly changed. From being a researcher questioning 
her subject, the gaze was turned back at me and I became the 
object under scrutiny. I was pushed into the same role as my 
informants, revealing the equalizing power of being part of the 
society one studies, as well as the complex issue of complicity 
that comes with it. 

Being a China scholar working in China means that in  
addition to following and analyzing what is happening in China, 
you constantly have to reflect on your own role and position  
in these developments. In principle there is nothing special  
about that: a self-evident fact for any scholar living in the place  
s/he studies. The difference, however, comes from the way 
people outside of China respond to people working in China. 
While I cannot speak for all scholars working on Dutch society,  
I highly doubt whether an American scholar studying urban 
developments in the Netherlands is confronted at home with 
the question how he can work in a country that consistently 
treats refugees in direct violation of human rights laws.  
In China, one doesn’t even have to be a China Scholar to be 
confronted with these questions on a frequent basis. The idea  
is that working in China in itself means that one approves 
or even legitimizes practices and policies carried out by the 
Chinese government. Regardless of the flaw in this reasoning,  
I do value the fact that working in China forces one to reflect on 
issues of social engagement and responsibility as an academic. 

challenges facing the rise of autochthonous Asian scholar-
ship. One outstanding problem is that of language. From 
the outset, observers have indicated that the mediation of 
scholarly exchange will continue to be conducted through 
the English language, which is far from a neutral tool for the 
transaction of knowledge. Unspoken assumptions and values 
associated with the language will inevitably be imported 
into the exchange. Closely related to this impasse is the 
obsession of many Asian institutions with university rank-
ings. One direct result is the overwhelming emphasis on the 
quantity of publications rather than the quality of research. 
The preoccupation with quantity is often translated into a 
numerical count of articles published in SSCI journals, because 
of which an indexing service run by a commercial enterprise, 
originally meant to facilitate literature searches, is now used 
as a yardstick for ranking journals. This intellectual fetishism 
has in turn displaced the ostensible goal of academic journals 
from one of communicating research findings, to that of an 
instrument for securing tenure, promotion, or higher ranking. 
Worse still, since journals indexed in SSCI are published 
exclusively in the English language, scholarly works written in 
indigenous languages are completely side-lined in the current 
academic publication regime. Some places do have their own 
local journal ranking system (for instance, CSSCI in China and 
TSSCI in Taiwan), but local journals are still considered inferior 
to journals ranked by SSCI. Young scholars who aspire to climb 
the academic ladder are therefore obliged to play the game.

Quality over quantity
These constraints are not easy to overcome. The best way  
out is probably the wisdom of the Golden Mean. Instead  
of seeing it as an either-or choice, the academic community 
should recognize the equal value of both English-language  
and non-English-language publications. The value of a piece  
of scholarship should be judged in terms of its content rather  
than by the language in which it is written. In this regard, the  
ICAS Book Prize is setting a good example by including Chinese  
and Japanese scholarly books in its future editions. Some  
journals have also begun to include book reviews of non-English 
language works. In the meantime, the popularization of the 
Internet has greatly facilitated the accessibility of non-English 
publications. These are positive developments. Hopefully, 
university administrators will come to realize the value  
of local publications, and will encourage internationalization 
without compromising indigenous scholarship.

Tak-Wing Ngo,  
Professor of Political Science at the University of Macau 
(takwingngo@gmail.com)

Hence I do not object to these questions. On the contrary,  
I think we should ask more of these questions, most of all to 
ourselves, no matter the place or topic of our research.

Academic freedom
The most urgent question for any academic working in  
China is of course the issue of academic freedom. Up until  
today I have personally never experienced any restriction in 
my teaching or research. In this respect, one can compare the 
campus of NYU Shanghai with an American embassy: working 
in China under American laws. Or an even better comparison 
is the Special Economic Zones: an academic free zone within 
China. But even though one can discuss any topic considered 
sensitive in China, one cannot deny that it makes a difference 
to discuss these topics in China with the people who are  
part of that very society. The most valuable outcome of this  
is that it is simply impossible to discuss China as a faraway 
topic, something out there we can observe, describe, and  
analyze as an ‘exotic’ object not part of our own world. 
Likewise, an Orientalist approach of ‘China-as-the-Other’ 
is simply no option. 

Teaching China Studies in China to students from China 
and other places in the world – a truly diverse class of various 
cultural and educational backgrounds – means that one has to be 
even more conscious of possible sensitivities, whether political, 
cultural or religious. It also means that one starts without 
shared assumptions, values or even knowledge, which to me  
is the most challenging and, most of all, the most valuable 
aspect of global education. Indeed, this often creates tension, 
uncomfortable situations, painful discussions, awkward 
silences, hurt nationalist sentiments; it is precisely in those 
most painful moments that we learn.

This is the reason I decided to remain quiet when the 
discussion between my guest speaker and students evolved. 
For a brief moment, I was no longer the instructor; I became 
the student of my own students gaining a deeper understanding 
of recent reforms in the Chinese educational system, while 
simultaneously questioning my own position in it. The days 
after the guest lecture, I worried how the Chinese professor 
herself had experienced the discussion of that day. Had it gone 
too far in her eyes? Then an email arrived in my inbox: “I want 
to thank you for the class the other day. I have learned so much 
from your very different teaching style and from the interaction 
with your students. Would you like to give a guest lecture on 
critical thinking for a large group of Chinese law students?”  
“Of course”, I answered, “This is why I work at NYU Shanghai, 
why I work in China.”

Lena Scheen is Assistant Professor Faculty Fellow at NYU 
Shanghai. Her research explores the social and cultural 
impact of China’s fast urbanization, focusing on Shanghai. 
She is the author of Shanghai Literary Imaginings: A City in 
Transformation (AUP, 2015) and the co-editor of Spectacle 
and the City: Chinese Urbanities in Popular Culture and Art 
(AUP, 2013) (lms14@nyu.edu).

EARLIER IN THE YEAR we sent out a survey concerning  
our topic, the “New Asia Scholar”. A large number of our 
readers responded, for which we are extremely grateful. 
We selected a number of quotes given in the survey, and 
have displayed them randomly on the following pages. 
Some quotes have been altered for the benefit of space, 
others have been left untouched. 

THE IDEA of “cultural flows” that Appadurai brought together  
so persuasively a generation ago applies not only to the places 
and people we study, but to ourselves as knowledge workers, 
too. The image of New Asia Scholar has long carried elements 
of multi-site fieldwork, interdisciplinarity, and life histories of 
authors crossing borders and boundaries. But perhaps what is 
newly emerging in 2015 is a sharper picture of what that means: 
what it looks like to be an Asia Scholar in these times of turmoil, 
economic and environmental pressures and the simple friction  
of increasingly rubbing against people different to ourselves. 
At this moment, then, the need for specialists and those 
experienced in connecting ideas, places and people thoughtfully 
and articulately could never be felt more strongly than now. 

Of course there have always been cultural brokers,  
communicators, gatekeepers of knowledge and pioneers  
of research. But before now the scale of interchange has been  
relatively small and the consequences for bad decisions or  
inaccurate understanding has not been on too big of a scale. 
Now, however, the pace of change in many parts of the world  
is faster and the extent of being digitally connected is much  
wider than before. So any message, view or decision can reach 
people more widely and more quickly that before. Where the 
knowledge or wisdom is good, that is well. But where the  
understanding is partial or even wrong-headed, that can be 
terrible. Enter the individual scholar and the institutions for  
Asian Studies.

For more than 100 years many universities and colleges  
have declared their mission to be teaching the current knowledge, 
creating new knowledge, and applying knowledge in service 
of problem-solving for the wider population through outreach 
education. Outreach, however, has not been the top priority.  
So a lot of valuable information, thinking, methods and findings 
circulates only among a handful of readers and their colleagues. 
The New Asia Scholar needs to be the first to promote his or her 
work more widely: making it easy to find, easy to acquire, and 
easy to apply or adapt by non-specialists who nevertheless are 
stakeholders in the subject matter. In other words, now is the 
time for each Scholar, scholar-to-be, and scholar newly retired  
to reach out with their work by online slideshow, eBook, video 
clips, images, blog articles or commenting on other’s work,  
and so on. The newest Asia Scholar is now all-in-one: creator  
of new knowledge, teacher of current knowledge, and source  
of outreach in subjects of expertise. 

Guven Peter Witteveen,  
Outreach Education Consultant, Michigan area,  
anthroview@gmail.com

IN TRYING TO BE SUCCESSFUL the New Asia Scholar (NAS)  
must be highly motivated, mobile and flexible. NAS struggles  
with unfavorable employment conditions such as a low salary 
and short-term contracts. NAS has to be reachable at all times 
and will seize every opportunity to apply for a grant. How do 
young NAS juggle the demands of work, mobility and private 
life and to what extent are they successful? I argue that casual 
employment and uncertain working contracts add to the stress 
of young NAS. If they want to be successful, they do not only  
have to be excellent scholars but they must also be skilful 
networkers, managers and grant writers.

Monika Arnez, Universität Hamburg,  
monika_arnez@yahoo.de

I HAVE ALWAYS FOUND water tight compartmentalisation  
and artificial boundaries between different disciplines stifling  
the evolution of human advancement in the area of research.  
I admit that for practical purposes and for the sake of formal 
education some amount of division is required but what does  
a scholar like me do, when after having done a Ph.D. in Life 
Sciences I develop a deep interest in the Humanities? University 
regulations in India, and I am sure in many other countries, do 
not allow students to pursue a Ph.D. in humanities if they do not 
have a graduate and post-graduate degree in the same discipline. 
I am sure that this problem is faced by many other scholars. 
Perhaps it is time to bring about some flexibility in regulations 
related to higher education and research. Secondly there is at 
the moment a kind of caste-distinction between research papers 
produced by ‘established mainstream’ scholars with a list of 
degrees and papers behind them and the ‘non-conventional’ 
scholars who may have crossed over from a different field and 
may not be affiliated to well established departments in their 
new field of interest. The quality of research produced should be 
judged in isolation from the academic background or affiliation  
of the research scholar. Such scholars are also at a major 
disadvantage when it comes to getting research fellowships 
or publishing papers or books in their new area of research. In 
my opinion there should be some international universities and 
research institutes which allow deserving Asian scholars who 
want to change over into another discipline, some age concession 
and flexibility that would facilitate them to pursue research,  
apply for fellowships and publish papers in reputed journals.  
As an end note I would like to mention that often times the  
cross-over scholar can bring a refreshingly new perspective  
to the table due to her different and varied background.

Rupa Abdi, independent researcher, 
abdi_rupa@yahoo.co.in

ONE OF THE BIGGEST CHALLENGES for research in “Asian Studies” 
today is to avoid the hype associated with the rhetoric of the  
“Rise of Asia” or the “Asian Century”. In today’s academic 
environment scholars are increasingly pressured to generate 
research funding. Career trajectories are significantly determined 
by institutional and national research audits, many of which  
(as is the case with the UK’s Research Excellence Framework (REF)) 
explicitly assess research “impact” beyond academia. Under such 
a system the temptation can be to prioritise the financial value  
of our research on Asia and to present it as contributing primarily 
to national or regional goals in the areas of foreign policy, trade, 
economic engagement or cultural understanding. As scholars  
of Asia we must stand ready to defend our research – especially 
that which is curiosity-driven, theoretical or which involves  
working with/on marginalised, remote or subaltern populations  
– from the tendency to regard us primarily as “knowledge workers” 
whose worth is our skills in shaping the outside’s engagement 
with Asia or Asia’s engagement with the flows of global capital 
and culture. The potential for our research to be skewed,  
even compromised, by the demands of the corporatist university  
and neoliberal, results-oriented funding and regulatory frame-
works is all too real. We must protect “Asian Studies” (even as  
we critique the very concept of Asia and Asian-ness) from those 
who would like to see it develop into a discipline whose primary 
roles are to act as the servant of state and corporate interests  
and to facilitate particular global and inter-regional architectures 
of security, commerce, finance, diplomacy and trade.

Simon Obendorf, University of Lincoln,  
sobendorf@lincoln.ac.uk

POSITIVE CHANGES in the fields in which I work - Indology, 
Tibetology or South and South Asian studies – include the elimi-
nation of gender imbalances among researchers and lecturers, 
movement beyond the overly theoretical Post-modernism that 
dominated approaches in the 1980s and 90s, and the broader 
understanding of Asian perspectives on the field. On the negative 
side, centre perspectives continue to dominate at the expense 
of those on the periphery, archival research is often neglected 
in favour of (Western) theoretical approaches, scholars all-too-
frequently appeal to their own community rather than engage 
with the concerns and interests of their subjects, and critical 
approaches are neglected in favour of emic representations.  
In general scholars tend to follow trends rather than to take up 
original approaches or uncover original subjects. Probably the 
greatest risk to proper scholarship lies in the commercialisation  
of the universities, with economic demands overwhelming 
academic quality.

Too often, grant application forms are not drafted by  
academics, but by bureaucrats. The end result is that a scholar  
on a one-year research fellowship spends much of that year filling 
in applications for future funding rather than actually carrying 
out research. The need for academics to publish on a regular  
basis has led to a proliferation of journals, many of which, while 
peer-reviewed, of necessity publish material that adds little to 
the field. Whether on-line publication is a problem or a solution 
remains to be seen. On-line publication has not yet developed  
the status of print publication, despite its value in allowing access 
to scholars in countries where many European publications are 
too expensive to obtain. None-the-less the field of Asian studies  
in general is growing organically and there remain publications  
and publishers who will bring out scholarship that is not  
commercially attractive, just as there remain institutions and 
individuals who continue to seek the highest possible quality  
of work. Fashions may come and go, and attract superficial 
scholarship as they do, but the field has never been stronger  
and the future remains bright.

Alex McKay, historian, indologist,  
IIAS fellow and world traveller,  
dungog@hotmail.com
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