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Guy Trébuil; and Mahabub Hossain. Le riz:

Enjeux écologiques et économiques [Rice: Ecological

and Economic Challenges]. Paris: Belin, 2004,
265p.

This book, written by two researchers who are

closely associated with the International Rice
Research Institute (IRRI), presents a useful
overview of the agroecology and political economy
of rice, the world’s most important grain crop.
Although the coverage is global, rice in Southeast
Asia receives special attention, reflecting the
authors’ extensive experience in that region.
Because this volume is only available in French,
and, therefore, is unlikely to find a wide readership
among Southeast Asian area studies scholars, in
this review I have attempted to summarize some of
its main findings and conclusions, although also
raising questions about a few problematic points.
The volume has seven chapters. The first
chapter highlights the strategic role of rice in the
global food economy. It is impossible to overstate
the importance of this crop, which is planted on 152
million ha (one-tenth of all arable land) in 122 coun-
tries and is the staple food of 2.6 billion people,
mostly Asians, who consume some 600 million tons
of grain annually. Unlike wheat and maize, rice is
mostly consumed in countries where it is pro-
duced—only 6% of the total crop is traded on the
world market. Five countries (Thailand, Vietnam,
China, the United States, and Pakistan) account for
almost 75% of all exports. The shallowness of the
market enhances price volatility so that it is pre-
dicted that a shortfall of 10% in supply would result
in a doubling of price, threatening the welfare of
millions of poor Asians. Not surprisingly, Asian
governments are deeply committed to maintaining
self-sufficiency in rice production, despite the fact

that per capita consumption has been declining for

several decades in more prosperous countries. In
less developed countries, however, both human
populations and per capita rice consumption are still
increasing, so that by 2025, even after allowing for
continued changes in food habits, Asian farmers will
need to produce one—quarter more rice than in
2001. This represents a huge challenge because the
cultivated area per capita is expected to fall from
0.15 ha per person in 1995 to only 0.09 ha per per-
son in 2025, the average annual rate of yield
increase has fallen to 1.4% (compared to 2.2% during
the Green Revolution years), production inputs,
especially irrigation water and labor, are becoming
scarcer and more expensive, and environmental
constraints (e.g., declining soil quality, pest prob-
lems) are becoming more serious.

Chapter 2, which is illustrated with excellent
maps and photographs, describes the four major
rice ecosystems in the IRRI typology: Irrigated rice,
rainfed lowland rice, upland rice, and deepwater
rice. Irrigated rice occupies only 55% of the total
global rice area but yields 75% of the crop. It is the
dominant type in China, Indonesia, the Philippines,
and Vietnam. Rainfed lowland rice occupies over
one-third of the planted area but produces less than
20% of the crop. It is the dominant type in Burma,
Cambodia, and Thailand, as well as large areas in
Bangladesh, India, and the Philippines. Grown in
non-irrigated bunded fields that retain rainwater to
keep the roots of the rice plants submerged, yields
are highly variable due to unreliable rainfall and
inability of the farmers to control water levels.
Upland rice occupies 10% of the total global rice
area but accounts for only 3% of production. It is the
dominant rice ecosystem in Africa and Latin
America but in Southeast Asia is now found primari-
ly in remote mountain areas where slash and burn
agriculture is still prevalent. Deepwater rice
accounts for only 3% of total global production. It is
a marginal system except in Bangladesh, Burma,
and localized areas in Cambodia, Vietnam, and
Thailand.
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Chapter 3 directly challenges the widely held
belief among social scientists that the environmen-
tal and economic impacts of the Green Revolution
have been mostly negative, with particularly adverse
consequences for the rural poor. The authors argue
quite the contrary position: in their view the Green
Revolution prevented mass famine by producing the
vast quantity of grain desperately needed to feed
rapidly expanding populations. Nor, contrary to the
expectations of many of its early critics, did it lead
to the economic polarization of rural societies or dif-
ferentially favor large farmers over small ones
because, in practice, Green Revolution technology
has turned out to be essentially scale neutral. Even
landless hired workers saw an increased demand
for their labor. The authors conclude that the posi-
tive benefits of the Green Revolution to small peas-
ants, sharecroppers, agricultural laborers, and poor
urban consumers have greatly exceeded its costs.

Their assessment of the environmental impacts
of the Green Revolution is also largely positive.
While acknowledging that widespread planting of
high-yielding semi-dwarf rice varieties (HYVs) has
caused environmental degradation due to excessive
application of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, the
authors suggest that the condition of the environ-
ment would have been much worse without the
Green Revolution because farmers would have had
to bring 40 million additional ha of marginal, easily
eroded land under cultivation to meet the need of
rapidly growing populations for grain. That seems
to me to be a valid conclusion but I find their asser-
tion that, “the observed facts do not accord. . . with
the received wisdom according to which the Green
Revolution, by its very nature, has reduced the
diversity of genetic resources present in Asian rice
fields” (p. 91) to be more problematic. It is true, as
they point out, that since IR8 was decimated by
brown plant hopper outbreaks in the 1970s, IRRI
and national research centers in several Asian coun-
tries have generated thousands of new varieties,

thus broadening the genetic base and reducing vul-
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nerability to pests and diseases. But these new vari-
eties have mostly been planted in the lowland irri-
gated areas. I am not sure that this fully compen-
sates for the almost complete loss of local varieties
in the many small-scale irrigated rice ecosystems in
the uplands of Southeast Asia, such as in Vietnam’s
northern mountain region, where ethnic minority
farmers have almost totally abandoned local vari-
eties in favor of planting a very few HYVs. The
authors also make the interesting claim that genetic
diversity is actually lower in lowland rainfed rice
ecosystems (that have been largely untouched by
IRRI varieties) than in the irrigated zones, where
IRRI varieties are now dominant. For example, they
claim that only two “traditional aromatic varieties”
now occupy several million ha of rainfed fields in
Northeast Thailand where more than 3,000 local
varieties were planted until the 1980s. While they
are correct in claiming that only two varieties (RD6
and KDML105) are now grown on a large scale,
these are not, or are no longer, “traditional” vari-
eties. KDMLI105 is a genetically homogeneous vari-
ety produced by the Thai government through
“pure line selection,” while RD6 is a glutinous
mutant of KDML105, produced by irradiation.
Chapter 4 is devoted to discussion of current
problems affecting the different types of rice ecosys-
tems and Chapter 5 lays out some possible solu-
tions. Attention is focused on irrigated rice and low-
land rainfed rice ecosystems because the authors
believe these are the systems that have the greatest
potential for improvement. Little attention is paid to
deepwater and upland rice ecosystems, which they
think have much less potential for development.
Deepwater rice is rapidly disappearing as higher
value uses are found for the limited area currently
used for this low yielding crop. Upland rice is also
perceived to be rapidly declining in importance as
the formerly subsistence economies of the moun-
tain areas are integrated into the market system and
farmers exploit the comparative advantages of their

environment to produce higher value vegetable and
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fruit crops for lowland markets. In my view, how-
ever, this is an overly optimistic view. Certainly, in
those upland areas fortunate enough to enjoy good
road links to urban centers, such as in Northern
Thailand, farmers fare much better by producing
temperate crops for sale to the lowlands than they
would if they persisted in planting hill rice, but in
large parts of Laos and Vietnam, where markets are
rudimentary and transportation systems lacking,
farmers are forced to continue planting upland rice
even though yields have fallen to pathetic levels.
This is a problem that will not go away anytime
soon yet relatively little research is focused on
improving yields of hill rice.

Irrigated rice, although it is far and away the
most productive rice ecosystem, faces many serious
problems, including: (1) All of the easy gains in pro-
ductivity have already been achieved with the gap
between the best yields achievable at IRRI and ac-
tual yields obtained by farmers falling from 4 t/ha in
the 1960s to 1.2 t/ha now; (2) Lowland rice fields
are being converted to urban and industrial uses,
reducing the productive area. In Java alone, 30,000
ha are being taken out of production each year, an
area that would produce enough grain to feed
800,000 persons; (3) The agricultural labor force is
shrinking as young rural people migrate to cities,
raising labor costs and forcing adoption of mecha-
nization and broadcast seeding in place of trans-
planting; (4) Water for irrigation is becoming
scarcer and more expensive as urban and industrial
consumers compete with farmers for limited sup-
plies of clean water; (5) Use of chemical fertilizer
and pesticides is wasteful and inefficient, raising
costs and degrading the environment. (Because 50
to 70% of nitrogen fertilizer is not taken up by the
rice plants, to increase yields by 25% farmers would
need to double N application to 400 kg/ha! The
cost of pesticides now exceeds their benefits yet
only 5% of rice fields employ integrated pest man-
agement); and (6) The soil-water complex is display-

ing signs of “fatigue” in intensively cultivated areas

with IRRI experimental plots recording yield
declines of 35% in the last 25 years due to loss of soil
organic matter and depletion of micronutrients.
There are no easy solutions for any of these prob-
lems but the authors do see new hybrid varieties as
having the potential to considerably boost yields.
One experimental Chinese “super-hybrid” produced
almost 18 t/ha, while an IRRI hybrid of Japonica and
Indica gives yields of 13-14 t/ha.

It is lowland rainfed rice that the authors
believe has the greatest potential for increasing pro-
duction. The average yield of lowland rainfed rice
was scarcely affected by the Green Revolution,
increasing from 1.4 to 1.8 t/ha between 1964 and
1991 so that, on average, farmers achieve only 45%
of the yield potential of rainfed rice (compared to
the 70% of yield potential obtained with irrigated
rice). Breeding of drought resistant varieties that
can reduce inter-annual yield variability and limit
the risk of crop failure is seen as a long-term solu-
tion, but one that has so far eluded plant breeders.
The authors hold out the hope that application of
biotechnology may produce better results but not
for another decade or more. In the shorter term,
however, there are no magic bullets to be found
because the spatial heterogeneity and temporal vari-
ability that characterize rainfed zones necessitate
very localized and small-scale innovations in soil,
water, and crop management to improve yields.
Unfortunately, the existing system of rice research
described in Chapter 6 does not appear well suited
to conduct such localized work. IRRI, which is by
its very nature a centralized research institution, has
suffered the loss of one-third of its budget in the
past 10 years, reducing its ability to implement loca-
tion specific projects. The majority of IRRI’s budget
is still allocated to research on irrigated rice with
rainfed lowland rice receiving only one-quarter of
the total. In any case the main burden must be
borne by the national rice research institutions but
these remain largely dominated by breeders and

short of social scientists able to effectively imple-
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ment on-farm investigations. Although the number
of qualified researchers has increased significantly
over the past 20 years in the Philippines, Cambodia,
Laos, and Vietnam, it has actually decreased in
Thailand (which, despite it relative prosperity, sup-
ports only 14 scientists per million ha of rice fields,
compared to 53 scientists per million ha in the
Philippines).

The final chapter examines changes in supply
and demand over the past four decades and consid-
ers the challenge that demographic growth in the
next two decades poses for food security in Asia.
The challenge is a daunting one. Asian demand for
rice is projected to reach 650 million tons by 2025
(compared to 542 million tons harvested in the
region in 2001). Can Asian farmers increase pro-
duction fast enough to meet this need? The authors
suggest that decentralization of rice research sys-
tems to bring scientists into closer contact with
farmers in specific agroecological zones can lead to
major productivity gains in lowland rainfed rice
ecosystems, but, in view of past failures to signifi-
cantly improve yields in these intrinsically variable
and high risk systems, I find it difficult to fully share
their optimism. Regardless of such questions, how-
ever, this book makes an important contribution to
our understanding of the multiple ecological and
economic challenges facing rice cultivation in the
twenty-first century. It is to be hoped that it will
become available soon in English translation to
make the information it contains accessible to a
much wider readership in Asian countries.

(A. Terry Rambo -
East-West Center)

Khon Kaen University and
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Keith Foulcher; and Tony Day, eds. Clearing a
Space: Postcolonial Readings of Modern Indonesian
Literature. Leiden: KITLV Press, 2002, viii + 381p. £

The editors of this volume, Keith Foulcher and
Tony Day, observe that because the “national litera-
ture” of Indonesia is not written in the language of a
former colonizer, it has become somewhat more dif-
ficult for this body of works to enter the canon of
postcolonial theory and practice. This collection,
made up of essays the majority of which are of great
interest and of the highest quality, attempts to fill
this gap. Among these, the contributions of Doris
Jedamski which analyzed the Indonesian transla-
tions of Robinson Crusoe, the Count of Monte Cristo
and Sherlock Holmes and of Melani Budianta which
dealt with the representation of “money culture”
in the relatively obscure novel Tjerita Boedjang
Bingoeng represent pioneering efforts both in terms
of subject matter and method. The close textual
analyses of Marco Kartodikromo’s novel Mataharia
by Paul Tickell, the astute reflections on language
and Malay writing by Henk Maier, the rigorous and
innovative study of Abdoel Moeis’ novel Salah asoe-
han by Thomas Hunter and the excellent study on
the national lingua franca and figures of intimacy
and isolation by Day are all brilliant and inspiring.
These are able to combine a thorough and rigorous
grasp of their subject matter with a confidently cre-
ative theoretical perspective. These studies exe-
cuted with much aplomb are also able to dispel any
prior misgivings that this collection of essays may
just represent an effort to hitch a ride on the post-
colonialist bandwagon.

This volume is an excellent and convincing
introduction to the main themes and problems of
postcolonialism as these may be relevant to
Indonesia and other similar contexts. Despite the
depth and richness of many of the individual contri-
butions, perhaps the best way to grasp this collec-
tion of the essays as a whole would be to take a

closer look at the most contentious and contrary of
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them all, namely Will Derks’ essay “Sastra pedala-
man: Local and regional literary centres in
Indonesia.” Derks’ provocative essay begins by criti-
cizing the tendency of modern literary scholarship
in Indonesia of inappropriately privileging the novel
within the “Indonesian literary system” and pro-
poses a greater recognition of the strong orientation
towards orality of the Indonesian literary system “as
a whole.” To begin with, it is indeed striking that 8
out of the 13 essays in this volume deal with novels.
Derks accordingly criticized what he considers the
over-emphasis on the works of Pramoedya Ananta
Toer in particular whom he considers a “marginal”
phenomenon which “does not tell us much” about
the “Indonesian literary tradition in general.”
Although poems and short stories, as Derks
explains, “are preponderant in the orally oriented lit-
erary system of Indonesia,” these orally-oriented
genres have nevertheless not received the same
importance and attention that the Indonesian novel
has from Western scholarship. Indeed, the only
piece in this collection which dealt at any length
with poetry is the evocative essay by Goenawan
Mohamad. Foulcher himself, the co-editor of the
collection, is taken to task for not according poetry
its proper significance in his other writings. Though
Derks would probably not disagree with the results
of Henk Maier, who pointed out the persistence of
centripetal energies and the “inconclusive play
between orality and literacy” especially in
Pramoedya’s early works of fiction, he would proba-
bly still dispute the overall contribution of the
“stream of commentaries” on Pramoedya’s novels at
arriving at what he deems as a real understanding of
modern Indonesian literature. In spite of the plausi-
bility of Derks’ emphasis on orality in understand-
ing contemporary Indonesian literature, he is
undoubtedly going too far in asserting that the work
of Pramoedya constitutes an “alien element in mod-
ern Indonesian literature.” This expressed attitude
could be likened to that of a foreigner who having

formed such a clear and unequivocal image of what

he understands to be the “native culture” of
Indonesia bemoans and even resents the very exis-
tence of Indonesians he considers to be
Westernized or of those, who in his view, have
stepped beyond the acceptable boundaries of what
he considers as making up “their culture.” One
should also add that the reason why Pramoedya’s
novels were banned in Indonesia under the New
Order regime was precisely because these were
charged with being infused with an “alien” ideology.
Derks’ notion that he is in possession of the “intrin-
sic” criteria and “horizons of expectations” which
unproblematically belong or should belong to the
“Malay World” betrays an affinity to the aggressive
colonizing mentality which permitted the Dutch
colonial regime to arrogate upon itself the task of
teaching the Indonesians how to write and speak
what they considered “good and correct
Indonesian” by means of such institutions as the
Balai Poestaka. (Cf. Henk Maier’s essay in this col-
lection.) Pramoedya’s weakness in Derks’ view is
that he, and perhaps others like him, has not con-
formed enough to what Derks, as a Western scholar
of Indonesian culture of some repute, considers as
constituting “good and correct Indonesian” orally-
oriented literature. Against this, it should be
stressed that novels in the Indonesian language are
just as much “facts” of the Indonesian literary sys-
tem as the alternative literary journals from the
regions which make up the main focus of Derks’
essay. One may well concede that these works are
indeed elitist and marginal in terms of overall effect,
but it would be excessive and illogical to brand
them as “alien” cultural products. Ward Keeler’s
contribution falls into a similar trap of reifying what
he had observed as Indonesian “hierarchical”
behavior and of sentimentally idealizing “Western
egalitarianism.” He recommends “ridding our-
selves” of “polarized thinking” in order to develop a
certain degree of tolerance towards such distasteful
behavior on the part of the Indonesians, all the

while inexorably and repeatedly enacting one ver-
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sion of this self-same dichotomous structure in his
own unreflective “us” versus “them” rhetoric. This
dichotomy is strikingly evident in such sentences as
“if. . . we could accept with equanimity such quali-
ties as androgyny and passivity, then we might over-
come the need to find exemplars of autonomy in the
people in subordinate positions with whom we
meet.” (my itals. — RG) With some reservations,
Foulcher’s point of view on this matter is generally
more acceptable than those of Derks and Keeler
and allows for a more sophisticated analytical
approach. According to Foulcher, “colonial culture
exists not in binary opposition to the culture over
which it exerts its control; rather, it engages in a
process of increasing imbrication with them. From
the struggles that ensue within that imbrication
come the ‘increasingly uncertain patchwork identi-
ties’ that — we might argue — are the mark of an
emerging postcolonial culture.” The rigidly totaliz-
ing contrast between the “Western literary system”
on the one hand, and the “Malay literary system” on
the other, is simply not a viable theoretical position.
‘What is and is not “Indonesian,” what does or does
not belong to the Dunia Melayu is something for the
Indonesians themselves to decide, and more impor-
tantly, it is also something that they necessarily live
out and create every day of their lives.

Derks is the most adamant among all the writ-
ers included in the anthology in rejecting the rele-
vance of applying the “postcolonial template” to
Indonesia. In his view, the postcolonial approach
just as much as the traditional approaches, tends to
presuppose fundamental similarities between the lit-
erary systems of the former Western colonial pow-
ers and their erstwhile colonies. According to
Derks, “the horizon of expectations in a postcolonial
literature, be it from India, the Caribbean, or Africa,
is basically similar to a Western one.” Among the
elements which he names as comprising the post-
colonialist Western “horizon of expectations” are
“the postulation of a single, hegemonic centre, the

emphasis on the printed work (especially in book
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form), the preponderance of the genre of the novel,
the assumption of stability and tangibility, and an
outlook restricted to national boundaries.” Derks
then explains the anomalous “uniqueness” of
Indonesia in comparison with the other countries
which had been studied through the postcolonial
lens by pointing out that “Indonesia is the only ex-
colony in modern history where the colonizer did
not impose his language.” According to him, this led
to the dominance of the Indonesian language which
in turn resulted in its speakers ending up being iso-
lated and limited in their “reception of Western
modernity.” On this point, Derks is both factually
wrong and too sweeping in his conclusions. The
Spanish “frailocracy” in the Philippines, for exam-
ple, like the Dutch colonial regime in Indonesia,
also did not impose the Spanish language on the
population during its three centuries of domination
over the islands. And although the Philippines did
indeed subsequently experience enforced Ameri-
canization under the American colonial regime, it
would nevertheless be somewhat too hasty to con-
clude from this fact that the “horizon of expecta-
tions” of contemporary postcolonial literature in the
Philippines had become “basically similar to a
Western one.” Whose “horizon of expectations” are
these anyway? Defining this has never been a clear
and uncontested matter and, most likely, the same
holds for India, the Caribbean and Africa. Only a
careless student of comparative literature would
hazard such a conclusion based on the outwardly
manifest “Americanization” of the Philippines with-
out any sufficient investigation into the actual mater-
ial. In addition, it is also highly doubtful whether
postcolonialism per se, despite its own apparent limi-
tations, flaws and even eurocentrism is inherently
bound to the presuppositions which Derks has
attributed to it. The other essays in the collections
propose varied understandings of postcolonialism
which differ among themselves but generally con-
tradict Derks’ rather narrow and unsubstantiated

reading of what constitutes the theory of postcolo-
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nialism. Among these are interpretations of post-
colonialism as the celebration of heterogeneity
(Maier, Day, Tickell), foregrounding of hybridity
(Foulcher, Hunter, Tickell, Jedamski, Budianta,
Mohamad), recuperation of the marginal (Hatley,
Budianta, Jedamski), and privileging of the micro-
narrative (Clark).

On the other hand, Derks’ insistence on the
dismantling of the Jakarta-centric bias of Indonesia
literary studies and emphasis on the value of giving
adequate attention to alternative centres of cultural
and literary production are laudable. One cannot but
agree with him that “modern Indonesian literature
is a heterogeneous, multi-centered literature” and
also that “Jakarta is just one of the centres that con-
tribute to a larger totality.” In fact, the most evident
but unacknowledged point of agreement between
Derks’ viewpoint and that of postcolonialism as
understood by most of the other contributors in this
collection is his insistence on the inherent hetero-
geneity of Indonesian literary production as
opposed both to the disciplinary regime of the colo-
nial state and the dominant ideologies of the
Indonesian nation-state. This concern, for example,
is shared by Michael Bodden who cites Nirwan
Dewanto’s view that “culture is created by ‘little
units’ (satuan-satuan kecil) operating in a wide vari-
ety of locations” in contrast to the “privileging of the
unified nation state as the ultimate and logical frame
for cultural production.” However, because of his
exclusive focus on Indonesian literature in Malay,
Derks completely ignores contemporary literary
production in the languages of the regions. In con-
trast to this absence, Day’s fascinating discussion
on the problems introduced into Indonesian na-
tional literature by the relationship between the
languages of the regions and Indonesian Malay
offers very interesting theoretical perspectives on
this issue. Although Day might also be read as
implying that a properly “national” literature can
only be written in Indonesian, his set of oppositions

distinguishing between language as a “tool of com-

munication” and an expression of “isolation” or as a
means towards a “sense of community” and a feel-
ing of “intimacy” are quite enlightening and carry
much potential.

Derks’ contribution on the “sastra pedalaman”
is indeed an important and timely one, but his impa-
tient dismissal of postcolonialism based on certain
preconceptions which may turn out not to be all that
accurate does not seem to be a very constructive
position. The other essays in this volume, which
have creatively made use of and even transformed
postcolonial ideas and theories for their own ends,
demonstrate that a critical and creative reception of
postcolonial theory in this area of study is both pos-
sible and eminently desirable.

Dept. of Filipino and Philip-
pine Literature, University of the Philippines)

(Ramon Guillermo -

Hjorleifur Jonsson. Mien Relations: Mountain
People and State Control in Thailand. Ithaca
and London: Cornell University Press, 2005, xiv
+198p.
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