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ThinkChina.dk is a think tank under 
the University of Copenhagen that 
explores how Denmark can benefit 
from China’s increasing influence. 

It joins the University of Copenha-
gen’s own researchers within Chinese 
politics, culture, and economics with 
experts from companies, organisa-
tions and government to think 
together about a variety of China-
Denmark-related topics. 

Current focal areas include potential 
Chinese investments in Denmark, the 
transition to the Xi Jinping leader-
ship, and China’s macro-economic 
trends. These topics are debated 
at conferences and working group 

sessions, whose presentations and 
summaries are made available on the 
ThinkChina.dk website.

In addition to its working group on 
economics and business,  
ThinkChina.dk is in the process 
of setting up working groups on 
healthcare and green growth.

As a public service, ThinkChina.dk 
also compiles and organizes the most 
recent policy reports on China from 
international sources in a resource 
guide on the ThinkChina.dk website.

Read more on page 6 and at www.
thinkchina.dk

There is no denying that Asia has become an 

increasingly important player on the global 

scene. After decades of dividing the world into 

the rich and powerful West and the develop-

ing ‘rest’, Asia’s expanding economic markets, 

growing centres for science and technology and 

rich religious and cultural diversity have led to 

talk of a new ‘Asian Century’. 

The spectacular progress has improved stan-

dards of living for much of Asia’s population 

– but the challenges facing the region are also 

considerable: environmental deterioration, 

extremely uneven distribution of wealth, viola-

tion of human rights, internal tensions and 

conflicts, terrorism and corruption. It is thus 

of strategic importance to relate to Asia and 

to gain new insights into a region that will no 

Asia 
– shaping the 21st century

doubt be influential in shaping the 21st cen-

tury. 

 

Recognising this, the University of Copenhagen 

launched the Asian Dynamics Initiative (ADI) 

in 2008. ADI coordinates studies on Asia at the 

Faculty of Humanities and the Faculty of Social 

Sciences and engages in new, interdisciplinary 

research and teaching on modern Asia. Further-

more, since 2012 ADI has played an active role 

in shaping and coordinating the implementa-

tion of the University’s strategic action plans 

on China and India.

With this magazine we want to give you a taste 

of the wide range of research on Asia currently 

taking place at the University of Copenhagen. 

We hope you enjoy the reading!

Marie Roesgaard, associate professor and  
chair of the Asian Dynamics Initiative  
Steering Committee, University of Copenhagen.

Kulturkurser.dk offers educational 
courses on cultural understanding 
for Danish businesses and organi-
sations that are either establish-
ing themselves abroad or hiring 
foreign employees. 

More than 100 experts from the 
University of Copenhagen and the 
Industrialisation Fund for Develop-
ing Countries (IFU) help businesses 
overcome cultural differences and 
barriers.

Courses on Asia – especially China, 
Korea, Japan, India and Southeast 
Asia – are highly in demand. 

Read more at kulturkurser.dk

Facts about ThinkChina.dk Business without blunders
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The rapid rise of india – from an aid recipient nation to an imminent global 
power – is a transformation that few expected to actually materialise just some years 
ago. against the backdrop of economic growth, a variety of social-political upheav-
als are taking place within. The rise of a vocal and prosperous middle class, the ascent 
of cosmopolitan mega-cities, the social and spatial rearrangement of the rich and the 
poor, the emergence of youth politics, and strong civil society movements, are just a 
few markers of this transformation. on the outside, india is more assertive in the way 
it projects itself in the arena of global politics, foreign policy and its brand identity. 
The making of a global india is therefore not merely a product of economic growth 
and cold statistics. it is a historical transformation the consequences of which we have 
barely begun to understand. 

The emerging powers, 
such as india, have  
clearly upset the global  
hierarchy of nations that 
had evolved since the 
end of the cold war

Developing or developed? Neither of these 

categories describe ‘New India’ – an emerging 

power in a globalised world. At the heart of 

this huge transformation lie altered power re-

lations, wealth generation and new challenges 

in terms of poverty and conflict over resources. 

Global INDIA

BY RAVINDER KAUR
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The uncharted territory

it is an ambitious task that the ‘new india’ research 
programme at the University of Copenhagen is currently 
engaged in – to explore the momentous changes taking 
place within and outside nations that no longer fit the neat 
categories of either ‘developing’ or ‘developed’. The emerg-
ing powers, such as india, have clearly upset the global hier-
archy of nations that had evolved since the end of the cold 
war. it is within this ‘new’ new world order – the altered 
power relations between the north and the global south – 
that india’s rising influence needs to be placed and explored. 
   The research programme focuses on the processes of 
global nation-building and the new indian identity that 
is being shaped and projected since the 1990s neoliberal 
reforms. india is not the only actor in these ongoing proc-
esses. The corporate sector, non-governmental organisa-
tions, and social movements compete, challenge and contest 
from within to give shape to the contours of a global 
nation. These challenges can, for example, be witnessed in 
the violent conflicts over land acquisition to create special 
economic zones, specifically targeted poverty reduction 
schemes launched by the government, and the creation of 
private townships that segregate the prosperous middle class 
from the less well-off citizens. This uneven distribution of 
capital, resources and opportunities within the society, and 
its affects on the project of global nation-building is an un-
charted territory that the programme is currently exploring.  

Image making and unsettled history

often india is seen as a runner-up to China in this new 
global race for power and ascendency. These comparisons, 
however, seldom take into account the differing histories 
and political realities in which the two nations exist. The 
nature of india’s rising global influence can only be under-
stood within its democratic framework that allows compet-
ing interests, voices and critical opinions to share public 
space. The research programme takes its point of departure 
in the specific histories of the nation within which the idea 

and imagination of ‘new’ india is currently taking shape. 
a concrete focus, for example, is on the making of global 
identity of the nation in post-liberalisation era. While india 
is set on creating and projecting a fresh image of the nation 
for outside consumption, it has yet to fully deal with its un-
settled histories of subjugation and colonialism within these 
contemporary image making processes. These unsettled 
histories underpin india’s global engagement, and are often 
revealed in unintended forms and moments. 
   To make sense of contemporary india is to make sense of 
its remembered and erased histories that underpin its global 
makeover. The history of neoliberal growth and govern-
ance in india is one such trajectory that is yet to be fully 
unpeeled and unpacked. it is this project that the research 
programme has engaged itself with by exploring differ-
ent bits and pieces of the emerging power now popularly 
known as ‘new india’. 

Focus on Asia
 
Asian Dynamics Initiative (ADI) started out in 2008 as a 
cross-disciplinary Asia focus with the aim of coordinat-
ing and enhancing studies on Asia at the University of 
Copenhagen’s Faculty of Humanities and Faculty of Social 
Sciences. Read more at www.asiandynamics.ku.dk 

Since 2012, ADI has also been involved in the UCPH’s ac-
tion plans for India and China. One task has been to map 
the entire University’s research activities and collabora-
tions with Indian and Chinese knowledge institutions. 
You can find the mappings on the following websites:
www.indiafocus.ku.dk 
www.chinafocus.ku.dk

Ravinder Kaur is associate professor of modern south Asian 
studies at the Department of cross-cultural and Regional stud-
ies. she also directs the centre of Global south Asian studies at 
the University of copenhagen. she is currently responsible for a 
collective research programme ‘nation in motion: Globalisation, 
Governance and Development in ‘new’ india’ funded by the Dan-
ish independent Research council for social sciences. 
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WiTh iTs China sTraTegy, introduced in 2012, the 
University of Copenhagen has not only sharpened its focus 
on research and education collaborations with Chinese part-
ners. it is also stepping up its cooperation with people and 
institutions outside the University, aiming to channel the 
wealth of existing knowledge about China at the University 
out into the rest of danish society, and let it come into play 
with the experiences of external actors. 

   “ThinkChina.dk is our new initiative to create a 
more fact-based and forward-looking understanding of the 
dynamics created by an increasingly influential China, and 
how these should be viewed from denmark. To do this, 
we’re cooperating with a broad range of stakeholders in 
danish society, from labour unions to bankers, to address 
both economic opportunities and looming challenges,” says 
Jørgen delman, professor of China studies at the University 
of Copenhagen and coordinator of ThinkChina.dk.

“By thinking together, we can merge academic under-
standing with the real-world concerns and experiences of 
actors and decision-makers in danish society.” 

Bridging academia and business

one such initiative under ThinkChina.dk is its working 
group on economics and business, which brings together 
economists from universities, private companies and banks. 
While macro-economists at universities tend to have a ro-
bust understanding of long-term economic questions, bank 
economists are more updated on current figures and short-
to-medium-run prognoses. for the purpose of understand-
ing China, the two approaches are complementary.

“By bridging these two worlds, we’re engaging in a new 
kind of conversation about tendencies within and prospects 
for the Chinese economy, and how these are affecting or 
may affect danish stakeholders. We’re exploring subjects 
like the effects of Chinese imports on danish companies, 
Chinese investments and the economic policies of the new 
leadership under Xi Jinping,” says Carsten Boyer Thøgersen, 
another driving force behind ThinkChina.dk and formerly 
denmark’s Consul-general in shanghai and guangzhou.

ThinkChina.dk also cooperates closely with organisa-
tions like danish-Chinese Business forum to facilitate 
events that address the interests of business leaders in 
denmark.

“at the University of Copenhagen, we possess knowl-
edge about questions vital to conducting business in 
Chinese markets — subjects like the Chinese party-state 

As China continues to develop, it will influence 

Denmark in more ways than providing competi-

tive manufacturing and emerging end markets. 

A great number of different Chinese institu-

tions and actors will present opportunities and 

challenges for Danish society. But how can such 

opportunities be seized, challenges mounted? A 

new think tank under the University of Copen-

hagen explores how Denmark can benefit from 

China’s continued growth and development.

BY MAGNUS JOREM

Thinking 
TOgeTHeR
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and its institutions, local government funding, state-owned 
enterprises. and danish businesses have a lot to offer us by 
way of their experiences with and perspectives on a whole 
range of activities in China, from sourcing to lobbying. it’s 
only natural to collaborate,” says professor delman.

yet ThinkChina.dk is not only working with businesses 
and banks. The larger picture of China’s current and poten-
tial influence on denmark includes people not traditionally 
thought of as having any relation to or concern with China 
— from greenlandic decision-makers to danish labour 
unions.

Deflating the hype

Virtually all over the world, there is hype about the rise of 
China and what it will mean for local societies. This also 
extends to denmark, where the prospects for Chinese in-
vestments in greenlandic resource extraction, and its arctic 
ambitions more broadly, have caused a heated debate on 
the social and political consequences that these may bring 
about. 

But hype easily translates to fear not grounded in fact. 
and maintaining a level-headed, fact-based discussion on 
China with danish stakeholders is what ThinkChina.dk is 
all about. That’s why, as one of its public events, ThinkChi-
na.dk co-organised a conference in april 2013 with Lowy 
institute’s dr. Linda Jakobson, a leading scholar on Chinese 
foreign policy, and a panel of seven thinkers from within the 
university and without, who offered different approaches to 
the subject:

“such events inform the public about topics of the day 
in a hype-free manner. The conference in april contextual-
ised China’s arctic aspirations in the greater scheme of its 
political priorities. in fact, resource extraction in greenland, 

Thinking 
TOgeTHeR

while in the interest of certain Chinese companies, is not a 
top priority. There are zero investments at present, and Chi-
nese enterprises are far more active in places like australia. 
and China’s security policy is primarily concerned with its 
immediate region and protecting its existing territory,” says 
Bertel heurlin, professor of political science and one of 
ThinkChina.dk’s coordinators.

also in relation to Chinese investments, ThinkChina.dk 
is engaging in an ongoing dialogue with some of denmark’s 
labour unions. Traditionally, such organisations are skeptical 
of China’s rise, which is sometimes equated with outsourc-
ing and loss of jobs. But given China’s enormous savings 
and increasing investment activity, its investors may actually 
be the key to bringing jobs back to denmark.

one example of its dialogue with unions is the involve-
ment of Magnus sundemo, a board member of swedish 
carmaker Volvo and the head of its engineering union. at a 
roundtable meeting with representatives from three danish 
unions, sundemo presented the case of Volvo’s transition 
to Chinese ownership. it’s a story of massive initial skepti-
cism about Chinese businesses, turned to a success, with not 
only thousands of swedish jobs saved, but many new ones 
created, along with the establishment of a new r&d centre 
in gothenburg.

By engaging in these discussions with external partners, 
the University of Copenhagen is taking part in generating 
well-reasoned knowledge that dispels myths and unveils 
opportunities. China will increasingly have an influence 
on denmark — the question is how well danish society 
prepares for it.

Professor Jørgen Delman, co-coordinator of ThinkChina.dk
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China’s  
peripheral people 
— HOlDINg THe KeY TO STABIlITY?

most observers consider  
Beijing’s proclaimed  
fear of Uyghur separatism  
to be greatly exaggerated

In a country as large and complex as China, 

the periphery is of central concern. With their 

Islamic faith, Turkic language, and official 

minority status, the Uyghur people in China’s 

western Xinjiang province have a rich history 

and unique culture — but also growing politi-

cal grievances.

BY ILDIKó BELLéR-HANN

There has Been MUCh TaLk in recent years 
about the phenomenal economic and political rise of asian 
countries. supported by statistics, the generalised accounts 
may emphasise success, but often play down or even mask 
the numerous internal challenges faced by these new global 
players. a case in point is China, where growing economic 
inequalities since the introduction of a socialist market 
economy have spurred social movements, especially among 
its vast rural population.  

pivotal to these movements is China’s western periphery, 
whose minority groups, the Tibetans and Uyghurs, hold 
major grievances, despite having been the beneficiaries of 
major development and affirmative-action policies. The ap-
parent contradiction posed by these large groups on China’s 
geographical margins must be understood in the contexts 
of culture and history, and not simply by their place in the 
Chinese economy. The case of the Uyghur, one of China’s 
55 recognised minority groups, aptly illustrates this point.

A history of turbulence

numbering almost 10 million, the Uyghurs constitute the 
titular group of the Xinjiang Uyghur autonomous region, 
speak a Turkic language and profess sunni islam. Their 
territory was effectively incorporated into the Qing em-
pire in the 18th century, before experiencing considerable 
political instability in the first half of the 20th century and 
turbulence of a different kind in socialist China. following 
the collectivisation of land in the 1950s and the Cultural 
revolution in the 1960s and 70s, when minority rights 
were often violated, the 1980s witnessed a liberalisation of  
policies. But catalysed by Beijing’s fear of separatism, the 
pendulum swung back toward repression in Xinjiang after 
1990, parallel to the nationwide expansion of the market 
economy.

Uyghurs feel that their political, economic and social 
entitlements are not realised equally to their fellow Chinese 
citizens, the majority han people, and their intellectuals 
harbour fears of cultural assimilation.

in 1996, when tensions in Xinjiang were considered 
to be an internal Chinese affair the strike hard Campaign 
targeted Uyghur “splitists”, but since 9/11 violent incidents 
have been routinely attributed to international terrorism 
and the influence of radical islam. 
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China’s  
peripheral people 
— HOlDINg THe KeY TO STABIlITY?

Development as assimilation

The authorities in Beijing acknowledge that the early re-
forms have widened regional economic disparities between 
the eastern and the Western provinces. To tackle the eco-
nomic backwardness of Western China, the West Campaign 
was launched in 2000. it has brought a great deal of invest-
ment to Xinjiang, as well as economic and infrastructural 
improvement – but much of this has been accomplished by 
han workers, and the overall effect has been to accelerate 
han immigration. Large-scale investment is directed pre-
dominantly to the northern part of Xinjiang, where mineral 
wealth is concentrated. These districts already have the 
province’s largest concentration of han people. Meanwhile, 
discrimination in the labour market forces many young Uy-
ghur to leave Xinjiang to seek work in China’s richer coastal 
provinces. But the recruitment of young people, especially 
in southern Xinjiang, for work in other parts of China 
thousands of kilometres away makes little sense to local 
people, who see han immigrants finding jobs in lucrative 
industries in the Uyghur autonomous region.  as a result, 
the Uyghur see these development policies not as a genuine 
effort to improve their overall situation, but as a tool in 
their assimilation and economic marginalisation. 

Language policies

The standard reason put forward for these labour-market 
inequalities is linguistic: few rural Uyghurs are fluent in 
Mandarin. accordingly, efforts have been made to increase 
Uyghurs’ competence in the state language. But most Uy-
ghurs perceive the programme, titled ‘bilingual education,’ 
as the aggressive promotion of Mandarin, since even in so-
called minority schools most subjects are now taught in the 
language. This is an almost complete reversal of the liberal 
language and cultural policies of the early reform period, 
which allowed parents to decide whether their children 
should be educated in a Uyghur or Chinese-language school 
up to the age of 18. The Uyghurs’ frustration is based not 
only on this elimination of choice, but also on plentiful 
evidence that discrimination in the labour market does not 
in fact depend on language at all: even Uyghurs fluent in 
Mandarin are often overlooked in favour of han people 
with equal or inferior qualifications.

Growth does not equal stability

Uyghurs occupy a geopolitically important borderland 
which constitutes about 1/6 of the total area of China. 
stability in the region is therefore paramount to Beijing’s 
overarching goal of maintaining territorial integrity. yet 
economic development alone does not guarantee the much-
needed political stability.  Most observers consider Beijing’s 
proclaimed fear of Uyghur separatism to be greatly exagger-
ated. This is because the vast majority of Uyghurs would be 
content to live under conditions of meaningful autonomy, 
in which they could enjoy equal access to economic re-

sources and social justice, including freedom of religious 
and cultural expression.  

The realisation of this, however, must be predicated on 
a deep understanding of the locals’ perspective, on a rec-
ognition of the need to come to terms with shared history, 
on a development that is culturally contextualised and, last 
but not least, on the equal participations of Uyghurs in 
decision-making at all levels. 

ildikó Bellér-Hann is associate professor with a background in 
Turkic and central Asian studies. she first went to Xinjiang in 
1986 and has been conducting textual studies on Uyghur social 
and cultural history as well as extensive fieldwork in the region 
since the early 1990s. Recently, she has been working on the 
double significance of engaging with local history: it provides 
clues for a grassroots understanding of large-scale historical 
events and social change, and is also used by local actors as a 
screen upon which they can project their own expectations, fears 
and visions concerning ongoing social transformation as well as 
their future survival as a group.

Young apprentice assisting with felt-making, Southern Xinjiang 1996.
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Q
What is environmental aid?
Environmental aid refers to international financial or technical assistance for environmental conserva-
tion. OEcD-DAc, which is an important forum of developed countries on aid, defines it more broadly 

as ‘aid targeting environmental sustainability’.

Why is environmental aid important for Asian countries?
Asia, particularly northeast and southeast Asia, has gone through rapid industrialisation and urban-
isation during the last few decades. This has brought serious environmental problems at the same 
speed, if not faster. The governments of Asian countries have eventually acknowledged the problem 
but the mechanisms they set up have not been sufficiently effective - they were not ‘custom-made’ 
to meet local demands or governments lacked resources to make those mechanisms work. Envi-
ronmental aid, therefore, has been particularly relevant for Asian countries precisely because of the 

incredible rate of growth and environmental degradation they have experienced.

What kinds of projects can be considered environmental aid?
Environmental aid projects can be activities that aim specifically at improving the environment, such 
as biodiversity conservation, biosphere protection, or environmental policy and planning, and others 
that are related to environment, such as infrastructure projects with environmental protection com-
ponents, water resources protection or forest management programs.

Who are the main actors in environmental aid?
in terms of donors, countries that consider environmental technology as their strong point, such as 
Denmark, Germany and Japan, have been strong advocates of environmental aid. Recently, south 
Korea has been active in promoting the idea of “Green Growth.” Japan and south Korea are inter-
esting examples because they themselves have a history of being recipients of aid, going through 
rapid economic growth and overcoming environmental problems. As to the receiving side, china has 
been one of the largest recipients of environmental aid.

What are the biggest obstacles to effective environmental aid in Asia?
it is a difficult question because fundamentally speaking it requires Asian countries to completely 
change a course and mode of development that has enabled them to achieve rapid economic 
growth. it is crucial for them to have a motivation to address the underlying causes of environmental 
degradation, rather than economic incentives.

5 Questions about
eNvIRONMeNTAl AID

2

1

3

4

5

BY AKI TONAMI

Aki Tonami is researcher at the nordic institute of Asian studies, University of copenhagen.
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How are you?

Korean:

Japanese:

Chinese:

Indonesian:

Malaysian:

Pakistani (Urdu):

Tibetan:

Nepalese: 

Hindi:

Burmese:

Mongolian:

Thai:



Profi le / asian dynamics12

Living with diversity in 
Southeast Asia 
Wedged between India and China, facing the 

Pacific and with long-standing historical ties to 

europe, Southeast Asia is an incredibly diverse 

region in terms of political systems, livelihoods, 

language, and ethnicity. It is also one of the 

world’s religious marketplaces, with all major 

world religions present, along with myriad local 

religious traditions, spirit and ancestor worship 

and new religious movements. How is it pos-

sible that many of these people manage to live 

together peacefully? What can europeans learn 

from the culturally and religiously diverse na-

tions of Southeast Asia?

BY OSCAR SALEMINK

Interior of Cao Dai church in Tay Ninh, Vietnam.
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Vietnam – a religious laboratory

one such nation is Vietnam — a religious laboratory with 
significant Buddhist, Taoist, Confucian, Muslim and Chris-
tian influences, alongside many other religious beliefs and 
practices. in contrast with europe, these religious traditions 
are not neatly separated, but mutually influence each other 
in terms of theological content, aesthetic forms, liturgy and 
ritual practices.  

More importantly, many of these traditions are not 
based on a notion of exclusive adherence and membership. 
in the West, if you are a Muslim or Christian, you cannot 
be a Buddhist or spirit medium at the same time, because 
monotheistic religions worship one “jealous” god who for-
bids paganism, heresy and apostasy. and for most europe-
ans, religion is a separate sphere of life, one that in a secular 
tradition is sought to be kept separate from economic and 
political practices. 

The religious and ritual practices in the daily lives of 
Vietnamese people form a sharp contrast to this monothe-
istic loyalty. The very same person might hire a Taoist feng 
shui geomancer to determine the exact location of a house, 

enlist an astrologer to determine the best date for a wedding 
or business trip, and discipline her or his child with refer-
ence to Confucian precepts, while worshipping deceased 
parents by offering sacrificial objects and burning incense on 
the family altar. other common religious practices include 
seeking help from a spirit medium in case of chronic illness 
or business misfortune; worshipping the spirit of a place, 
perhaps in a banyan tree, by burning incense; visiting the 
local Buddhist pagoda on the first and fifteenth of the lunar 
month; paying respects to a loved one at a graveyard; or 
seeking useful information for winning the lottery at a place 
where a young person died an unnatural death. 

ho Chi Minh who, as a national hero, has transformed 
into a celestial deity can be worshipped by visiting the ho 
Chi Minh mausoleum, an important pilgrimage site, or, 
alternatively, one can even be possessed by his spirit. other 
pilgrimages, either individual or in organised bus tours, 
follow a charismatic medium to a temple or pagoda.  and 
all these practices could be combined in different ways, 
oftentimes in one day, and certainly in one lifetime. as one 

Our neat separation  
between religious  
and secular spheres of life  
makes no sense in Vietnam

Oscar salemink is professor in the Anthropology of Asia. He has 
been doing research in southeast Asia, in particular in Vietnam, 
since the 1980s. This article reflects Oscar salemink’s current 
research on forms of (re)enchantment in contemporary Vietnam, 
and the ways in which religious and ritual traditions assume 
novel forms by sacralising economic and political practice in the 
context of market and state integration.

worshipper puts it: “We Vietnamese are very tolerant in 
religious matters. We can worship whatever god we like. for 
us, that is freedom of religion.” 

Understandably, the various religious traditions exercise 
mutual influence on the experiences, practices and lives of 
adherents.

The “ultimate” religion

an extreme example of the merging of various religious 
influences is the syncretistic Cao dai sect, whose main seat 
lies in Tay ninh in southern Vietnam. Cao dai emerged in 
the 1920s during french colonial rule as an attempt to cre-
ate the “ultimate” religion by incorporating deities, liturgies 
and symbols from all major world religions into one creed. 
not only are Jesus, Buddha, and Mohammed worshipped, 
political leaders such as sun yat-sen and the french novelist 
Victor hugo are also deified. perhaps surprisingly, the Cao 
dai copies the structure of the Catholic Church by appoint-
ing a pope as its head. 

Ritualised politics and politicised rituals

The merging of plural religious traditions and influences in 
everyday lives as described above makes it clear that religious 
practices are closely connected with other concerns. rituals 
do not only mark life-cycle events, but directly address other 
“this-worldly” concerns like health and well-being, study-
ing, business, gambling, political affairs and so on. This 
results in a ritualisation of economic and political actions on 
the one hand, and the commodification and politicisation 
of ritual on the other. in other words, our neat separation 
between religious and secular spheres of life makes no sense 
in Vietnam. it would be educational to reflect on what we 
could learn from the ways that people in southeast asia live 
with their immense religious diversity, even when religion is 
part and parcel of everyday concerns.
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gLoBaLisaTion and inCreased Trade with 
low wage asian countries has attracted much attention over 
the past two decades. a primary reason behind the sharp-
ened focus on the issue, is the increasing role that these 
countries – particularly China – play in world trade. Thirty 
years ago, China’s share of world exports in the manufactur-
ing sector was around one per cent. Today, China is one of 
the largest exporting countries in the world, with a share of 
total world exports of roughly ten per cent.
   This development may have pronounced implications for 
developed countries, since these countries import the goods 
produced in China and other asian countries. denmark is 
no exception in that respect. as can be seen in the figure be-

Made in China  

– should we be concerned?

Danish manufacturing firms will suffer from in-

creased competition from cheap Chinese labour. 

This is what sceptics say as the Chinese share 

of Danish import goes up. However, research 

in the field of trade with China shows that this 

fear is often based on misconceptions.

BY JAKOB R. MUNCH

This figure shows the share of total Danish manufacturing imports from China.

low, danish imports from China and other asian low wage 
countries have increased markedly over the past 15 years. 
The Chinese share of danish imports is now almost ten per 
cent and other low wage asian countries also account for a 
significant proportion. 

Facts instead of fears 

This has sparked fears that danish manufacturing firms 
and workers will suffer. Questions are frequently raised 
about whether danish manufacturing firms will survive the 
increased competition from China. or will danish workers 
have to accept wage cuts or even lose their jobs due to, for 
example, outsourcing?

somewhat surprisingly,  

it turns out that Denmark  

continues to import  

products from other  

developed countries  

even as chinese firms  

enter these same  

Danish product markets
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we only had imports from China in 37 per cent of the 
product categories. in 2007, we continued to import from 
other developed countries in all product categories, but the 
share imported from China increased to 66 per cent. an 
important reason why Chinese competition did not push 
the developed countries out of danish product markets is 
that Chinese products have a lower quality and sell at lower 
prices. Because denmark belongs to the group of developed 
countries, this suggests that danish firms indeed sell differ-
ent products than Chinese firms – they are differentiated in 
the price and quality dimension. one example of a quality 
differentiated product with sizeable danish imports from 
China and a sizeable sale from danish manufacturers is 
women’s or girl’s cotton denim trousers and breeches. in this 
category the price of the danish product is almost double 
that of the imported Chinese product. 
   a central part of the research programme is to enhance 
our understanding of the relationship between a danish 
firm’s choice of factor inputs and its ability to charge higher 
prices in product markets. it will be pursued whether a dif-
ferent choice of factor inputs, for example hiring more high 
skilled labour, may increase product quality and prices that 
in turn yield higher productivity and growth.

Jakob munch is professor of international Economics at the  
Department of Economics. He is currently working on projects 
about offshoring, the impact of chinese import competition on 
Danish firms and workers and policy evaluation of export promo-
tion programmes in Denmark. These projects are funded by The 
Danish council for independent Research – social sciences, Kraks 
Fond Byforskning and Economic Policy Research network.

The answers to these questions may have important policy 
implications. it is sometimes claimed that danish firms 
might better survive globalisation pressures if they are able 
to hire workers with a high level of education. other com-
mentators call for protectionist trade policy measures. 
   Unfortunately, the public discussions are often based on 
anecdotal evidence and misconceptions, and rarely is the 
debate accompanied by solid evidence. To alleviate this 
problem, ongoing research at the University of Copenhagen 
explores how increased trade with China and other emerg-
ing economies affect danish firms and workers along several 
dimensions. 
   a first natural step in this research programme is to 
describe in greater detail the composition of imports from 
asian countries. Traditional trade theory tells us that 
danish firms and workers have reasons to be worried if 
we import the same goods as those produced by danish 
firms. however, theory also predicts that countries with 
cheap labour, such as China, should produce a different 
mix of goods compared to countries with a relatively high 
skilled labour force such as denmark. Chinese firms should 
specialise in producing relatively simple products such as t-
shirts whereas danish firms should produce more advanced 
knowledge-intensive products such as pharmaceuticals.

prices and Quality

somewhat surprisingly, it turns out that denmark con-
tinues to import products from other developed countries 
even as Chinese firms enter these same danish product 
markets. in 1990, denmark imported from other developed 
countries in basically all existing product categories, whereas 
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BUshido, ChrisTianiTy and nieLs Bohr  – these are the main themes 
of the book that professor With special responsibilities yoichi nagashima is cur-
rently working on. yoichi nagashima is professor of literature at the department of 
Cross-Cultural and regional studies, Japanese studies. yoichi nagashima is from 
Japan and during the last 25 years he has dug and dived into every archive on cultural 
connections between Japan and denmark, for example visits, negotiations, deals and 
exchanges of any kind. so far his research has resulted in two massive books on these 
cultural connections, with a third volume on the way.

“My duty as an academic researcher is to document every aspect of my research 
field. But, in the third volume on danish-Japanese relations, i am specifically interest-
ed in the perception of things, i.e. the way the danes perceive Japanese culture – and 
vice versa,” says nagashima.

The first time denmark and Japan got acquainted with one another was during 
the reign of Christian iV in the 17th century, but the first real exchange of handshakes 
and impressions took place in the year 1873, according to yoichi nagashima.

“That year a Japanese delegation visited denmark and this was the first occasion 
for both countries to get a closer look at one another. from the Japanese point of view, 
denmark presented, as did Belgium, The netherlands and switzerland, a tiny but 

Haruki murakami is a writer in

voluntary exile in his own country.

He does not draw on the so-called

exotic Japan and he disapproves

of traditional Japanese values

dictating people’s behavior and

punishing transgresses

”

A nation’s self-perception determines the prejudices

and narratives it constructs about other nations.

This maxim is at the heart of Professor Yoichi

Nagashima’s year-long research in cultural relations

between Denmark and Japan.

Japanese    
   connections

BY ANNE TRAp-LIND AND MARIE YOSHIDA
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strong country which got along well in the world. in this 
respect, denmark was a role model for Japan, itself a tiny 
country having to cope with the mighty countries sur-
rounding it.”

In search of Niels Bohr      

on the contrary, danes at that time thought of Japan as a 
small, strange country where people were clean and polite,
but not trustworthy. however, this idea changed completely 
in 1905 when Japan won the war between Japan and rus-
sia. This was when the danes began to see the Japanese 
people as a nation of samurais, who won a war against all 
odds through the moral strength of Bushido.

“The samurai culture is the national spirit of Japan. a 
danish writer, karl Larsen, described the Bushido culture 
at that time, but he did not see it the way the Japanese did 
– Bushido was mythologised. This so-called bias – creative 
misunderstanding – interests me,” says yoichi nagashima.

according to nagashima, the Japanese point of view was 
that denmark was very much identical to Christianity.

“Christianity also made its way to Japan, and in the 
third volume i explain how Japanese people have interpret-
ed and integrated the Christian religion.”

another theme that yoichi nagashima pursues is danish 
scientist niels Bohr.

“Like many others, Japanese scientists were very inspired 
by niels Bohr’s revolutionary theoretical physics, and it 
turns out that niels Bohr himself was quite attracted to 
Japan as a destination for travelling. in the third book, i fol-
low in his footsteps to find out what exactly fascinated him 
in Japan,” says nagashima.

Comics and existential fear

In the new millenium, two cultural products from Japan have 
made their way into the hearts of the Danes and Western
people in general: the Manga comics and the writer Haruki 
Murakami – why this popularity?  

“Manga has become a universal language through the 
encounter with the Us and Walt disney. The sketchy style 
draws on an old Zen Buddhist tradition characterised by 
the cultivation of emptiness illustrated by non-coloured 
spaces on the painting – very unlike the Western tradition 
where people dislike the thought of emptiness. But, the 
Mangas that we read in the West reflect the common set of 
interests we have in a globalised world,” says nagashima. 
“haruki Murakami is a writer in voluntary exile in his own 
country. he does not draw on the so-called exotic Japan 
and he disapproves of traditional Japanese values dictating 
people’s behavior and punishing transgresses.” Murakami’s 
writing is also part of a globalised world, where the saying 
goes that women in Tokyo and women in Copenhagen 
have the same things in their handbags. also existential 
fear is the same in a world constructed in a way that makes 
us more lonely with every unpredictable day that goes by. 
Murakami digs into the fear and loneliness that we experi-
ence when we run into “the wall” – his metaphor for this 
complex of existential problems and obstacles. But, at the 
same time, he leaves the reader with the hope of overcom-
ing difficulties and returning to the sound and sane world.”  

yoichi nagashima, professor, Department of cross-cultural and 
Regional studies, University of copenhagen.
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Asian interest in the  
Arctic signals, above all, 
the globalisation  
and integration of the  
Arctic into the world

Asian countries are taking an increasing  

interest in the Arctic, causing concern in some 

quarters. But what is driving their interest, and 

is it really anything new?

BY STEWART WATTERS AND AKI TONAMI 

The arCTiC is Undergoing dramatic climatic 
changes and is ice free for longer periods and over a greater 
area each year, enabling new resource extraction and the 
opening of new sea routes connecting europe and asia across 
the high north.

The major asian maritime nations of China, south ko-
rea, Japan, india and singapore are all showing intense in-
terest in the resource, shipping and infrastructure potential 
of an open arctic, as well as a desire to play a greater role in 
arctic governance. in May 2013, these five asian states were 
accepted to join the arctic Council as permanent observ-
ers. Their integration as non-arctic states into the Western-
centric arctic Council represents a major development in 
arctic governance.

China is not Asia

it may be stating the obvious, but asia is much more than 
just China. yes, China is a growing and important power and 
has shown a keen interest in arctic affairs, but korea, Japan, 
singapore and india are significant actors, too. in terms of 
icebreaker capacity and arctic scientific research, China is 
not ahead of Japan or korea. Japan has conducted several 
scientific expeditions in greenland and the Japanese state 

oil and gas company has long been an important part of the 
oil-major consortium looking to extract off the greenlandic 
coast. research on asia and the arctic should take a broad 
view of the different actors involved and also consider those 
who might show a future interest in trans-arctic shipping, 
such as Taiwan.

Legitimate interests in Arctic development

There is clearly a commercial imperative at work in asia’s 
arctic interest. China, Japan, korea, singapore and india are 
all major shipping and/or export powers. six of the world’s 

Representatives of China, South Korea and Japan (L-R) attend  
a meeting of the Arctic Council, November 2012

Asia 
in a changing  
ARCTIC 
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ten busiest container ports are in China, with singapore and 
Busan in korea ranked second and fifth busiest respectively; 
also, China, Japan, and korea are the world’s top three ex-
porters by value. add to this northeast asia’s constant need 
for secure, foreign energy, and it becomes clear that the 
prospect of new shipping routes and access to energy across 
the north are legitimate areas of interest and, in the case of 
singapore, even some concern, since new northern routes 
could risk undermining its position as a hub port.

polar heritage

asian interest in the arctic is often characterised as something 
new, as a product of rising powers and resource competition. 
however, this doesn’t reflect the region’s rich heritage of polar 
research.

China, south korea and Japan have large and active 
national institutes of polar research, overseeing activities in 
antarctica and the arctic. in antarctica, Japan established 
a permanent research station already in 1957, with China, 
south korea and india following in the late 80s. Meanwhile, 
in the arctic, svalbard is an important location for inter-
national scientific research and Japan, korea, China and 

Asia in a changing Arctic
 
With support from the Nordic Council of Ministers, NIAS – 
Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, University of Copenhagen, 
has been researching Asian objectives and ambitions in the 
Arctic under the project title “Asia in a changing Arctic”. 
Although there has been some media interest in Asia’s role 
in the Arctic, this often relies on easy assumptions about 
Asian foreign policies. This project digs deeper into the ori-
gins and creation of the Asian Arctic policies and provides a 
platform for Asian scholars working on Arctic affairs.

The Arctic Council
 
The Arctic Council is an intergovernmental forum consist-
ing of the eight states with territories within the Arctic 
Circle.  In addition to the eight Member States, non-Arc-
tic states can become permanent or Ad-hoc Observers if 
approved by the Council. The Council deals with common 
Arctic issues such as sustainable development, environ-
mental protection, natural resources and Arctic shipping.  

stewart Watters leads the “Asia in a changing Arctic” project at 
the nordic institute of Asian studies, looking at the drivers behind 
the growing interest in the Arctic region by Asian countries and 
what this means for the nordic countries. 

Aki Tonami is researcher at the nordic institute of Asian stud-
ies, University of copenhagen. Her main research areas include 
Japan’s international relations and environmental governance, 
particularly environmental aid.

india all have sizeable stations there focused on meteorology, 
atmosphere physics, glaciology and other natural sciences.

The Arctic in the world

asian interest in the arctic signals, above all, the globalisa-
tion and integration of the arctic into the world — and the 
interest is mutual. arctic communities and states cannot 
yet calculate the scale of economic, demographic, political 
and economic change that will come in the wake of a more 
accessible arctic, but asian states see themselves as being 
a part of that development. korean icebreakers, Japanese 
liquefied natural gas tankers and singapore-built drilling 
rigs off the coast of greenland are things we may all have to 
adjust to in the coming decades.

Chinese research icebreaker Xue Long (Snow Dragon). A second Chinese icebreaker is expected in 2014.
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Language 
– the KeY to ACCeSS

The University of Copenhagen offers students 

the chance to learn several Asian languages – 

but why not be content with knowing english? 

A look at the Japanese media provides one 

prime example of how language knowledge is 

the key to cultural understanding.

BY MARIE ROESGAARD

English is definitely very 

useful, but in order 

to conduct research 

or build businesses in 

foreign countries, we 

need to either learn the 

language or make sure 

we have access to  

reliable interpreting  

– cultural and linguistic

on a passenger BoaT traversing the lake by the foot of Mount fuji in Japan, 
there is a sign that says:”This door cannot be opened”.  it says the same in Chinese and 
korean – but not in Japanese as one would expect.  is that because only foreigners would 
dare to open the door? is there some kind of cultural knowledge about doors on boats 
that only the Japanese are presumed to possess? 
   at the University of Copenhagen’s asian section we know that regional insight is a 
precious commodity, which is in high demand in both the business world, the media and 
society as such. The asian section therefore works to develop and maintain an expertise 
in the different regions’ languages because linguistic competencies are the key to studying 
source material, culture and society. 
   english is definitely very useful, but in order to conduct research or build businesses 
in foreign countries, we need to either learn the language or make sure we have access 
to reliable interpreting – cultural and linguistic. The need for getting the national news 
may serve as an example of what can happen when we try to make do with english in 
non-english speaking countries. in this case, we depend on english editions of local 
newspapers, but we should be cautious about assuming that the english edition is a 
translation of the original. on a randomly chosen day in april 2010 the main headlines 
in the english internet edition of the Japanese asahi newspaper were: the strengthened 
nissan-renault alliance, China executes a Japanese drug trafficker, and the establishment 
of a foundation in support of exports of anime (Japanese animated movies). in the Japa-
nese edition the main headlines were: the nature of political support for the governor in 
osaka, the relocation of the american futenma military base, and problems with health 
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marie Roesgaard is chair of the Asian Dynamics initiative’s steering 
committee. she is also associate professor of Japanese studies 
with a broad focus on contemporary Japanese society, politics and 
popular culture. Over the years she has done extensive research on 
the Japanese education system, while her current research looks at 
various aspects of moral education in Japan.

insurance. Can this really be the same newspaper in the 
same country on the same day? Clearly, the english edition 
does not give us much insight as to what the Japanese are 
preoccupied with, but it does say a lot about what the asahi 
editors assume english readers have an interest in. 

For ourselves and for the future

for years i have worked with Japanese education. in my 
research, to understand and learn from the Japanese, and to 
get a glimpse of what is going on in Japan, i need to know 
their language and understand the context of meaning. 
The same goes for China, india, Thailand and other asian 
countries, or even germany for that matter.
   i work especially with educational reform, support facili-
ties for the regular system of schooling as well as changes 
brought on by law revisions. To do this, i have to be able 
to access the newest material, laws and legislature, and 
other information as soon as it appears. To wait for it to be 
translated would mean that i could only use “old news”, 
and not be able to communicate properly with my Japanese 
colleagues. 

   furthermore, not everything is translated and not eve-
rything we find interesting is researched by the Japanese 
themselves. My work with the support facilities (known as 
“juku” in Japanese) is an example of this. it would not have 
been possible without conducting interviews in Japanese, 
reading primary and secondary sources in Japanese, and us-
ing Japanese statistics. almost none of this is translated, and 
the only road of access is knowing the language.
   at the University of Copenhagen’s asian section you can 
learn several asian languages. We offer study programmes 
in Chinese, Japanese, indonesian, korean, Thai, Modern 
indian and south asian studies as well as indology and 
Tibetology. The combination of language and culture is the 
key to effective analysis of events, to strong international 
relations, to friendships and not least to personal develop-
ment. We need to know languages for our own sake, for 
that of society and for the future.
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The emergence of selective reproduction technologies, coupled with demo-

graphic concerns, has resulted in an increasing practice of pre-birth population 

control in the east Asian region. The result is the prevention and promotion of 

certain types of babies – whether according to gender or health. 

BY AYO WAHLBERG

selecting sons, 
 improving quality

in easT asia, population-related issues have generated concern among 
governments and policymakers for some time. Consequently, reproduc-
tive policies, technologies and practices in asia, the world’s most populous 
continent with 4.2 billion people, have long been the focus of local, national 
and international scrutiny. Much of this apprehension has been linked to population growth, 
which, when unchecked, is considered an obstacle to socio-economic development, just as 
inverted population pyramids raise the spectre of dependency burdens which can also negatively 
impact prospects for economic growth. east asian governments have and continue to address 
the “population problem” through family-planning policies and programmes.

Demographic anxieties

yet, in recent decades, political concerns about population quantity have been supplemented by 
another form of demographic anxiety, namely a concern that “population quality” will deterio-
rate unless concerted actions to counteract this are taken. indeed, in some east asian countries, 
notably China, improvement of population quality has been considered an essential component 
of overall socio-economic development. 

not withstanding considerable local, national and international controversy, governments in 
east asia have over the last decades engaged with more or less explicit goals of improving popu-
lation quality — through both reproductive and educational means. at the same time, foetal 
education guides, reproductive technologies, parent-centred educational drives and the like have 
generated localised quests for “quality offspring”.

Selective reproductive technologies

an important component of this focus on population quality has been the emergence of selec-
tive reproductive technologies (srTs), which are built up around increasingly sophisticated 

in some East Asian countries, 

notably china, improvement 

of population quality has 

been considered an essential 

component of overall socio-

economic development
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technical possibilities to selectively fertilise gametes, implant 
embryos and/or abort foetuses. They are explicitly used to 
prevent or promote the birth of “certain kinds of children” 
— averting the birth of a child suffering from a “serious dis-
ease”, while promoting that of a healthy child, an intelligent 
child, a male child, or a saviour sibling.

in asia, selective reproduction is perhaps most nota-
bly associated with sex selection as male-female ratios in 
countries like China, india and Vietnam become ever more 
skewed, with ratios as high as 122 boys for every girl in 
some Chinese provinces. This is not least due to the wide 
availability of ultrasound scanning technologies. at the 
same time, as techniques for prenatal screening and genetic 
diagnosis become routinised throughout asia, selective 
reproductive technologies have also become bound up in 
couples’ quests for “quality offspring”, as well as govern-
ments’ aims to improve population quality by preventing 
the birth of babies with “serious diseases”.

Through a series of conferences and workshops as well 
as an asian dynamics initiative-supported ethnographic 
study at China’s largest fertility clinic and sperm bank, 
my research has focused on the ways in which selective 
reproductive technologies come to be routinised in specific 
juridical, cultural, political as well as socio-economic set-
tings. in order to understand how such global technologies 
gain footing in countries like China, we need to study the 
specificities of routes of routinisation. The project runs until 
the end of 2013.

Ayo Wahlberg is a postdoctoral research fellow at the Depart-
ment of Anthropology, University of copenhagen. Ayo Wahlberg 
directs a sapere Aude-funded research project on reproductive 
technologies in china. He is also part of a joint chinese-Euro-
pean project on the ethics of biological and biomedical research 
called BiOnET, funded by the European commission.

Embryologist working



processes through which borders and territories 

within Asia emerge and are voiced by scholars, 

indigenous people and external actors alike. 

Along these lines, Asia can be envisaged as a 

dynamic part of the world without fixed re-

gions and clear-cut boundaries and as a region 

where the constant redefinition of territories, 

boundaries and relations have real effects on 

people’s lives, whether in terms of regional se-

curity, economic exchange or cultural links.

Lars Højer, associate professor, Department of cross-cultural and 
Regional studies, University of copenhagen. 

- borders, territorialisation and regionalisation
BY LARS HØJER

It’s all about Asia in this profile magazine. But 

how do we determine what constitutes Asia?

“Asia”, “Central Asia” and “South Asia” are 

not regions in their own right but are made to 

appear as regions through historical, political 

and cultural processes. 

The imagination of regions and frontiers based 

on national identity, language, literature, re-

ligious affiliations or economic security is the 

ground from which more established cultural 

identities and political relations across regions 

materialise. It is thus vital to investigate the 

ASIA


