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movements in some provinces, such as Aceh and South Sulawesi, should not be seen as a
threat to the democratic and civil foundation of the state because, Bowen argues, it is pri-
marily an expression of regional identity, traditional authority, and power among political
elites in the context of decentralization. In short, as summed up by Stepan and Künkler,
“given the problems that existed in 1998, the speed and depth of Indonesia’s democra-
tization are impressive” (p. 23).

Second, almost all the authors suggest that we should not be so optimistic about the
condition and future of democracy in Indonesia despite these achievements. A number of
structural problems remain unresolved: rampant corruption in almost all organs of state;
the weak rule of law; and lack of discipline and competence in state bureaucracies, both
civil and military, to name just a few. The weak and hopelessly corrupt state apparatus
may not threaten democratic consolidation, but certainly deteriorates its quality. It has
undermined otherwise speedy and ambitious reform efforts, such as decentralization, re-
gional autonomy, and formation of new agencies, thereby keeping public confidence in
state and political institutions extremely low.

Third, democratic consolidation has had very little influence on the people and civil
society, in particular on policymaking, though Lindsey and Budd as well as Künkler give
more credit than others to the role of both religious and secular civil society actors in the
reforms. We are left unsure about the actual influence of prominent religious organiza-
tions and actors as well as civil rights NGOs in the consolidation phase, when Indonesia
encountered an alarming trend of anti-minority violence and religious intolerance, a main
concern for Indonesia’s Muslim democracy, as noted by Jones, Magnis-Suseno, and
Liddle and Mujani. In fact, Jones argues, it is street-based radical Islamist organizations
that have gained a disproportionate influence in civil society to penetrate and influence
state policies.

In sum, the volume offers a valuable comprehensive overview on where Indonesia
stands now in terms of democratic consolidation. Though it says less about the role of
Islamic institutions in the crafting of democracy than one might expect from the title
of the book, it nonetheless helps us gain a better understanding of the set of challenges
that the Muslim-majority democracy has faced and overcome. Why Indonesia’s democ-
racy has progressed as far as—and in the way in which—it has may be an interesting com-
parative question to be further debated in future research.
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Since Patrick Jory’s article on the Fifth Reign attempts to discourage the popularity
of the jātaka tales in Thai Buddhism, it has been more or less assumed that over the twen-
tieth century the jātaka lost their central place in Thai Buddhist practice.12 In this book,

12Patrick Jory, “Thai and Western Buddhist Scholarship in the Age of Colonialism: King Chulalong-
korn Redefines the Jatakas,” Journal of Asian Studies 61, no. 3 (2002): 891–918.
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however, Lefferts, Cate, and Tossa show that the Vessantara Jātaka, the story of the Bod-
hisatta’s penultimate life before being reborn as Siddhattha Gotama, remains crucial to
the religious lives of the Thai-Lao living in the Mekong valley.

This book is a study of the pha yao Phra Wet—long, horizontally formatted painted
scrolls depicting the Vessantara Jātaka. These scrolls are central objects in the celebra-
tion of the Phra Wet festival, and are the material catalysts through which the ritual
enacts and localizes the jātaka tale in the present day.

This innovative study consists of scholarly essays on the production and ritual impor-
tance of the scrolls, with close visual and linguistic deconstruction of the pha yao Phra
Wet painted in 1960 by the artist Sopha Pangcha and now housed at the Asian Civilisa-
tions Museum in Singapore. The study situates Sopha’s scroll in the historical develop-
ment of Thai-Lao Buddhist scroll-painting tradition. Furthermore, the authors analyze
the portion of the Phra Wet festival that mimics the return of Prince Vessantara to his
kingdom, in which Buddhist practitioners carry the long painted scrolls out into a desig-
nated forested area and enact a ritual procession, returning it unfurled to the confines of
the temple.

This book masterfully links the too often separated elements of religious narrative,
art, and ritual practice. By dealing with these elements in concert, the authors show
the full importance of the Vessantara scrolls in the lives of Thai-Lao Buddhists. This
truly interdisciplinary methodology captures how Buddhism, in this corner of Southeast
Asia, is a living and active reality.

Chapter 1 is a stunning full-color reproduction of the thirty-one-meter-long scroll
running continuously over thirty of the chapter’s thirty-one pages, with the jātaka narra-
tive running below the color plates. This reproduction, coupled with the text, provides
the rare ability to follow the story while delving into an exceptionally rich visual
counterpart.

Chapter 2 discusses the Bun Phra Wet ceremony as an act of storytelling, ritual per-
formance, community engagement, and ethical subjectivity. Engagement in the ritual
constructs individual ethical subjectivities through the practice of returning the scroll
back to the temple. This temporally telescopic act forges the lives and concerns of the
ritual participants with the subjects of Prince Vessantara’s kingdom. The authors convinc-
ingly show how the material and spatial qualities of the scrolls create a type of imagined
space in which religious meaning is produced and accessed.

Chapter 3 investigates the production of scrolls as religious and artistic objects. It dis-
cusses the artists who paint scrolls and the effects different modes of production have on
the visual qualities of the finished piece. The authors point out that Sopha’s scroll shows
great attention to detail and innovation in spatial composition that effectively condenses
Dhamma teachings through varying perspective focus and nonlinear visual narrative or-
ganization. Other more contemporary scrolls are organized in relatively simple schemes,
focusing on the human action of the story with little attention to background depiction or
spatial composition.

The workbook-like layout of chapter 4 provides a thorough transcription and trans-
lation of every shred of text present on Sopha’s scroll. The translation and transcription
diagrams the location of the Thai-Lao text as it appears on the scroll, and translates
this language into both central Thai and English.

Lastly, chapter 5 is a brief set of notes highlighting Sopha’s life as an artist, his in-
volvement in scroll painting, and a detailed material description of the scroll at the
Asian Civilisations Museum.

The book’s high-quality color reproduction of the scroll, complete with thorough
transcription and translation in a large-format publication, reminds us of the utility of
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the codex as a technological tool for scholarly work and as an object of sheer aesthetic
pleasure. I could not help wishing, however, that the publication was accompanied by
a digital element complete with all of the functions that the codex does not include,
such as hyper zoom and the ability to digitally scroll through the scroll in a continuous,
uninterrupted swipe. Even without this element, the book remains an elegant object
in its own right, made even more valuable by the quality of its scholarship.
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In the months following the July 2013 national election, Cambodia saw massive anti-
government protests. Sam Rainsy, president of the opposition Cambodian National
Rescue Party, was instrumental in orchestrating these events. He lays out his justifications
for challenging the current government in his recent book coauthored with David White-
house, a British journalist.We Didn’t Start the Fire: My Struggle for Democracy in Cam-
bodia reads as part autobiography, part history, part criticism, and part political platform.

In the first half of the book, Rainsy charts the course of his life. He was born in 1949.
His father was the politician Sam Sary, who was sent by King Norodom Sihanouk to help
negotiate Cambodia’s independence from France in 1954. Sam Sary lost favor with Siha-
nouk, however, and in 1959 he was accused of treason. He fled to Vietnam and was even-
tually killed. Rainsy’s family was ordered to leave the country in 1965, and they made their
way to Paris, where Rainsy earned a degree in economics, married, and settled into a job
as a financial analyst.

Rainsy describes being shocked to hear reports of the immense human suffering that
took place when the Khmer Rouge gained control of Cambodia in 1975. However, he was
far from relieved when the Vietnamese overthrew the Khmer Rouge in 1979 and backed
a new government, writing that the occupation by a “historically aggressive, expansionist
neighbor was a humiliation rather than a liberation” (p. 51). In response, he helped form
the royalist Funcinpec Party in 1981. Rainsy moved to Cambodia in 1992, feeling it was
his “duty” to try to establish a democracy (p. 68).

Funcinpec won the UN-sponsored Cambodian election in 1993, but the Cambodian
People’s Party (CPP) forced through a power-sharing agreement. Rainsy was named
finance minister in the coalition government, yet he writes that he was soon dismayed
by its high levels of corruption. After denouncing both CPP and Funcinpec leaders for
their involvement in illegal logging and challenging forced evictions, he was stripped of
his political positions in 1995. Rainsy decided to strike out on his own, forming the
Sam Rainsy Party. He claims to have since faced multiple threats against his life, and
he fled to France twice to avoid charges leveled against him by the CPP government.

The latter part of the book focuses on the problems in Cambodia that Rainsy attri-
butes to the CPP’s actions, and particularly to the leadership of current Prime Minister
Hun Sen. Elections, he says, are fraudulent, and corruption is entrenched in all
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