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Protecting the Weak — Concepts and Evidence from East Asia 
Hong Kong, October 7–8, 2016 
The second international conference of the project “Protecting the Weak” funded by the 
Volkswagen Foundation within its “Key Issues for Research and Society” initiative was 
hosted by Prof. Xiangdong Wei, Dean of the Faculty of Social Sciences at Lingnan University 
in Hong Kong. 
The project team and its principal investigators, Iwo Amelung, Moritz Bälz, Heike Holbig, 
and Cornelia Storz from the Goethe University in Frankfurt were joined by a selection of 
outstanding conference speakers from Asia, Europe, and the United States. In accordance with 
the interdisciplinary approach of the project, the speakers represented a broad variety of 
disciplines encompassing the fields of history, philosophy, cultural studies, anthropology, 
sociology, political science, law, and economics. 
Joshua Mok, Vice-President of Lingnan University, welcomed the participants with an open-
ing address which was followed by an introduction to the project by Iwo Amelung. Both 
stressed the crucial significance of interdisciplinary work and the many benefits to be gained 
from the exchange of ideas across international and disciplinary borders. 
The first panel was opened by Matthias Schumann (Goethe University) who traced the emer-
gence of animal protection movements in Republican China and examined the role of Bud-
dhism for their inception and dissemination. Elisa Hörhager and Stefan Hüppe-Moon (both 
Goethe University) proceeded with a presentation of the philosophical underpinnings of the 
protection of weak groups and interests by asking how concepts of vulnerability can shape our 
understanding of people’s duties towards each other. 
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Issues of gender and sexuality were the focus of the second panel chaired by Annie Chan 
(Lingnan). Drawing on extensive fieldwork, the presentations by Ravinder Barn (Royal 
Holloway University of London) and  Diana Kwok (Lingnan University) on the prevalence of 
rape myths  and on sexual prejudice in Chinese schools, respectively, illustrated the direct 
impact of narratives and symbolism within discourses on the protection of the “weak”. 
The afternoon session started with a panel on the role of classifications for weakness and 
victimhood. Sighard Neckel (Hamburg University) and Heike Holbig (Goethe University) 
jointly presented their thoughts on the role of negative classifications within symbolic orders 
of social inequality, illustrating the pitfalls involved in classifications of certain groups as 
“weak”. Albeit facilitating the recognition of needs and entitlements, classifications of 
“weakness” can simultaneously lead to the symbolic reproduction of social inequalities. 
Moritz Bälz (Goethe University) complemented the discussion by showing the ambivalence 
of the categorization of disaster victims to allow the judicial system a timely and equitable 
response to their claims. 
The first day concluded with observations of processes of institutional change in East Asia. 
Markus Heckel (Goethe University) presented data concerning the phenomenon of employees 
in the Japanese labor market who state that they do not know the length of their labor con-
tracts. Christina Maags and Ioan Trifu (both Goethe University) bookended the day with their 
presentation on the role of international norms in the safeguarding of cultural heritage and the 
way local actors in China and Japan appropriate such norms. The speakers emphasized how 
East Asian influences affected the formation of measures to safeguard intangible cultural 
heritage at the international level. 
Mark Rosenzweig (Yale University) kicked off the second day of the conference with his 
keynote speech during which he presented the extraordinary significance of informal net-
works organized along Indian caste delineations for the mitigation of social inequalities in 
rural India. Through a comparison with the situation in rural China, Rosenzweig illustrated 
how the reliance on caste networks reduces rural to urban migration despite the large wage 
gaps between Indian villages and the cities. 
The role of networks and personal relationships was taken up again in a panel on labor mar-
kets and social policy. Na Zou (Goethe University) presented her research on network for-
mation among entrepreneurs within the rural migrant population in China. Her findings 
pointed towards a correlation between the capability for strategic thinking as well as the 
existence of political connections and the propensity to form effective networks. Cornelia 
Storz (Goethe University) showed that in Japan’s creative video game industries bounded 
career paths prevail when compared to the US due to the reliance on integrative knowledge 
capabilities in Japan. With regard to the effects of corporate restructuring on workplace 
performance, Nick Zubanov (Konstanz University) noted the importance of the psychological 
contracts not only between the employer and the employee but also among the employees 
themselves. 
Joshua Mok opened a panel on the role of education in reducing inequalities with a presenta-
tion on the effects of the massification of higher education in China. Contrary to intuitive 
notions of the role of education, Mok showed how the universalization of higher education 
can in fact intensify inequalities. Jin Jiang (Lingnan University) continued the examination of 
China’s education system by analyzing the inequality between urban and rural Hukou holders 
concerning college attendance. Maggie Lau (City University of Hong Kong) closed the panel 
with the reminder that the subjective well-being of children hinges upon much more than the 
income of their parents. 
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The seventh panel focused on competition policy in East Asia. Junji Xiao (Chinese University 
of Hong Kong) and Ping Lin (Lingnan University) discussed the influence of market struc-
tures and competition policies on small and medium-sized enterprises in China and Hong 
Kong. Julius Weitzdörfer (Cambridge University) looked at the competition policy in the EU 
and Japan in connection with nuclear energy. 
Two days of cordial interdisciplinary work closed with a sense of accomplishment. Speakers 
from a wide variety of disciplines had come together to present their thoughts on the protec-
tion of weak groups and interests from a multitude of different angles that in many ways 
enhanced the understanding of the discourses and processes involved. While the conference 
celebrated the formal end of the three-year project period funded by the Volkswagen Founda-
tion since January 2014, it provided much inspiration for further research and cooperation, 
which hopefully can be taken up in a follow-up project in the nearer future. For details see: 
www.protectingtheweak.uni-frankfurt.de. 

Stefan Hüppe and Christiane Münscher 
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