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SOMVE comment ators and sel f-appoi nted anal ysts in the Western nedi a have
been qui ck to pronounce East Asia's current econom ¢ probl ens as the death
knell for so-called "Asian values". They could not be nore off the mark.

"Asi an val ues", to be sure, have cone to nean different things to
different people. It is perhaps safe to say, though, that the raging
debate on this i ssue centres on the preponderance in Asian societies to
give priority to econom c rather than political devel oprnent.

I ndeed, our Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad has gi ven
voi ce to perhaps the silent majority in East Asia which is wont to believe
that our current econonic problenms - while they may have been brought
about by some home-grown shortcomngs - are in fact a tacit "consequence"
visited upon East Asia for its temerity to challenge the "conventiona
wi sdon' t hat econonic and political devel opnments necessarily have to
happen al nost si nul t aneously.

Hence, the understandabl e t endency for Western observers to gl oat t hat
East Asia is now paying the price for alack of attention to political
devel opnent.

Such Western argunents have to go a long way still before the "Asian
val ues" group will concede to their persuasive power.

Al'l around us, despite the current econonic situation, evidence stil
points to the direction of econom ¢ devel opnment having to take root first
before political devel opnent stands a chance.

Where countries placed priority on political devel opment such as the
likes of India and Sri Lanka, their econoni es stagnated. Wrse, as evident
inlIndia, denocracy is noinsulation against the scourge of corruption

Today, India stands at a critical juncture as denocracy | ooks
increasingly likely to be carried to its populist extreme with the
antici pated el ecti on of what used to be an extrem st H ndu fringe party
into national office.

And what has denocracy advocates to say of what it has wought in Sri
Lanka t oday?

Even nominally "fully-denocratic" countries such as Japan, South Korea
and Thai | and have not been spared the | ashi ngs of econonmic travails. The
greatest irony is that "denocratic" South Korea and Thail and have been as
much besmirched as the rest of East Asia and hardly a Western observer
| ays the bl ame at the door of "denocracy"”.

O course, the "Asian val ues" debate can easily get out of hand and
"denocracy" itself gets blackballed as aresult. W nmust not forget that a
i beral denmocratic society represents the ideal for every country. Even
Westerners will concede that for denmocracy to run snoothly and to
everyone's bhest interests, it has to be universally adopted.

The puzzling thingis if it isinthe Wst's best interest to spread
denocracy gl obal |y, why are West erners agai nst ensuring its adoptionin
t he qui ckest possi bl e tine by encouragi ng countries whi ch adopt rapid
economni ¢ devel opnent policies? Don't they knowthat econoni ¢ devel opnent,
by its very nature, ultimately |liberates the human individual in al
senses?

Isn't there a case to be nmade for the recent political evolution of
Tai wan and Sout h Korea after they had attained a certain | evel of economc
and social maturity?

I's denpocracy up to the task of saving itself? Wth the spectacl e of East



Asia teetering on the econom c brink and Wst Asia as usual threatening
fiery conflagration again while the Western nedia daily rivet on the

m nuti ae of the all eged sexual behavi our of the American President,
sonmehow one cannot hel p wonderi ng.
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