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ASI AN VALUES WESTERN DREAMS

Under st andi ng the New Asi a

By Greg Sheridan

(Al'len & Unwi n, 326 pages)

TH' S book provi des yet anot her background read to what has sonetinmes been
called the "Asian MIlenniun. Earlier, Geg Sheridan had witten Tigers,
Leaders of the New Asia-Pacific dealing with personalities, not countries.
Hi s theme now is Asian val ues, an el usive subject preoccupying statesnen
and academ cs alike in an ongoi ng debate.

Sheri dan says that he had witten his book to ask "a sinple question:
How do Asi an societies reconcile their desire to celebrate their
distinctive local cultures with the overwhel ni ng forces of gl obalisation?"

Not so sinple as it turns out, for he hinself does not provide a
strai ght answer.

The subject is ram fied, and one gets the i npression sonetinmes that al
has been grist to the ml|l for the author, specially in the chapters on
i ndi vi dual countries.

After all, history and politics, philosophy and econonics and even
genetics and ethics are all tied up in a discussion of culture and
i deol ogy. Sheridan has travelled widely in the countries he wites about,
pi cki ng the brains of people he net, not all of them bigw gs, whose
remar ks add sonme spice to a careworn topic.

For the "val ues" had al ways been there; they are only newsworthy now in
light of the remarkable spurt to econonic prom nence of the Asian Tigers,
ol d and new, in recent decades.

As well also, as a raison d' etre or otherwi se of the Asian Crisis, which
happily now seens well behind us. As a matter of fact, at the tinme of the
Song Dynasty, China had I ed the world, and even Angkor WAt was said to be
way ahead of Europe as a centre of |earning. Then cane a hiatus and the
West shot ahead, col onised and took control of the world economi es.

The book does not deal with this contrariety. But it anply denobnstrates
that there are broadly the Eastern and Western canps, each with its own
percepti on of what these val ues or precepts are worth. For the West,
perturbed by the often double-digit growth of the new Asi an economes, it
was necessary both to try to learn a | esson as well as to reassure
t hensel ves. Sone woul d say, also throw a spanner in the works.

For the Asians, many of themstill smarting froma col oni al hangover,
the tenptation to gloat over the disconfiture of the former tuan besar
taking pride also in their own acconplishnents, was too hard to resist.
The Japan that Can Say No, witten by the mayor of Tokyo, and our own
sl ogan of Mal aysi a Bol eh! are synptons of this reaction.

As it is, many Western anal ysts have attributed "too nuch of the idea of
Asi an values to just two | eaders, namely Lee Kuan Yew and Dr Mahat hir
(they al so) seemto hold the peculiarly strange and contradi ctory notion
that Asian values do not exist and yet, while not existing, caused the
econom ¢ crisis".

GQunnar Myardal had years ago in his Asian Drama - An Inquiry into the
Poverty of Nations distingui shed between what he called the hard societies
inthe Sinic ("chopsticks") civilisations of East Asia and the soft
soci eties of South and Sout heast Asia, whose "expectations and desire for
achi evenrent are | ower".



That was in 1938. Sixty years on, both India and Sout heast Asia are al so
joining the ranks of the high-flyers. (Sheridan has rather ninbly
fashi oned his own definition: "The Asian val ues debate has so far mainly
concerned East Asia, by which I mean North-East Asia and Sout h- East
Asia.")

A nmore recent book has rai sed even nore hackles. Sanmuel Huntington in
his Clash of Gvilisations and the Renmaking of Wrld Order "saw both
Confuci an cultures and the Japanese culture as inherently in conpetition

with the West, led naturally by the United States ... The West has the
best and nobst hunmane val ues, he argues, but the Rest (Asia, Africa, etc),
because of their ineradicable cultural limtations, just aren't capable of

i mpl ementing such values in their own societies."

Predi ctably, "human rights"” has becone the bete noire in international
face-offs between the West and the Rest. Confucius and his teachings were
said to be used to justify East Asian authoritariani sm

But the mat sallehs can also thunb a nose at thensel ves sonetines, as
witness this entry in the nmillenniumlog of The Econom st: "The future
United States in 1776 declared itself independent of Britain, and all nen
created equal; and stuck to slavery until 1865"

A recent statenent by the UN Secretary-Ceneral that "State sovereignty,
inits nost basic sense, is being redefined by the forces of globalisation
and international co-operation" is just as equivocal.

The Far Eastern Economic Review (Cct 21, 1999) reporting this recalled
that it was Nato's contention earlier that "it had been necessary to
vi ol ate Yugosl avia's sovereignty to protect the human rights of the
Al banian mnority". No wonder the smaller countries of the world,
particularly the ex-colonies, are wary of ever nore noble calls for human
rights, globalisation and other platitudes, often charged w th double
standards "damaging to their health".

The controversy, if not confrontation, will probably go on, with further
expository books to cone. Sheridan's is a fair enough revi ew of the
evidence, and it is surprising that there is no Asian figuring in the
usual patter in the blurb. So it has been left to outsiders to applaud the
wor k.

I nyself think that much of the book, inevitably, is a recycling of old
news and Vi ews.

The Confuci an Anal ects are endl essly reinterpreted: the sage nust have
turned over in his grave several tinmes over because of the liberties taken
in his nane.

And anyway, are so many of his tenets still applicable any nore? Famly
solidarity, filial piety, clan loyalties, including fealty to the ruler
and ot her virtues of a bygone age are now nostly a fond nenory.

An aggrieved old-timer told nme, "I visited ny new y-wed son overseas and
my in-lawtreated ne like an outlaw. "

And recently, a quarter of Chinese youngsters in a small soci ol ogi cal
survey in Singapore said they preferred to be Japanese or Caucasi an. The
Sin Chew Jit Poh, a Chinese newspaper in Ml aysia, has just announced
simlar results: 11.7 per cent of their youngsters (aged bel ow 35) nade
t he same choice

Yet Sheridan says that Asian values are alive and well. Amdst this
pl ethora of views, both amateur and expert, it is not too easy to do a
summ ng-up. A forner South Korean Foreign Mnister tried his hand:
"Western civilisation stressing the pre-em nence of the individual is
encountering Sinic civilisation enphasising social harnony."

Whi | e depl oring such "epigrammatic civilisational sunmaries ... of
limted utility", Sheridan hinself has not been too hel pful with this
rhetorical excess:



"Asi an val ues are nuch nore than political values. The Asian val ues
debate is alive and well. Asian val ues thenmselves are alive and well.
It is a great adventure, a journey of the human spirit, an aspiration for
cultural renewal and social integration, a debate the nore chall enging
because it is without definitional straitjackets. And it has only just
begun. "

Look out for a new book from hi msoon

( END)
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