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Human rights, democracy and 'Asian
values'

Michael Freeman

Abstract There is a widespread belief, both in Asia and in the West, that
an 'Asian challenge' to the idea of universal human rights on the basis of
'Asian values' has become an important force in international relations.
However, the nature of this challenge and even its very existence are subject
to much confusion. The principal source of this confusion is the lack of
consensus among Asians about the character of Asian values and how they
are related to human rights and democracy. Analysis of concepts such as
'Asia' and 'the West' shows that each refers to a complex cultural reality.
Almost all those values said to be 'Asian' are similar to conservative Western
values, and all the questions about the relations between human rights and
other values that have been said to arise from the distinct nature of Asian
cultures have been, and are still being, debated in the West. Human rights
are general principles that have to be interpreted in the light of the world's
diverse cultures. The most important question is who should be permitted
to participate in this process of interpretation. In direct opposition to the
common claim that the ideas of human rights and democracy represent a
form of Western 'cultural imperialism', it is argued that only democratic
procedures and the protection of fundamental human rights can ensure
that the development strategies of Asian states conform to the values of
Asian people. It is suggested that the debate about supposed Asian and
Western values rests on false premises about the nature of values, and
that a 'cosmopolitan' approach, that recognizes both the genuine cultural
diversity and the interdependence of peoples in the contemporary world, is
more likely to promote the legitimate aims of economic, social and political
development.
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Human rights, democracy and 'Asian values' 353

Introduction: the 'Asian challenge'

Certain Asian political elites and intellectuals have recently called into
question the principle that human rights are universal. Bilahari Kausikan,
for example, in an article significantly entitled 'Asia's different standard',
has claimed that the Bangkok Declaration, adopted by Asian states in
April 1993, 'stakes out a distinctively Asian point of view' on human rights
(Kausikan 1993). Joseph Chan has written of the 'Asian challenge to
universal human rights' (Chan 1995). This 'challenge' persists, despite the
fact that the United Nations re-affirmed the principle that human rights
are universal at its Vienna World Conference in June 1993 (United Nations
General Assembly 1993).

The 'Asian challenge' to the idea of universal human rights is some-
times dramatized as an historic confrontation with the West. Asiaweek,
for example, in reporting the Vienna Conference, said that an international
debate about human rights was 'long overdue'. On one side were the
developed countries of the West; on the other was most of the developing
world, including Asia. The question was whether there could be a univer-
sally valid definition of human rights in a diverse world {Asiaweek 1993:
24). This conception of a contest between Asia, the East and/or the 'rest'
against the West over human rights has had some influence on academic
analyses. 'Western values', James Tang has written, 'appear to be set on
a collision course with Asian traditions and economic priorities in the
form of a "clash of civilizations'" (Tang 1995: 2).

This is not, however, how the question is always presented. Ali Alatas,
the Foreign Minister of Indonesia, for example, directly contradicted
Asiaweek's view of the Vienna Conference. He rejected the idea that there
was a clash of values between the developed countries of the North and
the developing countries of the South, and, more particularly, that there
was a confrontation between a supposedly universal, but in fact mostly
Western, conception of human rights, and a 'dissident', especially Asian
conception. The concept of 'cultural relativism', he insisted, was not
applicable to human rights. There was a fundamental consensus that the
principles set out in the UN Declaration of Human Rights were universally
valid (Alatas 1993: 228-9).

There is, therefore, no single Asian view of what the Asian challenge to
universal human rights is, nor indeed of whether there is such a challenge.
Ali Alatas' rejection of a cultural-relativist conception of human rights is
the more striking because the Bangkok Declaration had asserted
that, while human rights were universal, 'they must be considered in the
context of a dynamic and evolving process of international norm-setting,
bearing in mind the significance of national and regional particularities
and various historical, cultural and religious backgrounds' (Bangkok
Declaration 1993: 205 [author's italics]). This was interpreted by human
rights activists as a coded way of paying lip-service to the universality of
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354 Michael Freeman

human rights while reserving the right to violate them in the name of
cultural relativism.

There is yet another lack of clarity in conceptualizing the 'Asian
challenge' to universal human rights. Lee Kuan Yew maintains that Asian
societies are different from Western societies. However, he assumes
'Asian' to be equivalent to 'East Asian', which he differentiates from
Southeast Asian (Zakaria 1994: 113). Mahathir Mohamad acknowledges
the diversity of civilizations in Asia, but claims that most Asians hold a
body of common values (Mahathir 1995a: 10). This confusion represents
a complex reality. The irony is that Asian elites complain that Western
economic power has supported Western cultural hegemony, but the
relative economic success of certain East Asian societies may form the
basis of the hegemonic claim of their elites to represent 'Asian values'.
The 'Asian challenge', then, may be interpreted as a project to substitute
one form of hegemony for another. Since the urge to develop is one of
the most powerful forces in world politics, plausible models of economic
development lend credibility to cultural features that are associated with
them. This is why the struggle for hegemony in the interpretation of 'Asian
values' has global significance. The concepts of 'Asia' and 'the West' have
consequently become the site of the problem of human rights universalism
and cultural particularism. The vagueness of these concepts has facilitated
the persistence of the contest over Asian values and human rights.

This paper has, therefore, three aims. The first is to clarify what is being
claimed, and what may reasonably be claimed by appealing to Asian values
in the interpretation of human rights. The second is to show that the relation
between human rights and democracy is widely misunderstood, and that, if
it were better understood, it would clarify the relation between human rights
and Asian values. The third is to argue that the contest over Asian values
should be transcended by transposing it to the cosmopolitan level.

Asian values, human rights

Mahathir Mohamad has listed the six most important societal values of East
Asians on the basis of a survey by David Hitchcock. These are: 1) an orderly
society; 2) societal harmony; 3) the accountability of public officials; 4) open-
ness to new ideas; 5) freedom of expression; 6) respect for authority. The
comparable values held by Americans are: 1) freedom of expression; 2)
personal freedom; 3) the rights of the individual; 4) open debate; 5) thinking
for oneself; 6) the accountability of public officials (Mahathir 1995a: 10).
Two values appear on both lists: freedom of expression and the account-
ability of public officials. The first is a liberal value and the second is a
democratic value. The fourth East Asian value - openness to new ideas -
is also a liberal value, and is closely associated with the American values of
open debate and thinking for oneself. The remaining differences, therefore,
are the inclusion of order, harmony and authority in the East Asian list, and
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Human rights, democracy and 'Asian values' 355

of personal freedom and individual rights in the American list. This contrast
captures the core of many accounts of the supposed differences between
Asian and Western values. East Asians give priority to order-supporting
values whereas Americans privilege rights-related values. We appear, after
all, to have captured the 'Asian challenge' conceptually, and it turns out to
be a challenge to the value of rights.

Mahathir comments that many of the Asian values were once also
Western values. The word 'once' is, however, misleading. The problem of
balancing order and rights has continuously been a central issue of Western
political thought since the seventeenth century. Conservatives tend to place
more weight on order and liberals more weight on rights. There are also
differences of emphasis among Western societies, some emphasizing rights
more than others. Mahathir is typical of Asian critics of 'Western' values
in concentrating on the USA without noting that its strong emphasis on
individual rights is exceptional among the Western political cultures.

The survey shows that East Asians value freedom of expression, openness
to new ideas and the accountability of public officials. They do not express
these values in terms of individual rights, but it is difficult to see how they
could be implemented without some recognition of individual rights. Given
the public commitment of Asian states to the UN Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, the absence of rights from the list of Asian values could be
interpreted as a failure of Asian governments to fulfil the obligation that
they have under the Declaration to educate their peoples to respect human
rights. If Asians respect authority, they should respect the international
obligations that their governments have undertaken, and that includes the
promotion and protection of human rights.

Insofar as Asians value social order and respect for authority, they hold
the same values as Western conservatives. The only value in the Asian
list which is perhaps distinctively Asian is societal harmony, though this
value is not alien to Western culture. In practice, both Asia and the West
have experienced a great deal of extreme disharmony in recent history.
The Asian value of harmony did not inhibit the genocidal violence of
the Khmer Rouge, as the Christian value of peace did not prevent the
atrocities of Nazism. If Asians value harmony, they should not need
the authoritarian government that some representatives of 'Asian values'
seek to justify. Insofar as Western culture does value conflict, it does so
in part because it believes it to be necessary to the capitalist path to
economic development, to which Asian governments are also committed.

Asian culture is commonly said to differ from Western culture in
according priority to the interests of the community over those of
individuals (Mahathir 1995a: 11). The individualism of the West is, however,
often over-stated. Western societies constrain individualism by such
collectivities as family, economic enterprise and nation. Ghai correctly
points out that there are strong communitarian traditions in the West,
including conservatism, democratic socialism and some forms of liberalism
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356 Michael Freeman

(Ghai 1995: 61). The doctrine of human rights attributes rights to individ-
uals, but requires that they are protected by appropriate communities.
Asian development strategies, based on strong states and participation in
global markets, have been very destructive of traditional communities. Such
human rights as freedom of association and expression may be necessary
to defend threatened communities (Ghai 1995: 55, 61-2, 65-6). Invoking
the value of community, therefore, does not clarify the difference between
'Asian' and 'Western' values.

Spokesmen for 'Asian values' commonly portray the West as morally
decadent. Lee Kuan Yew, for example, says that in the USA the indi-
vidual has acquired the right 'to behave or misbehave as he pleases'
(Zakaria 1994: 111). Kishore Mahbubani argues that East Asian societies
are more disciplined and cohesive, and this gives them a competitive edge
in the contemporary world (Mahbubani 1994a: 32: 1994b: 9). Lee links
the value of discipline with the question of rights with the following
example. In Singapore, he relates, any customs officer or policeman, who
sees anybody behaving in a way that leads him to suspect that the person
is under the influence of drugs, can require that person to have their urine
tested. In the USA, he says, if an official did that, it would be considered
an invasion of the individual's rights (Zakaria 1994: 112). Most Western
liberals would object to giving officials such a power on the basis only of
their suspicions, but the precise balance between authority and rights in
questions like this is constantly contested in the West. Lee's view of
Western decadence is shared by many Western conservatives.

Proponents of 'Asian values', therefore, hold that strong states, with
limitations on human rights, are necessary for economic development.
There is a synchronic and a diachronic version of this argument. The
synchronic version claims that Asian culture has these values while
Western culture does not, that the 'Asian' model of development is
superior, and that therefore a more authoritarian interpretation of human
rights is justifiable. The diachronic version holds that these values have
been preconditions of economic development in both the West and Asia,
and that Asia will follow the West in liberalizing polity and society once
an appropriate level of economic development has been achieved.
Whereas some Asian leaders take the more liberal, diachronic position,
Lee and Mahbubani, by suggesting that there is a causal connection
between toleration and disorder, lend support to the more authoritarian
synchronic argument. This connection, however, is very speculative, and
may be refuted by, for example, the Scandinavian societies, which combine
a strong commitment to human rights and social discipline. The issue
between liberal democrats and authoritarians is not whether social
discipline is necessary but what renders it legitimate.

Advocates of the 'Asian values' position argue that some limitations of
human rights are necessary for stability in relatively poor societies striving
for economic development, which is itself a precondition for a wide range
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Human rights, democracy and 'Asian values' 357

of political goods (Zakaria 1994:122-3). This argument assumes with insuf-
ficient evidence that human rights are destabilizing. Advocates of human
rights and democracy have traditionally argued that, by encouraging the
free involvement of the people in societal decision-making, these principles
legitimate collective decisions and thereby stabilize society. The rela-
tion between human rights and stability is an empirical question, but
governments claiming to value human rights should demonstrate that the
limitations on human rights that they seek to justify really are necessary
to achieve some legitimate goal. This is a requirement that authoritarian
governments rarely meet. Kishore Mahbubani has even said that economic
development is probably the most subversive force in history.1 If this
is so, then economic development rather than human rights threatens
traditional values and social stability.

Joseph Chan has pointed out that declarations of human rights are often
general and vague; and that interpretations of human rights may therefore
be properly controversial. He argues that such interpretations necessarily
involve judgements about political morality, and that this allows Asian
states to claim that they have a different understanding of human rights.
He insists, however, that the validity of a particular interpretation must
be judged by considering 'the concrete details of the specific political
morality and social context of each of the Asian societies' (Chan 1995:
34-5 [emphasis added]). Thus, his account of interpretation and morality
relates them to specific societies and not to 'Asia'. He begs the question
in favour of a conservative interpretation of human rights, however, by
assuming that moralities belong to 'societies', rather than to, for example,
individuals or groups that are only parts of societies.

Chan considers it doubtful whether many Asians would fully accept the
spirit of pluralism and tolerance as understood by Western liberals (Chan
1995: 35). If this is true, it does not clearly distinguish Asians from Western
conservatives. Further, it is not clear what moral principle could support
the requirement that the West should respect 'Asian' values if Asians do
not respect the values of pluralism and tolerance. The claim that liberals
would question is that respect is due to the supposed values of nation-
states but a similar respect is not due to minorities and individuals.
Inter-cultural tolerance is proposed as a virtue, but intra-cultural tolerance
is not. The reason for this moral distinction is not clear. Chan emphasizes
that governments do not monopolize the right of interpretation. It is
impossible to know whether or not the claim of a government to represent
the values of its people is true unless the citizens have freedom to express
their opinions (Chan 1995: 36-7). Unless individuals have a robust set of
human rights, it is impossible to know what the values of the community
actually are.

Chan's argument that human rights principles are general and must be
interpreted applies equally to 'Asian values'. The danger of the view that
there is an 'Asian' interpretation of human rights is not only that it may
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358 Michael Freeman

legitimate oppressive behaviour of Asian political elites, but that it will
suppress various interpretations of Asian values. The contest of values
between 'Asia' and 'the West' essentializes the concept of 'culture'.
Cultures are dynamic, heterogeneous, stratified, overlapping, interactive
and internally negotiated. The idea of universal human rights does not
represent an attempt to impose a particular 'culture' on those who would
prefer another, but rather a proposal for the rules under which people
who pursue diverse goals in a complex, rapidly changing and highly inter-
dependent world might hope to live in dignity and peace. Myths about
regional 'cultures' conceal the diversity of human conceptions of the good
and are thus barriers to constructive dialogue about how this diversity
should be protected and managed. Cultural traditions are also not beyond
moral criticism. Anti-semitism was a cultural tradition of Europe for many
centuries. It was not morally right because it was a tradition. Thus,
the concept of 'Asian values' may conceal cultural diversity, while the
unqualified value of cultural diversity may conceal real injustice.

Human rights and democracy

The relations between human rights and democracy are more complex
than debates about Asian, Western and universal values usually recognize.
Certain human rights - such as freedom of expression, association
and political participation - are necessary to democracy, but democracy
does not necessarily respect human rights, especially those of unpopular
minorities and individuals. Nevertheless, the idea of democracy snares
with that of human rights the claim to be a universal ideal (Dunn 1992:
246). Most Asian states now claim either to be democracies or to aspire
to become democracies. The concept of democracy, however, like that
of human rights, can be interpreted in different ways. The question arises,
therefore, whether there is a distinctively 'Asian' conception of demo-
cracy. To answer this question, we must have a plausible account of what
democracy entails.

Democracy is government by the people. However, the meaning of this
expression is problematic. The classical Greek conception of democracy
entailed actual participation in government by all citizens. The modern
conception, in contrast, makes democracy equivalent to representative
government. However, whereas in ancient Greece only a minority of the
people were citizens, in modern democracies 'the people' consists of all
normal adults (Dahl 1989). Robert Dahl has suggested that the value of
democracy rests on the idea of the intrinsic equality of human individuals
(ibid.: 85). This seems to express a particularly Western individualism, but
it conforms to Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
which affirms that all human beings 'are born free and equal in dignity
and rights'. The argument for the democratic principle of equal citizenship
rests also, however, on the empirical claim that, if some of the people
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Human rights, democracy and 'Asian values' 359

are excluded from the political process, their interests will be neglected
(ibid.: 129).

Dahl admits that the most formidable rival to the principle of democ-
ratic equality is that of hierarchy. The most famous defence of hierarchy
in Western political theory was Plato's account of guardianship. The
principle of democratic equality should be rejected, Plato argued, because
good government requires a degree of wisdom and virtue that only a few
can possess. The idea of rule by wise and virtuous guardians, Dahl suggests,
links Plato, Confucius and Lenin as critics of democracy (ibid.: 4, 52-3).

Dahl argues that Plato's theory of guardianship rests on two assump-
tions: 1) there is an objective truth concerning the public good; 2) this
truth can be known only to a few. The first proposition is philosophically
doubtful. And, even if the first were true, the second is questionable. If
moral truth is derived from the culture of the people, then a modern
guardianship theory would have to show why political elites are better
interpreters of the culture than the people whose culture it is. If Asian
governments should reflect 'Asian values', democracy gives a voice to all
those, including minorities of various kinds, who hold Asian values (Ghai
1995: 55, 62). These voices would include those Asians who criticize their
governments for failure to fulfil their human rights obligations and for
anti-democratic practices (Kim 1995; Loh 1993; Aung 1994; Tang 1995:
208-212). The democratic leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, is no less Asian than
Mahathir Mohamad, Lee Kuan Yew or Deng Xiaoping.

The case for hierarchy may, however, rest on the technical knowledge
of experts. Dahl points out that, not only are technocrats fallible, but the
question as to whether the outcomes of technocratic decisions are good
for the people is itself not technical but one of value-judgements, which
the people are the most competent to make. The people are not only
more competent than their governments to know what their interests are,
but they have more incentive than their governments to seek their inter-
ests. Authoritarian governments ruling societies in which freedom of
speech is limited are not likely to be well informed about the needs of
the people or about the outcomes of their policies. These arguments make
the generous assumption that political elites are virtuous. History shows
this to be an unsafe assumption, however, and that unrestrained power
corrupts those who have it. A further argument against guardianship is
that, even if its Utopian aspirations were realized, most people would
remain passive consumers of political decisions and not makers of their
own destinies. The case for democracy includes the argument that the
latter is more consistent than the former with the notion of human dignity
(Dahl 1989). Mahathir Mohamad has acknowledged that the argument
against colonial 'guardians' supports the case for post-colonial democracy
(Mahathir 1995a: 10).

Arguments for democracy commonly rest on the value of autonomy
(Hyland 1995: 174). This is often said to be a distinctively Western value,
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360 Michael Freeman

expressing the positive evaluation of individualism (Chan 1995: 30).
However, collective autonomy, or the right to self-determination of
peoples, is the basis of the common non-Western demand for non-
interference by outsiders. It is plausible to argue that, if peoples have
the right to determine their own destinies, then they have the right to
democratic government (Hyland 1995:171-2,183; Dahl 1989:107-8). Chan
has suggested that, while Asian cultures do not deny the value of personal
autonomy, they do not value it as highly as Western liberals
do (Chan 1995: 30, 35). The value of individual autonomy, however,
does not, pace Lee Kuan Yew, justify the right of individuals to disregard
the interests of society (Zakaria 1994: 111). Liberals value autonomy
because they believe that freedom from coercion is necessary for
moral action. Mahathir Mohamad holds that there should be no freedom
without responsibility (Mahathir 1995b). Liberals say that there can be
no responsibility without freedom. Anyone whose personal autonomy
is permanently replaced by paternalistic authority would be maintained
in a perpetual state of childhood and dependence. The democratic value
of autonomy offers the hope, which guardianship cannot, that, by partic-
ipating in their own self-government, the people may learn to act as
morally responsible persons concerned for the common good (Hyland
1995: 119-20, 124; Dahl 1989: 17-18, 78-9, 93, 104-5).

Asian distrust of Western conceptions of democracy is encouraged by
their own stability and economic success and the instability and economic
failure of certain democracies. Western-style democracies may not only
fail to maintain stability but may aggravate existing social hostilities, as
in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia. They may also fail to promote
economic development. Theorists of democracy recognize that there are
probably necessary conditions for the stability and flourishing of democ-
ratic societies. Democracy is difficult to sustain in conditions of extreme
poverty, low levels of education, weak social organization, absence of
democratic values and institutions, and communal distrust. Democracy
generates considerable pressures on government from below, and, where
the preconditions of stable democracy are missing, governments may fail
or fall from overload. Rapid economic development places considerable
stresses on society and government, which new democracies find difficult
to manage (Pinkney 1993; Dahl 1989: chs 17-18). However, Asian
economic development may make democracy both more likely and more
sustainable. Also, democracy is not only a means to economic development
but a form of politics that promises dignity to its citizens and protection
from the corruption of government (Pinkney 1993: 3, 72; Dahl 1989: 8,
19, 89; Hyland 1995: 163-4). Thus, while democracy probably cannot, and
perhaps should not last if it fails to alleviate extreme poverty, its value
does not depend only on its contribution to economic development.

The concepts of human rights and democracy provide the most powerful
contemporary theoretical framework for the critique of such forms of
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Human rights, democracy and 'Asian values' 361

oppressive government as fascism and imperialism, which constitutes
common ground for the debate about Asian and Western values (Mahathir
1995a: 10). According to the classical liberal theory of John Locke, every
individual has certain rights that are necessary for a life of dignity. To
make these rights secure, rational individuals consent to live under
government on condition that it protects these rights. As governments that
violate the rights of their citizens deserve condemnation as tyrannies, so
societies that impose imperial rule over other peoples without their
consent are similarly guilty of violating the rights of those peoples. The
theory of human rights, therefore, justifies democracy and condemns
tyranny and imperialism. This theory is not as alien to the Asian values
defended by Asian political elites as it is sometimes said to be.

The theory of human rights therefore grounds the value of democracy.
However, democracy does not entail human rights. Democratic govern-
ments can violate human rights. The concept of human rights, therefore,
constrains democratic governments. It does so on the basis of the value
it attributes to the dignity of the human individual. This philosophy
is misunderstood by some Asian political leaders, who conflate the anti-
social behaviour of some individuals in the West with the individualism
of the theory of human rights (Zakaria 1994: 111). A common source of
this misunderstanding is the relation between rights and duties. It is said
that 'Asian' morality is based on duties, while 'Western' morality is based
on rights (Ghai 1995: 60). This misstates the logic of rights. Locke, for
example, held that everyone has the duty to respect the life and dignity
of others. To ascribe rights to everyone is only to elucidate what these
duties entail. Thus, on this view, the distinction between duty-based and
rights-based moralities is confused.

We have already seen that the view that Asians value community
whereas the West values the individual is mistaken, because individual
rights require a rights-supporting community. A similar idea is that Asians
value the common good before that of the individual, whereas the West
has the opposite priorities (Zakaria 1994: 111). The concept of 'the
common good' cannot, however, easily be separated from the values of
human rights and democracy. In modern, large-scale, heterogeneous
societies, it may not be clear what the common good is nor who should
interpret what it is. Most public policies distribute benefits and costs in
complex ways. Whose good is the common good? If the common good
is assumed to include such goods as 'development', who is to interpret
the meaning of 'development'? If the common good includes more than
one particular good - say, development and justice - who is to decide how
these goods are to be balanced if they should conflict with each other?
Where there is freedom of speech and democracy, several accounts of the
common good typically emerge. Where human rights and democracy are
limited or suppressed, claims about 'the common good' may be nothing
more than ideological pronouncements of power elites. The problematic
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362 Michael Freeman

interpretation of 'the common good' shows that the distinction between
the supposed Asian value of consensual decision-making and the Western
toleration of conflict is misleading. Consensus on the common good in
complex societies may be difficult to achieve. Democratic pluralism,
therefore, favours regulated conflict as the best way to achieve the common
good. On this view, conflict may help us to see the best way to reconcile
different conceptions of the common good (Dahl 1989: 218, 280-5, 291,
294, 300, 367).

A cosmopolitan alternative

Jack Donnelly has suggested that the contemporary idea of human rights
is a response to the special threats to human dignity posed by modern
institutions. Chan comments that this view entails that human rights may
vary as the threats vary. He goes on to point out that, unlike Western
industrial states, many developing countries face the threats of foreign
domination, instability and poverty. It may therefore be proper to
give priority to the rights of subsistence and development (Chan 1995:
29, 31-2). Social stability is a precondition of economic development,
and, since Asian states may be more vulnerable to destabilization than
Western states, governments may have the duty to restrict certain human
rights (Zakaria 1994: 122-3; Ghai 1995: 57-8). The contrary view,
urged, for example, by the Bangkok Statement of the Asia-Pacific non-
governmental organizations, is that human rights are interdependent
(Tang 1995: 208). Not only are the rights to subsistence and development
compatible with other human rights, but such civil rights as freedom
of discussion may contribute to both the efficiency and legitimacy of
development programmes (Christie 1995: 210-12). Thus, while poverty
and foreign domination may well be threats to peoples in post-colonial
states, the denial of human rights may not be the best way to protect
human dignity in the face of those threats. Although East Asia provides
some partial exceptions, authoritarian government in the 'third world'
has generally failed to deliver economic development (Pinkney 1993:
5, 155).

While the threat of extreme poverty to human dignity is clear, the
concept of 'development' requires some analysis. First, the concept owes
more to Western history than to Asian traditions. Second, not all forms
of development are morally desirable. Third, even successful development
programmes benefit some people more than others. The project of human
rights and democracy is not to hinder development but to attempt to
ensure that development does serve the interests of the people.

The concept of 'Asian' values is misleading because Asia is constituted
by enormous religious, political and economic differences, and forms an
integral part of a rapidly changing global order. It now includes some of
the world's most prosperous societies, such as Japan, South Korea, Taiwan,
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Singapore and Hong Kong. Where democracy and human rights are
limited, the supposed 'Asian' conception of human rights is the conception
articulated by elites who arrogate to themselves rights that they deny to
others (Ghai 1995: 54-5). Yet in East Asia societies such as Japan, South
Korea, Taiwan and the Philippines are combining a commitment to human
rights and democracy with economic development. Christie interprets the
appeal to 'Asian' conceptions of human rights as a defensive ideological
move by some Asian elites beleaguered both by internal opposition and
a global trend towards democratization and the promotion of human rights
(Christie 1995: 204, 212, 216-17). If this interpretation is plausible, these
Asian elites would not differ fundamentally from many conservative
Western elites who have woven more or less genuine elements of
traditional culture into the 'political formula' that legitimates their rule
(Dahl 1989: 274-5).

The claim that human rights are universal derives from the cosmopolitan
point of view. According to this view, the people of the contemporary
world are sufficiently interdependent to require a common moral and legal
order. Such an order does not require a uniform global culture, but a
common framework of minimum standards. Such a framework exists in
the form of international law, including human rights law. The promotion
of human rights has therefore become a common project of humankind.
Ironically, the most common principle deployed by Asian states to defend
themselves from external interventions relating to human rights, the prin-
ciple of state sovereignty, is not distinctively Asian at all (Ghai 1995: 56-7).
Like the idea of human rights, it was originally a Western concept, which
was incorporated into international law. It is, however, notorious that it
sits uncomfortably with the idea of universal human rights, for the latter
promises to everyone certain protections from those very states whose
sovereignty international law recognizes. The principle of state sovereignty
must be suspect from a moral point of view, 'Asian' or 'Western', since
states can obviously behave immorally. It protects not only governments
that fail to serve the interests of their peoples but also rich states from
the claims of the poor. The common third world claim for international
economic justice is a cosmopolitan moral demand that challenges the
principle of state sovereignty.

The debate about 'Asian' and 'Western' values is confusing, because
cultures are not isolated and wholly distinct. They interact and learn from
each other. The 'mutual enrichment' school of 'Asian values' acknowledges
this better than the more confrontational approaches (Mahathir 1995a).
There is now consequently a cosmopolitan cultural network, which
includes the values of human rights and democracy. Neither human rights
nor democracy is a recipe for cultural uniformity. They are not only
consistent with, but often necessary for the protection of cultural diversity.
Defenders of traditional cultures have more to fear from market forces
than from human rights and democracy.
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364 Michael Freeman

The human rights movement has been charged with being an expression
of Western cultural imperialism. This is the reverse of the truth. Those
who oppose democracy and human rights are the imperialists who seek
to control those to whom they deny the right to participate in the shaping
of their own fate. Authoritarian states colonize the lives of their people.
Authoritarian post-colonial states make the same claim as imperial govern-
ments once did: that a certain superior few are fit to rule and the people
are fit only to obey (Dahl 1989: 107-8; Hyland 1995: 189).

Most Asian peoples have suffered from Western imperialism. The
concept of human rights is Western in origin. Western governments are
still powerful actors on the world stage and act to advance their own
interests. It is not surprising that economically successful Asian states with
strong cultures should resist Western cultural domination. Nevertheless,
the challenge of Asian state elites to the idea of universal human rights
may well not serve the interests of Asian people. To ascribe human
rights to everyone is to empower people against oppressors and is thus
not imperialistic. Insofar as human rights are universal, they are not
'Western', in that they offer no privileges to the West. Indeed, if economic
and social rights were taken seriously, the idea of universal human rights
would tend to favour the 'third world' against the West. The case for
universal human rights should be distinguished from the foreign policies
of Western governments.

There is no 'Asian' conception of human rights. There are necessarily
different interpretations of human-rights standards in different cultural
settings. However, distinctive cultural settings are not equivalent to conti-
nents, regions or nation-states. Thus, it is not safe to allow states or alliances
of states to dominate the interpretation of human-rights principles. Nor are
cultures self-justifying. There is no simple answer to the question as to how
human rights standards should be interpreted and applied in particular
situations. That is why freedom of public debate and democratic partici-
pation are plausible candidates as universal values in the contemporary
world.

The idea of universal human rights is the protector, not the enemy of
cultural diversity. It requires of cultures the same toleration of individuals
and minorities that cultures demand for themselves. It requires states to
show the same respect for the cultural diversity within their jurisdictions
as they demand of outsiders. We now live in a world that is at the same
time relatively integrated and culturally diverse. States are important
actors in this world, and they have as their proper tasks the maintenance
of order and the promotion of economic development. But global politics
is too important to be left to global political and economic elites. Protection
of the interests of the world's peoples, which all governments claim to
serve, requires, as the Bangkok Statement of Asian-Pacific NGOs declared,
the trans-national solidarity of individuals and peoples.
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Conclusion

The debate about 'Asian values' and human rights is dangerously confused.
There may be differences between 'Asian' and 'Western' values, but both
Asia and the West are characterized by a great diversity of values among
political elites, majority and minority cultural groups, and individuals.
Although the principles of human rights and democracy are general, and
consequently must be interpreted in culturally diverse settings, it does not
follow that the interpretations of state elites are the most 'authentic' and
should therefore be privileged. I have argued that democratic principles
are required to ensure that, as far as possible, the interpretation of human
rights accords with the values of the people. I have also argued that the
apparent confrontation between supposed Asian and Western values not
only misrepresents the values that people actually hold, but makes space
for oppressive governments. The confused and dangerous debate should,
therefore, be transcended by a cosmopolitan point of view that recognizes
the actual cultural diversity in the world and advocates solidarity among
peoples to ensure that the policies of all governments promote the well-
being of all their peoples on the basis of justice, respect for basic human
rights and democratic accountability.

Note
1 Cited in Caballero-Anthony 1995: 43.
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