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The politics of 'Asian values'

Richard Robison

Abstract It is argued in this article that a range of conservative and author-
itarian political ideologies have been presented by their Asian proponents
as culturally embodied in Asian society. By doing this they seek to insulate
their position from both domestic and international critics. However, the
organic-statist values implicit in 'Asian values' come under pressure as indus-
trial capitalism transforms Asian society and the region's economics become
internationalized. Ironically, 'Asian values' is hailed as a model for the future
by market-oriented neo-conservatives in the West. These find common cause
in the particular amalgam of social conservatism with policies emphasizing
economic growth.
Keywords Politics; capitalism; neo-conservatism; culture; markets; democ-
racy.

The idea of 'Asia' and the 'West' as discrete entities is not new. The basis
for these categories was laid down in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries by European orientalists, amongst whom Marx and Weber must
be included as prominent representatives. For orientalists, the West was
defined by notions of rationality and progress while the East was mired
in religion and despotic, patrimonial political systems susceptible to
constant internecine struggles and incapable of progress (Turner 1978: 6).
American behaviourist political scientists still use an essentially culturist
perspective to establish 'East' and 'West' as primary categories of analysis,
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310 Richard Robison

juxtaposing the 'Eastern' culture of subservience, patrimonialism and intol-
erance of different views to the tolerance, individualism and rationalism
of the 'West' (Huntington 1993; Pye 1985; Neher 1994).

Orientalist views of Asia were taken up in the hippy romanticism of
the 1960s and 1970s. Escaping from what they saw as an alienating and
impersonal industrial world, young Westerners sought out the assumed
spiritualism, community and compassion of 'Eastern' society. A large
number of Asian religious entrepreneurs were ready to reinforce this idea
and make a fortune in the process. Although the legacy of this pluralist
romanticism lingers on in the remnants of dependency theory, in post-
modernist relativist analysis of the 'East' and in the combination of these
approaches known as 'subaltern studies', this romantic picture of Asia has
been punctured by several developments: the end of the Vietnam war,
the invasion of the West by Japanese car manufacturers and real estate
investors, the spectacle of mass genocide in Buddhist Cambodia and the
enthusiastic embrace of a particularly rapacious form of capitalism in post-
Mao China.

With the rise of national states in post-colonial Asia, and especially as
many of these developed an industrial base under centralized authoritarian
political regimes, a new version of orientalism was to emerge. Reversing
the thrust of the nineteenth-century European variant, modern Asian
orientalism - or occidentalism - was based around the proposition that
'Asian' culture, with its emphasis on the group rather than the individual,
was ideally suited to modern, industrial society. Liberalism, with its
emphasis on the rights and freedoms of the individual was, in contrast,
portrayed as producing crime-ridden societies in moral decay and with
little social discipline or concern for the broader interests of community.
In Mahathir Mohamad's words, 'Democracies are only beginning to learn
that too much freedom is dangerous' (1995b: 16). 'Asian values' and Asian
models of social and economic organization are, in this view, not a stage
on the road to the liberal society but the evolutionary successor to the
liberal epoch.

Interpretations of what constitutes 'Asian values' vary between different
individual advocates and official government ideologies. At times it
appears that 'Asian values' is code for 'Chinese' or Confucian values or
for the ideals of highly centralized and regularized regimes such as
Singapore's. In other cases, predatory regimes heavily based on rents, such
as in Indonesia or China, also use 'Asian values' to legitimize the unen-
cumbered authority of bureaucrat oligarchies. Nevertheless, there is a core
of common claims:1

• that the focal point of social organization and loyalty is neither the
state nor the individual but the family, and that it is the family that
provides the model for the organization of authority and responsibility
within the political system;
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The politics of 'Asian values' 311

• that the interests of the community or the group take precedence over
the vested interests of individuals. Hence, individual obligations to the
community are emphasized over individual rights and freedoms;

• that political decision-making is arrived at through processes of
consensus rather than confrontation through representative political
systems;

• that social cohesion and social harmony are priorities, achieved through
moral principles and strong government;

• that economic growth and development is a concomitant of social
cohesion and strong government and a right of every citizen and
country.

At the heart of the 'Asian values' perspective is an organic view of
society in which the state embodies and is the guardian of the general
interests of society, above and against the contest of vested interest.2 The
notion of society consisting of contending interests is replaced with that
of a society comprising a range of functional elements. In such a harmo-
nious organism, political competition is replaced with service to the
common interest. Opposition becomes deviance and dysfunction.3

While it is not the primary intention here to provide a critique of the
'Asian values' thesis in itself, certain contradictions deserve brief mention.
First is the ambiguous relationship between the value placed on consensus
in decision-making and that upon strong states and authority. Consensus
implies negotiation amongst a range of groups each of which brings a real
measure of power and influence to the bargaining table and a set of insti-
tutions and mechanisms within which the process of consensus is achieved.
Yet these factors are seldom in evidence. In the strong states of Asia the
trend has been for compulsion in the acceptance of single, state defined,
ideologies. Rather than mechanisms for consensus, political institutions
have been designed primarily to facilitate security, social discipline and
'responsibility' in thought and expression, particularly in the media.4

Second, the position of the family is ambiguous. While the family as a
model implies co-operation and a concern for its own collective interest,
it may also be seen as a model of patriarchial authority and sits uneasily
with the notion of broader communitarian values. Societies characterized
by strong family structures have tended to produce a condition of amoral
familialism which prevents the extension of moral order beyond the family
to the broader society (Banfield 1958; Bock 1969). Consequently the
strength of the institution of the family can equally be interpreted as an
obstacle to social cohesion and co-operation. What appears to be most
attractive about the family in much of the rhetoric of Asian governments
is its utility in maintaining social discipline and its function as an institution
of social welfare, relieving the state of such obligations.

Third, the market sits uneasily in the scheme of things. What differen-
tiates the conservatism of Lee and Mahathir from traditional conservatism
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312 Richard Robison

is their enthusiasm for markets (albeit managed markets in which the state
plays a central role). Exactly how the contradiction between the private
and the collective interest within this amalgam is resolved is unclear.
It is clear that neither Lee nor Mahathir is prepared to support the
free operation of the individual in the market place to the extent that
social cohesion (discipline, order) is threatened or where the process of
economic growth and national competitiveness in the world economy is
undermined. Other collective interests which may contravene investment
and growth, such as environmental and resources management, are,
however, neglected. A clear theory of markets and society is as yet absent.5

Just as the proponents of 'Asian values' encounter difficulties in
explaining these contradictions within their own visions of what constitutes
'Asian values' or the Asian model, their caricature of the 'West' is not at
all helpful in building serious analytical categories. The portraits of
unbridled waste, greed and depravity (Mahbubani 1993; Mahathir 1995c:
40-3; 1995d: 10) represent the excesses of American liberalism, ignoring
the strong social democratic values which predominate in many Western
countries and the powerful role played by the state and community in
protecting and advancing collective interests. Rather than a choice between
the collective and the individual interest it is the tension between the
two that is an inherent and fundamental contradiction within all capitalist
societies.

Also unclear is the question of how social change relates to ideological
change and whether the 'East'/'West' models are exclusive. On the one
hand, they are portrayed as immutable and impervious. On the other,
advocates of 'Asian values' have called for the 'West' to learn from the
'East' (Mahbubani 1993), and observed that current 'Asian values' were
once 'Western values' (Mahathir 1995a: 10). These apparent contradictions
need resolution. Are 'Asian values' defined by abiding cultural traditions
or are they embedded in the way social and economic life is organized
and therefore subject to both change and outside influence?

Finally, the functional link between 'Asian values' and economic devel-
opment is a contested proposition. Why, it might be asked, if 'Asian values'
are so conducive to hard work, saving and investment, did the industrial
revolution begin in the liberal West and not in the Confucian East? Is
the rapid growth of Asian economies simply a normal phenomenon of
early capitalist development? Is the Asian miracle 'quantity driven' and
based on the capacity to repress wages and mobilize savings, requiring a
transition to more innovative 'quality driven' growth, for which the present
political and social structures are ill suited? (Krugman 1994; Hicks 1995).

'Asian values': the model of the future or a model in decline?
The political and economic significance of 'Asian values' is separate from
questions of philosophical coherence. In practical terms, 'Asian values' has
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The politics of 'Asian values' 313

become the ideology of a range of regimes which combine an organic-
statist variant of political conservatism with market economies. It is in the
context of a fundamental, although ongoing, contest between organic-
statist, liberal and social democratic variants of capitalism, not in a contest
between 'East' and 'West', that 'Asian values' assumes its significance.
While Western liberals have generally proposed that Asia is rapidly being
transformed into a world of markets, individualism and materialism as
capitalism and internationalization takes root, there is a growing body of
opinion amongst Western neo-liberals that influences may be flowing in
the other direction, or at least that the Asian model may be an alternative
to liberalism. Fukuyama has pointed out that, while rapid economic devel-
opment will lead to democracy, 'the contours of Asian democracy may be
very different from those of contemporary American democracy, which
has experienced serious problems of its own in reconciling individual rights
with the interests of the larger community' (1995: 21).

In the view of both Western conservatives and the advocates of 'Asian
values' Western industrialism was built in the nineteenth century upon
values of strong government, moral propriety, hard work and thrift similar
to those which characterize 'Asian values' today (Far Eastern Economic
Review 23 June 1994: 5; Mahathir 1995a: 10; Goh 1994: 4). Mahathir noted
that 'I do know that many of these "Asian values" were once also "Western
values'". Although he adds that 'Some are a function of our stage of devel-
opment and will be challenged and discarded as we move forward' (1995a:
10), he in no way envisages that this will involve a liberal transformation.
Margaret Thatcher has enthused about the 'fundamentally vigorous values'
of Asia. Asians, she notes, 'are very hard working, they are very keen on self-
improvement, very family-minded. All of these are some of the fundamen-
tally vigorous virtues which are enabling [Asian countries] to achieve a rate
of growth which is phenomenal' (Australian 18-19 November 1995:4).

It is explained that the West moved away from these values for two
reasons. First, a process of moral decline and softness and the gradual accep-
tance of individual self-indulgence as the central principle of social and
economic life largely attributed to the ease of living in an affluent economy.
Singapore's prime minister, Goh Chok Tong, notes that 'Societies can go
wrong quickly. US and British societies have changed profoundly in the last
30 years. Up to the early 60s they were disciplined, conservative, with the
family very much the pillar of their societies. Since then, both the US and
Britain have seen a sharp rise in broken families, teenage mothers, illegiti-
mate children, juvenile delinquency, vandalism and violent crime' (1994:4).
Second, the adoption of democratic institutions of an extremist nature has
facilitated and accelerated decline. Mahathir observes that 'Democracies
are only beginning to learn that too much freedom is dangerous. But they
are not yet ready to do anything about it' (1995b: 14).

In this view, the alleged economic and social decline of the West can only
be arrested through the restraint of 'excessive' liberalism and a return to old
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314 Richard Robbon

values. Asia, it is claimed, already operates on the basis of these values and
therefore holds an inherent advantage in the construction of cohesive and
prosperous societies. Its only challenge is to guard against the same decline
that affected the West. In Singapore in particular, but also in Malaysia and
China, we are witnessing vigorous resistance to 'moral decline'. In
Singapore, new legislation has been introduced requiring the young to main-
tain elderly parents (Woon 1994), while single mothers are denied access
to public housing and advertisements in which children show disrespect to
parent are banned (Straits Times 27 August 1994: 4). Reaction against the
polluting influence of Western culture through censorship of film, literature
and education are common throughout the region (BBC 11 March 1995).

However, the proposition that the West is in terminal decline and that
Asia is poised to inherit the world is not so certain as Lee Kuan Yew and
others would suggest. Rapid growth is common to the early years of indus-
trial capitalism as the commodification of economic life is generalized and
domestic markets explode, while low-wage labour is in plentiful supply
and wealth can be concentrated into savings and investment. Often, this
headlong rush into prosperity is complemented by unconstrained rent-
seeking, and the dirigiste and predatory activities of states on behalf of
capital to lubricate profits and provide a free-riders' paradise. It is a stage
of development relatively free of the cost of collective goods.

Yet it is questionable whether this situation is sustainable. For example,
Asian governments are being forced progressively to accept intellectual
property agreements, slowly strangling free access to the intellectual prod-
ucts of the West and requiring increasing costs of investment in research
and development. It is probable that such development may be inimical to
the climate of control and constraint on ideas, innovation, free expression
and communication currently imposed by the various developmentalist
regimes. Unconstrained exploitation of natural resources and unregulated
waste disposal are practices which have their structural limits and costs as
fishing stocks and forests disappear and the costs of rehabilitating river and
land systems mount. Serious opposition to predatory practices also comes
from local and international environmental movements, landholders and
from corporate competitors.

In short, the central question about the viability of the 'Asian' model,
as put by Krugman (1994) and Hicks (1995), is whether the success of the
Asian economic model is confined to that period when growth may be
generated by the intensive mobilization of labour and capital and, we
might add, to the unconstrained nature of the free-rider interest. It must
be asked whether the existing systems of social, political and economic
organization will be able to sustain shifts into a stage of economic life
more heavily based on technology and information and where govern-
ments must deal with the issue of collective goods more seriously.

A further fatal flaw in the 'Asian values' analysis is the proposition that
the problems seen as evidence of decline in the 'West' - crime, urban decay,
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The politics of 'Asian values' 315

slowing economic growth, declining educational standards - are truly the
result of moral turpitude and excessive democracy. To attribute the social
and economic problems of the West to moral decline and democracy is to
invert the dynamics at work. Democracy, social welfare systems, new
cultural frameworks are not the causes but the products of social change
inherent in the development of capitalist society; changes which are rapidly
becoming apparent in Asia. Urbanization and the shift to wage labour
naturally produce varying patterns of unemployment and underemploy-
ment and changes in the structure of the family. As even the Economist (28
May 1994: 31-2) notes, relationships between men and women, between
young and old, between parents and children are now being irrevocably
changed. New forms of social alienation are produced. The new poor, the
unemployed and the old are not so easily folded into the rapidly shrinking
family structures. Pressures for state relief become stronger (Asher 1995:16)

'Asian values' under pressure: the guardianist state
Within capitalist society in Pacific Asia political regimes have tended to
be characterized by the fusion of state, party and bureaucratic authority
in such institutions as the Kuomintang (KMT), the United Malays National
Organization (UMNO), and the People's Action Party (PAP), 'not to
mention the communist parties in China and Vietnam. In other cases,
notably Indonesia, Thailand and South Korea, it has been the military and
civil bureaucracies that appropriate the state and dominate parties in a
variation of the first theme. In all cases, political rulers sit astride state,
party and bureaucracy.

The ascendancy of these party and bureaucratic elites and their appro-
priation of the apparatus of the state has not been universally accepted
within Asia as some Asian cultural norm. As increasingly powerful and
autonomous new social forces emerge, demands for reform have come
from the middle classes, the urban working class and from elements of
the bourgeoisie itself. Such reforms include a broadening of the political
arena - although not always in the direction of liberal democracy - as
well as greater transparency and accountability in political and bureau-
cratic process (Hewison 1993; Anderson 1990; Rodan 1996).

It has been precisely in the context of these criticisms and demands for
political and social reform from domestic opponents that 'Asian values' have
been mobilized by tutelary, or guardianist political regimes as ideological
statements of their interest. Organic statist prescriptions justify autonomy
from popular accountability on the grounds of a Hegelian conflation of state
and 'national interest', denying the very legitimacy of opposition in a society
where harmony and organic functional unity are claimed to prevail. Appeals
to a supposed Asian abhorrence of confrontation and public demonstration
are intended to mute protest. Anti-communism has been replaced with anti-
liberalism as the central political obsession of these elites.
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316 Richard Robison

It is not only the organic-statist element of Asian values that has proven
useful in countering such challenges. The pervasive anti-Westernism of the
'Asian values' thesis allows authoritarian regimes to claim the mantle of
nationalism and brand reformers as un-Asian. Garry Rodan (1995) has
shown how a variant of this process has operated in the case of Singapore.
The case of Indonesia provides an illustration of how the same ideology
is mobilized for similar purposes in a quite different society. Recent legis-
lation has made compulsory the adoption of the state ideology, Pancasila,
by all political parties and mass organizations. It is an ideology that
embodies a virulent organic statism in which ideals of harmony, family
values, decision-making through consensus and the embodiment of defin-
able national interests in the state claim to remove the need for opposition
and for liberal concepts of democracy (Reeve 1990; Lubis 1990: 166-72;
212-45). Present Soeharto has claimed that:

In Pancasila democracy there is no place for an opposition like in
the West. In the environment of Pancasila democracy we are familiar
with deliberation . . . in order to obtain the people's consensus. In
this way the people trust their representatives. So these represen-
tatives of the people carry out the deliberation.

(1989: 346)

Economic development was also introduced into the equation in the early
years of the New Order as a necessary prerequisite for democracy and as
a technical process best decided by economic technocrats and incompatible
with the instability of political competition induced by liberal democracy
(Moertopo 1973). Similarly, industrial relations based on confrontation of
class interest between labour and business was rejected in favour of the
incorporation of all organized labour into a single state-controlled union
on the basis that this was in harmony with Pancasila; decision-making by
consensus and the family principle (Moertopo 1974: 14).

In the past decade, liberalism has replaced communist revolution and
religious fundamentalism as the major perceived threat to the New Order
regime as the increasing location of wealth, power and information outside
the state brings pressure for greater individual freedoms and political
reforms. New Order leaders, including Soeharto, the state secretary,
Moerdiono, and a former chief of staff, Rudini, have responded with
attacks on the destructive and confrontational nature of Western liber-
alism, emphasizing social order as a prerequisite of economic development
and democracy and claiming, in any case, 'Indonesian' concepts of democ-
racy and human rights based on the family model (Soeharto 1990: 12;
Kompas 6 June 1989; 21 October 1990; Jakarta Post 18 December 1993;
Indonesian Observer 22 December 1993).

Attempts to maintain intact these guardianist regimes have met with
mixed success. Even in the most successful of the regimes, attempts to
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The politics of 'Asian values' 317

portray the regimes and their interests as naturally 'Asian' have met with
marked cynicism from political activists and commentators drawn from
an increasingly cohesive middle class. Within Indonesia, the claims
embedded in the compulsory state philosophy, Pancasila, as interpreted
by the New Order, have been widely dismissed by opposition leaders
including Abdurahman Wahid and Sri Bintang as little more than the
disguised interests of the wealthy and powerful.7 Ironically, the 'Asian
values' thesis is a two-edged sword and has also been used by critics to
attack the corruption and cartels which are at the heart of the New Order.
Former minister, Emil Salim, addressing an Islamic audience argued that,
'Many economic players, including conglomerates, think nothing of corrup-
tion and collusion with officials because they are driven by Western values'.
Islam, he proposed, was based on values opposite to the greed and indi-
vidualism of the West {Jakarta Post 26 September 1995: 2).

Like Wahid, Bintang, Toer and others in the Indonesian case, a range
of Asian political leaders have disputed that the 'Asian values' ideals repre-
sent some essential Asian essence. Kim Dae Jung (1994), in an important
article, has argued that democratic ideals and concern for individual human
rights and democracy are also a central part of Asian political tradition.
The task of dealing with individual Asian critics of the 'Asian values' thesis
is made more difficult as increasing numbers of Asian countries - most
recently Taiwan and South Korea - make fundamental changes to their
political and social regimes in which many of the central elements of 'Asian
values' are jettisoned. This puts the 'Asian values' proponents in a difficult
position. They have no social theory to explain such individuals and devel-
opments other than in behavioural terms as cultural deviants or as
mistaken options that contradict the social and cultural realities of Asia.

Sounding increasingly like a Western conservative preaching imminent
moral and social decay, Mahathir warns that 'Already those Asian coun-
tries which have adopted Western ideas about democracy wholesale are
finding ruling their country rather difficult. Disruptive strikes and riots
undermine the economy and make life difficult for citizens. Abolition of
religious instruction in government schools, while allowing absolute
freedom of beliefs, has resulted in loss of direction and emergence of
numerous cults, some of which are violent' (Mahathir 1995b: 14).

However, it would be a mistake to conclude that the political ideals of
organic-statism are inevitably being eroded by liberalism. In many cases,
burgeoning middle classes have, to an impressive extent, been incorpo-
rated into the institutional and ideological framework of the regimes.
Within Indonesia, the beginnings of an anti-liberal middle-class political
constituency has been undertaken by incorporating into the regime new
institutions of recruitment outside the old military and bureaucratic
structures, notably the influential Association of Muslim Intellectuals
(ICMI). While the opportunity for political and business careers within
the framework of the regime may be the primary attraction to recruits,

Th
e 

Pa
ci

fic
 R

ev
ie

w
 1

99
6.

9:
30

9-
32

7.
 d

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fro

m
 w

w
w

.ta
nd

fo
nl

in
e.

co
m



318 Richard Robison

the New Order is also selling to an emerging Muslim middle class an
image of national and Muslim pride which challenges the West in a variety
of ways, not least in Habibie's ambitious economic plans to leap-frog the
West through investment in technology.8

National pride, resentment of Western dominance even where the
material products and values of the West are embraced, career opportu-
nities and the benefits of rising prosperity are all attractions for middle
classes to accept guardianist regimes. Using nationalist or 'Asian values'
appeals also raises the stakes for opponents by forcing them outside the
frameworks of legitimate political activity. But it also raises the stakes for
those within the regimes by forcing them to define legitimate politics in
increasingly narrow terms and makes the regimes reliant on maintaining
the pace of economic growth and increasing prosperity. Whether such
regimes can prevail in the circumstances of mature capitalism, character-
ized by lower rates of growth, is problematic.

'Asian values' under pressure: the dirigiste regime in an
international economy
In the post-war period the focus of industrial growth has shifted to the
Pacific Asia region and several Asian economies have emerged as major
industrial exporters with rapidly developing domestic economies. In all of
these cases, the state has played a central role in facilitating and creating
international competitiveness through strategic industry, trade, investment
and finance policies. Except in the case of Singapore, economic rents
and the appropriation of state authority by its officials and political elites
have also been critical in building corporate power. In several cases,
highly institutionalized co-operation between government and business
has underpinned the formation and implementation of strategies. It is an
approach anti-theoretical to the liberal ideal, succeeding as Amsden
argues, by 'getting the prices wrong' (Amsden 1989; Wade 1990; Weiss
and Hobson 1995; Rodan 1989; Robison 1986).

Assaults upon these industrial mercantilist economies, their political
frameworks and social values have intensified in the past decade. They
come from several sources. First, from US and other Western industrial
powers seeking to break into Asian markets and to impose liberal market
rules upon Asian economies. Dispute over the terms of engagement has
been intense, involving questions of trade and protection, the proper role
of governments in shaping markets, the legitimate employment of industry
policy, and the development of regulatory frameworks. In essence, this
conflict can be seen as one between successful industrial exporting
economies built upon systems of industrial mercantilism and managed
markets, often with significant rent-seeking elements, and those economies
under siege in de facto trade wars claiming commitment to the free
operation of markets.
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The politics of 'Asian values' 319

A second challenge comes from expanding global communications and
media institutions seeking to report on, among other things, the political
and economic activities of the ruling elites, corruption, human rights and
the activities and ideas of opponents. Third, international and domestic
environmental and human rights groups seek to bring pressure to bear
on governments and business to undertake reform in labour relations,
human rights, the legal system and environmental protection.

Facing chronic trade deficits with Asia and obstacles to its own outward
investment and trade in the Pacific Asian region, the US has strongly argued
for an opening of Asia's burgeoning markets and an end to collusive and
'interventionist' practices that it perceives to underlie the competitive
advantage of the new Asian exporters. Through the institutions of the
GATT, and more recently APEC, it has pressured Asian leaders to accept
trade reforms. However, Asia's industrialization has been based not only on
strategic trade regimes but also on low wages, high saving rates, national
industry strategies involving highly institutionalized co-operation between
government and business and the accumulation of capital through rents.
The international economic and political dimensions of the problem cannot
therefore be neatly separated from domestic structures of political and
social power. Systems of industrial mercantilism have relied upon the exer-
cise of the coercive and economic resources of the state to ensure that wealth
is concentrated in the processes of investment and growth and that
opposition to this process from distributive coalitions, organized labour or
environmental groups is contained. The holders of power within these
developmentalist authoritarian states, usually entrenched in the bureau-
cracy or in a dominant party, also rely on the possession of state power for
their authority and, in many instances, their social dominance and corporate
wealth.

US foreign policy in the early 1980s changed from one supporting
conservative and authoritarian regimes to one of support for democratic
reform, human rights and labour rights. Support for democratic reform in
the Philippines, Taiwan, Thailand and critical reaction to the Tienanmen
massacre in 1989 has been followed by President Clinton's attempt
to enforce reforms in China and Indonesia by tying trade preference
agreements to reform in the areas of human rights and labour rights.

'Good governance' has become a central element in US foreign policy,
complementing its programmes for market reform, aimed at developing the
capacity of institutions such as government departments, stock exchanges
and legal systems to manage the sort of regulatory frameworks considered
essential to the efficient operation of free markets. Singapore's Tommy Koh
expressed the hope that 'good governance' could form the basis of
commonsense agreement between 'West' and 'East' that would transcend
differences over human rights and democracy (Koh 1993). However, the
notion of 'good governance' is equally mired in ideological paradigms.
The US version also involves the creation of transparent mechanisms for the
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320 Richard Robison

accountability of the state and its officials and a political system able to
guarantee the range of individual rights and freedoms, considered to be the
basis of a free market economy (World Bank 1991).

As such, 'good governance' is not simply a technical concept. In the
World Bank's economic rationalist and virulently liberal manifestation,
'good governance' threatens the very fabric of political and social power
in many Asian authoritarian societies. Regimes that rely on administration
by patronage and rent-seeking are threatened along with those that
embody the sorts of social policies in housing and education that have
underpinned Singapore's growth and the concepts of teamwork between
government and business that have been so important in the export
successes of Japan, Taiwan, Korea and Singapore. Interestingly, both of
these elements are included in Koh's own definition of 'good governance'.

In their resistance to liberal pressures, several Asian leaders, most
prominently Singapore's Lee Kuan Yew and Goh Chok Tong and
Malaysia's Mahathir, specifically identify the sudden Western interest in
trade reforms and the apparently altruistic concerns for human rights
and democratic reform as disguised and cynical ploys to destroy the
competitive advantages of Asian countries, based on low-wage labour and
the unconstrained exploitation of large reserves of natural resources
(Mahathir 1995: 10; Australian Business Asia 20 October 1993; Straits
Times 29 November 1993: 2).

But it is through claims that 'Asia' operates on the basis of a different
set of values that various developmentalist regimes have rejected criticisms
of dirigiste economic regimes, tutelary political systems, human rights
records and labour relations. In the counter-attack, 'Asian' concepts of
human rights, democracy and labour relations are invoked. Within these,
social responsibilities are emphasized over individual rights, community
interests and social cohesion over individual interest and the right to devel-
opment and prosperity assumes priority over the rush to democracy and
to labour reform. Western concern for human rights, it is pointed out,
loses some of its force given the levels of homelessness and crime with
which the poor in the US have to contend.9

The Japanese market has been opened slightly as a result of a new US
strategic trade approach and industrial mercantilism in general has been
further eroded in GATT, and potentially, in APEC. Privatization and
deregulation proceed apace throughout the region. This is not solely the
consequence of pressure from the US and Europe. Within Asia itself, the
cruder aspects of industrial mercantilism - highly protective tariff regimes,
strategic state corporate sectors and rampant corruption - have increas-
ingly become constraints on the operations of the major regional corporate
conglomerates. Increasingly the task has become one of making viable
in the market the commercial empires created in an era of primitive
accumulation within systems of dirigisme and rent-seeking.
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'Asian values' and the neo-liberal/neo-conservative resur-
gence in the West
While 'Asian values' appear to be under pressure in Asia as capitalist
society progresses, there are, ironically, stirrings in the West that would
suggest that an adoption of 'Asian-like values' is in process there.
Traditional Western conservatives have been attracted to those aspects of
the 'Asian values' thesis which emphasize strong states, authority, social
order, social discipline, the family and moral values (Rodan 1995).
However, traditional conservatism parts company with 'Asian values'
conservatism on two points. Where it sees social hierarchies as naturally
ordained and embedded in tradition and custom, they are seen in the
'Asian values' perspective as formed on the basis of utilitarian and perfor-
mance factors and therefore prone to rapid turnover. More important,
traditional conservatism is hostile to the forces of individual interest
released by the market upon such institutions as the family and of the
role of banks in manipulating the economy (Santamaria 1995).

However, a new amalgam of social conservatism with neo-liberalism
has emerged in the past two decades in which it is proposed that, rather
than being the causes of the breakdown of traditional social values and
structures, markets and conservative social values may co-exist (Giddens
1994: 27-41). A product of this new amalgam is the view that uncon-
strained democracy is incompatible with the development of vigorous
capitalist societies and sustained economic growth. This recognition that
free markets require the constraint of democracy has been developed by
a range of public choice and national choice theorists such as James
Buchanan, William Riker and Mancur Olson.10 Their basic proposition is
that the free operation of markets and the process of economic growth is
politically obstructed in the West by excessive democracy. Because democ-
racies have been captured by powerful distributional coalitions seeking
access to public funds and to influence policy in their own interest, they
generate higher levels of state spending, higher taxes and the tolerance
of cartels. In the process they crowd out the private sector and restrict
savings and investment, dampening the process of economic growth.

Propelled by increasing pressure on fiscal resources in the West and by
the perceived failure of Keynesian policies in the post-oil shock era, these
new conservative/neo-liberal views have dominated government policy in
the US under Ronald Regan and in the UK under Margaret Thatcher in
the 1970s and 1980s. They share with Lee Kuan Yew and other 'Asian
values' advocates the view that too much democracy impedes economic
growth, that conservative moral values should guide social life and that
strong states are required, to contain threats to law and order.

In its opposition to high taxes, social welfare lobbies, environmental
lobbies and organized labour - which is seen as a sort of cartel - neo-liberal
conservatism is able to cite the Asian example as evidence of success,
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322 Richard Robison

drawing strong support from business interests. These views are frequently
aired in the business-oriented press (Barro 1993: 6). What appeals to
substantial elements of Western business increasingly relocating in Asia is
Asia's low taxes, the lack of effective environmental constraints, the no-
nonsense approach to organized labour and the relative absence of social
welfare systems which are regarded as creating an indigent sub-class (Far
Eastern Economic Review 24 November 1994; 18 August 1994:5). For them,
government has a role in clearing the obstructions to growth and to the
operations of private investors. In their enthusiasm for law and order, they
also see an important role for the coercive apparatus of the state dealing
with the social repercussions of such policies: labour unrest and crime.

However, despite the shared anti-liberal and anti-democratic sentiments,
there are important differences between Western neo-conservatism and
the social prescriptions of 'Asian values'. Whereas in the 'Asian values'
model, the state plays a critical role in clearing obstructions to growth
and investment, it also acts as a constraint on the forces of the market.
In the US, the strategy has been to remove constraints on the market, by
limiting the size and scope of government, placing constitutional limits on
the power of elected governments to run deficit budgets, raise taxes and
to introduce environmental and other social legislation, and removing from
the political arena the democratic authority to constrain the free operation
of capital. This is the nature of the Newt Gingrich phenomenon. It is a
typically American form of small-town liberal populism rather than the
Asian or European form of state-managed capitalism.

Clearly, the Western neo-conservative/neo-liberal amalgam would not
accept the strategic team work approach between the state and the private
sector that is so essential to the operation of corporate capital in the Asian
industrial model. Similarly, Singapore's heavy public social investment
policies, especially in housing, would be anathema to the ideologues of
economic rationalism.

Conclusion
While the debate over 'Asian values' has provoked important debates, not
least from within Asia (Kim 1994; Lung 1994), about the nature of social
and political power and transformation, the substantive claims of Lee,
Mahathir, Soeharto and others that 'Asian values' are the immutable
ideologies of whole civilizations or cultures have perhaps been taken too
seriously as intellectual propositions. This also applies to the recent work
on this issue by Huntington and other US cultural relativists. What is
critical is the political nature of this ideology. As the ideology of the
bureaucratic and party elites of 'guardianist' regimes, and of the corporate
interests embodied in such industrial mercantilist regimes within several
of the industrializing economies in Asia, it is a force of significance. As
the ideology of substantial elements of the middle classes embedded in
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these regimes it also assumes a potential mass following based on nation-
alism and anti-Western sentiment. Critical areas of common agreement
with neo-liberal and neo-conservative views in the West potentially form
the basis for a selective new global alliance.11

Mobilizing 'Asian values' and the psycho-cultural relativism it implies
brings important advantages in the process of ideological warfare. It has
the effect of removing the need to confront or argue the merits of cases
beyond revealing the hypocrisy of Western critics or point out the failures
in the West. Uncontrolled destruction of forests, for example, is justified
by pointing to the record of the West in that respect. More important,
criticism emanating from the West can be simply dismissed as attempts
to impose foreign cultural values: effectively there can be no criticism
between cultures.

By insisting on the cultural relativist nature of 'Asian values' the propo-
nents of this concept have created several dilemmas for themselves. Critics
and opponents within Asia can only be dealt with as dysfunctional deviants,
limiting flexibility in forming alliances and coalitions. Relativism also has
the capacity to rebound on its proponents and confirm the very worst of
orientalist prejudices, as Malaysia's deputy prime minister, Ibrahim Anwar,
notes 'To say that freedom is Western and un-Asian is to offend our own
traditions as well as our forefathers who gave their lives in the struggle
against tyranny and injustice' {South China Morning Post 10 March 1995:
23). By claiming cultural relativism, the 'Asian values' proponents must
forgo entering the contest to define such universal concepts as human
rights and democracy and forgo challenges to liberal claims to these
concepts. Excluded from potential debates are Koh's interesting definition
of 'good government' and Anwar's brief views on the limits of the market.
The liberals are let off the hook.

In many ways, the 'Asian values' issue draws attention away from the
more important question of explaining the dynamics of change. Refuting
the psycho-cultural relativism that underpins the 'Asian values' thesis in
no way denies that the emergence of industrial capitalism has produced
a range of political and ideological frameworks. Even within Europe,
Bismark's Germany was fundamentally different to capitalist England in
the late nineteenth century and both experiences were substantially
different to those of Italy or Spain (Kurth 1979). Industrial capitalism in
Asia has produced another range of different models, ranging from highly
centralized and bureaucratized systems like Singapore's to more predatory
regimes and oligarchic societies like those of the Philippines, Thailand and
Indonesia. Nor does a denial of the 'Asian values' thesis presuppose that
capitalist society in Asia is destined to replicate the experiences of the
West. Rejecting 'Asian values' still leaves the question of why societies
change and why different forms emerge.

This recognition is primarily a challenge to the predominant US view
that capitalism and democracy mean precisely and ultimately those forms
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324 Richard Robison

of market liberalism and democratic populism that prevail in America.
The analysis of different capitalisms opens a range of questions. What are
the dynamics which lead to different paths? What are the possible combi-
nations and limits? Can authoritarian political systems co-exist in the long
term with market capitalism? Are the systems of government-business
co-operation in industry policy more effective forms of ensuring growth
than unconstrained markets? Can rent-seeking be a permanent and central
feature of capitalist economies? Are systems of social welfare an inevitable
feature of capitalist society? How easily can ideas be selectively borrowed
and transplanted? What conjunctures of power and interest, international
environment and timing are necessary for different patterns?

Notes
1 There is an extensive range of literature on this. Some of the key statements

are: Zakaria (1994); Lee Kuan Yew (1993), 'Democracy and Human Rights
for the World', Media Asia 20(1); Towards a New Asia (1994) A Report of
the Commission for a New Asia, Kuala Lumpur, pp. 32-4; Mahathir and
Ishihara (1995).

2 The concept of guardianism is discussed in Freeman's chapter in this volume.
3 This organic statist thesis has a strong lineage in European history (Stepan

1978), and was influential amongst American conservative modernization
theorists in the 1960s (Johnson 1966).

4 It is argued that the press has a social responsibility to impart accurate infor-
mation and to support national unity and social cohesion. The Western press
is criticized for its irresponsibility in reporting and for being instruments of
private press barons and their interests (Mahathir, 1995b; 1993: 202-3; Asian
Wall Street Journal 8 December 1994: 6; Far Eastern Economic Review 7 April
1994: 20; Goh 1995: 36, 37; Jakarta Post 7 November 1995).

5 One of the few attempts to grapple with this is that by the Malaysian deputy
prime minister, Ibrahim Anwar, who places the market in the context of
broader social objectives such as the eradication of poverty, a fair and equitable
distribution of the national wealth and the prevention of cheating and malprac-
tices. In this, his views are less focused upon utilitarian or nationalist objectives
than either Mahathir's or Lee's (Anwar, New Straits Times, 12 November 1995:
12).

6 The KMT has been the governing party in Taiwan since 1949. Similarly, the
UMNO and the PAP have ruled Malaysia and Singapore respectively since
the end of the colonial era.

7 Prominent Indonesian reformers have included the chairman of the mass
Muslim organization, Nahdatul Ulama, Abdurahman Wahid, the former head
of the Legal Aid Bureau, a human rights lawyer Buyung Nasution, and the
Muslim member of Parliament, Sri Bintang Pamungkas. For Sri Bintang, the
claims that political decisions are based on consensus are dubious. The process,
he suggests, might be better described as intimidation or enticement (Kontpas
20 April 1993; Forum Keadilan 14 May 1993, 1 April 1993; Detik 4-10 August
1993) Buyung Nasution stated: 'Contrary to cultural and similar arguments
made in favour of authoritarian government, there has been a long contest in
Indonesia between democratic and authoritarian politics. There has been as
much support for one as for the other, but since the late 1950s the authoritarian
argument has had more raw power behind it' (The Aspiration for Constitutional
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Government in Indonesia: A Socio-legal Study of the Indonesian Konstituante,
1956-1959, Jakarta, Pustaka Sinar Harapan: 4). Indonesia's leading novelist,
Pramoedya Ananta Toer, was even blunter: 'It is out of date rubbish to continue
to try to convince world opinion that human rights in Indonesia "are respected
in accordance with the special traits of the national culture" when all this talk
is just a form of manipulation from above in order to justify the violation of
citizen's basic rights carried out to preserve the ruler's power' (Public
Statement on Human Rights Day, Jakarta, 10 December 1992). Both of these
quotes are cited in Anders Uhlin, 'Democracy in Indonesia? Discourses and
practices among the rulers and opposition', paper given to the Conference on
Democracy in Asia, HAS, Nias, Copenhagen, 26-9 October 1995.

8 The research and technology minister, J. Habibie, has explicitly linked his
massive investments of public money in technology development to 'Asian
values' of harmony and the family system. In this case they are useful in
dismissing as 'Western' liberal critics who argue from a market perspective
(Business Times, 26 January 1994: 20).

9 There has been a lengthy debate over the notion of human rights in the wake
of US pressure on China for reform in this area. See the excellent series in
the South China Morning Post 18 April 1994; 17 February, 7 May, 29 May
1995; Christine Loh, 'The rights stuff', Far Eastern Economic Review 8 July
1993: 15; Sophia Woodman, 'Is there an Asian view of human rights', China
Rights Forum Winter 1994: 14-17.

10 Olson, Mancur (1982) The Rise and Decline of Nations, New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press. The emergence of the new market-oriented conservatism has
been discussed by Gabriel A. Almond (1991) 'Capitalism and democracy', PS:
Political Science and Politics XXIV(3): 178-9; Peter A. Gourevitch (1993)
'Democracy and economic policy: elective affinities and circumstantial conjunc-
tures', World Development 21(8): 1271-80; Anthony Giddens (1994) Beyond
Left and Right, Cambridge: Polity, pp. 22-50.

11 See Rodan, this volume pp. 386-409; especially the reference to the call by
Conservative Party Chairman, David Howell, to adopt some of the values and
attitudes that underlie Asian economic success.
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