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INTRODUCTION

-

HE International Chinese
Newsweekly (Yazhou Zhoukan)
has hailed the Senior Minister
of Singapore Lee Kuan Yew as the
"new Asian warrior who hits back at
the west"' and a Japanese academic
describes him as "an eloquent spokesman who can talk back to the hoitytoity, self-righteous ~esterners".'
Throughout the 1990s, Lee Kuan Yew
and Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad championed 'Asian
values' as being at the root of Asia's remarkable growth over the previous decades. Many Asian nations wish to have
it both ways: to be modem and traditional at once, to modernize but not
~ e s t e r n i z e .Hence,
~
'Asian values'
theory rallies opinion in most Asian
countries against Western attempts to
teach Asians about democracy and
human rights. It is devised for the
purpose of challenging "Westem-style"
civil and political freedoms. It also

serves as a discourse that insists on
differentiating between the unified and
virtuous "us" from the external "them",
in order to form self-identity. However, after the recent Asian economic
crisis, the validity of the. 'Asian values'
argument was seriously questioned.
In fact, Asian values are considered
to be a source of the crony capitalism
. ~ article
at the heart of the ~ r i s i s This
attempts to critically examine the
cultural arguments and how Asian
leaders have used the 'Asian values'
argument as political instruments to
legitimize authoritarian rule; and how
implausible their argument is.

THE 'ASIAN VALUES' CONCEPT
After the end of the Cold War, the
United States had enlarged its scope
of democracy and the promotion of
human rights in its foreign policy.
This universalistic claim of human
rights was seen by the economically
dynamic and increasingly self-assertive
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East Asian regimes as an ideological
idualism." Lee Kuan Yew is concompliment to Western d ~ m i n a t i o n . ~ vinced that the economic decline of
the West was part of a larger crisis of
The economic success of Asia has given
moral values the root cause of which
the region a collective sense of confidis an obsession with individual
ence to challenge Western hegerights.I2 Similarly, Dr. Mahathir asserts
monic thoughts and civilization^.^
that, "Many Western societies ... are
'Asian values' argument has important
morally
decadent."13 Hence, they beimplication for many Asians who
lieve
that
East Asian societies can
"harbor deep resentment against the
provide
an
alternative development
West for its past colonialism and who
and
political
model that may supplant
have an inferiority complex in reg:. ! .
those
of
the
faltering west.14 With
to Western ~ivilization."~
the concept of the fundamental difHuntington describes this Asian
ferences in culture between the East
assertiveness as the 'Clash of Civilizaand the West, 'Asian values' theory
tions', which he portends that future
was thus constructed.
global conflicts will be fought not
The 'Asian values' theory, in brief,
along ideological fault lines but on culmakes four claim^:'^ First, human
tural differences.' Althoueh
" this thesis
rights are not universal and neither
has attracted criticisms within the West
can they be globalized. They emerge
as well as in Asia, it has "compledifferently according to the context of
mented attempts by some Asian poparticular social, economic, cultural
litical leaders to insulate their regimes"
and political conditions. Second, Asian
from charges of human rights abuses
societies are not centered on the inand to justify authoritarian rule by
dividual but on the family. The nation
championing the superiority of 'Asian
is like a big family. It supposedly
value^'.^ The prime tactical premise comes naturally for Asians to let the
of the 'Asian values' argument is
combined interests of the family and
cultural relativismI0. The argument is
the nation go before the interests of
only comprehensible in relation to its
each individual. Third, Asian societies
'Other'. The 'West' is essentialized and
rank social and economic rights
seen as the homogeneous 'Other'.
over individual's political rights. FinConsensus, harmony, unity and comally, the right of a nation to self-determunity are values that are commonly
mination includes a government's
proposed as the essence of Asian culdomestic jurisdiction over human
ture and identity. These are contrasted
rights. This implies that other nations
with the values said to characterize
should not interfere with the internal
the 'Other', namely, absence of conaffairs of a state, including its human
sensus, conflict, disunity, and indivrights policy.
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The concept of 'Asian values' has
gained political prominence in many
Asian countries especially as it is often
articulated in government rhetoric and
official statements. In asserting these
values, leaders from the region find
that they have a convenient tool to
silence internal criticisms and to fan
anti-Western nationalist sentiments.16
Any domestic opponents can be dismissed as opposing the national interest or simply being u n - ~ s i a n . "
'Western liberalism' seems to be characterized by excessive individualism
and a propensity for protestation and
open political conflict, thus deemed
unsuitable to ~ s i a . " Former Indonesian President Wahid was advised
by Mahathir not follow this 'Western'
model to run his government. Mahathir contends that ASEAN has its
own solutions to resolve the economic and political crises of Indonesia, which are different from the
West."

disguised 'cultural imperialism' and
an attempt to obstruct their development." Former Chinese Premier Li
Peng agreed that each country should
be left to define its own concept of
human rights and democracy.22 The
Chinese government, in its 1991 White
Paperz3, adopted the developmenthuman rights trade off thesis which
states, "to eat their fill and dress
warmly were the fundamental demands of the Chinese people who had
long suffered cold and hunger". Therefore, the government contends that
the. right to subsistence and economic
development is a precondition to the
full enjoyment of all other human
rights.24 The White Paper goes on to
challenge the international nature of
human rights by stating, "the issue of
human rights falls by and large within
the sovereignty of each state". Thus, to
impose any human rights standards
to any nation is seen as an interference
of its internal affairs.

The relevance of basic political
liberties and civil rights in some Asian
countries is often disputed on the
ground that they hinder economic
and social progress, which can be
carried out more effectively "when
the government's effort are not frustrated by factional opposition".20
Both Lee and Mahathir constructed
the 'Asian values' argument by contending that the West's attempts to
impose universal standards of human
rights on developing countries is a

'ASIAN VALUES' ADVOCATES
In advocating 'Asian values', traditions are being 'invented in many new
Asian nations to support a paternalistic
type of authority.25 'Asian values'
advocates assert that a nation is like
a big family, the government is seen
as the unchallengeable 'father' who
is obliged to exercise both the disciplinarian and custodial roles, and the
society is deemed to be the children
who ought to obey the father in all cir-

' I

~
I

I

1

c u m s t a n c e ~ . ~These
~
governments
introduced traditional patriarchal
'family values' into modern states in
order to strengthen their paternalistic rule and to guard against the influence of "Western hedonism".27
Hence, state fatherhood legitimizes
Asian governments to intervene into
the daily affairs of individuals and
families such as their sexuality,28
marriage and reproductive rights by
implementing fertility control and
gender policies in order to achieve national d e v e l ~ p m e n t .This
~ ~ intrusion
into civil society is justified by affirming the claim of 'Asian values' that
social and economics rights of the nation go before the individual rights.

ment control and censorship are
deemed necessary. Lee asserts that
"the theory of the press as the Fourth
Estate did not fit Singapore, which had
to build one nation out of four
racial groups".34 Mahathir also advocates that the greatest media freedom must be consonant with the vital
interests of society. He believes that,
"while the individuals must have
their rights, these must not extend to
the point where they deprive the
rights of the majority".35

Some Asian governments cite the
need for political stabilization as an
excuse for oppressing minorities and
persecution of dissidents. They argue
that 'Asian values' render criticism of
a
government inappropriate and un'Asian values' are also used to justdesirable.36
China presents itself as
ify the governments' restrictions upon
a
practical
example of this. The
the freedom of press and media in
Chinese
government
has perpetrated
e.~'
China, Malaysia and ~ i n ~ a ~ o r The
repeated
acts
of
state
violence when
parent-state argues that it will d o
faced
with
domestic
dissent.
The Conwhatever it can to protect its ignorant
fucian
tradition
of
parental
governance
children-subject from the exposure of
remains the core feature of political
potentially 'harmful' materials preinteraction in China. Parental govsented by the media.31 In Malaysia,
ernance entails two important printhe government holds that media
ciples from Confucian thought. They
control is a necessary measure to
are filial piety for children-subjects
maintain internal peace and stability
and firm benevolence for parent-ofgiven that a proportion of its popuf i ~ i a l s Whatever
.~~
dissent arises must
lation is under-ed~cated.~'Any concome from "irresponsible malconflicts with national ideology can be
tents", therefore the state has a moral
sufficient ground for the government
obligation to remove these deviants
to withdraw a broadcast license. The
from society and restore order.38
media are also regarded as having a
responsibility to the communitarian
The 'Asian values' argument faces
interest." Hence, considerable governseveral serious challenges especially

I
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after the Asian economics crisis. After
the crisis, Lee Kuan Yew denied that
he had given prominence to 'Asian
values'.39 Lee claimed that he had
always advocated 'Confucian' values,
demonstrating the importance of Confucian ethics as essential ingredients
of East Asia's economic
Although Lee argument tended to be
felt strongly in sinicized East Asian
societies, it was notable that Mahathir
had put in a lot of effort in convincing
the Malays to adopt these virtues
as their own, in order to be differentiated form the West. It seems therefore dubious that if p u r e 'Asian
values' could be devised without having to equate it with 'Confucian values'.
If so, Lee's version of 'Asian values'
will be especially problematic in
Muslim societies such as Malaysia and
lnd~nesia.~~

-

Indeed, the proponents of 'Asian
values' have been very selective in
their approach to suit the argument
to benefit their authoritarian positi o n ~ Although
. ~ ~
Confucianism does
not incorporate the idea of human
rights, its basic tenets are compatible
with human rights principles.43 Lynn
Pan noted that, "The danger does not
lay in Confucian philosophy itself,
but in its politicization".44 In practice,
the central Confucian view of filial
piety and loyalty are blurred all
too often into unthinking obedience
and nepotism.45 Yet even Confucius,
whose teachings are alleged to have
instilled devotion to authority among
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the Chinese, condemned blind obedience to the state. When asked how
one should serve a prince, Confucius
replied, "Tell him the truth even if it
offends him."46 However, those who
dare speak the truth to authoritarian
governments in Asia were often
threatened, beaten and jailed, exiled
and even executed by offended leaders.
Not co-incidentally, Confucius' teachings about paying respect and deference to one's government had been
given special highlight by the Singaporean press whereas one that teaches
that a vicious, man-eating tiger is less
frightful than an oppressive Government had hardly been mentioned.47

THE CONVERGING ROOTS OF
'ASIAN VALUES'
It is unjustifiable to depict Asia
as Confucian c i v i l i ~ a t i o n ,as
~ ~ opposed to the Judeo-Christian West.
Other major traditions such as Hinduism and Buddhism have a comparable presence in Asian spiritual
practices. Furthermore, Christianity
has also penetrated Asia and exerted
strong social and political influence,
especially in the Philippines and arguably in South ~ o r e a Opponents
. ~ ~
of 'Asian values' argue that 'Asian
values' are a convergence of all these
religions and philosophies that teach
about humility, tolerance, honesty and
social justice." These virtues are to
be found also in other civilizations,
in fact all over the worlde51 Further-
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more, Confucian ethics such as frugality, dedication to work and competitiveness that are claimed to have
brought about economic success are
not uniquely "Asian" but universal
values that can also be found in
Western societies.52 Arguing from
an economics point of view, Krugman
contends that, "Asian growth is mainly
the result of the same things that
drive growth everywhere."53 Hence,
critics claim that there is no such thing
as a unique and superior set of 'Asian
values' that the East has produced.
'Asian values' assumes to embody
a concrete distinction in the cultures
of East and West. Hill argues that the
attribution of a set of cultural values
to East and Southeast Asian societies
represented a Western project known
as 'reverse Orientalism' was originated by Western social scientists to
contrast the recent dynamic progress
of Asian development with the stagnation and social disorganization of
contemporary Western economies and
s ~ c i e t i e s . ' ~This contrast was subsequently adopted and further advocated
by Asian leaders to serve their political
legitimacy. In promoting 'Asian values'
they assert Asian cultural uniqueness
based on the dualism of Asia as the
Orient and the West as the Occident,
which was ironically a construct of
Western imperialist.55
Said claims the Orient as a 'European invention' that helps to 'define
the West' as its contrasting images6.

By changing the "evaluative connotation" of Orientalism from negative to
positive but keep its "cognitive content" unchanged,57 'Asian values'
theory is constructed. Like Orientalism, 'Asian values' serve as a discourse
that differentiates between the unified
and virtuous "East" from the decaying "West", in order to form selfidentity." This dualism also enables
Asian leaders to reject civil and political rights as being specifically
Western and culturally inadequate to
the Asian context and make charges
of "cultural imperialism" in response
to Western interference of their human
rights abuses.J7
r-

It is crucial to understand that
'Asian values' are not embraced by all
Asian leaders. Asian leaders such as
the Dalai Lama, Lee Teng Hui, Aung
San Suu Kyi, and Abdurrahman Wahid
have declared their rejection of the iIliberal and anti-democratic elements
of
the
~ument.~'
.
-- . "Asian values" a r"
Pertierra notes that states with a
strong tradition of civil society such
as the Philippines articulate different
values from authoritarian states such
as Singapore, Malaysia and
Similarly, Ng argues that freedom of
speech and media have been essential
tools for monitoring government
policies and performance in Hong
Kong.62 She contends that, "Government intolerance of opposition is
without doubt the one thing the people
will refuse to tolerate", a paternalistic
-
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government is less than real possibility
for Hong Kong?
One of the reasons that 'Asian
values' advocates essentialize the differences between the West and Asia in
its social structures and economical
development is to deny the need for
Asians to have individual rights. They
claim that Asian societies were structured around duties, not rights. And
a society based on duties is communitarian while a rights-based society is
i n d i v i d ~ a l i s t i c .This
~ ~ assertion often
overstates the 'individualism' of Western society. Ironically, their criticisms
of Western society and attacks on liberalism are, in many respects, similar
to the critiques o f liberalism by
Western conservative^.^
Ghai contends that even within
Western liberalism, "there are strands
of analysis which assert the claim of
the community".66 As the common
good takes precedence over individual rights, Asian leaders contend that
there is no need for governments
to
respect rights of individual^.^^ Jiang
Zemin argues that the "right of survival
o f China's population is more important that political rights"68. However, to reduce human rights to a guarantee of mere survival is a perverse betrayal of any plausible conception of
human dignity.69 A Filipino academic
argues that political stability obtained through authoritarian methods
is not for the Philippines, he said,

"We're not about to trade our rights
for better incomes."70

'ASIAN VALUES' AS A MEANS
OF POLITICIZING
There has been broad speculation
that the paternalistic nature of Asian
values lends itself to a lack of transparency within government. This has
resulted in more frequent incidences
of corruption when the government
abuses its rights. Barr contends that
it is ironical that in Singapore, Lee
claims that 'Asian values' upholds the
virtue of clean government, whiIe in
Indonesia they have been used implicitly to defend nepotism and crony
capitalism.71 The national ideology
of Indonesia, Pancasila, has also played
.
a critical role in delegitimizing nonstate political o r g a n i ~ a t i o n s . ~Hence
'
it can be seen that 'Asian values' is
not only used to differentiate an Asian
value system from the Western one,
but also used to enhance authoritarian
regime's domestic legiti~nacy.~~
'Asian values' discourse of paternalistic governance often provides a
convenient means of justification for
state oppression of political oppositions, separatists a n d m i n ~ r i t i e s . ~ ~
Political leaders often cite the need for
political stabilization a s excuses.75
However, such a n oppressive system
does not dissolve but rather suppresses
the discontented minorities. The hatred
and indignation of the suppressed
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will increase the instability of the system in the long run.76 Many authoritative Asian parent-nations are not benevolent to their children-subjects
as they claim. Instead, as an Indonesian academic puts it, they are more
like "monsters" than "the defender of
common good".77 Malaysia's former
Deputy Premier Anwar Ibrahim has
said repeatedly, "it is altogether shameful to cite Asian values as an excuse
for autocratic practices and denial of
basic rights and civil libertie~."~'He
should know, having been removed
from office, jailed, beaten by the police,
and convicted of sodomy and corruption charges, when his real crime
was challenging the Malaysian's Prime
~ i n i s t e r Anwar's
.~~
case show that
basic civil liberties can be disregarded
and charges can be trumped u p to
serve the goals of the national leader.
In many Asian countries "any one
who dares to challenge the authority
is quickly labeled as 'bad' and discredited. Conformity is of a very high
order".s0 Thus, consensus is just another meaning of conforming to the
wishes of the regime.
'Asia' itself is a difficult enough
region to define geographically, let
alone to cast in terms of a coherent
cultural entity. It is difficult to prove
that Chinese values are the same as
Malaysian, or Korean values.'' The
fact that these values are often related
with diligence and disci.pline do not
represent the sum total of any Asian
religion or c u l t ~ r e . ~Hence,
'
this article

rejects the claim of a homogeneous
body of 'Asian values' as a civilizational bloc.s3 While recognizing the
diversity and differences in values
within Asian societies, nevertheless,
evidence is found showing that there
are some general differences between
Asian and Western cultural tendencies and d i ~ ~ o s i t i o n However,
s.~
this
does not mean that 'Asian values' as
articulated by Asian leaders are any
closer to reality. Thus, Noor argues
that, "Like the Arabian Phoenix of
Mozart's opera, everyone knows about
Asian values, but nobody knows where
they are."85 As Asian values are being politicized and conceptualized by
authoritarian leaders as an ideological
tool for legitimization, "fewer and
fewer people seem to believe in them."
It is therefore inappropriate to use the
term 'Asian values' "to denote a particuIar set of attitudes, beliefs and institutions which all Asian people share
in common", but rather to refer to the
diversities which characterize Asian
values as such.%

CONCLUSION
It can be seen that 'Asian values'
argument has been partly motivated
by the deep resentment against the
West for its past colonialism. Furthermore, Asia's economic success may
well have enhanced people's self-confidence to resist the continuing Western hegemony. To deny the existence
of cultural and societal differences be-
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tween the East and the West is unrealistic. H o w e v e r , t o essentialize their
cultural differences in stereotypes
and
.d i c ~ o t o m i e s represents a paradoxical
reversal of Orientalism that the 'West'
h a s allegedly c o n t r i b u t e d . Nonetheless, there s h o u l d b e n o friction between Asians retaining their own uniq u e characteristics a n d believing that
all humans should be granted autonomy to exercise their individual rights.
T o relinquish h u m a n r i g h t s b y a n y
m e a n s is inhuman. Sadly, the 'Asian
values' a r g u m e n t h a s o p e n e d a convenient door to justify some Asian gove r n m e n t s ' oppressions of minorities,
a b u s e s of h u m a n rights a n d restrictions of freedom o n information. Hence,
i t could be seen t h a t when
v a l u e s a r e politicized, they become
instruments subject to the authorities'
manipulation.

Given the wide diversity of religion,
l a n g u a g e a n d c u l t u r e i n Asia, it is
doubtful that a set of common values
could be devised. T h e proponents o f

the 'Asian

argument
this concept u p o n the whole of Asia
in o r d e r to e i v e the West a holistic

Asii,

view of
However, as not all
Asian leaders s u p p o r t the argument,
'Asian values' a s a concept is not a
reality, ~t is merely a m y t h created
by Some Asian leaders a s a political
tool a g a i n s t challenges from b o t h
within a n d o u t s i d e the states. Authe n t i c h u m a n a n d social v a l u e s cannot be imposed by authorities.

L.,
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Regional Empowerment and
Ethnic Conflict in North Sumatra
Budi Agustono & Timo Kivimiiki'

COMPETITION, MOBILIZATION
AND CONFLICT

N

ORTH S u m a t r a h a s n e v e r
been immune to problems of

violence before. The nationalist
struggle against the Dutch in Sumatra
was, at times, very violent as has been
d e s c r i b e d by Michael L a n g e n b e r g
(Langenberg 1976). The political divides between the s u p p o r t e r s of Presi d e n t S o e k a r n o a n d Vice P r e s i d e n t
Hatta in the mid 1950s caused biggest
t u r b u l e n c e i n the Moluccan I s l a n d s
and North Sumatra, as well as in some
p a r t s of Java.' D u r i n g S o e h a r t o ' s

'The introduction, comparative chapter (What lies ahead) and the conclusions
as well as the structure of this article are
done by Timo Kivimaki, while most of the
material of other chapters are by Budi Augustono. The chapters on SARA and decentralization code have been written together
by Agustono and Kivimaki.
' ~ u eto the American hand in this incident, the archival papers of a senior adviser
on Indonesia to the US government, Guy
Pauker, and the American Ambassador HOward P. Jones offer good accounts on this

period North Sumatra experienced
several violent e p i s o d e s related to
land a n d fishing rights (Shiraishi 1999:
64). In just f o u r m o n t h s a f t e r t h e
fall of Soeharto the number of people
a r r e s t e d in riots in N o r t h S u m a t r a
registered b y t h e police was 1,372,
which w a s next o n l y to the c a p i t a l
city, Jakarta (statistics of the Indonesian Police 1998). The levels of criminal violence in Medan a n d its vicinity
are also considered high. North Sumatra is close to Aceh and is in many res p e c t s similar to Indonesia's o t h e r
trouble spots, the Moluccan Islands,
West Kalimantan a n d P a p u a , w h e r e
ethnicity also plays a role in creating
social a n d political d i v i d e s a n d contributing to violent mobilization: Nevertheless, the question is: Why has North
S u m a t r a not experienced a n y largescale ethnic conflict? Will this kind of

matter. (See Jones Papers, Subject file, Box
54, Hoover Institute Archives, Stanford
University, and Pauker Papers, Box 30, Hoover Institute Archives, Stanford University
and Feith 1967.

