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Korean soap operas and electronic games, among many other things, are becoming popular in the United States. In this respect, perhaps the globalization of
culture has just begun in the United States (or has returned to past patterns of
reciprocity). This would be an important step toward the fair and genuine globalization of culture. The resurgence of Asian culture will further this process.
The future of cultural globalization, therefore, should be fairer, reciprocal, and
hybridized, rather than unfair, one way, and homogenized. This certainly is our
preferred future.

Further Thoughts
Asian Values and Generational Challenges to Confucian Norms
Sohail Inayatullah
At one time, “Asian values” meant a concern for a slower time, a concern for
spiritual factors, a concern for community. “Asian values” were thus trumpeted
as that which was nonnegotiable in economic development. Indeed, with the rise
of Japan, there was interest in seeing if there was an Asian ethic (similar to the
“Protestant ethic” in the West) that could explain Far Eastern capitalism. But
while there is an economic dimension to Asian values, generally “Asian-ness” is
seen as existing in counterpoint to the secularism, crass commercialization, and
sexualization of the West.
However, in recent times, Asian values have also been used as a defense for
all sorts of human rights abuses. Asian values have moved from being an ethical framework for day-to-day behavior to becoming a political instrument used
against the West and indeed against Asia itself. Former Prime Minister Mahathir
of Malaysia, for example, played the Asian values card in his brutal sacking of
former Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim. Mahathir claimed that Ibrahim
had to be stripped of his position because he was allegedly a homosexual.
To protect his own local capitalism cronies, Mahathir again evoked Asian
values, that is, “we must protect our own.” And yet while billionaires were protected from the Asian financial crisis, small shopkeepers were not. The Association of Southeast Asian Nation’s (ASEAN) defense of Burma also has been based
on “Asian values.” (ASEAN criticized Burma’s human rights record in the summer of 2003 in one of the organization’s rare moments of boldness.) Asians are
diﬀerent and thus have diﬀerent politics.
While there is certainly some truth to cultural diﬀerences focusing on a
slower time and long-term relationship building, destruction of the environment, injustice toward the poor, and torture of unpopular individuals (to mention a few actions committed in the name of Asian values) should not and cannot
be tolerated.
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We should not be surprised by the hijacking of Asian values. While once it
meant a call to civilizational dialogue, when few weapons were available for
Asian leaders (with a desire to be prime minister for life), Asian values have since
become the cynical tool of choice. The degradation of civilizational dialogue to
mere West versus non-West politics has a number of ramifications. First, Asian
values themselves are not questioned, but are seen as a priori instead of situational and evolutionary responses to the human condition. This does not mean
that they are not universal, but that their universality must be seen in a historical
context. Second, those who in fact live Asian values are denigrated as their framework is politicized, used as a way to attack others instead of as a guiding ethical
framework, much as the way bin Laden and others have hijacked Islam. Third,
once politicized, the possibility of real dialogue decreases.
Asian Values and Innovation

And it is real dialogue that is necessary in East Asia. For example, East Asian nations have prospered by essentially copying Western products. This strategy of
producing Western goods at a lower cost has worked so far, but as Singapore has
understood, there are real limits to this. The next phase in development requires
innovation, experimentation, and creativity—all values that are not generally associated with the timelessness and feudalism of Asia. While younger East Asians
may be quite ready to adopt these values (accepting them as global via music television and the brain-gain returning to home countries after receiving advanced
degrees in the United States and the United Kingdom), middle-aged managers
have not. The managers have succeeded in the old feudal hierarchical system.
This is not a plea totally to tear down the vertical relations that are central to
Asian universities, businesses, and government, but rather to keep the notion of
“wise elder” while augmenting it with notions of flat, adaptive, learning organizations and communities. Thus the elder stays to provide vision and direction
but not to skew economic and social opportunities. The elder essentially knows
when it is time to flatten the organization and when it is time to leave.
The appropriation of “Asian values” by economic and political interests ensures that the elite in Asia stay too long and that the needed social transformation to create learning communities and nations does not occur. And that is why
eﬀorts to resist the hijacking of Asian values are crucial for Asia to transform
from within.
Generational Challenges

Part of this tension is being resolved through age-cohort changes. For example,
in research on how youth in Taiwan envision the future, there are marked gen-
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erational diﬀerences. The elder generation’s identity was largely created through
the split with mainland China and thus sees the world through the strategic discourse with China to be feared. Younger Taiwanese (in their forties) have been
concerned with notions of Taiwanese identity and with a stable economy and
nation. But the younger age-cohort (teens and twenties) has even more diﬀerent
concerns. First, while they sense the tenuous relationship with China (like being a bird in a cage; like walking a tightrope with the United States on one side
and China on the other, they remarked in a visioning workshop), they see the
solution as partly achieved through globalization. That is, revolutions in science,
technology, and air travel may create one world, where national identity is far
less important.
But at the same time, the image of the past as the future also has currency.
This is expressed as the desire to return to the farm, engage in organic farming
(but of course, Internet connected and mobile-phone linked) and live a quieter
and softer life.
Age-cohorts also see basic issues such as sexuality diﬀerently. In one focus
group of Taiwanese students (mostly male), all but one saw their preferred and
likely future of sex as virtual plus robotic (sex with robots who look like humans). Only one preferred sexual relations through marriage. Older age-cohorts
are unlikely to know what virtual sex is, much less prefer it. The model they have
is sex for life with a marriage partner. Of course, those at the top of the system
can take a second wife or engage in sexual relations outside marriage. This is
accepted as part of male feudal relations. For the younger generation this is not
accepted, while virtual sex might be.
The yet unanswered question is that as young cohorts age, will these new
values gained from the globalization of travel, media, and technology hold sway,
or will the institutional constraints of Confucian feudalism dominate? This is
partly a question of aging but also a central economic question. For East Asia
to continue to prosper, it must both retain its Asian-ness and deeply transform
it. It must retain respect for the elderly, respect for tradition, and yet also find
ways to innovate, to engage in creative destruction. There is no easy answer to
this. While Singapore seeks legislative creativity, other East Asian nations are still
focused on the old “development” game. Until 9/11, the American system had
deep openness, letting the outsider in, and even if the American flag was high,
multiculturalism had become part of the discourse. Can Asia follow suit? Will
American openness return to America or will “American values” take over that
once open country?
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