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Hansonism The Asian Way: 
Ariel Heryanto 

Department of Southeast Asian Studies, National University of Singapore 

One familiar expression of what has come to be referred to as 'Asianisation' ofthe OceanialPacific is a 
new preoccupation in certain segments ofthe Australian population with understanding and communicat
ing with Asia.l Three major features characterise the trend. 

First, material reward is ultimately, if not solely, the chief motivating force of this new Asianisation 
fever. The new vibrant Asian markets and economic resources are just too alluring to be overlooked. Sec
ond, there is recognition of significant obstacles that may impede the fulfilment of the desire for an eco
nomic embrace with Asia. Curiously, these obstacles are generally described as 'cultural' in nature. Finally, 
acquiring a better understanding of Asia and Asian cultures is believed not only to be possible or necessary, 
but an effective way of overcoming the problem. 

Communicating with Asia? 
The efforts to enhance business networks with Asia are heartening. The campaign for better' Asia lit

eracy', even if narrowly designed for economic purposes, could be more rewarding in the long run than 
expected. More impressive in the new engagement with Asian markets and resources are the regular dis
plays of modesty and series of self-critiques, especially among white Australians, with regard to past rela
tionships with Asia. 

An admission of guilt often becomes a regular part of the rationale for improving relations with Asia. 
According to the dominant rhetoric, 'Asia illiteracy' is an error, and its salience in the past was due to 
ignorance, indifference, or arrogance. The current euphoria is thus presented as due redress for past mis
takes. And thus the mushrooming of practical tips and short-course instructions on Asian languages and the 
'Asian way' of doing things.2 

All the above are commendable developments. However, it is wise to bear in mind what the comm itment 
entails. Unless one remains alert to the implication of this Asianisation in the longer-term, and is flexible in 
making necessary corrections along the way, future economic integration in the Asia-Pacific region could 
tum out to be more problematic than its romanticised utopia promises. 

When Australians in Australia are learning from their compatriots about Asia, it is hard to avoid another 
process from happening, namely an act of constructing Asia, Asian ways and Asian cultures quite independ
ently from what actually happens in Asia. In good faith, one may believe that the act of constructing Asia 
and its culture has been and will be done by various people with maximum care, respect and accuracy to 
known facts. Imperfection of details can be forgiven as innocent, minor, and correctable. 

Unfortunately, two problems threaten to undermine this otherwise meritorious project. First, as univer
sally acknowledged, Asia is too vast and too complex to be narrated into a coherent subject matter. True, in 
different degrees all knowledge production and instructional processes are guilty of the same violence to, 
and reification of, reality. What makes the project of constructing-for-teaching Asia more susceptible to 
serious falsification are its specifically utilitarian aims. 

Constructing Asia with the specific purpose of using it for educational purposes in particular settings 
(e.g. Australian professionals in business) has its own logic and consequences. At best it requires consider
able generalisation, simplification and reductionism in order to be operational, efficient, and effective. At 
worst, it is susceptible to recuperating the notorious colonial practice of orientalism. 

A second and more important anomaly needs consideration here. Communicating with Asia implies an 

Downloaded from <arielheryanto.wordpress.com>



Page 30 Asia-Pacific Economic Integration and Cultural Identity 

act of exchange, or a dialogical mode of discourse. Communicating with Asia is doomed to failure unless 
there is the necessary counter-act of Asians communicating back. Even if the Asian literacy campaign runs 
smoothly into the future, one wonders what it can ultimately achieve without Asia's mutual commitment to 
improve its' AustraliaiPacific literacy'. 

Hansonism a la Asia 
More concerns and apologies are being expressed in Australia than in Asia about 'ignorance' and 'lack of 

tolerance' of other cultures. By no means is this an indication that the level of illiteracy is worse in the 
former than the latter. Perhaps the contrary is true. 

Actually the different levels of indifference to other cultures tell us more about the unequal relationships, 
especially in economic and political terms, among these various social forces. Australia reportedly needs 
Asia more than Asia needs her. Most likely there are more public figures like Pauline Hanson in Asia than 
in Australia., but Hanson's counterparts provoke no controversies in Asia. Hence, they are not really the 
equivalent of Australia's Hanson. 

The part of Asia that is very inward looking - narcissistic, hostile and defensive in global communication 
- is alive and kicking. This is part of Asia that would unlikely engage in an easy, productive, and meaningful 
dialogue with their so-called 'Western' counterparts. Alas, nearly all established common terms and condi
tions of international communication are Western-derived, and previously Western-imposed. 

Those troubling elements of Asia contradict the depiction of Asia in many accounts of flirting outsiders. 
It would be inaccurate to argue that these less attractive elements are truer and more representative of Asian 
values or personality. The question is how long and how far can advocates of regional integration avoid, 
ignore, or repress the likes of Hanson in Asia., the Oceania and the Pacific. 

Asia-Pacific is no more than a recent mental construct, but it is a construct already entangled with im
mense complexities and contradictions. Given my limited understanding of the area, I will comment on 
only those controversies that I am are more familiar with. They include the issues of Asian values, univer
sality of human rights, urgency of democracy, and economic sanctions; the self-contradicting ASEAN; and 
the new rise of global identity politics. By necessity, the discussion is no more than sketchy. My sweeping 
generalisations about Asia or Southeast Asia are biased heavily towards contemporary Indonesia. 

Asian Values: Economic, not Cultural 
Some passionate and salient controversies in international fora today are not very new. They include 

questions ofthe (non-)existence of Asian values, universality of Human Rights, urgency of liberal democ
racy, and the justifiability and efficacy of economic sanctions. Each of these issues may date back to a 
distant past. Each may have a complex life of its own. However, their contemporary prominence can be 
attributed to over-use by high-profile individuals or institutions for non-cultural expediency. Most promi
nent participants in the debates are state managers, and the interests at stake are predominantly economic 
rather than cultural or ethical values. 

At bottom, many of those controversies are the effect of a discomforting discrepancy between the dra
matic rise of economic success of some Asian economies on the one hand, and the absence of accompany
ing developments in the areas of culture, arts, intellectual, and political legitimacy on the other. Selected 
affluent Asian nation-states suffer from what in other situations have been described as symptoms ofthe 
New Rich or nouveau riche syndrome. This refers to the existence of a comfortable life, but with awkward 
social behaviour.3 

While increasingly significant in the world economy, these nation-states have not really overcome the 
historical baggage of being inferior and colonised. In different degrees they suffer the trauma of being 
impoverished, ruled and ridiculed by European/American masters. Thus we witness residual attitudes of 
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defensive nationalism or aggressive xenophobia. Intimidation of the West is not purely a mental trauma 
from past experience. Even with a decline of Western economic supremacy, Western cultural hegemony 
remains intact today.4 

In themselves, notions of 'Asian values' or the uniqueness ofthe 'Eastern Personality'5 are unconvinc
ing, not to say laughable to many, not least among the educated Asians. In themselves, these notions gener
ate no serious intellectual debates. They strongly smack of colonial oriental ism and economic narcissism. 
Worse still, they occasionally poorly gloss over the graphic abuse of human rights in many Asian countries, 
some of which have been internationally applauded for their sustained economic growth. 

Yet, in practice Asian values and the uniqueness of the Eastern Personality have attracted world attention 
and generate popular debates. One suspects the fundamental reason is quite simple. The singer, rather than 
the song, lends them some credence. These intellectually unchallenging propositions come from state elites 
who are too important to be dismissed politically and economically. They hold the key to highly profitable 
business co-operation. 

So attractive are the perceived rewards of such regional ties that some fellow state elites from the seem
ingly mOre Western liberal democratic polities would bend policies, and if necessary bow in deference to 
the Asian-styled dictatorship. They would not hesitate to defend the latter's political violence against do
mestic dissent. Asian values and/or Eastern Personality bear some mention, not so much because of their 
intrinsic values as their capacity to reveal the economic importance of their original proponents, and the 
moral and intellectual compromise that their Western-liberal counterparts are willing to afford. 

Which Asia, Which Pacific? 
What is striking about the Asian values debate is its exclusive participants: the state elites that fall into 

two major groups. One comprises regimes of selected developing economies in Asia, many of which are 
accused of human rights abuse. The other consists of their major economic rivals in the US and Western 
Europe (thus the 'West') - the accusers. 

Understandably, such debates can easily revive the old and familiar East/West dichotomy that scholars in 
the past few decades have painstakingly tried to deconstruct. The Asian values debates barely tell us any
thing about Asia and its remarkably mobile and hybrid population, let alone their diverse values and aspira
tions on the issue in question. There is very little Asian about the rhetoric of Asian valueslEastern Person
alitywhose genealogy resides in the Western colonial construction of knowledge. 

The foregoing suggests two dangers to the new preoccupation with the so-called Asia-Pacific era. Both 
are colonial legacies of the East/West dichotomy. One ofthese is the danger of continuing to avoid critical 
analysis of economic conflicts among a few power blocs in AsiaiPacific, and to misconstrue them as 'cul
tural' issues, civilisational differences or clashes. While connections between economy and culture are 
beyond dispute, it would be wrong and dangerous to confuse the two, or to overlook their complexly medi
ated relationships. 

The other danger is the temptation to reduce profoundly complex issues by portraying Asia-Pacific inte
gration as a simple encounter between two blocs of cultures/economies/polities, each fairly unified entities: 
Asia and the Pacific. The former refers mainly to East and Southeast Asia, the latter to the North American 
Pacific and South-western Oceania. 

Fortunately, we have more than enough evidence that subverts the tempting reductionism and simplifica
tion. Two examples should suffice. One comes from the statements of several elite Australian political 
figures On Indonesia or its relationships with Australia. They demonstrate how non-Asian state agents can 
subscribe to the Asian values rhetoric and its use to condone state repression. Occasionally they appear to 
have become more' Asian' than many local inhabitants of Asia, including the state bureaucrats there. These 
friendly foreign diplomats multiply the advice learned from the Asian state elites that foreigners should not 
offend, interfere, or paternalise Asian regimes on their 'internal affairs', such as the protection of human 
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rights. 
Meanwhile a few high-ranking Asians provide unsolicited criticisms of the way Asian values rhetoric has 

been appropriated. In a recent book one deputy Prime Minister in Asia contends that 'it is shameful, if 
ingenious, to cite Asian values as an excuse for autocratic practices and denial of basic rights and civil 
liberties.' He adds: 'To say that freedom is Western orunAsian is to offend our own traditions as well as our 
forefathers who gave their lives in the struggle against tyranny and injustice.' 6 

It is worth re-emphasising that the above citation comes from a serving politician in an economically 
"miraculous" Southeast Asian state. Asia is a great deal more colourful and fragmented than usually painted 
in the debates of EastlWest and Asian values even if we were to disregard the voices from the diverse non
state and non-elite segments of the population. 

Like 'Australia', terms like 'Asia' or 'Pacific' have come to be convenient designations, although fre
quently with no due respect to the diversity and disintegration that characterise the geopolitical space. In 
Australia Hanson is definitely not an idiosyncratic individual. She is both a product of a broader history, and 
spokesperson of some fairly large social groups. Individual figures like Hanson may come in and go out of 
history, but the problems that brought her into the limelight and the issues that she articulates are not 
fleeting phenomena. They are neither her invention nor choice. 

So what, or more accurately whom, exactly do we mean when we speak of AsialPacific integration? 
Which parts of Asia, Pacific, or Oceania will integrate, and which must disintegrate? Which Australians are 
communicating better with which Asians? 

Self-Contradicting ASEAN 
ASEAN leaders are principally responsible for the recent popularisation of so-called Asian values. But 

even within the state territory of ASEAN the idea of Asian Values or the supposedly unique personality of 
the East appear more like a castle in the air that circulates exclusively among a handful of political elites 
rather than an observable practice or a popular belief on the streets. 

Social harmony, collectivism, communality, non-conflictual tendencies, and familial styles of social 
interactions are some of the things generally claimed to embody the concept of Asian valueslEastern per
sonality. Even during the peak of the Asian value campaign, Southeast Asia had continually been the site of 
some ofthe worst political violence by the state against its own subjects. 

Cambodia, Burma, Mindanao, and East Timor are only some of the most internationally known places 
where political violence constituted the primary means of rule and order. The plight of many minority 
groups across mainland and insular Southeast Asia is yet to gain further global attention. Excessive 
sloganeering of Asian familial values makes one wonder whether the metaphor is outrageously hypocriti
cal, or whether families in Asia really endure so much violence on a day-ta-day basis. 

Among ASEAN leaders, too, we find examples of what one ofthem dubbed as anti-Western 'hysteria'.7 
Indeed one could be tempted to compare them with Australia's Pauline Hanson. Of course they have many 
differences. Unlike Hanson, her counterparts hold top political and economic positions in the region. In the 
latter, we see both Westernphobic rhetoric, but almost in the same breath an obsessive fascination with the 
West: technology, civilisations, culture, modem science and education, military might, financial aid and 
investors, diplomatic coercive power, or political institutions. 

State Sovereignty 
Like the Asian value debates, nearly all controversies that involve and directly affect the legitimacy of 

ASEAN are restricted to state elite from opposing camps across the globe. This is true in the case of the 
'economic sanction' versus the so~called 'constructive engagement' debate over the status of Myanmar, 
and its induction into ASEAN membership. The case of Cambodia does not differ much. 
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In general, what really matters over these issues is what SLORC, Mahathir, Badawi, Alatas, Hun Sen, or 
Albright have to say. Opposing state elites enjoy this discursive monopoly, and the powerful media help 
them to maintain the monopoly. Figures as notable as Suu Kyi are only barely reported, considered, or 
rebuked, let alone the lesser-known NGOs. Under such circumstances, any non-statist' independent' views, 
if lucky enough to get recognition, are subject to being judged by their proximity to either of the two 
opposing camps. They are either pro- or anti- Asian dictatorshiplWestern imperialism. 

All ofthis only underscores how little has changed in the region since the end of the Cold War. What has 
continued is not only the hegemony of West em imperialism, but also that ofthe nation-states. Asia-Pacific 
integration is not simply an economic project of contemporary capitalism seeking further consolidation in 
the most strategic space. It also means the restrengthening ideology and sovereignty of nation-states. 

Capital globalisation entails many things, except an end to nation-states. Although there can be some 
inherent tensions between capitalism and nation-states, they do not necessarily contradict each other, as 
some may want us to believe. Globalisation depends on and reinforces the old power of nation-states. It also 
renews nation-states' relevance. 

Nation-states, as political entities and intellectual concepts, survive. But they do so with unprecedented 
and irreversible changes of meanings and significance. As political entities, they continue to function but in 
different environments and with internal dynamics that result in some, and only some, reduction of their 
sovereignty. 

Political Response: Cultural Identity 
The expansion of capitalism both requires and facilitates the dramatic movements of people, capital, 

goods, and information, beyond the state's capacity to fully control them. These developments have a 
myriad of confusing consequences for those affected. Cultural identity is the convenient name we give to a 
wide variety of efforts of people trying to come to grips with and respond to the new environments. 

As this recent wave of migration creates alienation, for reasons that I cannot fully comprehend at this 
point, various religious or ethnic networks have appeared to be quick to provide consolation, promises and 
vision to the needy. In contrast, the state apparatus and state agents in newly developing Asia often antago
nise these floating masses through attempts to secure their sovereignty and protect the interests of trans
national corporations. Little surprise then that the state apparatus often becomes the easy target of public 
resentment in cultural identity politics. 

In November 1994 the Indonesian state's repressive apparatus was deployed to purge inner Jakarta of the 
poor and homeless in preparation for hosting the APEC summit. The violence caused concern among many. 
Two years later in Manila, a mass demonstration denounced a similar gathering of dignitaries. 

The episodes of political violence in the past three years in Indonesia provide further points for analysis. 
As Indonesia integrates itself deeper into regionalisation, more Indonesians are alienated from primary 
means of livelihood, human rights, civil rights, as well as cultural resources. It would be careless to imply 
any direct causality. Nonetheless, the parallel is too remarkable to be merely coincidental. 

Significantly, both the frequency and level of violence have escalated in tandem with Indonesia's rising 
leadership in ASEAN. In the absence of more apt institutionalised representation, mass riots often appear 
ostensibly to have ethnic or religious motivations. Official spokespersons from the ruling party and the 
tightly controlled media have also overstated the ethnic and religious aspects of these riots. However, in 
many cases the targets of their violent attacks were government officials, offices, and properties. 

While cultural identity politics may work locally or nationally, it owes its new prominence to global 
solidarity. This is a paradox of capitalist globalisation, which can empower and disempower most of us at 
the same time, though in different ways and with different consequences. 
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One of the unintended benefactors of the recent developments in the media industry has been the long
sustained struggle for self-determination of the East Timorese. Their high-profile appearance is instrumen
tal to many of their achievements since the Santa Cruz tragedy in 1991. This was not possible under previ
ous conditions when electronic media was less developed. Most other oppositional movements in Southeast 
Asia have enjoyed neither any comparable profile in the media, nor political achievements. 

With the irrepressible growth of decentralised networks of electronic communication, East Timor is no 
longer a mere piece of news emanating from the United Nations Headquarters, halfthe globe away, to be 
disseminated in the region after substantial censorship. Today Southeast Asian NGOs have passionately 
organised a series of regional fora in solidarity for the cause of East Timorese self-determ ination. No longer 
is it a battle between a sovereign Asian country versus the allegedly poorly informed, manipulative, and 
interfering Western human rights organisations. It took costly and embarrassing repression on the part of 
neighbouring states to suppress solidarity meetings in Manila and Kuala Lumpur in 1996. 

Regional economic integration would require a minimum level of stability, which in tum demands some 
legitimacy. That is not a totally nonsensical utopia. Nation-states remain the most important hegemonic 
institution in the lives of many Asians. For the most part people accept and justify nation-states without 
question. This provides potentially solid ground for an idealised AsialPacific integration. 

Unfortunately, in some Asian countries at least, political stability is under constant threat. What many 
Asian people resent is a systematic deprivation of political, economic and cultural participation, not the 
existence of the state institution per se. 

A serious endeavour for a sustainable and accountable integration in the region demands some prerequi
sites. One is support for the establishment of a more stable and accountable state power in the region. 
Another is the raising of Pac ificl Oceania literacy among Asians. This requires more than just a commitment 
of an enlightened business entourage, huge investment, and foreign aid from outside Asia. 

NOTES 
The ideas presented here are solely personal views of the writer, and in no way are they attributable to any 

organisations or affiliated institutions. 

1 The publisher Allen & Urwin has been prolific in this area. Two examples are Harry Irwin (1996), Com
municating with Asia; understanding People and Customs; and David L James (1995), The Executive Guide 
to Asia-Pacific Communications; doing business throughout Asia and the Pacific. 

2 In this light the Pauline Hanson phenomenon is a great embarrassment. It is a nationally disturbing ob
scenity to more politically-correct Australians. 

3 Immanuel Wallerstein: The Bourgeois(ie) as a Concept and Reality in Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous 
Identities, Etienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein (eds), London Verso, 1991, p.36 

4 See len Ang and Jon Stratton: Asianising Australia: Notes Toward a Critical Transationalism in Cultural 
Studies, Cultural Studies 10 (1) 1996, p.16-36, especially p.22. It is worth reiterating the common recogni
tion that' Asia-Pacific' itself is a Euro-American invention. See Wilson, Roband Dirlik, Arif, (1994) "Intro
duction: Asia/Pacific as Space of Cultural Production", boundary 2,21 (I): 2. 

5 'Jatidiri Timur' (,Eastern Personality') is the equivalent of' Asian Values' in New Order Indonesia. The 
expression 'Nilai-nilai Timur', word-per-word translation of' Asian Values', is increasingly in use but not 
as popularly as the former. Here both phrases are used interchangeably. 

6 Anwar Ibrahim, The Asian Renaissance, Singapore, Times Books International, p.28. 
7 Anwar Ibrahim, The Asian Renaissance, p.99. 
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