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1. Where is Asia?

I chose deliberately two rather unclear concepts as the title of my paper, simply for the reason that I wanted to find out what I can make out of them. Both are geographic synecdoches with rich narrative and historical contents. The concept of the West will be explored minutely during this seminar, but Asia is nonetheless an equally unclear concept. Nevertheless, it is perhaps easier to handle than the concept of the East, whose location tends to travel around the globe while the specific place of analysis changes. The East and the West are not symmetrical concepts, because the notion of being an actor is much more closely linked to the concept of the West, as the power behind a collection of norms and models of behaviour for the rest of the world.  The East is not an actor, although it can be the location of various state actors and cultural entities. Asia and the East are related concepts when seen from Europe, but Asia definitely is smaller and somewhat more coherent, so that it is possible to at least search for ways of understanding Asia as an actor, comparable to that of the West. There is perhaps more symmetry between Asia and the West than between the West and the East. 
A way to approach such unclear concepts is to use nominalistic name theory. Neither Asia nor the West exist as such; rather we have two names, under which certain geopolitical phenomena can be subsumed in certain circumstances. Both of them are etymologically directional metaphors. Nowadays both are used as metaphors for unclear tracts of geographic space containing equally unclear geopolitical, economic and cultural entities. Following George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (2003) we can say that both Asia and the West act as metaphoric containers. You can put an amount of meanings within them, but the criteria for doing this is always contestable and the composition of those meanings will tend to change over time. The empirical criteria I will use here for placing something into the container of Asia is contemporary public discussion.
In the following I’ll try to point out the basic characteristics of the name Asia as it is used nowadays. The basic thing is that the old definition of Asia created during the early eighteenth century by the Russian Czar Peter I and his advisor Vasiliy Tatishchev, and then argued successfully in Western Europe by the Swedish Captain Philip Johan Stralenberg in his widely read book Das Nord und Ostliche Theil von Europa und Asia (1730), is no longer valid.  At that period of time continental definitions spread from the West to the East, Enlightenment Europe being busily colonizing the rest of the world and placing it under categories suitable for it along the way. As Don since the classical times and sometimes Dnepr during the seventeenth century had been used as the eastern geographic marker for Europe, the kingdom of Moscovia belonged to Asia, until a new definition was created. The Ural Mountains were a perfectly logical boundary between Asia and Europe from a Russian point of view, because they had long served as a civilizational boundary between Russia and Siberia, which in Russian imagination had clearly been distinguished from each other (Bassin 1991a, 7; 1991b). Russia represented the traditional area of agricultural economy under the practical rule of the Czar, while Siberia was a wild area in the east populated by pagan nomadic populations, hunters, and Russian fur traders, who could not be effectively governed by anyone. What later emerged as the generally accepted European and Asian boundary was originally an intra-Russian division of religion, governance, and way of life. This redescription of Europe and Asia is one of the first instances in Russian history when Europe was taken into use there as a speech act, whereby Europe was talked and written into existence in connection with Russia (Neumann 1996, 2-12; Lewis and Wigen, 1997, 27-8). 
[image: image1.emf]

[image: image2.emf]


This definition is no longer valid, and during the last decades we have been witnessing the emergence of a definite redescription of Asia. This time the definitions are created in the East, and no longer in the western end of the Eurasian continent. Europe has lost its global naming power. The United States, however, as part of the West, still has a lot of naming power, and historically it is difficult to separate eastern Asian and American redescriptions from each other, as they both tend to converge. The basic idea in the new redescriptions nevertheless is not to treat Asia as a residual category, in the sense that everything that is not wanted within the concept of Europe is placed into Asia. The opposite situation is relevant nowadays. If Eurasian metageography is based on the use of binary categories, then   everything that is not Asia, logically has to be Europe. Alternately the binary logic can be broken, and more than two ‘continents’ can be defined to exist in Eurasia. The practical result of all this is that Asia becomes geographically a much smaller place than contemporary Europeans tend to think, which is directly linked to the fact that there exists an accompanying conscious effort to attach also the properties of an actor to the name of Asia. In geopolitics of the size of continents smallness means the capability to act, because it involves heavy amounts of multilayered international cooperation and integration, and the larger amounts of sovereign nation-states you have integrating with each other, the messier the results tend to be.  Thus, nowadays, under the name of Asia is generally placed countries from Pakistan eastwards and Mongolia southwards, the Pacific and Indian Oceans forming the eastern and southern boundaries.  
2. How to conceptualize Asia?

So we have nowadays a smaller Asia than we did before. It is smaller especially in terms of geography, but not much smaller in terms of population. Even this kind of definition of Asia contains more than half of humanity, and political, military, economic, religious, linguistic and cultural divisions between Asia tend to be serious. We are not talking about an EU like structure at all. If the European Union can be defined as an organization, where states give up part of their sovereignty for the purpose of creating a larger whole, which would be stronger and more important in world politics than the constituent states separately, in Asia, at least in the case of most states, regional cooperation is taking place precisely to enable the states become stronger as sovereign states, and to consolidate themselves as nations. Of course common bargaining power towards outsiders also has to be taken into consideration, but that is in practice possible only for certain Asian subunits, such as ASEAN, but hardly for Asia as a whole. 

More than an integrated area, Asia is a collection of security complexes. One of them is in the south, composed of India and its neighbours, especially Pakistan and China; one in Southeast Asia including Australia and New Zealand, although within ASEAN there hardly has been any violence between countries for decades, but most countries have had disputes with China. The third security complex is situated in Northeast Asia, being composed of Japan, the two Koreas, Taiwan and China, with Japan having varying levels of tension with all of them. China, as the territorially largest state, and being also the most imperialistically oriented of them, is part of all these security complexes. Because Asia is not a unity, and because both small scale and large scale military violence always looms in the possible action horizon, outside powers, especially the “West”, has considerable influence in the area. 
Asia and the West are not opposite, but partially overlapping concepts. In a very general sense this means, for instance, that there are no Socialist countries left in Asia, but practically all of them either have been a long time, or are at present transforming themselves into market economies. This makes them part of the general ‘economic’ West.  Burma/Myanmar and Laos may be border cases here, as both have stayed relatively outside of the global economic system and are very undeveloped, but North Korea has put through such thoroughgoing economic reforms that it no more can be characterized as a Socialist country. This, however, is not generally recognized in the West, first, because as one of the Axis of Evil countries named by the United States, its image in world public consciousness has been maintained as totally alien to the West, and second, because the North Korean leadership has carried through its reforms without publicly announcing the fact, either domestically or globally (Helgesen 2006)

When we look at Asia as a graded scale, ranging from definitely Western to less clearly so, we can see that Australia and New Zealand easily can be placed under the concept of the West. They also could be named post-European countries in Asia. They still carry clear traces of their European roots, which at the level of national identity perhaps are more European than Asian, but at the level of economic and diplomatic relations they definitely nowadays belong to the Asian system. Similar things can also be said of Japan and South Korea, which until the end of the Cold War regularly identified themselves as part of the anti-Soviet West, and clearly also Taiwan and China belonged to the Western camp during the Cold War. Also nowadays Japan, South Korea and Australia are the principal military allies of the United States in the area, and several other countries, especially the Philippines, Taiwan, Singapore, and Thailand have military ties of varying kinds with the United States. 
3. Ask the People

	 
	A) Good
	B) Somewhat good

	United States
	29.4%
	51.4

	Russia
	2.5
	25.7

	China
	1.8
	17.9

	South Korea
	4.7
	35.0

	Southeast Asian countries (Thailand, Indonesia, etc.)
	7.3
	47.0

	South Asian countries (India, Pakistan, etc.)
	3.1
	35.9

	Western European countries (France, UK, etc.)
	10.8
	53.4

	Australia, New Zealand
	15.5
	50.0

	Source: Public Opinion Survey on Diplomacy by the Cabinet Office of Japan (Abridged) October 2005
The Mansfield Asian Opinion Poll Database 2005


A variety of disparate images in relation with the West emerges from Asian popular publicity. For instance, if we look at public opinion polls conducted at the north-eastern corner of the area, with the question ‘name one country that you think South Korea/Japan/China should have friendly relations with’, an interesting pattern can be found. The respondents in all of these countries named the United States as the country with which especially good relations should be had. It was number 1 for the Japanese, and number two for the Chinese and South Koreans. Number 1 for the Koreans was North Korea, reflecting the importance of the ethnic kin state, and number 1 for the Chinese was Russia, reflecting probably Chinese emphasis on a multilateral world order, where Russia is seen as an ally in balancing the power of the United States. The West in the sense of the United States thus looms large in the public consciousness of the people of Northeast Asia, but European countries have little meaning for them. There are hardly opinions thatpeciallyor their state, t especially good relations with any European country would theast Asia, but European countries  good relations with any European country, or with the EU as a whole, would be meaningful for their state. Nor does Europe as an aggregate or as separate countries figure in any marked way either in relation with security concerns, or as having some meaningful role in the economic future of Asia. The United States figures prominently in both of these senses. The West thus seems to be important for Northeast Asians, but that means only the United States; lesser countries of the West do not matter. (The Mansfield Asian Opinion Poll Database 2005). 

The picture is somewhat different if opinions towards a large amount of diverse countries are asked, although I have polls only of Japan here, and I’ll present in the accompanying table only the division of answers relating to good relations with specific countries: 
The United States is again overwhelmingly seen not only as the most important country for Japan, but also as the country with which Japan has the best relations. The second group of countries, with which relations are seen as good, are Australia and New Zealand, which are the most European parts of Asia. The third group is formed by Western European countries themselves. After that come Southeast Asian countries, which in general have not caused much trouble for the Japanese in recent years, but relations with the immediate neighbours, especially those with China, definitely are not seen as good, nor those with Russia. Relations with South Korea and South Asia are seen to be on a fairly similar level, reflecting perhaps the fact that although South Korea is regarded as a small country it is well known, as it is constantly in Japanese news, and likewise also the fact that South Asia is not known that well, as it does not feature very prominently in Japanese media. These polling results would suggest in general that the Japanese place their country rather together with the West than with Asia, at least in terms of contemporary relations.  Japan probably represents here the most extreme case favouring a relationship with the West. The results of a similar poll with Koreans might nevertheless resemble the Japanese one, but Chinese results probably would quite different, at least in relation to the positions of the United States and Russia, but among the populace there quite likely would be found no special affinity or closeness with Asian countries, while Western European countries would be widely considered as friendly countries. The rest of the world would not matter very much in any of these Northeast Asian countries. 
Asia thus constitutes no unity in the minds of people, which is good to remember when analyzing the rhetoric of state leaders. The West, as an overall concept, is more important than Asia, but likewise the West is not seen as a unity, but is rather composed of three different types of countries. Most of the concept of the West is occupied by the Unites States, which is important in all possible forms of interaction from security and economics to leadership and flows of information. The United States and especially its policies are not necessarily liked, but its importance definitely is acknowledged. Western Europe and Oceania form a very different type of the West, not very important, but nevertheless well known. They add up to an unthreatening and non-problematic part of the world, which for that reason can even be liked. The rest of the West, such as Latin America, is little known, and does matter much, which holds true also for Africa, the Middle East and Russia. The important parts of the world are Asia and the West.
4. Asian Regional Organizations as Name Politics
The first East Asian Summit was held in Kuala Lumpur in 14 December 2005, as a gathering of the heads of East Asian states. It has been called an historical event, because it was the first time such a meeting of Asian heads of states took place under such name. The organizational etymology of this meeting goes back to the tumultuous year of the post-Cold War period, when new forms of constructing the international situation in the Asian Pacific area were being sought. In 1991 the Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad proposed the formation of an East Asian Economic Caucus, which would have been composed of ASEAN, Japan, South Korea and China, and which would have been lead by Japan. It was also described as a caucus without Caucasians, by pundits. At that time the organization was not established, principally because the United States vehemently opposed the creation of a potentially important international organization, where it was not a member, and which also potentially could have adopted an anti-American agenda. As a consequence the Japanese government refused to go along with Mahathir’s proposal, and the idea was buried as such, but over the years it developed into an arrangement called ASEAN+3 (or APT), where leaders of Japan, South Korea and China used to have a special meeting with ASEAN countries during ASEAN’s annual summit meetings. ASEAN+3 started to convene during the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997 to discuss mutual help in handling the situation. The main point of this arrangement has been to gather together and discuss mutual financial, trade and security relations, while avoiding a name that would suggest an anti-American organization. Over the years ASEAN+3 has acquired the character of steady cooperation not only on head of state, but also at ministerial and bureaucratic levels.

A somewhat related forum has been the ASEAN Regional Forum, established in 1993, dedicated for discussing security and political matters, and which nowadays includes, in addition to ASEAN, Australia, Canada, China, European Union, India, Japan, Democratic Peoples' Republic of Korea, Republic of Korea, Mongolia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea, Russian Federation, Timor Leste, and the United States. It is an open ended process, where new members constantly have been added over the years, the only criterion being that the activities of members should have some bearing on security issues in Northeast and Southeast Asia. Thus also the EU is a member. Many Asian international organizations tend to grow in size in terms of membership and geographical area exactly because the principle of exclusivity is applied with utmost care, especially towards great powers. The purpose of these organizations is the management of mutual interdependences, and that is done by gathering state representatives together to talk. No spectacular achievements or grand decisions are usually made in these meetings, and that is not even their purpose. As it is said in the ARF home page, ‘cultivation of habits of dialogue’ among potentially conflicting states is one of the basic goals of the organization. Decisions should be made by consensus, which means that major decisions cannot be made at all. Decision making is not even the purpose of ARF, but rather ‘moving at a pace comfortable to all’, which means a very slow pace. Both ARF and APT have been successful organizations in their own terms because their activities have been organized around ASEAN rather than any great power, and that is symbolized also by their names. There is no official leadership, and no special goal, except the creation of stability in the area for the purpose of economic development and state consolidation. ARF meetings, just like the APT meetings, are venues for multilateral as well as bilateral diplomacy. They are not actors by themselves, but diplomatic space for state representatives to act according to a formal set of rules. They are thus examples of international society. 
The idea of placing APT activity openly under a clear name resurfaced after a decade, when Mahathir’s successor, Malaysian Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi, suggested discussions about the idea of an East Asian Community at the 2004 ASEAN+3 meeting. The name East Asian Community is a direct reference to the European Economic Community/European Union, and potentially would have meant the creation of an exclusive regional organization, which perhaps could become an actor, and not only a venue.  Badawi won immediate backing from China’s Prime Minister Wen Jiabao. I do not know all of the diplomatic maneuvering that lead to this, and subsequently resulted from it, but judging on the basis of newspaper reports and brief scholarly comments, both China’s recent interest in multilateral diplomacy and resurfaced anti-American feelings were important factors in renewing the discussion. China has to an extent replaced Japan as a possible leader in the area, and at the same time it cautiously seems to be trying to create a sphere of action independent of the United States. Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) comprising Russia, China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan is one example of this, and China’s agreement to form a free trade area with ASEAN by 2010 is another. On the other hand, there has been widespread exasperation with the United States during the administrations of George W. Bush. Bush 43 governments have not shown any special interest in Asia, and especially since September 2001 American foreign policy has concentrated on the War against Terrorism, which has little meaning to Asian countries as such. The Bush administration has used even the annual Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summits for spreading his anti-terrorist agenda as a global strategy, while practically all Asian members would have been willing to regard terrorists as a police matter, requiring no doubt some amount of international collaboration, but nothing more. Instead, Asian countries would have liked to concentrate on trade, investment and finance issues within APEC, which would have been much more sensible for them as developmental states. By concentrating on the War against Terrorism, the United States during the first half of this decade succeeded in losing a considerable amount of its political influence in Asia, and irresponsible American economic policies, possibly placing the whole global economic system into jeopardy, and thus potentially seriously harming also the Asian states, have eroded also American ideological influence. e meaningful for their state, 

























































































Badawi’s original idea seems to have been only to place ASEAN+3 under a new name and increase its activities and depth. Subsequent diplomatic maneuvering by Japan seems to have made considerable changes in the membership. To balance China’s rising influence in the area, it demanded that also India, Australia and New Zealand are allowed to participate, and especially in Australia fairly strong governmental circles had since Mahathir’s original proposal demanded access to existing East Asian regional arrangements. This finally became possible after Australia and New Zealand signed with ASEAN a Treaty of Amity and Cooperation. The name of the meeting was agreed to be East Asian Summit (EAS), although it might as well have been called simply Asian Summit because of its geographic composition. The agenda of the inaugural meeting was not very ambitious. In practice the summit meant only a few hours of common talks of Asian leaders, plus ample possibilities for bilateral diplomacy. As a counter move to the geographic expansion maneuvered by Japan, China demanded also Russian participation, and that was arranged by allowing President Vladimir Putin, who just happened to be at the same time in Kuala Lumpur in a separate ASEAN-Russian meeting, to present a 20 minute greeting at the East Asian Summit, but officially Russia did not become a participant. Clearly the EAS did not start a journey on the road towards forming into an exclusive and tight regional organization, but rather its beginning seems to point towards another ARF-type of venue. Japan’s Prime Minister Koizumi Jun’ichiro declared before and also during the conference that the continuation of good relations between Japan and the United States is a precondition for Japanese participation in Asian integration (Koizumi 2005). The term ‘community’ did not appear in the final communiqué of the meeting, but instead the EAS decided to establish itself as a permanent meeting (East Asian Summit 2005a). The only other concrete decision from the meeting was another joint declaration of combating the avian flu (East Asian Summit 2005b). Apparently also the question of the location of future meetings was discussed, the result being that they would not be held in any of the regional major powers, such as in China, but always in connection with ASEAN summits in some ASEAN country. Thus, although the name changed, the organizing ethos remained the same. The only dramatic and headline catching events during the summit was first the refusal of the Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao to meet his Japanese counterpart Prime Minister Koizumi Jun’ichiro because of the tension between the countries, while the second dramatic event was that despite that tension, Wen loaned his pen to Koizumi, when the latter noticed during the ceremony of signing the East Asian Summit Declaration that he had forgotten his pen.

Activities in Asian international organizations as a norm are not dramatic, but rather extremely boring. Nothing especially interesting seems to take place, but a new organization is added, or a change of the name of an existing organization takes place, once or twice in a decade. No one is in a hurry, except perhaps outside participating powers such as the United States, and all activities tend to follow the sacred norm of ‘moving at a pace comfortable to all’, and especially to those that want to move slowly. That does not mean this is not serious business. The temporal framework simply is very wide. A state has to react to events fairly rapidly, within days, weeks or months, normally, and it has the capacity to do that. A relatively tight and established international organization, such as the European Union, works in a somewhat slower temporal framework, but nevertheless it has the capacity to contemplate budgetary decisions and policy alternatives in such diverse fields as common foreign policy, agricultural policy, or the Bologna process in education at the pace of a year or a few years. In Asian international organizations the smallest meaningful temporal unit of analysis may be a decade, and a longer unit is that of a generation. This temporal framework can be discerned very clearly for instance in the speech that Prime Minister Wen Jiabao gave at the East Asia Summit:

Looking ahead, we are full of confidence. Our goal is to double China's per capita GDP of 2000 by 2010, and after that, to bring China's GDP to US$4 trillion and its per capita GDP to US$3,000 in another 15 years. This will turn China into a country of moderate prosperity. […] For China to be fully developed, it will take the unremitting efforts of several generations, or even a dozen generations of the Chinese people. China thus needs a durable and peaceful international environment that enables it to concentrate on economic development. (Wen 2005)  
The same idea of growth, although with smaller visionary images, can be seen also in the declaration of Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, and getting closer to East Asia has been an important goal of Indian diplomacy ever since the formation of its Look East policy in the early 1990s:

I find there is a great support for India’s engagement and India’s involvement. The South-East Asian countries recognise that a fast-growing Indian economy with a Gross National Product of over seven hundred billion, growing at the rate of seven to eight per cent, has beneficial impact on growth processes in South-East Asia as a whole. (Singh 2005)

The temporal sense is very natural. Not only are most of Asian states still in a transition process from weak to strong states, in Barry Buzan’s terms, but economically most of them either are still growing or have until recently been growing at a pace of more or less doubling their GNP in a decade. An annual growth rate of 7.2 per cent produces that kind of result. Those which do not grow that fast, would like to grow with a similar pace. The relative capacities of Asian states can change a lot during a decade, and there is no wish to harden the system in any way that would inhibit that. Because a collection of loose discursive structures works, nothing is broken, and thus there is no reason to fix anything drastically. Because rapid change is taking place at the state level, the organizational level can move forwards to greater levels of complexity very slowly. 
5. Asian Ideology
Asia as an ideology of deep regional integration has been discussed among intellectuals for over a century. One of the early classics of the genre is the Japanese art historian Okakura Tenshin, who resided in India during 1901-2, and wrote there passionate arguments against European colonial rule and for being proud of the Asian rich cultural heritage. European prestige could be crushed by rising Asian self-consciousness. Thus Okakura called for every Eastern nation to return back to its own cultural roots to search pride from there, shuffle away the European mental yoke from their minds, and then unite into a grand Pan-Asiatic Alliance to drive away Europeans militarily from the region: 

And indeed what more should be needed than that dire image of Western arrogance which calls all Asia to arms? Does not every Asiatic heart bleed in the untold agony of their oppression? Does not every skin smart under the scourge of their scornful eyes? The very threats of Europe are whipping Asia into a conscious unity. She was ever slow to move her massive frame. But tomorrow the sleeping elephant may be aroused to a terrible stampede.  And if 830 millions shall be arrayed in mighty wrath, the earth shall quake with each footstep, the Alps themselves shall tremble to their bases, the Rhine and Thames shall recoil in fear. [...] And a mighty Asiatic peace shall come to clothe humanity with universal harmony. And Europe shall receive the blessing of Asia given with a freer if a firmer hand. (Okakura 1984, 160, 165)
This was revolutionary text, pointed in its argument, rich in its metaphoric language, and strong in its emotional despair about the state of affairs in colonized Asia. Contemporary representatives of the genre tend to be less militant in the military sense, but similarly they necessarily have to structure their argument on the basis of an opposition between Asia and the West, for the simple reason that there is nothing else, either historically or at present, which could meaningfully be depicted as an other of a sufficient magnitude. The West has penetrated and continues to penetrate Asia in a multitude of ways, and a feeling similar to that of Tenshin, namely that an arrogant and threatening West continuously hurts Asian pride, is clearly discernible. A modern classic is perhaps a small book cowritten by Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad and a Japanese nationalist politician, currently the Mayor of Tokyo, Ishihara Shintaro in 1994, called [NO]と言えるアジア。対欧米への方策 [Asia That Can Say No. Policy Towards Euro-America]. The setting of the book is the early post- Cold War situation, where the United States tried to get its trade imbalances with Asia corrected, and launched a wave of neoliberal critique against the economic policies of Japan and Southeast Asian states, which resulted in a major international quarrel, where European states tended to side with the United States, as a choir repeating American arguments. Mahathir and Ishihara advocated the creation of a tight regional organization of true Asian states, strong enough to be able to say ‘NO!’ to bad Euro-American neoliberal economic policies, and then let the time pass, because Asian economic growth would enable Asia to surpass Euro-America within a few decades. An Asian century would dawn, and Asian values would replace greedy Euro-American values. 
Mahathir has continued similar anti-Western argumentation also in his later speeches: 
All Europeans have the same origins and culture i.e. based on the Greek and Roman civilisations. They are very clever, brave and have an insatiable curiosity. They are never satisfied with what they have and always want to improve on them, to make them better, more productive for whatever purpose. There is nothing, whether instrument or system or ideology which is not continuously improved by them. Sometimes in their frenzy to improve everything they damage things and bring about bad results. But they are not deterred and they continue to try to improve things which they have or which other people have. Unfortunately they are also very greedy and like to take forcibly the territories and rights of other people. Their 2000 years history is full of endless wars to seize territories and enlarge their power, worldwide. (Mahathir 2003)

He essentializes here Europeans, and Americans as their cultural and physical descendants, as greedy and warlike people, who may be clever, but nevertheless do not understand what they are doing and tend to create a mess. The practical political argument was opposition to the new military foreign policy of the United States under Bush 43, especially the invasion of Iraq, and increased American military activity also in Asia, especially in the Philippines. Mahathir naturally also continued opposing Euro-American neoliberal economic policies, which he considered as having been one of the principal causes of the Asian economic crisis since 1997, and whose aftermath still was being felt in Southeast Asia. 
Mahathir is of the generation that personally has felt the effects of European colonial policies in British Malaya before and after World War II, and for him Americans simply are a new incarnation of the eternal European. Younger generations, and in general people who have no personal experience of colonialism, tend to differentiate more clearly between Europe and America. An example is the Chinese intellectual Wang Hui, who recently published an article called ‘Reclaiming Asia From the West: Rethinking Global History’. He is not a populist like Mahathir, but presents a thoughtful analysis of the Asian intellectual situation. He obviously has been eager to spread his essay, and it can be found all over the internet now. Asia is basically a European notion, and as such it contains a long stretch of narratives created in Europe, ranging from the Hegelian concept of Asiatic despotism, Smithian concept of Asia as an agrarian economy on a lower level of development than Europe, or the Marxian concept of an Asiatic mode of production. Edward Said in his Orientalism has perhaps more sharply analyzed the conceptual bias, but Wang’s important point is that these concepts formed the intellectual tools not only of the colonizers and imperialists, but also those of the revolutionaries opposing them. There has been nothing else available than European conceptualizations of Asia. Wang thus advocates a long process of rewriting the history of Asia on Asian terms, because a lot in the old European concepts simply is historically incorrect. Wang’s criticism, however, does not reach to contemporary Europeans, from whom an important thing can be learned. Contemporary Europeans at least try to protect themselves from the effects of American neoliberal imperialism in the form of the EU, and Jürgen Habermas as an eminent pro-European and anti-American intellectual figure (see the discussion in Levy et al. 2005) clearly wins Wang’s admiration. Contemporary West thus is not one entity. The main problem is the United States, while Europe is rather a fellow oppressed, and thus a potential ally. 

The kind of long process of rewriting Asian history is slowly going on in various countries, but a bit different history projects are also taking place. One example is a Korean-Japanese project of historians to write the history of the two countries from the ancient times to the present in a way that would be acceptable to both countries. Such a venture may result more in political concreteness than critical history, and anyway progress has been much slower than anticipated. It is not easy to reconcile the results of decades of nationalistic history writing. The project, nevertheless, is going on (www.jkcf.or.jp/history/). Another similar project among Korean, Chinese and Japanese historians tries to write a history textbook for schools. Reportedly its time frame will start from the Opium War in 1840, because at that moment of time the West really started to penetrate the Eastern end of the continent, and in a way established that part of the world as Asia. 

Both the past and the future are being reinterpreted in Asian discussions, and the West necessarily forms the background, against which new interpretations of Asia have to be made. The intellectual process will be as slow as the process of building Asian regional institutions, barring drastic changes in the composition of our current world system, and the result will not necessarily be a general anti-Western ideology. Asia may be forming itself gradually into an actor, but it is not yet that, and will not be very soon.
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