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political economy of Asia. It was precisely the 'Asian tigers,' the term long used by

"n"lyrt, 
to characte rize the economic efficiency and competitiveness of the

economies of East and Southeast Asia that constituted the heart of this crisis. These

nations witnessed large losses of foreign capital, significant devaluations in their

national currencies 
"nd 

tt..p declines in their stock markets, problems with debt

repayment, and banking crises (Pempell'999).
^In 

the wake of the Asian economic crisis, political scientists and other analysts

have been grappling to understand the causes of this transition in the economic situa-

tion of nati,oni which wefe once upheld as models of economic development for other
.Third World' contexts. In the aft.t.n"th of the crisis, public commentators and

analysts contributed to an image that the crisis was a specifically Asian phenomenon.

I.r esse.t.e, from such a perspective, early images of 'the Asian miracle' which some

analysts often attribut.i to idealized notions of Asian cultural values such as the

Coniucian work ethic were replaced by generalized notions of Asian corruption and

cronyism. Both perspectives, despite their opposing assessments, tend to produce a-

static definition of a homogenous Asian culture as an explanatory variable of

economic success and failure- Such analyses often implicitly reproduce older histor-

ical traditions of colonial forms of knowledge which produced images of Asia or 'the

Orient' (Said 1973) in terms of particular forms of cultural stereotypes of Asia as

exclusively passive and disciplined cultures or essentially corrupt and despotic' For

instance, one dominant perspective that emerged early on was that the crisis was a

product of a particular fot- tf Asian 'crony capitalism'. On one level this term refers

to a situation where collusion and relations of patronage, for instance between the

state and domestic businesses and financial institutions in Asia, led to deep-seated

forms of financial mismanagement. On another level it refers to networks between

firms which constitute business groups in countries such as South Korea and Japan'

Gary Hamilton has noted that accusations of cronyism arise from 'the common prac-

tice of firms in a group owning each other's shares and loaning each other money,

creating a web of interlocking ownership and indebtedness' (1999: 46). Iflhile aspects

of corr:uption and collusion can be found in particular contexts in Asian nations'

scholars iave challenged the notion that a particular Asian form of crony capitalism

can be viewed u, 
" 

p.lrnury variable in explaining the economic crisis. Thus, scholars

have analysed a range of both domestic and international and both economic and

political i".torc thai contributed to the crisis (Godement L999; Pempel 1'999)'.

i{amilton has argued that in contrast to arguments that emphasize the problems of

crony capitalism,"alliances between firms represent a modern- type of capitalism that

is not derivative of intrinsic Asian cultural differences but of a distinctive system of

manufacturing (Hamilton 1999:60). In fact, the effects and responses to the

economic crisis in Asia have varied in important ways. As T. J. Pempel has argued,

the phrase 'the Asian economic crisis' itself masks such significant variations (Pempel

1,99bt 1,0). Thus, for instance, while on the one hand Thailand and Indonesia were

badly affected by the crisis (Maclntyre 1'999), on the other hand the negative

economic effects for countries such as China and Taiwan were significantly less.

Such variations raise a deeper point regarding the varying ways in which coun-

tries within Asia have been incorporated within and have responded to processes ot

globalization. Both the effects 
"rrd 

t"tpo.ttes to the Asian crisis rested in part on the

i"r..rt and nature of this form of economic incorporation. In some instances, Iower

1.1.99
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first is associated with Seymour Martin Lipsett work (1963) which argued that an

educated and strong middle class was a necessary condition for a transition to

democracy. The second approach has argued that the middle class plays a transfor-

mative role after an authoritarian regime has initiated a phase of democratization
(Przeworski 1.992).

A comparative perspective on contemporary politics in Asia demonstrates that the

middle classes have played a contradictory role in the context of processes of democ-

ratization. On the one hand, events such as the Tiananmen Square student

pro-democracy protests in China in 1,989 were an instance of middle-class based

efforts for political democratization. The middle classes also played an important

role in political processes of democratization in South Korea, Taiwan and Thailand

in the 1990s. On the other hand, in other contexts the middle classes have often

been dependent on state patronage and thus supportive of the state rather than of

the emergence of an autonomous civil society resistant to the state. This dependence

has taken a number of forms. In Malaysia, for instance, the Malay middle class was

produced through particular state policies of the government led by Malaysia's

dominant political party, the United Malay Nationalist Organization (UMNO)

particularly the 'New Economic Policy' implemented in 1970. As Maila Stevens has

noted, this policy, developed after the rise of ethnic tensions befween Malays and

Chinese, was focused on redistributing wealth to the Malays through affirmative

action and education (Stevens 1,998: 95) with the objective that by 1.990,30o/o of the

Malaysian economy would be Malay-owned (Stevens 1.998t 11.9). As Stevens notes,

the development of an entrepreneurial Malay middle class was integral to this

programme of economic development (1"9982119). Such links between the state and

ihe middle classes are not unique to the Malaysian case. They also characterize other

contexts where state bureaucracies and state-managed enterprises in countries such

as India and Indonesia have benefited segments of the middle classes through the

provision of employment, housing and other benefits. Such links between the state

and middle classes have also taken the form of the nationalist orientations of the

middle classes in Asia. Support for religious nationalism has often been based

amongst urban middle classes. The rise of Islamist movements in contexts such as

Indonesia and Malaysia for instance has often drawn on support from the middle

classes in rural and urban areas. Meanwhile, in post-colonial India, the rise of

Hindu nationalism in the 1990s culminating in a coalition government led by the

Hindu nationalist party, the Bharatiya Janata Party has also rested on strong support

from the urban middle classes (Hansen 1,999).
A key concern that such processes raise for political scientists and analysts of

contemporary Asia is one that addresses the politicization of cultural identities such

as religion and ethnicity. One approach to the study of political culture has argued

that Asian middle-class culture must be understood as antithetical to liberal demo-

cratic values. David Martin Jones for instance has argued that Pacific Asia has been

characterized by an 'illiberal political culture' which has not been providing a suitable

context for the emergence of autonomous civil society (1998). His argument points to

important analyses of the role of the state in producing a political culture that limits

democratic political participation. Moreover, such an approach interrogates new

versions of modernization theory which seek to argue that economic development

necessarily produces democratic values and progressive political change (Flanagan

1.201,
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conflicts between ethnic and religious groups. Popular media reports of Hindu-

\fuslim violence for instance oft.n proj..t the view that such conflict stems from a

primordial or natural enmity b"t*.* Muslims and Hindus in India , between Tamils

and Sinhalese ethnic g.orrp, in Sri Lanka or in relation to antichinese violence in

Indonesia. The politici-zation of Hindu cultural traditions in the form of a nationalist

prri.., is a modern phenomenon with historical roots in resistance against British

colonialism in the late nineteenth and early fwentieth centuries' The local politiciza-

tion of such religious traditions does not necessarily lead to religious violence or the

anti-Muslim rhetoric associated with current modern Hindu nationalist organizations'

conside, one example of the use of the politics of religious rituals of Hindu workers at

fre local level in factories in Calcutta. Hindu workers celebrate a religious festival

called the vishwakarma Puja. The religious ceremony involves the worship of the god

\ishwakarma. In HinJ' mithologn Vlshwakarma is the architect of the universe and

rhe producer of *.upo.r, oi ttt. gJit. The festival is oriented towards workers, specifi-

calli those who work with metil tools. During the festival workers and their unions

.onstruct shrines in portions of the factoty which become sacred spaces which

management cannot .nte, 
"nd 

workers are able to leave the machines during the day

ro wJrship at the shrines without the permission of their supervisors (Fernandes

1997). The religious ritual enables work.rs to subvert management authority in the-

:-actory. The politicizuiio" or the ritual in effect enables workers to engage in a form of

;lass resistance that does not lead to conflicts berween Muslim and Hindu workers'

Such local religious politics thus do not necessarily conform to exclusionary forms of

rligious natioialism. However, in the 1990s such local cultural practices have increas-

mgly become incorporated within larger procet-tt: 
"f 

Hindu nationalism as the

Bharatiya Janata l"rtyt trud. union rviig has mobilized amongst workers and made

one of its demands that the celebration oi the Vishwakarma Puia replace Maf-D1f 1s
dre national labor day. such examples demonstrate the ways in which cultural identi-

a.. ,u.h as religion b..o^. politicized. However, they also caution against assuming

Crat religion or ithnicity are always politicized in the same way'

A central research ig."a" ,,r.h .*"-ples in contemporary Asia point to is one that

addresses when and .rn"d.. *h"t conditions cultural identities become politicized. For

rnsrance, a critical area ofcurrent research in political science examines the condi-

xons that lead to ethnic conflict and ethnic cooperation in comparative c.ontexts

Fearon and Laitin o9e;varshney 2001). This represents an important agenda given

6e continuing forms of local ethnic violence in various parts of Asia such as anti-

chinese ethnic violence in Indonesia and Hindu-Muslim violence in India' A second

f..."r.h agenda which the politicization of such local practices points to is one that

rddresses the centraL role'of informal politics in shaping broader political and

conomic outcomes i., eriu (Dittmer, Fukui and Lee 2000). A dominant trend within

solirical science is represented by a focus on the formal realm of politics, for instance

;;;;;r;i-i;;;is;vernmental institutions of the state or of civil societv (such as

-trai."t 
parties and-trade unions). Research studies have however demonstrated that

* 
""J.rrr"ndi.rg 

of f;iitics in Asia also requires the study of the informal realm of

lolit ics. This informal realm has been addressed in a number of ways' James

*""11g8i), in his classic study of polit ical resistance in Malaysia, for instance,

"tgn.i 
that'understandings of polit ical and social transformations only in terms

of larse scale revolutions or protests usually organized by political parties or
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non-'Western societies which assumed that there was one path of modernization

based on 'Western models of industrialization. In this paradigm, cultural traditions

were either viewed as an obstacle to modernization that needed to be overcome or

as a realm that would naturally dissolve in the context of modernization.

The insights of such approaches become important in the context of understanding

conremporary politics in Asia. At one level, the prevalence of politicized cultural identi-

ties in the form of religious nationalist movements or ethnic conflict has clearly

demonstrated that modernization has not led to the dissolution of 'traditional' cultural

identities. On the contrary religious nationalist movements often use very modern means

of mobilization including for instance new technologies of media and mass communica-

tion, organizational structures and modern discourses of nationalism. However, at

another level, an understanding of tradition as an invented realm cautions against

riewing such movements as a struggle for the preservation of ancient or existing cultural

iorms. In many instances such movements are engaged in the normative production of

cultural standards of behavior which often reproduce internal relationships of power

and local social hierarchies such as gender, caste, and ethnicity. This is particularly

important when understanding political resistance to contemporary globalization. Such

resistances have taken a number of forms. Some forms of resistance have taken a more

rraditional form in the formal arena of political activity. For instance workers and labor

unions have often resisted globalization when it has taken the form of policies of

economic restructuring which has led to the retrenchment of workers from their jobs,

anempts to change labor laws or cutbacks in state social security and welfare provisions.

In contexts such as India, Malaysia or lndonesia, some critics of globalization including

politicians and policymakers have focused on the ways in which international otganiza-

tions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) have encroached on national

sovereignty and have often tied loans to conditions of economic restructuring. Such criti-

cisms of the IMF were particularly extensive in the period following the Asian Economic

Crisis (Cumings 1.999t 1-8).
Beyond the formal realm of politics, another important set of resistances to glob-

alization has focused on the cultural implications of globalization and the notion

drat globalization in effect will lead to a form of Americanization that will erode

indigenous cultural traditions and values in Asia. Such resistances are a response to

real cultural changes particularly in relationship to new class-based consumption

practices and lifestyles of the new rich and segments of the new urban middle classes

in Asia. However, such forms of cultural resistance to globalization often reproduce

internal relationships of power. A form of gendered politics often constitutes the

heart of this kind of cultural defense against globalization. The reinforcement of

conservative social codes regarding women is designated as the foundation of such

cultural values. This has been seen most visibly for instance in the discourses of

Islamic movements in countries such as Pakistan, Malaysia and Indonesia and of

Hindu nationalist discourses in India. For instance, in the context of globalization in

contemporary India, Hindu nationalist groups have organized protests against a

wide range of cultural forms that they view as transgressing Indian cultural norms,

including beauty contests such as the Miss'World beauty pageant held in India and

certain kinds of sexually explicit advertisements.
Such forms of resistance do not however represent a general cultural consensus in

rhese contexts. Gender roles vary widely and are shaped by distinctions of caste,
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rmderstand the links betlveen culture and politics. Such an expanded research agenda

takes seriously questions that address symbolic politics and local cultural frames of

meaning in order to understand political participation and responses to wider political

phenomena such as nationalism, globalization and ethnic conflict.
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