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"If there be East and West, it is not wisdom."
...Milarepa (11th Century Tibetan Yogi)

As the Cold War winds down, a new "culture
war" threatens international cooperation and
good will. Prof. Huntington's now famous For-
eign Affairs article, "The Clash of Civiliza-
tions?," would have us believe that future battle
lines will form along the borders of his "seven
major civilizations.” Asian business and politi-
cal leaders such as Japan's Ishihara, Malaysia's
Mahathir, and Singapore's Lee Kuan-Yew in-
veigh against what they perceive as the West's
moral decadence and economic bullying and
argue for a reassertion of their own regional
and national pride and values. )

As academics eager to promote interna-
tional harmony through improved
intercultural communication, how should we
react to the rhetoric of this nascent "culture
war"? This paper will suggest that this rhetoric
be questioned on two grounds: one involving
an internal critique of the cultural nomencla-
ture employed by the participants and the
other questioning the narrow parameters
within which the debate is being conducted.

Huntington's typography of major civiliza-
tions (Western, Confucian, Japanese, Islamic,
Hindu, Slavic-Orthodox, Latin American)
undoubtably offers a useful conceptual frame-
work for some historians and social scientists.
But its utility will be vitiated as soon as we for-
get that it is only a heuristic device invented for
analysis and understanding.(1) Concepts such
as "Western Civilization," "Islamic Civiliza-
tion," or even "Japanese culture" must be ap-
plied with great caution and circumspection to
avoid the ever-near dangers of reification and
overgeneralization lurking behind them. To

No. 23 November 1995

T261 TENREXFIE-4-1
MENERT Bt a4 — v a2 VIFERT
(Phone) 043-273-1233 (Fax) 043-272-1777

place Hungary, Ireland, and Germany in West-
ern Civilization is to acknowledge a shared
Christian heritage and a small degree of com-
mon history while ignoring their substantial
linguistic, social-psychological, political, and
economic differences. Likewise, Morocco, the
Sudan, and Indonesia, while participating in Is-
lamic civilization, also exhibit differences as
great, or greater, as those just mentioned for
the above European nations.(2)

One wonders if the use of "culture” in the
rhetoric of the "culture war" does not share
similar defects with the traditional use of
"race.," Contemporary biology and physical an-
thropology, having discovered that the vari-
ables within any one traditional racial group
("Mongoloid," "Negroid," etc.) equals or some-
times exceeds the variations between it and an-
other "race," have largely abandoned the con-
ceptas being scientifically unproductive. Medi-
cal students can freely ignore superficial varia-
tions in skin color or hair form and concentrate
on authentic human differences. A Nigerian's
type A+ blood can save the life of a Chinese with
similar blood while the B+ blood of his compa-
triot can kill him.

Few need to be reminded of the criminal use
made of earlier racial pseudo-science by the
Nazis. Unfortunately, distortions of cultural
studies'have led to other genocides over the last
150 years: the "Manifest Destiny” of American
politicians and publicists that was used to jus-
tify the destruction of "inferior" Native Ameri-
can cultures, the purported superiority of Japa-
nese culture which would allow Japan to func-
tion as "elder brother" to other Asian nations in
the Greater East Asian Co-prosperity Sphere
which ultimately was to take the lives of mil-
lions of Chinese, Hitler's crusade in defense of
Western civilization against the Bolsheviks
which was to kill over twenty million in Eastern
Europe. Words and concepts are not only
building blocks of academic discourse. In the
wrong mouths, they construct fantastic edifices



used to mask the most immoral geopolitical ag-
gressions. How much of the cultural rhetoric
flying across the Pacific today merely conceals
base economic motives?

Huntington's typography of cultures, while
by no means entirely arbitrary or meaningless,
leans toward a reification of cultures which are
dynamic and undergoing rapid generational
transformations within a worldwide industrial,
entertainment, and information network.

To look under the surface of just one of his
units, Confucian Civilization, is to reveal some
serious contradictions. Although it has become
common in Western business schools and eco-
nomic publications to attribute the rise of the
four Asian economic "dragons" (Taiwan, South
Korea, Hong Kong, and Singapore) to their
shared Confucian values, actual participants in
these cultures are by no means unanimous in
seeing a connection between recent East Asian
capitalism and the doctrines of the great sage of
the Han Dynasty. Knowledgeable scholars of
Confucianism usually emphasize its anti-capi-
talist tendencies.(3) Confucianism, being of
feudal origin, admits to only four distinct social
classes: scholar-officials (shih ), farmers
(nung f8), artisans or workers (kong T}, and
merchants (shang ). It is important to realize
that this list is hierarchical, with the literati-of-
ficials at the top of this pyramid (or "hourglass"
with a few thousand scholars at the top and
relatively few merchants at the bottom sand-
wiching the masses consisting of farmers and
laborers). Merchants, many of whom were itin-
erant traders, had the lowest social status. For
millennia, Chinese businessmen were not even
allowed to sit for the all-important civil service
examinations. Even in the early nineteenth
century, they were granted only a total of 110
seats at the examination.(4) The Chinese atti-
tude here coincides closely to the medieval Eu-
ropean one, where Christianity condemned
usury and left banking in the hands of the "pa-
riah Jews."

The mandarin class of scholar-officials
never received any specialized or technical
education in accounting or military strategy:
their claim to rule rested on their ethical supe-
riority. They may be trusted as patriarchal au-
thorities because they have mastered the Con-
fucian canon. They share in the magical cha-
risma of a rationalist tradition.

Lin Yiitang notes that China, by choosing
the optimistic Confucian view of human nature
over the more pessimistic, "Hobbesian" doc-

trines of the legalist Han Fei-tse, subjected itself
to one of the most corrupt forms of govern-
ment:

Officials who feel hurt at my legalist view of hu-
man nature should reflect a little whether they
would be willing to invest money in a stock
company run strictly on the Confucian gentle-
manly principle with no stockholders’ meeting,
no accounting, no auditing and no possibility
of getting after an absconding treasurer or
manager.(5)

A recent South China Moming Post article,
"Confucius? Confusion is more like it," quotes
several Chinese writers who ridicule the argu-
ment that Taiwan's economic success is due to
Confucian values. To quote just one of them,
Dr. Chen Ying-chen,

We shouldn't forget that 'Confucian’ China did

not develop capitalism largely because Confu-

cian ideology valued stability and order based
on a landed and feudalistic economy and was
antagonistic to commerce and technology.(6)

One conclusion now offers itself: the recent
economic success of the four Asian "dragons” is
at least partially attributable precisely to their
abandonment of Confucian ideology. And
those cultural factors which hinder the devel-
opment of modern Chinese societies and econo-
mies, corruption and nepotism, relate directly
to the Confucian tradition and its perhaps over-
optimistic view of human nature. What now
remains of the utility of Huntington's concept
"Confucian civilization" for understanding cur-
rent East Asian realities?

The same issue of the South China Morning
Post also carried interesting comments on the
"Asian values" found so often in the contempo-
rary political rhetoric of Singapore and Malay-
sia. Prof. Fatimah Hamid Don, formerly of the
University of Malaysia's education faculty,
notes that talk of "Asian values" in Malaysia of-
ten does not make clear whether it is the Islamic
ideals of the Malays, the Confucian ideals of the
Chinese, or the Hindu ideals of the Indians that
are being referred to.

When asked to nominate Asian values,

Muslims might say, "love of the family" and

"respect for the elderly.” But these were uni-

versal values. "I don't see very much differ-

ence (between Western and Asian values)," she

said. (7)

Indeed, are not most traditional values
universal, albeit with different emphasis? Hon-
esty, compassion, diligence, love of family, re-
spect for the elderly, caution in changing exist-
ing institutions are found in most of the reli-




gious and philosophical teachings of the civi-
lized world. Furthermore, the founders of these
religions and philosophies -- Moses, Jesus, the
Buddha, Confucius, Lao Tze, Plato, Aristotle,
etc. -- lived within a few hundred years of one
another; and their doctrines were all attempted
answers to the new psychological and social
problems confronting humankind after the rise
of intensive agriculture and urban civiliza-
tion.(8) Our religions and philosophies try to
help us live harmoniously. They are there to
assist us, not to engender conflict. As the Dalai
Lama, winner of a Nobel Peace Prize, teaches,
"Ideologies should serve human beings, not hu-
man beings ideologies."(9)

Ishould like to end this article on a personal
note and with an appeal to a more intensive
study of the classics in contemporary educa-
tion. As a student at a Jesuit high school in the
1950's, I received a good grounding in the Latin
and Greek classics, a foundation which I later
expanded upon during subsequent university
studies in both America and Europe. Then, by a
trick of destiny, I found myself teaching for
most of my adult life in Asia and the Pacific.
Yet, paradoxically, I found these Western clas-
sics of invaluable assistance in interpreting the
East. The oral epics still recited among the tra-
ditional ocean canoe navigators in the Eastern
Caroline and Marshall Islands not only are the
same genre as Homer's oral epics recorded over
2,700 years ago, but they embody a similar he-
roic ethic. In Plato's Republic we encounter an
almost exact description of the meritocracy-bu-
reaucracy that governs present-day Japan. If
Japan has philosopher-kings, then they reign in
the ministries of Kasumigaseki and Nagatacho.
The famous Roman gravitas is better seen today
in Tokyo than in contemporary Rome. The re-
cent biography of Chairman Mao written by his
personal physician, Dr. Li, discloses a portrait
of a tyrannical soul precisely as described by
Plato and Thycidides--a ruler who is finally
overcome by the baser passions and who sub-
verts the entire mechanism of the state to pan-
der to his personal desires. This ability of the
classics to project themselves over the centuries
to alien societies is precisely that quality which
establishes them as classics.

Westerners look back longingly and with
admiration to the golden age of Athens; Chinese
reflect on the seven- and eight-century glories
of the Tang Dynasty; Arabs extol the intellec-
tual heights reached in the Bagdad of Harun ar-
Rachid. Yet while viewing these ancient civiliza-

tions, one fact is commonly overlooked: ancient
Athens, Tang China, and Bagdad were all cen-
ters of intercultural communication. Athens
was a great mercantile center bringing goods
and ideas together from all over the
Mediterraneum. Recent scholarship has shown
the ancient Greeks to be heavily dependent on
both the Middle East and North Africa for its
progress in everything from the art of writing
itself to mathematics and the natural sciences.
Chang-an, at the end of the Silk Road, brought
exotic articles and doctrines together from as
far away as Persia and India. China's most be-
loved poet, Li Bai, was an ethnic Turk with light
eyes. And the foundations of Arab civilization
rests heavily on its Hellenistic and Persian
roots.

Situations as exciting and as laden with pos-
sibilities as ancient Athens or Chang-An exist
today. Berkeley's University of California cam-
pus has a student-and-teacher body that is 30%
Asian in addition to large numbers of Europe-
ans and latin Americans. The experimental
physicists of that city's Livermore Laboratories,
no longer able to find a conceptual framework
in Western thought capable of handling their
latest experimental findings, eagerly talk with
traditional Taoist and Buddhist thinkers. Yet
for the few noble intellectual adventurers that
we witness in Berkeley or at Columbia, we see
many other examples of cities and countries
that are attempting to delimit intellectual ex-
plorations. China and Singapore are fearful of
satellite telecommunication and Internet. And
Alan Bloom, by trying to confine the study of
the classics in American universities to the
Western classics, threatens to engender an
intercultural conflict within the United States
which ultimately might displace all the classics
from American education.

While these are undoubtably times of great
danger, from potentially devastating culture
wars between Asia and the West or between Is-
lam and the West, this is also an era of unparal-
leled opportunity to create a world civilization,
as foreseen by Nietzsche over a hundred years
ago, incorporating the best and most vital ele-
ments from all of the our traditions. As aca-
demics of good will, it should be clear as to
where our duties lie,

Notes
1. Already at the beginnings of this century, the father
of modern sociology Max Weber, had already noted in
his Methodology of the Social Sciences the utility and




limitations of such Gattungsbegriffe. They assist our
work in the social sciences, but they remain artificial
tools, not actual entities.
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"Riding the Waves of Culture: Intercultural Communi-
cation at the End of the 20th Century" draws our at-
tention to "co-cultures" within national majority cul-
tures. She suggests that Japanese and American com-
puter technicians or beauty salon workers may have
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BELYFBMBMICEITS
F# B 0 R bt
-MEDIX sl —Y a v OEFWRN -
Intercultural Contact on a Mixed
Crew Bonito Fishing Boat
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In this essay, I introduce the communication patterns
among the crew on a bonito fishing boat in the Solomon Is-
lands of the South Pacific. The crew is composed of people
from three cultures : Japanese, Filipinos, and Solomon Is-
landers. Throngh the examination of the utterances of the
fishing master, I reveal some characteristics of communica-
tion on the boat.
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The Sth Makuhari Summer Seminar was held for three
days, 28th to 30th August, at British Hills, in Shin-Shirakawa
of Fukushima Prefecture with the participation of about 70
people. The program included a lecture by Prof. J.V.
Neustupny, six workshops by prominent scholars, six presen-
tations on ongoing research topics, group discussions, a

round-table discussion, etc.
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The 32nd Intercultural Communication Lecture was held
on June 28th, al Kanda Institute of Foreign Languages, To-
kyo, with participation of about 90 people. Prof. Hideo
Takeichi of Sophia Universily, spoke on the topic of "Mass
Media in the Global Age: Newspapers in Japan and the U. S."
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7—= : Traveling down the Amazon:
Encounter with Natives of South America

How did you find this issue? We hope you
find the articles informative as well as stimulat-
ing. We would be grateful if you could give
your input to this newsletter by contributing
your essay or article on culture and communi-
cation. Any feedback and news concerning
your newly published books and articles, meet-
ings, seminars, etc., would also be greatly ap-
preciated. We will print them as space allows.




