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ABSTRACT Asian values discourse has focused on the Confucian cultural pecu-
liarities of East Asia as the motorforce behind the East Asian “miracle”, 
which is characterised as significant economic boom, increased welfare, 
and more fair distribution of income in East/Southeast Asia. These pecu-
liarities have both pragmatic and psychological/intellectual dimensions, 
which, seemingly, operate independently but actually complement each 
other. Psychologically, Asian values claim an East Asian intellectual and 
cultural exclusiveness from the “West” but, pragmatically, they actually 
encourage commercial relations with non-Asians. Australia’s contempo-
rary relations with East Asia are a clear example of this. A trade-oriented 
and pragmatic engagement with the region has relegated politico-strategic 
relations to the background. This research argues that to move beyond 
trade and increase the influence of a non-Asian power, such as Australia 
in East Asia, the psychological dimension cannot be ignored.
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Introduction

Beginning in the 1990s, several discourses emerged to interpret the exis-
tence and virtues of Asian values, two of which constitute the starting 
point of this research. The first one focuses on East Asia’s major cultural 

commonalities. The second one explains how these commonalities have con-
tributed to East Asian economic development. This research merges the two 
in order to accentuate two dimensions of Asian values: the psychological “P” 
(cultural and intellectual) and the pragmatic “P” (economic and commercial). 
For the Asian Values literature the two “Ps” mark almost a new dichotomy, 
particularly in terms of interpreting a non-Asian actor’s interactions with the 
region. Asian values are mostly analysed as Confucian projections of Asian, 
specifically East and South-eastern, commonalities. Yet the research on the 
two “P”s skews this angle, by merging various discourses on Asian values, 
and aims to cast a light on how Asian values operate inter/intra East Asian 
interactions. 
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The 2 “P”s operate in East Asia both 
independently and complementa-
rily. The psychological dimension 
has an intellectual and cultural val-
ue, which claims the exclusiveness 
of East Asia and its distinctiveness 
from the “West.” The pragmatic 
dimension has an economic and 
commercial value, which almost 
discards East Asia’s supposed dis-
tinctiveness, and initiates and sus-

tains East Asia’s commercial relations with non-Asians. The values represented 
by the two “P”s complement each other in terms of supporting East Asia’s eco-
nomic development and maintaining the level of development within the East 
Asian framework. This research aims to provide clues so that non-Asian pow-
ers can approach the region with more Asia-compatible policies and deepen 
and broaden the spectrum of their relations across the region.

One of the non-Asian powers that stands to benefit from this analysis, which 
enjoys a significant geographical but relatively less cultural proximity to East 
Asia, is Australia. The Australian case study illustrates how, for non-Asian ac-
tors, the psychological and pragmatic elements of East Asian culture are nec-
essarily two sides of the same coin. It also reveals the type of interactions of 
a non-East Asian country that are hindered by the influence of Asian values, 
when not understood. 

The seemingly symbiotic nature of the 2 “P”s highlights the fact that Asian 
values do not create an exclusionist tendency, or an “authentically Asian” way 
of doing business; rather they generate flexibility in the region in terms of eco-
nomic and commercial interdependencies, and keep the communication and 
business channels open for non-Asian actors. Yet, for diplomatic and political 
relations, Asian values have a restrictive effect on non-Asians. Australia’s reluc-
tance to brandish its “Asianess” (and as a consequence engage seriously with 
Asian values) has restrained Canberra’s strategic thinking about the changes 
in Asia and their resulting challenges, particularly when relations among the 
Asian Giants are problematic or tense. This limits Australia’s political and stra-
tegic weight in the region. 

To alleviate the limitations caused by the influence of 2 “P”s, simply under-
standing Asian values may not be sufficient for non-Asian actors, as can be 
seen in the Australian example. They need to both understand and integrate 
these values into their diplomatic practice, and demonstrate a more culturally/
psychologically Asia-oriented approach through their strategic and political 
relations with the region. Such an effort will enable Australia and other non-

Asian values generate 
flexibility in the region in terms 
of economic and commercial 
interdependencies, and keep 
the communication and 
business channels open for 
non-Asian actors
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Asian actors to be welcomed as more equal partners by East Asia, and will also 
increase their space to manoeuvre during a crisis among Asian giants. 

Asian Values in Practice: The 2 “P”s 

A great deal of post-Cold War IR literature has focused on the role of the pe-
culiarities of Asia’s rise, namely the “East Asian miracle.”1The developments2 
unearthed cultural, commercial and even psychological elements peculiar to 
East Asia, which are known collectively as “Asian values.” These values are not 
crystal clear and cannot easily be categorized. As Koro Bessho3 underlined, 
there is ‘no single set of clearly defined values applicable to Asia as a whole, 
or even to East Asia.’ This makes Asian values more of a flexible and compre-
hensive set of cultural and psychological commonalities than a rigid regional 
identity package. 

Although the discourse on Asian values has changed focus over time, its psy-
cho-cultural motto has stayed the same: East Asia is proudly and exclusively 
different from the “West.” The term “Asian values,” in today’s understanding, 
was first used in the 1970s in order to make cultural reference to the East Asian 
Miracle by focusing on merely Asian qualities.4 The discourse was rejuvenat-
ed with the Universalist claims of human rights and democracy made by the 
United States in the 1990s. East Asian countries saw this claim not as an ex-
emplary humanitarian value, but as the creeping reach of the U.S.’ ideological 
domination.5 Thus both in the 1970s and the 1990s, Asian values discourse 
emanating from Asia itself had an anti-Western feeling and an assumption of 
Asian supremacy. 

There are four major strands of the discourse on Asian values.6 The first strand 
asserts that Asia has a distinct value system based on collective destiny, individ-
ual sacrifice, and communitarianism. The values and institutions of Western 
democracy do not completely fit into this system. The assertion of a distinctly 
Asian values system has been criticized on the basis that proposing such a 
value set is a deliberate ploy to justify and protect East Asian semi-democratic 
regimes.7 Supporting this criticism, Malaysia’s former Deputy Prime Minister 
stated that ‘it is altogether shameful to cite Asian values as an excuse for auto-
cratic practices’.8 

The second strand of Asian values discourse focuses on the philosophical and 
historical roots of Asian values in Confucian and other Asian traditional texts. 
The proponents of this strand9 claim that although Asian values are not com-
patible with the notions of Western democracy, they are still democratic by 
their very nature. Criticisms of this approach argue that ‘proving’ the demo-
cratic underpinnings of Asian values by referring to ancient Asian texts (par-
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ticularly Confucian, Buddhist, Indian epics, Mon-
golian, and Persian dating from about the 8th centu-
ry), is disingenuous: nearly anything can be ‘proven 
about pro-democratic ideas’ using this method.10 

The third strand, which attracts relatively less crit-
icism, aims to find empirical links between Asia’s 
political and economic development and its val-

ues, from a trans-regional and transnational perspective.11 The fourth strand 
downplays the cultural authenticity of these values12 by arguing that they 
‘are not especially Asian by any significant sense,’ and can be found in oth-
er civilizations.13 According to this analysis, economic reforms in East Asian 
countries are more about ‘socio-cultural engineering’ than Confucian cultural 
heritage.14

It is not easy to capture the essence of Asian values in a single document since 
they are “living, breathing cultural forces, too subtle, too slippery, above all too 
alive.”15 They are not static but rather remodelled, reimagined, and reappropri-
ated at different times. Nevertheless, merging the first and third approaches 
above reveals two dominant areas of the influence of Asian values: psychologi-
cal (cultural/intellectual) and pragmatic (economic/commercial). These 2 “P”s 
operate both independently and complementarily at the same time. 

The crux of the psychological “P” goes back to the German thinkers’ unique 
German Kultur arguments developed against the democratization trend in 
Britain, France and the United States.16 Originating from these arguments, this 
“P” emphasizes East Asia’s distinct cultural value system almost as a reaction 
to Western democratic, individualistic and liberal values.17 In this sense, refer-
ence to Asian values is an intellectual effort to uplift and emphasize East Asia’s 
cultural peculiarities.

The psychological “P” was a recurring feature of the Singaporean and Malay-
sian statesmen’s statements of the 1970s, perhaps a result of the increasing in-
fluence of South East Asia, which coincided with weakening Chinese and Indi-
an political leadership in the region in the 1960s.18 The English colonial legacy 
in these countries also meant that the politicians could deftly manoeuvre and 
project their views in the English-dominated international media. Asian unity 
was also appealing to the political elites of these former colonies, as a means 
of cementing the multiethnic nation within the state.19 The statements stressed 
that Asian values were not only unique but also “better” than their Western 
equivalents. Former Singaporean leader Lee Kuan Yew, defined Western val-
ues as “infectious” in his speech on National Day in 1978 and the ‘antidote’ he 
proposed should be the “strong assertion of the Asian values common to all 
Singapore’s ethnic groups,” and that “the virtues of individual subordination 

With the 1990s, the 
psychological aspect 
of Asian values 
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traditional values
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to the community … counteract[ed] the disruptive individualism of western 
liberalism.”20

With the end of the Cold War, the psychological narrative of Asian values 
transformed once again as an expression of confidence, pride and the empow-
erment of being “Asian” and being different from, or even opposing, the West. 
Lee Kuan Yew and former Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir bin Mohamad 
often argued that these values had invigorated Asia and had paved the way for 
the East Asian miracle.21 Mohamad stated: 

“There was much talk of the 21st Century becoming the Asian Century. The 
Europeans were not going to have things their way much longer. … The threat 
of Asian domination of the world in the 21st Century was becoming more and 
more real. They could not be stopped militarily. Nor could the West defeat 
them and impoverish them by competing in the Market.”22

Asian leaders’ statements found audience in the West. Some Western econo-
mists supported Lee and Mahathir, agreeing that the economic development 
in Japan, Korea, Hong Kong and Taiwan was due to their distinct socio-cultur-
al characteristics that challenged Euro-American culture. 23 

With the 1990s, the psychological aspect of Asian values revitalized Confucian 
traditional values. This revitalization stressed that the core cultural differences 
between the East and the West maintained the supremacy of the East over 
the West, and also acted like a politico-cultural linchpin to hold East Asian 
countries together despite their economic, political, ethnic, and societal di-
versities.24 In this sense the psychological “P” signified the Asianisation and 
de-westernization of Asia, at least in terms of ‘social, moral and political mat-
ters’. 25Therefore, the psychological aspect of Asian values had the potential 
to politically and culturally exclude a non-Asian actor, in our case Australia, 
from the region. Reversely, the more a non-Asian actor appealed to the psy-
chological “P” the more it could increase its political and cultural substance in 
the region.

The pragmatic “P” is linked to East Asia’s economic and commercial relations 
and does not operate via exclusionist tendencies. On the contrary, it emphasiz-
es flexibility in trans-regional economic and trade schemes, which encourage 
“regional allegiances across a broad swath of East and Southeast Asia’ via ‘a 
network of transnational capital flows.”26 In other words the psychological and 
the pragmatic “P”s operate as independent spheres - or seem to. 

Focusing on the pragmatic “P” gives a special insight into East Asia’s recov-
ery from the 1997 Asian Crisis. The Crisis discredited Asian values in general. 
Commentators have stated that the 1997 crisis seemingly sounded ‘the death 
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knell’ of the Asian values discourse.27 Francis Fukuyama, similarly, claimed that 
the crisis punctured “the idea of Asian exceptionalism.”28 The pragmatic “P,” at 
this point, emphasized the significance of interdependence for East Asian so-
cieties, which relied on the collectivist-individualist dualism of cross-cultural 
psychology.29 Culturally, this line of thought argued that Asians have interde-
pendent personalities, in contrast to the Westerners’ independent personal-
ities,30 and that this difference contributed to the openness of trans-region-
al interaction channels of economic development by encouraging Asian and 
non-Asian actors to cooperate and deliver goods, services and information. 
In the pragmatic sense, such an interdependent scheme increased the number 
of ties between Asian and non-Asian actors and strengthened the quality of 
commercial relationships. 

East Asian multilateral schemes give a good depiction of how the psycho-
logical-pragmatic dichotomy is an illusion; the two elements, though inde-
pendent from each other, are complementary. Asian multilateralism, as seen 
in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) way, depends on 
Confucian harmony, which operates through a ‘flexible engagement’ and the 
pursuit of ‘enhanced interaction’ to promote regional peace and stability by es-
tablishing politico-security dialogue and cooperation.31 In order to maintain 
Confucian harmony, Asian multilateral schemes keep their focus narrow, i.e. 
the International Organization of Securities Commissions, the International 
Associations of Insurance Supervisors, and International Accounting Stan-
dards Board. They also usually limit the number of members, i.e. the ASE-
AN Free Trade Area and the 2002 ASEAN-China Free Trade Area framework 
agreement.
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The psychological “P” forms the basis of ‘regional 
multi-polarity,’32 which considers Asia as a big family 
where a ‘long’ and ‘coherent cultural tradition’ unifies 
‘cultural cleavages and social schisms.’33 This “family 
dynamic” engenders the multitude of multilateral 
schemes with overlapping memberships operating 
in the region. The pragmatic “P”s complements this 
by influencing East Asian actors’ nationalist tenden-
cies.34 Although East Asian nationalism resists ‘as-
similation through foreign cultures’ and emphasiz-
es ‘independence and autonomy,’ the pragmatic “P” 
makes regional actors interpret intra/extra regional 
multilateral schemes as a “vehicle of modernisa-
tion.”35 Such pragmatic influence understates East Asian actors’ conflicting na-
tional interests in their relations within or outside the region. In this way, they 
can operate more in harmony and alignment, less in conflict and antagonism.

The review of 2 “P”s so far shows that Asian values should not be denigrated 
as a political instrument of some Asian leaders to cover their “undemocratic” 
governing principles. Asian values discourse is more of a post-colonial po-
litico-cultural project, to identify East Asia by using its “authentic” common 
values. As Mahbubani reformulated: the task of Asian Values is an attempt by 
Asians to ‘work out social, political, and philosophical norms that best cap-
ture their peoples’ aspirations.’36 Asian values do have an anti-Western aspect, 
but overall, these values have ‘much more to do with an internal Asian debate 
about the nature of the good life, regional community, the dynamics of mod-
ernisation and its links, whether modernisation means Westernisation, the 
civic dimension of life, the reconciliation of indigenous traditions with new 
cosmopolitan dynamics, the challenges of globalisation.’37 The process of the 
discussion about Asian values was triggered by political self-confidence of the 
East Asian regimes boosted by their record-breaking economic growth. 

The 2 “P”s operate in East Asia’s regional affairs both independently and com-
plementarily. The psychological aspect claims the exclusiveness and distinc-
tiveness of East Asia by focusing on Confucian commonalities through an in-
tellectual process. The pragmatic aspect discards this exclusiveness and open 
channels for non-Asians to align with East Asians in the commercial sphere. 
The two “P”s also complement each other, particularly in terms of the quality 
and the efficiency of these trans-regional multilateral alignments. The psycho-
logical “P” maintains that these alignments operate via East Asia’s distinctive 
and peculiar Confucian elements, and the pragmatic “P” complements this by 
keeping the commercial interdependence channels open for non-Asians via 
an inclusive, flexible and less nationalistic understanding. Therefore if a non-
Asian actor attempts to have an all-inclusive and a well-functioning alignment 
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with East Asia, it needs to satisfy the psychological in addition to the prag-
matic aspect. In other words, that non-Asia actor should act in conformity 
with East Asian cultural peculiarities alongside any commercial requirements. 
Australia’s interaction with the region is particularly relevant in showcasing 
the impact of the 2 “P”s on a non-Asian actor’s relations with the region. 

Australia in Asia: The influence of 2 “P”s

Given that Asian values are a post-Cold War product, post-Cold War Aus-
tralian governments have more relevance in this analysis. In the post-Cold 
War era, the Labor governed four times (1983-96; 2007-2013) and the Con-
servative (Liberal and National Party) Coalition held power once (1996-2007). 
Both Parties focused on developing relations with East Asia, but with differing 
approaches. The commercial and political consequences of these approaches 
give us hints about the influence of the 2 “P”s on a non-Asian actor’s relations 
with the region.

The pragmatic “P” enables flexibility and openness, particularly in trans-re-
gional capital/goods/services/raw material flows. In such trans-regional rela-
tions, a lack of Asian values in non-Asian actors does not have a detrimental 
effect, so long as the relationship contributes to regional economic develop-
ment. In this context, the pragmatic “P” boosts the number and the quality 
of ties between Asian and non-Asian actors. The psychological “P” however, 
with its exclusionist tendency, confines the same non-Asian actor’s connexion 
within the commercial sphere and restricts its cultural and politico-diplomatic 
weight in the region. The fact that the 2 “P”s complement each other in the for-
mation and operation of Asian multilateral schemes makes it more important 
for non-Asian actors to appeal to the psychological “P.” If the non-Asian actor 
does not address the psychological “P” appropriately, its success in deepening 
its political weight is restrained. 

Australia’s relations with the region illustrate this restriction and incite an ad-
ditional question. Since the end of the Cold War, Australia’s commercial rela-
tions with the region have been developing. Yet Australia’s Commonwealth or-
igin and insufficient understanding of Asia’s psychological “P” have restrained 
its incorporation into East Asia and frustrated its overall ability to exert po-
litical, diplomatic and cultural weight in the region. The additional question 
is that, even if Australia managed to recalibrate its foreign policy in order to 
sufficiently appeal to the psychological “P,” would East Asians appreciate it and 
accept Australia as an equal partner? This remains still uncertain. 

The Australian Labor and Coalition governments differed in how they ad-
dressed the psychological “P.” Yet there was not much of a difference in their 
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success (or lack thereof) in increas-
ing Australia’s politico-diplomatic 
weight in East Asia. In one way, Co-
alition governments might be seen 
to have benefited from the progress 
made by the preceding Labor gov-
ernments. One might argue that 
Coalition governments under John 
Howard were able to make break-
throughs in commercial and economic relations, even without emphasising 
the psychological aspect of those relations. Bob Hawke, Paul Keating, Kevin 
Rudd, and Julia Gillard’s Labor governments tried to address the psychological 
element, and learn from past mistakes, but their policies (which shared the 
same commercial/economic goal as the Coalition government, albeit via a dif-
ferent means) were also flawed. 

Keating and Hawke’s weakness was that they did not prepare public opinion 
for a more Asia-oriented Australia. In their efforts at re-orientation, as an ad-
ditional weakness, they did not understand how to engage Asian values. They 
used very Anglo-western neo-liberal concepts and thought that these concepts 
could help them win over their Asian neighbours. Rudd and Gillard tried to 
understand more of the psychological “P” and where Asians were coming 
from. Rudd created a sense of excitement, as a result of which Asians seemed 
almost ready to accept the possibility of a ‘more Asian’ Australia. He focused, 
both personally and professionally, on the psychological side, believing that 
this could deepen Australia’s relations with the region. Gillard, as Rudd, as-
sumed that she understood the psychological “P” and hoped that that this 
would give Australia more political clout in Asia. Yet Asians didn’t perceive it 
in the same way. 

The reason for Asian’s misperception on Gillard’s overtures was again the 
psychological “P.” The opportunities (or perceived opportunities) that Rudd 
could potentially bring about with his zest for Asian values were not backed up 
with sufficient policy depth in Canberra regarding the different facets of Asian 
values, and how to make them work for countries ‘on the outside looking in’ 
(or even those ‘on the inside looking in’). Nor did Rudd’s enthusiasm seem to 
be shared in the Canberra policy establishment, as if the benefits of showing 
an engagement with the psychological side were unclear, perhaps not worth 
the effort. All this explains why Rudd would eventually fall back on a similar 
policy approach to that of Keating and Hawke: a more Australian-centric ap-
proach; a well-known Australian ‘posture’ in the region and one which quickly 
dissipated any particular interest among Asian partners in Rudd’s new rhetoric 
of Australia’s Asian credentials. Gillard tried to build on Rudd’s (shaky) foun-
dations more systematically with the “Australia in the Asian Century White 

Australian foreign policy’s shift, 
with the end of the Cold War, 
from a focus on geo-politics to 
one of geo-economics made 
East Asia more alluring than 
ever
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Paper.” Yet this wasn’t engaging the psychological “P,” and again relied on an 
Australia-centric approach. 

Australian foreign policy needed to integrate the type of understanding and 
willingness to engage with the psychological “P” –a mixture of the Rudd ‘nov-
elty’ with Gillard’s methodical approach. Canberra also needed to prepare 
public opinion for what might still be seen as an important cultural shift. And, 
finally, these efforts all needed to be presented in a non-Western and more 
Asian values-oriented way. Finally, it required a shift in Australian bureaucrat-
ic focus for, practitioners might ask, what was the point of a methodical appeal 
to Asian values if one could not be sure that it would result in any substantive 
changes in the approach/perception of Asian neighbours themselves. What if 
it was simply a lot of sound and effort, ultimately signifying nothing? 

Australian foreign policy’s shift, with the end of the Cold War, from a focus 
on geo-politics to one of geo-economics38 made East Asia more alluring than 
ever. Hawke and Keating aimed to “relocate” Australia in Asia via re-concep-

tualizing its image.39 In this re-conceptualization, 
they tried to whitewash Australia’s Western cultural 
heritage and act more “Asian.”40 Yet their inefficient 
understanding of psychological “P” weakened their 
efforts in such a way that they did not get the neces-
sary appreciation from East Asians.

The weaknesses of Hawke’s attempts could be ob-
served in two major products of his “Look North” 
policy, also known as a ‘remarkable metamorpho-
sis’41 in Australia’s outlook on Asia. The 1987 De-
fence White Paper was its product on defence pol-
icy.42 The Paper outlined Asia’s significance for Aus-
tralia by proposing that Australia’s strategic interests 

should be extended to ‘South-East Asia, Indochina, the eastern Indian Ocean 
and the South-West Pacific’, and emphasizing the ‘commonalities of strategic 
interests between Australia’ and the regional countries. Yet the Paper put Aus-
tralia in a preeminent position regarding East Asian security cooperation by 
implying that Australia’s location, population size and distribution, and na-
tional economic resources and infrastructure make it unique and even supe-
rior to East Asian actors. Such an Australia-orientated approach contradicted 
the very emphasis of the psychological “P” and caused a major weakness.

Hawke’s economic advisor Ross Garnaut’s “Australia and the Northeast Asian 
Ascendancy” report in 1989 was the economic/commercial product, with a 
similar weakness. The report underlined that Australia could utilize East Asia’s 
economic opportunities only if it stopped ‘seeing Northeast Asian growth as 
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a threat’ and develop foreign policy moves ‘backed by major efforts in educa-
tion and research to make Australia aware of ’ Asian languages, cultures and 
economics, together with “immigration policies … sympathetic to the needs 
of ” Australia’s Asian neighbours.43 Garnaut’s report shows that Hawke and his 
staff did not grasp the complementarity of the 2 “P”s. Hawke assumed that 
addressing the pragmatic “P” would be enough to expand Australia’s influence 
in the region. 

Keating also dismissed this complementarity. Like Hawke, he mistakenly 
presumed that putting Asia at the heart of Australian life would strengthen 
Australia’s links with Asia.44 Again, he was more successful at harnessing the 
opportunities of the pragmatic “P,” since it did not require a major cultural 
recalibration and understanding. His efforts ended up increasing in Australian 
exports to Asia by two thirds of its total exports.45 Yet his heavy emphasis on 
Anglo-American elements in his foreign policy caused a similar weakness.

The weaknesses of Keating’s policies could be observed in economic and po-
litical segments of his foreign policy. On the economic side, during the for-
mation of the APEC Forum, Keating hoped that such a multilateral structure 
could convince East Asians about the merits of Anglo-American neo-liberalist 
free trade and its success over Asian state-led, neo-mercantilist development 
strategies.46 Here, Keating’s attitude was heavily Western, which did not fit into 
the psychological “P.” On the political side, his foreign minister Gareth Evans’ 
rhetoric of ‘Comprehensive Engagement’ with Asia, theoretically aimed to re-
place the ‘tyranny of distance’ with the ‘advantages of proximity.’47 In his theory, 
Evans presented globalization, again a non-Asian concept, as a motivation to 
create shared interests, institutions and processes between Australia and Asian 
actors. In this argument Evans claimed that Australia was an independent and 
multicultural nation and could engage Asia with its own terms as a full and 
equal partner not as a part of American alliance or British Commonwealth.48 In 
his presentation Evans tried to show that Australia is more than a Western ally 
but he did not mention in what ways it is also a part of Asia and how it should 
address its peculiarities. In other words, Evans’ argument repeated the same 
mistake as his predecessors by not referring to the centrality of Asian values’. 

Another weakness was Keating’s miscalculation of public opinion’s signifi-
cance. 49 Neither East Asians nor Keating’s voters were overly sympathetic to 
his attempts to change Australia’s cultural posture. Even though Evans and 
Keating never claimed that Australia was an Asian nation, their efforts were 
seen as an attempt to ‘Asianise’ Australian life. These cultural “awakening” at-
tempts ignited a domestic debate in Australia about what they really meant.50 
Some East Asians also ‘more or less ridiculed the idea that Australia was ac-
tually part of Asia’.51 Such lack of preparedness in domestic and Asian public 
opinion weakened Keating’s attempt to relocate Australia in Asia. 
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The lack of a psychological “P” in Hawke and Keating’s efforts reflected on 
Asian statesmen’s remarks. Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir stated that 
Australia’s new policy of relocating itself in Asia did not make Australia an 
Asian country. The Malaysian Minister of Foreign Affairs also stated that Aus-
tralia was not a part of Asia.52 

Hawke and Keating’s weaknesses in their efforts to deepen relations with East 
Asia shows that they were not quite aware of the importance of addressing the 
psychological “P.” Higgott and Nossal used liminality to explain Australia’s at-
titude to Asia in this era. Anthropologists use this term to explain in-between 
situations, as being in between adolescence and adulthood.53 For Australia, it 
means ‘being neither here nor there’. 54 During this era, Australia was still in 
between the old world of the British Empire and American global power of the 
twentieth century and the new world of the Asian Pacific. In short, Australia 
in the early post-Cold War period was drawn into East Asia via the shifting 
patterns of economic and commercial interdependence, rather than engaging 
with the region through a comprehensive foreign policy with a clear under-
standing of Asian values.

John Howard’s leadership, with the 1996 election, pushed Australian foreign 
policy even further away from the psychological “P.” Howard shifted attention 
from Labor’s enthusiasm vis-a-vis Asia to more conventional relationships, i.e. 
the U.S. Alliance. For Howard, Asia was still important but Australia’s national 
interests were more crucial than developing regional arrangements with Asians. 
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Howard’s clearest disengagement from the psychological “P” was his reiteration 
of Australia’s western origin and its cultural distinctiveness from Asia. 55 

Howard’s distancing from the psychological “P” showed how Asian values 
could influence a non-Asian actor’s interactions with East Asia. Howard shift-
ed Australia’s focus from East Asian multilateralism to relations with four key 
partners: the U.S., Japan, China, and Indonesia (COA 1997). The side effects of 
such distance were immediately clear. Australia was excluded from the ASE-
AN-Europe Meeting in 1996 and its involvement in other Asian schemes was 
vetoed by Malaysia.56 Moreover Australia was not accepted in the Asian side of 
the biennial Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), to the negotiations of a free trade 
agreement with the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA), or the ASEAN Plus 
Three (APT) process.57 Australia’s ‘economic and security assets’ only ensured 
its membership to more functional and limited regional groupings such as the 
ASEAN Regional Forum and APEC forum.58 Excluding Australia from these 
regional schemes further weakened Australia’s visibility and understanding of 
the importance of the psychological “P,” and ultimately weakened its politi-
co-diplomatic standing in Asia. East Asians, unconcerned, did not take any 
considerable step to change the status quo either. 

Since the 2 “P”s operate independently, as well as complementarily, breaking 
off from the psychological “P” did not curtail the pragmatic “P”s positive influ-
ence, in which Howard invested. At the end of his term in 2006, 50 percent of 
Australia’s two-way trade in goods and services, in other words 53 percent of 
exports and 47 percent of imports, were carried out with East Asia.59 The table 
below shows the pragmatic “P”s influence.

Table 1: Australia’s Trade in Goods and Services with North and Southeast Asian Economies 
–During John Howard’s Era

Source: The table generated from Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) Annual 
Reports on Performance Reporting Outcomes (http://www.dfat.gov.au/dept/annual_reports/).

Howard’s investment in the pragmatic “P” could be observed in his Foreign 
Minister Alexander Downer’s definition of Asian regionalism. Downer argued 
that ‘practical regionalism’ is more preferable for Australia than ‘emotional 

 1997- 1998- 1999- 2000- 2001- 2002- 2003- 2004- 2005- 2006-
Million AUD 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Total North Asia 
Exports 36 173 34 124 39 290 49 344 49 299 55 829 50 174 56 544 72 459 84 798

Total South East 
Asia Exports 14 263 13 281 15 519 19 151 18 512 23 349 21 622 26 126 30 195 24 996

Total North Asia 
Imports 20 423 27 810 30 508 34 667 36 023 43 004 44 580 49 624 53 997 61 038

Total South East 
Asia Imports 11 481 13 315 16 666 18 554 18 836 26 296 26 805 30 421 36 125 42 747
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regionalism’ in its relations with 
Asia. Practical regionalism offers 
‘practical ways of working togeth-
er’ to governments ‘bound together 
by geography’ in order to ‘achieve 
their mutual objectives’.60 Accord-
ing to Downer, Australia should 
cooperate with East Asians on an 
economic basis. A cultural recali-
bration is not really necessary. East 

Asians need Australia’s resources, minerals and supplies of energy, which will 
always make Australia relevant to the strategic calculations of the East Asian 
elites.61 This fits into the pragmatic “P”s motto in the sense that any sort of 
relationship that contributes to East Asian development should be supported 
and enhanced. 

Labor came back to power with Kevin Rudd in 2007. Rudd was ambitious 
to resume Australia’s focus on a re-engagement with Asia.62 Rudd criticized 
Howard’s incompetency in addressing Asian values and claimed that Australia 
should ‘maximise the opportunities’ of the changes in Asia’s public sector poli-
cy formulation and regional institutional framework and ‘make’ its ‘own active 
contribution’ to the region.63 

With much enthusiasm, Rudd began to engage with the psychological “P”. He 
argued that Australia needed to re-orient its cultural outlook on Asia by de-
veloping ‘an appropriate form of national modesty’ rather than marking its 
distinctiveness, which could enable Australia ‘to avoid being over the top or 
grossly humble’. He believed that ‘only by doing so can’ Australia ‘hope to undo 
the damage that has recently been done to’ its perceptions ‘in the region’.64 
Rudd was aware of the fact that the psychological “P” restricted Australia’s 
politico-cultural aura in the region. 

Yet Rudd could not incorporate this awareness into his foreign policy imple-
mentation. He aimed to turn Australia into a “creative” middle power,65 which 
could/should be the pioneer of innovative multilateral schemes for Asia. Rudd 
proposed the Asia Pacific Community (APC) 66 idea as an innovative recon-
figuration of Asia-Pacific institutional architecture. The APC was against the 
psychological “P” because of its pro-Western and Australia-oriented structure. 
For Rudd, it should carry the European Union’s spirit and Australia could be its 
forerunner. The APC proposal was also very ambitious and therefore against 
the Confucian harmony of Asian multilateral schemes depending on narrow 
scope and members. The APC envisaged covering the whole Asia-Pacific re-
gion, with a potential to engage in the full spectrum of dialogue, cooperation 
and action on politico-economic and security matters. 

The last three decades of 
Australia’s outlook to Asia 
was basically a success 
story of trade (import and 
export), which was not driven 
completely by Australian 
government policies
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Barry Desker, from the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, stated 
that the APC proposal was ‘dead in the water right from the very beginning.’67 It 
was too ambitious and was out of Australia’s diplomatic, economic, and politi-
cal reach. It also ‘triggered an ASEAN backlash due to a lack of prior consulta-
tion and ASEAN sensitivity about any possible challenge to its centrality.’68 The 
failure of the APC was pretty much the end of Rudd’s grandiose plans towards 
Asia. The APC proposal showed that Rudd’s awareness of the psychological “P” 
was only theoretical. His foreign policy was too Australia-centric and, therefore, 
not compatible with Asian values. Regardless of the APC’s failure, the pragmat-
ic “P” continued amplifying Australia’s commercial relations with the region. 

Table 2: Australia’s Trade in Goods and Services with North and Southeast Asian Economies 
–During Kevin Rudd’s Era

Source: The table generated from Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) Annual 
Reports on Performance Reporting Outcomes (http://www.dfat.gov.au/dept/annual_reports/).

Rudd was aware of the psychological “P” but did not know how to address it 
efficiently. His overemphasis on Australia’s potential to be a pioneer flopped; 
due to lack of proper preparation he, and the Canberra policy establishment, 
fell back on their usual way of proposing something like the APC without con-
textualizing it in terms of Asian values. Rudd brought an excitement but it was 
not underpinned by the psychological elements of Asian values. Therefore the 
APC could only be moderately palatable for Asia.

In June 2010 Julia Gillard replaced Rudd. Gillard also attempted to address 
the psychological “P.” Her major contribution in this respect was “Australia 
in the Asian Century White Paper,” released on October 2012.69 To address 
the psychological “P,” the White Paper proposed to broaden and deepen Aus-
tralia’s understanding of Asian cultures and languages and to become more 
Asia literate. The paper also aimed to complement this with developing new 
business models and mindsets to connect Australia to Asian markets more 
efficiently. These should be supported with a more intensive and multifaceted 
diplomacy in the region by integrating business, unions, community groups 
and educational and cultural institutions into the process. Gillard, with the 
White Paper, aimed to refocus on near neighbours and called on Australia to 
“get its own house in order, including through a competitive and diversified 
economy, education, Asia skills, innovation, social cohesion, infrastructure, 
environmental management, security and diplomacy”.70 Gillard’s approach was 

Total South East Asia Imports 45 561 57 446 48 730

Million AUD 2007-2008 2008-2009 2009-2010

Total North Asia Exports  88 597 123 960 117 606

Total South East Asia Exports 25 240 31 468 27 408

Total North Asia Imports 64 389 74 572 69 719
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less-Australia centric and more Asian values promoting than Rudd’s. It also 
clearly acknowledged the complementarity of the 2 “P”s by emphasizing the 
importance of supporting professional (commercial, economic) connections 
with social, cultural, and people-to-people ones. 

The White Paper’s Achilles heel was its over-optimistic assumption that Aus-
tralia was in a good position to make the most of the opportunities of the 
Asian century. Moreover, it did not put forward a clear political and diplo-
matic path, and failed to answer the following questions: how could Australia 
compete with the intermingling and conflicting interests of Asia’s rising gi-
ants and how would they influence Australia’s aura in the region?; what would 
their preferences likely be?; what capabilities would they likely have?; would 
sudden and dramatic movements among these giants cause unpredictable and 
unwanted consequences, i.e. ‘plausible strategic shocks from the Chinese pol-
ity’s one-party brittleness, India’s potential failure to meet the needs of its 600 
million youth or a feasibly unpleasant shift in Indonesian politics’?.71 

The White Paper’s theoretical understanding of the psychological “P” did not 
balance expectations/wishful thinking and realpolitik. It ‘says much about how 
to seize the economic opportunities of Asia, but it ventures less about the per-
ilous flipside --how to manage what could become great strategic uncertainty 
and turbulence’.72 In short the White Paper did not explore the uncertainties 
about the changes in Asia’s political and strategic landscape and how Australia 
should fit in. 

Gillard’s term was not an exception to the positive influence of the pragmatic 
“P.” Canberra’s insufficient appealing to the psychological “P” did not worsen 
its economic and commercial interactions. Despite the above-mentioned in-
adequacies of Gillard’s White Paper, Australia’s trade volume with Asia kept 
growing. 

Table 3: Australia’s Trade in Goods and Services with North and Southeast Asian Economies 
–During Julia Gillard’s Era

The table generated from Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) Annual Reports on 
Performance Reporting Outcomes (http://www.dfat.gov.au/dept/annual_reports/).

The last three decades of Australia’s outlook to Asia was basically a success 
story of trade (import and export), which was not driven completely by Aus-

Total South East Asia Imports 50 614 53 079 57 402

Million AUD 2010-2011 2011-2012 2012-2013

Total North Asia Exports  146 302 169 050 163 073

Total South East Asia Exports 29 938 35 341 34 278

Total North Asia Imports 76 069 78 802 85 175



2015 Sprıng 179

FARAWAY SO CLOSE!: THE EFFECT OF ASIAN VALUES ON AUSTRALIA’S INTERACTIONS WITH EAST ASIA

tralian government policies. Even though the Labor and the Coalition govern-
ments followed contrasting policies with regard to the psychological “P,” the 
pragmatic “P” kept the trade volume increasing. The major reason for that has 
been Australia’s resources, minerals 
and supplies of energy flow to the 
region. This flow will keep Austra-
lia relevant for the strategic calcu-
lations of East Asian policy makers. 

Australia’s attempts to deepen its 
relation with East Asia have been 
facing another issue, again posed 
by Asian values. For the East Asians 
the psychological “P” bears a cul-
tural understanding of the region, 
which also has a racial element. The combination of racial and cultural ele-
ments brings up a regional solidarity among East Asians. Australia is not natu-
rally a part of this solidarity due to its ‘racial and cultural composition, its close 
relations with the U.S. and Europe, and its identification with the West in key 
international forums.’ Therefore, admitting Australia into an Asian cultural un-
derstanding could detriment the promotion of East Asian solidarity. This raised 
a fear that Australia’s ‘cultural difference will complicate the region’s internal 
cohesion and homogeneity as it tries to play a concerted international role; and 
also because it is identified too closely with the very international interests that 
the regional bloc wishes to mobilize collectively against.”73 For Australia, ap-
pealing to the psychological “P” therefore means of developing policies/actions 
to alleviate this fear and adapt to East Asia’s cultural commonalities. 

This adaptation should be an intellectual process exactly like the Asian values 
discourse, which Australia has not understood efficiently enough. As Stephen 
Fitzgerald claimed: 

The Australian commitment to Asia was not one of the mind. It was not in-
formed by deep knowledge. It was not thought out or conceptualised within 
an understanding of the elemental forces at work within Asian societies. It was 
in this sense not an intellectual engagement; it was not intellectualised. It was 
therefore almost incapable of sensitivity to subtlety or sub-text or silence, or 
even to direct and open alternative Asian views of this region and its future.74

This lack of intellectual engagement with the region limited Australia’s influ-
ence in diplomatic and political spheres in Asia in the last three decades. Am-
bitious or unrealistic policies did not bring expected foreign policy outcomes. 
Over time, Canberra became more Asian literate, but this literacy has not suf-
ficiently grasped Asian values. This situation has kept Canberra an outsider, 

Australia’s engagement with  
Asia has been shaped by 
structural shifts in the 
international system and the 
global political economy as 
they echoed through domestic 
political debates
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however much it boosts its pragmatic “P” interactions. This is one major rea-
son why Australia is not seen as an equal partner but rather as a staunch Amer-
ican ally. The lack of intellectual engagement makes Australia’s responses to the 
changes in Asia too-often delayed, uncoordinated and underfunded. 

Conclusion

This study aimed to show that the meaning of Asian values could not be de-
graded to some early post-Cold War Asian leaders’ political instruments to 
cover their “undemocratic” practices or to some common Confucian val-
ues of East Asian actors used to stress their divergence from the West. Asian 
values are more of an ongoing process with many layers and operate via the 
above-mentioned 2 “P”s to maintain East Asian regional development. They 
consist of cultural, intellectual, political, economic and commercial layers, 
which do not necessarily perform in a synchronous way. The psychological 
“P” maintains the exclusiveness of the region via intellectual and cultural dis-
courses, and the pragmatic “P” utilizes economic and commercial networks to 
develop trans-regional interdependence for the continuity of regional devel-
opment. To develop its politico-economic weight, a non-Asian power should 
appeal to these “2 P”s. Australia’s engagement in East Asia –both the history 
and the process– is a good depiction of how these 2 “P”s operate independently 
and complementarily. 

Australia’s engagement with Asia has been shaped by structural shifts in the 
international system and the global political economy as they echoed through 
domestic political debates. These political debates, either in Labor or Coali-
tion, did not really focus on an intellectual engagement with the region in or-
der to address the psychological “P” more efficiently. The pragmatic “P,” on the 
other hand, flourished in Australia’s commercial relationship with East Asia by 
facilitating Australia’s raw material/mineral flow into East Asia. In this way, the 
2 “P”s created an imbalance in Australia’s relations with the region, marked by 
a well-functioning and developing economic/commercial, and an insubstan-
tial politico-diplomatic realm. 

Therefore the challenge that Canberra will face in the “Asian century” will 
not be commercial but intellectual, political and cultural.75 Australia’s policies 
since 1980s show Canberra’s efforts to be included in the economic strategies, 
organizations, institutions or forums of Asia; despite difficulties arising from 
the fact that Canberra does not appeal to the psychological “P” and cannot 
therefore be an equal and natural partner. 

None of the Asian giants could be the sole hegemon of the world’s largest con-
tinent. Yet there is an ongoing dynamic competition in the region, which is 
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prone to unpredictable developments. As Wesley stressed, Australian society 
is still is ‘unaware and unprepared for these great changes and the challenges 
they pose’. ‘The growing safety and wealth of Australians has made them com-
placent about the outside world, and intellectual engagement has not kept pace 
with physical, strategic or economic engagement’.76

Regarding the cold hard reality of trans-regional affairs, Australia’s proper and 
sufficient addressing the psychological looms a big effort without a solid guar-
antee of success. A political reorientation of sufficient magnitude would re-
quire a significant effort. To date, Australia and non-Asians alike have focused 
on the pragmatic “P” because they benefit from it; they only try to focus on the 
psychological with the expectation that they are going to get benefit from that 
too. Therefore, Australia’s one-sided efforts to develop its psychological “P” 
may not beef up its politico-diplomatic weight. 

Improving relations is a two way street. Australia’s efforts won’t change any-
thing unless Asian countries have an appreciation of those efforts. Asian coun-
tries need to appreciate the efforts of non-Asian countries in both the prag-
matic and psychological spheres. They also need to consider what these efforts 
can provide rather than just refusing because they are non-Asian. This whole 
psychological “P,” in this sense, is all about how you see the other and make an 
effort to bridge and understand. This makes the pragmatic and psychological 
“P” as two sides of the same coin. 
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