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It may well be a tendency rooted in human nature that both 
individuals and larger collectivities, when faced with an 
intractable problem, like to think that someone, some- 
where, must have the definitive solution. This tendency 
has certainly been visible in the area of Third World de- 
velopment. When this area was first brought into public 
consciousness in the years following World War II, there 
was the widespread assumption (by no means limited to 
North Americans and Europeans) that the advanced in- 
dustrial societies of the West had discovered the secret of 
development. They constituted the model; the problem for 
other societies was how to follow this model as rapidly 
and painlessly as possible. This was the time when Talcott 
Parsons, for example, could refer to the United States as 
the “lead society,’’ sincerely believing that this designation 
reflected sober social-scientific analysis rather than mes- 
sianic nationalism. Then came the great ideological up- 
heaval of the late 1960s and early ’70s. The success of 
the Western model was either challenged in toto-as was 
done by Marxists of various denominations-or at least 
deemed to be negative in its effects on non-Western so- 
c ie t i e r a s  in the perspective of the more moderate ver- 
sions of “dependency theory.” The American “lead society” 
model was replaced by miscellaneous “vanguard socie- 
ties,” ranging from China to Tanzania, that had little in 
common except a commitment to a socialist development 
strategy. 

It is fair to say that, by now, word has gotten around 
that socialism has not been a resounding success in most, 
if not all, these recently adulated places. Perhaps it is not 
surprising that, in the last few years, a new model has 
moved into the forefront of discussion: the Asian model. 
More precisely, the model refers to the economically suc- 
cessful capitalist societies of Eastern Asia-with Japan as 
the clear “lead society,” followed by the so-called “gang 
of four” (South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singa- 
pore) and possibly some other ASEAN countries. 
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FROM EAST TO WEST 
To what extent does this putative East Asian model cany 
lessons for the countries of the Caribbean, notably those 
covered by the new Caribbean Basin Initiative? Such an 
exploration obviously requires attention to a number of 
questions, many of them of a technical economic character 
beyond the competence of any one individual. But even 
before embarking on this exploration, one should be clear 
about just what one is exploring. Several questions are 
basic to this undertaking: What is meant by success in the 
first place? Are these East Asian societies successful? Do 
they have sufficiently common characteristics to allow one 
to refer to an East Asian model? And finally: Is this model 
transferable to other parts of the world in general, and to 
the Caribbean region in particular? 
What is  success? Unless one is simply speaking of eco- 

nomic performance, the answer will not be “value-free”; 
it will necessarily include normative or moral criteria. This 
means, of course, that there will be differences of opinion 
that may be difficult to negotiate. I have elsewhere sug- 
gested the following three criteria by which the success of 
a development strategy is to be assessed, and I have done 
so within the context of a moral argument that I cannot 
repeat here; I can claim, though, that these criteria are not 
idiosyncratic and that they meet with approval from in- 
dividuals with quite discrepant ideological and political 
viewpoints. First criterion: Success means the achievement 
of sustained, self-generating economic growth. This is in- 
deed a “value-he” criterion, to the extent that it can be 
assessed empirically with relative ease. It is the condition 
sine qua non of anything else that one may wish to call 
successful development, and to that extent, at least, the 
development theorists of the 1950s were quite right. 

Second criterion: Success also means that the benefits 
of such economic growth are, or are on the way to be- 
coming, equitably distributed. In insisting on this criterion, 
I am giving credence to the critics of the earlier ideal of 
“developmentalism” or “growthmanship.” These critics ar- 
gued, on frankly moral grounds, that a situation where a 
small group benefited from economic growth while the 
mass of the population continued in misery should not be 
graced with the appellation “development.” This moral 
position is, I believe, a sound one. But it is important to 
note that the criterion refers to “equity.” nor “equality’- 
the latter being, finally, a meaningless and utopian idea. 
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Equity, however, is within the purview of an empirical 
assessment. It means that there is sustained and massive 
movement of people from degrading poverty to an ac- 
ceptable standard of material life, and that in this process 
the grossest inequities between rich and poor (as measured, 
for example, in rates of infant mortality) are significantly 
reduced. 

The third criterion is negative: Successful development 
means, finally, that economic growth and social equity are 
not achieved at the cost of gross violations of human rights. 
By this 1 do not mean democracy, much as I believe in it, 
but, rather, the absence of the standard manifestations of 
governmental terror in this century-mass murder, con- 
centration camps, systematic torture, and so on. Thus, even 
if Uganda under Idi Amin had achieved successful eco- 
nomic growth and increasing prosperity among the poor, 
these achievements would not have justified the human 
horrors inflicted on the Ugandan people by that regime and 
would not have represented “successful development.” 

If we accept this definition of success, are.the EastAsian 
societies under consideration successfirl? It seems to me 
that, if one assents to the foregoing criteria, the answer to 
that question is unambiguously positive. Surely there is 
little if any doubt about the economic performance of these 
countries: that performance, of course, is why they are 
taken as a model to be emulated. But the same societies 
also measure up very well under the equity criterion. Japan, 
of course, is a highly affluent society, comparable to the 
“best” cases in the West in terms of material standards 
(including those of the poorest sectors of the population), 
income distribution, and social mobility. The “gang of 
four” societies also have remarkable records in these areas. 
It is fair to say that all of them have eradicated what one 
usually has in mind when speaking of Third World poverty. 
They also have very good records in terms of income 
distribution and open avenues for social mobility. Taiwan, 
for example, has shown diminishing income inequalities 
precisely during its period of highest economic growth. 
As to the human rights criterion, the countries in question 
range from full-fledged democracy to relatively benign 
authoritarianism; not one is totalitarian, and not one has 
witnessed the horrors that have marred the Asian scene on 
their immediate doorsteps. 

It is clear, though, that to describe these societies as 
cases of successful development is not yet to say that, 
together, they constitute a model. After all, it is possible 
that the success of each is due to very particular circum- 
stances not found in the others; that the geographical clus- 
tering of these “success stories” may be something of an 
accident. Hence the question: Can one speak of an Easr 
Asian model? 

CRUCIAL DETERMINANTS 
The societies in  question have in common a number of 
economic and political features that, added up, can rea- 
sonably be described as a model. By any reasonable def- 
inition of the term, these are all capitalist economies; indeed, 
East Asia as a whole constitutes the most massive falsi- 
fication of the thesis that capitalism (in the well-known 
phrase of AndrC Gunder Frank) brings about the “devel- 
opment of underdevelopment.” However, with the excep- 
tion of Hong Kong (whose political situation is very 
peculiar), these capitalist economies are administered by 
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a highly dirigiste state; that is, this is certainly capitalism. 
even if marked by state planning or control, but it is nor 
the capitalism of laissez-faire. Nevertheless, East Asian 
dirigisme fosters rather than inhibits competition and mar- 
ket forces; what is more, these societies-including Ja- 
pan-are characterized by a relatively underdeveloped 
welfare-state structure, a fact significantly reflected in their 
tax policies. Furthermore, East Asian capitalism is out- 
ward-looking, well integrated into world capitalism and 
characterized by a remarkable insouciance about the al- 
leged dangers of dependency. This outward-looking eco- 
nomic orientation is most importantly manifested by a 
strategy of manufacturing for export, now augmented (es- 
pecially in the two city-states) by the provision of com- 
mercial services. With the exception of Japan, there is 
considerable openness to foreign investment. And, with 
the obvious exception of the city-states, the successful 
industrial development was accompanied or preceded by 
successful agrarian reform. 

These features appear, then, sufficiently distinct to con- 
stitute an economic-political model. It requires no great 
feat of the theoretical imagination to lift this model out of 
its specific geographical location and transpose it to the 
Americas. Theoretically, comparable economic policies 
and political structures could be imagined operating in, 
say, Jamaica or Guatemala. There is nothing wrong with 
such a theoretical exercise; indeed, just such an exercise 
is necessary if one wants to explore whether Jamaica could 
replicate Taiwan’s success, or Guatemala the success of 
South Korea. But one must also understand that every 
model is an abstraction. Specifically, such a model ab- 
stracts from the historical processes and the social-cultural 
conditions that always underlie economic and political de- 
velopments. East Asian dirigisme was not the arbitrary 
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creation of somebody’s political will. Rather, it was made 
possible by specific historical events (such as the colonial 
history of Singapore and its need to survive in the volatile 
milieu of Southeast Asia), and it continues to be based on 
specific socialcultural conditions (such as the fact that the 
great majority of Singapore’s population is ethnically 
Chinese, kith whatever implications this fact may hold). 
For diis’kon, discussion about the historical, social, and 
cultural determinants of the East Asian “success stories” 
is highly relevant to the question of whether these cases 
hold lesso 

As far Fhistory is concerned, some observers have 
suggested that something like Arnold Toynbee’s pattern 
of “challenge and response” has been operative in East 
Asia-the lchallenge being, first, the need to rebuild after 
devastating war and/or civil war, and, second, to survive 
in the f ad  of powerful adversaries. It has also been sug- 
gested that these countries benefited economically from 
being of p a t  strategic interest to the United States (the 
benefits including but not limited to generous development 
aid at certain stages of their post-World War II history). 
Finally, there has been the suggestion that because these 
societies, with the possible exception of Singapore, have 
been closely linked to Japan both before and since World 
War U, their development has been an extension of the 
Japanese one. In this view, one is dealing, in effect, with 
a single case and its ramification- point of view that 
would somewhat shift the terms ot the debate. Certainly 
one thing is clear: The East Asian “success stories” come 
out of a historical background that is not duplicated any- 
where else in the world, and certainly not in the Caribbean. 

Even more interesting, though, is the question as to 
whether the economic performaqce and the political sta- 
bility of these countries may not be crucially determined 
by underlying social and cultural factors. All these soci- 
eties, despite important differences between them, were 
shaped by Sinitic civilization. The term “post-Confucian” 
refers to only a part of what this fact implies, though 
undoubtedly a tradition of Confucian morality has been 
important in all of them-a tradition to which such values 
as hard work, Frugality, loyalty to one’s group, and respect 
for authority can be plausibly ascribed. There are also 
social patterns presumably antedating any particular reli- 
gious or moral tradition, especially the very strong family 
and household patterns. There are cultural patterns that 
probably not only antedate Confucianism but of which 
Confucianism may well be one of the ideological reflec- 
tions-such as the hard-nosed pragmatism and the long- 
run temporal perspective (what psychologists call “deferred 
gratification”) of all Sinitic peoples. And even if all due 
credit is given to Confucianism in the shaping of these 
cultures, other religious and moral traditions may also have 
been of great formative importanc-such as the distinctive 
East Asian forms of Mahayana Buddhism, the blending 
of Taoism and folk religion in the attitudes to nature, and, 
last but not least, the role of Shinto in Japan. Again, it 
goes without saying that all these social and cultural pat- 
tems are distinctive to East Asia; even if the East Asian 
economic-political model could be transposed, as is, to the 
Americas, these accompanying social and cultural patterns 
could not be transposed with it. The question then becomes, 
obviously, whether the model could “work” in their ab- 
sence. 

for other parts of the world. 
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OF ADAPTATION & TINKERING 
The most important question, ultimately, is the last one: 
Is the East Asian model exportable to the Caribbean re- 
gion? In view of the foregoing considerations, the question 
can be usefully subdivided into two questions. One would 
be whether the model in its abstract form-that is, as an 
aggregate of economic and political construction-ould 
“work” in the Caribbean. This question is mainly one for 
the economists and political scientists to ponder over. But 
there is the further question of whether the model can 
indeed be abstracted from its historical and sucio-cultural 
matrix-in other words, whether the model has a chance 
of succeeding in the very different historical and socio- 
cultural milieu of the Caribbean. 

The question raises several problems. First, just how 
many export-oriented manufacturing economies can the 
world accommodate? Ironically, the very existence of the 
newly industrialized countries of East Asia may be the 
most important reason why they cannot be a model for 
others: It may just be too difficult for others to compete 
with them. Second, where there is a strong tradition of 
protectionism, such as in the Spanish-speaking countries 
of the Americas, how can one manage the transition from 
import-substitution to export-oriented industries? Third, in 
countries with a history of adversary political democracy 
and strong labor unions, such as in the English-speaking 
Caribbean, how is the “delayed gratification” necessary 
for an economic “take-off’ to be sustained? 

Most of these items can be considered “technically,” so 
to speak-that is, as questions of economic and political 
policy relatively detached from the socio-cultural patterns 
of these societies. When the latter are included in the 
inquiry, matters naturally become more complicated. For 
instance, do the Caribbean countries have the cultural in- 
gredients for a “work ethic” conducive to modem economic 
success? Do they have a “political culture’’ that would 
allow the development of a state that is both “hard” enough 
to serve as the guarantor of economic success and restrained 
enough to allow the unfolding of an entrepreneurial dy- 
namic? And if the answer to one or both of these questions 
is negative, are there educational policies that may serve 
to generate the missing socio-cultural ingredients? 

In all of this it is as dangerous to ignore socio-cultural 
factors as it is to look on them as immutable determinants 
of economic and political developments. Human cultures 
are not ancient curses that work themselves out in history, 
come what may; they are capable of adaptation and change. 
Perhaps we may end up looking at culture in terms of what 
economists call “comparative advantage”-no less than 
that, but also no more. One example must suffice here. 
One of the great economic sagas of recent times is the 
incredible success of Chinese migrants all over the world, 
particularly in Southeast Asia. Needless to say, this success 
has frequently been explained in terms of a Chinese “work 
ethic” that, supposedly, is deeply ingrained culturally. This 
Chinese “work ethic” has also been invidiously compared 
with the cultural patterns of Latin America and the Car- 
ibbean; indeed, one h& such invidious comparisons made 
not only by outsiders but by citizens of Latin American 
and Caribbean countries. On the face of i t ,  the argument 
seems plausible. But if so, how is one to explain the 
remarkable success of migrants from the Caribbean to North 
America and to Britain? Thus, Thomas Sowell has recently 
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documented the impressive “success story” of Jamaican 
immigrants in the United States. By contrast, one may 
look at recent accounts of the “work ethic” in mainland 
China-the so-called “iron rice bowl” syndrome. Let it be 
stipulated, then, that Chinese cultural traits offer a “com- 
parative advantage” to Hakka migrants setting themselves 
up as petty entrepreneurs on the Malay peninsula. The 
same cultural traits, however, fail to bear these economic 
fruits under the conditions of Maoist socialism. Con- 
versely, let it also be stipulated that there is a Caribbean 
joie de vivre that could be an economic disadvantage under 
certain conditions at home. It would appear, however, that 
these cultural traits may change quite rapidly under changed 
conditons, as in North America or Britain; it may even be 
that some of these traits, riot changed, have quite different 
economic consequences under changed conditions at home 
or abroad. 

As others ponder the East Asian example and ask them- 
selves what may be learned from it, there are two further 
considerations they would do well to keep on mind. One 
is intellectual, the other moral. The very word “model” 
suggests the possibility of tinkering, as in tinkertoys. Even 
if one grants the empirical existence of an East Asian 
development model, and even if one concludes that the 
countries of the Caribbean Basin may draw valuable les- 
sons from it, it does not follow that this model must be 
transposed without modification. In a rather different con- 
text Claude Uvi-Strauss has used the term “bricollage” 
(roughly translatable as “tinkering”) with reference to hu- 
man cultures. The policy-maker too may engage in such 
“bricollage.” For example, a number of Caribbean coun- 
tries may find themselves unable to emulate East Asia in 
manufacturing, but they may be able to adapt certain fea- 
tures of the East Asian model to serve a strategy of agrarian 
exports. Or, for another example, any Caribbean country 
would have to go crazy if it wanted to instill Confucian 
values through its school system, but there are other ways 
in which educational policy might be related to the eco- 
nomic goals of a development strategy-perhaps in mod- 

ifying the Iberian animus against technical and entre- 
preneurial values. 

Then there is a moral consideration. Morally as much 
as economically, there are no free lunches. Every societal 
strategy exacts a price. The East Asian societies at issue 
have been successful precisely in reducing certain human 
costs of modernizing change, notably the costs of long- 
lingering misery and of totalitarian tyranny. This does not 
mean, however, that there have been no costs at all. These 
are all societies that de-emphasize individual autonomy as 
against collective solidarity and discipline. Ate the much 
more individualistic people of the Americas willing to pay 
this price for economic success? These are also societies 
characterized by a severe meritkratic ethos, expressed 
most importantly in their ruthlessly selective eductional 
systems; take, for instance, the psychological and even 
physical toll exacted by the Japanese “examination hell.” 
Are societies shaped by a Christian tradition of concern 
for the weak (including the “poor in spirit”) willing to pay 
this price for a high-performing labor force? Other concerns 
could easily be added. The point here is simple: The ques- 
tion is not only whether a particular economic-political 
model “works”; there is also the question of whether its 
“working” is consonant with the values that one wishes to 
espouse. 

I do believe that one can put forth an empirically and 
morally plausible concept of successful development, and 
that by this concept the capitalist societies of East Asia 
are indeed “success stories.” I also think that it makes 
sense to speak of an East Asian development model. If 
so, the question of whether this model can be exported. 
in parts if not as a whole, to other regions of the world is 
one of the most important questions to be addressed today. 
Everything I know as a social scientist inclines me to the 
intuition that the answer is very unlikely to be unambig- 
uous. In all likelihood there will be several answers, nu- 
anced, hedged in with conditions and modifiers. The issue 
is intellectually complex. It is also of very great human 
importance, for in the end it is nothing less than an agenda 
for addressing the moral challenge of misery. lm 
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