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Intellectual Awakening of the Global South:
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Opening Speech at the Global South and Southeast Asia Forum

The term “Global South” gained prominence after the Russia-Ukraine conflict,
because it resonates with contemporary geopolitical realities and represents the
future of our world. What is the Global South? Across the vast regions of Asia,
Africa, and Latin America, there are at least 150 countries that can be considered
part of the Global South. Their huge diversity makes “Global South” a term
difficult to define.

Yet, the Global South differs distinctly from the West in the following aspects:
they are latecomers to modernization, learners and imitators of Western
modernization models, peripheral followers in the modern world system, victims
of colonial imperialism, and, moreover, bearers of an unjust and unreasonable
international order. Following WWII, the collapse of the colonial system led to
the independence of numerous Asian, African, and Latin American nations. The
endeavor of these newly established sovereign states to establish new global rules
and order gave rise to the Bandung Spirit, the Non-Aligned Movement, the Five
Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, and more. The world was transformed by the
Global South.

However, the path to modernization has been far from smooth. Over seven
decades after WWII, most Southern countries still face formidable challenges in
development. Development remains the central agenda of the Global South.

The development agenda has long been influenced by the West. From
development knowledge and technological approaches to institutional frameworks
and economic models, southern countries have been profoundly shaped by
Western modernization paradigms. Yet seven decades of practice have shown
that the Western model is not universally applicable, and Western development
theories have largely yielded failed outcomes. Despite decades of Western
development assistance bringing substantial resources, Global South nations have
yet to escape poverty and underdevelopment. The concepts, values, and political-
economic models of the prevailing Western aid paradigms contain fundamental
flaws, and require thorough review and critical reflection.

History and reality have shown that there is no single path to modernization, and
that plural and diverse modernities are possible. Many Southern countries are
forging modernization paths grounded in their own historical-cultural contexts
and contemporary realities, offering non-Western approaches for fellow Southern
nations.

Today, development remains the priority issue for the Global South - a priority far
surpassing ideological debates like “democracy vs. authoritarianism” or “market
vs. state”. Southern countries must concentrate on development as the central
task. Hence, exploring new development models and theorizing alternative
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frameworks constitutes an urgent intellectual mission for Global South scholars.

Today, we have entered an era of intellectual awakening for the Global South. In
pursuing modernization, Southern nations must establish intellectual autonomy
and construct their own knowledge systems to break free from imitative
dependence on Western paradigms.

The Global South Network (GSN) embodies this transnational intellectual
movement. Led by intellectuals from the Global South, it seeks to foster
broad collaboration across the Global South. Through continuous intellectual
engagement, GSN aims to develop localized development models and discursive
frameworks that are tailored to specific national, regional, and cultural contexts,
and ultimately provide guidance and explanation to the development endeavors
of Southern countries.

As China’s neighbor, Southeast Asia represents a pivotal force within the Global
South and gave rise to the widely influential “East Asian Model”. Therefore,
promoting intellectual collaboration between Southeast Asian and Chinese
academia, as well as between Southeast Asian and the broader Global South
academia, constitutes a shared responsibility for our intellectual communities.

Longway Foundation is a nonprofit civil organization dedicated to the construction
of cultural values. For over 18 years, it has supported Beijing Cultural Review —
China’s most influential intellectual journal — while organizing academic
research and international initiatives. With 3.2 million readers, Beijing Cultural
Review today has gained significant influence, making Longway Foundation one
of China’s most representative NGOs.

Distinguished Professors and Guests:

The world is standing at a crossroads of turbulence and transformation. The
upheavals in the United States and Western societies are steering humanity toward
an increasingly uncertain future. At this critical juncture, the Global South must
act with heightened consciousness — to actively engage in the monumental
task of rebuilding our world, safeguarding human peace, and promoting human
development.

This is the vision of the Global South and Southeast Asia Forum. | am honored to
share it with you.

Yang Ping,
Chairman, Longway Foundation
June 10, 2025
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Knowledge Decolonization and the Autonomous
Development of the Global South:

Summary of the Global South and Southeast Asia Forum

Longway Foundation
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From the Bandung Conference to the Global South

The “Global South” is the shadow cast upon the world map by centuries of colonial plunder.
Measured by GDP per capita, countries of the Global South, including China, generally
exhibit a state of relative poverty compared to the Global North, a disparity rooted in
colonialism. Countries of the Global South have all experienced colonization, domination,
and exploitation by colonial powers. Take Indonesia, for example. The immense wealth
plundered during Dutch colonial rule left the country with a weak industrial base, low
education levels, high illiteracy rates, and a heavy burden of foreign debt inherited from the
colonizers when it gained independence in 1950. This condition of extreme poverty resulting
from colonial plunder was common among newly independent nations like China, India, and
many Southeast Asian countries.

Since the end of World War I, although the Western colonial system has has largely
disintegrated in form, its internal hierarchical order and power structures have persisted,
creating ongoing tension with the efforts of newly independent nations to establish a more
equitable international order. In his opening address at the 1955 Bandung Conference, former
Indonesian President Sukarno foresaw that colonialism, after its formal end, would continue
to exist in new forms. Among the many forms of deprivation under colonialism, the most
profound is the deprivation of imagination. In the 1980s, Margaret Thatcher famously coined
the expression “TINA” — “There is no alternative.” Amid the wave of neoliberalism, doctrines
such as marketization, privatization, and deregulation became unquestionable dogmas,
accepted by almost all countries worldwide. This market-oriented, highly individualistic
ideology was portrayed as the sole driving force for the common future of humanity. The
Western-dominated world system of that time possessed the technology and methods for
industrialization and global expansion, while most of the world lacked corresponding
capabilities. This dual inequality, both material and cognitive, caused countries of the Global
South, when faced with powerful external forces, to gradually lose confidence in shaping the
world’s future in their own way. This state can be defined as Ontological Incapacity—that is,
the loss of the ability to independently imagine the future of the world at an ontological level.
Francis Fukuyama'’s “The End of History” thesis, proposed in 1989, was a continuation of this
line of thought, arguing that humanity’s exploration of institutional forms had reached its end,
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with the American model being the final answer.

The aforementioned narratives of “there is no alternative” and the “end of history” reflect a
theoretical naiveté within political and intellectual circles since the 1980s. For the countries
of the Global South, the neoliberal agenda, epitomized as the “Washington Consensus”,
reconstructed new dependency relationships by promoting the liberalization of trade and
foreign investment, thereby reversing the efforts these nations had made to escape their
colonial legacy after independence. Subsequently, colonialism has taken two new forms.
First, the rise of financial capital blurred or concealed the distinction between direct
investment and financial investment. Second, the emergence of new forms of technological
domination related to technology made intellectual property one of the core elements of
international competition, profoundly changing the rules and landscape of technological
competition and industrial development among nations, and establishing the framework for
the subsequent technological competition between China and the United States.

Whether in the form of the Washington Consensus or later forms of domination, the
Western-led modernization project has brought a series of problems to the Global
South countries, such as structural dependency on raw material exports, foreign capital
penetration, climate vulnerability, environmental degradation, debt burdens, and external
shocks. Faced with these challenges, the countries of the Global South urgently need to
develop their own development frameworks rather than relying on the long-established
model of globalization.

Today, 70 years after the Bandung Conference, the Global South accounts for 85% of the

THERE 1S
NO ALTERNATIVE

In the 1980s, Margaret Thatcher famously coined the expression “TINA” — “There is no alternative”.
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world’s population, contributes nearly 40% of global GDP, and is projected to include three
of the world’s four largest economies by 2030: China, India, and Indonesia. The historical
moment represented by the Bandung Conference should not be reduced to nostalgia but
should be transformed into a catalyst for driving global change. The revival of the Bandung
Spirit embodies the shared vision and political practice of the Global South in its pursuit of a
better future.

Establishing the Subjectivity of Southern Knowledge

The Global South is not merely a geographical category but also a knowledge and political
domain. In the global knowledge production system, the Global North, as the former
colonial metropole, has long occupied a central position, casting itself as the producer of
knowledge while relegating the South to the role of research subject and data provider. This
knowledge-power structure, rooted in colonialism, has led to a pervasive epistemological
“Eurocentrism” in the humanities and social sciences, which disguises Europe’s specific
historical experiences and perspectives as universal truths. For example, the series of wars
fought between Europeans and Muslims over Palestine from the 11th to the 13th centuries are
referred to as the “Crusades” in Indonesian, Arabic, Persian—that is, in almost all languages.
This naming originates from the European framing of the conflict as a war of Christianity
against Islam. However, for the Muslim world at the time, this was not a purely religious
conflict. Under Islamic rule, Palestine was home to many Arab Christians living peacefully,
and when European Christians arrived in Palestine, they also robbed and killed Orthodox
Christians. It was not until the 19th century, with the rapid expansion of European colonial
influence and the global spread of European education, that Muslims began to use the term
“Crusades” in Arabic, Persian, or Malay. The use of this terminology, in fact, reflects how their
understanding of the world was reshaped through colonial epistemic dominance.

Similarly, the commemoration of Magellan’s first circumnavigation of the globe is portrayed in
the Eurocentric narrative as a great achievement for all humanity and a milestone in the Age
of Discovery. However, viewed from the perspective of the Global South, this event and the
subsequent “discoveries” by Columbus, da Gama, and others actually marked the beginning
of centuries of bloody colonial rule, constituting a civilizational catastrophe rather than a
celebration. Expressions like “discovering the New World” erase the fact that Indigenous
peoples of the Americas had long been existing there, and historical evidence suggests that
Africans may have even known about or even reached the Americas before Columbus.

In the humanities and social sciences, the harm of false universalism extends beyond
narrative distortion to the suppression of local voices from the Global South. By denying
the complexity and agency of non-Western civilizations, it provides legitimacy for colonial
conquest. For instance, portraying Indigenous American societies as being in a “pre-civilized”
state, lacking state governance, sophisticated political thought, or organized religion, served
as an intellectual degradation and erasure that paved the way for the colonizers’ occupation
and rule. This logic closely mirrors the claims made about Palestine during the rise of Zionism
in the 19th century. Its slogan, “A land without a people for a people without a land,” justified
its colonial project by fabricating the notion of a Palestine “without civilization.”

This logic of objectification also exists in the cultural sphere. Many cultural policies treat
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culture as an aesthetic ornamentation or a tool for tourism promotion, while ignoring
the deep knowledge systems behind it. The cultural heritage preservation projects of
organizations like UNESCO also tend to treat culture as a static artifact of a specific
historical moment, rather than a living, evolving practice. Countries of the Global South
need to reclaim cultural subjectivity, recognizing that culture is not merely a backdrop for
economic or political change, but the core structure through which social imagination and
transformation are expressed. It is essential to shaping the Global South into a community
with a shared vision. From the Afro-Asian Writers” Conferences and Afro-Asian Film Festivals
of the 20th century to transnational cultural exchanges in today’s digital era, culture has
always been a force for imagining alternative worldviews and fostering solidarity beyond
national borders. Therefore, to autonomously define its future, the Global South must regard
culture as the central dynamic for envisioning solidarity and identity, not as a “fossil” of the
past or a superficial adjunct to economic development.

Beyond “Developmentalism”

The traditional narrative of developmentalism typically positions it as a theoretical paradigm
that emerged from the West along its own developmental trajectory. However, its true
practical origins can be traced back to the earlier practice in the Global South. Half a century
before Truman’s “Point Four Program” institutionalized “development” as a formal agenda—
that is, from the late 19th to the early 20th century—three key regions within the Global
South (Latin America, late Qing China, and the Ottoman Empire) had already independently
initiated their own processes of industrialization. These early practices shared a core feature:
the emphasis on the proactive role of the state in economic transformation, whether through
state-owned enterprises or state-led industrialization policies.

Thus, developmentalism was originally a product of diverse practices across the Global
South. After World War 1l, the establishment of the Bretton Woods system and the
systematization of development aid marked the West's epistemological appropriation and
reconfiguration of developmentalism. Development economics (e.g., Rostow’s take-off theory)
and sociology (e.g., Parsons’ theory of social evolution) collectively lent developmentalism
a Western veneer, thereby consolidating Western hegemony within the knowledge system of
development. Subsequently, due to a structural deficit in knowledge production mechanisms
and capacities, the Global South entered a prolonged period of “epistemic silence” in the
field of development theory.

Nevertheless, the practical pursuit of autonomous development in the Global South has
never ceased. Countries have consistently explored their own development paths in
accordance with their unique political, social, economic, and cultural characteristics—
albeit under continuous influence from external forces. The process of understanding and
theorizing their own development trajectories has also persisted, yet these efforts have
long been overshadowed by the dominant discourse and knowledge production capacity
of Western-centric perspectives. Western academia tends to appropriate and interpret the
experiences of the Global South through its own theoretical frameworks, such as the concept
of the “developmental state.” Even critical discourses on developmentalism, such as Escobar’s
“encountering development,” remain constrained by Western-dominated development
agendas and knowledge paradigms. As a result, the Global South has been largely deprived

21



S22

of the ability for self-representation and dialogue within global knowledge production.
Practical experiences, such as “crossing the river by feeling the stones” and “development
is the absolute principle,” have struggled to be articulated effectively within dominant
theoretical frameworks.

It was not until the 1990s, with the significant economic rise of the Global South, that the
region regained confidence in theoretical empowerment and self-interpretation. “New
developmentalism” emerged precisely as a form of theoretical self-consciousness under
these circumstances. If the emergence of traditional developmentalism coincided with the
initial formation of the Global South, the rise of new developmentalism is aligned with
its comprehensive ascendancy. It accurately captures the transformations in the global
political and economic landscape since the 1990s, redirecting the focus of the Global
South from issues such as democracy and human rights under neoliberal discourse back to
fundamental development concerns, including state capacity, state—society relations, and
international trade and finance. In this process, China, as one of the earliest practitioners of
developmentalism and a key contributor to new developmentalism, has provided a central
theoretical and practical reference for reconstructing a more inclusive and pluralistic global
knowledge system on development.

New developmentalism is not a monolithic theoretical system, but rather a set of ideas and
policy proposals stemming from critical reflections on the practices of neoliberalism and
traditional developmentalism. Ontologically, it deconstructs the linear teleology of Western
modernization and affirms the legitimacy of diverse development paths. Epistemologically,
it moves beyond “growth-only-ism,” emphasizing people-centered development,
environmental sustainability, and the intrinsic value of socio-cultural dimensions. Thus,
new developmentalism necessarily aims to integrate economic development, social
transformation, and the establishment of an equitable social structure, while also opposing
unequal international systems. At its core, it prioritizes “state capacity building,” advocating
for an enhanced role of the state in the economy to combine the universal principles of
industrialization with specific national conditions. This approach safeguards economic
sovereignty in areas such as exchange rate control, capital regulation, and industrial policy
making, ultimately paving a self-determined path toward modernization with universal
relevance and sustainable prosperity.

After Neoliberalism

Today, Southeast Asian nations are witnessing the emergence of a post-neoliberal
development path—one that integrates modernization with local conditions, combines state
and market forces, and places social inclusion and sustainability at the core of economic
transformation.

In development strategy, the relationship between the state and the market resembles a
historical pendulum, swinging between state dominance and market supremacy. During
the 1960s and 1970s, the predominant development model in the Global South was state-
led. Inspired by the success of postwar state planning in Europe and driven by the desire
for self-reliance among newly independent nations, Southeast Asian countries widely
adopted strategies centered on import substitution, industrialization, tariff protection, and
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the expansion of state-owned enterprises. This entailed state-directed economic blueprints,
state-led infrastructure development, and centralized control over key sectors. For instance,
the Philippines established large state-owned enterprises to promote domestic manufacturing
behind high tariff barriers. Thailand similarly implemented five-year plans and fostered
enterprise development in banking, transportation, and industry.

By the late 1970s, however, the state-led model began to falter due to mounting debt,
inefficiency, and stagnant productivity. The debt crisis of the early 1980s marked a sharp
turn, as market fundamentalism swept across the Global South, including Southeast Asia.
Under the influence or pressure of multilateral institutions, countries of the Global South
adopted structural adjustment programs based on the Washington Consensus, emphasizing
liberalization, deregulation, and privatization. The state was viewed as inefficient, while the
market was regarded as sacrosanct. The Philippines, for example, aggressively privatized
public utilities and liberalized capital flows.

A series of wake-up calls followed—the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, the 2008 Global
Financial Crisis, and more recently, the COVID-19 pandemic. These crises revealed that the
state cannot serve merely as an economic regulator. In response, expansionary fiscal policies
have made a comeback, industrial policies once deemed taboo have been revived, and trade
and investment strategies have become more selective and strategic. It can be argued that
the state—market pendulum has swung back, with the state now assuming a more balanced
role. This rebalancing did not occur in a vacuum. It draws heavily on East Asian experiences,
particularly the development models of Japan, the Republic of Korea, China’s Taiwan region,
and mainland China. These cases demonstrate that the market is a necessary but not sufficient
condition for development. What matters is how the state makes use of the market and builds
institutions capable of learning, adapting, and leading.

The East Asian model is founded on strategic state intervention. Governments coordinate
industrial upgrading, support key sectors, protect infant industries, and make substantial
investments in human capital and R&D. They sequenced trade liberalization and facilitated
technology transfer through national business cooperation. China adopted this model on an
unprecedented scale, merging state capitalism with global integration through infrastructure
development, special economic zones, state-owned leading enterprises, and expertise-driven
manufacturing. Southeast Asia, too, has drawn lessons from East Asia. In a hybrid ASEAN
development model that blends imitation and innovation, the region did not adopt the East
Asian approach wholesale. Instead, countries crafted mixed strategies incorporating liberal
economic principles with context-sensitive industrial policies, regional integration, and social
investment. For example, Singapore’s Economic Development Board strategically plans future
industries and implements national strategic objectives through Temasek Holdings. Thailand
is systematically advancing high-tech industrialization via its “Thailand 4.0” strategy and the
Eastern Economic Corridor initiative. Vietnam skillfully combines foreign direct investment
with the cultivation of domestic supply chains, while Indonesia uses tools such as export
bans to spur upgrading in domestic processing and enhance value addition. The Philippines,
too, is updating its development plan to emphasize rebuilding domestic industrial capabilities
rather than merely attracting foreign investment. Together, these efforts underscore the central
role of the state in shaping the region’s economic future.

These examples reflect a new era of pragmatic thinking—one that rejects dogma and focuses
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on what works. In the current context, industrial policy is intersecting with a new geopolitical
environment. The return of Trump to the U.S. political scene and his strong opposition to
globalization signify a shift from rules-based multilateralism toward geopolitical realism.
Today, Western industrial policy is couched in terms of national security and strategic
realignment, while the ASEAN approach—integrating industrial policy with trade and
investment strategies—is gaining emulation worldwide. Unlike the neoliberal tendency
toward fragmentation, ASEAN’s approach to trade and development is more holistic.

The development experience in Southeast Asia offers several insights: First, rejecting
neoliberal dogma does not mean rejecting the market. Rather, it entails using the market
strategically, pursuing reforms in a phased manner, investing in state capacity, and promoting
competition to curb monopolies and oligopolies. Second, these experiences highlight
the central importance of state capacity—not only in regulation but also in vision setting,
policy coherence, and institutional learning. Third, development is not a fixed formula but a
dynamic process that requires aligning strategy with local conditions, learning from others,
and continuously adapting. Fourth, development must further emphasize inclusiveness
and sustainability—not only in outcomes but also in design. Looking ahead, highlighting
economic autonomy and intellectual agency, fully leveraging local initiative, and prioritizing
social justice, digital innovation, and ecological sustainability will constitute the new
dimensions of development in the Global South.

South-South Cooperation in an Uncertain World

The global geopolitical and economic order is currently undergoing profound restructuring.
Elements of the post-World War Il global governance system face mounting challenges,
creating strategic space for regional actors—particularly China and Southeast Asian nations—
to broaden and deepen their cooperation. Against this complex and uncertain backdrop,
countries in Southeast Asia are widely seeking to diversify their partnerships to mitigate
risks, expand markets, and explore new growth opportunities. As the region’s most dynamic
multilateral platform, ASEAN serves not only as a coordinator of its member states’ interests
but also as an increasingly influential force in shaping the future world order.

As the world’s fourth-largest economy, ASEAN’s core competitiveness on the global stage
stems from its unique founding and operational logic: it adopts geoeconomics as a core
principle and a practical tool to navigate complex geopolitical realities. This approach is
rooted in its establishment in 1967. At that time, the “Confrontation” between Indonesia and
Malaysia led the founding members to a crucial realization: they must transcend political
differences and build common interests through economic cooperation, upholding regional
stability and prosperity based on the principle of “non-interference in internal affairs.”

In ASEAN Community Vision 2045, released in 2023, ASEAN reaffirmed its geoeconomic
approach, identifying strengthened global value chains, the digital economy, and the
green economy as core pillars for future development. Even when confronting sensitive
geopolitical issues such as territorial disputes among member states, ASEAN prefers to
employ geoeconomic frameworks to de-escalate and manage conflicts. ASEAN’s success
demonstrates that in a region marked by extreme diversity in political systems—including
four monarchies and two socialist states—and religious cultures, countries need not



Conceptualizing the Global South ()l

pursue institutional convergence. Instead, they can manage differences and achieve shared
prosperity through effective cooperation mechanisms.

For China, ASEAN offers a valuable platform for engaging with multiple stakeholders. Within
various regional dialogue mechanisms, ASEAN’s centrality complements China’s role as a
partner, providing a balanced and efficient framework for regional cooperation. This model,
often termed “Global ASEAN,” allows the bloc to transcend geographical confines and
establish dialogue channels with extra-regional mechanisms such as BRICS, further expanding
its global influence. Within this framework, China-ASEAN cooperation has continued to
deepen, notably under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The concept of the “21st Century
Maritime Silk Road” was first proposed during Chinese leaders’ visit to ASEAN in 2013. Over
the past decade, Southeast Asia has become one of the regions with the most concentrated
achievements in BRI cooperation. Cambodia’s experience is particularly noteworthy, offering
a model for how a peripheral economy can leverage external cooperation to achieve national
modernization through strategic agency and sovereign autonomy.

Traditional development theory’s “core-periphery” structure often leads peripheral
economies into dependency in their interactions with core countries. However, through
its engagement with the BRI, Cambodia has constructed a relationship of interdependence
rather than one-way dependency by means of sophisticated institutional design and strategic
planning. The Cambodian government closely aligned the BRI with its national “Pentagonal
Strategy,” prioritizing infrastructure, human capital, sustainable growth, and institutional
capacity building. By strategically adopting the Build-Operate-Transfer (BOT) model and
preferential financing, Cambodia utilized Chinese capital and technology while retaining
ultimate asset ownership—effectively mitigating debt risks and ensuring that BRI projects
serve long-term national development priorities. From 2017 to 2022, BRI-related projects
contributed significantly to Cambodia’s average annual GDP growth of 6~7%; agricultural
exports to China increased by 30%, with 70% of its rice exports destined for the Chinese
market. Cambodia’s experience demonstrates that through mature negotiation and strategic
alignment, development partnerships can achieve genuine mutual benefit—a clear contrast
to the neoliberal market-driven paradigm. Cambodia’s strategic engagement with the BRI
illustrates how Global South countries can navigate global economic structures and challenge
neoliberal orthodoxy, offering important lessons for other nations in the region.

In the current context, where open multilateral trading orders are under strain and
international rules are being eroded, small and medium-sized countries may not dominate
the macro-strategic environment, but they can still carve out development space through
proactive cooperation in three key areas:

First, deepen intra-regional cooperation to uphold an open economy and multilateralism.
The upgraded China-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) 3.0 negotiations are a prime
example. The new version of the agreement covers not only traditional trade areas but also
incorporates emerging issues such as the digital economy, green economy, and supply chain
connectivity, injecting new momentum into regional economic integration.

Second, cooperate with other key regional partners to open new markets and diversify risks.
For instance, the entry into force of the Pacific Alliance-Singapore Free Trade Agreement
provides an institutional guarantee for economic connectivity between Latin America and
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Southeast Asia, helping member states achieve mutual benefits in goods trade, services
investment, e-commerce, and other areas.

Third, explore cooperation in emerging frontier fields with major partners. The collaboration
between China and Singapore in trade digitalization serves as a benchmark. Their first cross-
border paperless trade initiative, along with a digital trade pilot involving China, Singapore,
and the Middle East, has not only enhanced corporate efficiency and reduced transaction
costs but also laid the foundation for a broader regional digital trade framework. China
has contributed numerous cutting-edge innovations to advance the digital economy. At the
same time, China’s cooperation with Cambodia highlights the key role of infrastructure in
driving economic transformation and poverty reduction. Under the BRI and the Lancang-
Mekong Cooperation framework, major projects such as the Phnom Penh-Sihanoukville
Expressway, completed in 2022, have significantly improved Cambodia’s connectivity,
reduced logistics costs, and stimulated economic development along the route. In addition,
agricultural technical support and vocational training in rural areas have directly benefited
local communities, enhancing agricultural productivity and food security. These practical
measures have become key drivers of Cambodia’s development, contributing significantly
to the reduction of its multidimensional poverty rate from 36.7% in 2014 to 16.6% in 2022,
demonstrating the tangible outcomes of development-oriented partnerships.

Of course, any deep cooperation entails potential challenges, such as debt sustainability and
environmental and social impacts. These are common issues for many Global South countries
navigating complex partnerships in a rapidly changing world. What matters is how they are
addressed—through improved governance, regulatory oversight, and public communication.
In this context, ASEAN’s regional consultation mechanisms can help harmonize standards,
mitigate risks, and establish engagement frameworks. While bilateral cooperation can yield
substantial benefits, it must be reinforced by multilateral coordination. ASEAN’s role in this
process is essential. By aligning regional initiatives such as the ASEAN-China Free Trade
Area and the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity with Chinese platforms including the BRI
and the Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation, cooperation can evolve from
fragmented projects into a systematic framework.

Looking ahead, the experience of China-ASEAN cooperation has distilled several core
principles for broader Global South collaboration: first, respect for developmental
sovereignty, ensuring that each country retains full control over its development process;
second, commitment to inclusivity, aimed at reducing regional inequality and generating
local employment; and finally, ensuring sustainability, which pertains not only to the
environment but also to financial and institutional resilience. In a fragmented and uncertain
world, South-South cooperation built on mutual respect, shared interests, and sovereign
equality offers a promising pathway toward common prosperity and sustainable development
for the Global South.

* This article is compiled from the discussions at the Global South and Southeast Asia Forum and authored by
Wang Ruxi. We extend our gratitude to the contributions of scholars and experts including Awang Azman Awang
Pawi, Chang—Yau Hoon, Fernando T. Aldaba, Fachru Nofrian, Helio A.X. Mauquei, Hilmar Farid, Hoang Hue Anh, Hoang
Thi Ha, Jomo Kwame Sundaram, Kin Phea, Kong Tao, Li Xiaoyun, Liu Hong, Lucio Blanco Pitlo III, Lye Liang Fook,
Max Lane, Narong Petprasert, Neak Chandarith, Pan Yue, Qin Beichen, Rommel Banlaoi, Semiarto Aji Purwanto,
Shandre M Thangavelu, Shofwan Choiruzzad, Syed Farid Alatas, Tran Thanh Hai, Vannarith Chheang, Vivi Alatas,
Wang Min, Xu Jintao, Xu Liping, Yin Zhiguang, Zha Daojiong, Zhou Yongmei.
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Conceptualizing the Global South ()l

Constructing Southern Theories
in the Post-Neoliberal Era”

Qin Beichen, Jing Jun

Keywords: economic modernization; Global South; Southern Theory

Economic theories not only explain human economic activities but also shape them by
influencing public expectations and policymaking. Neoliberal economic theories from the
Global North once dominated global development narratives, significantly delaying the
economic modernization and catch-up efforts of Southern countries. In recent years, the
theoretical foundations of neoliberalism (market fundamentalism) and its policy prescriptions
(the Washington Consensus) have lost appeal and credibility, prompting Southern nations
to actively explore state-led development paths. However, systematically summarizing
neoliberalism’s failures, rationally addressing post-neoliberal challenges, and seeking
alternative theories remain crucial for the Global South’s continued economic catch-up.
Notably, avoiding blind reliance on Northern economic theories and developing "Southern
theories" rooted in the Global South’s own practices are key to this endeavor. "

The Trend: The Rise and Fall of Neoliberalism

While there is ongoing debate about the precise definition of neoliberalism as an intellectual
movement, its core consensus remains uncontested: “more market (less government)
brings prosperity.” %!
fundamentalist traits, asserting that the free flow of goods, capital, and labor yields greater
efficiency and larger-scale welfare. Domestically, this implies that minimizing all forms

Its theoretical foundation lies in economics theories with market-

of government intervention in market operations automatically elevates economic growth
rates; internationally, it posits that globalization (increased economic integration among
nations) is a win-win strategy for both Global South countries and developed nations. Its
policy prescription is the Washington Consensus, which confines the government's role to
providing basic infrastructure, education, and property rights protection, while reducing state
intervention in domestic economic regulation and international trade/investment. Concretely,
domestic economic policies should prioritize deregulation (reducing government distortions
across sectors to let market mechanisms and price signals function effectively), while external
economic policies should focus on liberalization (lowering trade/investment barriers and
eliminating tariff/non-tariff obstacles to free international commerce).

Since the 1980s, an alliance between certain U.S. business groups and the then-marginalized
neoliberal school began propelling neoliberalism into the mainstream of development
narratives.

First, when debt crises struck several Global South countries in 1982, the World Bank
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and IMF introduced Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) as loan conditions, mandating
recipient nations to implement fiscal austerity, trade liberalization, economic deregulation,
and state-owned enterprise privatization. Subsequently, similar SAPs were widely imposed
across Asia and Africa, effectively becoming “a campaign to shrink the state” in the Global
South. " Additionally, the U.S. spearheaded numerous multilateral/bilateral investment and
intellectual property agreements that asymmetrically safeguarded the interests of American
(and other developed-world) multinational corporations vis-a-vis Global South nations.
Concurrently, the notion that “more market (less government) brings prosperity” gained
ideological legitimacy as a consensus view. Reports from international organizations
dismissed industrial policy as ineffective, reducing the success of state-led industrialization
in East Asia to simplistic explanations like marketization or trade liberalization. In 2002,
the New York Times even declared, "Countries that open their economies and minimize
government roles will inevitably achieve faster economic growth and rising income
levels." ™

However, neoliberalism has failed to deliver the prosperity it promised. For the Global South,
both Latin American and Eastern European countries—whether coerced or voluntary in
adopting Washington Consensus-style policy prescriptions—have experienced pronounced
economic volatility, decelerated growth, surging unemployment, and worsening social
inequality. More critically, the economic catch-up performance of the Global South under
the neoliberal order remains unremarkable. Figure 1 plots the conditions when neoliberal
ideology firmly dominated (1990, horizontal axis) versus its evident decline (2021, vertical
axis), with the two horizontal lines marking the threshold levels for middle-income and high-
income status in the respective years. The data reveals that only a handful of economies
successfully transitioned to high-income status ®', while the vast majority of Global South
nations remain trapped in middle- or low-income brackets. ' As for the Global North, since
the late 20th century, core neoliberal states like the U.S. and U.K. have aggressively pursued
domestic privatization and labor market deregulation. The resulting deterioration in income
and wealth inequality has fueled social discontent and political instability. In recent years,
the Global North has witnessed a revival of industrial policy—evidenced by the U.S. Inflation
Reduction Act and “mirror tariffs,” alongside the EU’s strategic interventions in electric
vehicles and semiconductors. In sum, the experiences of both Northern and Southern states
have substantially eroded the theoretical foundations and policy appeal of neoliberalism.

Under these circumstances, the neoliberal order has faced increasing skepticism in both
theoretical research and policy practice, and there is no doubt that this ideological trend is
now in decline. In terms of theoretical research, since the global financial crisis, mainstream
economists have begun using the concept of market failure to justify industrial policies that
support the development of specific industries. Representative scholars include Joseph Stiglitz
and Dani Rodrik. These arguments have garnered widespread attention and discussion within
mainstream economics—a scenario that would have been unimaginable in the 1990s. In
terms of policy practice, countries in the Global South have actively begun exploring state-
led, domestically tailored paths for economic catch-up. Many leaders in the South have
explicitly rejected Washington Consensus-style policy arrangements and publicly advocated
for an active governmental role in areas such as income distribution, foreign investment, and
industrial planning. Chilean President Gabriel Boric even declared, “Chile is the birthplace of
neoliberalism—and it will also be its grave.””’
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Figure 1 The economic catch-up performance of the Global South (1990~2021)
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Lessons: State-Led Industrialization Remains Essential

Neoliberalism’s failures underscore that state-led industrialization is indispensable for
Southern catch-up. Market mechanisms alone cannot overcome domestic and international
barriers; thus, proactive governments are vital for manufacturing growth. Three key lessons
emerge:

1. Manufacturing’s irreplaceable role: The pessimistic outlook for economic catch-up under
the influence of neoliberalism stems, to a large extent, from the stagnation of manufacturing
in the Global South. Historically, the global economic North-South divide was a result of
disparities in industrialization, and industrialization has served as the foundation for the
vast majority of successful economic catch-ups. Under the neoliberal order, Africa and Latin
America—regions with poor catch-up performance—are also those most severely affected by
premature deindustrialization. In many countries within these regions, labor has consequently
accumulated in low-end service sectors characterized by low value-added and a high
proportion of informal employment, while capital has been channeled into rent-seeking
or speculative activities in areas such as natural resources, finance, and real estate. These
nations may experience rapid growth when global commodity prices are high and cheap
capital is abundant, but they quickly fall into crisis when aggregate demand in developed
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countries is insufficient or major central banks raise interest rates. It is this highly volatile
growth that prevents these countries from achieving sustained convergence with the income
levels of developed nations.'”™ In contrast, China, the most promising case of economic
catch-up over the past four decades, is characterized by a manufacturing sector that has
continuously expanded in scale and upgraded technologically. Admittedly, some argue that
in the age of digital technology, the service sector can replace manufacturing as the driver of
economic catch-up, a view seemingly corroborated by the rapid growth of services in places
like India, the Philippines, Rwanda, and Kenya since the turn of the century. Nevertheless,
high-value-added services (e.g., research and development, production management, and
e-warehousing) remain intrinsically linked to manufacturing, making it difficult for them to
achieve large-scale expansion in isolation. Moreover, there are no historical precedents of
successful economic catch-up driven solely by the service sector.!”!

2. State mobilization of resources into manufacturing: The neoliberal order has limited the
government's willingness and ability to support industrial development, which has to a large
extent brought about the stagnation of industrialization in the Global South. In the wake of
economic and financial crises, many nations were pushed into “Washington Consensus”
reforms: vital state-owned enterprises were privatized, controls on cross-border capital
and exchange rates were lifted, tariffs were slashed, and policy tools like import quotas or
mandatory technology transfers were outlawed. For example, India's weighted tariff rate
on manufacturing products dropped sharply from 42% in 1992 to 12.7% in 2005, and
liberalizing economic reforms gave rise to lucrative oligarchic enterprises in sectors such as
mining, telecommunications, and energy (these enterprises also pressured the government
for continuous rent-seeking), which left the country’s government with neither the resources
nor the will to continuously support the sustained development of important manufacturing
sectors like automotive and pharmaceuticals."” However, behind almost all successful
economic catch-ups in history, the state has mobilized various types of resources and guided
them into the manufacturing sector. Southern countries lacking proactive state action have
widely experienced insufficient investment in manufacturing (for example, due to excessively
high uncertainty for private enterprises) and conflicts of interest surrounding manufacturing
(for example, elites from the financial and mineral sectors obstructing manufacturing
development).

3. Dependence on foreign investors hinders upgrading: The global production structure of the
division of labor within the neoliberal order is based on fragmented production, and Southern
countries are therefore easily locked into low-value-added production activities. Southern
countries participating in the international division of labor typically rely heavily on imported
intermediate products and machinery, and are unable to obtain the necessary capital and
technology for upgrading by engaging in low-value-added production activities. For example,
the local parts utilization rate in South America's export processing zones is only between
3%-9% (in the Dominican Republic, it is 0.0001%)."" The reason for this situation is the
low willingness of international investors to upgrade: their incentive is to allocate investment
regionally or even globally to reduce costs, and they have no intention of helping specific
Southern countries continuously raise their technological level. If a firm from a Southern
country threatens their high-value-added production activities (such as R&D, capital
goods manufacturing, supply chain management, product marketing, etc.), multinational
corporations will also use various means to limit its potential for upgrading, such as restricting
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the supply of capital goods and components to the firm, sharply increasing prices for the
firm, or suing through the investor-state dispute settlement mechanism. In fact, successful
economic catch-ups in history have all been based on domestic enterprises; with their core
production activities located within their own country, domestic enterprises naturally have
the incentive to earn higher profits by upgrading to higher-value-added production activities.
For example, in South Korea and Taiwan, China (as well as mainland China, which has the
potential to catch up), local companies in industries such as electronics have participated in
transnational production through lower value-added activities while gradually moving up the
industrial chain to increase the value-added of local production. At the same time, there is
no case of achieving economic catch-up solely by relying on foreign investors.""”! Therefore,
governments should actively provide domestic enterprises with resources and opportunities
for manufacturing upgrades through industrial policies.

Challenges: A Difficult Era of Economic Catch-up for the Global South

Currently, policymakers in the Global South have clearly recognized the limitations of
neoliberal theory and practice, and have turned to promoting state-led industrialization.
However, achieving this goal in the post-neoliberal era is not easy. Southern countries face
at least three interconnected obstacles: digital technology, oligarchic enterprises, and great
power competition. The interaction between these three factors places extremely high
demands on the governments in the Global South for resource investment, making the
difficulty for each country to independently advance its economic catch-up significantly
greater.

First, digital technology will continuously reduce the scale of labor absorbed by the
manufacturing sector. Digital technology in manufacturing production has a clear labor-
saving tendency; for example, during their period of rapid industrialization, the employment
share of the manufacturing sector in European and American countries was close to 40%,
whereas currently in Vietnam (a country with relatively outstanding industrialization
performance), it is only 18%.!"* This trend will produce a series of chain reactions.
Domestically, historical industrialization often created a large number of stable employment
opportunities, thereby cultivating social groups that supported manufacturing expansion.
However, the advancement of digital technology is gradually reducing the size of this
beneficiary group, and correspondingly increasing the difficulty for the state to obtain
support from various social groups."* Internationally, the appeal of cheap labor in Southern
countries to international investment may be significantly weakened, which could lead
to intense competition among Southern countries and further suppress the product value-
added that Southern countries can obtain. Second, the advancement of digital technology
will continuously increase the government investment required for industrial upgrading. The
productivity enhancement mechanism of the Fourth Industrial Revolution comes from the
interconnection of numerous domains; digital islands in isolated domains (regardless of their
level of technological advancement) make it difficult for Southern countries to truly enjoy
the dividends brought by new digital technologies. In other words, discussing the Internet
of Things, artificial intelligence, and big data analytics in an economy that has not set up
the internet or popularized sensors is meaningless. However, the popularization of sensors,
network connectivity, and digital skills training in a general sense all require proactive action
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from the governments of Southern countries. Therefore, the acceleration of digital technology
advancement makes the task of broadly promoting basic interconnectivity in the Global
South increasingly urgent.

Furthermore, oligarchic enterprises will significantly limit the profit margins of Southern
countries. Under the neoliberal order, the governments of developed countries, led by
the United States, were keen to sign bilateral and multilateral free trade agreements with
Southern countries, but these types of agreements in fact established the oligopolistic or
even monopolistic status of multinational corporations. Currently, the revenue scale of
oligarchic enterprises from developed countries like the United States is already comparable
to the GDP of many Southern countries; these enterprises have achieved dominance over
global value chains through channels such as product design, manufacturing standards,
process management, and market logistics, and are thus able to squeeze the profit margins of
Southern countries. Apple Inc. is representative of this trend: Apple, which does not engage in
any manufacturing activities, earns 58% of its final product's value, while the share of labor-
intensive production activities is only 1.8%.""" In the post-neoliberal era, the asymmetrical
profits of multinational corporations are very likely to continue to increase. A prominent
feature of manufacturing production activities in the digital age is the increase in the density
of intangible assets."” And compared to tangible assets, multinational corporations have
an even stronger monopoly over intangible assets. Currently, the Gini coefficient of patent
holdings among different countries worldwide is close to 0.85 (far exceeding the level of
income inequality in any country), and the vast majority of data storage centers and almost
all influential trademarks are also located in developed countries like the United States.
Multinational corporations are able to earn excess profits by relying on their monopoly over
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Under the neoliberal order, the governments of developed countries in fact established the oligopolistic or even monopolistic
status of multinational corporations.
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intangible assets; for example, in 2021, the patent royalty income of developed countries
was 405.5 billion USD, while the income of Southern countries was only 20 billion USD,
with the former being more than 20 times the latter. Against this backdrop of multinational
corporate oligopoly, it is very difficult for the governments of Southern countries to have the
opportunity to advance the development of manufacturing.

Finally, geopolitics will significantly increase the uncertainty of economic catch-up. First,
great power competition creates the risk of further “modularization” of the world economy,
that is, being divided into different modules according to ideology, technical standards,
payment systems, reserve currencies, and trade systems. This division means that Southern
countries may need to purchase higher-priced intermediate and capital goods, and at the
same time find it more difficult to access downstream markets to support their domestic
production scale; these adverse consequences require more government resource support to
be potentially compensated for (for example, by subsidizing machinery imports and product
exports). Second, the probability of economic and financial turmoil occurring has sharply
increased. For example, the Russia-Ukraine conflict and the ensuing sanctions caused global
wheat prices to suddenly rise by 37% in the spring of 2022, and subsequently triggered
food price hikes and even food crises in some countries in North Africa and South Asia."”’
As another example, trade-related administrative bans worldwide surged from fewer than
1,000 in 2019 to nearly 3,000 in 2022."% Similar sudden events all require the government
to have sufficient financial reserves to cope (and thus avoid the collapse of the domestic
macroeconomy); such uncertainty in fact reduces the volume of resources that governments
of Southern countries can invest in manufacturing development (because more resources
must be set aside to respond to more frequently occurring sudden events). Third, there are
of course also views that considerations of “decoupling” and “de-risking” in great power
competition could, on the contrary, bring opportunities for industrial transfer to some
Southern countries. However, up to now, industrial transfers are still concentrated in labor-
intensive production activities, and the growth of Southern countries' trade with the U.S. has
already triggered hostile actions from the Trump administration; in other words, the benefits
that industrial transfer can bring may also be relatively limited."

Prospects: Toward a Southern Theory of Economic Modernization

As economist Dani Rodrik notes, “We are transitioning out of neoliberalism, but what
replaces it remains unclear.” ?° The simple neoliberal narrative—that “more market (less
government) brings prosperity”—has long since lost its appeal and credibility in the Global
South, yet a new mainstream theory has yet to mature. Consequently, for the Global South to
continue its pursuit of economic catch-up in the post-neoliberal era, it must avoid uncritical
reliance on and wholesale adoption of economic theories from the North. The imperative
is instead to formulate a Southern theory of economic modernization, one grounded in the
practices and wisdom of the Global South itself.”" To be sure, as the member of the Global
South with the most rapid record of economic catch-up, the Chinese experience can serve
as a crucial starting point and a vital point of reference. Specifically, such an inquiry should
entail at least three dimensions of effort:

First, it is imperative to advocate for the de-ideologization of development theory. The
dissemination and evolution of social sciences in the United States have always been
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deeply intertwined with the country’s societal values of individualism, liberalism, and
universalism.”?" Proponents and beneficiaries of the neoliberal order have successfully
conflated its theoretical foundations with these societal values. Consequently, those
who oppose “free” trade, “free” investment, or “free” markets are typically cast as either
spokespersons for special rent-seeking interests or as heretics deviating from established
orthodoxy. However, as Karl Polanyi famously argued, “Laissez-faire was planned.””*’! The
“freedom” in such theories refers only to the unrestricted activities of investors and business
owners in trade, investment, and transactions; to a significant degree, it entails a restriction
on the freedoms of laborers and the broader populace in Southern nations. For instance,
ensuring the free mobility of capital is, in practice, achieved by curtailing the freedoms of
numerous other actors, such as a firm's own employees.”* Likewise, drastically lowering
trade and investment barriers effectively constrains the freedom of Southern countries to
formulate economic policies suited to their own national contexts.” Therefore, theoretical
research on economic catch-up must be decoupled from ideological elements specific to
the United States. Instead, it should be grounded in an objective examination of the relevant
historical experiences, particularly the state-led industrialization of the East Asian economies
and China.

Second, the focus should be shifted to issues of production and employment. Since
the 1970s, mainstream Western economics has increasingly centered on efficiency in
exchange, constructing its theoretical frameworks on the micro-foundations of consumer
utility maximization. In doing so, it has relatively neglected the intrinsic differences among
production activities, beyond their requisite input ratios of production factors.”® While this
focus was valuable for rethinking the inefficient import-substitution strategies of that era, it
was also gradually instrumentalized by the proponents and beneficiaries of neoliberalism
as a means to disregard issues of production and employment. For example, within
Southern countries, rapid privatization or stringent fiscal discipline could cause large-scale
unemployment in the short term (while simultaneously benefiting creditors in developed
nations), yet such policy initiatives were successfully implemented in the name of “efficiency.”
Similarly, in international trade, a focus on primary commodity exports and labor-intensive
production could lead Southern countries to lose their existing industrial base and struggle
with technological upgrading in manufacturing (a situation that benefits multinational
corporations headquartered in developed countries). A mechanistic interpretation of the
theory of comparative advantage, however, lent these policies the legitimacy of “enhancing
trade efficiency.” In contrast, China, throughout its process of reform and development,
has consistently focused on expanding the scale and technological sophistication of its
manufacturing sector, and has always placed employment at the core of its policymaking. If a
new theoretical framework centered on production and employment can be developed based
on the Chinese experience, it would undoubtedly be more conducive to establishing the
legitimacy of actions taken by Southern countries to support their domestic manufacturing
sectors.

Third, the role of government must be re-evaluated and subjected to systematic inquiry. The
research paradigm of mainstream Western economics conceives of the market as a sphere
entirely separate from society, governed by its own inherent laws and insusceptible to
interference from government or other social groups. Within this framework, intervention by
“non-market” factors is posited as the primary reason why market efficiency is constrained
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and the “invisible hand” fails to function. Consequently, government is typically perceived
as an impediment to development, and creating a “limited government” institutional
environment is presented as a universally beneficial direction for reform.””’ However,
in Southern countries where market institutions are not yet consolidated, constraining
government action is prone to generating a series of problems, such as the rise of oligarchic
monopolies, the erosion of the industrial base, and the prevalence of illicit activities. For
example, during the initial phase of its Reform and Opening-Up, China did not pursue
the “limited government” model prescribed by mainstream theory. Instead, it leveraged
its existing institutional advantages, mobilizing the proactiveness of government officials
at all levels to engage in investment promotion activities.”® While such an institutional
arrangement would be proscribed by the aforementioned mainstream perspective, it
achieved performance far superior to that of the Eastern European countries which undertook
“limited government” reforms. In reality, the perfect market of the mainstream paradigm may
not exist at all; market activities are necessarily embedded in social relations and cannot
operate independently of them. The more meaningful question, therefore, is not “whether
government,” but “what kind of government.” Accordingly, abandoning preconceived notions
about the role of the state and, instead, engaging in a systematic discussion of its function in
economic development represents a productive direction for theoretical reorientation.
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The Southern Problem and Beyond

Yin Zhiguang
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The Southern Problem from a Gramscian Perspective

By 1920, the uneven development in Italy had already caught the attention of the Turin
communists. The south of Italy, which was dominated by an agrarian mode of production
was subjugated by the Northern bourgeoisie, hence being reduced to “the status of colonies
to be exploited.” '"" Despite being in the same country, the developmental disparity between
an “industrialized North” and an “agricultural South” left two sides in a perpetual mode of
confrontation. The South, depicted as socially backward and culturally lazy, was taken by the
bourgeoisie intellectuals almost like a shackle, restraining the social development of Italy in
general. ' With the South, the level of social disintegration was also to its extreme. As a mass,
the Southerners were “incapable of giving a unified expression to their aspirations and needs.”"’

Gramsci’s insight brought forward the problem of combined but uneven development.
Neither the South nor the North could truly develop without the presence of the other. Yet,
neither was able to acquire consensus as a unified entity. To Gramsci, the solution of the
problem falls on the possibility of achieving a “mass formation”, in which the proletariat and
the peasant masses of the South could organically ally together under the support of the mass
of organic intellectuals. ¥

What Antonio Gramsci keenly observed a little over 100 years ago can almost be transferred
to describing contemporary world. Nowadays, such an uneven level of development
and the socio-political problems emerged with it are not limited to Italy. It is, with the
neoliberal globalisation, a problem on a global scale. Uneven development and political
hegemony constitute intractable structural problems inherent in the global process of
capitalist modernization. This disparity did not pose a significant problem so long as the
production and consumption within different communities remained largely isolated from
one another. Analogous to how ltaly’s “Southern Question” emerged within the historical
project of forging a unified Italian community, it is precisely through the formation of a global
capitalist market that the “Global South” problem, as a world-historical phenomenon, has
materialized. Moreover, this inequality is a holistic phenomenon, encompassing multiple
dimensions of political-economic and socio-cultural unevenness. Consequently, overcoming
this state of inequality necessitates a comprehensive social transformation. Development
oriented towards such social transformation must extend beyond mere economic and market
considerations; it demands a multi-level, holistic empowerment of both state and society.

The Unravelling of Development Theory and the Rise of Neoliberalism

The combined and uneven development created the Global South problem. The solution
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to the problem lies within the Global South’s long project of striving for independence and
a self-reliant form of development. To the capitalist north, the pathway to modernisation is
a homogenic top-down process. Modernisation is also like the consequence of power and
cultural diffusion from the dominating core to the dependent semi-peripheral and peripheral.
Such a modernisation is usually only associated with a capitalist mode of economic
development and the comprehensive social transformation caused by the expansion of such
a capitalist mode of production.

With the rise of European capitalism and its relentless global colonial expansion, humanity
truly began to coalesce into what Marx called, a “world market.” This global market, at
its core, embodied two fundamental aspects. Firstly, it signified the global integration of
production. Secondly, it marked the regularized, worldwide flow of goods. While Western
economics tends to generalize this flow through concepts like demand, exchange, and
division of labor, such generalizations often obscure a crucial characteristic of this “world
market”: its unidirectional nature.

Prior to the 1950s, a clear trend was discernible: labor, raw materials, and primary
agricultural products flowed outwards from colonies and semi-colonies, sustaining the
economic growth of colonizing powers. As the world transitioned into the industrial era,
particularly after the Second Industrial Revolution in the 19th century, competition intensified
among Western capitalist nations. This period saw the increasing export of industrial
manufactured goods and financial capital to colonies and semi-colonies.

However, this outward flow did not foster the development of mature consumer markets in
these colonies and semi-colonies—markets that could genuinely rival those in industrialized
Western nations. Instead, this outward movement of goods and capital primarily served to

create greater avenues for the global circulation of Western financial capital. Within the

Gramsci’s insight brought forward the problem of combined but uneven development.
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nascent industrial development of colonies and semi-colonies, a comprador bourgeoisie
began to emerge. This elite class, deeply dependent on the imperialist world market system,
accumulated wealth in their home territories but ironically sought to consume that wealth in
the colonial mother countries.

The first three decades of the Cold War era saw the possibility of diversification of such a
world market circulation. The Soviet Union actively promoting intra-regional integration
among socialist nations and transnational circulation with the Third World nations. Barter
exchanges and internationalist aids were the main methods used to facilitate such a
circulation. However, this rather ambitious attempt of diversify the world market failed when
the Soviet Union was in retreat. This brief window of development for the then Third World
nations was abruptly closed, leaving the most of the Third World nations more vulnerable
to and dependent on external capital and market. The Soviet Union promoted an economic
model that features with a collectivist development path, a planned economic system, and a
value orientation emphasizing social equity. Though the Soviet Union ultimately dissolved,
its existence demonstrated that the Western model was not the only choice for human
development.

The decline of a Soviet-driven model of international circulation was echoed by the rapid rise
of a neo-liberal mode of globalisation in the 1980s. While the landscape of the international
division of labor has undeniably shifted since the 1980s with the rise of neoliberal
globalization, seeing manufacturing flow from developed nations in North America and
Europe to developing countries, this change did not genuinely dismantle the United States
structural hegemonic position within the world market. Rooted in dollar hegemony, America’s
monopolistic control over global capital and consumer markets has fueled the widespread
diffusion of its service trade across the globe. Consequently, a growing number of Global
South nations have found themselves increasingly reliant on the U.S. in this wave, objectively
contributing to a greater global influence for American finance and culture.

By the end of the 20th century, the world wrestled with a profound uncertainty about its
future direction. It was precisely during this era of both theoretical and practical ambiguity
that the UK and the US, responding to their own economic troubles, began to aggressively
champion neoliberal political and economic policies. Margaret Thatcher, the then-British
Prime Minister, famously articulated the forceful assertion that “There Is No Alternative”
(TINA), thrusting neoliberal economic solutions to the forefront of history. These neoliberal
reforms not only reshaped the political and economic landscapes of Britain and America
but were also coercively exported globally through the pivotal multilateral institutions of
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. During this period, integration into a
globalization process dominated by developed capitalist nations was depicted as the sole
viable path for national development. Consequently, most Third World countries across Asia,
Africa, and Latin America, in their pursuit of development, found themselves compelled
to accept the structural adjustment programs imposed by these multilateral bodies. From
1990 onwards, development loans from the World Bank and IMF began to carry stringent
conditions. These included demands that debtor nations reduce government fiscal and
healthcare spending, remove barriers to currency convertibility, and decrease food reserves.
This raft of conditions directly exacerbated poverty and even intensified famine in many
Third World nations, leading the Egyptian economist Samir Amin to famously describe this



Conceptualizing the Global South ()l

regression in development as “fourth worldisation.”

The firm conviction of TINA doctrine trapped both the Global South and North alike. By the
1990s, the Western development model was aggressively promoted as the sole viable path
to development. American neoliberal economy was taught as the ultimate truth across the
universities in the world, whose graduates rushed to key political and financial positions
holding firmly neoliberal economic indoctrination as their playbooks. For a short period in
human history, it almost did appear as what Francis Fukuyama pronounced as “the end of
history”, asserting liberal democracy as humanity’s ultimate political destination, embodied
this unipolar mindset. Such thinking not only invalidated the developmental trajectories of
other civilizations but also stifled humanity’s potential to pursue a better future.

The end of history conviction was rooted in a material reality, namely the domination
position of the US in the world market. The foundation of the United States’” monopolistic
consumer market is multifaceted, resting on several key pillars:

(1) Immense demand generated by a pervasive capitalist consumer culture;

(2) The attraction of global capital and “hot money” from the Global South, drawn to the
US as a core nation, which fuels further consumption;

(3) The “seigniorage” benefits derived from dollar hegemony, allowing the US to
essentially print money;

(4) Government cash subsidies to American consumers, underpinned by this unique
printing capability;

(5) Massive consumption generated by a small class of ultra-rich and high-income
professionals;

(6) Wasteful consumption patterns embedded within the system, and extensive
consumption driven by social and religious organizations through the distribution of welfare;

(7) And significant spending within the privatized healthcare sector.

This highly interdependent structure has given rise to profound inequality, and it is precisely
this unequal structure that inherently generates the antithesis to the hegemonic structure
itself. This inequality manifests globally between the Global North and Global South, and
domestically, it is evident across different social strata within countries. In the Global North,
particularly in Anglo-American nations, this unequal state is vividly expressed as the “99%
versus 1%” societal divide, alongside a severe disconnect between the rapid, profit-driven
growth of financial markets and the sluggish growth of the real economy.

Globally, the growth fostered by neoliberalism increasingly resembles “growth without
development” for most people and nations. The profits generated by economic growth are
not genuinely reinvested into productive activities or into economic endeavors that improve
the lives of the broad masses. This represents the most fundamental damage inflicted upon
the world by the practical application of neoliberal economics.

As a response to prevailing inequalities, white supremacist ideologies, cloaked in the
rhetoric of defending Western civilization and the nation-state, have morphed into potent
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political movements across numerous European countries. These right-wing, racist, and
protectionist sentiments share a murky commonality with some segments of the Western
pan-Left: a profound dissatisfaction with the socio-economic consequences of neoliberal
globalization. The unbridled privatization of education, healthcare, and public social services
has exacerbated, and even entrenched, societal inequalities. In the face of this deepening
disparity, racial animosity is frequently weaponized to divert public attention, sidestepping
any probing inquiry into the underlying systemic issues. The arguments that “Chinese
manufacturing is displacing domestic products,” “immigrants are stealing local jobs,” or
“foreign billionaires are inflating local housing prices” all follow the same dangerous logic,
using racism and xenophobia to obscure institutionalized socio-economic inequalities within
these nations.

Undeniably, the profound amplification of social inequality over the past three decades
due to neoliberal globalization, the unchecked expansion of largely unregulated financial
capital that has significantly eroded the interests of ordinary people, and the widespread
profit shifting and legal tax avoidance by multinational corporations, coupled with escalating
environmental concerns, have indeed formed the social bedrock for the resurgence of left-
wing political forces in the West among younger generations. These factors also constitute
crucial structural elements that have fueled the Global South’s demands for transformative
change today.

In Europe, this momentum is evident in the rise of movements such as Italy’s Five Star
Movement, the emergence of Corbynism within the British Labour Party, and the historic
parliamentary victories of Greece’s Syriza and Spain’s Podemos. In the United States, we've
seen forces like the Occupy Wall Street movement and the advocacy for “New-New Deal
Socialism” by figures like Bernie Sanders. These forces, scattered within the “Global North”
but possessing characteristics akin to the South, alongside the entire Global South, hold the
potential to acquire genuine historical agency through the theoretical articulation of the
Global South Problem, thereby truly transforming history.

The Return of the Global South and its Theoretical Potential

Today, however, we stand at a new historical juncture. Nations of the Global South have been
presented with a precious opportunity to redefine their own developmental paths. This year
marks the 70th anniversary of the Bandung Conference, whose principles of civilizational
equality, autonomous development, and the democratization of international relations
continue to shine with enduring wisdom. It serves as a powerful reminder that humanity’s
pursuit of progress is ceaseless, and every civilization retains the right to explore a path that
is truly its own.

The term “Global South” has made a powerful return to the international political and
economic discussions in the recent years. In 2024, China used the term “collective rise” of
the Global South conveying its understanding of such a historical phenomenon. The term
“collective” requires further and more theoretical attention. It takes the “Global South” as
a historical and political continuum despite the vastly different socio-political and cultural
conditions among the nations which self-identified as part of this project. The “Global South”
recognizes its own “collectiveness” through a shared aspiration for a more democratic
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and just world order, in which all states could share an equal position. From the Global
South perspective, the notion of development, hence, is not only an economic issue, but
a comprehensive transformation that involves socio-political and cultural empowerment
of state and its people. This paper proposes to theorize the practices of development in the
Global South through the lenses of dialectical totality. This totality approach allows us to
comprehend the influence of the Global South synergy on socio-economic development. It
also enables us to think beyond the Western-centric developmental epistemology which is
influenced by the methodological individualism.

In fact, if we conceptualize China’s modernization trajectory as a process of de-dependence
and the pursuit of universal equality, then the theoretical universality embedded in China’s
modernization experience becomes readily apparent. In 2015, President Xi Jinping addressed
the 60th anniversary of the Bandung Conference. In his speech, he brought the issue of
equality and development in this new era to the world’s attention through the concept of a
“community of shared future where you are in me and | am in you. "' This not only builds
upon the Chinese Communist Party’s experiences in political revolution, nation-building,
and economic development throughout the 20th century, but also extends the vision of
the Bandung era. That vision, shared by former colonial and semi-colonial nations and the
vast underdeveloped regions of the world, sought to establish a new global order through
multilateral transnational cooperation. This order aimed to counter hegemonic blocs, abolish
monopolistic interests, alleviate internal social and inter-regional inequalities, and eradicate
underdevelopment. These aspirations will serve as the driving force for uniting peaceful
forces worldwide, representing the most fundamental objective of our current discourse on
the Global South problem.

History has proven that the rosy path painted by Western modernization theories not only
failed to help many late-developing countries achieve modernization but, in fact, contributed
to their political instability, economic decline, and social fragmentation. As the report of the
20th National Congress of the Communist Party of China stated: “Our country will not take
the old path of some countries that achieved modernization through war, colonization, and
plunder. That old path, which harms others and benefits oneself, and is full of bloody crimes,
has brought profound suffering to the peoples of the vast number of developing countries.”

From Dependent Development to Accumulation for Reproduction

From the broader perspective of the “Global South”, the key to the modernization path lies
in late-developing countries’ self-awareness and self-development of their own subjectivity
— what we term “autonomous development capability”. This capacity primarily refers to
a nation’s ability, within an unequal international political and economic structure, to
independently determine its own development path and goals based on its unique resource
endowments and stage of development, to protect its developmental achievements and
welfare from plunder, and to transform them into future development resources. Autonomous
development capability encompasses both material and spiritual dimensions. On the
material front, a nation’s independent utilization of its resource endowments or comparative
advantages to realize its development potential requires a series of material resources,
including infrastructure, specialized technology, and relevant talent, as support. Without
these, it risks being beholden to others, or permanently confined to the bottom of the value
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chain as a raw material or primary product factory, unable to rise. Alternatively, it might
possess resources yet merely watch as profits flow away, rendering any independent choice
of development path an empty promise.

Discussions on the “autonomy” of developing countries in their modernization process
must not only be dialectically linked to the overall structure of the capitalist world market
but also address the source of human agency and its pivotal role in the creation of history.
Today, the fundamental premise of the development question is that large-scale industry
has interconnected the people on Earth, making all small local markets part of the world
market.””’ However, this world market, driven by the global expansion of a few early
industrialized nations, neither liberates the masses nor fundamentally improves their social
conditions, because its productive forces are not owned by the people."

From the demands of the “Global South” developing countries, this autonomy is, in essence,
a collective claim over productive forces. Productive forces “owned by the people” should
not be abstractly viewed as a general, mechanical reproduction of socialist production
relations. From the current political and economic development status of “Global South”
countries, the primary principle that countries at the bottom of the global value chain
need to uphold in their pursuit of autonomy, based on the principle of non-interference, is
the assertion of the right to production and expanded reproduction. Human agency thus
originates from this endeavor of building a nation owned by the people.

On this foundation, the extent to which value generated by a nation’s participation in
international trade, production, and the acceptance of loans, aid, and direct investment can
be reinvested into its domestic socio-economic cycle in the form of fixed asset investment,
thereby contributing to expanded reproduction, becomes a crucial indicator of a developing
country’s autonomous capacity. Concurrently, the conditions affecting a nation’s ability to
sustain this production-expanded reproduction cycle are complex. Factors such as a nation’s
land area, resource endowments, geographical location, population size, population quality,
economic structure, and infrastructure, as well as the degree of its economic structure’s
dependence on the “center” of the capitalist world market, are all variables that must be
included in the analysis. Beyond these material foundational conditions, factors such as
the nation’s party capacity, elite stance, cultural education, and religious/civilizational
traditions also warrant consideration. This layer of analysis not only helps us gauge the
strength of developing countries’” will to pursue autonomous modernization but also reveals
their capacity to effectively organize society and cultivate among their citizens a subjective
consciousness aligned with autonomous modernization.

By introducing a nation-based, people-oriented view of empowering development, we can
clearly define the fundamental epistemological and practical differences between China’s
development cooperation and Western development aid. This approach also provides
quantifiable metrics for evaluating the effects of China’s development cooperation and offers
valuable reference experiences for the modernization of Global South countries, all while
upholding the principle of non-interference.For example, in terms of nation-building, many
latecomer countries started late and with a weak foundation. They often face severe constraints
in natural, financial, and human resources, which significantly hinder their progress. In such
situations, organizational empowerment becomes crucial. Modern political parties and
similar organizations can effectively mobilize and concentrate limited social resources.
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At the level of international cooperation, the collective solidarity and mutual assistance
among developing countries are particularly vital. External cooperation, predicated on non-
interference, not only provides the material impetus for empowering development in many
smaller and weaker nations but also creates more favorable geopolitical conditions for
their progress. From the perspective of pursuing overall empowering development, China’s
consistent commitment to internationalist mutual assistance—dating back to its revolutionary
base area construction period—and its international development cooperation since the
reform and opening-up era, represent the historical evolution of the same underlying
philosophy under different historical conditions.

“Historical dialecticism will ultimately lead to the disappearance of North-South economic
relations.”® Chen Qiren concludes his groundbreaking Research on North-South Economic
Relations with this powerful statement. Indeed, development oriented towards liberation is
a long-term endeavor for the Global South and, indeed, for all humanity. In this protracted
pursuit, Chinese-style modernization has creatively answered questions that neither classical
Western modernization theory nor traditional left-wing modernization theory could resolve:
How can we achieve progress in productive forces while simultaneously eliminating
inequality? How can we guarantee true freedom? China did not blindly adhere to the rigid
Western modernization theory’s dogma of a small government. Instead, it employed more
robust means to advance industrialization and rapid economic development, utilizing more
proactive public policies to achieve a fair distribution of economic and social resources. Nor
did it fall entirely into the pessimistic rejection of the international division of labor often
seen in left-wing modernization theories. Instead, China has fully leveraged its comparative
advantages, integrating deeply into global economic development with an open mindset and
actively participating in the process of global governance with a responsible stance.”’

Chinese modernization, at the theoretical level, shatters the fatalism of old development
theories, presenting late-developing countries with the possibility and feasibility of non-
capitalist paths to modernization. China’s development must also find its significance and
universality within the broader historical process of the “Global South” seeking autonomous
development. This overarching process has been continuous from the 1950s to the present
day. China deeply understands that the dissolution of imperialist hegemony and the
improvement of the international order cannot be achieved by acting alone, nor can they
be realized in isolation from the existing unequal structure of the capitalist world market.
Therefore, discussions about the development of the “Global South” must unfold within a
holistic North-South framework. South-South cooperation and North-South dialogue are not
contradictory; more importantly, this historical journey of the “Global South” seeking equality
and liberation can dismantle the existing North-South imbalance in the international system.
As early as the beginning of the 1990s, Chen Qiren clearly articulated this point in his
research on North-South economic relations. He emphasized that the exploration of whether
“backward countries” can cross the “Valle Caudina” and transition to a higher form of public
ownership society also harbours the historical mission and possibility of transforming the
Northern countries.!"”

As Zhou Enlai articulated in his 1955 Bandung speech, with “more and more Asian
and African countries having shaken off or in the process of shaking off the shackles of
colonialism,” “today’s Asia and Africa are no longer the Asia and Africa of yesterday.” The
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consciousness among Asian and African peoples of “taking their destiny into their own
hands” was steadily growing after “long efforts against colonialism.” This symbolized a
complete renewal for the “Asia and Africa of yesterday.” Their shared experiences of suffering
and struggle fostered a “general will” (volonté générale)among the nations of Asia and Africa
to achieve “freedom and independence” and “change the backward state caused by colonial
rule.” In this protracted transitional process, the peoples of Asia and Africa developed a sense
of “sympathy and concern,” enabling Asian and African nations to coexist peacefully and
achieve “friendly cooperation.”!"

Zhou Enlai’s assertions in his Bandung speech ultimately crystallized into the Five Principles
of Peaceful Coexistence, which were affirmed in the final communiqué of the Bandung
Conference. Sovereignty, in this context, encompasses not only the principles of non-
interference and territorial integrity but also an acknowledgment of collective international
responsibilities. As articulated in the Bandung Conference’s concluding communiqué, these
responsibilities include recognizing the equality of all races and, of all nations, large and
small, promoting common interests and cooperation, and resolving all international disputes
through peaceful means in conformity with the Charter of the United Nations."”!

A theory grounded in practice and aimed at liberation must inherently be universal. This
universality needs to manifest not only across time but also spatially, encompassing all of
humanity. The two slogans emblazoned on the Tiananmen remind us that liberating oneself
and liberating all, liberating China and liberating the world, have always been mutually
causative and dialectical processes. In this eternal journey towards human liberation, all of
us—all our pursuits and all our thoughts—are moving towards that historical inevitability
of transition. It is within this present moment, this transition towards liberation, that solitary
and fleeting individuals become interconnected. In this connection, the history of humanity
gains immortality. In this immortality and liberation, we are all people of the transitional
period. The history shaped by humanity will inevitably culminate in humanity’s ultimate
liberation.
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The “Vacuum” Period of Universal Values
and the Role of Global South Countries

Hoang Hue Anh

Keywords: “vacuum” period of universal values; Chinese-style modernization; multipolar world

We are living through a pivotal historical moment in which the world is undergoing a
profound transformation from a unipolar order to a new one. Such shifts are rare yet
consequential, and are often accompanied by violence or war. Regardless of whether they
are welcomed or resisted, changes in the global order invariably bring uncertainty, loss
of control, social upheaval, contestation of values, and reconstruction of identities and
discourses. The future of the world depends partly on the choices we make today. Forecasting
the future is an inherently difficult task, yet it is essential because it allows us to better
prepare for an uncertain future.

The Transitional Period

Over the past three decades, the world has witnessed a rapid shift in the balance of power.
This has led to an increasing imbalance in the global power structure and a transformation of
the world order. The world order evolved from the bipolar U.S.-Soviet rivalry of the Cold War,
to a unipolar moment after the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. The United States emerged
as the only superpower, and the world has been in a complex transitional period since the
second decade of the 21st century. The current “transitional complexity” of the world order
is evident in the deep divisions among international political scholars (who define it as
unipolar, bipolar, or multipolar). This sharply contrasts with the past, when there was a broad
consensus on defining the Cold War era as bipolar, the pre-Cold War system as multipolar,
and the post-Cold War world as unipolar.

Arguably, the current world order is in a transitional period, shifting from a unipolar order
to a different one. However, it has not yet fully emerged from the shadow of unipolarity, in
which the nature and influence of American hegemony are deeply embedded in all aspects
of international life. At the same time, it has not yet undergone a complete transformation
into a new order with distinguishable features that allow it to be named. The unipolar order
that emerged after the Cold War was underpinned by the United States’ overwhelming
economic, military, technological, and normative power. This order played a significant role
in maintaining global peace. However, history has shown that no world order lasts forever,
as they follow cyclical patterns. The current balance of power is being disrupted, posing a
fundamental challenge to the existing world order, as the global governance architecture and
international legal system experience a serious decline.
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The “Vacuum” period of universal values

A direct consequence of the transitional phase is that the world may enter a period marked
by an absence of universal global values. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union,
neoliberal internationalism expanded from a strictly Western order into a far more ambitious
one at global level. The unipolar world order that emerged after the Cold War was referred
to as the liberal order, and liberalism become the dominant ideology. However, for the
first time in over 30 years, the global order does not reflect the order of Western countries.
Alongside the relative decline of liberal democracies, liberalism - with its values of equality,
freedom, democracy, and human rights - has gradually lost its appeal. The United States’
dominant role has steadily diminished over the past three decades, and the democracy it
champions is facing increasing challenges. Western leaders have sought to legitimize the
rules-based international order by aligning it with the principles enshrined in the United
Nations Charter. They emphasize that this order is universal, not Western. Nevertheless,
fewer and fewer non-Western governments are convinced by this argument. For them,
the “liberal order” or the “rules-based international order” is shaped by Western interests,
centered on Western power, and adhered to or disregarded by the West as they see fit.
Shortly after Donald Trump won a second presidential term, Der Spiegel, one of Germany’s
most well-known weekly magazines, published an editorial arguing that: “Donald Trump’s
return to the White House shows that liberal democracy has failed. It proved unable to
provide a coherent structure to the post postwar era... An old era is coming to an end, and
a new one is beginning. Nothing marks this shift as clearly as the election of Donald Trump
to a second term as president of the United States. The West has lost its dominance and the

shared foundation of values, which has been crumbling for some time, is now collapsing.”""

Meanwhile, China is the only rising power capable of challenging the United States’ status as
the world’s superpower. However, it has yet to establish a system of universal global values.
Currently, China is focusing on promoting its own value system, which combines sinicization
of Marxism, modernization and traditional cultural values. However, China’s efforts in this
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regard remain very limited beyond its borders, and is unlikely to change substantively in
the near future. While some countries may admire China’s economic development and
draw lessons from its economic miracle, it is difficult for them to adopt or replicate China’s
development model. The main reason is China’s limited soft power and global status.

Thus, neither the United States nor China can lead a universally accepted ideological
movement, which may result in a global ideological “vacuum” in the coming years.
The consequence is that: since universal values form the basis for constructing a global
normative system, challenges to liberal values may also lead to a crisis in the current legal
and regulatory systems built upon liberalism. Without a newly established value system,
what will serve as the basis for global norms? As a result, states will face greater challenges
in maintaining their commitments to existing norms, formulating new ones, addressing
global challenges, and curbing escalating behaviors. The declining consensus among
major powers may hinder efforts to denounce or penalize violations. In such a fluid legal
environment, states and non-state actors may perceive lower risks in disregarding certain
norms. This could lead some to engage in selective adherence or proposals of alternative
norms. The establishment of multilateral norms will encounter growing obstacles in
established international forums. Some actors may attempt to shift norm-setting discussions
away from consensus-based intergovernmental institutions by advocating for majority-
vote mechanisms or institutions led by regional or non-state actors. If international norms
become more localized, applying only to some specific regions or groups of states,
enforcing and complying with future agreements will be even more challenging. Thus,
international norms risk fragmenting into localized or regional norms. The erosion of
consensus among governments and political factions regarding adherence to fundamental
principles complicates, or even hinders international cooperation on global challenges,
ultimately weakening collective actions in response to those challenges. As normative
consensus erodes, cooperation will likely take place within smaller groupings divided along
regional or ideological lines. While this may facilitate coordinated responses to challenges
at sub-global levels, it hinders states’ ability to jointly pursue effective solutions at the
global level. The erosion of compliance by some states with norms such as non-violation of
borders, prohibition of assassinations, and restrictions on certain weapons systems - partly
driven by advancements in cyber, robotics, artificial intelligence, and space technologies -
will heighten the risks of miscalculation and conflict. Furthermore, non-state actors’ growing
access to these technologies intensifies threats to nation-states and increases the likelihood
that they will be drawn into unintended confrontations.

The Rise of Global South Countries and their role in the Future

The term “Global South” refers to developing countries, many of which were former colonies
of Western powers. Early references to “the South” appeared in United Nations documents
in the 1960s. After the Cold War, the term “global” was added to create “the Global South”.
In the context of globalization, the term “Global South” emphasizes interconnectedness, and
signifies transregional and multilateral coalitions such as the 1955 Bandung Conference, the
Non-Aligned Movement, the Group of 77 at the United Nations, and the BRICS. The term
also highlights the growing economic and political influence of countries in Asia, Africa,
and Latin America.” The Global South accounts for over 85% of the world’s population
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and nearly 40% of the global GDP. By 2030, the combined GDP (PPP) of Indonesia, Brazil,
Mexico, Turkey, and South Africa is expected to surpass that of Germany, Italy, Spain,
the Netherlands, and Sweden combined.? Forecasts of global GDP distribution based
on purchasing power parity (PPP) by 2050 suggest that developing countries will surpass
developed countries in GDP share. A report by the Development Research Center of the
State Council of China also highlights that Global South countries will play an increasingly
important role in the global economy. The report forecasts that the GDP of Global South
countries will surpass that of developed economies by 2035, accounting for nearly 60% of
the global economy and investment."!

The global demographic landscape is poised for significant transformation. Over the next
three decades, different regions of the world will experience varying rates of population
growth. This will lead to a substantial redistribution of the global population. Central and
South Asia are expected to become the world’s most populous regions by 2037. In contrast,
Europe and North America are projected to reach their population peaks in the late 2030s,
and then begin to decline due to prolonged low birth rates.” These demographic shifts
highlight the rise of countries in the Global South.

Although Global South countries are not usually considered military or economic powers,
they have diverse strengths, such as energy and natural resources, and they are emerging
markets. Many nations, including Saudi Arabia and Qatar, control significant portions of the
global oil and gas supply. This gives them considerable leverage in global economic and
geopolitical negotiations, which they exercise through organizations like OPEC. Countries
such as Indonesia, Brazil, and South Africa play crucial roles in developing markets and have
higher economic growth rates than developed economies.'” With a GDP exceeding $2.2
trillion in 2022, Brazil is the largest economy in South America and an important member of
the BRICS. Additionally, countries such as Turkey, Malaysia, and Vietnam are leveraging their
cultures, tourism, and diplomacy to increase their international influence. Looking ahead,
countries in the Global South are expected to continue using their soft power, resources, and
growing markets to amplify their voice in international organizations.

Many of Global South countries are located in strategically important regions and play
pivotal roles in major power competitions. For example, as a central actor in the Middle
East, the United Arab Emirates serves as a strategic partner in shaping regional security
dynamics. Similarly, ASEAN countries, located at the heart of the Indo-Pacific, play a strategic
role in maintaining regional stability amid growing competition between the United States
and China. As the de-facto leader of ASEAN, Indonesia contributes substantially to the
development of regional rules governing trade and security. Brazil, one of the largest nations
in South America, can influence regional norms through organizations such as Mercosur
and BRICS. Brazil is also a leading actor in global climate efforts, thanks to its vital role in
preserving the Amazon rainforest. Many non-aligned states in the Global South are expected
to increase their geopolitical influence by forming flexible coalitions, as exemplified by
collaboration among ASEAN, Mercosur, and Gulf nations. These countries are also likely
to assume intermediary roles in regional and global conflicts, offering diplomatic and
reconciliatory solutions rather than engaging in direct competition.

Many of Global South countries are becoming more capable of shaping regional standards
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and promoting global initiatives in specific areas. OPEC, for instance, can influence oil
production and pricing regulations. In the coming years, OPEC countries may also spearhead
renewable energy initiatives, such as green hydrogen production. Brazil, South Africa, and
small island states like the Maldives play key roles in climate change negotiations at the
United Nations. These countries advocate for equitable emission reduction responsibility
rules between developed and developing countries. Southeast Asian countries are developing
regional standards through the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), in
which Indonesia and Vietnam play substantial roles. The RCEP is expected to become the
world’s largest free trade agreement by 2030, shaping trade and investment norms across
Asia. The BRICS is establishing alternative institutions, such as the New Development Bank
(NDB), to compete with Western-led organizations like the IMF and the World Bank. In
the future, countries in the Global South will continue to advocate for rules that align with
their regional and global interests. ASEAN and OPEC are expected to play a central role in
shaping trade and energy regulations. Furthermore, these countries will leverage platforms
like the BRICS and the UN to amplify their voices. Global South countries are now becoming
an indispensable part of the international order. Amidst great-power competition, they are
expected to use their intermediary positions to establish flexible and mutually beneficial rules
for developed and developing states alike. As these countries grow in economic strength
and geopolitical influence, they may gradually reshape global governance in areas such as
energy, trade, and climate change.

The rise of Global South countries could transform the world from a “vacuum” of universal
values into a pluralistic one. In such a pluralistic world order, we must recognize the realities

of complexity, contradictions, and opposing values. We are likely to witness the emergence
of double standards or pluralistic perceptions regarding global issues and agendas. This
pluralism may become a defining characteristic of the future world, where a new global
order emerges amid challenges to Western-led norms and values arising from the diversity of
development models and ideologies largely introduced by Global South countries.

The rise of Global South countries could transform the world from a “vacuum” of universal values into a pluralistic one.
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China has actively mobilized Global South countries, over which it wields significant and
growing economic and diplomatic influence, to support its agenda for reforming global
governance. These countries often share China’s desire for a more equitable world order and
harbor various grievances toward Western dominance. The BRI currently has 151 participating
countries. The Group of Friends of the Global Development Initiative (GDI) currently has 81
members, while the Group of 77 (G77) and China includes 134 countries. The vast majority
of members in all of these groups are from the Global South. At COP27, the divide between
the G77 and Western governments highlighted a renewed determination and ability among
developing countries to organize independently to defense of their own collective interests.
Similarly, their responses to the war in Ukraine illustrate a growing hesitation to follow the
West’s lead. Instead, they want to maximize their strategic independence and flexibility,
adopting diverse approaches to values. While 141 countries voted in favor of the United
Nations General Assembly resolution condemning Russia’s military aggression, around 50
Global South countries expressed dissent either by voting against the resolution (5 countries),
abstaining (35 countries), or not participating in the vote (12 countries).”" Notably, no Global
South country has joined Western sanctions against Russia, indicating that they do not
intend to isolate Russia in the international arena. By resisting Western pressure to condemn
Russia, developing countries are asserting their independent stance in international relations.
Global South countries want to demonstrate that their decisions are based on carefully
calculated assessments of national interests rather than external pressure. This position does
not necessarily indicate approval or endorsement of Russia’s policies. However, it weakens
the West's efforts to isolate Russia and undermines the effectiveness of its sanctions. Global
South countries’ responses to the Russia-Ukraine conflict reflect their diverse values. These
responses also signal the end of the unipolar order, in which interests of Global South
countries have long been marginalized. This also underscores the need for a more equitable
world order.

For decades, developing countries have largely been viewed as objects of international
diplomacy rather than as actors with their own serious agendas. Although they constitute
the majority in the United Nations General Assembly, they remain insignificant within key
decision-making bodies such as the UN Security Council, the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), the World Bank, and the G20. This situation is set to change profoundly. As developing
countries’ overall influence grows amid an increasingly fragmented international power
structure, the Global South is demanding influence commensurate with its elevated role.
Thus far, the West's acknowledgment of this reality has largely been rhetorical. For example,
although U.S. President Joe Biden proposed granting the African Union a permanent seat
in the G20,"" the initiative has yet to materialize. Meanwhile, voting shares of developing
countries in the IMF and the World Bank remain disproportionately low."”’ The Global South
will increasingly shape a more representative international order. This is more important than
ever as an “order” that lacks representation - wherein the majority of nations have minimal
voice - is a prescription for disorder or even chaos. In such a context, countries will diverge
in their positions and become incapable of addressing challenges such as climate change
and pandemics, which require global cooperation.

The Global South is emerging as a unified region. The participation and engagement of
Global South countries not only contribute to the birth of a new world order, but also help
shape its structure and rules, which may differ significantly from the current system.
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Chinese-style Modernization: A Contribution to Building a Pluralistic World

In the past, China often used the term “modernization with Chinese characteristics,”
emphasizing the unique features of its modernization process. Today, the notion of “Chinese-
style modernization” implies that it encompasses both unique characteristics and universal
applicability. At the 20th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, President
Xi Jinping stated, “Chinese-style modernization contains elements that are common to the
modernization processes of all countries, but it is more characterized by features that are
unique to the Chinese context”. Through this concept, China conveys that Chinese-style
modernization can provide valuable insights for other nations seeking suitable paths to
prosperity and development.

China achieved modernization in just a few decades - a process that took the West centuries.
It has risen miraculously from a poor, underdeveloped nation to become the world’s
second-largest economy. As mentioned above, while other countries may not be able to
fully replicate Chinese model, the demonstrative effect of its modernization is significant.
Many developing countries can be profoundly inspired by China’s modernization journey
as they engage in globalization and search for a development path that suits their national
conditions.

As the largest country in the Global South, China has made significant contributions to the
diversification of global values through its theoretical system for national development. This
has partly helped bridge the gaps during the “vacuum” period of universal values, paving the
way for a more equitable international system of rules and norms in the future.

In the past, the West’s capitalist modernization was seen as the only path to modernization,
and Western civilization was regarded as the final form of human civilization. For over
100 years, from the Opium War (1840) until the establishment of the People’s Republic of
China (1949), China copied the West in every aspect, including tools, institutions, ideas,
and culture. The Yangwu Movement, which began after the Opium War, marked the start of
China’s modernization. Previously, the Chinese considered Europeans to be “barbarians” ( 25
3 ), belonging to a lower class. However, the attack on the Yuanmingyuan Summer Palace in
Beijing by Western forces awakened the Chinese people. During the 30 years of the Yangwu
Movement, China sought to learn from the West in the fields of science and technology,
particularly acquiring knowledge related to firearms and warships. The Westernization
Movement established several military and civilian industries, contributing to the early
development of industrial sectors in China. In 1895, China was defeated by Japan in the
First Sino-Japanese War. This defeat prompted another wave of self-reflection and renewed
efforts to learn from Western institutional reforms, as seen during the Hundred Days’ Reform.
Following the Xinhai Revolution, China became more aware of its cultural backwardness. The
May Fourth Movement was a campaign to adopt Western cultural ideals. After the founding
of the People’s Republic of China, the country took a distinct developmental path from the
West. Nevertheless, the Chinese have maintained an open-minded attitude, viewing the West
as a valuable source of developmental experience. During the Mao era, China relied heavily
on the Soviet Union’s development models, while under Deng Xiaoping, China was willing
to learn extensively from the United States in its pursuit of modernization and prosperity.

With the introduction of “Chinese-style modernization,” China has fully diverged from

73



Western paradigms for the first time, striving to develop a new theoretical system that
transcends Western-centric ideas and discourse systems. Chinese-style modernization
demonstrates that modernization does not equate to Westernization. The five key
characteristics of Chinese-style modernization include: the modernization of a huge
population; the modernization of realizing common prosperity for all; the modernization of
harmony between material and spiritual civilization; the modernization of harmony between
humanity and nature; and the modernization of peaceful development. To successfully
achieve Chinese-style modernization, China must overcome numerous challenges. As a
developing country with a huge population, China faces the daunting task of guiding more
than 1.4 billion people belonging to 56 ethnic groups into a modern society across 9.6
million square kilometers of land, a scale far exceeding any existing developed country. If
China succeeds, it will be an admirable achievement. Furthermore, by fostering sustainable
development, China could serve as a role model for other countries seeking to balance
economic growth with environmental protection and social progress. While the ultimate
effectiveness of Chinese-style modernization remains to be seen, developing a theoretical
system based on China’s history and practical conditions is a significant contribution to
shaping a future multipolar and pluralistic world.

The unipolar world order has come to an end. As global power shifts toward a multipolar
structure, a “vacuum” period of universal values has emerged. The world must gradually
accept the coexistence of diverse value systems and governance models. These systems and
models may vary to such an extent that it is impossible to confidently claim that any single
value is the only universal norm. A distinctive feature of the Chinese Model is its flexibility,
which represents a relentless path of liberating thought and exploring new approaches.
Throughout its bumpy development path in history, China has demonstrated an exceptional
ability to adapt its mindset and policies in response to changing circumstances. This is an
experience China should share more extensively with the rest of the world.
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The Myth of Homogeneity: Asian Values and
the Cultural Limits of the Global South

Chang-Yau Hoon, Zhao Kaili
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Defining the “Global South”

Since the end of the Cold War, the geopolitical and economic designations of the “Global
South” and “Global North” have gradually replaced earlier binary classifications such as
“First World” versus “Third World” and “developed” versus “developing” countries. The 1980
Brandt Commission report, North-South: A Programme for Survival, formally articulated
global inequalities through the geographical metaphor of the “North-South divide”."" Yet,
the roots of this conceptual dichotomy can be traced back to the 1955 Bandung Conference,
where Afro-Asian nations collectively asserted their position as the “South” by challenging
colonial legacies and advocating for autonomous development. This early articulation of
Global South identity constructed a counter-hegemonic politico-economic narrative in
opposition to Western-dominated global orders.”” As a symbolic expression of solidarity, the
Global South acknowledges the diverse worldviews and knowledge systems of its constituent
members, which are reflected in pluralistic approaches to identity formation, cultural
belonging, and power relations.”!

Southeast Asia, as an integral component of the Global South, offers critical insights into its
postcolonial complexities. The “Asian Values” discourse advanced by political leaders such
as Lee Kuan Yew and Mahathir Mohamad in the 1990s provided an ideological basis for
regional development models. However, in the aftermath of the Asian financial crisis, the
credibility of the Asian Values framework was significantly undermined.

The discourse of the Global South, much like that of Asian Values, is less a culturally
embedded worldview than an ideologically driven political project.” Both emerged as
responses to Western cultural and political dominance. This paper offers a cultural critique
of the Global South from a Southeast Asian perspective, examining how these discourses
function as strategies of both empowerment and constraint. It argues that the Global South
continues to grapple with a fundamental contradiction—what might be called its “cultural
blind spot”: a persistent failure to engage meaningfully with the very cultural specificities it
claims to represent.

Alternatives to Liberal Norms

The Global South discourse and the Asian Values framework share homologous foundational
logics, operating within a common political-cultural grammar. Both draw upon two
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intertwined paradigms: the emphasis on cultural difference framed through cultural
relativism, and a prioritization of development over individual rights, often articulated as an
alternative to liberal democratic norms.

The Asian Values discourse challenges the universality of Western liberal democracy,
individualism, and human rights norms. Articulated by leaders such as Lee Kuan Yew
and Mahathir Mohamad, it emphasizes communitarianism over individual rights, social
harmony over dissent, respect for authority and hierarchy, and the prioritization of economic
development before liberal democracy. These values are often explicitly framed in contrast
to Western liberal ideals.”'Similarly, many Global South states reject what they perceive
as Western moral imperialism, arguing that political and human rights standards must be
rooted in local histories, cultures, and socio-economic contexts. For example, the Indian
government often contends that its unique civilizational heritage and governance challenges
render certain Western norms on religious freedom or gender equality inapplicable.'®
Western criticisms on certain practices in Asia are frequently dismissed as moral superiority
that fails to account for the complexities of governing vast and socio-economically diverse
populations. In the context of rapid economic growth in Southeast Asia, this paternalistic
model of the developmental state has significantly influenced Global South political thinking.
Prioritizing economic growth and social stability over political liberalization, it promotes a
trade-off between limited political freedoms and material development. Under this model,
strong central authority is often deemed necessary for effective nation-building and poverty
reduction.

While the discourse on Asian Values has generated significant controversy, it undeniably
challenges the normative frameworks of Western liberalism and dominant models of state
governance. Parallel to this, the Global South has emerged as an increasingly salient arena
for norm contestation, where more countries articulate alternative, non-Western approaches
to development, governance, and value systems. Against this backdrop, the pluralization of
global norms and epistemologies continues to gain traction, offering new possibilities for
reshaping the international order.

In Southeast Asia, Indonesia—the world’s largest Muslim-majority democracy—
demonstrates a distinctive model of religious—modern governance integration. Through the
adoption of Pancasila (Five Principles) as its constitutional foundation, Indonesia upholds
religious pluralism while recognizing the cultural centrality of Islam. Islamic values are
institutionalized across several domains, including finance, law, and social governance.
This is evident in the development of a Sharia-compliant financial sector, the incorporation
of Islamic legal norms into regional regulations (particularly in Aceh) after decentralization,
and the use of religious mass organizations to enhance public service delivery. Indonesia’s
democratic system—based on multiparty elections, the rule of law, and constitutional
checks and balances—has organically synthesized religious principles with democratic
governance.” This hybrid model demonstrates that religion and democracy need not be
inherently oppositional, but can instead be mutually constitutive within context-specific
configurations that retain both local legitimacy and global resonance.

Although also Muslim-majority countries, neighboring Brunei Darussalam and Malaysia
adopt markedly different models of religious governance, shaped by distinct historical
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Malaysia follows a constitutional monarchy model with a federated religious governance structure.

trajectories and constitutional arrangements. In Brunei, Islam is deeply embedded in
the state’s political identity through the concept of Melayu Islam Beraja (Malay Islamic
Monarchy), which formally integrates Malay culture, Islamic values, and absolute monarchy
as the ideological foundation of national governance. The Sultan serves as both the head
of state and the supreme religious authority, wielding extensive executive, legislative, and
judicial powers. Since the promulgation of the Syariah Penal Code Order in 2014, Brunei
has reinforced a theocratic framework that positions Islam not merely as a moral compass
but as a formal source of law and state legitimacy, though in practice, enforcement remains
selective and moderated by international scrutiny and domestic pragmatism.®

In contrast, Malaysia follows a constitutional monarchy model with a federated religious
governance structure. While Islam is recognized as the religion of the federation, its
implementation is largely decentralized, falling under the jurisdiction of each state’s Sultan
or governor. The country maintains a dual legal system, where Syariah courts operate
alongside civil courts, primarily overseeing personal and family matters for Muslims. The
role of Islam in governance has evolved significantly, particularly since the 1980s, with the
growing Islamization of public institutions, education, and legal norms. Despite Malaysia’s
electoral democracy and plural legal system, the state increasingly utilizes Islam as a tool of
political legitimation, often reinforcing Malay-Muslim supremacy in the face of multicultural
tensions.””’ Both Brunei and Malaysia, therefore, exemplify how Islam can be entwined with
monarchy and nationalism to produce governance models that prioritize religious orthodoxy
and state authority over democratic pluralism.
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In East Asia, China’s governance model is often framed as a contemporary adaptation of
Confucian meritocracy."”Emphasizing the selection of virtuous and competent leaders, it
promotes a people-centered governance ethos. Through institutionalized mechanisms for
cadre selection, evaluation, and training, the system ensures that officials at all levels possess
strong administrative capabilities and public service awareness. Under the leadership of
the Communist Party of China, the state has continually refined its governance capacity,
effectively mobilizing resources for large-scale initiatives and national priorities. Deeply
rooted in China’s historical and cultural traditions, this model represents an ongoing effort
to modernize governance institutions and capabilities, offering alternative developmental
paradigms for other countries in the Global South.

In Africa, traditional authority systems continue to play a vital role in social governance
across many nations. A particularly influential framework is African communalism, a
paradigm grounded in collective values and decolonial ethics. It is marked by three core
features: first, a relational conception of personhood, where individual identity is shaped
through fulfilling communal responsibilities; second, consensus-based decision-making
processes, as exemplified by the deliberative traditions of Ghana’s Ashanti chieftaincy; and
third, a rejection of Western individualism and dualistic thinking in favor of indigenous
worldviews adapted to modern governance challenges. """ Additionally, traditional justice
systems operate alongside formal legal institutions. Botswana’s kgot/la—community courts
presided over by tribal chiefs—offer a notable example, mediating civil and familial disputes
outside the formal judiciary. Though extra-legal, these institutions perform vital sociocultural
governance functions, especially in rural areas. Such models embody the unique collectivist
ethos of African societies and derive their legitimacy from cultural continuity rather than
imported legalism.

These regionally grounded models reflect the broader movement within the Global South
to resist normative hegemony and assert culturally resonant alternatives. While divergent in
form, they collectively challenge the presumed universality of Western liberal norms and
expand the repertoire of legitimate governance practices in global discourse.

The Myth of Homogeneity in the Global South

Whether in the discourse of Asian Values or the Global South, the “West” is often
essentialized and constructed as a homogeneous and morally intrusive “Other”. Through
appeals to deep cultural difference, both the Asian Values and Global South narratives adopt
cultural relativism as a key methodological and ideological tool. In practice, however, the
Asian Values framework constructs an idealized and unified “East” positioned in moral
opposition to a decaying “West”.!"? This binary logic reinforces rather than dismantles
the East-West dichotomy initially produced by Western imperialist discourse, while
simultaneously marginalizing internal cultural diversity and dissenting voices within the so-
called “East”.

As the concept of the Global South is often defined in opposition to an external referent—
the “West”—there is a tendency to homogenize what is. In reality, an immensely diverse and
internally differentiated grouping of states. This oppositional framing can obscure the fact that
many countries categorized under the Global South share few substantive commonalities
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beyond their non-Western status or colonial past. While the narrative of a unified South
may serve symbolic or strategic purposes, especially in postcolonial and anti-hegemonic
discourse, it risks flattening crucial distinctions in economic development, political structure,
regional aspirations, and historical experiences. A closer examination reveals that the Global
South is far from monolithic; rather, it comprises a wide spectrum of contexts that defy
simplistic categorization.

Economic disparities across the Global South remain substantial. Regional growth
differentials are particularly pronounced: Southeast Asia, among the fastest-growing regions
globally, recorded a combined GDP of US$3.95 trillion (US$5.75 thousand per capita)
in 2024, while Sub-Saharan Africa’s GDP stood at US$1.88 trillion (US$1.54 thousand
per capita). Even within ASEAN, intra-regional inequality is stark—Singapore’s per capita
GDP (US$90.67 thousand) exceeds that of Cambodia (US$2.75 thousand) by a factor of
33. Increasingly, Global South economies diverge into two broad categories: emerging
economies such as Vietnam and India, which are successfully integrated into global value
chains and recorded growth rates of 7.1% and 6.5% respectively in 2024; and struggling
economies such as Argentina, which faces economic contraction (-1.7%) due to prolonged

fiscal austerity.!"?!

Diversity is equally evident in political systems. Liberal democracies such as India (a
federal parliamentary system) and Brazil (a federal presidential republic) uphold multiparty
competition, regular elections, and separation of powers. In contrast, authoritarian regimes
such as Vietnam and Rwanda centralize power through different mechanisms: Vietnam’s one-
party system revolves around the “four pillars” of state leadership, while Rwanda maintains
tight state control under the prolonged presidency of Paul Kagame. Hybrid regimes, such as
Singapore and Turkey, blur the lines. In these countries, formal multiparty elections coexist
with the concentration of power in practice.

Despite rhetorical commitments to multipolarity and resistance to Western dominance, the
Global South is fractured by competing regional ambitions shaped by distinct geopolitical
contexts and economic priorities. ASEAN economies seek to strengthen their role in regional
supply chains and attract foreign manufacturing investment. African states, while open to
infrastructure investment, increasingly emphasize debt sustainability and autonomy from new
forms of dependency. In Latin America, strategic alignments diverge: Brazil and Argentina
are deepening ties with China as a counterbalance to U.S. influence, whereas Colombia
and Ecuador remain economically and militarily aligned with the United States. Inter-
regional competition also extends to the green energy sector. Morocco and South Africa, for
example, aim to become leading suppliers of green hydrogen to Europe, while Southeast
Asian economies such as Vietnam and Malaysia expand their exports of solar photovoltaic
products, positioning themselves in a competitive global market.

Colonial legacies further shape the Global South’s variegated engagements with external
powers. African nations often foreground decolonization and historical justice as key themes
in global forums, whereas ASEAN member states tend to focus on development autonomy
and economic sovereignty. Latin American countries, meanwhile, frequently coalesce
around a shared resistance to U.S. hegemony. Within Southeast Asia itself, relations with
former colonial powers are far from uniform and can be broadly categorized into three
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types: antagonistic, defined by strong anti-colonial sentiment (e.g., Indonesia—Netherlands,
Vietnam-France); pragmatic, involving the retention of colonial administrative legacies for
functional purposes (e.g., Singapore and Brunei with the United Kingdom); and ambivalent,
marked by enduring economic ties but limited cultural affinity (e.g., Malaysia—U.K.).
Hence, the Global South cannot be understood as a coherent or unified bloc. Its internal
diversity, shaped by complex historical, economic, and political trajectories, necessitates
a more nuanced and differentiated approach to its study—one that resists essentialism and
foregrounds its internal pluralism.

South-South Power Asymmetry

While the Global South is often portrayed as a community founded on principles of mutual
assistance and equality, structural asymmetries persist within this grouping. Regional powers,
resource-rich states, and economically advanced countries frequently assume dominant
positions, giving rise to internal hierarchies and a de facto core—periphery dynamic.

In Southeast Asia, ASEAN exemplifies these internal imbalances. Indonesia, the region’s
most populous and economically powerful member, recorded a GDP of US$1,371.1 billion
in 2023—approximately 97 times that of Laos (US$14.2 billion). Its population of 278,696.2
thousand is over 600 times larger than that of Brunei (450.5 thousand)."*Indonesia
increasingly leverages its market size, natural resources, and geostrategic location to assert
structural power in regional governance. Notably, its 2020 export ban on unprocessed nickel
ore aimed to promote domestic downstream industries and attract foreign investment in
local smelting. This policy not only reconfigured regional supply chains for energy transition
minerals, but also pressured other resource-exporting states—such as the Philippines—to
reassess their own industrial strategies and resource governance frameworks.!"!

Similar asymmetries are visible in the broader Global South, particularly within regional
organizations such as ASEAN, the African Union (AU), and the Community of Latin American
and Caribbean States (CELAC). These organizations compete for discursive authority as
legitimate representatives of the Global South, a competition shaped both by internal agency
and the selective recognition mechanisms of the Western-dominated international system. In
2023, the AU secured permanent membership in the G20, marking a significant institutional
breakthrough. In contrast, ASEAN—despite its longer history—Ilacks equivalent global
standing and continues to rely on influential member states like Indonesia to gain indirect
representation in major governance forums. CELAC, established in 2011, faces even greater
hurdles, with global engagement largely limited to individual heavyweights such as Argentina
and Brazil.

China’s growing influence further complicates dynamics within the Global South. While
Beijing positions itself as a champion of South-South solidarity through initiatives like the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the Global Development Initiative (GDI), the Global Security
Initiative (GSI), and the Global Civilization Initiative (GCl), these efforts have attracted
accusations of “neo-imperialism”. Critics argue that China’s expanding footprint in Africa
and Southeast Asia reinforces asymmetric dependencies, challenging the foundational
postcolonial narrative of the Global South as uniformly resisting external domination."®
In Southeast Asia, Chinese investment is generally welcomed for its economic utility, yet
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policymakers remain wary of “overreliance” and the long-term strategic risks of dependence
on Beijing."”" India, in response, has sought to offer an alternative model through initiatives
such as the Asia—Africa Growth Corridor (AAGC), positioning itself as a more transparent and
sovereignty-respecting development partner.

Nonetheless, critiques of China’s role often rely on a simplified great power—small state
binary, grounded in indicators such as GDP, territory, and population size."" This framework
presumes an inevitable dominance of large states over smaller ones and tends to overlook
the agency of recipient countries. Moreover, the rise of China has been accompanied by the
intensification of Western threat narratives, with the so-called “China Threat Theory” framing
Beijing’s global ambitions as inherently destabilizing."” Such narratives reflect broader
anxieties over the erosion of Western hegemony and the potential reordering of a Eurocentric
global system.

China, by contrast, argues that its initiatives aim to democratize global governance and
promote a multipolar world. Whether through the BRI’s principle of “extensive consultation,
joint contribution, and shared benefits”, the civilizational dialogue proposed under the
GCl, or the vision of a “Community with a Shared Future for Mankind”, China presents
itself as a responsible power seeking to reform, rather than dominate, the international
order. These initiatives focus on addressing the development needs and sovereignty
concerns of Global South states, advancing a more inclusive and equitable global political
economy.”” In doing so, China articulates a deliberate departure from Western-centric
paradigms and offers a multilateral praxis grounded in non-Western philosophical and
political traditions.

The “Future” of the Global South Framework

Amid the ongoing reconfiguration of global order and the rise of anti-globalization
sentiments, the concept of the Global South faces renewed theoretical scrutiny and
practical uncertainty. On one hand, the shifting geopolitics and the widening North-South
development gap have revitalized interest in South-South cooperation and alternative
models of development. On the other hand, persistent intra-regional inequalities and the
entrenchment of capitalist structures continue to undermine the solidarity such cooperation
aspires to, rendering it fragile and often fragmented. For Southeast Asia—a region marked
by geopolitical heterogeneity, colonial entanglements, and divergent postcolonial paths—its
position within the Global South discourse is particularly nuanced.

Beyond traditional geopolitical and economic framings, a cultural perspective reveals the
layers of identity negotiation, discursive realignment, and power relations that shape how
the Global South is imagined and enacted across different national contexts. In resisting
the normative dominance of the West, Southeast Asian states frequently invoke indigenous
cultural frameworks and civilizational discourses to articulate non-Western subjectivities—
most notably seen in the rise of “Asian Values”. Yet, just as the Asian Values discourse enabled
cultural self-assertion while simultaneously suppressing internal diversity, the instrumental
use of the Global South framework as a diplomatic or political tool risks flattening the
region’s complex socio-cultural and political heterogeneity.



The Southern Values ()}l

This politicization is not without precedent. In the 1990s, the rhetoric of Asian Values
provided postcolonial Southeast Asian governments with a platform to assert cultural
confidence against Western norms. However, this narrative also served to legitimize
hierarchical governance structures, patriarchal ideologies, and the suppression of dissenting
voices. Likewise, today’s Global South discourse, while valuable in critiquing Western
hegemony and the neoliberal order, may obscure the region’s ambivalent entanglements with
global capitalism and reproduce internal exclusions.

A deeper question thus arises: Can South-South cooperation moves beyond rhetorical
solidarity to become a meaningful and reciprocal framework for collective advancement?
Stark asymmetries—such as those between Singapore and Cambodia, or between Malaysia
and Myanmar—alongside the influence of regional powers like China and India, complicate
prospects for equitable collaboration. Without addressing these imbalances, cooperation risks
replicating the very hierarchies it seeks to dismantle. If South-South cooperation is to fulfil
its promise, it must be grounded in institutional mechanisms that prioritize local agency and
shared governance, rather than aspirational slogans.

In this sense, the discourse of Asian Values resembles the phoenix of Arab mythology:
powerful in symbolism and imbued with the hope of renewal, yet often intangible in practice.
While it soared as a counterpoint to Western dominance, it faltered when confronted with
the region’s internal complexities. The Global South, likewise, carries critical weight as a
discursive counter-hegemony, but its transformative potential is limited if it fails to engage
seriously with internal diversity, asymmetries, and structural inequalities. Thus, both Asian
Values and the Global South should not be treated as fixed categories or settled ideologies.
Rather, they must be understood as evolving discursive formations—fluid, contested, and
continually shaped by shifting political, cultural, and institutional forces.

The notion of “the future” carries symbolic power in Global South discourse. It is often
invoked to critique existing global inequities while imagining more just and autonomous
alternatives. China’s vision of a “Community of Shared Future for Mankind”, for instance,
offers a non-Western, civilizational model of global governance based on mutual respect,
interdependence, and shared development. Similarly, ASEAN’s Vision 2045: Our Shared
Future articulates a forward-looking narrative of regional cohesion and global relevance.
These imaginaries serve not only as aspirational frameworks but also as instruments for
constructing postcolonial agency and asserting ideological autonomy in an international
system still largely shaped by Western norms.

Yet, such future-oriented discourses merit critical interrogation. Who defines this “future”?
Whose values, agendas, and interests are prioritized—and whose are sidelined? Beneath their
inclusive language, these visions often obscure structural inequalities, regional hierarchies,
and internal pluralisms. In the context of Southeast Asia, the invocation of “community” or
“common destiny” can mask asymmetries in power, development, and voice. Rather than
treating “the Global South” or “Asian values” as fixed or self-evident categories, we must
understand them as discursive constructs—fluid, contested, and continually shaped by
cultural politics and geopolitical power relations. Ultimately, any meaningful reimagining of
global futures must center not just shared rhetoric, but equitable participation and pluralistic
agency.
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Shared Histories, Shared Futures:
Toward a New Asian Regionalism

Hilmar Farid

Keywords: cultural regionalism; historical consciousness; Global South cooperation

A Region at a Crossroads

The twenty-first century has often been called the “Asian century,” a recognition of the
demographic weight, economic dynamism, and geopolitical relevance that the region now
commands. Yet the story of Asia’s rise is far from linear. Beneath the visible markers of growth
and influence lie deeper tensions: strategic mistrust among major powers, a fragmented
cultural imagination, and the persistent challenge of inequality within and between nations.
While the economic metrics may suggest integration, the political and social realities often
tell a more fractured story.

We are living through a moment of profound transformation. The old certainties of the
post-Cold War order, which involve American unipolarity, global market liberalism, and
the promise of convergence, are dissolving. In their place, a multipolar world is emerging,
shaped by shifting alliances, fractured global institutions, and a deepening crisis of legitimacy
among dominant powers. Countries across Asia are now navigating a world that is both more
interconnected and more contested than ever before.

In this environment, regionalism is no longer a luxury or a diplomatic gesture. It is a strategic
necessity. But the kind of regionalism we pursue matters deeply. For much of the past three
decades, regional cooperation in Asia, particularly between East and Southeast Asia, has
been largely transactional, centered on economic interdependence, trade agreements, and
strategic hedging. While these forms of cooperation have delivered growth and relative
stability, they have also exposed critical vulnerabilities. When economic networks are
disrupted, as during the COVID-19 pandemic, or when major powers exert disproportionate
influence on regional choices, the limits of market-centric regionalism become painfully
clear.

What we need today is not just more regionalism, but a new kind of regionalism, one that
places culture, social relations, and historical consciousness at its core. This regionalism
would not only mitigate geopolitical tensions or enhance economic performance but also
lay the groundwork for long-term solidarity and resilience. It would enable us to imagine and
build a region that is more inclusive, humane, and grounded in shared experiences.

The recent Global South and Southeast Asia Forum held in Jakarta brought this question to
the fore. Scholars and practitioners from across Asia gathered not only to critique Western
dominance in global affairs but also to propose new frameworks for regional cooperation.
One of the strongest threads running through the discussions was the urgent need to reclaim
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and revitalize the cultural and social dimensions of regionalism. If Asia is to chart its own
path forward, it must do so by remembering the entangled pasts that bind its peoples—and
by building institutions that honor those connections in the present.

The Fragility of Market-Centric Integration

In many ways, the economic success story of Asia is impressive. Over the past few decades,
the region has become an engine of global growth, driven by trade, investment, and
industrial transformation. Mechanisms like ASEAN+3, the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP), and numerous bilateral free trade agreements have knit the economies of
East and Southeast Asia into dense webs of interdependence. This architecture has enabled
countries to navigate the volatility of global markets, attract capital, and diversify production
networks.

But economic integration, while necessary, is not sufficient for building a resilient and
cohesive region. The underlying logic of these arrangements remains largely transactional:
access to markets, capital flows, supply chains, and labor mobility. They are calibrated to
serve national interests in a globalized marketplace, not to cultivate a sense of regional
belonging or shared purpose.

This market-first orientation becomes especially problematic during times of crisis. The

COVID-19 pandemic revealed how quickly cooperation could collapse under stress.

* Y g\
28th ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers' and

Central Bank Governors' Meeting
3-4 May 2025 | Milan, Italy

Mechanisms like ASEAN+3 have knit the economies of East and Southeast Asia into dense webs of interdependence.
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Medical supplies were hoarded, vaccine distribution became politicized, and border controls
tightened without coordination. Despite decades of economic interdependence, the region
lacked the institutional and normative frameworks needed to respond collectively. The same
pattern has emerged in the face of climate-related disasters, migration flows, and digital
misinformation, challenges that transcend national boundaries but lack regional mechanisms
for joint action.

Moreover, market integration has done little to address the deep structural inequalities
within the region. The benefits of trade and investment often accrue to elite sectors and
urban centers, while marginalized communities are left behind. In some cases, integration
has exacerbated labor precarity, environmental degradation, and cultural homogenization.
Without corresponding efforts in cultural exchange, social development, and political
coordination, the promise of regionalism risks becoming a hollow shell, an empty vessel
animated by GDP but devoid of meaning.

There is also a growing danger that regional cooperation becomes subordinated to great-
power competition. As the rivalry between the United States and China intensifies, many
Asian nations find themselves caught in a delicate balancing act: relying on China for
economic growth while depending on the U.S. for security guarantees. This dual dependency
may limit the space for imagining alternative futures.

What this reveals is a fundamental imbalance: while Asia has pursued regionalism through
markets, it has neglected regionalism through people, ideas, and memory. We have built trade
corridors and investment zones, but not cultural bridges or collective narratives. We have
statistics that show interdependence, but few institutions that nurture mutual understanding.
If we want regionalism to be more than a technocratic project, we must widen its scope and
deepen its roots.

In this light, the next phase of Asian regionalism must be qualitatively different. It must
incorporate cultural policy, historical consciousness, and social development as central
pillars, not as afterthoughts or soft components. It must create room for civil society, artists,
scholars, and communities to shape the regional agenda, alongside governments and
corporations. And most importantly, it must be driven by a vision of shared futures rooted in
shared histories, not merely by the demands of markets or the calculus of power.

Shared Histories, Forgotten Solidarities

One of the most enduring myths of modern Asia is that its countries developed in isolation,
distinct cultural entities neatly separated by borders, languages, or colonial legacies. In truth,
the histories of East and Southeast Asia are profoundly entangled. For centuries, the region
was defined less by national boundaries and more by circulation: of people, goods, ideas,
rituals, and resistance.

From the ancient maritime networks of the Srivijaya and Majapahit polities to the cultural
diffusion along the tributary routes of the Sinosphere, regional interaction was the norm,
not the exception. Buddhist texts traveled from India and China to the archipelagos of
present-day Indonesia and the Malay Peninsula. Islamic scholars moved fluidly across
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Aceh, Pattani, and Mindanao. Political ideas about kingship, governance, and justice
circulated alongside material exchanges, often shaped as much by local adaptation as by
transregional flows.

Colonialism disrupted this dynamic profoundly. The imposition of European empires in
the region did not merely redraw boundaries but also recoded memory. Identities were
reshaped within the logic of imperial administration: race, religion, and region were
categorized, measured, and managed to fit European epistemologies. Dutch, British, French,
Spanish, and American colonial regimes all pursued divide-and-rule tactics, severing long-
standing relations between neighboring societies and converting shared worlds into rival
jurisdictions.

Nation-states inherited much of this architecture. After independence, most postcolonial
governments embraced national histories and symbols that prioritized internal unity over
regional connection. In school curricula, diplomatic discourse, and popular media, the
“nation” became the primary frame through which the past and future were imagined. This
was understandable in the context of post-independence nation-building. But it came at a
cost.

Today, many of the region’s shared histories remain buried under layers of national narrative.
The legacy of anti-colonial solidarity, for example, is rarely remembered as a regional force.
Yet movements in Vietnam, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Burma often exchanged tactics,
offered refuge, or shared ideological lineage. The spirit of the 1955 Bandung Conference
is remembered in fragments but seldom mobilized as a foundation for contemporary
cooperation.

This historical amnesia has consequences. Without a strong sense of shared pasts, it
becomes harder to imagine shared futures. Without recovering the region’s long traditions of
coexistence, adaptation, and mutual influence, it becomes difficult to resist the narrowing
pressures of nationalism, xenophobia, or strategic competition.

There is also a missed opportunity here: history can serve as an engine of regional identity,
not just national pride. Recovering stories of cultural entanglement and political solidarity
can help build the empathy and trust necessary for deeper cooperation. It can remind us that
we have faced common enemies before, i.e., colonialism, exploitation, and displacement,
and that we have found strength in one another. In times of global uncertainty, these lessons
are more relevant than ever.

But memory must be cultivated. This requires not just archival recovery but also public
platforms, such as museums, education systems, festivals, and media, that can present
regional narratives in accessible and resonant forms. It also requires collaborative scholarship:
historians, anthropologists, artists, and activists working across borders to reconstruct the
region’s plural pasts. In this sense, history is not merely a repository of facts. It is a terrain of
political imagination.

Rethinking Regionalism Through Culture and Society

To build a more resilient and inclusive regionalism, we must reorient our assumptions:
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from GDP metrics to cultural ties, from top-down policy to grassroots co-creation, and from
economic corridors to social commons. The future of regional cooperation in Asia cannot be
sustained by trade and diplomacy alone. It must be animated by deeper cultural and societal
linkages and by a sense of belonging that emerges not from transactional interests, but from
shared meanings, memories, and aspirations.

Culture, in this context, is not a soft add-on. It is the infrastructure of imagination. It
determines how we see ourselves in relation to others, what we value, whose voices we
recognize, and how we resolve differences. In a region as diverse as East and Southeast Asia,
culture has long been both a source of tension and a resource for mutual adaptation. It is
precisely this dual character that makes it essential for a new kind of regionalism: one that
does not erase difference but builds solidarity through it.

This vision was powerfully articulated during the Global South and Southeast Asia Forum in
Jakarta. I was among the voices calling for cultural transformation and argued that the social
and cultural dimensions of regionalism are not peripheral but foundational. | emphasized the
importance of building regional cultural infrastructure, systems that allow for the sustained
circulation of stories, images, and values across national boundaries. Rather than seeing
culture as an instrument of national soft power, we should approach it as a commons: a
shared space of creativity, memory, and dialogue.

What might this cultural infrastructure look like in practice?

First, it would involve regional content policies, for example, setting quotas for Southeast
Asian-produced media on digital streaming platforms. Just as European countries have
implemented cultural protection measures to support their local industries, Asian nations
could adopt similar frameworks to ensure that the region’s own narratives are visible in the
digital sphere.

Second, joint cultural production should be incentivized and supported. Film, theater,
literature, and music projects that bring together creators from multiple Asian countries can
generate hybrid forms that reflect the region’s richness while fostering collaboration and trust.
Regional film funds, cross-border publishing partnerships, and co-curated exhibitions are just
some examples of what this could look like.

Third, we need to develop shared heritage and education initiatives. This includes rethinking
how history is taught in schools, how museums present transnational histories, and how
academic institutions can collaborate to develop regionally grounded curricula. Imagine a
Southeast Asian Studies program jointly run by universities in Hanoi, Jakarta, Manila, and
Bangkok, not to standardize knowledge, but to promote dialogue and comparison.

Fourth, regional cultural infrastructure must be physically and digitally integrated. Cultural
centers, artist residencies, mobile museums, and multilingual digital platforms can serve as
nodes in a decentralized network of exchange. These are not only spaces for showcasing
work but also for building relationships—among artists, thinkers, communities, and
policymakers.

Fifth, we must recognize and support cultural labor as a key component of regional
development. Artists, curators, translators, and educators are not merely entertainers or
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service providers. They are the architects of meaning. Any serious investment in regionalism
must include sustainable funding mechanisms for cultural work, as well as protections for the
rights and dignity of cultural workers who often operate in precarious conditions.

Crucially, none of this implies a singular “Asian identity” or a homogenized cultural policy.
On the contrary, what makes the region strong is its plurality. The goal is not to erase
differences but to create the infrastructure through which those differences can meet, interact,
and transform. In this way, regionalism becomes a living process—not a fixed blueprint but
an evolving network of relations, shaped by historical consciousness and grounded in mutual
respect.

Global South Imagination and South-South Cooperation

To truly reimagine regionalism in Asia, we must situate our efforts within a broader
framework: that of the Global South. The term itself has been debated; some critique its
vagueness, others embrace its strategic flexibility. But at its core, the Global South is not
simply a geopolitical category. It is a field of imagination. It refers to those countries and
communities that have experienced colonial domination, unequal integration into the world
economy, and postcolonial marginalization in global governance, and who now seek not just
inclusion in existing systems, but transformation of those systems altogether.

In this regard, East Asia and Southeast Asia are uniquely positioned. The region bears the
imprint of imperial conquest and anti-colonial resistance. It has navigated multiple paths to
modernity, blending social and economic development with state coordination and spiritual
traditions with technological innovation. Yet despite its diversity, the region continues to be
defined externally: as a market frontier, a site of strategic rivalry, or a passive recipient of
global trends.

This is where the imagination of the Global South becomes critical. It provides an alternative
logic for cooperation that is not anchored in bloc politics or superpower allegiance but in
shared historical experience and the pursuit of epistemic, economic, and political autonomy.
Instead of defaulting to the binary between the United States and China, or between the
West and the Rest, the Global South foregrounds the relations among countries of the South
and the horizontal linkages that have often been eclipsed by vertical dependency.

The logic of South-South cooperation, therefore, must go beyond trade agreements and
technical assistance. It must prioritize co-development, knowledge exchange, and joint
institution-building. It must value not just best practices imported from elsewhere but
contextual innovation: theories, methods, and models that emerge from local struggles and
are shared across regions facing similar dilemmas.

During the Jakarta forum, several scholars spoke to this need. One Vietnamese academic
described the present as a moment of “universal value vacuum,” a period in which neither
Western liberalism nor old models of socialism offer convincing blueprints for justice and
sustainability. This vacuum, she argued, creates space for the Global South to develop its own
normative frameworks: ones that reflect lived realities and aspirations rather than abstract
ideals.
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Another speaker from Cambodia proposed that ASEAN could evolve into the strategic center
of the Global South not in a formal, institutional sense, but as a model of coexistence,
consensus-building, and multilateral pragmatism. This vision challenges the perception of
the Global South as reactive or fragmented. Instead, it positions the region as a laboratory of
alternatives: not utopian, but experimental; not hegemonic, but generative.

Indeed, the imagination of the Global South allows us to ask deeper questions: What does
development mean if it is not measured solely by GDP? What does sovereignty entail if it
must be shared in order to be exercised? What forms of modernity are possible when shaped
by different cultural logics and historical experiences?

In this frame, regionalism becomes a method of world-making. It is a way for countries to
build solidarities that are not reducible to geography or economic interest but grounded in
mutual recognition and collective learning. It is an invitation to remember Bandung, not only
as a historical event, but as an unfinished project. A promise not yet realized.

This, of course, requires new infrastructures, not only of trade and diplomacy, but of thought.
We need transnational research hubs, multilingual publishing platforms, cooperative media
networks, and youth forums that foster South-South exchange. These must be spaces where
alternative theories of change can emerge: not borrowed from Western canon, but built from
the narratives, failures, and hopes of communities across the South.

Who Will Build This Regionalism?

The vision of a new Asian regionalism, which is grounded in shared histories, shaped by
cultural solidarity, and connected to the broader Global South, cannot remain merely
aspirational. It must be built. And the critical question then becomes: who will do the
building?

For too long, regionalism in Asia has been the domain of states and technocrats. Ministries
negotiate agreements, summit declarations are issued, and regional commissions draft
communiqués in carefully calibrated language. While these efforts have their place,
especially in managing interstate relations, they are often limited by political caution,
bureaucratic inertia, and the need to navigate competing national interests. What emerges
is usually the lowest common denominator: stable but shallow cooperation, progress
without depth.

If the future of regionalism is to be truly transformative, it must be carried forward not only
by governments but also by a wider ecosystem of actors: civil society organizations, cultural
institutions, universities, media networks, and youth movements. These are the forces capable
of giving regionalism its social texture, cultural meaning, and political imagination.

Universities, for example, can play a pivotal role not just as sites of technical knowledge
but as hubs of regional thinking. Joint degree programs, faculty exchanges, regionally
grounded research collaborations, and multilingual publishing platforms can build long-
term intellectual ties. Curricula can be reimagined to include transnational histories and
comparative perspectives, helping future generations to think beyond national borders
without losing their roots.
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Cultural institutions are equally vital. Museums, theaters, libraries, and film festivals can
become spaces for regional storytelling and dialogue. Artist residencies and co-productions
can cultivate new aesthetic vocabularies that speak across languages and contexts. Rather
than seeing art and culture as national branding tools, we can frame them as regional
commons, as spaces of encounter, co-creation, and experimentation.

Media, both traditional and digital, can help bridge the narrative divide. Too often, Asian
countries learn about each other through Western media filters or via state-run platforms
with limited pluralism. Independent, transregional journalism and content production can
highlight stories of collaboration, challenge stereotypes, and foster informed debate about the
region’s shared challenges and possibilities.

Youth networks, meanwhile, offer perhaps the most promising frontier. Young people
today are more connected, mobile, and collaborative than any generation before. Student
exchanges, climate movements, digital communities, and entrepreneurial networks already
operate beyond borders. With the right support, they can become the architects of a regional
future that is open, inclusive, and driven by justice.

The Global South and Southeast Asia Forum held in Jakarta provided a glimpse of this
potential. It was not a closed, elite gathering. It included scholars, students, journalists,
and practitioners engaged in open dialogue, breaking away from formal protocols and
allowing for honest reflection. One of the most important moments came not in the plenary
sessions but during a “Face to Face” dialogue involving Indonesian university students and
Chinese scholars. In that space, abstract debates gave way to curiosity, disagreement, and
connection.

This is the kind of space that regionalism must cultivate: a space where ideas are not
managed but generated, where difference is not suppressed but engaged; where the region is
not a fixed entity but a project in motion.

Of course, this does not mean abandoning the role of states. On the contrary, governments
remain crucial in providing the institutional scaffolding for cooperation: treaties, funding,
coordination, and political will. But they cannot act alone. Nor should they monopolize the
definition of regional priorities.

In fact, one of the most powerful contributions that governments can make is to enable and
protect the space for bottom-up regionalism. This means supporting academic freedom,
artistic autonomy, civic participation, and cross-border collaboration. It means recognizing
that security is not only about borders but also about social inclusion, cultural dignity, and
ecological resilience. It means reframing development not as extraction and competition, but
as mutual flourishing.

Conclusion: The Future We Imagine Together
What does it mean to imagine a region?

Not as a map drawn by treaties, not as an economy measured in exports and growth rates,
but as a community of peoples, histories, struggles, and hopes. This question lies at the heart
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of the new Asian regionalism we must now build. A regionalism that begins not from strategic
necessity, but from mutual recognition. One that draws its strength not only from markets or
military arrangements, but from the deeper bonds of memory, meaning, and shared vision.

Throughout this essay, | have argued that the current model of regionalism, which has
been dominated by trade, diplomacy, and technocratic frameworks, is insufficient for the
challenges and opportunities we face. The fault lines of our time—climate disruption, digital
fragmentation, democratic erosion, and widening inequality—cannot be bridged by GDP
alone. They require a new kind of solidarity, one rooted in cultural connection and historical
consciousness.

That solidarity already exists in fragments. It lives in the stories of anti-colonial resistance
that once traveled across borders. It flickers in the shared rituals of language, cuisine,
and music. It pulses in the networks of scholars, artists, and activists who are increasingly
choosing to collaborate across national lines. What is needed now is the political will
and institutional imagination to gather these fragments and weave them into something
enduring.

This is the promise of a shared history: not as nostalgia, but as a foundation. A reminder
that our pasts are not as separate as we have been taught to believe. That the struggles of
Vietnamese revolutionaries, Javanese peasants, Filipino writers, and Thai students are part of
a larger regional arc. That our wounds and our wisdom can speak to one another.

But shared history is only one side of the equation. We must also commit to a shared future.
One in which Asia does not simply adapt to the shifting currents of global power but helps
shape a different current altogether. A future in which development is redefined not as
competition, but as mutual care. A future in which identity is not reduced to nationalism but
opened toward regional plurality. A future in which the idea of Asia itself is reclaimed, not as
a passive geography, but as a living project.

To realize this future, we must invest in the infrastructures of connection. We must make
space for cross-border cultural production, joint historical reckoning, and South-South
knowledge co-creation. We must empower the next generation to learn from one another, to
disagree, and to dream together. And we must resist the narrowing logics—of power politics,
economic fundamentalism, or civilizational essentialism—that would reduce our region to
someone else’s strategy.

A new Asian regionalism is not only possible, it is already in motion. But it will only flourish
if we nourish it. If we treat it not as a reaction to Western decline or Chinese ascent, but
as a generative force in its own right. If we are brave enough to trust each other across
borders and patient enough to build the habits of solidarity that can withstand difference and
distance.

The region we need is not yet fully born. But it is within reach.

And its birth will depend on our willingness to remember and to imagine together.

Author’s Affiliation: Indonesian Ministry of Education and Culture
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Indonesia’s Colonial Legacy and the
Challenges for the Global South

Max Lane

Keywords: colonial legacy; structural poverty,; Global South cooperation

I’'m not a citizen of the Global South. This realization hit me when | sat in the conference
room of the University of Indonesia on June 11. The room was filled with delegates from the
People’s Republic of China and almost all of Southeast Asia - certainly including Indonesia
itself. As the only Caucasian from the Global North in attendance (genetically mixed Scottish-
Viking), my position felt odd.

The Global South and Southeast Asia Forum was initiated by the Global South Network. My
invitation as a speaker was co-signed by the Faculty of Social and Political Sciences (FISIP)
University of Indonesia, Communication University of China, and Beijing Longway Economic
and Social Research Foundation. The discussion is centered on the economic cooperation of
the Global South countries - not just a discourse, but has been manifested in the form of the
Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS) group that Indonesia has now joined.
Although the nature of its orientation is not yet clear.

My status as a Senior Visiting Fellow at the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute in Singapore explains
why | was listed as a participant from there. However, the view | conveyed was not the view
of my institution but was born from the observation of Indonesian politics and economics
since the 1970s. Ironic perhaps: a Caucasian from a Singapore think-tank talks about
Indonesia.

The spirit of this conference was clear: to respond to the awakening of the Global South
consciousness, both in the former colonies and in the societies of the Western colonial
countries themselves. While many hope for some kind of a multi-polar world, the world is
actually increasingly bipolar, not multipolar: divided between the oppressed Global South
and the US-led Global North which dominates the world through giant corporations and
institutions such as the World Bank, IMF, and ADB.

Then where is Indonesia’s position? Is Indonesia really part of the Global South? The essence
of the Global South is structural poverty. In my presentation, | emphasized: both Indonesia
and China are essentially poor countries. Without understanding the reality of structural
poverty and dependence, it is impossible for us to read global dynamics. This is not just a
geographical division, but a division between the exploited and the exploitors.

Let’s take a look at the raw numbers. Indonesia’s GDP per capita (2022): $5,000 vs US
($76,000), Netherlands ($56,000), Australia ($65,000). Net worth per adult: Indonesia
($17,350) vs US ($551,347), Netherlands ($352,814). The former colonial country has a
median wealth 183 times that of former colonies like Indonesia.
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The bitter fact: despite being rich in natural resources, Indonesia remains poor due to a lack
of capital and technological capacity to process its natural resources. Among the Global
South, only China is relatively advanced in the manufacturing sector of its own means of
production (Department A in Marx’s Das Kapital). Domestic manufacture of the actual
means of productions (machine tools and so forth) is already around 30~40% and China
aims for 70%+ self-sufficiency in high-end machine tools by 2030, although breakthroughs
in areas like ultra-precision grinding and 5-axis CNC controllers are still needed. From early
in its economic planning, China prioritised increasing its capacity to manufacture its own
means of production, accelerating this process in the early 2000s.

The Global North still monopolizes the ability to create new types of productive technologies,
even though their systems are fraught with internal contradictions. The US’s domestic
production of actual means of production is around 60% or more.

Acknowledging the structural poverty and dependence of Indonesia is important. Without
honest confession, it will never be possible to ask: why is Indonesia so poor and backward?
And this question is the most crucial, because without understanding the causes of poverty
and backwardness, the solution will not be found.

Why is Indonesia Poor?

So why is Indonesia poor? The first and most decisive reason was the economic, political
and cultural dominance of the colonial powers for almost 300 years in the archipelago. This
domination did not always take the form of direct colonization, as happened in the 20th
century, but nevertheless European colonial powers, especially the Netherlands, dominated
all fields of social development since the 16th century. This is not the place to review the
300-year history, we just need to examine the economic situation in the Dutch East Indies in
the 1930s, before the Second World War. Before | talk about that situation, | invite the reader
to remember the WW2 and how gigantic and almost “infinite” the industrial capabilities
of the colonial colonizers, especially the United States, Britain, Germany and Japan, were.
Weapons of war from aircraft carriers, submarines, fighter-bombers to millions of jeeps,
trucks, panzers and others and hundreds of billions of rounds of ammunition and global
production of bombs and artillery ammunition likely range from 35 to 45 million tons.

And in Indonesia at the same time? Dutch colonialism never built a single modern factory.
The largest factories were for grinding sugarcane stalks and tobacco leaves. A report compiled
by Peter Sitsen of the Department of Industrial Affairs in Batavia in 1941 entitled Industrial
Development of the Netherlands Indies shows how only 324,210 people in a population of
69,435,000 were involved in “industry” — basically almost zero. In addition, the average size
of this workplace was 58 workers: so, they were workshops, not factories. In another part of
this report, which gives data for 1941, it is stated that there was a smaller total of workers,
namely 146,771, earning an average annual income of 318 guilders, hardly zero in fact.

In other words, there was no industry: “Industrial Development” was a complete misnomer.
Workshop manufacture was dominant. It is worth remembering Marx’s distinction between
manufacture (and its improvement) on the one hand and industrialisation on the other.
Improving manufacture involves increasing tools that makes the individual worker more
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productive, industrialisation is the introduction of machinery that actually replaces human
labour. Even at the level of manufacture, the Netherlands Indies in 1941 was pathetically
undeveloped.

After almost four years of war against the re-invading Dutch colonial army, and in order to
bring the armed conflict between Republic and Dutch colonial forces to and as quickly as
possible, in 1949 the Republican leadership made a number of concessions. These included
adopting a federal structure for Indonesia allowing the Dutch scope to continue influence in
some regions; allowing Dutch capital to resume ownership and control of all the enterprises
they controlled under colonial rule as well as agree to continuing Dutch control over western
Papua pending further negotiations. Further the Republican leadership accepted the Dutch
assertion that the colonial government of the Netherlands East Indies was in debt to the
government of Netherlands itself and agreed the new government of Indonesia to pay off that
debt. So, on day one after the Dutch military and state apparatus left Indonesia, the country
owed 4.3 billion guilders (about USD 130 billion today) to the Netherlands as a result of
the 1949 Round Table Conference. After paying 3.5 billion guilders, in August 1956, the
government of Ali Sastroamidjojo suspended the payment. In 1966, the Suharto government
continued and completed the payments.

So, on day one after the war to defeat the colonial return ended, the new Indonesia had no
real manufacturing capacity and was already in debt. But that was not all. The Dutch left
almost nothing of developmental worth behind because, in fact, that had taken so much
wealth out of the country to invest in the development of its own country. Over just the
sixty years before the Japanese invasion of Indonesia, between 1880 and 1940, researcher
the late Alec Gordon, calculated that 56,900,000,000 guilders was repatriated back to The
Netherlands by various means. In today’s purchasing power this amounts to over six billion
dollars (USD 6,192,502,273). This was more than one year of The Netherlands’ Gross
National Product at that time.

So, Indonesia had no significant manufacture, no accumulated capital as it was all in The
Netherlands and a huge debt on day one.

But not only that. At the most, only 10-12% of children in the Netherlands Indies went
to primary school. At the same time, of course, in the Netherlands such schooling was
compulsory with almost 100% attendance there. At the time of independence, Indonesia was
also primarily a village country with very few towns with a population of over 20000 people.

At the time of full independence, both the government and the Indonesian people, facing the
second half of the 20th century in a world dominated by all the former colonial countries, as
a country without industry at all, no capital, no real school system, almost no cities, and with
a large foreign debt. The lack of any industry meant that it did not have any capacity to create
and accumulate capital.

It is clear that the main reason Indonesia is still poor is the legacy of colonialism. This is the
fate of the entire Global South and is the basis of unity of consciousness among most of the
countries of the Global South.

There is a second cause. The Indonesian national revolution was primarily an anti-colonial
revolution. The extent to which it can be said to have experienced a social revolution is
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limited as there was no overturning of the ownership of the means of production, including
no collectivisation of land ownership. Firstly, as noted above one concession made by the
Indonesian leadership to the Dutch was that Dutch capital could keep everything had owned
before the revolution. Although there was no substantial industry, the Dutch resumed control
over all mines and plantations, and also shipping companies as well as banking and export-
import firms. Colonial capital private ownership of major sections of the whole modern
economy continued. Major investments were still being determined by Dutch capital’s needs
for profit not national development priorities.

Almost immediately after independence, the left-wing of Indonesian politics, including
the Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI) and the Indonesian National Party (PNI) began
campaigning for the cancellation of the debt, the inclusion of West Papua in Indonesia and
the nationalisation of all Dutch enterprises. The looming threat of nationalisation meant
that investment in the Dutch owned plantations and mines was slow. Then in 1956~1957,
after being occupied by unionised workers, the Indonesian parliament nationalised all
Dutch enterprises. From that moment, most of the modern economy was in state hands.
However, these enterprises were at a low level of production, the new managements were
inexperienced or corrupt, industrial conflict continued within many of them and the process
was taking place in a period of civil war and political volatility.

The campaign for the nationalisation of the Dutch enterprises was just one aspect of a
struggle unfolding within Indonesia to complete the national revolution by carrying out a
social revolution. Apart from demanding the nationalisation of imperialist country enterprises
(Dutch, British, Belgium), the left-wing also demanded land reform (distribution of land from
the rich to the poor) and other socialist reforms. This campaign was led by PKI and a growing
left-wing in the PNI and supported by President Sukarno. However, the PKI and other
socialist forces were not able to be brought into the government for fear of provoking a coup
d’état by anti-Left sections of the military.

Thus, without industry, capital, its economy dominated by colonial business and then under
corrupt nationalised management, with no school system and burdened with a large debt,
the first 15 years after Independence were much consumed by a struggle within the country
over its future: sovereign socialist or integration into the imperialist global economy.

Contradiction Resolved by Force from Above: Colonial Legacy Not Addressed

After 15 years of fighting, 1950~1965, over the future of an independent Indonesia, a new
government, the New Order government, was established, which decided to stop Indonesia’s
resistance to being integrated into the world of former colonizers, which President Sukarno
called The Old Established Forces (Oldefos) in 1962. Sukarno has played a key role, along
with the leaders of India and China, in organising the 1955 Bandung Asia Africa Conference,
which initiated a process of seeking greater solidarity among Third World countries in these
two continents.

The Suharto government decided to integrate the Indonesian economy into a global
economic structure dominated by the former colonial powers. In June, 1967, an Indonesian
delegation led by Finance Minister Frans Seda met in Switzerland with CEOs of many
Multinational Corporations from Western countries to discuss the future of the economy.
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This was followed by the establishment of the Intergovernmental Group of Indonesia.
This group comprised the IMF and the World Bank, and was attended by almost all
Western governments, including the old colonial power, The Netherlands. The IGGI meets
annually in the Netherlands to determine how much debt will be given to Indonesia for the
following year.

From hosting the 1955 Asian-African Conference advocating cooperation between former
colonial countries and the originator of the concept of New Emerging Forces, Indonesia
became integrated in the global economy under the supervision of IGGI, which ironically
met in the Netherlands. Indeed, in 1992, after a dispute with the Netherlands, IGGI changed
its name to the Consultative Group on Indonesia and met in Paris, but its function was
to allocate debt and oversee Indonesia’s economic policies. After Suharto fell, the CGl
was never seen again. With the policies taken by the government at the time of the Asian
Financial crisis, under the supervision of the IMF, the process of integrated into the imperialist
dominated global system had been completed enough so that a CGl is no longer needed.

The source of Indonesia’s economic backwardness is the legacy of colonialism that left it
in a state of industrial and capital poverty in the face of the dominance of former colonial
countries. Then during the New Order government, over 32 vyears, the attitude was to try
to grow an economy by accepting its fate as a conquered economy. Of course, since the
1970s, especially since the oil boom of 1975~1985, Indonesia’s manufacturing sector has
grown larger than before, remembering that it was growing from a dismally low base. But the
character of Indonesia’s economy as a conquered economy is still dominant.

First, the number of workers working in small businesses using low-productivity technology is
still above 90%. Most of the workers are casual, seasonal or part-time. According to a recent
report released by the CELIOS Institute, 80% of these workers have an income below the
official minimum wage. This data reminds me of the Stivens” data in 1941. Indeed, although
Indonesia’s economy is much larger than in 1941 and now there are large factories that
assemble cars and others, the fundamental characteristics are the same. In 1932, Sukarno
himself in his long article Swadeshi and Mass Action in Indonesia provided complete data
to illustrate that under Dutch colonialism economic life was dominated by a situation where
nothing was small. The situation is the same now.

The small size of the vast majority Indonesian enterprises is one manifestation is this
smallness. The low GDP per capita is another. The official minimum wage, which 80% of
workers don't receive, is also small. The official poverty line of Rp 609,000 per month or Rp
2.9 million per household of 4.7 people is also unbelievably tiny. Most of these small figures,
however, directly show the poverty in daily life. GDP per capita does more than that: it also
exhibits the poverty of wealth that is available for development, as that USD 4,000 per year
has to provide immediate sustenance for life as well as fund development.

| think one focus can also more starkly reveal the structural poverty of an economy as a
whole. Here, | return again to Marx’s emphasis on the need for a proper balance between
the manufacture of the means of production and the manufacture of goods (and we might
add services.) Marx wrote, for example: “The aggregate value of the means of production
needed in Department Il must equal the sum of variable capital and surplus-value produced
in Department 1.” Put simply, you cannot keep expanding the production of goods that
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society needs or wants, without the adequate investment in creating and manufacturing the
machines that make goods, in conjunction with labour, of course.

Distinguishing between overall production output and output in the means of production
itself is crucial. Being clear on this distinction, also helps understand the weakness of
what is sometimes called “import substitution industrialisation”, a fundamental policy
implemented by Indonesia immediately after the change of government. Import Substitution
Industrialization (ISI) is an economic policy aimed at reducing a country’s reliance on
imported goods by promoting domestic production of industrialized products. In Indonesia
this policy did not really substitute importing with domestic production but substituted
importing finished goods with improving factories, i.e. importing means of production. The
country remained dependent in importing.

In America, the investment per capita in producing the means of production figure is
$3,800~%$4,200; in the Netherlands $3,200~$3,600; in China $1,200~%$1,500 (but for
1 billion and 400 million people) and in Indonesia only $250~$350 per capita. It is not
surprising that Indonesia remains extremely dependent in importing means of production,
being able to manufacture within Indonesia only the lowest level of machinery. China
produces 90% of its machine tools domestically, including high-end models. Indonesia’s
production is limited basically to conventional lathes, and also is limited in numbers. The
stark comparison is also reflected in differences in investment in research and development.
China invests $2 billion a year, where Indonesia invests probably less than $100 million.

Origins of the Differences

In 1950, both China and Indonesia were in a drastically weakened state. In February, 1949,
Mao Zedong stated: “China has been in war for years, its economy has been devastated, and
the people are living in misery.” In his book The Chinese Economy: Transitions and Growth
by Barry Naughton (2007) “In 1950, China was one of the poorest countries in the world,
its economy shattered by years of civil war and foreign invasion, with an overwhelmingly
agrarian society where industrial capacity was negligible and per capita income languished
at levels comparable to the poorest parts of Africa." | have already elaborated above the
colonial legacy that Indonesia faced.

So, the difference in the levels of development between the two countries cannot be
explained by significantly differing developmental starting points. In 1950, both countries
were in a devastated state.

In the Global South the most advanced industrial capability is in the PRC. So, what is its
secret? Of course, answering that question is impossible in just one or two sentences. But
one thing is clear. The PRC only opened its doors to foreign investment in the 1970s, a
quarter of a century after its national and social revolution. In those 25 years, the country had
strengthened its ability to draw up an economic development plan and, more importantly,
and be disciplined in carrying out the plan. When mistakes in planning or implementation
were made, they could be identified and studied. Foreign investment is allowed to enter
under strict monitoring, not called in as the foundation for its development.

There is, also, a fundamental difference in the kind of thinking that emerged in China as
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compared to Indonesia, especially after 1965. | have never been able to find in any English
language Chinese originating material explicitly referencing the need for a proportional
balance between Marx’s Department A and Department B. | suspect | just haven't looked
hard enough and | would be surprised if it is not there in Chinese language material.
However, there is a very clear difference in conceptual language manifested in the consistent
and persistent use of the term “productive forces”. The decision to prioritise the manufacture
of means of production — the machines that you will use to make machines as well as
the machines that you will use to produce goods — is clearly understood as the core of
developing the capacity to produce domestically as much as possible and as strategically as
possible of the means of production as you can.

National Economies, the Global South and the Internationalisation of the Socialisation of
Production

But now in 2025, Indonesia already has been implementing its current economic strategy
for over half a century. Is there a way out from being a conquered economy? This is a big
question, and | don’t pretend to have the answer or answers. There are two major issues that |
do wish to raise.

First, if a basic part of Indonesia’s conquered economy is its inability to produce domestically
any significant amount of the means of production it needs, then what particular means of
production should it choose to develop (assuming it could generate the finances domestically
to do so0)? How does it make such a decision in a world where the capacity to supply the

needs for means of production may already be being met by other producers, including

VS .Y ; g

In China, the decision to prioritise the manufacture of means of production is understood as the core of developing the
capacity to produce domestically.
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China? Furthermore, many actual production processes are no longer based in one country,
as the production and supply chain has become multi-country for many products. Where
does a country such as Indonesia without such a capacity start?

These kinds of issues make us ask the question: how does the relationship between
departments A and B work in a global economy still operating in an imperialist framework?
Is it enough anymore to try to make plan development purely on a national basis? Ideally,
of course, this would be best done through global scale cooperation between nations, i.e.
internationally. But the imperialist world pits the predatory Global Noth countries against
the countries of the Global South. It is struggle to even achieve minimal mutually beneficial
relationships. On top of that, the capitalist nature of the global economy as a whole can also
pit one Global South country against another in commercial cooperation.

Perhaps, as part of the process of weakening the aggressive containment of the Global South
by the Global North, will require more and more Global South countries to see the Global
South itself as a key economic regional unit which can collectively plan a division of labour
among themselves. Can China, for example, propose to aid, outside market mechanisms, a
country like Indonesia develop some specific means of production manufacturing capacities.
I think China already has some small projects like this, for example, with Ethiopia. Of course,
to have a real impact such designs and projects would need to be on a large scale across
many countries.

As many countries and observers in the Global South and those in solidarity with the Global
South in the Global North argue, cooperation between the Global South is increasingly
important. Actual collective planning would be crucial. And this is where the second, and
quite huge issue, arises. Optimal cooperation among countries, especially involving actual
planning, definitely requires the state to have full control over the country’s wealth so that it
is able to seriously implement a plan. But this raises a major political question? First, who is
in power over the country itself: is it society itself through whatever representative political
mechanisms or just a handful of elites? Only a minority of Global South countries have
socialist or semi-socialist governments. It is also clear, from what China, as well as Cuba
and Venezuela are still facing, serious moves towards lessening dependence will be met
with hostility from imperialism Only a country where society as a whole, or more-or-less as
whole, wields sovereignty over its economy can face up to such hostility. Elite dominated
states cannot. While this is the case, whatever cooperation is possible, although now doubt
useful, will not be of optimal benefit and may, in the end, not at all be adequate to change
the global economy in the necessary way.

Every substantial advance among the Global South will be an advance. But truly, the world is
in need of international cooperation, dissolving the current bipolar divided world, between
oppressor and oppressed nations. To end a system of such concentrated predatory power
— this imperialism — transformational change must take place in the imperialist countries
themselves. So here is another question: when will the people of the countries of the
Global North realize the injustice of imperialism and bring their country to a different era of
democratic cooperation with the peoples of the Global South?

Author’s Affiliation: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute
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The Route of Modern Economic
Development of Thailand

Narong Petprasert

Keywords: Post-war Thai Economy; Asian Financial Crisis; Shared Economy

1.Introduction

Following World War I, the United States emerged as the world’s preeminent superpower.
This ascendancy was largely due to the debilitated state of traditional colonial powers like
Great Britain and France, both severely weakened by the war. Consequently, the United
States, along with institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), began to exert significant influence over Thailand’s political economy. In brief, the
trajectory of Thailand’s post-World War Il political economic development has largely
followed the path below:

*1949 Member of World Bank

*1950 Loan of World Bank

*1950 CIA support Thai government

*1957 Supervision of USA government and World Bank
*1958 Dictator General Sarit Thanarat

*1961 Economic development plan (5 years plan)

*1961~1971 Import substitution Industries

*1972~present  Export oriented Industries

*1990s Financial liberalization under IMF supervision Washington Consensus
*1997 Financial crisis (Tom Yum Kung)

*2000~2024  Slow growth (3.18% by coverage)

2. Containing Soviet Influence: The Rationale Behind the IMF and IBRD

During World War 11, in June 1941, Germany launched its invasion of the Soviet Union.
However, by winter, the Nazi forces became bogged down in the snow, unable to advance.
The Soviet army counterattacked, leading to German defeat. Seizing this opportunity, the
Soviets pressed on, engaging in further military action and subsequently transforming the
political systems of Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Yugoslavia, and
East Germany into Soviet-style socialist states. These nations adopted centrally planned
economies, abolished capitalism, and eliminated market mechanisms.

It should be noted that, during the war between German and Soviet, USA wanted to
eliminate the Nazi, then, supported Soviet by means of Lend and Lease program. (An Act to
Promote the Defense of the United State). Soviet gained the support from USA to strengthen
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its arm force and was able to conquer NAZI Troop finally.

In December 1941, the United States entered the war on the Allied side. The Council on
Foreign Relations (CFR, established in 1921), recognized the Soviet Union as a growing threat
to capitalism. With Soviet influence already dominating Eastern Europe, the CFR concluded
that failure to contain this influence would jeopardize capitalism in Western Europe and
the United States. Consequently, the CFR proposed that the U.S. establish a “Grand Area”—
an expansive capitalist sphere aimed at securing the prosperity of American capitalism. This
Grand Area was envisioned to encompass Europe, its various colonies, and even China and
Japan .

Economically, the CFR advocated for the creation of multinational official agencies to
serve as economic drivers within this Grand Area. This plan was presented to President F.D.
Roosevelt, who approved it and tasked Secretary of the Treasury Harry Dexter White with
its implementation. In March 1942, White drafted plans for the establishment of the IMF
and the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), also known as the
World Bank (WB). Subsequently, in 1944, an international conference of 44 nations was
convened at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, USA, to propose the formation of these two
organizations. The conference agreed to the proposals, leading to the establishment of the
IMF in 1945 and the IBRD in 1946. ! These institutions were created to ensure the stability
and smooth functioning of the Grand Area’s operations. Hence, New World Order under the
domination of USA, IMF, and WB has emerged.

To safeguard the Grand Area within Europe, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
was established. In Southeast Asia, beyond its designation as part of the Grand Area, the
United States identified the region’s strategic raw materials, including rare earth minerals, tin,
lead, wolfram, and rubber. Crucially, it also recognized the burgeoning socialist revolutionary
movements in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. To protect the Grand Area and counter these
socialist revolutions in Indochina, the United States orchestrated the formation of the
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), of which Thailand became a member.

3. Thailand Under the Influence of the World Bank

Upon its establishment in 1946, the World Bank soon welcomed Thailand as its 47th
member in 1949. Thailand secured its inaugural World Bank loan of $3 million in 1950,
allocated for railway infrastructure development. Subsequently, from 1955 onwards, the
World Bank and the United States, primarily through the United States Operation Mission
(USOM), incrementally expanded their political and economic footprint within Thailand, and
campaigned for anti-communism by USIS (United State Information Service).

The U.S. Diplomatic and Economic Engagement Document No. 504 from the Office of
the Historian in 1956, comprising telegraphic communications between the U.S. Embassy
in Thailand and the U.S. Department of State, illuminates the multifaceted political and
economic roles the United States played in Thailand. For instance, a telegram details U.S.
attempts to facilitate a $46 million World Bank loan for Thai irrigation dam development,
alongside discussions about the U.S. constructing a road linking Bangkok to Laos. These
interventions underscore a strategic interest in shaping Thailand’s development trajectory. In
this context someone perceived Thailand as the semi — colony of USA. P!
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An Intelligence Report No. 7503 from the CIA (Central Intelligence Agency) reveals that the
World Bank undertook a study on Thailand’s economic development in 1957, titled “Probable
Development in Thailand.” This report, issued in the twilight of Prime Minister Field Marshal
Plaek Phibunsongkhram’s administration, advocated for a limited governmental role,
primarily confined to fostering private enterprise. However, Field Marshal Plaek’s government
was characterized by a prevalence of state-owned enterprises, which led him to resist fully
adopting these recommendations.

The author posits that this policy divergence likely contributed to the United States’
withdrawal of support for Field Marshal Plaek’s government, despite earlier fervent backing
driven by their shared objective of countering communism. For instance, an AP news report
by Stanley Swington indicated that following the 1947 coup led by Field Marshal Plaek, the
U.S. provided $3 million in aid, contingent on the Thai government granting the U.S. access
to its military bases. Moreover, during the 1950s, the CIA, operating through Sea Supply
Company, funneled financial support to Police General Phao Sriyanon to strengthen police
forces and established police parachute units for anti-communist operations in provincial
areas. Nevertheless, Field Marshal Plaek’s reluctance to fully embrace private capital
development prompted the United States to pivot its support to Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat,
the Army Commander, who had consistently been a close associate of Field Marshal Plaek.
This shift illustrates the intricate interplay between economic policy, geopolitical interests,
and the evolution of political alliances.

4. The Development of Modern Capitalism Under US and World Bank Influence

On September 16, 1957, Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat staged a coup d’état, seizing power
from Field Marshal Plaek Phibunsongkhram. Subsequently, new elections were held on
December 15, 1957, with General Thanom Kittikachorn, a close associate of Field Marshal
Sarit Thanarat, becoming Prime Minister. Field Marshal Sarit then traveled to the United

Field Marshal Plaek resisted fully adopting the World Bank’s recommendations of limiting governmental role.
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States, where he met with President Eisenhower and other high-ranking US government
officials. These negotiations focused on anti-communism and economic development aligned
with American capitalism . On October 20, 1958, Field Marshal Sarit executed another
coup, establishing a full-fledged authoritarian state.

Revolutionary Council Announcement No. 4, consequently, declared the government’s stance
on anti-communism. Furthermore, Revolutionary Council Announcement No. 11, Article 4,
mandated the establishment of the National Economic Development Board *'. Concurrently, labor
unions were banned, based on the perception that they harbored communist elements . The
philosophy and direction of economic development were clearly articulated upon the launch
of the economic development plan: the government would promote private enterprise and
refrain from direct economic involvement, instead channeling state resources into various
projects ' In essence, Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat adhered to the recommendations of the
United States regarding both anti-communism and the development of an American-style
capitalist economic system.

The First (1961~1966) and Second (1967~1971) National Economic Development Plans
heavily emphasized Import Substitution Industrialization (ISI). This strategy involved granting
tax privileges and protecting domestically produced goods through tariff barriers, known
as Promotion and Protection Policies. However, ISI-based industries primarily relied on the
domestic market, and insufficient internal purchasing power, due to extremely low incomes
for farmers and workers (e.g., laborers earning only 8 baht per day), ultimately limited the
growth potential of import substitution industries.

The inherent limitations in the growth rate of import substitution industries prompted
advisors from the United States and the World Bank to recommend a strategic shift for the
Thai government towards Export-Oriented Industrialization (EOI), beginning with the Third
National Economic Development Plan (1972~1976) onwards.

Thailand’s strategy for fostering the growth of its export-oriented industries relied on low-price
competitiveness in the global market, primarily achieved by suppressing wages to reduce
costs, rather than focusing on technological development or enhancing product quality.
This approach led to inherent limitations in EOI growth. Thailand became overly reliant on
Transnational Corporations (TNCs) for technological and quality advancements, yet TNCs
were reluctant to transfer technology. As the world transitioned into the digital age, Thailand
faced a shortage of high-tech export goods. Furthermore, high transportation costs, due to the
absence of its own shipping lines, further constrained EOL.

Notably, EOI did not improve Thailand’s trade balance. For instance, in 1976 (end of the Third
Plan), the trade deficit was 9,531 million baht; in 1981 (end of the Fourth Plan), it widened
to 65,843 million baht; in 1986 (end of the Fifth Plan), it reached 89,128 million baht ®, and
the last, in 2023, the trade deficit was increased to 302,925 million baht.

5. Financial Liberalization Under IMF Recommendations

In the 1990s, the IMF advised Thailand that it could achieve economic growth through its
financial system. They recommended that Thailand adhere to Article VIII of the IMF’s Articles
of Agreement, which mandates financial liberalization. The rationale was that if Thailand
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allowed for free capital flow, the Thai baht would become a regional trading currency in
ASEAN, transforming Thailand into a regional financial powerhouse, thereby fostering
economic growth and prosperity. Hence, Thai government dreamed of being the fifth
economic tiger in Asia.

In May 1990, the Thai government followed the IMF’s advice. Subsequently, in 1993, the
Bangkok International Banking Facilities (BIBF) was established to facilitate international
money transfers. This initiative was designed to incentivize domestic financial institutions to
rapidly and easily borrow funds from abroad (flow in).

Thai private sector entities borrowed these funds primarily for three main purposes:
borrowing at annual interest rates of 3~4% and depositing them at 7~8% interest in Thailand;
investing short-term loans (approximately 65% of foreign loans) into the burgeoning real
estate market, which was rife with speculation and excessive profit-taking; and investing in
the equally booming stock market. Notably, approximately 80% of these inbound loans were
from the private sector, not the government.

Accompanying the boom in Thailand’s financial sector was a critical lack of adequate
exchange rate stabilization measures and insufficient safeguards against large and rapid
capital outflows, which led to exchange rate volatility. There was also a failure to adequately
assess the necessity of foreign borrowing, resulting in excessive private sector debt.
Furthermore, the imprudent practice of taking short-term loans for long-term investments
meant that revenues could not be generated quickly enough to meet short-term debt
obligations.

In summary, the government was swayed by the IMF’s recommendations, focusing solely
on the perceived benefits without implementing adequate measures to mitigate potential
downsides. There was insufficient preparation of institutional infrastructure, such as
appropriate policies, laws, and effective regulatory bodies, to manage and prevent risks and
losses. In economics, every action has trade-offs; gaining something often entails losing
something else. Therefore, the economic imperative is to prevent losses from outweighing
gains. However, without awareness and proactive preparation, the negative consequences
can indeed exceed the benefits, as evidenced by the 1997 “Tom Yum Kung” financial crisis in
Thailand.

6. The Tom Yum Kung Crisis

Under the IMF’s Article VIII obligations, commercial banks and finance companies were
granted the freedom to engage in unrestricted capital inflows and outflows, bypassing the
prior approval process from the Bank of Thailand. Foreigners could also directly deposit
foreign currency into Thai commercial banks without converting it into Thai baht. This led to
a significant influx of foreign deposits, attracted by high Thai interest rates of 7~8% annually,
compared to only 2~3% in foreign banks.

In 1992, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) was established. The SEC permitted
large companies listed on the stock exchange to borrow directly from abroad, leading to
substantial foreign borrowing by these firms due to significantly lower interest rates compared
to those in Thailand. As a result, private sector debt rapidly escalated to 80% of total foreign
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debt. The majority of these borrowed funds were short-term loans (under one year), with a
substantial portion being channeled into long-term investments in the booming real estate
sector.

The rapid expansion of the real estate business led to an oversupply, causing a slowdown
in property sales and diminishing revenue collection. This made it difficult for businesses to
meet their short-term debt obligations. Creditors consequently lost confidence, leading to a
sharp decline in the stock prices of these real estate companies. This, in turn, dragged down
the financial institutions that had lent to these real estate firms. When the SEC determined
that it could no longer allow the stock prices of these financial companies to continue
plummeting, it announced a suspension of trading in their shares on the stock exchange.
This triggered a bank run, as depositors rushed to withdraw their money from financial
institutions. Ultimately, smaller banks and numerous finance companies, facing massive
withdrawals, were forced into bankruptcy.

By late 1996, three small banks and 18 finance companies were ordered to close. In March
1997, another 10 were shut down, followed by 16 in June 1997, and a staggering 42 in
August 1997. In total, 86 finance companies were closed, plunging Thailand into a genuine
financial institutional crisis. The consequences of this financial crisis included:

(1) Withdrawal of foreign currency deposits: Foreign depositors withdrew their funds from
banks and finance companies, converting them into US dollars and repatriating them.

(2) Domestic capital flight: Wealthy Thais also withdrew their funds, converting them into
US dollars and depositing them in overseas accounts.

(3) Foreign portfolio divestment: Foreign capital invested in the stock market sold off their
shares, converted Thai baht into US dollars, and exited the country.

These three factors led to a rapid depletion of Thailand’s international reserves, which
dwindled to only $2,850 million in 1997 .. Confidence in the Thai baht rapidly eroded.
While the official exchange rate was 25 baht to 1 US dollar, the black market rate soared to
40~50 baht per dollar leading to devaluation of baht on 2 July 1997. The value of foreign
debt, when converted into baht, effectively doubled, leading to the bankruptcy of major
companies with foreign debt obligations that they could no longer meet. Thailand thus
entered a severe economic crisis, which international media dubbed the “Tom Yum Kung
Crisis.” Then, fifth economic tiger became disable Siamese cat, finally.

7. Borrowing from the IMF

The drastic reduction in Thailand’s international reserves severely curtailed its ability to print
sufficient baht for domestic expenditure, as the dollar reserves backing the currency became
inadequate. Consequently, the Thai government was compelled to borrow from the IMF and
other nations. This involved $4 billion directly from the IMF and an additional $13.2 billion
collectively from Japan, China, Malaysia, the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank,
Australia, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, and Korea. This collective loan had to
be lent through IMF and the total loan was $17.2 billion "?. This assistance came with four

stringent IMF conditions """
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(1) Achieve 3% GDP growth in 1997~1998

(2) Maintain inflation at 7~8% in the first year, reducing it to 4~5% in subsequent years
(3) Reduce the current account deficit to 5% of GDP in 1997

(4) Maintain international reserves no lower than $23 billion in 1997 and $25 billion in 1998.

To control inflation, the IMF proposed implementing a surplus budget and increasing the
Value Added Tax (VAT). These measures led to reduced government spending and increased
living costs, even as the economy was in decline. Private sector investment plummeted,
unemployment rose, and purchasing power diminished. This approach directly contradicted
J.M. Keynes’s theory, which advocates for increased government spending or investment (a
deficit budget policy) to stimulate the economy during a downturn, rather than the IMF’s
recommended surplus budget.

From a political economy perspective, the crisis stemmed from financial liberalization and
excessive foreign borrowing, which fueled a rapid increase in the money supply and led
to speculative bubbles, particularly in the real estate market. The market exchange value
surged, but the actual use value of assets did not. This was exacerbated by external financial
capital seeking short-term profits without investing in the real sector, creating a temporary
economic boom. When this financial capital withdrew, the Thai economy collapsed. While
these were inherent flaws of the private capitalist market system, the IMF’s measures arguably
exacerbated the situation by imposing conditions that burdened the Thai government.

These conditions shifted the burden onto the general populace through higher living costs,
increased unemployment, and widespread business failures. This also created opportunities
for foreign capital to acquire distressed assets in Thailand at significantly reduced prices.
Notably, financial firms like Goldman Sachs from the USA entered the market, purchasing
assets and reselling them to both Thai and international companies for enormous profits.
In this light, the IMF effectively acted as a mechanism facilitating a form of neo-economic
colonialism in Thailand.

8. Alternative Paths for Economic Development Beyond New World Order Hegemony

Since the end of World War 11, the New World Order has largely been governed by the
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the United States. The pervasive influence
of these three entities has extended across the capitalist world, including Thailand, ultimately
leading to Thailand’s indebtedness to the IMF. During the 1999 Federation of International
Employees and Technicians (FIET) organized the conference on the economic crisis in Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia, | proposed that Asian nations should increasingly distance themselves
from the USA, IMF, and WB. Specifically, | suggested "'*":

(1) Expanding intra-Asian trade: Foster greater trade among countries within the Asian
continent.

(2) Utilizing local currencies for trade: Reduce reliance on the US dollar by conducting
trade in local currencies. For example, Thailand could use the baht to purchase goods from
Malaysia, and Malaysia could use the ringgit to buy goods from Thailand through currency
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swaps. This would enhance liquidity in bilateral trade. While this proposal faced criticism
from some Thai academics who viewed it as obstructing globalization and being anti-capitalist,
China has, in fact, adopted this strategy with dozens of countries in the present day.

(3) Establishing an Asian Monetary Fund (AMF): Create a regional monetary fund to
provide mutual financial assistance among Asian nations. This concept is similar to the
currently established Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB).

Prior to the economic crisis, Thailand’s economic growth averaged approximately 7%
annually. However, since the crisis, this average has fallen to roughly 3% per year. Therefore,
| propose restructuring the economy to reduce reliance on exports. This is critical because
Thailand’s industrial exports possess low competitive potential and are overly dependent
on multinational corporations (TNCs). Furthermore, in the current decade, Thailand
faces challenges from trade wars and economic bipolarity, alongside threats from the US
government regarding tariff imposition. Thai goods, for instance, are subjected to a 36% tariff
because the United States perceives many of them as having supply chains originating in
China, and the US aims to eliminate China’s trade advantages.

Therefore, | proposes an economic system predicated on “three balances” and “three forms
of sharing” :

Three Balances

(1) Rebalancing External and Internal Markets: Thailand must lessen its dependence
on exports. Given the constraints in international trade due to the US-China trade war,
we should pivot towards greater reliance on the domestic market, aiming for a 50:50 split
between external and internal market contributions.

(2) Harmonizing Household and Business Economies: Increased reliance on the domestic

market necessitates a greater emphasis on the household economy, as domestic purchasing

e

Since the economic crisis, Thailand’s economic growth has fallen from roughly 7% to 3% per year.
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power originates from general public income. Therefore, we must recalibrate our focus, giving
the household economy parity with the business economy. The household economy serves
as the primary engine for generating purchasing power, with Thai household consumption
contributing a substantial 58% of total GDP in 2023. In contrast, private business investment
accounts for only 17% of GDP, while government spending and investment contribute 23%,
and the net international trade balance (exports minus imports) adds a mere 2%.

(3) Integrating Competition and Sharing: As we bolster the household economy, the
government cannot simply allow households to compete unaided against businesses, given
households” inherent competitive disadvantage. The government must foster an economy
of sharing for households, ensuring the equitable distribution of factors of production and
guaranteeing household output a fair market share. The economic system must, therefore,
appropriately balance competition with sharing.

Three Forms of Sharing
To achieve an economy of sharing, we must establish a three-pronged system:

(1) Sharing of Power: This specifically refers to the power to shape state economic policy
and to enact legislation that benefits the household economy.

(2) Sharing of Opportunities: This encompasses equitable access to education,
information, technology transfer, and opportunities for dignified employment and income
generation.

(3) Sharing of Markets: Households that produce goods must have effective access to
markets and be able to secure a meaningful market share within those markets.

This proposed economic structure, dubbed the “Three Balances, Three Forms of Sharing”
system, would enable Thailand to enhance its self-reliance and reduce its dependency on
foreign powers. It aims to prudently distance Thailand from the disproportionate influence
of the USA, IMF, and WB. While acknowledging existing relationships and networks, this
approach seeks to diminish undue reliance and prevent these three entities from excessively
dominating Thailand’s economic and political systems, a pattern observed in the past.
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From “Shared Poverty” to “Shared Development”:
Indonesia’s New Paradigm of Poverty Alleviation®

Pan Yue

Keywords: culture-institution co-evolution, shared development, low-level equilibrium trap

As the largest economy in Southeast Asia, Indonesia has maintained an average annual
GDP growth rate of nearly 5% over the past decade. Yet its poverty rate has remained
stagnant at around 9%, with rural poverty (11.79%) significantly higher than in urban
areas (7.09%),"' revealing a unique “growth—poverty” dual dilemma. Underpinning this
phenomenon is the cultural tradition of “shared poverty,” as revealed by Clifford Geertz:
Javanese rural communities maintain social equilibrium through labor segmentation and
income equalization, which, however, leads to production involution and innovation
suppression.” The systemic failure of Indonesia’s poverty alleviation policies stems from
the prevailing theoretical framework, which treats culture as an exogenous variable to
development. This approach neglects the latent developmental potential embedded in the
“shared poverty” cultural tradition. Such a theoretical blind spot is not unique to Indonesia
but represents a broader challenge shared across the Global South: how to activate the
developmental dynamics within traditional cultures without undermining their foundational
values, thereby transforming “shared poverty” into “shared development.”

1. The Cultural Logic of “Shared Poverty” and the Developmental Dilemma

Historically, the formation of Indonesia’s “shared poverty” culture and its associated
developmental challenges are not simply the residual effects of tradition. Instead, they are
complex outcomes of colonial legacy, nation-building processes, and globalization.

(1) Historical Origins: Colonial Legacy and Cultural Adaptation

The emergence of Indonesia’s “shared poverty” culture is closely tied to Dutch colonial rule.
The implementation of the Cultivation System (cultuurstelsel) required Javanese farmers to
allocate 20% of their land for cash crops intended for export.”’ This system reshaped local
production relations and forced rural communities to develop mutual aid mechanisms
in response to collective pressure. Deprived of resources, Javanese farmers responded by
refining agricultural processes and creating more opportunities for labor participation—thus
producing the phenomenon of “agricultural involution” described by Geertz."

This adaptive cultural mechanism was further reinforced over time. During the post-
independence Sukarno era, the culture of “shared poverty” became intertwined with
nationalist narratives of nation-building. The Javanese spirit of mutual aid (gotong royong)
was elevated to the level of state ideology. Under Suharto’s New Order regime, the state
incorporated this mechanism into an authoritarian patronage system, resulting in a top-down
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model of sharing. Over time, this historical evolution forged a symbiotic relationship between
the “shared poverty” culture and the modern bureaucratic system—on one hand mitigating
social discontent, but on the other reinforcing the inertia of resource equalization.

(2) Cultural Mechanisms: Shared Risk and Developmental Involution

“Shared poverty” is not a simple form of egalitarianism; rather, it embodies a complex value
system that includes risk-sharing, reciprocal obligations, and a reputation economy. At its
core, this cultural mechanism embeds individual rational behavior within a framework of
collective interest, achieving redistribution of resources through social pressure and moral
norms.

In rural Java, individuals whose income exceeds the community average often face
heightened expectations for mutual aid and stronger social pressure. This mechanism of
“penalizing success” encourages rational actors to convert surplus income into social capital
rather than productive investment. Conspicuous consumption—such as lavish weddings
and religious ceremonies—becomes a way to meet social expectations. From an economic
perspective, this can be understood as a risk diversification strategy in an environment
of uncertainty, but its cost lies in suppressing incentives for innovation and capital
accumulation.

In contemporary contexts, this cultural mechanism manifests as a threefold development
dilemma: First, land continues to fragment, with the average farm size shrinking from
0.5 hectares in 1983 to just 0.2 hectares in 2019, making economies of scale difficult to
achieve.” Second, informal employment is widespread, with nearly 60% of the workforce
engaged in the informal sector, where labor productivity is only one-third of that in the
formal sector.! Third, traditional mutual aid networks continue to function as social safety
nets, but their limitations are increasingly evident: they cover only narrow scopes of support,
lack sufficient capacity for resource mobilization, and are inadequate for effective risk
diversification.

The deeper issue lies in how the culture of “shared poverty” creates a “low-level equilibrium
trap”: rational individual behavior leads to collectively suboptimal outcomes, while the
prevailing collective behavior patterns reinforce individual conservatism. This cultural—
economic lock-in effect renders external policy interventions largely ineffective and, in some
cases, produces unintended negative consequences.

2. Theoretical Breakthrough: Co-Evolution of Culture and Institutions

To understand the deep-rooted mechanisms behind Indonesia’s poverty alleviation
challenges, it is essential to move beyond traditional development theories and construct a
dynamic model of culture-institution interaction. Existing poverty alleviation theories tend
to fall into a binary opposition between cultural determinism and cultural instrumentalism.
The former sees culture as a fixed constraint that inevitably hinders modernization, while
the latter treats culture as a mere policy tool, overlooking its internal logic and autonomy.
This dichotomy neglects the dynamic and endogenous nature of culture and fails to explain
why similar poverty alleviation policies produce divergent outcomes in different cultural
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settings.

In reality, culture is neither purely a constraint variable nor merely an instrumental one—
it is an endogenous variable within the development process. Culture shapes preference
structures, behavioral patterns, and institutional expectations, while simultaneously being
continuously adjusted and reconstructed through practice. The key issue is not whether
culture obstructs development, but how to guide its evolution in a development-oriented
direction while respecting its internal logic. Drawing on empirical research from fieldwork
in Indonesia, | propose a “culture—institution co-evolution model”: culture and institutions
are not antagonistic but form a dynamically co-constructed, symbiotic system. Culture
provides the legitimacy and operating logic for institutions, while institutions offer platforms
for cultural expression and practical implementation. Within this framework, elements of the
“shared poverty” culture—such as mutual aid, risk-sharing consciousness, and community
identity—can be transformed into cultural capital for inclusive growth. The key lies in
institutional design that shifts traditional mutual aid networks from “equalizing dispersion”
toward “accumulative mutualism,” thereby elevating “sharing” from a survival strategy to a
driver of development.

3. Practical Pathways for Institutional Reconstruction

Guided by the theory of culture-institution co-evolution, Indonesia’s poverty alleviation
policies must be grounded in cultural logic, creatively integrating traditional resources with
modern elements to develop a locally rooted model of development.

(1) Innovative Integration of Islamic Finance and Community-Based Mutual Aid

As the world’s largest Muslim-majority country, Indonesia holds unique potential in
developing Islamic finance. By the end of 2024, total assets of Indonesian Islamic banks
reached IDR 980.30 trillion, with an annual growth rate exceeding 20%."”' However, its
penetration in rural areas remains limited, and many smallholder farmers continue to be
excluded from the formal financial system.

The root cause of financial exclusion lies not only in geographical distance and transaction
costs but also in the mismatch between existing financial products and rural cultural logic.
The individual credit model of traditional banks often clashes with the collective decision-
making traditions of village communities. Collateral requirements conflict with the collective
ownership of land, and standardized product designs overlook the seasonal nature of
agricultural production. By transforming traditional village mutual aid organizations (arisan)
into cooperative entities and establishing partnerships with Islamic financial institutions, a
culturally coherent inclusive financial system can be built. At the core of this model is the
embedding of modern financial technology into traditional social networks, preserving the
cultural essence of mutual aid while enhancing resource allocation efficiency. In a pilot
project of the “Village Mutual Resource Bank” in Central Java, traditional rotating savings
and credit associations were formalized into cooperative financial institutions, significantly
improving farmers' access to financial services and fostering a shared sense of development
among community members. After two years of implementation, participating farmers have
shown a marked increase in savings rates, a notable rise in productive investments, and a
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strengthened internal network of economic cooperation.
(2) Culturally Adaptive Digital Technology Empowerment

Digital inclusive finance is emerging as a key tool for narrowing the resource gap in rural
areas. According to Indonesia’s Central Statistics Agency (BPS), as of 2023, the national
mobile phone penetration rate reached 67.29%, with 170 million smartphone users, laying
the groundwork for digital financial services to reach rural areas. However, the dual barriers
of traditional financial exclusion and the digital divide mean that the development of digital
inclusive finance must fully account for cultural adaptability.

The mere transplantation of technology often encounters cultural rejection and user
resistance. Rural users tend to distrust digital payments, complex financial apps are difficult
for older adults to use, and standardized digital products fail to meet the diverse needs of
rural communities. The root of these problems lies in the disregard for the cultural context
of technological application and the mistaken assumption that technology is a value-
neutral tool.

The poverty alleviation model of "religious leaders + digital platforms" represents an
innovative approach to cultural-technological integration. In Indonesian Islamic communities,
religious leaders (ulama) and Islamic boarding schools (pesantren) hold high levels of social
trust and mobilization capacity, serving as crucial bridges between tradition and modernity.
Integrating these traditional authority structures with modern digital platforms can generate
synergies between cultural identity and technological empowerment.

Field research indicates that digital entrepreneurship training programs led by pesantren are
more effective than direct government interventions in encouraging community participation.
These programs integrate Islamic business ethics with modern commercial skills, not only
improving participants’ technical capabilities but also strengthening their cultural confidence.
The programs are particularly effective in reaching women and youth, as religious networks
provide them with culturally legitimate spaces to engage in economic activities.

4. The Practical Significance of South-South Cooperation and Its Global Implications

Indonesia’s cultural transformation in poverty alleviation holds not only local relevance
but also critical demonstrative value for development cooperation among countries in the
Global South.

(1) The Paradigmatic Value of China—Indonesia Poverty Alleviation Cooperation

China-Indonesia cooperation in poverty alleviation exemplifies mutual learning and
experience-sharing among Global South nations. Its success transcends traditional technology
transfer models, embodying a new paradigm of development cooperation grounded in
cultural understanding.

Since 2005, the Indonesian government has implemented a hybrid rice promotion policy
under which the government fully subsidizes the seeds and farmers voluntarily enroll to
receive them. Over 90% of the hybrid rice seeds have been sourced from China."” However,
the mere dissemination of technology yielded limited outcomes. The real breakthrough
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occurred when technology was organically integrated into cultural networks. When hybrid
rice technology was disseminated through village mutual aid networks and coupled with
Islamic microcredit to support seed purchases, adoption rates among farmers increased
significantly.

Between 2019 and 2021, the integrated project “Islamic Agricultural Cooperatives + Hybrid
Rice,” implemented in Central Java, led to increased yields and higher net income per
hectare for participating farmers.""” More importantly, the project transformed the traditional
labor-intensive model of "shared poverty" by introducing modern agricultural technologies
and management methods, thereby shifting toward a model of "shared development."

The project's success lay in its integration of technological innovation with cultural networks,
transitioning village-level mutual aid from mere income equalization to optimized allocation
of productive resources. The cooperative served not only as a vehicle for technology
dissemination but also as a platform for cultural transformation. Through collective learning
and joint practice, it gradually reshaped farmers’ perceptions and behaviors. The deeper
significance of this change lies in the functional transformation of traditional mutual aid
culture into a modern cooperative economy, injecting new vitality into rural development in
Indonesia.

(2) Constructing a Culturally Respectful Model of Development Assistance

Traditional development aid often rests on Western-centric modernization assumptions
that neglect the cultural particularities of recipient countries, leading to ineffective or
even harmful outcomes. The success of China-Indonesia cooperation lies in constructing

a culturally respectful model of development assistance—not a simple transplantation of
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Since 2005, the Indonesian government has implemented a hybrid rice promotion policy.
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technology, but a collaboration designed through a deep understanding of Indonesian
cultural logic and tailored to local needs.

This model manifests on three levels. First, in educational cooperation, the establishment of
the China-Indonesia Poverty Alleviation Institute aims to cultivate professionals familiar with
both countries’ cultures and poverty alleviation experiences, laying a talent foundation for
long-term cooperation. Second, in agricultural cooperation, it is not only the introduction
of China’s hybrid rice technology that matters, but also the institutional innovation linking
smallholder farmers with modern agriculture. Third, in cultural and creative industries, the
two sides jointly develop innovative models that transform traditional culture into economic
assets, such as Islamic financial product design and cultural tourism development.

This model of South-South cooperation—based on cultural respect and reciprocal
development—goes beyond the traditional aid-dependency paradigm to establish an equal
and mutually beneficial partnership. It promotes not only the bidirectional flow of technology
and experience, but more importantly, offers valuable insights for Global South countries
seeking autonomous development paths.

5. Paradigm Innovation for Development in the Global South

Indonesia’s experience shows that culture and development are not a zero-sum game, but
can instead be mutually reinforcing. The key lies in finding a balance between cultural
heritage and modern development, and integrating the two through institutional innovation.
The theoretical value of this development model is its break with the culture-economy
dichotomy of traditional development theories, proposing instead an analytical framework
that internalizes culture as a variable in development.

Within this framework, culture is not merely a contextual backdrop but an intrinsic factor and
latent driver of development. The challenge facing Global South countries is how to activate
the developmental potential within traditional cultures—without undermining cultural
foundations—and transform elements that appear to hinder development into forms of social
capital that support inclusive growth.

Indonesia’s transformation from “shared poverty” to “shared development” provides important
lessons for Global South countries seeking to maintain cultural autonomy while advancing
inclusive development. The promotion of such a development model requires strong support
from South-South cooperation. The advantage of South-South cooperation lies in the partners’
shared historical experiences and cultural backgrounds, making it easier to understand and
respect each other’s development needs. Compared with traditional North-South cooperation,
South-South cooperation emphasizes equality and mutual benefit, avoiding issues of cultural
hegemony and dependency.

The successful experience of China-Indonesia poverty alleviation cooperation demonstrates
that South-South cooperation, grounded in cultural respect and reciprocal development, can
effectively facilitate the two-way flow of technologies and experiences and establish equal,
mutually beneficial development partnerships. This model not only benefits the development
of participating countries but also provides valuable references for constructing a fairer and
more inclusive global development order.
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6. Conclusion: The Dialectics of Cultural Transformation

The cultural tensions and institutional restructuring in Indonesia’s poverty alleviation
policies reveal a fundamental challenge facing Global South countries: how to preserve
cultural autonomy during modernization, and how to transform traditional cultural resources
into drivers of development. This exploration transcends the limitations of conventional
development theories by proposing a new paradigm of culture-institution co-evolution.

The key to cultural transformation lies in “grafting" rather than "replacing.” It is not about
simply transplanting technologies, but guiding the growth of traditional culture through
institutional innovation while retaining its cultural roots. This requires both respect
for historical cultural continuity and adaptation to the demands of contemporary
development; it calls for maintaining cultural uniqueness while enhancing inclusiveness and
openness.

Against the backdrop of building a community with a shared future for humanity, the
exploration of poverty alleviation paths rooted in local cultures yet oriented toward global
development is essential for constructing a fairer and more inclusive world. Indonesia’s
transformation is not only of theoretical significance, but also offers novel ideas and
approaches for global poverty governance. Cultural diversity should not be seen as an
obstacle to development, but as a vital driver of human progress. Only by respecting cultural
differences can inclusive development be realized and a better world built. In this sense,
Indonesia’s poverty alleviation journey is not just a national development effort, but an
important part of humanity’s collective pursuit of a better life.
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The Malay World’s Exploration
of Multiple Modernities

Xu Liping

Keywords: Malay World, Islamic civilization, multiple modernities

As the once-in-a-century transformation accelerates its evolution, the collective rise of
the Global South has gradually become one of the defining characteristics reshaping the
international political and economic order in the 21st century. The emergence of the Global
South is inextricably linked to its exploration of multiple modernities. This exploration,
grounded in the strategic autonomy of Global South nations, proceeds from their specific
national conditions with local culture at its core to drive modernization reforms and
advancement. It brings non-Western experiences into sharper focus, representing a positive
contribution to contemporary global civilization.

As President Xi Jinping emphasized, “Civilizational diversity is the defining feature of our
world.”"" As a vital component of this diverse civilizational landscape, the Malay World—
with Islamic civilization as its nucleus—has continuously advanced modernization across
cultural, educational, political, economic, and social spheres. These efforts constitute a
significant component of non-Western societies” exploration of modernity.

The Malay World, derived from the Malay terms “Dunia Melayu” or “Alam Melayu”, refers
to the maritime regions of Southeast Asia where Malay-Indonesian languages serve as the
medium, and where people share similar traditional cultural practices and Islamic faith.
The Malay World is not only a geographical concept but also a historical and cultural one,
and, more importantly, a systematic civilizational entity. In this sense, the Malay World’s
exploration of multiple modernities is a process of adaptation and transcendence by a
traditional civilization in the face of modernity.

Legal Adaptation

As the main body of the Malay World, Malay Muslims are bound by Islamic law (Shariah) and
related legal systems. Shariah is the sum of divine commandments revealed in the Quran and
elaborated in the Hadith. “Its content ranges from worship rituals and religious obligations to
moral principles and legal norms, encompassing almost all human behavior. It functions as a
religious-ethical code of conduct, essentially a comprehensive system of duties.”"”!

According to Islamic law, human behavior is categorized into five types: obligatory acts;
commendable and virtuous acts; permissible acts; blameworthy acts; and forbidden acts.
The norms for these behaviors vary across periods and regions, reflecting the adaptation of
Islamic law to the modernization demands of the Malay World. For example, “buying and
selling life insurance is a forbidden act, as ruled by the Islamic court of Terengganu, Malaysia.
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However, Egypt’s religious authorities classify it as permissible. The use of contraceptives for
family planning is permitted, but regulations differ across Malaysian states: allowed in Kedah,
discouraged in Kelantan, and prohibited in Selangor. Kidney transplants are permitted in
emergencies (to save lives). Heart and cornea transplants are allowed in Perak and Selangor
but completely banned in Negeri Sembilan.”"

Islamic law is enforced by judges (Qadi), who must be scholars well-versed in Islamic
scriptures and modern Islamic legal systems across countries. When in doubt, a Qadi may
consult a religious advisor (Mufti), typically the chair or member of an Islamic council.
The Mulfti issues a fatwa (religious edict) based on Islamic jurisprudence (Figh), sometimes
drawing on precedents from renowned judges.

As religious edicts, fatwas are not binding unless supported by Islamic courts or councils and
approved by central governments. In some Malaysian states, prohibitions on life insurance
and family planning have not been enforced due to lack of central government support,
primarily to accommodate non-Malay Muslim sentiments.

Educational Renewal

It is commonly believed that religious education stifles creativity and hinders technological
progress—a key factor in modernization. However, based on fieldwork in the Malay World,
the role of religious education in national modernization is complex and cannot be dismissed
outright.

Islamic education begins in mosques and prayer halls. According to the Quran, mosques
serve not only as places of worship, discussion, and book storage, but also as venues for
teaching children the fundamentals of Islam. The educational functions of mosques include:
instilling daily prayer habits; fostering a love for knowledge, social cohesion, and civic
responsibility; and cultivating traits like patience, courage, mindfulness, optimism, and
critical thinking.

Mosques are equipped with libraries, discussion rooms, and classrooms. In 1989, Indonesia
had 196,612 mosques and 369,342 prayer halls"¥, spread across urban and rural areas,
playing an indelible role in education. Malaysia has around 2000 mosques nationwide. I also
found that some mosques in Kuala Lumpur now use spare classrooms for weekend tutoring,
which demonstrates their rapid integration into modern society.

In core Malay World countries like Indonesia and Malaysia, Islamic religious schools
(madrasahs) are widespread. These schools have structured curricula, administrative
systems, and age-based classes, charging tuition fees. Unlike traditional Islamic schools
(pondok), madrasahs teach both the Quran/Arabic and secular subjects, with secular
courses increasingly dominating in recent years. Madrasahs have also modernized their
education systems, offering primary, secondary, and higher education—a testament to Islamic
education’s self-renewal in response to modernization.

Comprehensive Political Participation

The expansion of political participation, the rationalization of political authority, and the
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differentiation of political structures and functions are often regarded as three important
indicators of political modernization. Malay Muslim elites and Islamic political parties,
in their legitimate and institutionalized political participation, have been continuously
advancing the political modernization of the Malay world.

In core Malay World countries, political decision-making is dominated by Malay Muslim
elites, with non-Malay Muslims often excluded from power centers. These elites, self-
identified as devout Muslims, derive political legitimacy from their role as stewards (ummah)
of divine authority. Such legitimacy foundation has provided powerful impetus for the Malay
World to vigorously promote its catch-up modernization.

In the core countries of the Malay World, Islamic political parties have consistently been
a force that no secular party can afford to underestimate in numerous general elections. In
Indonesia’s 1955 general election, Islamic political parties demonstrated remarkable strength,
with their combined vote share exceeding 50%. "' Subsequently, due to certain restrictive
measures implemented by successive governments against Islamic parties, their electoral
support has stabilized between 27% to 29% in subsequent elections.

In Malaysia, the Islamic Party (PAS) has experienced gradual growth, with its membership
primarily consisting of former UMNO (United Malays National Organisation) members
dissatisfied with UMNO's secularist tendencies. PAS advocates for establishing an Islamic
state, with its core leadership largely comprising young Islamic religious teachers. The party
draws its main support from Malaysia’s rural areas. From winning 13 parliamentary seats in
1959, PAS expanded its representation to 27 seats by 1999. In a significant breakthrough
during the 2022 parliamentary elections, the party secured 43 seats, emerging as the largest
party in parliament. This electoral trajectory clearly demonstrates the steadily increasing

In Malaysia, the Islamic Party (PAS) has experienced gradual growth.
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political participation and influence of PAS through electoral processes.

Endogenous Drivers for Economy

The economic modernization of the Malay World is driven by three internal forces: the
Islamic obligation of zakat (almsgiving), the dynamism of Malay Muslim entrepreneurs/
middle class, and the rise of Islamic finance.

First, the natural design of the zakat system.

In Islamic teachings, the Five Pillars are obligatory duties for every Muslim. Among them,
zakat is one of the Five Pillars. The Quran stipulates: “And in their wealth is a recognized right
for the beggar and the poor.” This means governments should allocate a portion of public
funds to the poor. To ensure the poor receive their due rights and to compel governments
and the wealthy to fulfill their obligations, Islam established the systems of zakat and charity.
“In the 1940s the reformist Masjumi party in Indonesia reportedly used zakat collected by
party organizations to benefit farmers and small traders, and in the 1960s President Sukarno
urged his people to give zakat, promising it would not be used to pay off the national debt,
but rather would be expended on Islamic orphanages and educational institutions.” '® The
Malaysian government sometimes channels zakat funds to MARA (Majlis Amanah Rakyat) to
support services like vocational training, consulting, loans, and transportation.

In the modernization process of the Malay World, economic development often faces
problems such as capital shortages, high unemployment rates, and unequal social
distribution. Therefore, how to expand private and public accumulation, fully develop and
rationally allocate national resources, and improve social welfare have become challenges
in national economic modernization. The establishment of a zakat system suited to national
conditions will help expand private and public accumulation, increase social savings
to stimulate expanded reproduction, and play a positive role in promoting economic
modernization.

Second, the proactive spirit of Malay Muslim entrepreneurs and the middle class.

In the process of industrialization in the Malay World, the local Chinese community has
played a very important role, while the entrepreneurial spirit of the Malay Muslims should
not be overlooked. The entrepreneurial spirit of Malay Muslims is characterized by qualities
such as tolerance, patience, and courage. These qualities discard some traditional weaknesses
while incorporating elements of modern entrepreneurship.

In the 1960s, a group of Malay Muslim entrepreneurs emerged in Malaysia. These
entrepreneurs mainly came from the suburban areas of Malaysia, most of whom were
farmers, small traders, and rural entrepreneurs. Their achievements benefited from the Razak
government’s large-scale construction projects in suburban areas. At the same time, after the
implementation of the "New Economic Policy" by the Malaysian government, a new middle
class emerged, also known as the "New Malays." They are well-educated, knowledgeable,
progressive, honest, disciplined and trustworthy. Some of them have become chairmen
of major corporations, engaging in international mergers and acquisitions and corporate
management.
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Third, the boost from Islamic finance.

In the 1970s and 1980s, a large-scale Islamic revival movement emerged in Malaysia.
One of the outcomes of this movement was that the government began to vigorously
promote Islamization in the economic field, including the establishment of Islamic financial
institutions. In Malaysia, the government established a fully equipped Islamic financial system
alongside the conventional financial system under relevant laws, including banks, financial
companies, non-financial companies, and financial markets.

Internationally, Malaysia’s unique financial system is known as a dual system. In other Muslim
countries, there is either a completely Islamic financial system or a conventional financial
system with scattered Islamic financial institutions. Malaysia’s Islamic financial system
demonstrates remarkable integrity and systematic structure, featuring meticulous division of
labor and relatively comprehensive financial products and services, which have endowed it
with considerable competitiveness. In recent years, it has been actively incorporating new
technologies for system upgrading.

The completeness and systematic nature of Malaysia’s Islamic financial institutions are its key
features. The establishment of these Islamic financial institutions provides Malay Muslims
with more options, and these institutions have detailed divisions of labor, offering relatively
comprehensive financial products and services with certain competitiveness. Facing the
information age, the Islamic financial system continues to update and transform itself by
introducing new technological solutions.

Indonesia’s financial system is still dominated by conventional finance and has not yet
established a dual system like Malaysia’s, but Islamic finance is developing rapidly. In 2024,
Indonesia’s Islamic financial assets reached 9,927 trillion Indonesian rupiah, accounting for
45% of GDP. Among them, Islamic bank assets accounted for 10% of total Islamic financial
assets, with a growth rate of 7.6%, slightly higher than the conventional bank growth rate of
7%. "'This shows that competition between Islamic and conventional banks is intensifying,
Islamic financial power is gradually strengthening, and it is becoming a new driver of
economic growth.

In summary, Islamic financial institutions in the Malay World provide ordinary customers
with alternative financial products. Under the new rules, the relationship between banks
and customers transforms into a contractual commercial partnership, thereby elevating the
status of small and medium-sized merchants and business owners, to some extent solving
the financing difficulties faced by SMEs, laying a good foundation for narrowing the wealth
gap, and contributing to social stability and balanced development, thus creating a favorable
environment for economic modernization.

Maintaining Social Stability and Harmony

Non-governmental social organizations are the backbone for achieving a self-regulating
social order and maintaining social stability. In Indonesia, there are three major civil Islamic
organizations: Nahdlatul Ulama (the Federation of Islamic Scholars), Muhammadiyah
(the Muhammadiyah Association), and the Indonesian Association of Muslim Intellectuals
(ICMI). Nahdlatul Ulama primarily focuses on establishing Islamic educational institutions,
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cultivating numerous talented individuals for civil society. Muhammadiyah has established
many schools, hospitals, and charitable institutions, laying a solid foundation for civil
society. The Indonesian Association of Muslim Intellectuals, mainly composed of Muslim
bureaucrats, represents the interests of the middle class and serves as a stable, constructive
force in the development of civil society. Throughout different historical periods, these
three organizations have advanced efforts in education, culture, social welfare, and
administration, making significant contributions to the building of a stable and harmonious
society.

In the modernization process of Malaysia, Sisters in Islam (SIS) has played a vital role in
upholding women'’s rights. SIS is dedicated to protecting the rights of women based on the
principles of equality, justice, and freedom as prescribed in the Quran. Today, SIS has grown
into a national organization with hundreds of thousands of members. Its activities leverage
various forms of media to promote the teachings of the Quran, protect women’s rights,
champion the principles of Islamic jurisprudence, reform outdated practices, and enhance
the image of Islamic law as both just and democratic.

In conclusion, stability and openness are the keys to unlocking the future of the Malay
world. Positioned at a crossroads of global transportation and a meeting point of diverse
cultures, the Malay world is continuously undergoing self-adjustment and renewal in the face
of globalization. Meanwhile, the Malay world’s exploration of multiple modernities is, in
essence, an attempt to construct a paradigm of modernization that is both rooted in Islamic
culture and Malay tradition, yet also accommodates globalization, technological progress,
and multi-ethnic diversity. This process is filled with contradictions and innovations, and
provides an important reference for the modernization of Global South nations—namely,
that modernity does not have to be monochrome and Western, but can be multi-colored
and localized. The future of the Malay world’s pursuit of multiple modernities will hinge
on its ability to maintain cultural subjectivity while achieving social equity, justice, and
technological progress.
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Why We Initiate GSN?

Amid the reshaping of the global order, the Global South is rising not only in political
and economic terms but, more urgently, in its need for intellectual self-awakening.
GSN (Global South Network) was initiated in this context as an independent,
non-profit knowledge network and communication platform. It seeks to systemati-
cally examine key issues of the Global South, advance the decolonization of knowl-
edge and the reclaiming of intellectual subjectivity in the Southern world, cultivate
conceptual frameworks, research methods, and narrative coordinates that highlights
the subjectivity of the South. Through forums, publications, conferences, and salons,
GSN hopes to create a public space for ongoing dialogue. Our vision is to build an
open, equitable, and trust-based knowledge community in the South, connect
diverse experiences, produce knowledge outcomes that can be tested in practice, and
turn ideas into forces for real-world change.

/
/

(/(( .-




