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NATIONAL CHOICE

I am very honoured to be invited to speak at the 25th Anniversary of the Economics Society of

Australia. Most of my friends would be surprised to learn that I had three years of undergraduate

economics and actually enjoyed it. They would say that there is no evidence that I had learnt

anything from those years and I can say little in my defence except that I did learn that

economists discovered rational man. But then I became a historian. From studying the past and

studying the work of historians, I learnt instead how irrational people really are, and probably

the only thing about them that sounded remotely rational was in the word rationalisation, which

describes so much of what was done.

When I chose to talk about national choice, I knew that could be seen as the very opposite

of rational choice. History shows that nations are rarely allowed to be rational, especially after

their peoples discovered how to ‘imagine communities’ through nationalism. I have had some

personal experience of nationalism. Although I grew up as a child in British Malaya, I

encountered Chinese nationalism among the Chinese there as a response to Japanese ambitions

in China. This became more direct and dramatic when the Japanese occupied Malaya and

brought with them their own fierce brand of nationalism. Both forms of nationalism did not

impress me as reasonable. I have since also read too many books about the ugly face of

nationalism — be it in Europe, in the Americas or in Asia — to have illusions about it.

However, I am now willing to reconsider this distinct bias on my part. After the

decolonisation of Asia and Africa in a world of nation-states, the desire to be independent, to

be nationalist and to pursue national wealth and power could be deemed rational. The

nationalism that has resurfaced in recent years, especially in the former Soviet Union and

Yugoslavia, did make me pause, but it is still possible to say that national choices in the Asia

Pacific region have been restrained by efforts at rationality. For example, the rescue of

Cambodian sovereignty, the admission of Vietnam and Burma into the Association of Southeast

Asian States (ASEAN), the uphill struggle to consolidate the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation

(APEC) forum, the last-minute resolutions of US–China and US–Japan trade disputes, even

the squabble over Mischief Reef in the Spratlys and the missile firings near Taiwan, did end with

decisions which may be regarded as rational.
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But a series of events during the past week led me to recast what I have to say tonight about

nationalism and national choice. It began with some Japanese students repairing an illegally

built lighthouse on the disputed Senkaku islands, which the Chinese call Diaoyutai. The Chinese

government in Beijing, in objecting to that act, said some predictable things. The Japanese

official response was also hardly new: they regretted what had been done, but reaffirmed their

claim to the Senkaku islands.

What triggered my interest were two things. Firstly, the series of demonstrations which

followed in Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan and various cities on the Chinese mainland. Secondly,

the questions I have been asked by friends who are obviously puzzled by the turn of events: Why

have the demonstrations in Hong Kong been even more passionate that those in Beijing and

Taipei? And why are the democrats in Hong Kong lined up with the pro-China nationalists on

this affair?

The drama in Hong Kong began with some 12,000 people on the streets protesting against

the Japanese assertion of sovereignty over the Diaoyutai islands. A number of organisations led

the demonstrations. Several major public bodies, including the six universities and several other

tertiary institutions, also registered outrage. What is particularly interesting is that among the

most vocal of the demonstrators are the leaders of the democratic groups who have been strongly

critical of the Beijing authorities since the Tiananmen tragedy of 1989. These include elected

legislators who have consistently opposed the PRC government on its policy of holding back the

development of democracy in Hong Kong. You may be familiar with the tensions between these

groups and the representatives of the PRC in the territory, notably the Xinhua News Agency.

The struggle over the democratic future of Hong Kong has led to much bitterness, fierce mutual

criticisms and massive distrust. Dire consequences have been predicted for the leaders of the

democratic forces after the takeover in 1997.

The Japanese action on Diaoyutai has succeeded in doing something which most observers

had not thought possible. It has brought the leaders of the democrats to demand that the Beijing

officials protest more strongly against Japan. It has enabled the Beijing officials, for the first

time in years, to accept their petitions with alacrity. What is more, similar groups of activists

in Taiwan also showed their willingness to act together with their counterparts in Hong Kong

and the Chinese mainland. After the missile threats of the past year across the Taiwan straits,

such acting in concert leads us to ask: What does this tell us about rationality and nationalism?
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To cap it all, the demonstrations had begun the week before the historic date for the

Chinese of ‘Jiuyiba’ or 18 September 1931, the day 65 years ago when young Japanese officers

of the Guandong garrisons attacked the northeastern provinces and established the puppet

state of Manchuguo, as a first step towards incorporating it into the Japanese empire. Memories

of the ambitions of the Japanese militarists have returned in a surge of great emotions. Last

week, the protests stepped up several notches. There were calls for the boycott of Japanese goods

reminiscent of the bitter years of the Sino-Japanese war, when national salvation had become

a great rallying call for all Chinese everywhere. On 18 September in Hong Kong, some shoppers

were even hurt in efforts to dissuade them from buying Japanese goods. Since then, ships carrying

protesters from Taiwan and Hong Kong have tried to land on the islands and Japanese

coastguard vessels have driven them away.

The 65th anniversary of the Japanese war in northeast China avoided becoming an

international incident because both the Beijing and Tokyo governments resorted to diplomatic

formulas to keep temperatures down. The Beijing government has been particularly careful not

to let the issue escalate beyond control. The students, in particular , have been held back. But

Beijing did not miss the opportunity to make a strong but carefully worded statement which the

Japanese have coolly received. This included a reminder to the Japanese not to forget the terror

they brought to the Chinese people during the war, not to make excuses for their efforts to conquer

China and other parts of Asia, and not to make heroes of their militarists.

What are we to make of all this? Has narrow and irrational nationalism returned to East

Asia?

The first thing one could say is: No, this is not a general phenomenon; only the Japanese

could have brought so much show of national unity among the Chinese. Is this true? Why should

this be so? The Sino-Japanese war ended more than 50 years ago. Since then, first the United

States and then the Soviet Union have alternated between friendship and enmity. During

periods of open hostility, for whatever reason, the Chinese in all three territories had many

opportunities to speak with one voice. In fact this did not happen. For a host of complex reasons,

calls for unity have always been muted, even during various antiAmerican campaigns over the

Korean and Vietnam wars and over the policies of the Americans towards Tibet and Taiwan and

over US trade policies. This was so also during the territorial disputes with Russia over the

Ussuri River boundaries and the war with India across the Himalayas. And elsewhere, the PRC’s

quarrels with other countries hardly registered with people in either Taiwan or Hong Kong.
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With Japan, however, different chords are struck. Nationalist history is more sharply

black and white here. Memories are longer, the hurt is deeper. The Japanese were the last

invaders of China, and thus the most recent, and they not only held large chunks of Chinese

territory but also sought to rule China through their puppets. What was worse, many Chinese

people succumbed to their power-sharing blandishments and collaborated with them.

Furthermore, Japanese leaders have appeared unrepentant, almost amnesiac, about the

atrocities conducted by their soldiers in China. The Chinese and others in Korea and Southeast

Asia remain concerned by the possible return of Japanese militarist ambitions. The miraculous

economic recovery and the remarkable technological achievements of Japan since the 1960s have

aroused admiration but have not eased the fears of Japan’s neighbours.

The second point one might make is this: the democratic forces in Hong Kong and Taiwan

should surely unite with their counterparts in Japan and elsewhere, and not allow nationalist

passions to distract them from their common struggle for democracy. Why is Chineseness

overriding ideological solidarity? There was a similar dispute between Japan and Korea over

the island of Tokto or Takeshima some months ago. On that occasion, North Koreans did not

join their compatriots in the south to protest against Japanese claims. The ideological divide

held firm in that case. No wonder foreign commentators ask: Why is this not so with the Chinese

in Hong Kong and Taiwan?

You may recall how disappointed European socialists were when the working classes did

not unite against war in 1914 but cheerfully fought for king and country against other workers

instead. Nationalism dampened socialist solidarity with little difficulty. Are we looking at

something similar here, only this time with nationalism undermining democratic solidarity?

I think not. The democrats in Hong Kong have counted on sympathy from democratic forces

everywhere and particularly appreciate support from their counterparts in North America,

Western Europe and Australasia. With Japan, however, the political and historical ingredients

are different. Inter-generational memories have been kept alive in the belief that to forget the

past would condemn the future to have the mistakes repeated. In the Chinese mind, the century

of national humiliation is encapsulated in the readiness of the Japanese to forget their

trespasses and feel no guilt whatsoever.

A third kind of comment might also be made: the Chinese government has heard the voices

of the Chinese people — resist Japanese ambitions, do not compromise, be not tempted by

Japanese investment and know-how, do not surrender that which is Chinese. Did the Hong Kong

Chinese speak as Chinese ? Were they manipulated by Beijing and their voices orchestrated?
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The evidence suggests that this was not so. The Hong Kong democrats acted spontaneously,

as did those less concerned for democratic rights. And there is nothing irrational in so acting.

The democrats believe that, where Japan is concerned, they speak for the majority of the people

of Hong Kong, as do the democrats in Taiwan. If there were an open political forum for free speech

on the Chinese mainland, no doubt there would have been thousands on the streets in Beijing

and other cities. Democrats may share their political ideals with other democrats elsewhere but,

consistent with their desire to represent their constituency, they are obliged to speak up for what

they think is in the people’s interest. In this way, they would also advance their credibility with

the Beijing authorities and legitimise their claim to speak for the majority in Hong Kong. There

is a risk that they would lose the sympathy of their international supporters who distrust

nationalist passions or feel that the time has come to play down negative memories of the second

World War and start afresh. I suspect they are aware of that and have made their ‘national’ choice

and that they have decided to take that risk in order to protect their capability to fight for a greater

cause.

What has all this to do with Australia? I was recently asked what Australia’s choice would

be if a vital Asian neighbour like Japan and the United States were to fall out. Would the choice

depend on who is in the right and who is in the wrong? Or does Australia really have no choice?

Australia’s history and geography have determined a hierarchy of family and neighbours. The

United States would be family and Japan a distant neighbour .Would Australia, therefore, have

to side with the United States, right or wrong?

Australia has come to terms with the country’s geography on the southeastern edge of Asia.

I don’t have to tell you the saga of that awakening. It is a story involving the best and brightest

of several generations of Australians. It is not a question of becoming part of Asia. More

challenging than that is to stand by the best of the values that have been transplanted here and

persuade our neighbours that these can coexist with Asian traditions and also assist in the

modernisation that countries in Asia themselves want. Getting to know and understand Asian

ways is an integral part of that neighbourliness.

Indeed, Australia’s opening to Asia may be a mirror image of Asia’s opening to the West.

For example, Australia’s commitment to the study of Asia has broadened and deepened to an

extent unimaginable thirty years ago. Although this is still relatively unappreciated among

most Australians and even the Asians themselves, the progress has made the country the most

open to Asia in the Western world. Also, Australia has made choices concerning its future in Asia

which produced results that are much appreciated. For example, Australia‘s achievements in
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Indonesian studies; the early initiatives in the People’s Republic of China; its active role in

Cambodia; and its skilful efforts to get the APEC forum off the ground. You are familiar with

all that. The successes were the result of national choice for the long haul. These investments

should make Australia a trustworthy neighbour in Asia.

Returning to the question which was asked of how Australia would choose if Japan and

the United States seriously quarrelled — that is so unlikely that the choice is not difficult. A

more testing example would be if the United States were to be challenged by a nationalistic

China. Of course, if China were to be a military and imperial threat to the region, and to the

United States, the choice for Australia is obvious. But if it were not, and was merely stubbornly

unbending and self-centred, what then?

Is the choice to make China conform and fit our norms? Would peace and safety lie in

gathering together all other countries in the region to isolate what we do not like? Or would that

not simply provoke that which we fear, what is now at most a distant possibility? Looking at

the way Hong Kong democrats responded to Japanese claims to the Diaoyutai islands reminds

us how complex historical and cultural factors are between China and Japan. Clearly, any

dispute between them would sorely test both friends and neighbours. Australia would need all

the skills it has acquired to decide what it should do. It cannot afford to simplify and make

ideological judgments that underestimate the emotional power behind national choices in our

region.

Up to now, in any situation that involved choosing between Asia and the West, Australia

has identified its interest as doing what it can to avoid having to choose between them. That has

seemed a reasonable position to take. Australia should go on helping to create conditions

whereby it would not have to make choices it does not wish to make. It may be partly good luck

but it seems to me that Australia has upheld this position with considerable success. I do not

know how all this measures up to the standards of rationality upheld by professional economists.

For me, Australia’s national choice would seem a superior rationality to which its economists

can have a great deal to contribute.



7

No. 273 November 1997

Previous Pacific Economic Papers

259 Australia’s export performance in East Asia
Peter Drysdale and Weiguo Lu, September 1996

258 Public infrastructure and regional economic development: evidence from China
Weiguo Lu, August 1996

257 Regional variations in diets in Japan
Paul Riethmuller and Ruth Stroppiana, July 1996

256 Japanese FDI in Australia in the 1990s: manufacturing, financial services and
tourism
Stephen Nicholas, David Merrett, Greg Whitwell, William Purcell with Sue Kimberley,
June 1996

255 From Osaka to Subic: APEC’s challenges for 1996
Andrew Elek, May 1996

254 NAFTA, the Americas, AFTA and CER: reinforcement or competition for APEC?
Richard H. Snape, April 1996

253 Changes in East Asian food consumption: some implications for Australian irrigated
agriculture
Philip Taylor and Christopher Findlay, March 1996

252 Behaviour of Pacific energy markets: the case of the coking coal trade with Japan
Richard J. Koerner, February 1996

251 Intra-industry trade and the ASEAN free trade area
Jayant Menon, January 1996

250 China and East Asia trade policy, volume 3:
China and the world trade system
Various authors, December 1995 (special volume)

249 China and East Asia trade policy, volume 2:
Regional economic integration and cooperation
Various authors, November 1995 (special volume)

248 China and East Asia trade policy, volume 1:
East Asia beyond the Uruguay Round
Various authors, October 1995 (special volume)

247 The question of access to the Japanese market
Peter Drysdale, September 1995



246 The Asia factor in US–Japan relations
Urban C. Lehner, August 1995

245 ASEAN’s new role in the Asia Pacific region: can it be a driving force of wider regional
economic cooperation?
Jiro Okamoto, July 1995

244 Dollar shortage — Yen shortage?
Heinz W. Arndt, June 1995

243 The dynamics of employment, wages and output: a comparative study of Korea
and Japan
Francis In and Arlene Garces, May 1995

242 On exports and economic growth: further evidence
Ligang Song and Tina Chen, April 1995

241 US trade policy towards the Asia Pacific region in the 1990s
John Kunkel, March 1995

240 A simple model of main bank monitoring in Japan
Luke Gower, February 1995

239 The impact of economic reform on technical efficiency: a suggested method of
measurement
Peter Drysdale, K. P. Kalirajan and Shiji Zhao, January 1995

238 Price flexibility in Japan, 1970–92: a study of price formation on the distribution channel
Kenn Ariga and Yasushi Ohkusa, December 1994

237 Political economy of the large-scale retail store law: transforming ‘impediments’ to
entering the Japanese retail industry
Terada Takashi, November 1994

236 A microeconomic model of Japanese enterprise bargaining
Akira Kawaguchi, October 1994

235 Building a multilateral security dialogue in the Pacific
Liu Jiangyong, September 1994

234 Changing patterns of world trade and development: the experience from the 1960s to the
1980s
Ligang Song, August 1994

233 Taiwan’s industry policy during the 1980s and its relevance to the theory of strategic
trade
Heather Smith, July 1994



232 Why is Japanese working time so long? Wage working time contract models
Akira Kawaguchi, June 1994

231 Japanese multinationals in Australian manufacturing
Diane Hutchinson and Stephen Nicholas, May 1994

230 Food processors, retailers and restaurants: their place in the Japanese food sector
Paul Riethmuller, April 1994

229 Korea’s industry policy during the 1980s
Heather Smith, March 1994

228 Individual characteristics and garment consumption in Japan
Yiping Huang and Weiguo Lu, February 1994

227 The US–Japan global partnership: expectations and realities
Aurelia George, January 1994

226 Lessons from the fuss about Japanese beef trade liberalisation
Hiroshi Mori, December 1993

225 FDI and other contractual arrangements in the Australian beef industry: the Japanese
response to domestic market liberalisation
Julian B. Morison, November 1993

Annual subscription rate for twelve issues:
Individuals $A60.00
Institutions $A100.00

Cost for single issues:
$A15.00
$A10.00 (Students)

All prices include postage

Available from: Publications Department
Australia–Japan Research Centre
Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies
The Australian National University
Canberra ACT 0200, Australia
Facsimile:  (61 6) 249 0767
Telephone: (61 6) 249 3780
Email: ajrcgen@ajrc.anu.edu.au


