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How can the South develop "a cosmology and a theory of society and economy that is rooted in the peculiar experience and aesthetic" of the particular region, or individual countries concerned? How can we, peoples of the South, decolonize our minds so that we would easily perceive the utter absurdity of dreaming about a white Christmas or of recalling artificial memories of sleigh bells jingling in the snow? How can we, Caribbeans and other peoples in the South, re-establish an authentic identity to replace the one that was forged on the anvil of the colonial experience? How can peoples of the South "indigenise economic and social thought" in a way that would allow them to "customize" their development so that it would reflect the diverse socio-cultural values of their societies and, at the same time, respond to the necessarily different needs of their people and their economy? This article argues that the only way countries in the South can achieve those essential objectives would be to root their development in their indigenous culture and socio-economic reality.


Influenced by a world view that is informed by Western/Northern values, international and bilateral agencies/organizations engaged in promoting development in the South, and the officials who staff them, generally reject the idea that culture could play a positive role in development. Indeed, they tend to perceive the cultural traditions of the South as a major obstacle to modern development. The Commission for Africa, established in 2005 and presided over by Britain's then Prime Minister, Tony Blair, is the first official body of international stature to explicitly contest that point of view, by underlining the positive contribution indigenous cultures can make to development. Although the "Blair" Commission was established to examine the reasons for Africa's failed development, its conclusions are most relevant to the South as a whole. 


The Commission made the very important point that although we may all use the same terms in the debate on development, those terms do not necessarily mean the same things to people in other cultures: "Ask the big question: ‘What is development for?’ and you get very different answers in different cultures. Many in Western countries see it as being about places like Africa ‘catching up’ with the developed world. In Africa, by contrast, you will be more likely to be told something to do with well-being, happiness and membership of a community. In the West development is about increasing choice for individuals; in Africa it is more about increasing human dignity within a community. Unless those who shape Africa’s development make this integral to the way they formulate their policies they will fail." (Our Common Interest, Report of the Commission for Africa, March 2005, p.26)

A similar argument could be made in respect of the other regions of the South. If development deciders and actors in those regions and countries do not integrate the necessarily different values, experiences, needs, and expectations of their respective peoples into development strategies and policies, those countries would be unlikely to attain their development potential. Indeed, development might just fail altogether, as has occurred in most of Africa. Implicitly refuting the prevailing view in the North that culture is an obstacle to development, the "Blair" Commission insisted, on the contrary, that culture is an important agent which must be recognized and understood as such if development is to be successsful: "Those who ignore culture are doomed to failure in Africa…..Those who understand culture can find new ways to succeed……The lesson is that culture is an agent of economic and social change." (pp.27/28)

While acknowledging that culture, in the generally accepted sense of the term – cultural products and the various forms of artistic expression - can be a source of economic reward, of identity and pride, the Commission concluded that it is not those aspects of Africa's culture but rather its cultural traditions which possess the potential to provide solutions for the region's current development problems. That conclusion would, arguably, also apply to the vast majority of countries in the South. Most importantly, the Commission underlined the centrality of culture to all forms of development by declaring: "We want culture to become an inherent component of all development strategies – not just in terms of cultural products, but also in defining the terms of the development debate and the actions that follow. Culture becomes a way of working as well as an end in itself." (p.123)

The Commission's conclusions were based on the findings of a number of studies commissioned by it, on an analysis of the relevant literature, and on the results of wide-ranging consultations and surveys conducted with African decision-makers, development actors, NGOs, and the African public. What gives those conclusions their great authority is that they were not made by cultural experts or cultural actors but by a group of successful, hard-nosed politicians and economists who had already reached the very top of their professions – individuals who cannot possibly be suspected of entertaining woolly ideas about culture. The Commission comprised 17 members, only one of whom (Bob Geldof) is a cultural actor. Among its members were three Prime Ministers or Presidents (Britain, Tanzania, Ethiopia); three Ministers of Finance (Britain, Canada, South Africa); one minister for international development (Britain); the Secretary-General of the Economic Commission for Africa; a former managing director of the IMF (France); the Governor of a Central Bank (Botswana); and a number of other senior politicians and economists. The Commission urged bilateral and multilateral bodies and organizations concerned with development to integrate its recommendations in their development policies and actions. Given the development and governance credentials of its members, one would have expected the Commission's conclusions to be taken very seriously, not only by bilateral and multilateral organizations but also by development thinkers, economists, and government planners in other countries and regions of the South since their countries also face many of Africa's development problems. Most astonishingly, they all appear to have ignored the Commission's findings altogether.


The community solidarity which, as the "Blair" commission noted, is an important cultural virtue that has a determining influence on the African concept of development, is also present in Asia and, to a lesser extent, in countries/regions of the African and Asian diasporas. That solidarity, is a cardinal value in all societies which subscribe to communal values rather than the individualistic Western values of societies in the North. It is influenced, in turn, by a worldview which abhors marginalization of any kind, favouring social inclusion over social exclusion and policies which reduce social and economic inequalities over those that would give rise to them. 


Despite some reorientation of international development action to take account of local culture and cultural traditions, such action has had limited success because the validity of the classical development model itself - the promotion of development in the South exclusively through the transfer of techniques, expertise, and practices from the North - has not been called into question. The attempts to take account of local culture and cultural traditions in development action have generally been undertaken with a view to facilitating the successful application of that particular development model, both in its substantive and its institutional aspects. Local culture and cultural traditions were, and still are, largely seen as inhibiting factors and such adjustments as have been made to development policies and actions were simply done to overcome or circumvent perceived “cultural obstacles".


Moreeover, where local cultural practices and traditions have been incorporated into development projects they were not treated as substantive resources with a development potential, in their own right, but rather as mere mechanisms and facilitators for the transmission of information and techniques to beneficiary groups, or to overcome any cultural resistance those groups may have had to accepting exogenous techniques and practices. The role such development action accorded to culture and cultural traditions is essentially a passive one and, as such, it does not engage the creative energies of the local people. Furthermore, that type of development action makes no use whatsover of the knowledge and techniques embedded in the local culture, indigenous knowledge which could well provide a valid basis for promoting endogenous development – arguably, the only type of development that could prove sustainable in the long term. 


Current international development strategies and policies, which are essentially donor-driven, are based on an approach that is designed to bring development to targeted beneficiary groups. The development action is conceived in terms that relate directly (perhaps inescapably so) to the specific experience of development agents, whether national or international. Efforts to involve the beneficiary groups in such development action, with the objective of increasing its effectiveness, have a limited potential for success. Their members are invited to “participate” in programmes and projects, the rationale for which derives from concepts that have emerged from a reality which is not that of the beneficiary population itself and of which they can make no cultural sense. Such action is culturally alienating for it requires the adoption of techniques and development approaches that are, at best, not easy for the beneficiary population to assimilate and, at worst, so contrary to their own cultural traditions and practices that they provoke a resistance, or a kind of non-cooperation, which adversely affects the degree and the effectiveness of that population’s participation. Such resistance might not be immediately recognized as such, because many societies constructed on the basis of communal values manifest a cultural aversion to open opposition or resistance to people in positions of authority. Consequently, such resistance tends to be coded and it almost invariably assumes a passive form.


Farmer-to-farmer programmes, a facilitator mechanism, are often conceived with a view to diffusing agricultural knowledge and techniques which originate from outside of the particular farming community. Although peasant farmers are invited to participate actively in such programmes, their participation is seldom seen in terms of a real partnership nor is it undertaken in a perspective that accepts knowledge-sharing and transmission as a two-way flow. If such were the case, development actors and "experts" from outside the peasant-farmer community, and the peasant farmers themselves, would be involved in a joint learning exercise, one that would engage the knowledge and the creative capacities of both sets of actors. With such an approach, specific problems or problems of a more general nature would be jointly examined in a manner that would combine the advantages, and the best elements, of both knowledge systems - Western/Northern and indigenous – with the aim of identifying the most appropriate and effective solution for the particular problem. 


The Transfer-of-Technology development model is also not designed to mobilize the creative capacities and resources of the traditional sector in such a way that that sector could become an active contributor to the development process. Therein lies the fundamental flaw in much of current international development action. Unless current international policies are revised so that the rural majority would not only be allowed to make a creative contribution to the development process, but also be actively encouraged to do so, social and economic inequalities will worsen in countries of the South, rural poverty will not be significantly reduced, and social disaffection will increase, the cumulative effect of which would inevitably have negative repercussions on political stability as well as on the democratic process itself.


Influenced as it is by culturally-determined premises, the atomistic approach of the type of development the North has conceived for, and pursues in, the South is unable take account of the traditional holistic worldview of their peoples, which has produced societies that faithfully reflect that particular worldview, both in their structure and in the way in which they function. Consequently, development, as conceived in the North, is generally conducted in terms of discrete actions that are directed towards solving particular problems in specific sectors of the economy of the country concerned, seldom taking into account the inter-connectedness of society in countries of the South, the vast majority of which are structured in a holistic manner. That inter-connectedness is not only of a "concrete" nature, in terms of the relationships that exist within and between groups in the society, as well as between their social structures, but it is also spiritual and moral. Thus, any action on one plane of existence inevitably has repercussions on the others. In the traditional legal systems of societies in the South which place the group above the individual, as most of them do, justice is meted out to offenders with the notion that he/she is part of a web of relationships and that the offense would have had repercussions which affect not only the victim(s) themselves but also the familial and social entourage of both offender and victim(s). A development approach that is suited to countries which belong to an individualistic value-system is unable to take account of the motivations of group-centered peoples in the South nor can it profitably exploit the essential linkages that exist between different socio-economic sectors in their societies. That major failing provides a compelling argument that development in countries of the South should be pursued from a totally different perspective than is currently done and that it requires a totally different conceptual framework. 


The basic theory underlying current international development policies is that, although they might initially increase inequalities by benefiting certain sections of the population (e.g. the urban middle-class) more than others, those benefits would eventually percolate down to the poorer sections of the society whose standard of living would improve, thereby reducing inequalities. But that has not occurred anywhere in Africa or in any other developing region, except S.E. Asia where classic Northern development policies and strategies were not only adapted to the socio-cultural realities of the countries concerned but were also designed to tap the creative energies of their peoples. At the closing session of the annual meeting of UNDP's Governing Council on 15 June 2004, UNDP's Administrator declared that, at its current rate of development, Africa would not attain the objective of a fifty per cent reduction in poverty before the year 2147. That is, not before another century and a half.


 Faced with such a desperately bleak future, the poor and other disadvantaged groups in Africa would, in the words of Richard Joseph, "constitute an ever-widening pool of recruit for terrorist networks." (Africa: States in Crisis, Journal of Democracy, Vol.14, No.3, July 2003). There appears to be a very close link between poverty, on the one hand, and political violence and political instability, on the other. The British Government White Paper on International Development (2000) noted, for example, that of the forty poorest countries in the world twenty-four were either engaged at the time in armed conflict or had recently emerged from it. UNDP has described, in very graphic terms, the grave danger that poverty in the South poses to the rest of the world: “The real threat in the next few decades is that global poverty will begin to travel, without a passport, in many unpleasant forms : drugs, diseases, terrorism, migration. Poverty anywhere is a threat to prosperity everywhere.” (Human Development Report 1993, p.8) 


Like the concept of development itself, the terms used in the development debate are often defined in a way that is not relevant to the realities and the situation of countries in the South. Such is the case with the term "natural resources" which, when applied to the South, refers primarily to mineral resources and, secondarily, to agricultural resources. In the perception of development actors from the North, neither the people in countries in the South, albeit largely untrained or uneducated, or their cultural resources are considered a natural resource, one that can and should be exploited for their development potential. 


It is its people who are the greatest natural resource of any country. However, unlike other natural resources, people cannot be developed. It is only they who can develop themselves. One can set career goals for an individual, and development goals for a people or a society, but such goals will not be achieved if the beneficiaries of such good intentions do not make those goals their very own or if they do not respond to the aspirations of the particular individual or people. An effective development approach would consist of helping people identify the goals they want to achieve, even if those goals may differ from those that development agents would have chosen themselves, and then assist the people to create the optimal conditions for achieving them. The reluctance of most development agents and agencies from the North to accept that simple reality is surely one of the major reasons for the failure of development in so many countries in the South, and also for their peoples' passive resistance to being pushed in directions in which Northern development organizations and agents wish them to go.


Apart from their own people, the cultural resources of countries in the South constitute, perhaps, their most important development resource. The cultural resources of a country comprise all the non-physical resources created, or possessed, by its people, that is, all sources of cultural creativity, the cultural heritage, indigenous knowledge, skills, traditions, techniques, customs, institutions, methods of social, political or economic organisation and management etc. - in short, everything that constitutes a people’s cultural capital. An imaginative and inventive exploitation of both that capital and the people who have constituted it could, arguably, provide both the essential elements and the stimulus for development take-off.



Singapore is perhaps the most striking example of a country in the South which, in its development efforts, has successfully exploited the potential of its people and its indigenous cultural resources in an imaginative, inventive way. Lee Kwan Yew, Singapore's first prime minister, who forged the country's destiny over the thirty odd years he held office, inherited a country with no "natural resources" (in the North's conception of that term), a literacy rate of less than 50%, and a society rife with violence and crime which was largely due to the activities of drug gangs. Singapore was so resource poor that it even had to import its water supplies from Malaysia. Singapore was a part of the Federation of Malaysia duirng the period 1963-1965. Immediately after leaving the Federation in 1965, the government of Singapore requested the United Nations to send a mission to advise it on the country's economic development. In its report, the UN mission declared that Singapore was not economically viable. Disregarding that advice, Singapore proceeded to disprove the UN mission's dire assessment of its future by transforming itself from a poor country to a wealthy one in the space of a single generation. Singapore is now one of the most advanced countries in the world by any measure of development (economic or human). By 1994, it had already overtaken the former colonizer, Britain, in per capita GDP and has maintained that lead ever since. 



Singapore has developed an extremely efficient and competitive economy. It is the 17th richest country in the world in terms of per capita GDP. It possesses the 8th largest foreign currency reserves in the world (US$163 billion) which, measured on a per capita basis, are by far the world's largest. Singapore's port is the busiest in the world, in terms of the amount of tonnage it handles, and the country's national airline is the world's second largest by market capitalization. Recognised as one of the world's leading airlines, Singapore Airlines (SIA) operates a vast network of routes covering Australia, Asia, the Middle East, Europe, and North America. SIA, which has made a profit every year since it was founded, has won many international awards for flight quality and service. The World Airline Awards for 2007, for example, placed SIA first in the world in its rankings for the Best Business Class Award, second for the Best First Class, and third for the Best Economy Class. 



Unlike Caricom and other ACP regions, Singapore has absolutely no need for the development assistance and concessionary trading arrangements which an Economic "Partnership" Agreement with the EU, or with any other geopolitical entity in the North, would provide. The Global Competiveness Index for 2007-2008 ranks Singapore the 6th most competitive country of the 131 countries assessed in the index. Singapore is thus able to stand tall on its own economic feet. It is rather the North which needs the trade and financial investment that Singapore's wealth can provide. Last December, Singapore came to the rescue of Merrill Lynch, the Wall Street giant and world's third largest investment firm which, hard it by the subprime crisis, was in urgent need of a substantial cash infusion. Temasek, the government investment fund Singapore established in 1974 to manage the country's considerable assets, provided Merrill Lynch with $6.2 billion dollars from an investment portfolio which has funds in excess of $100 billion. When EADS, the European consortium that manufactures the Airbus, was desperately trying to persuade airlines to purchase its superjumbo Airbus (A380) which was still under development, it was Singapore Airlines that came to its rescue by placing the first firm order for the new jet. SIA thus became the first airline to operate the A380 which had its inaugural commercial flight in October 2007. The A380 is a double-decker, wide-bodied passenger jet with 50% more floor space than the world's next largest plane. Each superjumbo costs $320 million but SIA is so big, rich, and successful that it has ordered 19 more superjumbos for its fleet. 

Singapore's remarkable economic growth was not procured at its people's expense but rather to their great benefit. The World Bank's Human Development Index (HDI) is a global assessment of a country's achievements in the various areas of human development, that is to say, in the overall quality of life of its people. Singapore is ranked 25th (among 177 countries) in UNDP's HDI listing for 2007/2008. Apart from Hong Kong, which is ranked 21st, Singapore has the highest HDI ranking of any country in the South. As a measure of comparison, Barbados, the highest ranked Caricom country, has an HDI ranking of 31. Trinidad and Tobago (59), Dominica (71), St Lucia (72), Grenada (82), Guyana (97), and Jamaica (101) follow in descending order.

How did Singapore, a country with no "natural resources" which was deemed economically unviable only 43 years ago, manage to accomplish such a remarkable achievement and in such a short time? It was its people, semi-literate as they may have been at independence, who created the country's great wealth, and it was its indigenous culture that provided both the source and the stimulus for the creativity, the inventiveness, and the innovation which Singapore applied so imaginatively in forging its extraordinarily success. The extent to which Lee Kuan Yew made deliberate use of culture in his country's development is brought out in an interview he had with Fareed Zakaria, a former Managing Editor of Foreign Affairs. That interview was published, together with Zakaria's comments, under the title Culture is Destiny; A Conversation with Lee Kuan Yew (Foreign Affairs, April 1994). The significance of that title is clearly indicated in one of Zakaria comments in the article: "The dominant theme throughout our conversation was culture. Lee returned again and again to his views on the importance of culture….."



Singapore belongs to the Confucian value system - a system which places great importance, inter alia, on the family and family values, on the group rather than the individual, on education and merit, on inclusive values, on a sense of duty/obligation to the community (a notion that extends to the national community), and on probity in public affairs. The authoritarian flavour of Singapore's democracy and the government's legendary intolerance of political opposition, which have attracted much criticism from the West, are quite compatible with a system of values that manifests a cultural aversion to open opposition of any kind, especially to constituted authority. The fact that such political opposition is legal under the country's constitution does not, however, make it legitimate in cultural terms. Lee's authoritarian leadership was also very much in keeping with Confucian values, which have traditionally considered the patriarchical family to be a model structure for both state and society. With that cultural perception, Singapore's prime minister is seen as the father of the nation, one who is endowed with all the rights and duties of a patriarch, the nation being the family writ large.


Corruption is widely considered to be a major obstacle to development in countries of the South. In that respect also, Singapore has an exemplary record. Transparency International, an international NGO, ranks countries annually in terms of their public corruption, with the least corrupt country placed at the top of the list and the most corrupt at the bottom. In its 2007 rankings, Singapore was placed 4th of the 179 states listed. Only Denmark, Finland, and New Zealand (in that order) outranked it. Moreover, the difference between those three countries and Singapore is infinitesimal. On the honesty/corruption scale of 1 to 10 (10 being the measure of absolute honesty), Denmark, Finland, and New Zealand all scored 9.4 while Singapore scored 9.3. Comparative country rankings for the Caribbean, in descending order of public honesty, are Barbados (23), St. Lucia (24), St Vincent (30), Dominica (38), Grenada (79), Trinidad and Tobago (79), Jamaica (84) Belize (99), Guyana (123) Haiti (177).

As Lee Kuan Yew has often publicly affirmed, culture was at the very core of Singapore's development strategy and it appears to have had a determining influence on the country's remarkable success. The role of culture, for example, is seen in the country's rapid and successful economic growth, in the high level of human development it attained, in the very low level of public corruption, in the effectiveness of its civil service which spearheaded that development, and in the extremely low level of crime and violence in the society. The Confucian values which influenced the above achievements are, respectively, the strong sense of obligation to the national community which benefited the economy as a whole by mobilizing the entire population behind the national endeavour; the values of inclusiveness and solidarity which made it necessary that every citizen should visibly benefit from the country's development e.g. in their standard of living and quality of life; the very high value placed on public probity; the great importance accorded to merit in appointments and promotions in the civil service, the political establishment, and the business community, which made Singapore a high-performing meritocracy; and the strong cultural ties which bind every individual to his group, with the latter having the social obligation to ensure the good behaviour of its members, whose misbehaviour would bring shame on the group. That last value is a key factor in the low level of crime and violence in Singapore because it made it possible for the government to put in place effective community-based crime prevention strategies in which community groups play an active role.


The most violent societies in the world are in the South, not in the North. One of the reasons for the high level of crime and violence in countries of the South is because large sections of their population feel socially excluded or left by the economic wayside. Consequently, they do not feel they have a stake in their society and thus have no sense of any obligation towards it. Moreover, such social alienation, especially where glaring economic inequalities exist, tends to generate much social hatred which is expressed, in concrete form, in violence against others. House burglary and street robbery are rarely accompanied by murder, rape, or unprovoked violence in the countries of the North, but that is a very frequent occurrence in countries of the South. The importance that Singapore, and other Asian countries with a Confucian value system, place on inclusion, egalitarian development, social cohesion, and community solidarity, effectively precludes such social alienation.

Chong Ching Liang makes the following comment in a 1999 article: "The post-independence government quickly realised that the only resource that Singapore had to fall back on was its population. This sole resource would be continuously developed and tweaked by the government via the various adjustments to the education until it could perform optimally to aid the economic development of the young nation." (Inter-generational cultural transmission in Singapore:  A brief discussion,)

From the very beginning, Singapore placed great emphasis on promoting the type of education that would provide its people with the best preparation for the technological age. Its outstanding success in that respect is demonstrated in the excellent performance of Singaporean students in TIMSS tests (Trends in International Mathematics and Science). Conducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) headquartered in the International Study Center at Boston College, TIMSS tests are periodically taken by tens of thousands of students in more than three dozen countries. In the three TIMSS test rounds (1995, 1999, and 2003) held so far, 4th- and 8th-grade Singapore students performed better than those of all other countries. It is perhaps no coincidence that the top five nations, in terms of their students' performance in the TIMSS tests, all come from countries which subscribe to Confucian values - Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan (although Japanese values are neo-Confucian rather than Confucian, Japan having integrated into its indigenous value system the Confucian values it adopted from China in the sixth century). It is also no coincidence that four of those five Confucian value-system countries are the only ones in the South which are now able to compete on equal economic terms with the most adavanced countries in the North.

With a population of 4.35 million (equivalent to the combined populations of Jamaica, Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago), Singapore has a surface area of only 692.7 sq. km, which is slightly larger than St. Lucia (616 sq. km) and a little more than twice that of Tobago (300 sq km). With Singapore's very high population density (6060 persons/km2) and with 86% of the country's population living in densely populated high-rise housing, it might be expected that those conditions would generate such serious social tensions that Singapore's densely populated centers would have become a breeding ground for crime. That did not happen. Drawing lessons from Singapore's successful experience in maintaining a low crime rate despite such propitious conditions, Belinda Yuen has suggested that countries concerned with public safety and urban violence should follow Singapore's example and focus on urban and community identity (Safety and dwelling in Singapore, February 2004).


At their independence, Caricom countries enjoyed immense advantages over Singapore, in development terms. They had highly literate populations, rich agricultural lands, important mineral resources (oil and bauxite), great tourism potential, a comparatively high standard of living, and largely crime-free societies. Singapore had none of those advantages. While Singapore has become a peaceful, crime-free society, the Caribbean has become a violent, crime-ridden one - a remarkable reversal of their respective situations at independence. Violence and crime are generally recognized to be major impediments to development. That is particularly so where tourism is an important development resource, as is the case with most Caricom countries. The Caribbean is now one of the most violent regions in the world. According to a joint UN-World Bank study undertaken in 2007, the Caribbean has a murder rate of 30 per 100,000 inhabitants - four times the North American figure and 15 times the West/Central European average (cited in the Ecomomist, 2-8 February 2008). The study found Jamaica to be the world's most murderous country. There does not appear to be a causal connection between poverty and crime in the region for, as the UN-World Bank study points out, the prosperous Bahamas are far more dangerous than relatively poor Guyana. Furthermore, Trinidad and Tobago's murder rate has quadrupled over the past decade despite a fall in unemployment from 18% in 1994 to 5% last year. Singapore's experience is very relevant to the Caribbean. The country's success in maintaining low crime rates in conditions of very rapid economic development, and the manner in which it has accomplished that achievement, could provide important lessons for those Caricom countries which are currently witnessing violent crime in their society spiralling out of control.


Caricom countries could, for example, adopt, if only on a trial basis, Singapore's community-based approach to preventing and containing crime - an approach that has helped to make Japanese city streets the safest of any industrialized country. While certain elements of the island state's crime prevention programme might be too locale-specific to be successfully transferred to a Caribbean context, other elements could profitably be adopted by Caricom countries. The community values which underpin that approach and make it so effective are important values in the ancestral cultures of the three major diasporas in the Caribbean – Chinese, Indo-Pakistani, and African. Anthropologists have noted that cultural values, traditions, and structures, which are fundamental features of a given culture, tend to survive with little or no change over long periods of historical time, even when carriers of those values and traditions settle in distant places. Although the ancestral values of those three Caribbean diasporas would have been diluted to a greater or lesser extent by time, distance, and acculturation, community values are such a fundamental feature of the worldview of the three ancestral cultures that those values would be likely to have retained some influence on people's attitudes and behaviour, even though the influence might only be subliminal.


The ancestral Indo-Pakistani cultural influence is still very much evident in the Caribbean – in clothes, food habits, and religion. China's cultural influence is seen, most particularly, in Chinese cuisine. Unlike those residual Indo-Pakistani and Chinese cultural features, African cultural traditions which have survived the Middle Passage are not necessarily labelled as such but they are very much present in contemporary Caribbean life. Shango (Nigeria) is an important Yoruba god, the God of thunder and lightening; Anansi (Ghana), whose many escapades have thrilled generations of Caribbean children, is one of the most important characters in West African folk lore; Ouidah, a coastal town in Benin, is the birthplace and capital of Voodoo; the sou-sou is a very popular form of savings throughout West Africa; and pelau is the Caribbean version of joloff rice, which apparently has its origins in Liberia but is very popular all over West Africa. There are small villages, deep in heart of Suriname's jungle, which look as if they had been plucked out of the Ghanaian countryside and deposited there. The inhabitants of those villages are descendants of runaway slaves whose ties with their ancestral culture had been severed more than 200 years ago (the Atlantic slave trade having been made illegal in 1808) but they appear to have retained much of their ancestral culture. Their village dwellings resemble those to be seen in the Ghanaian countryside, and the village chief's clothes are almost identical to those worn by village chiefs in Ghana.


Haiti, whose African cultural heritage appears to be the least diluted of any Caricom country, provided striking proof of the strength of its communal values in the impressive extent of its society's mobilization against the EPA. The anti-EPA mobilization in Haiti has been much more successful, involving as it did a much broader cross section of Haitian society and comprising a greater variety of protest activities, than the mobilization which has taken place in any other Caricom country.


The Declaration of the Haitian anti-EPA coalition, ‘Block the EPA’, had, by February this year, obtained 7,500 signatures as compared with the 113 signatures the Statement by the Group of Concerned Caribbean obtained within the three months leading up to mid-April this year. In a posting on this website earlier this year, the Haiti Support Group, the organization behind the Declaration, announced that "numerous conferences, press conferences, workshops with the media, and information seminars for grassroots organizations from seven of the country’s ten departments" had taken place, in which "hundreds of Haitian organizations and citizens", and "numerous artists and musical groups" had participated. It is particularly remarkable that such a high level of community mobilization was achieved in a country which has literacy and internet connection rates of only 52% and 6%, respectively. The Haitian Declaration estimated that the EPA would possibly result in the exclusion and marginalization of entire sections of the population and that it would also jeopardize the future of more than 60% of the country's population. Haiti's extraordinary mobilization against the EPA was, no doubt, due to the fear that the Agreement would lead to massive social and economic exclusion, which would be an unacceptable violation of one of the society's most fundamental cultural values.


Recognizing the considerable influence that an education in English, and its use as their principal language of communication with the outside world, would inevitably have on the worldview of Singaporeans, Lee expressed strong concern, in various public statements, about the possible negative effects on Singaporean identity, culture, and values: "As we move into more English language at the secondary stage, the more will be the influence of the Western ideas and Western values carried in English-language publications. A child does not grow up in isolation. His views, his attitudes, are shaped by his family, his teachers, his friends, by what he reads. The more his friends absorb of Western values, the more these Western values will influence him. Somehow we must abstract and distil the essence of our Asian culture and values so that English may be used for supplementary instruction in moral education." (The Importance And The Limits Of Bilingualism, 5 January 1979).


"And it is not just learning the language (mother tongue). With language goes the fables and proverbs. It is the learning of a whole value system, a whole philosophy of life, that can maintain the fabric of our society intact, in spite of exposure to all the current madness around the world. (Address to the Singapore Teacher Union's at its 26th Anniversary Dinner, 5 January 1972).


Singaporeans have absolutely no need to decolonize their minds or change their mindset, nor do they need to re-establish an authentically valid identity. Having insisted on preserving its Confucian world view rather than adopting that of the North, Singaporeans possessed "a cosmology, and a theory of society and economy that is rooted in the peculiar experience and aesthetic" of its country and its people. They were thus able to "customize" their country's development in a way that reflected Singapore's diverse socio-cultural values. In short, Singapore has brilliantly succeeded in achieving the very goal that socially-committed Caricom intellectuals have long deemed essential for the region.


Except for those South East and East Asian countries which belong to the Confucian value system, virtually all countries in the South appear to have implicitly accepted the parameters the North has established in the development debate, as well as the pre-determined framework which limits the opportunites and options available to the South in their economic and commercial relations with the North. Countries in the South may occasionally protest against specific policies or measures proposed by the North, in their efforts to have the latter modified in their favour, as they are currently doing with the EPA, but they never seem to challenge the parameters themselves. Countries in the South appear contented to manoeuvere within those established parameters, attempting, at most, to broaden the narrow scope of action permitted them. As a result, they remain passive actors in the globalization game, playing within the rules of that particular game although they had no say whatsoever in the formulation of those rules, and despite the fact that the deck of cards is heavily stacked against them. In stark contrast, Singapore and other countries in the Confucian value system not only rejected the stacked deck of cards the North placed on the negotiating table, together with the rules of the game associated with it, but they also succeeded in creating the conditions which permitted them to establish their own parameters, to draw up their own framework, and to formulate their own rules for the globalization game - a game in which they are the only countries in the South to have emerged winners.


Singapore is just as culturally diverse as the Caribbean, perhaps even more so. The country has four official languages – Chinese, Tamil, Malay, and English – to cater to the needs of the different linguistic groups in the society. Lee parlayed that great diversity, which could have proved a major obstacle to the country's development, into a cultural trump card. He welded the different cultural groups into a genuinely national community, a community united in the achievement of national goals. Singapore is a text book case study of what can be achieved by countries in the South which refuse to accept an identity defined by others or a future determined elsewhere; which have national leaders and elites who possess the vision, the political will, and the cultural confidence to invent an authentically local future, one that would reflect their society's values, respond to their people's aspirations, and mobilize the latter's cultural energies in a national effort to make that future come true. 
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