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What do US Capitol attack and the West's
rates have in common?

Covid-19 deat

The answer lies in the philosophical
underpinnings of societies

Kishore Mahbubani

For The Straits Times

Atthe end of the day, the root
cause of many of the socialand
political problems we face is the
failure to understand the real
meaning of key philosophical
concepts.

I'write these words with some
personalsatisfaction. Fifty years

ago,in1971, when I graduated from

the University of Singapore witha
Bachelor of Arts in philosophy,
some of my friends and family
members secretly believed that I
had wasted four good years of my
life studying useless things.

Yet, asrecent developments
have shown, a failure to
understand key philosophical
concepts canlead toalarge
amount of human suffering and
socialand political turmoil.

Two surprising recent negative
developments will be studied by
historians for decades, if not
centuries, to come. The firstis the
remarkable failure of the most
advancedsocieties in ourworld,
especially the United Statesand

to lower the deathrate from
Covid-19in their societies.

The second was the storming of
the US Capitol on Jan 6. Both these
developmentsarearesultofa
failure to understand how key
philosophical concepts cannot be
understoodinisolation.

Future historians will certainly
beastonishedto see the great
disparity inthe deathrates from

Covid-19 between leading Western :

societies and East Asian societies.
The gap is enormous. In most East
Asiansocieties, the deaths per
million of their populations are
below or around 50: China (three),
South Korea (28), Japan (45),
Taiwan (0.3) and Singapore (five).
By contrast, the corresponding
numbersin the Westare US
(1,362), United Kingdom (1,559),
Belgium (1,813), Italy (1,465) and
France (1,164). (As an aside, please
let me mention that two Western
societies in our neighbourhood
have also had low deathrates:

Australia (35) and New Zealand
i (five).

DISPARITY IN SOCIETIES

¢ Sowhat explains this great

¢ disparityin deathrates? The :
: answeris surely complex. Oneroot !
: cause, however, has been the :
i insistence of Western societies to
: emphasise “rights” while Asian

: societies focus on both “rights and
¢ responsibilities”.

Onereason why casualties from

Covid-19 have been much higherin :
: many Western countries is that :
¢ citizens emphasise their “right”

: nottowear masks while never

: mentioning their “responsibility”
: towearmasks tosave the lives of
¢ fellow citizens. Fortunately, in

: most Asian societies, thereisa

¢ greateracceptance of such

: responsibilities. This is why

¢ underlying philosophical

¢ assumptionsare so important for
¢ social well-being.

Iknow from direct first-hand

: experience that many Western
¢ societies are reluctant to give equal :
¢ importance to “rights” and

: “responsibilities”. [n 1998, the

i United Nations had aspecial

i sessionto commemorate the 50th
several European Union members, :
¢ Universal Declaration of Human
¢ Rights (UDHR).

anniversary of the adoption of the

The UDHR is a truly moving and

; inspiring document. As human

: beings, we should worshipand

¢ cherishit. Thanks to it, human

¢ rights standards in the world have
¢ improvedsignificantly since it was
¢ launched in 1948, as documented,
¢ forexample,in Chapter15 of

i psychologist Steven Pinker’s book, :
§ e | —

Enlightenment Now.

EMPHASISING RESPONSIBILITIES

: Yet, for centuries, Westernand

i Asian philosophers have also

¢ emphasised the equalimportance
: of “responsibilities”. Economist

¢ and philosopher Friedrich Hayek,
¢ inThe Constitution Of Liberty,

¢ statesthat “liberty and

: responsibility are inseparable”.

Philosopherand Holocaust

¢ survivor Victor Frankl said:
¢ “Freedom, however, is not the last
¢ word. Freedom is only part of the
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i Onereasonwhy casualties
: from Covid-19 have been
i much higherinmany

: Western countriesis

: thatcitizens emphasise

: their“right” not towear

i maskswhilenever

: mentioning their

: "responsibility” towear

i masks to save thelives of
: fellow citizens.

i storyand half of the truth. :
: Freedom is but the negative aspect :
i of the whole phenomenonwhose
! positive aspectisresponsibleness.
i Infact, freedom is in danger of

¢ degenerating into mere

¢ arbitrariness unlessitis lived in

. termsofresponsibleness. That is

: whyIrecommend that the Statue

: of Liberty on the East Coast be

: supplemented bya Statue of

: Responsibility on the West Coast.”

Fortunately, many leading
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Women at a Coming of Age Day ceremony in Yokohama last month. Future historian:
i in Covid-19 death rates between leading Western societies and East Asian societies, says the writer. PHOTO: REUTERS

: statesmen of the world, led by the
. legendary former German

¢ chancellor Helmut Schmidt,

¢ decided to drafta “Universal

: Declaration of Human

: Responsibilities” toaccompany

: theUDHR. Indeed, Mr Schmidt

: drafted such a declaration, which
: wasthen endorsed by several

: otherglobal statesmen, including
i MrMalcolm Fraser, Mr Lee Kuan
: Yew, Mr Pierre Trudeauand

: MrMikhail Gorbachev.

Mr Schmidt’s declaration was

; draftedin1997. The perfect

: opportunity to have launched this

: Universal Declaration of Human

: Responsibilities was when the UN
: celebrated the 50th anniversary of
¢ theUniversal Declaration of

Human Rights. Since the West

. believesin the virtues of free

: speechandopen debates, |

. thought that Western

¢ governmentsand

: non-governmental organisations
: wouldsupporta free and open

: discussion of Mr Schmidt’s

¢ initiative. Instead, theymounted a
: strongcampaign tosuppressall

: discussions of the document. I

¢ know thatallthis happened. I was
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personally present and saw all this
: withmy owneyes.

Two decades after this

: suppression of the discussion of

: responsibilities, the time has come
: for the West to make a massive

: U-turnaway fromits prevailing

: ideology of emphasising rights

¢ only, without giving equal

: emphasis to equivalent

: responsibilities. Such a U-turn will
: savelives. Indeed, many lives lost

: toCovid-19 could have been saved.

: SEAOF DESPAIR

¢ Thesecondshocking development
: was the storming of the US Capitol
: last month. What was the

! fundamental underlying cause of

: the anger displayed by the

: predominantly white working

: classesonthat day? One clear

: answer is thata “sea of despair”

: has emerged among white

: working classes in America, which
: Nobellaureate in economics

: Angus Deaton and his wife,

: economist Anne Case, have

: documented wellin their book,

: Deaths Of Despair And The Future
: Of Capitalism.

This sea of despair is also aresult

¢ offailure tounderstand some key
: philosophical concepts. Inthe US,
¢ forexample, most politicians and

¢ pundits emphasise only the

¢ importance of “freedom”. Yet,

i philosophers have always used the
: term “freedom and equality”

¢ together.

The bestproof of this is provided

i by American philosopher John

: Rawls. In his classic book, A

¢ Theory OfJustice, he emphasises

: that two principles of justice go

¢ handinhand. The first principle

: emphasisesindividualliberty. Yet,
: thesecond principle emphasises

: thatany inequality thatarises from
i “most extensive basic liberty”

: mustnonethelessresultina

: society that works to “everyone’s

¢ advantage”.

Unlike the concept of strict

: egalitarianism, which calls for the
: allocation of equal material goods
¢ toallmembers of society,

: DrRawls’principle allows for

: inequalitiesifit helps the bottom
i 10 per centimprove their lives.

s will be astonished at the big disparity
i incomesand standard of living of

: the bottom 10 per cent, indeed

: bottom 50 per cent, have

: stagnated or declined. The result

i hasbeen the “sea of despair”,

¢ whichis the result of ignoring key

i philosophical precepts. And, in

: turn, the “sea of despair” has

¢ generated 74 million votes for

¢ MrDonald Trump and, when he

: lost, the violent storming of the US
: Capitol.

This is what happenedin the US
formany decades, from the 1950s
to1970s. Yet, from the 1980s, the

Inshort, when we see societies

¢ introuble, we should not just focus
: onpersonalities and events. We

: shouldtake a deepdive and tryto

i discover theunderlying structural
i causes.

In so doing, we will often
discover that the structural cause

: isafailure tounderstand the direct
: and necessary correlation

i betweenkey philosophical

: concepts, like those between

: rights and responsibilities and

¢ between freedomand equality.
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