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O P I N I O N

What is the Asian Dialogue Society
(ADS)? Is it an organization, a move-
ment, an idea, a process? It may be a
little of all these. Perhaps it is best to
describe it as a fellowship of citizens
and friends of Asia. After all, in a way it
represents a synthesis of all the work a
small group of people in a corner of
Asia has promoted over more than two
decades. We have come together as
friends to address issues that will affect
the future course of political, economic,
and social developments in Asia and
the world and to promote better hu-
man values in all societies. This fellow-
ship is dedicated to “Building a Better
Asia,” a theme we have adopted be-
cause we believe every Asian and all
friends of Asia will share that goal.

The common goal of building a
better Asia embodies the idea of a
global Asia: an Asia that is at peace,
economically vibrant, free and demo-
cratic, and tolerant of diversity, and
where people are economically, politi-
cally, and legally empowered; an Asia
that is free from small and big wars, ex-
ploitation, disease, and rapacious
states. This obviously also means we
encourage an Asia that is more open,
just, and egalitarian, an Asia that pro-
motes the values of human rights, press
freedom, regional integration, greater
political participation, education of mi-
norities, intellectual cooperation, and
human development in general.

The origin of the ADS

The ADS concept was born in 1985,
culminating in the formation of the In-
formation & Resource Center (IRC) in
Singapore as a private think tank. The
work of the IRC since then has in-
volved men and women from diverse
intellectual backgrounds in Asia and
the West—civil servants, political and

business leaders, academics, cultural
and civil society activists, youth, media
professionals—in a variety of forums
dedicated to the promotion of free and
humane values. The work of the IRC
has also included human resource de-
velopment, business promotion, and
interaction among government and po-
litical leaders of the ASEAN region.

In 2002, in a demonstration of
support for our Indonesian friends fol-
lowing the tragic terrorist bombings on
Bali, the IRC held an Asian Innovation
Forum there. The Bali Committee that
was set up in Den Pasar became the
genesis of the ADS. Following the bru-
tal crackdown in Depayin, Myanmar, in
2003, the first official product of the
ADS was the study-group report The
Quality of Partnership: Myanmar,

ASEAN and the World.  In this report
the ADS called for cooperation among
ASEAN, India, and China to view the
“Myanmar problem” as an Asian prob-
lem requiring an Asian solution.

The mission of the ADS 

Our mission is to promote better un-
derstanding among peoples through
dialogue. We believe in the indispens-
ability of dialogue and debate not only
in the resolution of conflicts but also in
the maintenance of peace. Dialogue in-
volves intellectual, cultural, and peo-
ple-to-people exchange, which we
consider essential for attaining mutual-
ly beneficial cooperation and symbiotic
relationships in Asia and the world. The
ADS logo expresses this aspiration
graphically. The logo comprises a
teacup and tea leaf, symbolizing the
idea of tea as a drink of dialogue all
over the world but particularly all over
Asia.

The ADS believes that cultural di-
versity and ecological harmony must be

central to our concerns and work.
These beliefs must be underpinned by
the principles of coexistence, egalitari-
anism, and tolerance. The ADS is also
committed to human security and the
right of individuals and societies to live
free from want and fear.

The geographical interest of the
ADS covers the countries from the
Bosporus to Japan and southward to
Australia. We recognize the great di-
versity inherent within this greater
Asia. It is both a strength and liability.
Modernity coexists with tradition, and
large pockets of poverty remain amid
growing wealth and ambition. The
deep crisis, we believe, does not lie in
the differences between civilizations,
because Asia’s strength lies in its his-
torical tolerance and acceptability of
differences. The danger to the peace
and stability of Asian communities lies
in the intolerance within civilizations
and in the poverty  and absence of free-
doms of peoples and communities.
This is the danger that sectarianism and
poverty pose and that global terrorism
and corrupt regimes exploit.

The ADS believes that a rising Asia
has the mission to contribute to the
peace and stability of the world. In or-
der to play this role Asians should
come together to contribute to finding
solutions to the problems of Asia and
the world. In the next phase of its work
the ADS seeks collaborative and strate-
gic partnerships with governments,
businesses, civil society, and intellectu-
al communities to link ASEAN, East
Asia, South Asia, Central Asia, and
West Asia as well as ASEAN’s dialogue
partners outside Asia.

Flagship projects

At present the ADS is undertaking a
number of key projects to promote the
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idea of building a better Asia. Below is
an overview of four flagship projects.

●Alternatives ASEAN Charter Initiative

This project is a vision to build a firm
foundation for Southeast Asia and a
global Asia with a set of humane insti-
tutions that will define the rights and
obligations of its citizens and their
states. Asia also needs to come togeth-
er with a framework for engagement
and not muddle through into the fu-
ture. A charter is necessary to provide a
parallel and dialectical process that in-
volves the citizens and voices of South-
east Asians and other Asians. ASEAN
governments do not necessarily repre-
sent the interests of the people. The
project’s first two meetings were held
in Bangkok in November 2006 and
April 2007, and the third was held in
Kuala Lumpur  in July 2007. Dialogues
are being planned in China and India
as well as in Central Asia later this year.

●Initiative towards Shared Integration:

Its Implications for Northeast India

This three-year project, started in this
fiscal year with the support of SPF,  is a
study to address development issues in
general and issues related to human
security in particular. Governance and
human security must be broadened
and refined and must go beyond good
politics or even good economic man-
agement. Human security must lead to
broad-based economic growth and so-
cial development as a means to greater
human development. The first meeting
of the project was held in Kolkata in
May 2007. The objective of the first
stage is to develop a database of infor-
mation on the northeastern region of
India. The workshop brought together
advisors to the project and social scien-
tists and media professionals in that re-
gion.

●Building a Better Asia: Future Leader's

Dialogue

The objectives of this project are to give
young Asians an opportunity to inter-
act with Asian leaders from the politi-
cal, business, and intellectual commu-
nities, to provide opportunities for the
participants to deepen their under-

standing of emerging is-
sues that relate to Asia in
particular and those that
are of concern to hu-
mankind in general, and to
enable retreat participants
to get to know one another
better so that they can
forge long-lasting relation-
ships based on mutual
trust and understanding.

The first retreat was
hosted by Peking University at its cam-
pus in Beijing in September 2007. The
second will be hosted by the Interna-
tional Centre, Goa, India, at its premis-
es in February 2008. Both have been
made possible by The Nippon Founda-
tion. The ADS is thinking of promoting
a third retreat in one of the Central
Asian states.

●The GoaDialogues: Promoting Freedoms

in Asia

This joint project of the International
Centre, Goa, and the ADS is a new ini-
tiative to promote and strengthen
peace, stability, freedom, independ-
ence, and sustainable development in
Asia and the world through dialogue,
interaction, and cooperation among
civilizations. The initiative will be a
transmitter of ideas and activities that
will contribute to building a resurgent
Goa, a progressive India, a better Asia,
and a safer world. The Goa Dialogues
stand firmly on the four pillars of cul-
ture and civilization, sustainable devel-
opment and globalization, Asian secu-
rity, and a global Asia.

Besides these four flagship proj-
ects, which the ADS manages directly,
there are others that we encourage or
promote under the broad umbrella of
“ADS Initiatives.” These include a
madrasah project in southern Thailand,
the School for Leaders project in
Malaysia, and a prospective “Asian
Cultural Village” project in China pro-
moted by ADS-China. The ADS has
also proposed a “Best Practice Acade-
my” for northeastern India, southwest-
ern China, and Myanmar, and is devel-
oping the idea of a Global Asia Forum.

The office of the ADS is in

Bangkok. We have not sought to set up
offices outside Thailand because it is
beyond the capability of a small fellow-
ship. But chapters of the ADS have
sprung up because of the interest of
friends. We now have chapters with of-
fices in the three biggest Asian nations:
China (Ningbo), India (Mumbai), and
Indonesia (Bali). Interest has been ex-
pressed in establishing chapters in
Japan and Central Asia, as well.

The ADS invites other citizens and
friends to join in a strategic partnership
to construct an Asia based on the foun-
dations of human freedoms and eco-
nomic and social empowerment of its
peoples, where governments and civil
society will forge a healthy relationship
that can bring about a strong Asia con-
tributing to a better world order. The
ADS will spread the idea of fellowship
among the citizens and friends of Asia
as crucial to building a better Asia. 
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A madrasah seminar in Nakhon Si Thammarat, southern Thailand,
organized as an ADS Initiative 




