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Against Hierarchical Labour: Towards 
an ASEAN Philosophy of Work 

“Work conscientiously” -Siddhārtha Gautama Buddha (Keown, 2004: 104) 

“then you better quick study become doctor lah. then if i need hospital you can cure me. 
then ah por cough also can cure. also make money so can have light in the house. then 

no need borrow candle from Jesus anymore.” -Alvin Pang (2012) 

 Juan Somavía, former director general of the ILO, writes ‘the first step out of 
poverty or into social integration is getting a job’ (2004: 4). As ASEAN countries continue 
to modernize, it is important to interrogate the ways in which we think about work. This 
paper examines how work is valued in ASEAN countries. The paper starts by (1) briefly 
outlining what qualities philosophers believe work has, and how work shapes our 
identity. The paper then (2) discusses the difficulties in reconciling universalist and 
particularist valuations of work in ASEAN countries, through considering “Asian values”. 
The paper ends with (3) a comparative perspective on hierarchies of value in regard to 
work and argues multiple hierarchies of work exist within ASEAN countries. 

What is work? 
 It will be useful to give a preliminary definition of work so as to be clear about 
the kinds of work this paper is about. Sean Sayers, in his paper on why we need to work, 
identifies at least 3 common characteristics of work (1987: 18-19). First, work is a form of 
activity. When one works, one is performing an action. This character of work can be 
contrasted with idleness, whereby one sits and does nothing.  

Second, work is an activity that is useful to some human need or want. It may be 
useful because it produces something, as in the case of agrarian and industrial labour, or 
because it  provides a service, as in the case of a diagnosis of a doctor. In instances of 
paid labour, employers compensate the work because it is useful to their needs through 
the service it provides or what it produces. Leisure, just like work, can be a type of 
activity; if I want to stay fit during my free time, I might go for a run. However, it is this 
usefulness that loosely distinguishes work from leisure. We are rarely financially 
compensated for our leisure activity, and leisure is rarely useful to employers beyond its 
contribution to maintaining our wellbeing so that we are healthy enough to keep 
working. 



Third, work is a social activity. Most forms of work include a division of labour, 
which means that which is produced is a social product, because it involves 
collaboration between multiple agents. Whereas between 97-99% of businesses in 
ASEAN countries are SMEs, many of which are family owned, the products themselves, 
in increasingly global societies, are consumed by those outside of the immediate family 
of the producers, and hence work connects both the individual and family to wider 
society (Lee and Zhang, 2016).  

This social element of work explains why work forms an integral part of our 
identity. For instance, French philosopher Jean Paul-Sartre famously gave an example of 
a waiter who ‘plays at’ his role (Sartre, 2010). The waiter serves customers in a manner 
which exaggerates the attentiveness that is expected of him, but he doesn’t feel that the 
role truly defines who he is; he is only playing at being a waiter, which Sartre argued was 
inauthentic. Sartre argued that the man’s playing as waiter did, in fact, contribute to the 
construction of his identity, because in taking on this role he exercised his 
transcendence. Transcendence is the exercising of our freedom, where we choose to 
realise one of our possible scenarios to the exclusion of others (Reynolds, 2006: 57). In 
playing at being a waiter, this continuous act of waiting on his customers continuously 
creates his identity and hence, in him choosing to do this, defines who he is. 

 Sayers argues the three characteristics of work are that it is: active, useful for 
some human need, and social. This view contributes to the commonly held, but not 
unchallenged (Russell, 2004; Veltman, 2016; Bastani, 2020), view that work is a necessary 
part of the good life of human beings. Proponents of this view argue that, in addition to 
the hardship associated with a lack of income, the unemployed report worsened 
wellbeing because they lack the time-structured existence work activity provides, they 
lack the feeling of usefulness that comes from fulfilling work, and they lack the social 
connection that work brings (Sayers, 1987). Furthermore, the deleterious effects on 
unemployed individuals has repercussions for wider society since ‘work is linked to 
peace’ and hence unemployment to political disquiet (Somavía, 2004: 6). 

But, even if we assume work is valuable, questions remain. For instance, in what 
way should we value work? For instance, in Islam, usury is considered haram (forbidden), 
whereas the Koran appears to prescribe that humans take up some form of work (Thiam, 
2004: 155). If we value some forms of work over others, why so? The following sections 
will consider work as a concept in ASEAN countries, will examine and critique how we 
value work, and will consider whether we should value some forms of work over others. 



The Quest for a Universal valuation of work 
 The International Labour Organisation has put forward the goal of decent work as 
a “universal objective” for how we valuate and understand work (ILO, 2020a). The decent 
work agenda is a compromise between those in favour of global capital and perpetual 
growth, and those in favour of rights for marginalised workers (Vosko, 2002: 20). The 
decent work agenda has three objectives. The first is employment creation, whereby the 
social ills of structural unemployment are eradicated. The second is social protection, 
with the aim of significant reduction of the 27% of the world’s population without 
adequate access to social security (ILO, 2020b). The third is rights of workers; the ILO 
advocates rights against discrimination, right to a wage, right to safety at work, and it 
places particular emphasis on the right to organise (Somavía, 2004: 8). Finally, the ILO 
aims for social dialogue, whereby public, private, and trade unions can meet to 
compromise over disputes. 

  The decent work commitments of the ILO consist of an attempt to establish a 
universal valuation of work; work, it asserts, is a human good, which everyone has the 
right to, which we deserve to be able to return to if we can’t work, and the process of 
negotiating how it is rewarded should be realised in a broadly democratic matter. 
Importantly, the ILO argues this valuation of work is not established by an ‘invisible 
hand’ under market capitalism; the hand needs a ‘caring eye’ to ensure the market 
accords to the how the ILO values every instance of work (Somavía, 2000).  

 When thinking about every instance of some objects, philosopher Graham Priest 
provides a useful toolkit. He argues that when we talk about absolutely everything in 
existence, conceived of as one object, when we name this ‘everything’ we inevitably 
come to talk about a contradictory object. Everything, like all noun-phrases, refers to an 
object, but since this object instantiates the properties of all objects ‘It is therefore red, 
not red, in Melbourne, not in Melbourne, existent and non-existent’ (Priest, 2016). 
Similarly, any universal claim about the universal value of work runs the risk of 
contradiction by, in talking about so many instances of work, its increased propensity to 
include an instance of work which contradicts the universal claim made about work. The 
ILO, in its universal valuation of every instance of work, resorts to vagueness so as to 
avoid contradiction (Vosko, 2002: 26). Whereas the decent work agenda has the above 
commitments, former director general of the ILO asserts that everyone has a conception 
of what “decent work means in terms of their own lives, in relation to their own society”, 
he even turns back from a universal declaration and argues decent work “does not have 
a universal standard everywhere” (Somavía 2000: 2; Somavía, 2004: 6). 



It seems that Somavía makes this turn back because he is aware of his need to 
display recognition of the multiplicitous peoples he writes about. In philosophy, 
recognition is defined as not only admitting that a person or culture has a certain 
feature, but actively embracing them for having this feature (Iser, 2019). Plurality is an 
irreconcilable difference in opinions, goals, values in peoples’ ideas. Some philosophers 
have claimed it is an irremovable part of the political sphere, and recommend 
recognition as a remedy (d'Entreves, 2019). Frantz Fanon, in writing about white peoples’ 
attitudes toward black people, wrote “he who is reluctant to recognize me is against me” 
(Fanon, 2008: 160). Peccuod, in his foreword to a volume published by the ILO, claims “it 
is necessary to select ‘enlightened’ people of dialogue, who are very often easier to find 
at the margins of their community than among the defenders of its core values” when 
promoting the decent work agenda (Peccoud, 2004: xv). Peccoud, in this quote, openly 
admits his resistance to recognition, and his penchant for elite capture, where the voices 
of certain kinds of privileged members of a minority group are amplified with the effect 
of framing only the privileged representative’s concerns and positions as the interests of 
the entire group. This attitude shows the challenges we face in pursuing plurality, where 
the constant possibility looms of universal principles re-emerging within a particularist 
glaze.  

In writing about Confucianism, sinologist Sachsenmaier acknowledges that the 
balance between particularism and universalism will be a significant challenge when 
considering how we value work (Sachsenmaier, 2004: 88). Certainly, we can learn from 
Indonesian philosopher Ibana’s claim that those in ASEAN countries can reach “a more 
enriching philosophical experience (by using ASEAN philosophical traditions and 
concepts) as the root metaphors and categories to understand and explain ourselves 
(rather) than the concepts that we have borrowed from the West”(Ibana, 2016: 19). In 
the following section I survey purported Asian values which are relevant to work. 

What are Asian values, and is there an Asian valuation of work? 
 Asian values remain an influential narrative throughout ASEAN countries. They 
were championed by former prime minister of Malaysia Mahathir Mohamad (King, 2008: 
180-1), by Indonesia in the formulation of specifically Indonesian fundamental principles 
of Pancasila (Ibana, 2016: 22), and in Singapore through the ‘second Confucian 
rejuvenation’ during the second half of the 20th century and in the 1997 Singaporean 
Values White Paper (Hong-Mei, 2017: 1037). Scholars, both western and Asian, have 
been quick to note their use in relativist arguments by the political elite to justify 
encroachment upon human rights, and to interrupt the democratic process (Ramesh & 
Asher, 2000: 11; Hoon, 2004). But there still remains an element of truth that individual 



countries have historically employed different concepts and values to navigate the 
world. We can gain the best understanding of such values through considering the 
Other through which they are defined. 

 German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche wrote ‘we do not place especial value on 
the possession of a virtue until we notice its total absence in our opponent’ (Hollingdale: 
1954). It becomes clear when reading about ‘Asian values’ that they are defined in 
opposition to what are perceived as ‘western’. Hong-Mei writes of the “worrying… 
promotion of individualism and obsession with material comforts among youngsters” 
that have resulted from Singaporean society being “corrupted by Western values” 
(Hong-Mei, 2017). Sociologists calls this construction of Asian values Occidentalism 
(Lawson, 1997: 116; Hill, 2000; Hoon, 2004: 159), because Asian sensibilities are defined 
in opposition to the backwards, liberal, individualistic, capitalist west. Though a mostly 
accurate genealogy of Asian values, this categorisation as “Occidentalism” is misleading. 
Edward Said’s original characterisation of Orientalism included first, a characterisation of 
‘the Orient’ as a backwards, underdeveloped Other in opposition to the West (Said, 
2003: 2). But secondly, Said argued Orientalism as a knowledge system served to 
reproduce hegemonic western power and oppress people in those nations designated 
as the invented “Orient” (Said, 2003: 6). It is this second aspect which is lacking in the 
case of Asian values. Westerners are not oppressed by Asian Occidentalism and hence 
this difference makes the “reverse-Orientalism” characterisation just as problematic as 
claims of “reverse racism” (Song, 2014). 

 Asian values, so as to foster national unities in a region as diverse as South-East 
Asia, are commonly constructed in opposition to so-called Western values. The identities 
of individuals in society are multiplicitous, and hence a factory worker in Vietnam’s 
understanding of Asian Values will be radically different from that of a Myanmarese 
politician. Nevertheless, many sociologists find value in the “imagined realities” of 
Southeast Asia and Asian values, and some philosophers argue “sharing an identity can 
mean sharing a stake in something beyond oneself that includes those who also share 
that identity but who still experience it differently” (Anderson, 2011: 6; Garcia, 2011: 11). 
This line of argument can fit well with the metaphysics of Indonesian philosopher 
Dharmakīrti (Hidayat, 2019: 45). Dharmakīrti put forth a metaphysics which distinguished 
between things that exist ultimately (paramārthasat) and things which exist only 
conventionally (saṃvṛtisat). He argued that only causally efficacious momentary 
particulars, which interact with the sense to trigger experience, exist ultimately (Dunne, 
2004: 86, 89). Therefore, abstract universals such as Asian Values do not exist ultimately, 
as they might under a Platonic metaphysics, and yet they retain some conventional 



existence (Silverman, 2014). When we make sensory contact with universal particulars 
we are given “nonconceptual” content (nirvikalpaka) (Huebner, 2019). But the 
nonconceptual content is complicated, noisy; our mind imposes concepts onto this 
content in a way which will allow us to function. Therefore, whereas two momentary 
particulars will differ in innumerable ways, our mind pays attention to the non-
differences in properties and causal characteristics between clusters of particulars, and 
takes these non-differences as indicating that these two clusters of particulars are 
members of the same classificatory kind (Dunne, 2004: 91). The non-differences and 
clusters of particulars that the mind pays attention to are determined by the practical 
needs and interests of the agent. Therefore, there may be differences in values between 
a Javanese Indonesian and a Chinese Malay; the Javanese may not place as much 
emphasis on Confucian principles, for instance. But despite this, they can pay attention 
to the non-differences they might hold, such as a positive attitude to the social value of 
work, to construct a common, conventionally existent, Asian Value. 

There are at least five commonly claimed ‘Asian values’ with relevance to work (King, 
2008: 183; Clammer, 1997): 

1. Hard work, self-discipline, and respect for enterprise 

Lee Kuan Yew, former prime minister of Singapore, once said “no one owes Singaporean 
a living”, which Hong-Mei takes as evidence that it is a “constantly striving to become 
stronger” which has allowed for Singapore to have the highest GDP per capita in the 
ASEAN community (Hong-Mei, 2017: 1036). This value is a good instance to question 
the distinction between “Western” and “Asian” values. Sociologists have argued the 
‘suggestion that dedication to hard work and commitment to family are uniquely Asian 
ignores the Protestant ethics that are argued by many to have been an integral element 
in the modernization of western culture’ (Lingle, 1996: 30, 48). This similarity in Western 
and Eastern values should not be surprising. Buddhist modernism is viewed by many 
scholars of Buddhist studies as the current variant of Buddhism throughout the world 
and much of South-east Asia today. Scholars who have studied the creation of Buddhist 
modernism, such as Richard Gombrich, argue Buddhism both reacted against and 
mimicked dominant ideologies of colonial occupiers such as protestant values 
(Gombrich & Obeyesekere, 1988: 70-71). There is precedent, therefore, for reactions to 
western attitudes to work embodying some elements of western ideologies they react 
against.  

2. Thrift 



Saving rates are variable throughout ASEAN countries, with Singapore having high rates 
of savings, Indonesia medium rates, and Cambodia low rates of saving (Macdonald, 
2019: 24). Since saving in ASEAN countries appears to be based on the amount of 
discretionary income, with richer countries being able to save more (Ibid.: 22), this 
indicates that as earners become richer, the relationship earners have with the 
renumeration for their work changes. This trend goes against the stereotype of the 
emergent ASEAN middle class copying the west in  adopting conspicuous mass 
consumption (Goodman & Robinson, 2004). 

3. Stigmatisation of pure leisure or idleness 

Anthropologist Sloane-White wrote about the nature of travel among the middle class 
Malaysian children of the NEP (Sloane-White, 2007). Sloane-White recounts how 
perplexed one of her subjects, Rokiah, was at the tendency of westerners to spend their 
time on leisure activities while travelling. At least in modern Europe, leisure as a 
necessary compliment to work appears to have emerged during the industrial 
revolution, Sloane-White argues middle class Malays lack a clear distinction between 
leisure, study, and work (Sayers, 1987: 23; Cunningham, 1980). Whereas Rokiah thought 
westerners tended to play golf and swim while on holiday, which exists as work’s 
complement, Sloane-White argues Malay middle class holidays were themselves a form 
of work which involved a search for business opportunities and education about the 
area’s economy. This may have limited carryover to all ASEAN countries, but it is worth 
being aware of how the idle are stigmatised. Mahathir’s speeches about the "mentaliti 
kampu” (backward village mentality)  likely express some element of truth about the 
differences in attitudes between urban and rural workers. That said, phrases such as 
mentaliti kampu and related terms can easily reproduce terms such as “chav” in English 
and “racaille” in French, used to represent an underclass which “mean(s) you are 
worthless and it's your own… fault” (Hunter, 2019: loc 107, 123). I explore this further in 
the pen-ultimate section. 

4. Collectivism 

In Confucian thought, the self is thought of as ‘a centre of a complex network of 
relationships, reaching from the inner circle of one’s family to the community, society, 
and the world at large’ (Sachsenmaier, 2004: 84). Certainly, the influence of Confucian 
thought in South-east Asia is commonly over-emphasised (Ramesh & Asher, 2000: 7), 
but in prioritising a broader conception of the self than merely the individual, this 
reminds us that work is a social activity which connects the individual to those around 
them. 



It is, of course, always worth questioning whether in valuing work individuals do truly 
put the good of society over themselves. For instance, a survey in Singapore by 
psychologist Tan indicated that Singaporean youths prioritised maintaining their lifestyle 
more highly than an idealized aesthetic of work and the good it achieves (1994: 27-8). 
Whether this represents a “corruption” from western influences or a result of aspirations 
to a lifestyle facilitated by work remains to be seen. Some evidence indicates a 
movement in Singaporean attitudes away from the predominantly financial priorities of 
the previous generation towards recognition of the importance of cultural industries in 
Singapore (Hong-Mei, 2017: 1039). These emerging investments in theatres, galleries, 
libraries, and cultural centres may indicate a recognition that the younger generation 
needs the opportunity to transform Singapore from a ‘cultural wasteland into cultural 
oasis’ and hence a recognition that cultural work, and not merely obviously lucrative 
work, is valuable (Ibid.). 

5. Regard for education 

One of the functions of education is to allow the student to acquire knowledge and 
social capital so as to put her in a better position to attain work. As a legacy of 
colonialism, ASEAN countries were left at the start of the 20th century with a severely 
underdeveloped education system (Ramash & Asher 2000: 119). Schooling and dropout 
rates, particularly at the primary level, have markedly improved in ASEAN countries (Ibid: 
120). However, enrolments at vocational schools have historically been remarkably low, 
and Ramash and Asher believe "it is possible that the lower enrolment in vocational 
schools is the result of poor image such schools enjoy" (Ibid: 130). Chen’s identification 
of an Asian value which prioritises formative parent-child relationships, and the 
Confucian emphasis on raising successful adults (chen ren), suggests these negative 
attitudes to vocational education may be influenced by parents’ attitudes (Chen, 1976; 
Lum, 2016). 

A hierarchy in how education of certain types are valued may indicate a 
corresponding hierarchy in the types of work that graduates tend to take up. The 
following section (1) uses Aristotle’s philosophy to introduce the idea of hierarchies of 
labour, (2) provides evidence that many members of the ASEAN community tend to 
hold such hierarchies in their valuations of work, and (3) critiques these attitudes in 
ASEAN countries which hierarchise work. 



All instances of work are equal, but are some more equal than 
others? 
 Aristotle, when considering the value of work, argued for a fourfold hierarchy 
whereby only certain kinds of work allow one to achieve the good life (Angier, 2016: 
436-7). He considered the lowest form of work fit only for slaves (douloi) which relies on 
mere ‘experience’, or non-expert habit, to be performed well and produces perishable 
goods. Above this but still low in the hierarchy he ranked techne; an art or craftwork of 
limited domain which produces durable goods. Although those who work on techne 
may achieve considerable skill, in Aristotle’s view their work doesn’t require practical 
wisdom that cultivates character virtues. By contrast, praxis is morally judgable work of 
humans, which requires courage, justice, temperance, and other character virtues to 
complete well. Hence Aristotle ranked praxis higher than techne. At the summit of the 
hierarchy Aristotle ranked theoria. Theoria consists of theoretical study and 
contemplation and enables philosophoi (love of wisdom). 

 There is certainly much to criticise about such a proposed hierarchy of work, both 
for evaluative reasons and conceptual integrity. Societies today, if they ever did, no 
longer valorise theoria as more valuable than techne (Ibid: 448); for instance, former 
Malaysian prime minister Mahathir once encouraged Malay university students to take 
up science and mathematics instead of religious studies (Chong, 2005: 17). And certainly 
it’s worth questioning whether it’s because of argumentative force that a philosopher 
ranks theoria, the kind of work that they do, as the highest form of work or because of a 
self-congratulatory chauvinism (Angier, 2016: 438). Furthermore, many of the 
representatives of philosophical, spiritual, and religious traditions present in ASEAN 
countries steadfastly renounce any hierarchy of work comparable to Aristotle’s (Keown, 
2004: 108; Peccoud, 2004: 134; Samaj, 2004: 90; Sachsenmaier, 2004: 86-7; Shaheed, 
2004: 140). Nevertheless, the legacies of Aristotelian thought remain influential to this 
day in societies both western and South-east Asian (Ibana, 2016: 10), and I contend that 
a hierarchy of work persists in the minds of many in ASEAN countries. 

 Ho Wing Meng once argued a specifically (south-east) Asian value was a 
generally negative attitude to manual labour (Ho, 1976). In Laos, this hierarchy comes in 
a specifically racialised form; anthropologist High, a white Australian woman, recounts 
how a Laotian told her that after a year she would be “black as (her). Maybe more black, 
because (she was) going out to live in the countryside with the very poor people” (High, 
2011: 38). High’s Laotian interlocutors associated ugliness with blackness, which they 
saw as primarily caused by the kind of work one did rather than heritage. In sociologist 
Pierre Bourdieu’s vocabulary, one is ‘branded’ through work in Laos: female manual 



labourers have a longer gate because they wear flat footed shoes or are barefoot, rather 
than wear heals; they become strong and have rough hands; their teeth are stained 
black from betel nut (Ibid: 39-40). This “Manichean notion of the world”(Fanon, 2008: 33) 
whereby black is dirty ugly, and poor in contrast to beautiful whiteness is of no benefit 
to countries where the vast majority of people are not racialized as white. Ultimately, it 
seems unlikely that attitudes that black is beautiful can take root until the manual work 
that contributes to darker skin is considered of equal value to other kinds. 

 In a present day context, we can loosely identify techne with the vocational labour 
of a carpenter, or electrician. Praxis is supposed to require more moral virtues than 
techne, so it might be associated with a university education and an office workspace 
through closer connection to a business context. This could include such work as that of 
a lawyer, manager, or entrepreneur. In ASEAN countries, Praxis is more highly valued 
work than techne. According to Bin Bai, vocational training holds a poor image as 
inferior in Indonesia, Laos, Myanmar, the Philippines, and Vietnam (Bai & Paryono, 2019: 
37, 72, 107, 151-2, 167, 255). Furthermore, Malaysia has historically had a severe 
shortage of technical manpower, which the government acknowledged was an 
impediment to economic growth (Kumar, 1996). Whereas Singapore seems to have 
improved the image of vocational training in recent times (Bai & Paryono, 2019: 191), 
historically among Singaporean adolescents a “general disdain for blue-collar jobs in 
production… as well as in transport and service sectors” was recorded in a survey (Tan, 
1994: 26).  

 There is some rationale for the preference, by a worker, for a service job over 
vocational work. Wei-Jun et al. noted an “aspirational revolution” in Southeast Asia 
whereby younger workers move away from their family to urban centres so as to 
increase their income (Yeung, Desai, & Jones, 2018). The countries in the ASEAN 
community with the highest rates of GDP per person employed constant 2011 PPP US 
are those with the highest per cent of people employed in services, with the medium 
sized ASEAN economies having higher rates of employment in industry (Maconald, 
2019: 30). Differences in compensation are not the only reason for hierarchies of work 
which undervalue vocational labour; for instance, this paper identified white supremacist 
legacies which mean that some Laotians view negatively darker skinned manual workers, 
and hence undervalue their labour. But so long as vocational workers are compensated 
less than other workers, a general distain for vocational labour will continue in ASEAN 
countries.  

Anthropologist David Graeber has argued that work in services is generally 
overvalued and overcompensated in comparison to vocational labour (Graeber, 2019). 



He argues society would grind to a halt without nurses, rice farmers, and plumbers, and 
that vocational and cultural jobs of gardeners and musicians positively impact society. 
By contrast, he claims, if workers in personal relations, corporate law, and banking were 
to strike society would continue to function without any issues. This work is still useful to 
some human needs, but it primarily fulfils the use of propagating profit rather than a 
contribution to society. Graeber puts both these claims at odds with the fact that 
corporate lawyers tend to earn considerably more than nurses. Keeping in mind the 
previously identified value of collectivism, it is worth remembering that market powers 
have little concern for the contribution an individual’s work makes to the community in 
determining wage. Whereas a collectivist ethic values the community over the individual, 
the Marxist tradition argues division of labour under capitalism is concerned only with 
“the technical organization of production to increase productivity, (which) is always 
linked to the market” (Seed, 2010: 29). Therefore, those jobs which allow for the 
products of labour to be sold at a profit so as to extract surplus value, and which don’t 
necessarily produce any value to society or fulfilment for the worker, will be rewarded 
more highly than those who produce the products being sold (Ibid: 92-3; Marx, 1976). 
As ASEAN countries struggle to decide which hierarchy of labour, if at all, they prefer, 
the most just hierarchy of work may go directly against the valuations determined by 
the “invisible hand” of market capitalism.  

Conclusion 
 In conclusion, currently hierarchies of work present in ASEAN countries, and these 
hierarchies require constant critique to eradicate them. This paper has outlined (1) what 
qualities philosophers believe work has and explained why work plays a central role in 
shaping our identity. The paper then (2) discussed the difficulties in reconciling 
universalist and particularist valuations of work in ASEAN countries, by focusing on how 
Asian values emerge in ASEAN countries. Finally, the paper (3) employed a comparative 
perspective on hierarchies of value in regard to work and argues multiple hierarchies of 
work exist within ASEAN countries.1 

 

  

                                                            
1 Thank you to James Glover, and in particular Dr Richard Sidebottom for feedback on earlier drafts. Thank you also 
to Dr Shailaja Fennell for recommending resources for this research. This piece of work was strongly influenced by 
the work of David Graeber, and I am grateful to his always thoughtful and compassionate work. 
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