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Establishing Hong Kong as a Global Cultural Center:

On International Cultural Exchange
Danny Yung

Hong Kong could well become a major international center of culture and the arts. Historically,
geographically and economically, it has been a cross-roads in Asia for more than a century. This is
equally true in the sphere of culture and the arts. In the past ten years Hong Kong has mediated a
tremendous volume of artistic enterprises and expressions from all over the world. Today Hong
Kong stands on the verge of a peaceful political revolution hitherto unknown in history, thereby
capturing the entire world's attention. Whether or not the territory will take advantage of these
factors to transform itself into an international center of culture and the arts depends upon the will
and vision of the leaders among its citizenry, and especially of the Hong Kong government. It is an

opportunity not to be missed.

Were Hong Kong to initiate a drive towards leadership in culture and the arts, cultural exchange on
an international level would be the starting point and, ultimately, the single most vital component of
such a drive. In art, as in business, success today requires space for development, both literally and
figuratively. International exchanges generate, stimulate, challenge and provoke, all of which are

essential to growth.

Furthermore, culture and economy are clearly inter-related. A dynamic progressive culture projects
an image of an equally progressive society, one which will attract business partners and business

ventures.

No one doubts the significance of cultural exchange to the development and welfare of the people of
all nations and cultures. But opinions understandably differ as to the nature such exchanges should
take. With their different perspectives, foreign ministers, industrialist-businessmen, politicians, and
artists themselves will surely differ in their definition, concept of function and approaches to the
implementation of cultural exchange. These differences not only express views on notions of interna-
tionalism, culture, and exchange but also reflect different value systems. Such variety creates a dy-

namic tension, but only -- a caveat must be added -- when it also entails respect for alternative views.

For foreign ministers, cultural exchange serves as a lubricant to smoothly resolve international con-
flict and a tool for peacetime negotiations. The design, content, and method of exchanges used for
these purposes are always based on a calculation of the benefits that can be brought to one's home

country. National interest lies at the core of such exchanges.

For global industrialist-businessmen, cultural exchange is often used as the first tactical move to-
wards opening up a new market. Culture serves to enhance the receptivity of an otherwise indifferent
or even hostile social group toward a new product. Once the market has been opened, culture con-

tinues to play a role in securing and further developming the market.

For politicians with some vision, not only is cultural exchange a tool to serve foreign policy, it is also
a powerful means to build peace among nations, to neutralize conflicts and hostility, and in general
to bring people and nations closer together. The enlightened politician understands that free and
bilateral cultural exchanges form the basis for building bridges to promote other kinds of exchanges
- economic, social, and political - resulting in mutual benefits for all concerned. Not the least of these

is the resultant flowering of cultures for all nations.

For artists, cultural exchange is almost a prerequisite for achievement. The fundamental activities of
artists are to creare and explores such creative exploration profoundly benefits from interaction and
exchange with other artists, often crossing metaphorical boundaries. ‘The more boundaries such
exchanges cross, the more fruitful will such creative exploration be. The boundaries may be linguis-
tic. religious, national, ethnic and professional as well as gender-related: they may involve different

media of expression and communication, different physical settings, different social classes and back-

grounds and different generations. Only by crossing such boundaries are artists able to extend their
vision and increase their sensitivity. They can then see further and broader and discover new rela-

tionships between people, things and ideas.

Historically, international culture has always flourished in centers of international trade. Athens,
Chang'an, Venice, Paris, and New York, at their own times, became international centers of culture,
radiantly affecting other parts of the world, exerting influence not only on culture, but also on
economic and political ideas and structures. The appearance of such thriving cultures was - and is -
due partly to external factors such as a stable government, a robust economy and an open and lively
intellectual and artistic environment. It is also due partly to deliberate efforts made by artists, schol-
ars, politicians, and business people. Through foresight, perseverance and a collaborative spirit, they

were able to envision and achieve an ideal of cultural excellence.

For individual artists, interaction and exchange are almost always personal rather than national.
Nevertheless, individual and personal interactions and exchanges are often influenced, even con-
trolled by, exchanges on national and institutional levels, arranged and administered by governments
and underscored by national interests. This is so because such organizations have enormous re-
sources, a well-established infrastructure and wide networks of contacts. Thus, artists are often rel-
egated to a relatively passive position, serving the interests of such organizations. To ensure progress,
on the one hand, artists and cultural activists must pay close attention to these organizations which
exert such power in the international arena. On the other hand, these large organizations must
acknowledge the critical importance of artists in such exchanges, and recruit them to help formulate

the philosophy, aims and methods of exchange - as well as to execute the art work itself.

As mankind steps onto the threshold of the 21st century, at a time when political, economic, social
and technological changes are occurring at lightning speed, when global communication has never
been faster nor more extensive, the time is right to comprehensively re-examine and re-evaluate the
issue of international cultural exchange. During the 19th and 20¢h centuries, the so-called Western
cultures, including those of Western Europe and North America, claimed leadership in the develop-
ment of mainstream global culture. They defined such culture and were mainly responsible for

producing and perpetuating a world culture, built upon a Western-centric world view.

At this juncture, however, Asian regions, including Hong Kong, are ready to claim a more equitable
role in the definition and future development of “global culture”. Furthermore, because Asian cul-
tures have in recent centuries served a subservient position in cultural exchanges with the West,

Asian artists and scholars possess a unique perspective from which to participate in this process.

Given the critical value of cultural exchange to all nations in virrually every sphere of human activity
and the growing importance of the East in world culture, the time seems ripe for a new concept of
global cultural exchange to be formulated. Hong Kong with its multiculrural history. its tradition of
culrural tolerance and its geographical position is uniquely placed to participate in, encourage and
facilitate this process. We in Hong Kong hope that in the coming decades our new government will
see the tremendous opportunitics that lic ahead, and thrust us from the edge. headlong into the

center of a new adventure.

Editor’s Note: This article is the paper originally submitted by Danny Yung. However, a decision was later
taken to alter the presentation format. The new approach involved My. Danny Yung and M. Leung Man
Tao discussing a range of subjects on stage in front of an audience. This format was chosen 1o highlight the
importance of "Exchange” and "Dialogue” in the River Exhibition. A full record of the dialogue conducted
is presented in this catalogue under the title “Interpreting the Expression of Exhibition Themes: Viewing

Exchange in Asian Culture and Art".
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