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Preface

I WROTE THIS BOOK to alert my American friends to a preventable tragedy: the rest of the world turning against America.

The evidence is clear. Both the Pew and Zogby surveys of attitudes toward America have demonstrated how negatively the world views America despite the decades of goodwill that had been allowed to accumulate since World War II. A Pew survey of June 2005 showed that favorable opinions of the United States had fallen sharply even in countries that had traditionally been its friends. From 1999 to 2005, favorable opinions fell from 83 percent to 55 percent in Britain; from 78 percent to 41 percent in Germany; and from 78 percent to 38 percent in Indonesia. A June 2004 Zogby study found that overall opinion of America by Arabs was strongly unfavorable. Reservoirs of goodwill have been steadily replaced with reservoirs of ill-will, even hate, in many parts of the world.

One story illustrates the depth of the problem. In November 2005, I was invited to address the Asian regional meeting of the World Council of Churches in a little town in Sulawesi, an island in Indonesia that has experienced tragic Christian-Muslim conflict.  When I spoke, I put across the arguments in this book, pointing out both the good and the harm America had done. The audience’s reaction to my remarks was almost unanimously negative. They all felt that I was not critical enough of America. It took me a while to realize that I was addressing a room full of Christians, not Muslims. If America cannot win over the hearts and minds of Christians living outside America, it will have a much harder time with non-Christians, who make up the bulk of the world’s population.

Sadly, Americans, too, are turning away from the world. An article by Alkman Granitsas, an Athens-based journalist, made the following observations:
The truth is that Americans are becoming relatively less—not more—engaged with the world in general. A few facts. Since the early 1970s, the American public has paid less and less attention to foreign affairs.... Over the same period, the percentage of American university students studying a foreign language has declined steadily. According to a report funded by the United States Department of Education, in 1965, more than 16 percent of all American university students studied a foreign language. Now only 8.6 percent do so. It has long been known that fewer Americans have passports, and U.S. citizens travel less than their counterparts in other developed economies.... And indeed, during the late 1980s and early 1990s, the number of Americans even applying for a passport declined for several years.a






The danger that might result from such trends is clear: we may reach a tipping point where global sentiments turn irrevocably against America. The solutions aren’t easy. The problem is not   about personalities. It is not about Bush or Clinton. It is about the impact of American power on the world. And the impact is growing. In real terms, we may be experiencing a structural contradiction. The world is shrinking. American power is growing. Hence, almost inevitably, American power wades into and often steps on the lives of people all around the globe. This structural problem needs to be addressed head on.

I believe that a solution is ultimately possible. There was a time not too long ago when American power was perceived to be working in the interests of both America and the world. Americans would not want to live in a world where they are despised. They must listen to one of the wisest aphorisms from their own cultural heritage: Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. A few sacrifices will be needed. But, more importantly, a change in mindset and a change in policies are needed.

Many thoughtful Americans who have read this book have reacted positively to its arguments. I hope that this new paperback edition will bring the argument to an even wider audience—in search of a global consensus when the need for one is greater than ever.






Introduction

All of the great leaders have had one characteristic in common: it was the willingness to confront unequivocally the major anxiety of their people in their time. This, and not much else, is the essence of leadership.

—JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH

 



 




I HAVE HAD THE GOOD FORTUNE of enjoying a long and deep engagement with American society. On Thanksgiv ing Day, 2003, for the sixth year in a row, the family of my wife, Anne (an Irish American born in New Jersey), assembled in our New York apartment. There were thirty-eight of us—family and close friends—including eleven American first cousins of our three children. When I think of the great virtues of American society, I think of these Thanksgiving evenings. And I think what a blessed society America is to have created such a warm and caring community among its citizens. The generosity that individual Americans practice towards each other is rarely matched in other societies.

I have had the equal good fortune of a long and deep engagement  with the rest of the world. Perhaps one of the greatest blessings of my life is that I have experienced directly many of the key political and cultural currents that have swept through our world in the past half century. I was born into a poor family in Singapore, then a British colony. I grew up in a Hindu household, living with Islamic families as neighbors on both sides of our home, in the Chinese majority society of Singapore. Growing up in such an environment, I understood the Western dominance that has influenced the course of history in recent centuries. But I also appreciated the souls of the Hindus, Muslims, and the Chinese, who combined make up over half the population of the world. My life circumstances gave me an unusual perch to understand the world, especially a world that is changing so fast.

As I grew up in the era of increasing American global dominance, I also began to experience and understand how much America had affected the world. Without intending to do so, America had entered into the lives of virtually every citizen on this planet. American leaders have spoken of America as a city on the hill. They saw America as a symbol, providing inspiration even from a distance. Instead, as a result of the technological forces that America had unleashed, distance literally disappeared. America began to enter the lives of all citizens directly.

Tom Friedman of the New York Times, who has probably done more than any other American columnist to explain the changing world to Americans, once tried to write “A Theory of Everything” in 800 words. In it he stated that “U.S. power, culture and economic ideas about how society should be organized became so dominant (a dominance magnified through globalization) that America began to touch people’s lives around the planet—‘more than their own governments,’ as a Pakistan diplomat once said to me. Yes, we began to touch people’s lives—directly or indirectly—more than their own governments.”1


America has done more than touch the lives of the six billion occupants of our globe. It has also dominated a global order that each human society has no choice but to adapt to. America decides, the rest of the world adjusts. I have yet to meet an American who wants to dominate the world. This is a great virtue. Unfortunately, it is balanced by the equally sad reality that few Americans understand how much America actually dominates the world. This is one of the key sources of global misunderstanding. America has done more than any other country to change the world. Yet, paradoxically, America is one of the countries least prepared to handle the world it has changed.

The course of the twenty-first century will be determined by the relationship that America develops with the world. The first two centuries of American history should give the world room for optimism. America has almost always been a benign power (except perhaps in Latin America). It has conquered the world with its ideas, values, and management systems (and not, as commonly believed, with its military might). America has been a city on the hill. Its technology has fundamentally changed human history, fueling the most explosive economic growth ever seen. Hence it would only be natural for any American to believe that the prescription for the twenty-first century should be a simple one: Let’s have more of the same.

The purpose of this book is to suggest that steady-as-it-goes is not an option. Not for America. Not for the world. The twenty-first century is almost certainly headed for trouble if we sail into it with nineteenth- or even twentieth-century mental maps. We are entering into a new era of human history. We have to consciously discard old mental maps and prepare new ones.

This book is about the next forty years, not the next four years, which provides the time span for the normal political cycle for America. In the course of history, we witness both ripples on the surface and deeper undercurrents. Most times, most politicians in  democratic societies focus on the ripples. Their primary goal is to get reelected, not to worry for their electors’ grandchildren. Hence there is an almost structural bias against dealing with the deeper undercurrents that will fundamentally change the course of human history.

A simple image may explain the dramatic way in which America has changed the globe. In the past, before globalization brought us together, mankind used to sail in different boats. At points, we connected. But our destinies were shaped primarily by forces inside our boat, not outside. Today, as a result of globalization, we no longer sail on different boats. All our boats have been fused into one. We all sail on the same boat. Let us call it “Spaceship Earth.”

This is no abstract analogy. It is an actual description of the state of our world. Increasingly, events that begin in one corner of the globe affect the opposite sides almost immediately. The Asian financial crisis began in Bangkok, Thailand, in July 1997 and eventually reached American shores via Indonesia, Malaysia, South Korea, Russia, and Brazil. The SARS virus began in a village in southern China, reached Hong Kong and from Hong Kong went almost simultaneously to two opposite points of the world, Singapore and Toronto. America escaped SARS by a whisker. But perhaps the best illustration to use for an American audience would be the events of 9/11. A plot hatched in a distant village in Afghanistan led to the demolition of the World Trade Center Towers in New York City. America and Afghanistan are also sailing on the same boat.

There is one fundamental problem with this boat. Each boat needs a captain and crew who take care of the entire boat. Spaceship Earth has none. It does, however, have a dominant power that makes decisions affecting the entire boat. But it makes these decisions not to benefit the entire boat: Its primary interest is in the well-being of the occupants of the dominant cabin, the American
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How America Benefits the World


AMERICA HAS DONE MORE GOOD for the rest of the world than any other society. This statement is surely incontestable. The real challenge is to both discover and explain the many ways in which America has helped the world, ways of which most American citizens and officials are unaware.

The single biggest gift that America has shared with the impoverished billions on our planet is hope. America has taught the people of the world that one’s fate is not determined at birth. Anyone can succeed in a meritocratic society. America also changed fundamentally the grain of history when it emerged as a major power. It refused to join the European impulse to colonize the world. Instead, America encouraged decolonization. When America was truly powerful at the end of World War II, it sought to create a new world order based on the rule of law and multilateral institutions and processes that also allowed other nations to grow and flourish. No other great power has tried to create a level playing field to  enable other nations to also succeed. America did. This explains why many nations flourished in the second half of the twentieth century in this new American world order. America also unselfishly shared its great universities with the best minds of the world. Many of those great minds returned home to create their own national success stories. Yet all these points only provide a partial list of how America has benefited the world.

I can make these statements with great personal conviction, since my own life has been directly affected by many of the beneficial forces America has unleashed. I have also traveled a journey which perhaps few others have. I was born in 1948 in Singapore, then one of the poorer societies of the world. Most of my childhood was spent in a one-bedroom house where six of us lived and paid six dollars a month in rent. I have written most of this book while living in a luxurious six-bedroom apartment in Manhattan, which must rank among the top 1 percent of homes in the world. Hence, I have lived among the poorest of the planet and the richest. I believe that I understand those two worlds and how America has actually impacted the poorest of the planet.

My childhood conditions mirrored those of the poorest. At the age of six when I went to school, I was put into a special feeding program for undernourished children. The poverty of my neighborhood inevitably generated social and ethnic tensions. I have vivid memories of a Malay neighbor returning home with blood splattered over his clothes after having been caught as an innocent bystander in Malay-Chinese riots. No less vivid is the image of young Chinese gangsters battling each other with broken beer bottles ten yards from my doorstep. It is hard to erase memories of blood gushing from open wounds. My father arrived in Singapore at the age of thirteen as an orphan with no formal education or proper adult guidance. In the rough Singapore of the 1930s, he fell into the bad habits of smoking, drinking, and gambling excessively.  My father would slide under the bed when rough debt collectors came to prey on our home. By the time I turned thirteen, my father was in jail.

My early life is not unusual. It contained a pattern of existence that is still experienced by billions around the planet. Having lived among those conditions, I know that what truly kills the poor is not just their poverty. It is their lack of hope that tomorrow would be better than today, or the hope that their children could be better off than they are. For most of mankind through most of history, birth was destiny, especially for the very poor. When Europe began to liberate itself from the Dickensian conditions of the industrial revolution, it was one of the earliest social experiments to bring hope and better living conditions to the poorest. But Europe never captured the world’s imagination with its story. America did. It did this because America was probably the first major society to demonstrate that a totally non-feudal order could be built: Almost from the very beginning (apart from the slaves), American society had no class barriers. Instead, with each passing generation there were more and more success stories among the very poor. To make it against great odds was part of the American dream.

This American dream is essentially the magical stardust that America has sprinkled into the eyes of many of the poor around the world. America did not intend to do this. Most Americans believe that this American dream has been confined to American shores. But as the world shrank, and as American TV became ubiquitous, along with Pepsi and 7-UP, McDonald’s and Kentucky Fried Chicken, the American way of life became known to billions. The poor were astute enough to see America’s greatest strength: that it had a created a social order where even the very poor had an opportunity to advance.

American society has given a new confidence not only to the poor, but to all sorts of nationalities, religions, and other groups as  well. America has shown the world that any human can succeed. One of the best contemporary examples of this is Arnold Schwarzenegger’s journey from being a “lower-middle-class boy in the bland town of Graz [Austria] to governor of California.” His story provides hope to all lower-middle-class boys, not just Austrians. “Mr. Schwarzenegger’s victory is seen as a signal to the world: look here, we too are somebody.”1 Similarly, the stories of countless other successful American immigrants carry messages of hope to their nations, messages that are having a great effect on the world population.

This sense that America is the society that provides the most hope to its citizens and immigrants was confirmed by a survey done by the Pew Research Center in 2002. It polled 38,000 people in forty-four countries and asked whether “success in life is pretty much determined by forces outside our control.” The largest percentage of any population to disagree with this statement was the American population when 65 percent disagreed, more than double the percentage in old world countries like Italy and Germany, and triple that of India, Turkey, and Pakistan. Professor Alan Brinkley of Columbia University has said: “Americans have always had a stronger belief in the ability of the individual than reality would support. The key is the idea of social mobility, the Horatio Alger vision. There’s enough truth to that idea for it to survive, but never as much social mobility as the myth suggests.”2 Often, however, myth is more important than reality. The rest of the world has bought the American myth that the best place in the world for any individual to succeed is America.

I have had the good fortune of traveling to most corners of the globe, including to some of the poorest cities. I have seen people living in miniscule tin shacks among thousands in close proximity. Their living conditions must be terrible. Yet, floating above the sea of tin roofs would be dozens of satellite dishes, each linked to many  homes. I have seen this in Asia and in Africa. And when I speak to my guides or my drivers during these visits and ask them what is their greatest aspiration, more often than not the answer would be “I would love to go to America.” If I asked why, the answer inevitably would be something along the lines: “If I get to America, I will have a chance to succeed.”

I understand this aspiration. In my life, I have lived the meritocratic dream, even though I did not live it in America. Through unusual good fortune, Singapore had remarkably wise leadership upon independence in 1965. These leaders decided that Singapore’s only resources were human resources. None should be wasted. Any talent anywhere in society would have an opportunity to grow and flourish. Hence, with financial aid and scholarships, and through a merit-based promotion system, I escaped the clutches of poverty. Indeed none of my ancestors either on my father’s side or my mother’s side had gone to college. I almost did not. At the age of eighteen, I did what all young Sindhi men did: I became a textile salesman, earning one hundred fifty Singapore dollars (then fifty U.S. dollars) a month. But the government miraculously offered me a president’s scholarship paying two hundred fifty dollars. My mother wisely decided that, as two hundred fifty dollars was more than one hundred fifty dollars, I should go to the university. It was a close shave but I made it.

The sad part of this story is how rarely it happens in most parts of the world. Societies that deprive their poor of opportunities to develop their talents only damage themselves. Many of the rich in America understand this. They know that there is an implicit social contract with the poor. The poor in America shall be given every opportunity. And when the rich can help, many of them do. American citizens are by far the most philanthropic individuals in the world.

Now that I have socialized with the richest of the planet (and this is one of the artificial perks of being an ambassador in the world’s  capital), I have observed how many of the rich elites around the world envy their counterparts in America. The rich in America live and move around freely, with little fear of being kidnapped or harassed. By contrast, most rich elites in the world live in gated communities, under heavy guard. I was in Bogota in 1992 as a guest of a senator. While we were having drinks in his apartment (one of the loveliest I had seen), he pointed to a friend’s apartment literally across the street where we would be going for dinner. I said “Good, we can walk across.” He said “No way!” We went down the elevator to the locked basement garage, got into a car, locked the doors, drove a hundred feet across the street straight into another locked basement garage and then opened our doors to step out. Bogota may be a bit extreme, but I have seen such gated communities frequently in the Third World. The rich in the Third World envy their counterparts in New York City who stroll down Park Avenue or Fifth Avenue to have dinner. Walking freely on the streets is a freedom that few rich people enjoy in most poor cities.

But when the rich of the world flock to America to spend their money in relative security, they may in fact be functioning as social parasites on the social contract that America’s rich has established with America’s poor. These wealthy visitors refuse to implement (or are unwilling to see the benefits of) this American social contract in their own countries. As long as America provides them a safe haven, they feel no pressure to replicate a similar social contract in their own societies.

It took a great American philosopher, John Rawls, to describe the real value of this social contract. In his seminal work, A Theory of Justice (which I will summarize crudely), he suggested that the most just societies are those that any rational person would pick under the “veil of ignorance” (that is, without knowing whether he would be the richest or poorest member of the society he chose). Under the “veil of ignorance,” billions around the world would  pick America as their society of choice. They know that even if they landed among the ranks of the very poor, there would be an opportunity for them to thrive. Or if not they, their children would certainly be better off. For most societies, this knowledge of America is not an abstract point. In societies all over the world, people know a compatriot who went to America and succeeded. Vartan Gregorian’s story of his move from Armenian roots in Iran to America, captured so well in his autobiography, The Road to Home: My Life and Times,3 is a story that is probably replicated in many a society around the world.

Hence, the “hope” that America has shared with billions on the planet is not an abstract hope. It has made billions believe for the first time in generations that poverty may not be an eternal feature of their lives. Once this hope becomes real, things begin to stir. It is reasonably well known now that China and India are two large societies on the move. The reasons for these new positive trends are complex. But at least one key reason is that both China and India are beginning to realize the value of meritocracy. The Chinese Communist Party, despite its name, bears no relationship to its Soviet counterpart, which used to be run by aging bureaucrats. Today, the Chinese Communist Party is almost as ruthless as Harvard in its search for young talent to fill key positions. The average age of the Chinese leadership is now among the youngest in the world, a remarkable achievement for a society that venerates age and has hitherto equated age with wisdom. In India, the Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs), of which there are seven, have for decades boldly admitted students on pure ability regardless of class or caste. A simple straw poll of most of the successful Indian entrepreneurs in America will show a huge proportion of IIT graduates. Now many of these entrepreneurs are returning home to India to make a difference. I have no doubt that the single biggest reason why mankind will continue to prosper and flourish in the twenty-first  century will be because the great American practice of meritocracy will increasingly be shared around the world.

American values have influenced the world not just through the demonstration effect of the success of these values in domestic American society. These values have also influenced America’s behavior towards the rest of the world. This is another key reason why America has accumulated a vast reservoir of goodwill in most parts of the world (except perhaps in Latin America) over the past century, as it has been guided often by its own democratic tendency not to conquer or dominate other societies.

My own life would have been quite different if America had chosen to extend, rather than terminate, the European colonial era when America emerged as a major power on the world scene. When I was a young child in the 1950s in the British colony of Singapore, the British Empire certainly appeared to be an eternal feature of our political landscape. My parents took it for granted. Both had migrated to Singapore from India, which had been colonized for a century or more (and, as a result of watching my parents’ generation, I realized that the Indian mind remained colonized by the British long after India received its political independence in 1947). As a child, the national anthem I sang was God Save the Queen (and I can still sing it). We waved the Union Jack when British leaders arrived. We studied British history as though it were ours. When I was six years old, walking to school with a fellow Indian classmate, Morgan, I asked him where he would like to be when he grew up, he said, “London”. “Why London?” I asked. He replied, “Because the streets there are paved with gold.” That’s how deeply colonized we were. The British Empire seemed to be eternal.

Little did I know that already in the first half of the twentieth century, from the days of Woodrow Wilson, America had seeded the ideas and forces that would lead to the end of the Age of Empire. It  is conceivable that European imperial domination of the world could have continued for most of the twentieth century if Europe as a continent had not been exhausted by two world wars. But the American reluctance to join the Europeans in grabbing colonial territories (with the exceptions of the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico) and the psychological pressure America applied on the Europeans to decolonize had a profound impact on world history. It opened new opportunities into the lives of billions, including mine.

There are many great mysteries of history: The huge difference between the European and American waves of history is one of them. When the Europeans broke out of their dark ages, mastered science and technology, launched their industrial revolution, and broke out of the clutches of feudalism with their ideas of liberty and democracy, they were the first to build the greatest societies mankind had seen: providing opportunities to all classes. Yet when they ventured into the rest of the world, they did not share their healthy social values with the societies they colonized. Their goal was to dominate, not to uplift. Democracy at home, empire abroad: Few Europeans saw the contradiction in these two impulses. It helped that they could generate myths that they were on civilizing missions. But their deeds rarely matched their words. Empire was seen as a natural outgrowth of national greatness.

When America burst upon the world in the twentieth century, it could have easily reinforced the European wave of world history by adding a layer of American colonial domination to the European layers. The world would not have been surprised if this had happened. Most Americans had European ancestors. They trace their cultural roots through Europe to the great Greek and Roman civilizations. Americans could have just as easily been seduced by the idea of empire in the Age of Empire. But, fortunately for the world, America was not convinced of the merits of empire. Instead,  America, consciously or unconsciously, peeled off the European layers of world history and in so doing opened the door for billions of non-Europeans to enter the modern world.

Given the enormous contribution America has made towards decolonization and thereby to liberating billions of people, it is puzzling that American chattering classes are now fascinated with the idea of “The Age of the American Empire” as the twenty-first century opens. It is true that some of the writing on this subject has been written by British and Canadian writers. Their argument essentially is that America has become so powerful that it has unwittingly become an empire.

This argument that America is already an empire is deeply flawed. For an empire to exist, you need both rulers and the ruled. The American political system is inherently incapable of running an empire. No empire, not even the relatively benign British Empire, was established without a heavy degree of brutality at the point of colonizing. Most people do not like to be ruled by others. They have to be cowed into submission. The recent painful American experience in Iraq only reinforces this point. With all the military power in the world, America appears incapable of subjugating one medium-sized country in the Middle East because it is incapable of administering the kind of brutal suppression the British applied when they conquered Iraq in 1917. All it takes is for one story of sexual abuse of Iraqi prisoners of war to surface. It becomes front-page news. The American defense secretary and American generals have to spend time defending the behavior of their soldiers and consequently further restrain them. In the good old days of empire, the generals who found innovative ways of subduing the natives by depriving them of their dignity and pride would have been rewarded, not punished. The term “benign empire” is an oxymoron. It will be immensely difficult for America to become a true empire.

More importantly, America may have forever banished the notion of empire because it has changed the whole grain of human history. As a result of the values and principles that Harry Truman and Eleanor Roosevelt embedded into the new international order after World War II, it has become both illegitimate and impossible to create empires today. Illegitimate because current international law does not allow imperial domination. For all their power, neither the Soviet Union nor Vietnam could succeed in their respective efforts to colonize Afghanistan and Cambodia. The Soviet empire crashed for many reasons. One reason was that the people ruled by the Soviet empire no longer wanted to be ruled by it.

To put it simply, the people of the world have changed. They have essentially accepted the American claim that each human being has equal rights and equal dignity. I was born a “British subject” and my family and I happily accepted it then. Today, no people in the world are ready to be “subjects” again, whether it be British or Belgian, Soviet or American. No matter how miserable their condition may be, they still want to be masters of their future. This is why military occupation of any country today is inherently difficult. This applies as much to Israel and Palestine as it does to Syria and Lebanon. It even applies to America and Iraq, even though America is struggling to liberate, rather than subjugate, Iraq.

This inherent American desire to liberate rather than subjugate explains why America has accumulated reservoirs of goodwill even in countries with which it has had painful experiences. Take Japan for example. The Japanese should have ample reason to resent America. They fought and lost a bitter war against America in World War II. Till today, Japan remains the only country in the world to have suffered from nuclear bombs. Hiroshima and Nagasaki were bombed by American planes. All this should have left a deep sense of resentment.

Japan’s geopolitical insecurity and its consequent reliance on American power for its own national security may be one reason why Japan remains friendly to America (even though it would be natural for the two largest national economies to see themselves as competitors). But there is a genuine fondness towards Americans among the Japanese. Some of the fondness comes from an awareness of the longer history of Japan-American relations. The Japanese consider themselves lucky that their first major encounter with a Western power was with America, rather than a European power. Consequently, Japan had a happier experience than most other Asian countries.

Not many Americans have heard of Commodore Matthew Perry, but it is no exaggeration to say that he triggered a chain of events that began and will continue to lift billions of Asians out of poverty. Perry appeared off the shore of Japan with a few gunboats in 1853. This was not unusual. European gunboats had been prowling the waters of East Asia for a century or more, guarding the valuable trade enterprises of European merchants. One of these enterprises was the opium trade, which grew into an epidemic for the Chinese people, crippling their society. When the Chinese resisted the opium trade, the British replied with force in the First Opium War (1840-1842). Following a decisive Chinese defeat, several Chinese ports were opened to British trade and Hong Kong became a British colony. No Chinese today would suggest that China should commemorate the arrival of British gunboats off the coast of China.

The Japanese are no less nationalist than the Chinese. But in the year 2003, several Japanese intellectuals suggested that there should be a ceremony to commemorate the 150th anniversary of the arrival of Commodore Matthew Perry and his American warships. The American embassy demurred, fearing a nationalist backlash against America. However, any objective discussion would have shown that the arrival of Commodore Perry brought nothing but beneficial effects  for Japan. He was not the first Westerner to arrive on Japanese shores. The Portuguese, Dutch, Spanish, and British had all established trading posts there in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and all except the Dutch had either abandoned them as unprofitable or been expelled by the Japanese. The Dutch continued to trade in Japan for 250 years, but they did not try to open Japan to the world in the way that Perry did. Perry was determined that Japan should open itself up to trade. Japan did. The rest is history.

That history has included some terrible missteps, especially in the first half of the twentieth century. But even these may ultimately have had beneficial effects. The Japanese defeat of Russia in 1905 produced the first crack in the European imperial domination of Asia. Jawaharlal Nehru, who led India to independence in 1947, dated his first realization of the possibility of independence for India from British rule to when he saw an Asian power defeat a European power in 1905 in the Russo-Japanese war. Later, the Japanese foolishly tried to emulate the European imperialists in trying to conquer China and Southeast Asia. But even this phase of violent Japanese imperial expansion had one positive effect. When Southeast Asians saw European soldiers being marched away as prisoners of war by the Japanese in World War II, the myth of European invincibility was destroyed. Undoubtedly, the Japanese were far more brutal as colonizers. Their claims to have “liberated” Asia from European colonial rule were not accepted by most Asians. But the Japanese did destroy all prospects for long-term European recolonization of any kind. The acquired deference to Europe had been eradicated.

In some ways, it was ironic that Japan should have been occupied by a Western power after World War II, when it had done so much to smash the European imperial domination of Asia. Fortunately for Japan, it was occupied by America. No period of foreign occupation can be said to be a happy one. But few Japanese have  bitter or resentful memories of General MacArthur’s occupation. For all the pain and humiliation they suffered then, the Japanese also remembered that General MacArthur took pains to set Japan on the right course. And Japan has known nothing but peace and prosperity since then. Commodore Perry and General MacArthur are therefore the two markers of the long Japanese encounter with America. In both cases, the Japanese believed that they benefited. Hence, the reservoir of goodwill towards America.

Let me mention in passing that the Japanese-American period of engagement was also marked by many individual encounters, many of which set the tone for Japanese perception of Americans. One significant encounter took place very early in the relationship.

America has been transferring the “yeast” for East Asians recovery for over a century and it was the Japanese who were the first beneficiaries. After the Meiji restoration triggered by Commodore Perry’s visit, many Japanese began to go overseas to learn from the best practices of the rest of the world. One of the leading early Japanese reformers was Yukichi Fukuzawa. In his autobiography, he told the story of a harrowing voyage he undertook in a Japanese sailing vessel across the Pacific in which he encountered severe storms. The voyage was lengthened. Fresh water supplies began to run out. On this Japanese vessel were a few American sailors who were being returned to America after their boat had capsized near Japan. Some of the junior American sailors refused to accept the restrictions imposed on fresh water use. They took regular baths. The Japanese captain complained to their American captain, Smith, who was also on the same boat. Smith said in a matter-of-fact manner that the Japanese could shoot any American soldier who violated the fresh water restrictions. Most Americans would see nothing truly remarkable in this story. If there were rules, they should be applied equally to all. No human being should enjoy a special advantage by virtue of his birth or the color of his skin.

Yet, it is unlikely that any European power then would have behaved as generously as America instinctively did.

On Hitsujigaoka Observation Hill overlooking Sapporo City, Japan, there is a statue of an American: Dr. William S. Clark, revered as one of Sapporo’s great forefathers and the founder of Hokkaido University. This statue inspires young Japanese every day with Clark’s famous words engraved on his pedestal: “Boys, be ambitious.” In a way more direct than most, Clark brought American ideology to Japan, encouraging them to grow and prosper.

The Japanese therefore know in their heart of hearts, whatever they may say publicly, that overall, the long process of engagement between Japan and America has resulted in Japanese society benefiting. Some Americans are aware that they have made positive contributions towards Japan. However, fewer are aware that America may have made an equally important contribution to the development of China.

Japan was perhaps the first nation in East Asia to appreciate the virtues of America. One of the latest to appreciate these virtues is probably China. China is one of the oldest continuous nations on earth. Chinese civilization has perhaps the richest heritage of any society. For much of human history Chinese society was at least the equal of, if not ahead of, most human societies. But China has wasted many recent centuries in trying to catch up with the West. The twentieth century has been one of the most traumatic in its long national history. Although Mao Zedong made an enormous contribution by reunifying the country and safeguarding China’s independence, it was still true that at the end of his rule, after eight decades of the twentieth century China remained one of the poorest countries on earth.

To China’s good fortune, a great leader emerged to take over the helm after the traumatic years of the Cultural Revolution, Deng Xiaoping. History will eventually recognize him as one of the  world’s greatest leaders, delivering greater improvement to more lives than virtually any other leader. If nineteenth century British utilitarian philosophers had been alive in Deng’s time, they would have said that the concrete benefits that he brought to the lives of a billion people made him the greatest deliverer of “goodness” in world history.

How did Deng Xiaoping decide to move a billion people? Change begins in the minds of men and women. After two traumatic centuries and a rich reservoir of feudal culture (which Mao had diminished but not eliminated), keeping China together would have been an achievement. But Deng wanted to catapult his billion people into the modern world, despite China’s enormous historical disadvantages. He wanted to take the quickest short cut in history. He found the roadmap in America.

When Deng visited America in January 1979, he could have decided to use the absolute control he had over the Chinese media to carefully control the flow of information on his visit. Similarly, he could have chosen to restrict the flow of information on American society. Indeed, until Deng’s visit, the Chinese had been fed a distorted view of American society through the state-controlled media. The images of America shared with the Chinese masses were all designed to reinforce the traditional propaganda that was being put out by all Communist parties, including the Chinese Communist Party, on America. In this propaganda, America was portrayed as a typical capitalist society where large numbers of the poor were exploited by a small, greedy exploitative class of capitalists and where the American people were routinely fleeced by their robber barons. The Chinese were told that China was lucky to have been spared this wretched fate.
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