PACIFIC PROSPECTS

THE HALF-EMPTY BASIN

by James Clovis Clad

was born in New Haven, Connecti-

cut, scarcely a year after World

War II ended, a child of the G.I.

Bill that financed my father’s edu-

cation at Yale. Soon afterward my

parents moved to California, taking
me along at the tender but obliging age of
two years. My earliest memories therefore
hang on Pacific horizons—glimpses of
beach cliffs from toddler’s eye-level just
above the back seat of a 1940 Ford.

Westward movement was to become
the constant of my life, a journey ever far-
ther into what we now call, with practiced
ease, the ‘‘Asia-Pacific.” My family pulled
up stakes after my father died suddenly, and
my mother ventured yet farther from her
roots in Westchester County, New York.
She took us to another New World land
having another recycled Old World name.

New Zealand became our new home.
My three younger sisters, all California-
born, and I trekked off to school in blazers
and ties, carrying hockey sticks and cricket
bats. We each went on to have careers in
Asia and the Pacific, in my case as a diplo-
mat and journalist,

Grappling successively with Malay and
Tagalog, Chinese and Hindi, I have lived,
worked, and (at times) run for my life in
Asia during the last 20 years. Watching the
wash of money, I have spent much time
writing about Asian economies, trudging
through more financial and trade data than
I ever thought digestible.

Now living once more in America, I
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look back perplexed at this maze of experi-
ence, loyalty, and afhnity. I feel more at
home in Southeast Asia’s tropical cities
than I do in Washington, D.C., where I now
live. Even New Zealand’s antipodean flag—
a Union Jack facing a red-starred Southern
Cross in a field of deep Pacific blue—still
elicits emotions close to those stirred by my
native country’s broad stripes and bright
stars. As much as anyone, I feel plausibly
well primed for the coming ‘“Pacific Cen-
tury.”

There is just one problem: I don't be-
lieve in it. To be more precise, I distrust the
hyperbole surrounding this heavily antici-
pated era-to-be. That immense economic
changes have occurred in some countries
riparian to the Pacific cannot be denied;
that these necessarily portend a chummy,
free-marketeering “region” reaching from
Mexico to Thailand and preeminent in the
world is by no means settled.

Such dissent may strike many as need-
lessly cautious, even a bit mean-spirited. It
certainly runs counter to nearly three de-
cades of sedulous insistence that in the
huge expanse of Asia and the Pacific Rim
there exists very much (with apologies to
Gertrude Stein) a “there there.” Rather
than tilt foolishly against the incontrovert-
ible evidence of Asian success, however, I
would simply urge more circumspection. If
my picture of the Pacific region-to-come is
less glamorous than that of Pacific
Centurians in the business and academic
communities, it is, I think, more plausible.
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At the very least, it leaves
room for surprises, failures,
and reversals of fortune.

ounding a tardy rev-

eille to America’s

slumbering national
consciousness, the U.S.
House of Representatives’
Ways and Means Committee
conducted a workshop in
June 1988 to discuss the
East Asian competitive
threat. Qut of these sessions
- came a report entitled “East
Asia: Challenges for U.S.
Economic and Security In-
terests in the 1990s.”

The document opens by
announcing that “it has be-
come commonplace to say
that the world is on the
verge of a Pacific Century.”
It then proceeds to survey
East Asia’s commercial dy-
namism, concluding that all
the financial and technologi-
cal indicators now show the
“fulcrum of world business activity increas-
ingly shifting toward East Asia.”

The congressional report added yet
more paper to an already sizeable moun-
tain of books and articles dealing with East
Asian success. For over a decade, books
such as Ezra Vogel’s Japan As Number One
and Kent Calder and Roy Hofheinz, Jr’s
Eastasia Edge have focused on East Asia’s
export-oriented policies, especially those of
Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan. Other ti-
tles have emphasized the motivated and
skilled workforce in those countries, or
their characteristically close business-gov-
emment linkages. Still other articles and
books dwell on thrifty habits which subor-
dinate the instant gratification of consum-
erism to the discipline of saving and long-

The Pacific Basin, merging the economies and cultures of the Occi-
dent with those of the Orient, is a notion as bewildering to some as
it is attractive to others. Painting by Nagatani/Tracey.

term investment. Add to all these widely
celebrated virtues yet another ingredient—
the receptivity to foreign investment dis-
played by the smaller East Asian econo-
mies—and you have the makings of a
breathtaking success story.

The numbers cited to support the story
are indeed impressive. During the last 20
years, annual growth rates in Hong Kong,
Japan, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore,
South Korea, Taiwan, and Thailand have
only rarely slipped below five percent; in
the light industrial and service economies
of Hong Kong and Singapore, the rates
have sometimes surpassed 10 percent dur-
ing the last decade.

The longer view is just as compelling.
Since the 1960s, the Japanese, South Ko-

WQ WINTER 1992

71



PACIFIC PROSPECTS

rean, and Taiwanese economies have aver-
aged some 7-9 percent annual growth in
. gross domestic product (GDP). Manufac-
tured exports have long achieved preemi-
nence if the export “spread” of these econ-
‘omies, and they are now doing so in
tropical Southeast Asia, where an equally
_impressive spread of commodities, ranging
from oil to rubber, adds to the export pro-
file. Per-capita income has soared. The mid-
dle classes have grown. Industrialization
 has accelerated. And now even Western-
style consumerism is booming.
' Much writing about the Asia-Pacific in
America puts a strong, even alarmist em-
phasis on the competitive challenge posed
by Asia, particularly by Japan. But growing
attention to the trade success of so-called
newly industrialized economies (NIEs) has
also spawned books and articles anticipat-
ing an inconceivably rich region-in-the-
making, one from which America stands to
gain if it becomes a shrewder, more deci-
sive player. The notion of an impending if
still inchoate Pacific Region also picks up
speed from books of the “gee-whiz” genre,
including Joel Kotkin and Yoriko
Kishimoto’s The Third Century, which de-
scribes America’s transformation into a Pa-
cific country.

Optimism about a new Asian-Pacific era
received a strong boost during the Reagan
era, when confidence in pure market meth-
odology soared. The economic dynamism
in East Asia reflected, for some, the Univer-
sal Truth of market capitalism and the abid-
ing wisdom of free trade. James Riedel of
Johns Hopkins University has described
how the “superlative performance” in East
Asia, “combined with the relatively poor
record of other countries adhering more
closely to inward-looking policies,

[prompted] a ‘new orthodoxy’ in develop-
ment economics”—an orthodoxy which
Riedel says amounts, “in essence, to main-
stream, neo-classical economics.”

Whatever their emphasis, nearly all ac-
counts of the looming Asian-Pacific era
carry a heavy economic accentuation. This
bias also colors the popular treatment in
press and film about the impending “Pa-
cific Century.” “Western companies will
have to hurry to catch up in Asia,” says a
breathless but illustrative piece of prose in
the October 7, 1991, edition of Fortune
magazine.

It is easy to be dazzled by the parade of
figures. After all, nearly all the graphlines
plotting the growth of East Asia’s GDP, capi-
tal flows, direct foreign investment, trade
volumes, air-passenger miles, cross-Pacific
business migration, banking, trade sur-
pluses, technological prowess, or telecom-
munications show ballistic trajectories. Be-
cause the point of intersection of these
lines lies in Asia or, more generally, within
the Pacific Basin, the resulting web pro-
vides conclusive evidence that an epochal
region is in the making, one which will
have the same effect on world history as the
Mediterranean once had on the late medi-
eval world.

Or so the argument goes. In support of
such views, we often hear that the overall
volume of foreign trade among countries
bordering the Pacific now exceeds the vol-
ume exchanged among those riparian to
the Atlantic. Intra-Asian trade is also rising.
More anecdotally, we learn from State De-
partment officials that the volume of tele-
phone traffic between the United States and
Malaysia has grown by 69,000 per cent
since 1975. With such figures, the case, ap-
parently, is made.

James Clovis Clad is a senior associate at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in Wash-
ington, D.C. A former diplomat in the New Zealand foreign service and a journalist for the Far Eastern
Economic Review, Clad is the author of Behind the Myth: Business, Money, and Power in Southeast
Asia (1989). Copyright © 1992 James Clovis Clad.
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But do dynamic growth patterns, on
their own, make for an automatic regional
temperament and inevitable association?
As far as I can tell, they do not. I cannot
equaté what is happening around the Pa-
cific Rim to the wide, full-bodied civiliza-
tions or cultural coherence of Europe or
North America.

The more thoughtful Pacific Centurians,
such as Mark Borthwick (who directs the
U.S. National Committee for Pacific Eco-
nomic Cooperation in Washington, D.C.),
accept that incremental politics among the
Asian-Pacific countries must fashion this
- diffused economic achievement into a truly
regional reality. But even a glance at the
extent and record of existing pan-Asian in-
stitutions suggests we must drastically scale
down our expectations.

For an area to which the world’s center
of gravity has already shifted, East Asia is
puzzlingly slow to behave regionally. Far
fewer regional organizations exist in East
Asia than elsewhere on the globe. Those
with real influence are fewer still, while
those with even a hint of supranational au-
thority do not exist.

Because Pacific Rim optimists ground
their argument in commercial affairs,
Asia’s lack of serious transnational eco-
nomic institutions is telling. No mecha-
nisms even remotely similar to the Euro-
pean Commission exist in Asia. The North
American free-trade association between
Canada and the United States remains light
years ahead of Asian economic collabora-
tion. Whether in financial matters or in
broader commercial concerns, regional
collaboration in East Asia remains fitful.

or almost 25 years now, the six-na-
tion Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (known as ASEAN and
grouping Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the
Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand) has
been promising ever more ambitious re-

gional economic collaboration. The results,
as I recently argued in Behind the Myth:
Business, Money & Power in Southeast Asia
(1989), have been disappointing. I am not
alone. Most descriptions of ASEAN focus
on what the group has not achieved. As vo-
cal as the six member nations have been
about the importance of their association,
their intragroup trade amounts to no more
than 17 percent of their total external trade.
Take away large, single-deal saies of oil and
rice, and this drops below 10 percent.

Much is made of ASEAN'’s clout in trade
diplomacy. Yet “the ASEAN countries have
been free riders,” as the economist R. J.
Langhammer writes, referring to their habit
of “receiving concessions negotiated by
[bigger countries] rather than by their be-
ing equivalent negotiators” in the interna-
tional trade system. Numerous ASEAN
plans for industrial complementarity have
gone nowhere. Likewise nearly all the
grouping’s joint industrial projects. In De-
cember 1987 the ASEAN heads of govern-
ment (who have managed to meet at sum-
mit level just three times in 25 years)
announced plans for a trading community
by 1995. Next to nothing has happened.
Similar plans to be implemented by the
year 2000 won endorsement this year from
ASEAN foreign ministers meeting in Kuala
Lumpur. It might be unwise to bet on any
real outcome.

The Manila-based Asian Development
Bank (ADB) remains one of the oldest pan-
Asian groupings. It has over 40 members,
including the United States. Proud of its po-
sition as the world’s richest regional multi-
lateral financial institution, it also remains
one of the world’s most hidebound and bu-
reaucratic organizations, criticized by its
own staff as “intellectually sterile.” Over
the years, the bank has been used most suc-
cessfully by Japanese construction and
heavy-industry contractors who garner new
contracts through its aid projects.
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Private business groupings in Australia,
East Asia, and North America are the more
. vocal and diligent exponents of the coming
era-to-be. Most prominent among them are
~ the Pacific Basin Economic Council

(PBEC) and the Pacific Economic Coopera-
tion Conference (PECC). After years of
.maneuvering, the diplomats have re-
“sponded by creating, in November 1989, an
even wider group, the Asia-Pacific Eco-
nomic Cooperation (APEC) initiative.

APEC groups the United States, Canada,
China, Japan, South Korea, Australia, New
" Zealand, and the ASEAN states as well as
Taiwan and Hong Kong. Yet APEC to some
appears as a loose and woolly forum re-
plete with task groups and committees su-
perimposed upon the insubstantial and
more narrowly regional fluff of ASEAN.
Discussing the shadow battles among these
acronyms, a business editor in Singapore
cites an old Chinese adage: “Hollow drums
make the most noise.”

Most pan-Asian organizations, other
than environmentalist groups, steer well
clear of such hard issues as runaway demo-
graphics, creation of a customs union, free
movement of labor, or rationalization of
such services as air and shipping lines. Only
collective efforts to address such problems
would mark the emergence of a truly em-
bryonic region.

lthough cultural explanations for

some of East Asia’s success stories

have recently become fashionable
among writers stressing the implications of
pan-Pacific migration, the possibility that
culture might serve as a glue for our com-
mon Pacific Destiny receives far less atten-
tion. Several factors account for this timid-
ity. Throughout East Asia, the linguistic,
migratory, and commercial trends appear
to show as much divergence as conver-
gence. As the Australian writer William
O’Malley observes, “Culture has not been
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popular in recent years in explanations of
development. Culture, after all, is a soft
concept, neither easily pinned down nor
absolutely distinguishable in its workings.”

True enough, but the almost organic
“fit” of Northeast Asian institutions with
business and export policy has attracted
much interest. For example, the Confucian
explanation for Northeast Asian success has
received convincing support from journal-
ists and academics.

As a code of social conduct stressing
ethics and hierarchy, Confucian principles
exert most influence in the societies of Ja-
pan, Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Chi-
nese-dominated Singapore. The family it-
self becomes a guiding metaphor for
political and economic relationships within
the wider society. Respect flows upward
from the youthful to the old, and from fe-
male to male.

Marry this system to the ingrained, con-
sensual habit within powerful bureaucra-
cies and (the theory goes) we soon reach a
point where, as Chalmers Johnson says of
Japan, “the state needs the market and the
private enterprise needs the state; once
both sides recognized this, high speed
growth occurred.” Yet O’Malley and other
commentators are rightly skeptical about
any deterministic Confucian causality run-
ning effortlessly from the cultural milieu
straight to export-orientation and on to gov-
ernment-guided, corporation-led economic
success.

The Confucian temperament, moreover,
animates only the northern angles of the
Asian-Pacific arc. Southeast Asia’s many
cultures display Buddhist, Hispanic Roman
Catholic, Hindu, and Muslim influences.
Yet this diversity may count less than a
common Southeast Asian habit of patrimo-
nial commerce. Traditions inimical to in-
digenous technological innovation flourish
in Southeast Asia, coexisting comfortably
beside often dizzying economic expansion.
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The two phenomena are not incompatible.
The dynamism of the world economy
(rather than Southeast Asia’s own dyna-
mism) has delivered Southeast Asia’s suc-
cess:- Outsiders’ markets, outsiders’ ideas,
outsiders’ capital, and outsiders’ skills still
account, in large part, for the economic
“miracle” in Southeast Asia, much as they
have for nearly five centuries.

Despite hopes for the transfer of tech-
nology, the dependence of Southeast Asian
economies upon foreign skills has never
been greater. Efforts to lift the technologi-
cal competence of local

attached to the world’s fastest-growing
economies in the 1980s: Singapore, Hong
Kong, South Korea and Taiwan.” Sanger
reports that there was once much talk
about the Little Dragons soon “replicat[ing]
the success of postwar Japan, a goal that
always seemed ... over-ambitious. Now,
none of the four is so new anymore, and
growth rates, while still impressive, are not
likely to see the pace of the 1980s return.”

Many of the Southeast Asian nations
have something else in common: a highly
secretive business culture, in which public

“populations earn little
praise—as surveys of Japa-
nese and Korean managers
based in Southeast Asia re-

“veal. Major projects remain
turn-key in nature, and re-
source extraction and com-
modities still account for a
large percentage of foreign
earnings. The value-added
in much of Southeast Asian
production comes to far less
than in Japan or South Ko-
rea. This technological gap
within Asia is growing
mightily.

Indeed, signs abound
that the ‘“‘easy’”’ phase of
Southeast Asian growth may be ending. In
the October 13, 1991, edition of the New
York Times, correspondent David Sanger
describes how footloose foreign investors
are now seeking less costly places than Sin-
gapore to conduct their assembly opera-
tions. One remedy: develop “growth trian-
gles” involving adjacent areas in Malaysia
and Indonesia, which both have cheaper la-
bor and raw materials. Singapore would
supply managerial expertise.

“Singapore is hardly alone in facing
these problems,” Sanger says. “They echo
throughout the ‘Four Dragons,” the name

In Shanghai, a billboard advertises a video system that few main-
land Chinese can afford. The economic dynamism of the Asia-
Pacific may not offset abiding political obstacles to regionalism.

and private interests mix as effortlessly as
the shuffled halves of a deck of cards. The
habits of Southeast Asia’s rulers rest upon
centuries of experience by petty kings and
sultans, who levied tolls on river or sea-
borne commerce. Governance in countries
such as Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philip-
pines, and Thailand still mirrors these pas-
sive wealth-generating habits.

To dismiss this as “corruption” misses
the point. Patrimonial politics are inter-
twined with protected monopolies for fa-
vored cronies. Those so privileged carry dif
ferent names in each country: Indonesians
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call the local Chinese middlemen benefit-
 ing from patronage cukongs. In Malaysia,

- the word fowkay is more often heard.
» The Malay scholar Shaharuddin Maaruf,
in his 1984 book The Concept of a Hero in
Malay Society, has scathing words for the
type of ruler exemplified in his country’s
‘past and still honored today. “Among the
negative ideals of the dominant Malay
elite,” Shaharuddin says, “is the love of
gain, the desire to get rich at all costs, a
. craving for material comfort and easy liv-
_ing, regardless of ethics.”

Even in India, the phrase baboo-neta raj
(literally “‘bureaucrat-trader rule”) sums up
both a type of economy and a frame of
mind just as prevalent among Southeast
Asian nations. The only difference is what
economists call a far better “efficiency fac-
tor” among the latter: Most investors in
Thailand or Malaysia face a one-time, fac-
torable cost of corruption, not continuing
demands on the purse.

These practices are not simply hiccups
in an otherwise smoothly running capitalist
engine sweeping all before it across East
Asia. In his recent book, God's Dust: A Mod-
ern Asian Journal, Tan Buruma addresses a
wider, more perplexing set of “cultural”
questions. In Asia, Buruma explains, “mo-
dernity came from the outside, imposed by
or imported from an alien world.” Discuss-
ing eight countries, he describes how the
apparent modernity in Asia may disguise as
much as it reveals. Most of East Asia’s West-
ern admirers see the window dressing of
central-business-district modernity adorn-
ing Kuala Lumpur, Bangkok, Seoul, or doz-
ens of other Asian cities. But the rhythms of
commerce, and the unobserved decision-
making which determines its conquests,
have no convincing parallel with what we
find familiar. For example, during the 1980s
governments in Malaysia, Indonesia, and
elsewhere in Southeast Asia privatized
many of their public corporations, a move
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that won praise from the Western business
press. Yet the effect was rarely to widen the
ambit of “popular capitalism” by spreading
share-holding throughout the population.
On the contrary, insider advantages favored
the politically powerful, reinforcing their
position. “Crony privatization” might be a
better description of what really happened
in these countries.

Just as we must qualify such words as
privatization, so must we ask whether “en-
trepreneurship” or the “market economy”
mean the same thing to Asians as they do to
Americans or Australians—or, for that mat-
ter, whether they mean the same thing to
all Asians. Clearly, they do not. Japanese
and Koreans make little effort in private to
disguise their contempt for the “soft” cul-
tures to their south; the Northeast Asians
recognize free riding when they see it.

Beyond such intraregional cultural dif-
ferences lie larger issues that run counter
to a fully shared Pacific Identity. Examine
the varying interpretations given to the
word “democracy” and “human rights,”
for example. In the August 27, 1991, edition
of the Los Angeles Times, Jim Mann de-
scribes a sharp dividing line between Euro-
pean and American dismay over human-
rights abuses in Burma (and in other Asian
countries such as Indonesia) and attitudes
among Asian countries. Most Asian leaders
fear and resent Western moves to devise a
doctrine justifying intervention in a coun-
try’s domestic affairs if minimal standards
are not kept. Japan more often tries to
equivocate rather than take a position on
these questions.

Early in 1991, the European Communi-
ty’s foreign ministers collided with their
ASEAN counterparts over the Burmese
leadership’s disgraceful human-rights
record. This disagreement reflects a sharp
divide over the permissibility of criticizing
even the most repressive Asian regimes.

In Asia, economic and political plural-
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ism do not necessarily go together. Con-
sider Thailand, which enjoys an altogether
too benign image in the West. In 1991, the
Thai military overthrew a corrupt but dem-
ocratie government. The Thai generals are
perfectly content to deal with Burma’s rul-
ers. With Rangoon’s acquiescence, Thai
generals connive in logging the remaining
stands of Burmese tropical timber. Many
among the Thai military happily traffic in
endangered species of wildlife, despite in-
ternational conventions against such trade.
They also traffic in heroin, and for more
than a decade they have been indifferent to
. the Khmer Rouge’s controlling and terror-

izing a string of camps housing Cambodian

refugees along the Thai-Cambodian border.
All of this coexists perfectly well with Thai-
-land’s economic miracle.

s these and other examples show,

the Asian-Pacific region contains a

mixture of confusing or counter-
vailing trends. We see liberalizing econo-
mies but few truly liberal political systems.
We also see persistent ethnic strife and
authoritarian temperaments. Beneath the
easy slogans of common economic pur-
pose lie old enmities. Koreans of whatever
allegiance distrust Japan. Chinese
hegemonism is feared throughout South-
east Asia. Unresolved territorial disputes re-
main an irritant, while ethnic separatism
still plagues a wide swath of territory from
Burma to eastern Indonesia.

Many southern Thais remain Malay
Muslim in orientation and identity, resent-
ful of Thai overlordship. Some of the East
Timorese forcibly incorporated into Indo-
nesia during 1975-76 still resist Jakarta’s
occupation, while ethnic Melanesian sepa-
ratists continue a lonely struggle in the
western half of New Guinea which passed
in 1963 into Indonesian sovereignty. The
Malaysian state of Sabah remains disputed
by the Philippines. None of the claimant

countries to islands in the South China Sea
accepts the others’ claims. Hostile armies
face each other on the Korean peninsula,
always a hair-trigger’s pull from war.

In far too many “miracle economies,”
deep social conflicts could quickly elimi-
nate our confidence that the East Asians
are securely on track. Even in the best
years, ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia re-
mit billions of dollars to outside havens in
Perth, Vancouver, San Francisco, and other
favored abodes. Just one serious anti-Chi-
nese riot in Malaysia—say, a repetition of
the May 1969 Kuala Lumpur distur-
bances—would puncture Singapore’s bub-
ble of confidence. Similar anti-ethnic Chi-
nese pressures exist in Indonesia.

Diplomatically, the ASEAN countries
wonder how to contain Vietnamese dyna-
mism after Hanoi’s reintegration into the
world economy. Taiwanese separatism
could become a flashpoint in Taipei's ties to
Beijing. Centrifugal tendencies are on the
rise in south and west China. Australia and
New Zealand are having Eurocentric sec-
ond thoughts about the desirability of their
East Asian future, as resentment against
Asian immigrants and investment rises.
And these are only some of the obvious po-
litical question marks hanging over East
Asia and the Pacific.

ut aren’t such difficulties likely to be
smoothed over as economies be-
_ come more diversified and as Asians
fan out along the Pacific Rim? Writers such
as Norman Palmer chart a “mounting tide
of contacts among officials, businessmen,
professional people, scholars, students,
tourists and others [which] is reaching new
heights with every passing year.” After all,
China now deals routinely with South Ko-
rea, while Vietnam could soon re-enter
world commerce.
T would still argue that this range of peo-
ple-to-people contact owes more to the
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globalization of Asian economic interests
- and less to an emerging regional mentality.
~ Choice of language, choice of tertiary edu-
cation, choice of popular culture, choice of
intéllectual inspiration—all these still point
‘Westward. Indeed, one of the more damag-
ing rebuttals of the touted Asian-Pacific
regionalism is the very narrow appeal that
Japan or South Korea have for the privi-
‘leged youth of the rest of Asia. Despite huge
investment by Northeast Asian firms
throughout Asia, the lifestyle preferences of
urban youths in Asia (including Japan and
" South Korea) remain fixed on American or
European trends. Nor do Asians (other than
poor migrant workers) clamor to move
into Northeast Asia’s homogeneous and of-

ten xenophobic societies. In Southeast Asia, ~

both capital and the cream of cosmopoli-
tan-minded people (particularly ethnic Chi-
nese) head instead for havens in Europe,
Australia, and North America.

Pacific regionalists counter by saying
that the creation of Asian migrants’ en-
claves in Vancouver (now known among
some Canadians as “Hong-couver”), Perth,
or Los Angeles simply adds to regional mo-
mentum. Watching the gathering reaction
to Asian migration and its isolation from
the rest of the host economy in countries of
migration, I am not so sure.

Because the Japanese understand re-
gional limitations far better than Americans
do, their trading houses and firms have
played a better hand in their Asian-Pacific
investments. Japan’s Confucian mix, its
convergent governmental and corporate
policies, and its geographical proximity to
the rest of Asia all “work” within an envi-
ronment which, moreover, has one im-
mense, extra benefit—American security.

If we take Japan's heavy emphasis on
domestic economic rehabilitation, its im-
pressive capital and research investment,
and its careful cultivation of external mar-
kets during the past 45 years, it should not
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really surprise us that Japan has become
the preeminent trading partner and source
of direct investment in all but a very few
Asian economies.

The extent and pace of Japanese invest-
ment in countries as far apart as Pakistan
and Australia have attracted much atten-
tion since the yen dramatically appreciated
against other traded currencies after 1985.
Yet several earlier phases of Japanese in-
vestment had also made a mark: Beginning
in the 1950s and '60s, the Japanese invested
in natural resources and fisheries. In the
1970s, this emphasis shifted to investing in
consumer durable manufacturing, espe-
cially in motor transport, for the domestic
Asian markets. Some labor-intensive indus-
tries also moved out of Japan into other
Asian locales to export their product to the
North American and European markets.

Now Japan's grip is well cemented.
Throughout Asia, Japanese influence ex-
tends into commercial banking, real estate,
resorts and hotels, and into more sophisti-
cated assembly operations. Given such
trends, does this ascendancy by Japan pre-
figure the shape of things to come—a new
and improved version of Tokyo’s hoped-for
Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere,
with Japan, of course, at the center?

t is here that we must confront an im-

portant question: What exactly is our

region-in-waiting? Is it, in the widest
sense, the “Asia-Pacific” including South
Asia? Or the “Pacific Rim”? Or perhaps
East Asia without North America? Or even
a narrower slice of East Asia without the
Russians at the north or the Australians,
New Zealanders, and assorted Pacific is-
landers at the southern extremity? If it is to
be the “Pacific Rim,” should we err on the
side of inclusiveness, and bring in Mexico,
Peru and Chile? Why not all the South Pa-
cific microstates? And what about Burma?

This is not merely an academic exer-
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cise: The future direction of APEC, PBEC,
and other Basin organizations turns on
such questions. Much energy goes into
wrangles over which country comes next, if
at all, into APEC. The United States favors
the inclusive approach. So also, for the
time being, does Japan. But others want a
stiffening of the East Asian backbone and
eschew a woolly, Pacific-wide grouping em-
bracing English-speaking settler nations,
transplanted European Latins, Polynesians,
Andean Indians, and Mexican Latinos. To
some Asian nostrils, such inclusiveness car-
ries an unpleasant, mongrel scent.

Those who feel this way would position
the six ASEAN nations as the core of an
“East Asian Economic Caucus’ within
APEC. They would expand their caucus to
include Japan, South Korea, and China, but
would exclude the North Americans,
Australasians, the Latin Americans, and
others such as Papua New Guinea.

A lot of heat arises from this debate, but
it receives little mention in even our major
metropolitan press. The small slice of offi-
cial Washington that pays attention to the
matter is grumbling more and more audi-
bly over the behavior of Mahathir
Mohamad, Malaysia’s prime minister and
chief proponent of the Palefaces-Out
School. Mahathir is the author of the cau-
cus notion (itself a spin-off of a plan for an
altogether separate East Asian grouping);
before the United Nations General Assem-
bly in September 1991, he asked whether
“racist” reasons might lie behind Washing-
ton's objections to his plan. This was an in-
teresting reaction from the premier of a
country that institutionalizes separate treat-
ment for non-Malays and other ingeniously
defined “indigenous people.”

Quite apart from diplomatic tempests, it
is hard to discount the enthusiasm many
Americans show for a coming Pacific Cen-
tury, and harder yet to predict the conse-
quences of such zeal. Not surprisingly,

Samurai businessman: All the talk about Pacific
regionalism, some skeptics say, is only a cover
for Japan’s economic ambitions.

American West Coasters, geographically
distant from the conceits and preoccupa-
tions of effete easterners and living chock-a-
block with Asian migrants, feel much more
acutely the tug of the transpacific promise.

This, in itself, has a long history. At the
beginning of the 20th century, a number of
California railroad magnates, newspaper
proprietors, and West Coast politicians es-
poused the notion of a continuing west-
ward destiny. “The Atlantic is the ocean of
the past,” declared Los Angeles developer
and railroad man Henry Huntington in
1912, “Burope can supply its wants; we
shall supply the wants of Asia.” With chang-
ing demographics and rising transpacific
business, the West Coast’s peculiar tone has
grown even more optimistic. David Rieff, in
his recent urban profile, Los Angeles: Capi-
tal of the Third World, captures this promo-
tional fervor in the words of a California
political consultant:
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“...Business looks to the Pacific here.
They know that’s where the real growth is
going be in the 21st century. With Europe
uniting, they’ll have everything they need,
whereas Asia....” His voice trailed off.
“Did you know there are a hundred mil-
lion middle-class people in India?” he
asked me.

In rethinking my own Pacific journey, I
have tried to understand why we in the
United States have become so receptive to
the vague goal of a Pacific Century. We
have, I think, partly because of West Coast
enthusiasm and partly because of our anxi-
eties about economic decline and competi-
tiveness. Partly, too, we yearn for the stabil-
ity of clearly defined regions in a time of
unnerving change, when the very notion of
national sovereignty is coming under sharp
challenge. But I also believe we are now in
a bit of a typically American muddle.

Large numbers of articulate Americans
now pretend that they do not, after all, in-
habit a relatively new settler nation that
owes its creation and abiding temperament
to European expansion and European
ideas. Like it or not, in public discourse, in
attitudes to authority, or in notions of aes-
thetic appreciation and justice, we are still
children of the Occident. And that is just as
true of Australia, Canada, and New Zea-
land, where similar soul-searching is going
on. (In more complicated ways, Latin
American nations are having to find their
own identities in relation to the Old World;
few, if any, see the solution to their search
in the Pacific horizon.)

Ultimately, I find, in my own journey
home, a uniqueness to America that I
would not like to see lost. Our urge to dip
into the Pacific Basin is, after all, rather an
old idea, driven by the dynamic of west-
ward expansion and Manifest Destiny. But
to discard the ““Atlantic” and to embrace
instead the “Pacific” results only in further

misunderstanding about our special place
in the world. As Daniel Hamilton and I re-
cently argued in the Washington Quarterly:

[T]remendous possibilities of leverage
await the United States: Despite talk of
U.S. decline, the nation remains the prin-
cipal partner for both Europe and Japan.
It retains better ties with each than they
do with each other. Americans find them-
selves courted by Europeans to join an
“Alliance of the Occident” against the eco-
nomically menacing Orient. At the same
time, the Japanese and Northeast Asians
talk about Nichibei, or a type of condomin-
ium in association with the United States
that will dominate the world economy. Ei-
ther way, the broker is being wooed.

The broker should continue to keep his dis-
tance from both suitors. If we are primarily
Western in outlook, we are Westerners who
can turn our national visage in more direc-
tions than any other Western country. But it
is quite enough for us to recognize East
Asia’s competitive challenge, to learn from
it what we can, and to do our best to en-
courage the security and prosperity of the
Pacific nations; we need not buy into the
notion of the Pacific region as our salvation
and future.

Placing too much credence in the Pa-
cific Century could even distract us from
addressing problems at home-—rebuilding
our infrastructure, educating our young, re-
training our workforce, paying off our huge
national debt. (Is it really wise to keep ex-
pecting the Japanese to underwrite the U.S.
deficit?) Basin fever could also interfere
with efforts to forge regional ties with our
closer neighbors to the north and south. It
would be foolish indeed, for the sake of a
dawning Pacific Century, to abandon the
idea of a new American Century, in a more
inclusive, continental sense of the phrase.

By all means, applaud the Pacific mo-
mentum, but steer clear of the propaganda.
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