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Make Way For The Rise Of Asia
A m er ica n s sh ou l dn 't  a ssu m e t h ey 'l l  r em a in  on  t op. T h e wor l d is ch a n gin g, a n d
t h ey 'd bet t er  a da pt .
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Th er e's a  cu r iou s pa r adox  in  A m er ica 's r ela tions w ith  th e r est  of th e planet  th ese day s. Th e

United States h as done m or e th an  any  oth er  cou ntr y  to m ake th e w or ld a  better  place. A sia

especia lly  h as benefited: w h en  Eu r ope dom inated th e g lobe, A sia  w as su bju gated, bu t w h en

th e Un ited States took ch ar ge a fter  Wor ld War  II,  A sia  w as liber ated. Th e U.S.-in spir ed

r u les-based g lobal or der  th at  h as em er ged sin ce h as en abled A sian  econom ies to th r iv e.

A m er ican  u n iv er sit ies h av e tr a in ed h u n dr eds of th ou sands of A sian  policy m aker s, w h o h av e

in  tu r n  u sed U.S. best  pr actices to tr ansfor m  th eir  societies.  Giv en  th is h istor ica l backdr op,

th e Un ited States sh ou ld be r eaping  a  g loba l h ar v est  of good w ill.

Instead, th e cou ntr y 's r epu tation  today  stands a t  a  r ecor d low , and U.S.-tr a ined elites in  A sia

ar e am ong th e cou n tr y 's fier cest  cr it ics.  Th ey  fin d Wash in gton 's cu r r en t incom petence

stu n ning  and ar e pu zzled by  its com placency . Th e U.S. in telligentsia  seem s to believ e th at

g lobal an ti-A m er ica nism  w ill pass w h en  Geor ge W. Bu sh  lea v es th e scen e. In  fact,  th e pr oblem

is far  m or e ser iou s. Th e w or ld h as ch anged and th e United Sta tes h as not. Th e n ation 's

r ela tiv e pow er  is declin ing: accor ding  to th e Wor ld Bank, for  exam ple, th e U.S. sh ar e of w or ld

GNI dr opped fr om  3 1  per cent in  2 001  to 2 8  per cent in  2 006 .

To m ake m atter s w or se, Wash ington 's for eign

policy  h as becom e in com peten t. Take th e Ir aq

War , one of th e m ost disastr ou s A m er ica n

adv entu r es in  h istor y . U.S. elites beh av e as if

th e w ar  w as th e fau lt  of Bu sh , V ice Pr esident

Dick Ch eney  and for m er  Defense secr eta r y

Don ald Ru m sfeld a lone. Yet  th e r ea lity  is

Con gr ess au th or ized th e conflict ,  and few

A m er ican  v oices opposed it .  War n in gs,

inclu ding  th ose fr om  th e U.N. Secu r ity  Cou ncil

an d nu m er ou s fr ien dly  gov er nm ents, w er e

r ou ndly  ign or ed.

Th at th ey  w er e su ggests ju st  h ow  com pla cent

A m er ican  leader s h av e becom e. Hav in g

tr an sfor m ed th e w or ld, A m er ican s toda y  sh ou ld be asking  th em selv es w h eth er  an d h ow  th ey
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too n eed to adapt. Yet  th er e ar e n o sign s th at  th is pr ocess is takin g  place. Wash in gton

continu es to u n der m ine th e United Nations, sacr ifice th e Doh a  Rou n d of tr ade ta lks to pr otect

a  few  A m er ican  far m er s and dem on str ate incr edible in sensit iv ity  to Mu slim  sentim ents

ar ou nd th e w or ld. Th er e is n ot ev en  a  h int  of fr esh  A m er ican  th in king  on  a  r an ge of g loba l

ch a llen ges. A n  India n  academ ic, Pr atap Bh anu  Meh ta , on ce sa id th at  th e differ ence betw een

India  and Ch in a  w a s th at  w h ile India  w as an  open  society  w ith  a  closed m ind, Ch ina  w as a

closed society  w ith  a n  open  m ind. Th e sa m e com par ison  can  be m ade betw een  Ch ina  and th e

United States today . A m er ica 's leader s a r e actin g  like Ch ina 's em per or s did in  th e 1 9 th

centu r y . Th en, Ch in a  fa iled to adju st  to th e r ise of th e West. Today , th e Un ited Sta tes is

fa ilin g  to adju st  to th e r ise of A sia .

A s Wash in gton  h as fou nder ed, A sia  h as com e on  str ong. A fter  9 /1 1 , w h en  th e U.S.

gov er n m en t w as distr acted by  A fgh an istan  and Ir aq, Ch ina  u sed th e w indow  of oppor tu n ity

to bu ild u p r eser v oir s of good w ill in  Latin  A m er ica , A fr ica  a nd especia lly  East  A sia . Its

econ om y  gr ew  at  th e fastest  possible r a te. A nd Beijin g  decided to sh ar e th at  pr osper ity  w ith

its neigh bor s. In  Nov em ber  2 001 , Ch inese Pr im e Min ister  Zh u  Rongji stu n ned th e leader s of

th e A ssociation  of Sou th east  A sian  Nations by  offer ing  th em  an  u n pr eceden ted fr ee-tr ade

agr eem ent (FTA ). Wh en im plem ented, th e FTA  w ill constitu te a  com m on m ar ket of 1 .7

billion  people, w ith  a  com bined gr oss dom estic pr odu ct of $1 .5  tr illion  to $2  tr illion .

Meanw h ile, tr ade flow s betw een  Ch ina  a nd oth er  A sian  sta tes h av e becom e th e fa stest

gr ow ing on  th e plan et. A t  th e end of th e cold w ar , Ch ina 's tr ade w ith  Japan  tota led ju st  $1 6

billion ; w ith  Sou th  Kor ea , $3 .8  billion , a nd w ith  India , $2 6 0 m illion . In  2 005 , th e ta lly  w ith

Japan  h ad h it  a  w h oppin g  $2 1 3 .3  billion ; w ith  Sou th  Kor ea , $1 1 1  billion , and w ith  India , $2 0

billion . Hav ing  spen t 5 0 y ear s a fter  Wor ld War  II as th e ar en a  for  th e w or ld's biggest  w ar s,

A sia  is now  con tr ibu ting  m or e to th e incr ease in  g lobal pr osper ity  th an  an y  oth er  r egion .

Mor e im por tant, it  is a lso exper iencing  a  m assiv e explosion  in  cu ltu r a l confidence. Th is h elps

expla in  w h y  cou ntr ies su ch  as Ch ina , In dia , Sou th  Kor ea  an d V ietnam  ar e m ov ing  ah ead so

r apidly .

Th e big  qu estion  now  is w h at kind of r ole can  th e United States play  in  A sia 's r en ew al? U.S.

u niv er sit ies continu e to ch u r n  ou t dy na m ic new  A sian  elites, and A m er ican  bu sinesses ar e

taking  adv antage of n ew  oppor tu nities th er e. Yet  ev en  th ese r oles ar e in  danger .  A

pr otection ist  m ood is sw eeping  acr oss th e United States, and A m er ican  leader s a r en 't  teach in g

th e pu blic th e dan ger s of su ch  sentim ents. Instead, A m er ican  polit icians ar e on ce aga in

bending  to th e pr ev a iling  polit ica l w in ds by  th r eatening  leg isla tion  aga inst  Ch in a 's

su pposedly  u n der v a lu ed y u an. Th e pr oblem  is not th e y u an; it  is A m er ica 's lack of

com petit iv en ess.

For  too lon g, A m er ican s h av e assu m ed th at  th eir  nation  w ou ld a lw ay s r em ain  th e w or ld's

str on gest  and need n ot adapt to th e r est  of th e g lobe. It 's h igh  t im e to abandon  th a t  belief.  Th e

United States w ill n ot  a lw ay s be exception al. Indeed, in  som e senses, it  n o longer  is.  Its

econ om y , like oth er s, w ill h av e to ch ang e if it  is to m eet th e ch a llenges of g lobalization . Both

its w or kin g  an d m iddle classes w ill h av e to r etool to com pete. A m er icans sh ou ld stop

pr etending  th at  th ey  ar e im m u ne to pr essu r es for  ch an ge. Instead, th e United States sh ou ld
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lear n  to beh av e like a  n or m al cou ntr y . Lu ckily , pr agm atism  is a  tr adit ion al A m er ican

v ir tu e; r igh t n ow  th e n ation  needs a ll it  can  get.

Mah bu bani is  dean of Singapore's  Lee Kuan Yew  School of Public Policy and the author of the

forthcoming book,"The New  Asian Hemisphere: The Irresistible Shift of Global Pow er to the East."
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