
by John Shaw

T
hose in the Bush administra-
tion and the U.S . Congress
who believe America's stand-
ing in the world will be

improved by a refined foreign policy
message or an aggressive public
diplomacy campaign should talk to
Kishore Mahbubani, Singapore's for-
mer ambassador to the United
Nations. Or they should read his
enlightening book,"Beyond the Age
of Innocence : Rebuilding Trust
Between America and the World ."

Mahbubani, a member of
Singapore's Foreign Service for more
than 30 years, believes that the United
States has done enormous good for
the world, but that it must change key
policies if it hopes to regain the
respect and admiration it earned in
the decades after World War II .

In an interview with The
Washington Diplomat, Mahbubani
praised America for its remarkable con-
tributions to the world, especially in the
past 60 years. "America changed the
grain of human history. When it emerged
as a great power after the Second World
War, it could have behaved as other great
powers have behaved throughout histo-
ry. It could have colonized and con-
quered . But it did the exact opposite . It
created a global system which allowed
other nations to grow and thrive .That's
very unusual behavior for a great power ."

Mahbubani said America has given
the world an important array of gifts : a
contagious sense of hope and optimism,
remarkable technological advances, a
commitment to the rule of law, and a
belief in the idea of meritocracy.These
gifts, he said, have improved the lives of
hundreds of millions of people and have
inspired nations across the world.

However, at the end of the Cold War,
America made an "awesome strategic
error-it decided to behave like an ordi-
nary country," the former diplomat said .
"With the end of the. Cold War,America
basically told the world: `You take care of
yourself. We're tired of bearing the bur-
den . We're going home. That process of
disentanglement created many of the
problems today," he said .

"There is a perception out there that
America has become disengaged .This
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Afghanistan to fend for itself and the
Taliban eventually emerged as the
dominant force there and allowed .
the country to become a. haven for
Bin Laden."One of the controversial
points I make is to suggest that the
roots of 9/11 is America's decision to
walk away from Afghanistan,"
Mahbubani said.

The recent U .S.-led wars in Iraq
and Afghanistan have created striking
visual images of the United States at
war in an Islamic country, he added,
and the continuing resistance ofBin
Laden has bolstered his stature in
the Islamic world.

Mahbubani argues that globaliza-
tion, which was propelled by U .S .
technology, has played a huge role in
the expansion of virulent forms of
Islam . "Globalization facilitated the
flow of a conservative brand of
Islam throughout the world," he
said."The conservative arabization of
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sense of solidarity among the 1 .2 billion
Muslims who once lived in mostly dis-
tinct and separate communities.

Soft-spoken and precise, Mahbubani
said he enjoyed his career on diplomacy
but now relishes his academic work. He
is helping to create a new institution as
the dean of Lee Kuan Yew School of
Public Policy in Singapore, which draws
students from Asia and across the world .

He is also beginning to sketch out a
book that is close to his heart :Asia's
increasingly important role in the world .
"The big story of the 21st century is the
re-emergence of Asia," he said . "The big
challenge forAsians in the 21st century
is that the Asian economies will take off,
but the governments and regulatory
institutions must keep, pace with the
economic growth ."

Mahbubani is also keenly interested in
America's relationship with China . He
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John Shaw is a contributing writer for The Washington
he said. "No one comes close when you consider the num- Diplomat.
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