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		“Written with grace, knowledge and humor, [Reid’s] book is a sympathetic Baedeker to the Japanese way of life. It is well worth reading for that. Not many foreigners have been able to fit in so well with their neighbors.”

		—The New York Times Book Review
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		The Other Miracle

		WE TOOK A JET PLANE TO THE NEXT CENTURY.

		When our thoroughly American family of five moved from the wide-open spaces of Castle Rock, Colorado (population 7,600), to the noise, rush, and crush of teeming Tokyo (population 27,600,000), we knew that we were in for a long journey, in more ways than one. The trip itself seemed endless—it took two taxis, four buses, two airplanes, one train, one subway, and more of those assembly-line meals on little plastic trays than I care to remember. Our flight to Tokyo took off in July and didn’t land until August. While this was actually just a quirk that came from crossing the International Date Line, we all felt as if we’d been traveling for a month or more when the jet finally came to a stop at Narita International Airport. Still, we didn’t realize how far we had come until we got settled in Asia and began to look around.

		For a family that had previously considered it fairly exotic just to cross a county line, the prospect of moving to a vastly different culture had an element of adventure to it. Ever since my bosses at The Washington Post had asked me, a few months earlier, to take over the paper’s Tokyo bureau, we had been eagerly studying the life skills that we would need in our new home: eating soup with chopsticks, washing at the public bath, greeting people with a polite bow, taking a child’s temperature in Centigrade, and so forth. But on that August afternoon when we finally landed at Narita and took our bearings, we felt deflated. The place looked depressingly ordinary. It was an airport, after all, a vast sea of concrete with planes from United and Northwest and British Airways tooling around and people with big orange fans in each hand guiding the planes to their parking spots. In the terminal, there were crowds of travelers and lots of signs, primarily in English, leading us to Customs, Baggage Claim, and the like. The PA system was broadcasting announcements in English as well. For this we packed up all our belongings and traveled halfway around the planet? We’ve been here, we thought. We’ve done this.

		Fairly quickly, though, it became clear that this wasn’t just another airport—or at least, not an airport like the ones we knew back home. Those workers out on the tarmac, guiding the planes, pumping fuel, unloading luggage, weren’t dressed in the standard jeans and T-shirts; they wore neatly pressed gray uniforms, maroon neckties, and white gloves. And when our jet successfully steered up to the landing gate and came to a stop, the entire uniformed crew lined up on the tarmac beside the plane to give us a deep, respectful bow of welcome. As for the signs and PA announcements in the terminal, they were in English, but not the sort of English we knew back home. The first poster we spotted, just inside the door at International Arrivals, said, “Welcome to Here!” We found this friendly, if a little strange. When we boarded the shuttle bus to get to the train station, a chipper tape-recorded voice welcomed us again, in English, and said, “We hope you enjoy your life on our bus.” Friendly, but a little strange. My favorite sign, on the wall of the Narita Airport train station, had a delicious ambiguity to it: “We are glad you could come in Tokyo,” it said. Was this just a mistaken English preposition, or something more suggestive?

		Over the next few weeks, as we adjusted to life in the new land, we found many more indications that Asia really was the distant and different place we had imagined. The countryside really was marked by patch after square patch of pale green rice shoots rising from the paddy fields beside bamboo groves swaying gracefully in the breeze. A couple of times I saw farmers in round-brimmed straw hats bending over the rice crop, knee-deep in mud—an image straight out of my junior high world geography text, circa 1960.

		As we settled in Tokyo, and began traveling to Osaka, Seoul, Singapore, and the other major cities of East Asia, we relished the sights and smells and flavors that seemed to match our expectations for a place called The Orient. We bought fried octopus and roasted ginkgo nuts on the street. We rode that notorious commuter train out of Tokyo’s Shinjuku station—our kids called it the pancake train—where polite conductors with white gloves really do push you onto the train, jamming three hundred riders into a car built to seat fifty. In almost every big city we found impossibly crowded, noisy, bustling, fragrant, and delicious Asian bazaars—tightly jammed collections of tiny shops, stands, or handcarts stacked with goods, with runners in rice-straw hats weaving through the crowds, pushing wagons filled with fresh fish or bunches of bananas or color TV sets or cases of sunglasses or massive burlap sacks full of rubber bands.

		These places were incredibly fun and colorful—and great shopping as well. On Petaling Street in the old Chinese section of Kuala Lumpur, I bought not one but two solid gold watches for a total price of $8. Genuine Rolex, too—the salesman told me so. In the marvelous Nandaemun Market in Seoul, where youthful waitresses slithered through the crowded alleys with five lunches, on five separate trays, stacked neatly on their heads, some guy sold me a brand-new pair of Nike Airs—a $180 pair of running shoes—for $15. As he pocketed my money, the salesman decided to come clean. “Actually, they’re not really brand-new,” he told me, in a half whisper. “Actually, they’re not really Nike, either.”

		BUT FOR ALL THE SIGHTS and sounds that came straight out of the textbooks and the travel guides, we also found something, in East Asian countries in the 1990s, that we hadn’t expected. We found ourselves smack in the middle of a fundamental shift in world history—a basic realignment of global stature and political power that will change the way the world has worked for the past five hundred years or so. To use a phrase we heard time and again, we found ourselves in the Asian century.

		Anyone who spends some time in Shanghai or Singapore, in Taipei or Tokyo, can see and feel the new era emerging. Whether we like it or not, the familiar world order we have all grown up with, a world dominated and controlled by the nations of Western Europe and the United States, has come to an end. Today, the countries of East Asia consider themselves just as important as the traditional Western powers. They think they have just as much right as Americans and Europeans to run the United Nations, the World Bank, the Red Cross, the Olympics, and all the other international organizations that have always been the preserve of white Westerners. After centuries of indoctrination from Christian missionaries and education in Western universities, the Asians now argue that they have valuable lessons to teach the rest of the world.

		And they’re right

		By the simplest measures-size and wealth—the Asians already outrank the West. East Asian nations have more people than the West They have more money, too; of the three richest countries on Earth, as measured by total output, or gross domestic product, two are in East Asia. (The United States has the highest GDP, followed in order by Japan and China, with Germany and other Western European democracies trailing behind.) The Western media paid enormous attention to the currency crises and economic disasters that hit some East Asian countries in the late 1990s. From reading this coverage, you’d almost think that Asia’s economic growth was over, and that the Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, Malaysians, etc., were going to revert to their traditional role as water bearers and rickshaw pullers for rich whites. This is evidently an appealing notion to some people in the West—but it is wrong. Even after the series of crises that began in the summer of 1997, almost every East Asian country continued to record higher economic growth rates than the Western powers. Even after years of recession, Japan still has the largest foreign currency reserves in the world—which is an economist’s way of saying that they are sitting on about $200 billion of our money. The world’s second-biggest stash of foreign currency is in Taiwan.

		The economic and political transformation that has turned East Asia from a bystander to a major player in global economics and politics has been studied and chronicled and heralded under various grandiose titles: the “East Asian miracle,” the “Asian renaissance,” the “Asian ascent,” the “Rising East.” Not surprisingly, business and government leaders in East Asia like all these terms. But the one they seem to prefer for this reshaping of the globe is the “Asian century,” embracing the belief that the twenty-first century will be the time when East Asian countries use their wealth, population, and power to stand equal—at least—to the Western nations that have run the global show for so long.

		There’s a certain logic to the claim that we are about to enter an Asian century. The timing is right, for one thing. The Asian “economic miracle” began in the closing decades of one century, and despite the setbacks of the late 1990s in some Asian nations, it will reach full flower in the first decades of the next one. For another, the end of the twentieth century marks the end of Western colonialism in Asia. On July 1, 1997, with less than three years remaining in the twentieth century, Great Britain returned Hong Kong to China. That left just one last sliver of Western colonial rule on the Asian continent. And on December 20, 1999, this last remaining colony—the enclave of Macao, across the Pearl River delta from Hong Kong—will revert from Portuguese to Chinese control. That means Asia will enter the twenty-first century free of foreign governors—for the first time in five centuries, Asia will be fully Asian.

		The financial and political aspects of the Asian century—the story of the East Asian financial miracle and the ups and downs of Asian economies—have been the topics of many reports, studies, and books. This is not one of them.

		This is a book about a different miracle. It’s about another way of looking at the vaunted Asian century. For what my family and I noticed most as we traveled around this newly industrialized, modernized, and prosperous part of the world were social, not economic, indicators. We found a general state of civility, of stability, of public safety. We found, in short, what has been called East Asia’s social miracle. This other miracle is probably more important, and certainly more instructive, than anything the Asians have achieved in the economic sphere.

		By many of the standard measures of successful societies, the nations of East Asia have been extraordinarily successful: They have the safest streets, the strongest families, and the best schools in the world. To wit:

		CRIME

		The rates of murder, rape, kidnapping, assault, mugging, robbery, and theft in almost all Asian countries are vastly lower than the comparable rates in most of the rest of the world. In the late 1990s, the United States experienced a fairly remarkable drop in rates of violent and property crime; murders in the United States, for example, dropped from about 25,000 annually in 1993 to 19,600 in 1996. But even at these reduced levels, the per capita rates of violent crime in the United States are ten, twenty, in some cases one hundred times as high as those in the nations of East Asia.

		There are murders, rapes, and robberies in Asian societies, but these events are much rarer than in the West. The “ordinary” precautions that have become part of daily life in the United States—bars on the windows, case-hardened locks, car alarms, staying inside after dark—aren’t necessary in Asia.

		In some cases—Singapore and China spring to mind—the Asian nations have achieved peace on the streets through draconian police measures: offenders may be beaten or locked away for years for minor offenses. But most of East Asia has managed to maintain admirably low crime rates without an overwhelming police presence. In Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Taiwan, and Indonesia, the ratio of police to private citizens is much lower than in the United States. Criminal sentences are generally more lenient The number of people in prison, as a percentage of the total population, is much smaller. And yet the rate of crime is lower than in any Western nation.

		DRUG USE

		One of the reasons for the low crime rate in East Asian nations is the low rate of narcotic abuse. The percentage of addicts in the population is far lower than in Western nations, and thus the rate of drug-related crimes is lower as well.

		Historically speaking, the crackdown on drugs is a fairly recent phenomenon. Asians have long been growers and users of opium and other narcotic plants. The traditional Chinese word for “drugs,” in fact, is a compound of the character for “grass” and the character for “pleasure,” suggesting that ancient China understood opium thousands of years ago. But today the old traditions of drug use persist only in a few areas, including the region on either side of the Thai-China border.

		As with other forms of crime, the low rates of drug use result from heavy-handed police work in some Asian countries. Anybody who has flown into Singapore’s airport will know this; as the plane nears touchdown, the flight attendant makes the arrival announcement: “We will soon be landing in Singapore. Please put your seat backs and tray tables in the full upright position, and please remember that anyone caught bringing drugs into Singapore will be sentenced to death.”

		But in most of East Asia, the main reason for low rates of drug use lies with the people, not the police. They have decided not to tolerate drugs, or drug users. We lived in Japan during the fervent “sa-kah boomu,” or soccer boom, when the entire nation seemed to be crazy about the sport of soccer, and world-class soccer players were treated as matinee idols throughout the archipelago. (The American influence is so strong in Japan that the Japanese have adopted the American name, soccer, for a game that is called football in most of the world.) Perhaps the height of this fascination came when Japan qualified for the 1998 World Cup finals, and a series of practice matches was scheduled between Japanese teams and the veteran World Cup players from Argentina. When it was announced that the Argentine national team was coming to Japan, every ticket for every game sold out within minutes. Then, just days before the series was to begin, Japanese immigration authorities announced that the greatest Argentine soccer star, Diego Maradona, would not be granted an entry visa. He had been convicted of drug use a few years earlier, and nobody who has a record of drug convictions can be admitted to Japan—no matter how strong his crossing kick.

		In a huff, the other Argentine players announced that none would play if Maradona was not admitted to the country. The Japanese stood firm; so did the Argentines. The long-awaited series was canceled. The national sense of disappointment was palpable. And yet, the Japanese media and fans overwhelmingly supported their government. “I was really looking forward to that game,” said the famous TV commentator Chikushi Tetsuya, holding up his now useless ticket on his evening news show. “But soccer games won’t do us much good if we let ourselves become a society that tolerates illegal drug users.”

		FAMILY

		Marriage: Once two people marry in Asian societies, they are a family. And family is a such a powerful concept that Asian couples are much more likely to stay married than couples in the Western democracies. Japan probably has the highest divorce rate of all the East Asian countries (I say “probably” because the official statistics on such matters are foggy in some parts of the region) but still ranks well below Western nations on this score. About 16 percent of marriages in Japan end in divorce; the figure is close to 50 percent in the United States and around 30 percent in most countries of Western Europe. In other East Asian countries that report family statistics, fewer than 10 percent of married couples seek divorce.

		As with crime, this is a function more of social attitudes than of law. Divorce is legal in all the East Asian countries and is generally easy to achieve, if the husband agrees (a legacy of the traditional notion that a man should be free to leave the wife when he wants to but a woman is not free to leave her husband without his consent). But couples don’t split up. This is not because every Asian marriage is made in heaven; rather, couples feel a responsibility to make a union work as well as possible. Maintaining a stable family is still considered something of a duty owed to the society as a whole.

		Those who do get divorced tend to be ashamed of it, which is the key reason people don’t do it. In Japan, a man or woman who is divorced is known as a batsu-ichi, which is to say, “a one-time failure.” I’ve never met anybody in Japan who was divorced twice, but my unabridged Japanese dictionary says that such a person would be a batsu-ni, or “a two-time failure.”

		Millions of Americans had an opportunity to view the culture gap in attitudes toward marriage one evening on the Larry King show. It was “Japan Week” on Larry King Live!; the talk show host and his wife had traveled to Tokyo to focus on America’s most important Asian ally. On his first show from Japan, Larry’s guest was a highly respected Japanese newscaster, Tamaru Mizuzu. Tamaru-san had been invited on the show to discuss recent developments in Japanese politics. As is his custom, King did almost no research before the taping, about either the topic or the guest (he told me later that this no-preparation rule makes him a better surrogate for the audience when the tape is rolling).

		For that reason, King was visibly stunned when the Japanese political analyst walked onto his set, just seconds before shooting was to start. Tamaru Mizuzu is a gorgeous woman, partial to elegant designer suits cut well above the knee so as to favor her long, perfect legs. Larry King took one look at this beautiful woman and her beautiful legs and forgot all about Japanese politics. “Well, Tamaru, uh, how’s the social life here in Japan?” he asked. “A woman like you, must have a busy social life.”

		Now it was Tamaru-san’s turn to be stunned. She has reasonably good English, and had in fact practiced a few English sentences—about the political situation in Japan—before coming to the show. But this totally unexpected turn of events threw her completely off kilter. “Well, I, ummmm, uh, ummm, I …” she stammered, groping for something, anything, to say in response to this off-the-wall question.

		King tried to help out. “Oh, I’m sorry, Tamaru,” he said graciously. “You must be married, right?” This question threw the Japanese newscaster into deeper despair. “I was umm, umm, umm, uh—” was the only answer she could produce. “Oh, Tamaru, I get it,” King went on in his peppy, casual way, slipping a thumb under his suspenders. “You’re divorced, right?” This was clearly the worst question of all from Tamaru-san’s point of view. She flashed red with undisguised anger, and spat out a reply that essentially ended the interview: “I’m not talking about that” King quickly turned to another guest and asked about U.S.-Japan trade friction.

		I joined Larry King and his production team at a restaurant after the taping, and it was clear that this veteran interviewer was concerned about the painful glitch in the interview he had just conducted. “What happened with Tamaru?” he kept asking. “I mean, hey, I really didn’t mean to set her off like that” I explained that Tamaru-san was in fact divorced, that she had been criticized for selfishness in the fan magazines when she broke up with her husband, that this was considered a serious detriment to her broadcasting career, and that it was embarrassing for a Japanese person to talk about such a thing. “That’s so strange,” King replied. “Why would she make such a big deal out of a divorce?”

		King then introduced me to his wife, Sherry, noting that they had only recently wed. I learned later that she was Mrs. Larry King number six. Larry and Sherry were divorced shortly after the visit to Japan.

		Children: If marriage is deemed to involve fundamental responsibilities, parenthood is considered even more important In East Asian countries, virtually every child is raised in a family with two parents; grandparents, aunts and uncles, and other relatives are frequently living in the same home, although that pattern is changing somewhat as populations become more mobile. But the conviction that every child deserves a mother and a father at home remains solid.

		This, too, is borne out in statistics. There are few broken homes in Asian societies, and almost no births out of wedlock. In the United States, somewhere between 30 and 35 percent of all babies are born to single mothers. In the countries of Western Europe, the figure ranges between 20 and 25 percent

		In East Asia, 1 percent (or less, in several countries) of the babies are born to single mothers. This is not to say that every Asian family is ideal. But just about every Asian family is a complete family. The social problems that seem to be connected to a high rate of broken homes—crime, social stress, and dire economic straits for single mothers—are not problems for Asian societies.

		EDUCATION

		It’s not easy to say whether one school or one education system is better than another in every academic area. But some fields of learning are fairly universal. When it comes to math, science, and geography, children are being taught essentially the same facts and formulas in every country on Earth. And in the areas of education that can be compared, the public schools in East Asia almost always turn out to be the best on Earth.

		A joint study by the national departments of education in twenty-six nations in 1996 compared schoolchildren’s performance on standardized tests of math and science. Here are excerpts from the results:
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		EQUALITY OF WEALTH

		The traditional image of Asian countries—and the one I held before we moved there—was of overwhelmingly poor societies: city dwellers starving in the streets and farmers slaving to raise barely enough rice to feed a family, while a tiny clique of well-connected magnates lived behind barbed-wire fences in ornate mansions. Today, those scenes can still be found in parts of East Asia. But for the most part, the Asian countries are building a huge middle class, in which most people have about as much as everybody else.

		Japan has been the model; when Japan became a rich country, it did so in ways that spread the wealth broadly and evenly. In opinion polls today, more than 90 percent of the Japanese people describe themselves as “middle class.” In the other “high-performing Asian economies” the economic boom has also been broadly distributed. “The HPAEs are the only economies in the world that have sustained high rates of growth while simultaneously reducing the gap between rich and poor,” a World Bank report says. (In Chapter 7 of this book, we’ll see some of the ways this has been achieved.)

		You can legitimately question whether equal distribution of a nation’s wealth is a sign of social success. The American dream, in economic terms, at least, has generally been the dream of enormous success—not of making as much money as everybody else but rather of getting really rich. And that dream has been one of the key reasons for the dynamism and resiliency of the United States over the decades. On the other hand, the egalitarian distribution of wealth, and the resulting sense that everybody is getting a relatively fair shake, is surely one of the reasons that Asian countries have civil and stable societies.

		THIS, THEN, IS EAST ASIA’S SOCIAL MIRACLE: the world’s lowest rates of violent crime, theft, and drug use; strong, stable families with low rates of divorce, and virtually no single parents; public education that tests out as the best in the world; a broad sense of equality that gives almost everybody a stake in the society and thus helps assure, for the most part, safe and peaceful living conditions. To me, it’s a miracle that is more important than the economic miracle, and one that seems less susceptible to cyclical ups and downs. Even as the region has become modernized, industrialized, Westernized—as rock ’n’ roll, L. L. Bean, Starbucks, and Schwarzenegger have become part of daily life in the East—that fundamental social stability has not wavered.

		During the years of rapid economic growth in East Asia, crime and divorce rates held steady—a fairly predictable result, from a Western point of view, because our own experience generally holds that social tensions decrease when the economy is strong. What is interesting in the Asian experience, though, is that even in bad economic years, crime and divorce remain low. To the extent you can judge from government statistics, South Korea, Malaysia, and Japan saw virtually no increase in crime rates or in the number of broken homes during that tough period in 1997–98 when they underwent serious economic trouble.

		In December of 1997, six months after the first wave of currency crises hit East Asia, I went to Japan with a film crew from the Arts and Entertainment Network to make a documentary about Asian financial troubles. (It’s called The Story of Money and is coming soon to a TV set near you.) Because time and funds were in short supply, A&E had decided to restrict its filming to one country; Japan was picked because it had experienced both economic boom and bust (and because the members of the film crew were dying to travel to Tokyo to get their hands on the latest video equipment, which hits the market in Japan about six months before it comes to New York). What I remember from that trip is the poor producer pulling his hair out every morning because it was so hard to find any sign of the economic disaster that Asia was supposed to be suffering. Everywhere we looked in Japan, we saw calm and order. We saw well-dressed people in late-model cars moving through their normal lives, going to work, shopping, strolling hand in hand through the parks. “Where’s the recession?” the producer kept asking me. “Where are all the homeless? Where’s the social breakdown?”

		I used to wonder about those questions myself when I lived in Japan. In the mid 1990s, when the country was already in the depths of a long, severe recession, I arranged an interview with the director general of Japan’s national police agency—in effect, the national chief of police, the boss of every patrolman and precinct captain in the whole country. I sat on a cracked vinyl sofa in this serious gentleman’s small, unpretentious office, while an “office lady” in a blue uniform brought a small pot of green tea. As the police chief and I sipped our lukewarm tea, I asked him whether crime rates had increased in the wake of the economic downturn. The answer, in a word, was “No.” “We’ve seen a gradual decline in crime over the past twenty years or so, and during the past two years this decline has continued,” the chief told me. He was eminently polite, as Japanese social custom demands, but he was obviously astonished that anyone could ask such an ignorant question as mine. I grew defensive. “Well, see, in our country,” I said, trying to explain, “we generally find that crime goes up when the economy turns sour.” The chief seemed generally perplexed by this. “Ah, yes, I see,” he said, but I could tell he really didn’t.

		The conversation was equally perplexing to me. That a recession leads to increased crime, divorce, and social disorder seemed elementary. But this Japanese crime fighter was telling me that crime and other social problems were not a function of economic conditions. As far as he was concerned, there was some other factor driving Japan’s admirable social statistics. And as I traveled around East Asia and asked similar questions of police chiefs, government officials, scholars, and taxi drivers in other countries, I found that they all agreed with the Japanese police chief. There was a reason for Asia’s social miracle, but it wasn’t the economic miracle. Rather, the explanation lay in something deeper and more permanent than a spurt in gross national product.

		These Asians told me that it all came down to two words: moral values.

		All over East Asia, people told me that there is a set of shared beliefs, sometimes called the Asian spirit or Asian values, passed down over the millennia in Oriental societies and still assiduously taught and promoted today. What are these values? You could devote volumes to that question, and in fact much of this volume will attempt to identify “Asian values”—what they are, where they come from, and how they are transmitted in modern times. For the time being, though, we’ll rely on the comments of some Asian experts:

		Ogura Kazuo, a senior diplomat in Japan’s Foreign Service: “The Asian spirit involves discipline, loyalty, hard work rather than inheritance as the key to entitlement, long-term investment, a focus on education, esteem for the family, concern for the collective harmony of the group, and control over one’s desires.”

		Fei Ching-han, head of a Taiwanese think tank: “The strong points of [Asian] civilization lie in diligence, emphasis on education, and a philosophy of life that stresses self-improvement and self-reliance.”

		Kishore Mahbubani, a Singaporean diplomat who has spent a good deal of time in America: “East Asian societies are by no means universally harmonious. They have their share of family and social breakdowns. But, relative to most societies in the world, they are disciplined and cohesive. Social order prevails. The deep value placed on family in Asian societies is not easily erased.

		“Family cohesiveness is not always an unmitigated blessing. It breeds nepotism. But it does generate, relatively speaking, greater social harmony.… the fundamental lesson that Asia can provide to the United States here is that societies can be better off when some boundaries of individual freedom are limited rather than broadened. The resultant increase in social and communal harmony in turn can be liberating for the individual.”

		NOT ONLY DO the East Asians tend to agree on their core values, they also agree, for the most part, on where these values come from. The Asian spirit is commonly traced back to a series of ancient books known collectively as the Chinese classics, or the Confucian classics.

		It’s an audacious argument: East Asians act the way they do at the dawn of the twenty-first century because of a few basic precepts laid down by a Chinese sage who lived at the end of the fifth century B.C. Kung Fu-tzu was a minor government official in the province of Lu—and also happened to be one of the great moral teachers of all human history. He was a thinker and philosopher so important that the Jesuit missionaries who traveled to the Orient in the sixteenth century honored him with a Latin name: Confucius.

		There’s something almost hopelessly romantic, hopelessly Oriental, about this notion of a purely Asian culture that dates back to an influential teacher 2,500 years ago and survives to this day essentially intact. A lot of Western experts on Asia laugh at the concept. In fact, though, there’s nothing exclusively Asian about the idea. Other cultures around the world share the belief that ancient truths can have contemporary impact. The Western tradition that is said to underlie our modern democratic, individualistic, free-market societies stems from the teachings of Socrates (a figure similar in many ways to Confucius) and from the Judaeo-Christian Bible, some parts of which date back just as far as the old Chinese classics. If Solomon, Socrates, and Saint Paul still hold sway in the Western cultural sphere, it doesn’t seem so far-fetched to suggest that the Eastern world draws its core lessons from a teacher who walked the dusty streets of rural China two millennia ago.

		The idea that ancient Confucian teachings directly affect modern Asia has been employed by many analysts, both Asian and Western, who have attempted to explain East Asia’s striking economic success in the last twenty years of the twentieth century. Among several explanations offered for the East Asian economic miracle, one of the more common was the suggestion that the secret to Asia’s new wealth lies in Confucianism—or what is sometimes known as Confucian capitalism.

		This line of analysis has been influenced by the work of the famous German sociologist Max Weber. Weber set out, around the dawn of the twentieth century, to understand why it was that the countries of northern Europe—England, France, Germany, Holland—had led the world in industrialization and acquired global colonial empires, while their neighbors in southern Europe lagged behind. Weber’s answer was to become one of the most important ideas in the history of sociology: the Protestant Ethic. He argued—and here I will seriously simplify a dense and often obscure essay—that the ethical principles of the northern European Protestant faith spawned capitalism, and with it industrialism, which provided both the need and the wherewithal for the creation of global empires. It was not location, or weather, or racial characteristics, or simply good luck that made the difference for northern Europe, Weber theorized. It was culture.

		Contemporary scholars trying to figure out why the world’s most recent economic miracle took place in East Asia—and not, say, central Africa or South America—sometimes suggest that the answer in this case, too, is culture. The argument is that a sort of Confucian ethic helped breed Asia’s late-twentieth-century transformation from ragged to rich. (There’s a delicious irony to this theory, because Max Weber, in his last major book, The Religions of the East, argued that Daoism and Confucianism would prevent the development of capitalism in Asia.) This idea has been argued in several recent books, and it will not be reargued in this one. But just to give the flavor, let me quote from one of the most persuasive advocates of the Confucian ethic theory, the Princeton historian Gilbert Rozman:

		
			“This-worldly” in its orientation, Confucianism teaches individuals of both high and low birth to strive for success in their lifetime and in the long-term interests of their direct descendants. One need not reconcile oneself to one’s current lot in life, it says.… Education is for everyone. Moral cultivation can be expected to pay rich dividends.

			In this environment, families could anticipate that hard work, savings, study, and attention to market opportunities would improve their standing in society. Such circumstances fostered a competitive and, within understandable premodern limitations, an entrepreneurial spirit.

		

		In much the same way, the ancient teachings of Confucius have been cited time and again by East Asians to explain the region’s low rates of crime and family breakdown and relatively high level of economic equality and social civility. That is, a “Confucian ethic” in these societies has helped them escape some of the intractable social problems that have plagued the developed countries of the West. If this theory is true, it could be of enormous importance to Western countries; if they would embrace these Confucian values themselves, problems like crime and family breakdown might be ameliorated.

		If this theory is true … But is it?

		The argument that ancient Confucian teachings have contributed to a sort of Pan-Asian value system that explains East Asia’s current economic and social success is an intriguing one. It’s tempting, too. It takes all the complexities involved in a fundamental shift of global power—a shift that is certain to take place as we enter the Asian century—and reduces them to a bumper sticker: “Confucius Did It!” The stark simplicity of this theory is particularly appealing to an author who, like me, hopes to explain East Asia’s social miracle to Western readers. (“Well, Mr. Reid, we have thirty seconds left before the commercial break, so just tell me quickly what your book is about.”) But like many other neat little sound bites, the theory has many flaws—so many that it’s going to take a whole chapter of this book (Chapter 9) to discuss them all.

		I’VE SPENT A LOT OF TIME over the past few years trying to figure out why the East Asian countries have such admirable social statistics. But when we first arrived and settled in, we didn’t have much time for these deep questions. The only thing that mattered was that this social miracle touched us—it influenced our daily life, for the better.

		Although we were living in the heart of one of the largest cities in the world, we learned to live without fear. Or perhaps I should say that, over time, we forgot to be afraid. We forgot to worry about what might happen if a strange person started walking behind us on an unknown street after dark. We forgot to keep a constant eye on our luggage when we set it down in the airport or bus station. When we went bike riding, we forgot to carry that big, heavy Kryptonite lock we always used back home. We acquired a basic confidence that the members of our family, even the smallest ones, could go anywhere in a massive city without worrying about crime. And this made a fundamental difference in the way we led our lives.

		I used to think of this almost like one of those good news—bad news jokes. The good news was, our American family had found a teeming inner-city neighborhood where our kids could walk the streets, day or night, without fear—a place that was virtually free of violence, theft, drugs, even graffiti. The kids left their expensive mountain bikes out in front of the house every night, unlocked, and we never lost one. (Actually, one did disappear for a while after our middle daughter left it unlocked at school; as it turned out, the local policeman picked it up, looked up our registration number, and called us to come get it.) In our city neighborhood, we were never once awakened at night by the scream of somebody’s car alarm. There weren’t any car alarms in our neighborhood. No need for them.

		That was the good news. The bad news was, to find this idyllic city neighborhood we had to move across the across the Pacific and take up residence in Japan.

		To state the obvious, I think it is fundamentally wrong that an American has to travel overseas to get that feeling of safety. We should have been able to find a safe city neighborhood in our own country. I now feel that we have a basic right as human beings to live without fear: to walk down a street or jog through a park at night without the cautious glance over the shoulder, to leave a mountain bike—or a car, for that matter—on the street outside the house and know for sure that it will still be there the next morning. In some inchoate way, I may have felt this basic right to live without fear before we moved to Asia. But now, having come back home from an almost completely safe society, I feel it more strongly.

		To know that crime might happen at any time, to take reasonable precautions against it, to warn our children over and over that they shouldn’t trust strangers—all that is part and parcel of our daily life back home, as I believe it is for most Americans. But now I know it need not be.

		I can almost pinpoint the moment when I realized that standard American city precautions need no longer be part of our daily life. It was a Tuesday night, not long after we had arrived in Tokyo. At the dinner table, our fourth-grader, Rate, announced happily that next Saturday she was going to Tokyo Disneyland with her new pal Watanabe Mariko. “Just the two of us,” she said proudly.

		Katie was so excited at the idea that it was impossible for a parent to do anything but smile and say “Sounds great!” But my wife and I exchanged one of those meaningful glances that asks “Are we going to let her do this?” After dinner, we started thinking it over.

		Just the two of them? To Tokyo Disneyland? But that’s a ninety-minute trip one way, we thought. The girls would have to ride three different trains to get there, three more coming home, and stand around in all those big stations waiting to change trains. And they were ten years old.

		Trying to conceal my concern, I called Mariko’s mother.

		“Oh, yes, how nice to talk to you,” she said. “I understand our girls are going to Tokyo Disneyland together.” “Are you going with them, Watanabe-san?” I asked. “Why, no,” the mother said, with a tone in her voice that mingled surprise and confusion. “Okay,” I responded. “Then I’ll ride out there with them on the trains, and bring them back.” Mrs. Watanabe was clearly puzzled. “You’ll ride with them?” she asked. “Why?”

		WHY? I wanted to shout at this dense woman. Why? Because they’re two ten-year-old girls, that’s why! Because you’re going to have them travel ninety minutes each way, through a teeming urban center of 27 million strangers, and they won’t come home until after dark, and they have to change trains at three different crowded stations, and who knows how many strange men might be hanging around in those stations, and t​h​e​y​m​i​g​h​t​g​e​t​r​o​b​b​e​d​o​r​m​u​g​g​e​d​o​r​r​a​p​e​d​o​r​s​o​m​e​t​h​i​n​g!

		But then I started thinking about her question. Why? Why should I have to ride on the train with my ten-year-old? As long as the girls knew which trains to take—and Mariko was evidently a veteran of trips to Tokyo Disneyland—there was nothing to be afraid of. This was a society where you did not have to live with the fear of crime, where you did not have to worry when two ten-year-olds set off to travel all day around a city of 27 million people. So yes, in the context of daily life for the Watanabe family—and for every other family in Tokyo—Mrs. Watanabe’s question was perfectly sensible. Why would I need to ride the train with these two girls?

		After that I began to take a closer look at the society we had moved to. It wasn’t a perfectly safe haven from crime and violence. But it was close.

		There is crime in Japan. If you can believe the police figures, Japan’s version of the Mafia, known as the yakuza, has far more members than organized crime in the United States (or in Italy, for that matter). People get murdered in Japan every year, although a good share of them seem to be yakuza members knocked off by members of rival gangs. Women get raped in Japan as well, and children have been kidnapped. Every twenty years or so, Japan has been confronted with violent terrorists. While our family was living in Japan, a crazed religious cult murdered seven people by releasing poison gas on the Tokyo subway. This would have been shocking and terrifying in any country. To make things worse, the Japanese police were warned in advance that this poison attack was coming but botched the effort to stop it. Even after this frightening event, it took the police six weeks to round up the perpetrators and shut down the cult. During that six weeks, we were afraid.

		But in statistical terms, these serious crimes are rare events, compared with what happens in the rest of the world. There are about 7.5 murders each year for every 100,000 Americans. England’s murder rate is roughly 5.5 murders per 100,000 people. Germany has 4.3 per 100,000, France has 4.1. In Japan, the murder rate is below 1.0 per 100,000.

		Here’s a comparison of the frequency of major crimes in the United States and Japan in 1996. This table shows the number of crimes per 100,000 people:

		
			
				
						 
						United States
						Japan
				

				
						Murder
						7.53
						0.97
				

				
						Robbery
						255.8
						1.75
				

				
						Rape
						37
						1.5
				

				
						Arson
						46
						1
				

				
						Aggravated Assault
						440
						5.4
				

				
						Burglary
						1,099
						187
				

				
						Source: United States: FBI; Japan: Ministry of Justice.
						 
						 
				

			

		

		Most of the murders in America take place in large cities, and it is the conventional wisdom that crowded inner-city neighborhoods are hotbeds of crime. But Japan’s inner cities are more crowded, and they are hotbeds of public safety. New York City, a crowded (24,000 people per square mile) urban center of 7.3 million people, had 767 murders in 1997—a figure the mayor announced at a triumphant press conference, because it was so much lower than the number of murders the year before. Tokyo, a far more crowded (38,000 people per square mile) urban center with a population half again as large as New York’s, had 133 murders the same year. On a per capita basis, that’s about 10.5 murders per 100,000 people in New York, and 1.2 per 100,000 in Tokyo.

		The most striking difference is in the rates of property crimes—arson, burglary, robbery, car theft, etc. According to the American criminologist David Bailey, the United States has about 140 times as many robberies per year as Japan does. In Tokyo, there are about 500 robberies per year—a little more than one per day. New York City has about 215 reported robberies every day. The reason people don’t use car alarms in Japan—even though most cars are left out on the street at night—is that auto theft is not a problem there. Neither is car-jacking, as I learned one day when I got a call from a reporter at one of the big Tokyo newspapers. He was writing about a sad case in Los Angeles, in which two Japanese foreign exchange students had been murdered by a car-jacker. The reporter’s question to me was, “Reido-san, what is this word ‘car-jacking’?” I racked my brain trying to think of the Japanese word for “car-jacking.” In fact, there is no Japanese word for “car-jacking” because there has never been a reported case of car-jacking anywhere in the country. So I did my best to explain this phenomenon to a Japanese: “Well, you know, it’s when you stop your car at a red light, and some guy comes up with a gun and steals your car and drives away,” I said. “That happens?” the reporter replied.

		Like the mass media everywhere else, Japanese newspapers and TV news shows are full of crime stories. It’s just that in Japan the big crime story is frequently less frightening than the ones you see or read in the United States. One December evening when I tuned in the evening news on NHK, Japan’s public TV network, the anchor announced with a somber face that he had to report two separate stories about serious crimes on commuter trains. First there was a dispatch from America about the horrendous events that day on the Long Island Rail Road. An angry man with a loaded revolver started firing randomly at passengers, leaving nearly three dozen commuters dead or badly wounded. Next, the newscaster moved on to a report from Tokyo’s Chuo line. A gang of pickpockets had been working the Chuo line trains during rush hour, the reporter noted in worried tones, and nearly two dozen passengers had lost their wallets in the past two weeks.

		If the NHK newscasters noticed any disproportion between these two crime stories, it was not evident in their voices or demeanor. The pickpockets were treated just as seriously as the mass murderer. There seemed to be no question that the theft of twenty-four wallets was indeed a significant national concern for the people of Japan. I remember thinking how lucky the Japanese were that their idea of a crime wave ran to lost wallets rather than to dead bodies on the afternoon train.

		But of course Japan’s high level of social civility and corresponding low levels of crime and violence are not a matter of luck. The pervasive sense of safety on the nation’s streets doesn’t just happen. Rather, the whole nation works hard to maintain it.

		We came to discover that the other nations of East Asia are also remarkably safe, by the standards of Western countries. Almost everywhere we went in Asia, we had that same sense of freedom as we walked down the street, even late at night, without fear. If a shadowy figure approached to borrow a match or ask the time, it really was a person who needed a light or wanted to know the time.

		The result is that almost everywhere in East Asia you can do things that evoke, for Americans, an earlier, simpler time that is now long gone. You can check into most hotels without giving the clerk a credit card, because the place trusts its customers to pay their bills when they leave. When you check in, the desk clerk hands you a room key that has the room number on it; that kind of key is rare in Western countries now because of the fear that a robber may obtain the key and use it to ransack the room. You can rent a bike or a fishing boat or skis without leaving your driver’s license behind as security. You can get change when you board a city bus. You can step up to a row of public phones and find that every one works—and that the hotel listings have not been ripped out of the yellow pages. If you lose a purse or wallet with a wad of cash in it, the odds are quite good that you’ll get a call from the police saying your purse has been found—and the money will still be there.

		Most important, you can forget to be afraid.

		As a husband and a father, as a reporter whose job often put him on the streets of some unknown city well after midnight, I felt great about the sense of security we found in East Asia. As a resident of Japan, I felt a real sense of gratitude toward the Japanese people and police for building a free, prosperous society where my wife and children could live in safety. And yet, for all my gratitude and admiration, I was perplexed. How did they do it?

		I don’t think of the Japanese as more honest or more decent people than Americans, Italians, Australians, or anybody else. White-collar crime seems to be far worse in Japan than in most other countries. In my career as a political reporter, I have covered both the U.S. Congress and the Japanese Diet, or parliament I found that basic, everyday politics in Japan is vastly more corrupt, more dishonest, than anything I saw in Washington. (In other Asian countries, notably China, South Korea, and Singapore, the situation is arguably even worse.)

		In the business world, the stories of bribes, payoffs, hush money, and laundered cash that show up routinely in the Japanese media would make the most hardened Wall Streeters cringe. In Tokyo, some of the world’s most prestigious industrial and finance firms routinely pay protection money to yakuza gangsters. Every few years the police crack down on this practice, and a few Japanese CEOs are forced to resign in disgrace. But this doesn
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Fourth Grade Math Fourth Grade Science

1. Singapore 625 1. South Korea 597
2. South Korea 611 2. Japan 574
5. Japan 597 3. United States 565
4. Hong Kong 587 4. Czech Republic 557
5. Gzech Republic 567 5. England 551
6. Ireland 550 6. Canada 549
8. United States. 545 7. Singapore 547

AVERAGE 520 AVERAGE 524

12. England 513 14. Israel 505

17. Thailand 490 19. Thailand 473

Eighth Grade Math Eighth Grade Science

1. Singapore 645 1. Singapore 607

2. South Korea 607 2. Czech Republic 574

5. Japan 605 3. Japan 571

4. Hong Kong 588 4. South Korea 565

5. United States 500 5. United States 534

AVERAGE 515 AVERAGE 516

Source: US. Department of Education, “Pursuing Excellence” report
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