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INTRODUCTION

For two hundred years the world has been shaped by the fact of Western military dominance. Gunboats as agents of national power have been supplanted by warplanes, and they in turn by missiles and satellites and computers, but until very recently all were a monopoly of Europeans and North Americans. Now that monopoly is coming to an end. Missiles carrying atomic and biological warheads will, within the decade, be within the reach of as many as twelve Asian nations, from Israel to North Korea. The world the West has known—constructed, in part, for its own convenience—will change enormously. Whether the change will also be catastrophic is the subject of this book.

The West’s military dominance has held for so long that it is taken for granted, the unnoticed backdrop to international affairs. No one even thinks about a world without it. But a world of new military powers is appearing right before our eyes. Iran fires longrange missiles and is very likely to test a nuclear weapon in the next few years. North Korea, already believed to have a few atomic bombs, shoots a missile over Japanese cities with a range that could strike U.S. territory. India and Pakistan are building serious nuclearforces—not experimental devices for status, but weapons akin to what the United States and the Soviet Union had in the 1950s. Washington and its allies used every tool of diplomacy to stop their atomic tests in 1998. Their answer, essentially, was that countries with atom bombs don’t have to listen to anyone else.

Asia’s new military might was already a major factor in international politics. After confrontations with China over human rights and trade in the early 1990s, the United States reversed course following Chinese missile tests near Taiwan in 1995 and 1996. Washington showered attention on Beijing, giving its leaders a twenty-one-gun salute and overlooking continued violations in human rights and the sale of missile parts to Iran and Pakistan. What happened to make the United States change its mind? Officials explained that engagement with China was better than containment. This is true. But the reason for the diplomatic shift was military power. The widespread sense that China will be a major military power makes an arrangement with it an American necessity. The United States was not as concerned about “engagement” with China in 1965, when its armed forces consisted of 5 million peasants with rifles and two atomic bombs.

India drew this same conclusion. It was the major reason behind its nuclear breakout in 1998. India saw the Chinese-American partnership working against it. Delhi correctly foresaw that the Western economic sanctions imposed following the tests wouldn’t last long because, after all, it was better to “engage” India than to “contain” it. Iran is drawing this lesson as well, building up long-range missiles and atomic bombs while making diplomatic overtures to the West. Will Washington elect to “contain” Tehran—or to “engage” it?

Atomic bombs on missiles get the West’s attention. If the country is big and powerful, it earns Western engagement. First come the international Ping-Pong games or wrestling matches, building goodwill through sports. Next, foreign investment is encouraged. Technology is released for sale, and before long supercomputers—which can be used to design nuclear warheads—are on their way.

But criticizing Western policy isn’t the point of this book. Engagement may be the only sensible diplomatic solution for dealing with countries with nuclear weapons and missiles. Criticizing that policy is like spitting into the wind. The problem is that the United States isn’t thinking about what it will be like to live in a world where five to ten Asian countries are nuclear powers, with missiles that can hit distant targets. Instead, it’s focused on keeping this from happening, despite evidence that the policies that have worked for the last twenty-five years are rapidly losing effectiveness. Proliferation of modern weaponry is driven not by anything that happens in Washington, but by the national strategies set in Beijing, Delhi, and Tehran. The spread of these technologies will continue, and as it does so, it is likely to become self-reinforcing. As China, India, and Iran get these weapons, North Korea, Pakistan, Iraq, and Syria have a much greater incentive to follow. Israel will be watching these developments closely. All these countries will have a much greater ability to ignore any embargo of Western technology or arms control roadblocks meant to slow them down. This is the new political reality the West will face in the next century, and major challenges to U.S. national security and international order will result from it.

First, the West’s self-conception as the architect and maintainer of international security will change as Western military influence shrinks in Asia. The United States will be a lot more cautious in dealing with countries that can strike back, either at its bases and outposts or directly at the American homeland. Since the War of 1812, only one country in modern history has ever been able to mount a convincing threat to the territory of the United States—the Soviet Union. Now there will be many.

For U.S. allies in Asia, the dangers are much greater. For Israeland the Gulf states, they involve survival. Historically, Israel confronted low-tech opponents who couldn’t reach it except by overland attacks with big armies. Its air force and army could defend against those. In the Persian Gulf, small American contingents could deter attack. Now the balance of force has been turned upside down. Iran, Syria, and Iraq (if it ever escapes United Nations sanctions and scrutiny) will be able to strike with missiles carrying atomic or chemical bombs. Israel will have to restructure its armed forces entirely, placing far more reliance on nuclear weapons and other deterrents and less on tanks and airplanes.

Any new security order in Asia will face some fundamental dilemmas. The countries that control most of the world’s oil supplies are weak and unlikely to be able to defend themselves against stronger neighbors. New oil fields in the trans-Caspian region or in Russian Siberia could offset dependence on Persian Gulf oil, but they are even harder to reach from the United States than the Gulf. Japan’s dependence on the United States for its defense has been a settled question for fifty years. Now the underlying assumptions behind it are changed, and the question will be raised again. The states of Southeast Asia will have to find a place in this new environment as well.

For the first time in history, Asian states can attack one another’s homelands. The barriers of distance and harsh terrain that have separated enemies for centuries and worked to make regional politics relatively stable are disappearing as new arms extend military reach far beyond that of slow-moving peasant armies. Beyond all the uncertain predictions of what China may or may not want in the future, the debate over whether Iran is really becoming more moderate, the explosive potential of the Kashmir dispute, and all the dozens of Middle East peace proposals and conferences, one overarching change has gone unnoticed. Since the 1940s, when the West directly controlled the Asian securitysystem, Asia has been as stable as it has been because the primitive character of its armed forces made them blunt political instruments outside of their own territory Now they can get at one another. More than anything else, weapons of mass destruction use intimidation and threat for their effect. As in the first nuclear age, brandishing them for political uses is their most potent effect. It is this political purpose that is so troubling. Whether Asia, and the world, can contain the international dynamics unleashed by weapons of mass destruction will be the other great challenge of the twenty-first century.

THE POST-VASCO DA GAMA ERA

There are many different ways of seeing the world. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the world was said to have entered a post—cold war era. While this label did not convey much information, it did declare that the most important historical event of our era was, in fact, the cold war. This notion is supported by only the most parochial reading of history. The cold war shaped Europe much more than it did Asia.

In the most basic terms, the cold war originated with a Russian tank threat to Western Europe. The whole confrontation started when Stalin kept his army forward in Europe in 1945, within striking distance of France and West Germany. Over time the superpowers expanded the terms of this somewhat confined showdown to the far corners of the globe. But thus transplanted, the cold war was transformed into a very different kind of struggle. The most important problem for Asia after World War II was ejecting colonial powers and establishing stable nation-states. Later its challenges were industrialization and economic growth. To speak of the cold war in Asia is to focus not on what was most important but on the West’segotistical assumptions about the importance of a struggle it tried to impose on the world. The United States learned this the hard way in Vietnam, when its cold war strategy for Europe—containment—was blindly transplanted to the very different conditions of Asia.

Of course, China and India played roles in the cold war, but not the roles that the United States—or for that matter, the Soviet Union—had chosen for them. Both exploited the cold war as a cover for more important matters, as a way to extract payments alternately from one superpower and then the other, as many other Asian countries did. Their struggle was never to expand or resist communism. Rather, it was to build nation-states with enough stability to industrialize and modernize. In so doing, China and India unleashed powerful forces that are transforming a continent over four times the size of Europe.

For Europe and the United States, though, the end of the cold war was said to have brought history back to year zero. The image of the Berlin Wall coming down in 1989, and the subsequent economic boom, created a triumphal aura about the West’s innate superiority, bordering on the delusional. One popular television advertisement meant to assure investors during the Asian economic crisis even announced that investors should relax and stay in the stock market for the long haul because it was only “year nine” after the crumbling of the Berlin Wall. The world was only nine years old. The past simply disappeared.

The post—cold war era never happened. It was a Western conceit, imposing its view on the world and artificially linking the end of the Soviet Union to the economic boom that had been under way for decades. The industrialization and economic growth in Asia in the 1990s started in the 1960s, when Japan proved that it could be done, that industrialization was not a Western monopoly. This had nothing to do with the start or end of the cold war. Rather, it proved that what Japan could do, so could China and India. If it could be done inindustry, it could also be done in the military. The world now is going through this more basic transition, full bore into what is not a post-cold war era but a post-Vasco da Gama one. It is a world where Asian economies and Asian military power are much more important factors in world politics, and where the automatic presumption of Western control over each no longer holds. Seen this way, the Asian financial crisis of the late 1990s and the spread of new weapons are connected. Both stem from the industrial transformation of Asia that has opened up new technological and economic futures, positive and negative.

The year 1998 was significant in this regard for something that didn’t happen, a non-event that shows how differently the West and the East measure history. May 1998, the month of the Indian atomic explosions, marked the five-hundredth anniversary of the first landing of the West by sea in Asia. Vasco da Gama’s voyage from Portugal around the Cape of Africa to India in May 1498 marked the first encroachment by the West into the East using the high technology of the day, the ocean sailing ship.

In its human and technical accomplishment, Vasco da Gama’s voyage ranked with the landing of Neil Armstrong on the moon. But 1998 saw no gala celebrations of da Gama and his feat. It was an anniversary that the West conveniently forgot. Clumsy efforts by Lisbon to commemorate the event animated more antipathy than empathy in Europe and were seen by India and other Asian countries as an affront. At the Sorbonne a small exhibit displayed some treasure boxes and cannons typical of the voyage. Unintentionally, this exhibit captured the reason there was no greater acclaim for the expedition: the items on display symbolized how its larger scope is seen in Asia. The forcible opening of Asia by the West ushered in five centuries of arrogant colonial rule, piracy, slave trading, and plunder on a scale previously unknown in history.

The Columbian five-hundredth anniversary observance in 1992produced a similar discomfort in the United States. In great American universities, the Columbian expedition could not even be referred to as the discovery of America. Rather, it was the encounter between the Old World, Europe, and the New, one with devastating consequences for the native culture. At the end of the twentieth century, the da Gama and Columbian voyages inspired either indifference or embarrassment in the West.

But there was a crucial difference between the two encounters. European civilization wiped out what it found in North America. Native American civilization was totally destroyed and replaced by that of the newcomers. In Asia this didn’t happen. Western influence, from the Near East to the Far East, was never more than a thin overlay on what had always been there. Indeed, in Asia it couldn’t happen. Civilization in Asia was, and is, so rich and so developed that the West could never replace it, despite centuries of economic and military dominance.

China, India, and Persia were once the great civilizations of the world. Their positions were lost when the West, with its superior commercial and technical skills, took colonial mastery in Asia. In the twentieth century, using conventional measures of development like steel production, telephones per thousand population, and number of automobiles, these civilizations fell even further behind.

What is now taking place is a reassertion of these societies, with a capitalist economy and the modern technology of atomic bombs and missiles. Seen this way, the end of the Vasco da Gama era has the most profound implications for the world, far more than the end of a Communist state established in 1917.

Western colonial rule in Asia formally ended after World War II. India and Pakistan gained independence in 1947, and the British departed from South Asia. The British left China in 1949, fleeing Nanking one step ahead of Mao’s army. By the 1960s Britain had pulled back from virtually all of its earlier outposts, from Malaya to Suez. The lowering of the Union Jack over Hong Kong in 1997 marked the end of British dominion in Asia.

The French pulled out of Vietnam after their defeat at Dienbienphu in 1954, handing the problem over to the United States. The strategy at the time was for the United States to replace the European powers and halt the spread of communism, not as a colonial power but by treaties, using military and economic aid to make the region stable and prosperous.

Communism extended the Western stay in Asia by forcing the United States to become the new guardian of international order there. Out of the postcolonial wars that convulsed Asia from the 1940s to the 1960s emerged a number of extraordinarily successful and stable nation-states. With the help of the United States, most of them have weathered domestic turmoil and undermining from Moscow and Beijing.

But the departure of the West from Asia continued throughout the period. It is important to understand this. Asian societies tend to look at political events over a longer time frame than the West. Consider two events that, from the American perspective, seem completely unrelated: the withdrawal from Vietnam after the Communist victory in 1975, and the closing of the big U.S. bases at Subic Bay and Clark Airfield in the Philippines in 1992. The evacuation from Saigon was the outcome of a failed military effort to beat back a Communist insurgency. Washington views the Vietnam War in the solipsistic context of American anticommunism, the domestic upheavals of the 1960s, and the careers of various American politicians, but not as part of a larger historical or geopolitical trend. The withdrawal from the Philippines, by contrast, was peaceful and, as viewed from Washington, the result of a regrettable national disaster and an understandable dispute over lease payments.

But seen from Asia, the two events are part of the same ongoing phenomenon. Nanking, Dienbienphu, Saigon, Suez, the Philippines,and Hong Kong were all Western outposts and centers of military presence. Now they are gone for the West. The trend begun in 1947, of Asia becoming Asian, continues; it goes on through Vietnam Wars, Philippine base closures, the economic boom of the 1980s and 1990s, and the financial crisis of the late 1990s. Viewed this way, the United States is following exactly the path of the European colonial powers, vowing to remain forever but each year pulling back a bit more.

The United States still holds bases in the Middle East, South Korea, and Japan, but for how long, at what cost, and under what conditions are perennial questions. The United States may remain in Asia. Countries in the region in many ways need American alliances now more than ever for their own security. But the broader conditions of staying are changing fast. In particular, the era when the greatest military power in Asia was not an Asian country at all is coming to a rapid end. Staying will mean something very different than it did in the past.

THE NEEDHAM PARADOX

If viewing the cold war as the fulcrum of history is a Western conceit, then so is imagining that the West’s current lead in technology and innovation constitutes a permanent natural advantage. Even leaving Japan aside, it is now well known that the Chinese can make computers and that Indians can write programs for them. But industrialization in Asia has implications that go far beyond these countries’ balance of trade. These industries are signs that a knowledge and innovation infrastructure is flourishing in Asia. Industrial capitalism makes societies more dynamic than agricultural ones. Changing social roles, new patterns of communication, and a new openness to innovation represent a societal transformation of kind as well as degree.

The work of the great China scholar Joseph Needham makes a very telling point about the exploitation of innovation. Needham wrote a comprehensive history of Chinese science and technology. He discovered that most of the inventions that transformed the West were originally developed in China. The printing press, gunpowder, and the magnetic compass all appeared in China before Europeans had them. Between 1000 and 1500 A.D., China was the most advanced society in the world. It was also the greatest military power. One hundred years before the Europeans landed in India, China had built the most advanced navy, one far larger than any such fleet in Europe at the time. In 1281 China tried to invade Japan with a fleet of 4,400 ships. Its navy sailed to the east coast of Africa and conducted vigorous trade over the Indian Ocean. In the early 1400s the largest Chinese ships displaced some 1,500 tons, compared to Vasco da Gama’s flagship of 300 tons. By any measure—ship size, numbers, navigation—the Chinese fleets were better than anything in Europe.

Yet in a few years, beginning in 1428, shortly before Europe started on its path as a world power, all of this tremendous military capability went into steep decline. Chinese ships were brought home. Shipbuilding was outlawed. China became inward-looking.

This development led to what is known as the Needham Paradox. Why did China not remain a great power, given its huge lead in technology over the West? The answer Needham offered is that, far more important than anything the West did, the Chinese bureaucratic and feudal system worked to suppress innovation and preserve a system that had little interest in the outside world. In particular, China suffered from the absence of a powerful business class to offset the stifling power of the central government. Narrow bureaucratic interests stopped the spread of China’s naval power. A decline in maritime-related technologies soon followed.

The Middle East also once had a clear advantage over the West. As late as the sixteenth century the Ottoman Empire was militarily far stronger than any power in Europe. Had the empire won certain key battles in the seventeenth century, Europe might never have developed to become the center of world power that it did. France would have been a mere province of the Ottoman Empire.

What Asia’s industrialization signifies is the end of the conditions of the Needham Paradox. Once, government smothered innovation. Now, almost everywhere in Asia, governments are encouraging it. One Asian country after another is following the path blazed by Japan, the first Asian country to industrialize. It is true that this process is not as developed as in the United States, and that it has tremendous inefficiencies. Crony capitalism is alive and well in Asia. But the key word here is capitalism. Crony capitalism is much more dynamic than agricultural communism. As Asia moves into market economies, its potential for innovation sharply increases.

And even though modern capitalism was a Western invention, there’s no reason to think Westerners are the only ones who can master it. To the contrary, Herman Kahn has argued that for cultural reasons capitalism is more natural to Asia than it ever was to Europe. The spirit of devotion to one’s task that is the hallmark of a productive working class had to be painstakingly inculcated into a mostly balky peasantry in Europe, even while it flourished under Confucianism. Even today the work ethic in China puts Germany to shame.

The energies that capitalism awakens can be channeled in many different directions—from mass consumption to technology to military power. The West’s expectation is that all this dynamism will go into peaceful commercial pursuits, but it is almost certainly mistaken. Saddam Hussein showed this with his mini—Manhattan Project, a sprawling nuclear weapons complex linking multinational suppliers, front companies, research laboratories, universities, andimported technical talent. The West was greatly surprised at the scale of Iraq’s arms programs not because of inadequate intelligence gathering but because of its mindset: a project of this scope and complexity was supposed to be beyond the ability of a Middle Eastern nation whose entire gross national product was one-sixth of General Electrics annual revenues. If it continues thinking this way, the West will be hit with one surprise after another until it understands that the fundamental conditions of Asian backwardness have changed, and that the dynamism of Asian societies is a new resource that is not yet picked up in GNP statistics or other financial measures.

TROUBLE ON THE ROAD TO McWORLD

The future of Asia is often described as a battle between globalization and backward nationalism. Globalization, the international linkage of economies and cultures, is supposed to create a shared destiny for the planet that will be a major force for peace and stability. Multinational corporations, worldwide television networks, booming stock markets, and an equally vibrant and expanding Internet are all manifestations of globalization. By this theory, the sale of technology across national borders is a potent force for peace. The more these things spread, the safer the world will be. Each new satellite dish and McDonald’s helps build a new middle class that more tightly links the world together.

Nationalism is the straw man that globalization is intended to overcome. It connotes religious extremism and fundamentalism, ethnic chauvinism, hostility to change, and opposition to all the democratic values so cherished by the West. Where globalization brings people and economic interests together, nationalism divides them. Its turf is the rural village where elders are threatened by young people listening to Michael Jackson; its struggles are tediousand pointless military confrontations in the Middle East and Kashmir; its symbol, increasingly, is the Islamic religion itself.

The unquestioned assumption in the West is that globalization is the force of the future, while nationalism stands for the world of the past. Seen this way, the long-term outlook is comforting, since the future by definition always arrives eventually; the only question is whether in the next few decades Western, democratic values will spread fast enough to persuade Asian countries to give up missiles and atom bombs for video games and hamburgers. This is a very pleasant view of the world, defined in clear and simple terms.

Globalization does exist, and it is a very powerful force. Whole new interest groups have appeared in the world: Chinese entrepreneurs, Indian software programmers, Thai stockbrokers. Globalization surely describes the social and economic trends of the last few years, with the world economic boom, the opening of international markets, and the decline of tyrannies, from Berlin to Moscow.

Or does it? Western analysts love simple descriptions. Even the most complex problem is mapped onto a binary choice. China is either a friend or a foe. India can choose guns or butter. Globalization will either triumph or succumb to backward nationalism. But these simple binary choices fail to come to grips with realities that are slightly more complex.

The globalization debate is not even new. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the greatest social thinkers the Western world has ever produced had a very similar prognosis for their world. Karl Marx and Max Weber both believed that the most important force of their day was industrialization. Marx and Weber made a strong case, correctly as it turned out, that the future would be characterized by the internationalization of industry. Marx argued that it would create a consciousness among newly empowered groups—the organized proletariat—that would press their interests without regard to national borders and smash the old empires of Europe.

Weber argued that it would lead to the standardization of social and working life to create a common culture around the globe. For him, the large bureaucracy was so efficient compared to the small craftsman that it would inevitably spread across the globe. Weber recognized the power of good organization. The worldwide reach of McDonald’s, the Internet, and stock markets would not have surprised him in the least.

What would have given both Marx and Weber a great shock, however, was the extraordinary violence of the first half of the twentieth century. Both believed industrialization would overcome national boundaries to become a new pacific force in the world, a force that would bring countries together rather than rip them apart. In some ways they were right about this, too. Factories, markets, and even the communications systems of the day did exert a strong unifying and standardizing force. Industry and society in different countries took on similar characteristics. The factory in England looked like the one in Germany. The organization of work, housing, and education created similar problems in all the different industrializing countries.

But Marx and Weber greatly underestimated the strong appeal of nationalism, as well as the power of nation-states to manipulate the globalizing tendencies for their own purposes. Nationalism was a response to change, but it harnessed the very energies that change had unleashed. As the pull of globalization heightened the necessity of internal political cohesion, it paved the way for nationalism. Marx and Weber also overlooked one implication of their argument that should have been obvious. Industrialization made war a far more deadly affair than before, because the same technologies that gave rise to the sewing machine could be applied, with sufficient ingenuity, to making a machine gun.

Not much is being said today about the place of nationalism and military power in the organization of Asia; it is much more popularand agreeable to focus on the stabilizing and pacifying effects of globalization. It is strange, however, that the role of nationalism and military power is being overlooked, because in the Western experience the arguments have all been made before, by Marx and Weber, and have been made much better than they are now.

The recent financial crisis in Asia provides a fascinating illustration. The dangerous scenario evoked has to do with unleashing the forces of nationalism, which in turn could promote protectionism, and somehow this could lead to military aggression, although the connection to warfare is never specified. The dark forces of nationalism, protectionism, and militarism are grouped together. The forces of enlightenment—globalization, the Internet, and free trade—are lined up on the other side. It is a Manichean battle for the future of the world, at least as it is constructed in the minds of Western intellectuals.

But the disturbing military events of recent years, the missile and bomb tests, the biological warfare programs, and the chemical weapons were the products of a prosperous, liberalizing Asia. None of these programs was a sudden negative response to financial crisis. It takes many years to build these weapons. Research must be carried out, experts hired, and weapons fabricated. Only after all of this is done can they be tested. The Indian atomic bomb decision was probably made sometime in 1987. The Chinese missile program has been under way for many years. Even Iran’s new missile capabilities were developed after its war with Iraq, when it became rich enough to pay for them.

These weapons programs had been under way not only for many years but at a time of widespread prosperity and (at least in China and India) market liberalization and growing acceptance of many aspects of Western culture. For some reason it always comes as a shock to Americans that people who eat Kentucky Fried Chicken and watch MTV may not share American values on a deeper level.

Moreover, in every case, from Israel to North Korea and countries in between, the forces of globalization have contributed to weapons programs. Critical parts were acquired without much difficulty, as Iraq and Pakistan could simply turn from the unwilling United States to much more cooperative France or China. Saddam Hussein’s electronic warfare and intelligence systems were bought on the commercial market in Japan and France. Iraq’s bomb parts were smuggled through front companies operating in Switzerland. And its biological warfare starter kits were bought in the United States, from a federal government bureaucracy interested in the global spread of scientific knowledge.

Again, Max Weber was right. The Iraqi bomb program looks a lot like the Indian, Pakistani, Israeli, and Chinese programs. How could it not? As he foresaw, the modern bureaucratic way of putting things together is far superior to old-fashioned craftsmanship. This is as true for atomic bombs as for anything else.

The Asian financial crisis was disturbing because it was seen as a raging fire that could jeopardize the central achievements of American foreign and economic policy in the 1990s: the stabilization and prosperity of East Asia and the movement toward an open world economy. But with its focus on economics, the West has failed to recognize that technologies of wealth and war have always been closely connected. Without understanding this basic relationship, it has been too easy to see militarization in Asia as the product of a few rogue states that defy the forces of globalization—and whose people therefore pay the price, in poverty and political oppression. All of these observations are sometimes true, and no one would defend the North Korean way of life or the lunacy of its leadership.

But left out of this analysis is the simple point that the military leap forward to weapons of mass destruction and missiles is not confined to the rogue states. In Asia it includes a much broader set ofcountries—Israel, Syria, Iran, India, Pakistan, and China. Judging by the standard of expanded weapons of mass destruction, there are now eight “rogue” states, and this does not even count Saudi Arabia and Vietnam, both of which have long-range missiles.

Industrialization and globalization increase military potential. That is the record of the 1990s. To take two wildly opposite cases, both Israel and North Korea, one a democracy and one a totalitarian dictatorship, have exploited their opportunities to build weapons of mass destruction. The difference between today and the year 1900 is not that the world is more interdependent than it was then. By many measures—foreign direct investment, currency convertibility—that world was more interlinked than it is today. The difference between the two eras is much more prosaic. Then a country had to build its own military technology. Germany couldn’t buy its battleships from England. It had to rely on its own
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