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ewsweek Magazine lists James C. Abegglen as one of the
foremost American experts on Asia. The title of Abegglen’s
latest book, Sea Change, refers to a shift in the center of
economic and industrial power from the Atlantic to the

Pacific. The title is also a pun of sorts, for SEA—South East
Asia—is where some of the most phenomenal economic
growth is occurring. One by one, countries such as Taiwan,
Korea, Indonesia and Malaysia have followed Japan’s lead
and emerged as both producers and consumers to be reck-
oned with.

Unnoticed by the West until recently, East Asia’s gradual rise
has suddenly spurred frenzied debate among authors, busi-
ness leaders, and policy experts. Many have revised their opinion
of Asia, coming to see a proliferating model of Japanese capi-
talism as a growing threat to the laissez faire variety practiced
in the West—and therefore as a threat to American economic
security. While “revisionist” voices have lately shaped Ameri-
can opinion about Japan, Abegglen questions what he sees as
fundamental—and dangerous—misconceptions about the
emerging industrial power of East Asia.

For one thing, he complains that the West still doesn’t take
Asia seriously. “These are not cute little ‘dragons’ and ‘tigers’,”
he has written, “they are becoming major economic powers.”

Abegglen has been studying Japan ever since the Strategic
Bombing Survey sent him to Hiroshima in 1945. Ten years
later, as a Ford Foundation fellow, he was the first West-
erner to study modern Japanese corporations. Having lived
in Tokyo on and off  for about 25 years since then, Abegglen
is currently chairman of the consulting firm Gemini/Asia
and a professor of international business at Sophia Univer-
sity. He spoke to Steve Barth from his office in Tokyo about
the cultural factors behind this sea change, and of Japan’s
role in leading Asia into the 21st Century.

Your new book, Sea Change, describes a fundamental shift
in global economic power, with Pacific Asia ending up as
the world’s new industrial center. Much of what you write

NNNNN



28

is very different from what other people are currently writ-
ing and saying about Asia.

Oh yes. We are building a “conventional wisdom” about
Asia and Japan that is really a little frightening and every-
body has fallen into it uncritically. I’m just astonished that
the so-called “revisionist” thing has taken hold in Wash-
ington. It is a set of attitudes that absolve us of responsibil-
ity for trade and other problems, placing the burden on Asia.

What do you see as the main causes of this “sea change?”
First of all, people seem to think the shift is about to take

place. Perceptions always lag, but East Asia is already the
world’s industrial center. Some 80% of the world’s consumer
electronics are made in the East Asia area, about 40% of
computers, 35-40% of  all automobiles, and 25% of the
world’s steel.

This sea change has actually been a rather long process. If
you take Japan as the cutting edge, we’re talking about a
century of slow accretion of  changes. But in the mid-60’s a
series of political changes took place that were a catalyst
for economic change. The Indonesian government changed
from Sukarno to Suharto. Singapore became independent
from Malaysia. In Korea, Park Chung Hee took office in ’64.
Marcos took over in the Philippines. All of these govern-
ments focussed on political stability and on economic ba-
sics. Income distribution improved. Governments brought
inflation under control, encouraged savings, and began ex-
port-led economic policies. Instead of import-substitution,
they moved to a much more aggressive kind of investment
pattern. From that period you see this extraordinary growth.

And somewhere in that process the Overseas Chinese be-
came a driving force in Southeast Asia. About 50 million
Chinese, mostly from the southern coastal provinces, im-
migrated throughout South East Asia from the late 19th
Century. They tend to retain their Chinese links, and have
been the entrepreneurial spark in the great economic changes
in South East Asia, now often investing back into China.
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Japan’s role was absolutely central. First as a model, proving
it could be done. After all, Japan remains the one major indus-
trial power that is non-Western. Japan also provided the capi-
tal and technology for initial development in other countries,
particularly as Japan moved out of its domestic production in
low-end industries. Later of course, you had the reinforcing
effects of Korea and Taiwan doing much the same thing as
Japan did. A very complex process was underway.

If this was a gradual evolution of more than 30 years,
how do you account for so many books about Asia’s “new”
power suddenly washing up on American shores now?

We are at a point in the process where there is a break-
through to importance and perception. This part of the
world realized what was going on somewhere in the last
eight years. The phenomenon has now become so impor-
tant to everyone that it gets remarked on and factored into
people’s views of the world. We thought Japan suddenly
became a great economic power, but it wasn’t sudden; it
was a long, difficult, sometimes painful process. We simply
weren’t aware of it until it broke through to our conscious-
ness by virtue of trade competition.

But is there any reason for panic, as some authors seem
to suggest?

Not panic—there is enormous opportunity. After all, this is
not a zero-sum game. Asia is not taking anything away from
anyone else. But I think we should be concerned that America’s
participation is so limited. Our political and economic leaders
do not appreciate the importance, complexity and implica-
tions of all that is happening. To have the US government in a
confrontation mode with literally every single government in
East Asia is bizarre. To have US investors in ASEAN countries
account for less than ten percent of total foreign direct invest-
ment in the region is also bizarre. These suggest failures of
leadership and of perception of a worrying magnitude.

Are all of  the countries in the region basically following,
to some degree, the same industrialization process—a pro-
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cess which is uniquely “Asian”?
I think we do ourselves a disservice and run a conceptual

risk to see this process as some terribly mysterious phe-
nomenon difficult to understand. I have no sympathy for
this Fallows nonsense about how this is all inscrutable and
peculiarly Asian.

Recent World Bank studies on the so-called “East Asian
Miracle” conclude that what is happening here is pretty
basic economics. If  you improve the education level, con-
trol inflation, encourage private investment, encourage sav-
ings (not consumption), and move toward more equitable
income distribution, then you begin to move towards in-
dustrialization. (Laughs) I don’t think that’s “Asian.” We
went through it in our turn.

Why are you so pessimistic about China?
I am not comfortable with the optimism about China that

is so prevalent right now. People talk about China as a single
entity, but it strikes me as so complex a place. Historically,
China is prone to break up into several entities. By defini-
tion, a communist government is a centralized government.
And there is a growing conflict between regional autonomy
and communism that is an urgent and difficult agenda item
for the Chinese.

Failing some kind of Communist federalism, do you think
Chinese leadership will let regions develop at their own pace
and style?

As the discrepancies in economic growth rate and income
levels between the hinterland and the coastal provinces
grow; as the central government is faced with the task of
tax collection from these wealthy provinces who are very
reluctant to let go of the money, the question of the center
versus the periphery is going to get resolved one way or
another over the next few years.

How does Japan fit into all of this?
Japan is handling itself  pretty well in a very difficult posi-

tion. As I argue in the book, I think we are seeing Japan
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turning toward Asia. Remember, Asia is now the biggest ex-
port market for Japan, already a much more substantial
market than is the United States. And the Asian market is
growing several times as fast as the American market. Japa-
nese manufacturing investment is hardly going to the United
States at all anymore. It’s going to East Asia.

But Japan still has such deep economic and strategic com-
mitments to the US that it doesn’t want to have to choose
between one or the other. That’s their challenge for the next
five years—straddling this line between Asia and the US.

The realities are tipping Japan toward Asia for investment,
trade, information flow and increasingly, identification. It
is not in the United States’ interest to force that choice. We
would do well not to present all of these ultimata to Japan:
Super 301’s and the rest of these “if-you-don’t-do-this-in-
60-days-we’ll-do-something-terrible” kind of thing, all of
which is bluff  really. We ought to be damned careful. We
saw evidence of that when Hosokawa said “No” recently in
Washington, the first time a Japanese Prime Minister did
that since WWII.

So the legacy of WWII is finally over in Asia?
Quite frankly, I have a feeling that many in the United

States take false comfort in thinking that the Japanese aren’t
liked in the area. Notice for example that Japan now has a
larger trade surplus with East Asia than it does with the
United States, but, to my knowledge, there is no complaint
in East Asia about that fact. The East Asians understand
that it is in their interest for Japan to be shipping machin-
ery and sub-assemblies into their economies. I would say
you’d have to be looking for trouble—seeking to be hyper-
critical of Japan—to see that as a major issue.

Of course, the Chinese and Koreans will always use the
war as a bargaining ploy. But the Europeans do that to the
Germans, too. That’s part of poker. Naive Americans at-
tach enormous significance to the frequently heard view
that East Asians want the Americans to stay in the area.
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Obviously any East Asian with any sense doesn’t want the
Japanese to be the only players at the table. They’d like some-
body to be bidding against them. That has nothing to do
with disliking the Japanese. That’s just sensible poker.

Even if  [Japan’s aggression was still an issue], I’m not sure
it matters. The Koreans and the Japanese don’t like each
other very much and are nevertheless each other’s second
or third largest trading partners. (The French and the Ger-
mans don’t like each other very much and they’ve man-
aged to overcome that, too.) That war was a long time ago
and the average age in East Asia is about 16.

Japanese aid (which goes into infrastructure in these coun-
tries), Japanese direct investment, Japanese technology and,
increasingly, the Japanese market, are absolutely essential
to the countries of Pacific Asia. And these countries know
it. The Japanese have the same problem the Americans have
in the Western hemisphere: if  you are wealthy, you are not
always seen with enormous affection, but you can be seen
with a lot of respect.

Does Japan really have the right stuff  for regional leader-
ship? Maybe their bureaucracy can run domestic affairs,
but doesn’t global statesmanship take charismatic person-
alities and gutsy peacekeeping troops?

I don’t think the Japanese have a taste for that. Remem-
ber, it’s been centuries since Japan has had a strong single
leader. That’s not their style, and I’m not sure that’s Asia’s
style. There is less confrontation in this part of the world
than with the Anglo-American style. I think Japan would
do better to sit at the table with the Asians rather than al-
ways presuming to be chairman of the meeting.

Still, it’s hard for us in the West to imagine this kind of
power shift occurring without faces and spokespeople and
philosophers.

Right. We’ve always had that problem in dealing with Ja-
pan, haven’t we? We need to personify things. We need a
Kohl who stands for Germany and a Mitterrand who stands
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for France, etc.—whether they really do or not. Remember
how comfortable the Western press was with Prime Minis-
ter Nakasone because he was so visible. It suited us to talk
about Japan in terms of an individual, but that’s not the
general style here, nor the reality.

We would be more comfortable if there were more strik-
ing leaders in Asia, but I’m afraid we’re going to be disap-
pointed. Our habit of trying to personify these things is a
habit we ought to break. These simplistic generalizations
don’t serve us.

Let’s get into the issue of values and defining what is
“Asian.” Where do the commonalities overwhelm the dif-
ferences.

The difference is Asia may be the attention to the com-
munity. Lucian Pye argues persuasively that the family
structure in East Asia is much more powerful than in the
West, and God knows, more than in the United States.
Singapore founder Lee Kuan Yew has said that Anglo-Ameri-
can societies carry individualism, as a value, to an extreme
that the East Asians are not prepared to accept. They place
a higher priority on social obligations. There is a difference
in the sense of community in Asia, which stems from a sense
of family, and an unwillingness to allow individualism to
override all other values.

As Asia industrializes and prospers, will it become something
other than what we egotistically think of as “Westernized”?

Of course. This blind assumption that somehow all of Asia
will come to end up looking like the West is blatant non-
sense. Sitting here in Japan and watching this, one gets a
sense of cultural arrogance, particularly on the part of the
Anglo-Americans. As long as Asia feels it’s doing relatively
better than the West, it’s not going to use the West as a
model. [
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