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The US knows that its alliance with Japan is not in peril. What it dislikes is Japan’s new assertiveness. On this point the Obama administration does not differ from the Bush administration. –Reuters/File photo 

The Non-Aligned Movement has seen better days. Some say that, like Charles II, it is taking an unconscionably long time dying. The five-point criteria for membership adopted at the preparatory meeting in Cairo on June 5, 1961 reeked of hypocrisy. 

The first point required ‘an independent policy based on coexistence of states and ‘on non-alignment’ adding a delightful qualification ‘or should be showing a trend in favour of such a policy’. The second required support for national independence. 

The remaining three criteria barred a ‘multilateral military alliance’, a ‘regional defence pact’ and grant of military bases to a foreign power. But all three were hedged in with the qualification that the alliance, or pact should not have been made nor the bases granted ‘in the context of Great Power conflicts’. Which allied state would admit that charge? The result was that NAM comprised American as well as Soviet allies. 

Why then did the US ambassador to the UN Susan Rice feel the need to denounce the anaemic NAM as ‘outdated and irrelevant’? She said on Sept 19 that ‘these sorts of blocs and divisions are outdated. They often don’t serve the national interest of the countries that participate in these blocs’. Surely the countries are better judges of their own interests than the US. 

It is not a mere coincidence that the secretary of state in the Bush administration, Condoleezza Rice, had also delivered exactly the same message on June 27, 2007. The Non-Aligned Movement ‘has lost its meaning’. She ridiculed the very concept of ‘an international community’ as ‘illusory’. President George W. Bush criticised the idea of ‘a unified Europe to balance America’. 

Rice elaborated on the theme in a speech to a European audience in London at the International Institute for Strategic Studies on June 26, 2003: ‘Some have spoken admiringly — almost nostalgically — of ‘multipolarity’, as if it were a good thing, to be desired for its own sake. Multipolarity is a theory of rivalry; of competing interests — and at its worst — competing values. 

‘Why would anyone who shares the values of freedom seek to put a check on those values?’ The buzzword is ‘values’, as distinct from ‘interests’. States promote their own national interests. The US has consistently supported corrupt dictatorships. Where were the values then and now? It wants all — allies or not — to promote American interests dressed up as ‘values’. 

‘I know that there are some who still talk about non-alignment in foreign policy. But maybe that made sense during the Cold War. It has lost its meaning. One is aligned, not with the interests and power of one bloc or another, but with the values of a common humanity.’ It is, of course, the US, the supreme leader, which defines those ‘values’. 

But balance of power rears its head whenever the US’s own interests are involved. China was warned on Nov 20, 2005, that the US would ‘keep a balance of power in this region’. The Third World does not accept US assessments on Palestine, Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan or North Korea. Nor do Russia, China and some European countries. Still less the US’s notions of war on terror. 

This explains the alarm with which many in the US received the results of the general elections in Japan on Aug 30. The leader of the Democratic Party, now prime minister, Yukio Hatoyama’s article in New York Times published before the elections created waves though what he wrote was wise and unexceptionable. ‘The Japan-US security pact will continue to be the cornerstone of Japanese diplomatic policy. But at the same time, we must not forget our identity as a nation located in Asia. I believe that the East Asian region, which is showing increasing vitality, must be recognised as Japan’s basic sphere of being. So we must continue to build frameworks for stable economic cooperation and security across the region. 

‘The financial crisis has suggested to many that the era of US unilateralism may come to an end. It has also raised doubts about the permanence of the dollar as the key global currency. I also feel that as a result of the failure of the Iraq war and the financial crisis, the era of US-led globalism is coming to an end and that we are moving towards an era of multipolarity. But at present no one country is ready to replace the United States as the dominant country.’ 

His remarks on restraint on American power reflect sentiments expressed everywhere, not least among Washington’s Nato allies. Hatoyama asked, ‘How should Japan maintain its political and economic independence and protect its national interest when caught between the United States, which is fighting to retain its position as the world’s dominant power, and China, which is seeking ways to become dominant? This is a question of concern not only to Japan but also to the small and medium-sized nations in Asia. They want the military power of the US to function effectively for the stability of the region but want to restrain US political and economic excesses.’ 

The US knows that its alliance with Japan is not in peril. What it dislikes is Japan’s new assertiveness. It had been used to it from, say, France. But from an Asian ally, like Japan assertiveness is not welcome. On this point the Obama administration does not differ from the Bush administration. 

Ironically the US is discovering the truth which Jawaharlal Nehru discovered — the line between alliance and non-alignment is very thin. The non-aligned entered into de facto alliance with the Soviet Union while allies defied the US where the national interest was at stake; notably Pakistan’s entente with China in 1963 risking US anger. Assertion of the national interest by others, whether they are allies or not, always makes the US unhappy.

