
EXCURSUS I 
The New Mandarins Revisited 

Reflecting on the passing of Chiang Kai-shek, our 
kindest memories are bound to focus on the early 
days before Nanking and Shanghai, when Chiang 
led a unified Nationalist movement. In the rhetoric 
of those years nothing was more powerful than 
denunciation of the "unequal treaties" (by which 
China had surrendered "sovereign equality, grant- 
ing extraterritorial rights" to European powers and 
their citizens), those painful manifestations of polit- 
ical impotence and indignity. 

It is worth remembering that Imperial China had 
negotiated those "unequal treaties" in order to 
avoid costly conflict. The Old Mandarins, quintes- 
sential bureaucrats, hated disturbance and depar- 
ture from orderly routine. Initially, at least, they 
were also confident of China's power and endur- 
ance; her troubles were temporary, as they saw 
them, and it made sense to "buy time" even at 
some cost in political integrity. Political power, 
however, is a tricky affair. The later impotence of 
Imperial China was not from want of military tech- 
nology; Japan, with far fewer resources, managed 
that problem. At least part of the failure of the Old 
Mandarins was that the "unequal treaties" cost too 
many Chinese too much of their serf-respect. And 
at the end Imperial power became an illusion 
maintained only by the beneficiaries of the unequal 
treaties whose interests it served. 

In a strange sense Noam Chomsky was more 
accurate than he knew. American policy i s  indeed 
dominated by "New Mandarins." Disliking discom- 
fort and disturbance no less than their Chinese 
counterparts, sharing their view of power and his- 
tory, the "New Mandarins" have made the "un- 
equal treaty" the stock-in-trade of American 
foreign policy. 

Obviously, our policy-makers will wage war if 
they calcuate that it will be quick and cost little, as 
they expected Vietnam to be. (And having made 
the error, they persisted in part because the war 
itself became part of bureaucratic routine.) Recog- 
nizing the mistake, they have become doubly 
cautious. In any case, like the Mandarins of earlier 
days, our policy-makers prefer the subtler devices 
of covert politics, assassination, and complex be- 
trayal. 

To extricate ourselves from Vietnam we signed 
a treaty we evidently did not expect the North 
Vietnamese to observe-as Mr. Nixon's private 
promise to Thieu suggests. Secretary Kissinger 
and his colleagues bound the United States to an 
agreement decisively to the advantage of our op- 

ponents. Our pledge to insist on the integrity of the 
treaty was made covertly, which conveniently al- 
lowed us to disown it in the event. And the fact that 
it was asked for, and given, indicates how very 
unequal the public document was perceived to be. 
It was, in a journalist cliche, a "face-saving" for- 
mula, for "face" is-to the New Mandarins no less 
than the Old-more important than integrity. So it  
goes. We put pressure on Israel to accept an un- 
equal treaty with its Arab opponents, based on 
covert understandings which seem ever more 
ephemeral. At SALT, with better justification, we 
concede material advantage to the Soviet Union in 
return for pledges to go no further. 

We have signed treaties in the past which were 
unequal, and many more treaties have been 
thought to be so by their critics. But in those cases 
the inequatjty resulted from our being outmaneu- 
vered by clever diplomacy or-like Yalta. in the old 
right-wing myth-from the ambiguous loyalty of our 
own leaders. 

The inequality of our recent treaties is different: 
It is a matter of policy consciously arrived at, and 
now made public with little or no rhetorical gloss- 
ing. That, like the Old Mandarins, American of- 
ficialdom may harbor secret resentments and the 
hope to reverse matters in the fulness of time does 
not help much, nor would i t  even i f  such designs 
were successful. The policy endangers us be- 
cause it threatens our self-respect and our sense 
of dignity and integrity. If necessity compels us to 
accept defeat or disadvantage, there is no dis- 
honor in the face; dishonor lies in attempting self- 
deception, covering defeat with the mantle of 
"equality." 

"Face" cannot be saved by charades, even pre- 
suming that it is worth saving, and trying to do so 
only makes us appear ridiculous, in our own eyes 
as in those of others. And if necessity ddes not 
command, if  unequal treaties result only from a 
bureaucratic desire for calm or a failure of political 
will, the case is worse. The New Mandarins have 
injured us enough by their tendency to equate 
political power with material resources; it would be 
tragic if they oonvinced us that self-respect does 
not matter. A sense of integrity is vital to political 
well-being, as the lesson of the Old Mandarins 
suggests, if only because indignity is unendurable 
and provokes desperate measures to overcome it. 
And these are not the times for desperate meas- 
ures. . 
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