Japan’s View of the United States

Philip H. Abelson’s editorial on The Japan
That Can Say No (“America bashing,” 8 June,
p. 1173) was discussed at the 21 June meet-
ing of the Institute of Electrical and Electron-
ics Engineers (IEEE)/USA Subcommittee on
Scientific Supercomputing. We find it an
excellent précis of the book. The subcommit-
tee has prepared an analysis and comment on
this book from an American high technology
viewpoint. Retranslations of selected sections
from the original Japanese document were
used to understand the nuances of meaning.
In some cases, careful retranslation reveals
that the first English version referenced in the
editorial is misleading (7).

The report states, in part, that

Many commentators and analysts in the United
States have assumed Mr. Morita’s views are rep-
resentative of many prominent Japanese business-
men. They continue to analyze his comments in
this context despite statements he has made, sub-
sequent to the initial burst of publicity, which
attempt to disassociate Japanese business, in gen-
eral, from these views. Comments on Mr. Ishiha-
ra’s views are often placed in the context of his
political ambitions—he is reported to have a
desire to be Prime Minister. Neither Morita nor
Ishihara speaks in any official capacity for the
government nor for the people of Japan. How-
ever, a careful examination of their semiprivately
held views [they did not expect their book to be
translated into English] reveals a mindset vis-i-vis
the United States which should be considered in
the formulation of U.S. technological policy. This
is especially true if it should turn out that their
mindset is common to others in Japan who more
directly affect Japanese technological policy. This
is the environment in which U.S. policies af-
fecting high technology, in general, and super-
computing systems and their components, specif-
ically, are evolving. . . . Many CEOs recognize
the truth of the scathing critique of the American
system provided by Mr. Morita. But they are not
in a position as individual industrial leaders to do
anything that will affect the very structure of the
ground rules under which they operate. This must
be done in the halls of Congress and in the
Executive Branch of Government. It must be
done in such a way as to strengthen those areas in
which America is weak and to preserve those areas
in which American is strong. Anything less belies
our heritage.

It is late in the history of human develop-
ment for Japan to argue that the United
States must make allowances for Japan’s
inability to open its markets because Japan
has saddled itself with an antiquated distri-
bution system. It is also inappropriate for
the United States merely to threaten the
closing of American markets to Japan unless
it has the fortitude to carry through in a
dramatic way on the threats. As James Fal-
lows argues (2), Japan and the United States
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need to do each other a favor: they each
need to create a crisis to which the other’s
cumbersome political system must react im-
mediately. Numerous commissions, boards,
and task forces have made cogent analyses of
and powerful recommendations about these
subjects (3). We must also remember that our
greatest tool to encourage better outcomes in
relations with Japan is access to our market.
We should use that tool to encourage respon-
sible behavior to our murtual benefit.
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Foot Dragging on Metrification

In August 1988, President Reagan signed
the Omnibus Trade and Competitiveness
Act. This act amended the 1975 Metric
Conversion Act, stating that by 1992 all
federal agcnciés must, to the extent econom-
ically feasible, use the metric system of mea-
surement in their purchases, grants, and
other business. Congress views metrification
as important because most world trade in-
volves metric products. Consequently, our
reliance on the English system of weights
and measures (such as inch, pound, or pint)
compromises our international competitive-
ness and limits the market for our products.
It also puts us out of step with the rest of the
world. Indeed, the United States is the only
industrialized nation with a nonmetric mea-
surement system. Only two other countries
in the world (Liberia and South Yemen) do
not use metric measurements. Since the U.S.
government is the world’s largest buyer of
all goods (including furniture, clothes, food,
and fuel), metrification of the U.S. govern-
ment would stimulate metrification by all
Americans. This would have far reaching
benefits because the metric system is much
simpler to use than the English system of
measurement.

Unfortunately, the U.S. government is
doing a poor job of converting to the metric

system. A recent report (1) issued by the
General Accounting Office (GAO) states
that “federal agencies have not demon-
strated a commitment to conversion,” de-
spite the fact that governmental officials
consider the conversion “inevitable.”

The GAO report concludes that “serious
difficulties may delay or prevent a timely and
comprehensive conversion to metric.” It
certainly not because the metric system is
difficult to learn. Indeed, even illiterate curb-
side vendors in other countries understand
the metric system, and U.S. citizens have no
trouble working with metric-based items
already common in our society (such as
35-millimeter film, 2-liter bottles of soda,
60-watt light bulbs, and 10 kilometer—“10
k”—runs). I conclude that lack of govern-
mental leadership is a major reason for our
stalled progress toward metrification, and I
call on governmental agencies to meet the
mandate of the amended Metric Conversion
Act by implementing use of the metric sys-
tem within 2 years.

RANDY MOORE
Department of Biological Sciences,
Wright State University, Dayton, OH 45435

REFERENCES

1. Metric Conversion: Plans, Progress, and Problems in the
Federal Government (Report to the Chairman, Com-
mittee on Science, Space, and Technology, U.S.
House of Representatives, by the General Account-
ing Office, Washington, DC, 1990).

Cleaner Air

Philip H. Abelson’s 18 May editorial,
“New technology for cleaner air” (p. 793)
aptly describes the integrated gasification
combined-cycle process (IGCC), demon-
strated at the Cool Water Project in Califor-
nia, as an attractive alternative to conven-
tional coal-fired power plants that use
scrubbers. It is no coincidence that today
more than 50 large utilities here and abroad
are actively studying IGCC as an environ-
mentally superior, and potentially more eco-
nomic, way to produce electric power in the
1990s and beyond.

Cool Water’s success has sparked the util-
ities’ interest, and the Electric Power Re-
search Institute was a major player in the
project. But so were the other financial
participants—Southern California Edison,
Texaco, General Electric, Bechtel, and the
Japan Cool Water Program Partnership.
Looking to future markets, all played a part.

It might also be noted that Cool Water
was partially funded (in the form of a price
guarantee on the syngas produced) not by
the Department of Energy, as the editorial
seems to suggest, but by the U.S. Synthetic
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