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AN E B & v X E B [The 'American Trap' Exposes a

Shocking Case of Hegemonism]

Larry Cata Backer

For now we see through a glass, darkly;

but then face to face: now I know in part;

but then shall I know even as also I am known.
And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three;
but the greatest of these is charity.

(1 Corinthians_12-13)

Jiang Shigong has offered us a rare and much appreciated opportunity to think carefully
about the fundamental principles that shape the way in which great states view the world,
and themselves, as well as the way they then read others. Jiang Shigong’s essay can be briefly
summarized, though it is worth reading carefully in full (the English translation may be
found in this volume).

The jumping-off point of the essay is a book published by Frederic Pierucci — The American
Trap. Mr. Pierucci is perhaps most famous for his indictment by the US federal government
on bribery charges related to activities in Indonesia over a decade ago.! That provides the
doorway necessary to the analysis that follows. That analysis is grounded on the certainty
that the United States operates principally to protect its private enterprises internally, and
its national hegemony externally. Those objectives have been undertaken through the
construction of the pre-2016 global order.

The essay starts with a consideration of the dual meaning of the “American Trap” as a
“judicial trap”, and an “economic trap”. These were the traps into which Mr. Pierucci fell in
his dealings with the Americans. The “judicial trap” is the trap of plea bargaining. The
economic trap referred to the way in which the United States used its laws and judicial
process to hold Mr. Pierucci hostage during the course of negotiations by a US company for

1 United States of America v. Frederic Pierucci, et. al.: Docket No:12-CR-238-]BA (04/16/2013).
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its own. This, it is argued, evidences the way that the United States engages in economic
warfare.

The essay then considers the second meaning of the American trap — the legal architecture
of global empire. It suggests the way that US law has become, like the US Dollar, the “coin of
the realm” for ordering economic arrangements in global production. US legalization, it is
argued, hides the reality that the United States is the largest system of state capitalism in the
world. The essay suggests the connection between naval power and economic hegemony.
This is then tied to European colonialism and imperialism. This latter reference is made in
line with certain elements of Western intellectual traditions, that conflate capitalism,
colonialism, and state violence. The essay then suggests the foundation of the American
imperial project from out of this context.

The essay extends on its analysis of the mechanics through which the US maintains and veils
its empire. The focus is on US “long arm jurisdiction” and the contradiction between what
the essay references as American judicial hegemonism and global governance. The essay
suggests a connection between the judicial power to bring into American courts all parties
with minimum contacts with the United States, and the projection of US power
extraterritorially through the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. These serve as the fundamental
mechanics of American imperial practice. That template was then followed by other statutes,
again the use of American legalism to veil an imperial project in aid of American economic
power.

The essay then makes a plea for the preservation of what is described as a democratized
globalization. That objective is impossible in the face of a global system grounded in
American legalism and its mechanics of hegemony. Here the essay makes discursive use of
the meaning it implies from what for the essay is aptly named the America First Initiative.
Rather, the essay points to the long arc of European history, and the establishment of the
post 1945 global trading order, one which is being broken by post-2016 American political
initiatives. The essay suggests that the free, open, and democratic post-1945 global order has
been undermined by the United States after 2016 with its new America First Initiative.

The essay ends where it began, with insights drawn from Mr. Pierucci's book. It suggests that
the corruption of the American system is inherent in the construction of its legal order,
within which the lawyers, judges enforcement agencies and business leaders form the
leading group. That, the essay suggests, is the great value of Mr. Pierucci's book — its
exposure of the America First Initiative for what it is.

Thus Jiang has accomplished his critique in a most sophisticated way. He beholds the mirror
the West has held up to itself. Yet that beholding is possible indirectly, as a reflection of that
reflection which is the mirror through which the outside is reflected inwardly. Yet in the
process a double inversion occurs. The first of course is in the initial reflection, which itself
is an echo but not the matter reflected. The second is in the reflection through which the echo
itself is observed but subject to the way that reflection reconstitutes the thing observed. In
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the end, the effort produces a profound knowledge — not of the thing itself, but of the ways
in which the knowledge of the thing is itself a set of reflections each of which contributes and
reduces, augments and flattens, what it is thought that is observed. What does emerge,
though, is something quite powerful — the reflection of the self in the contemplation of echo.
That is, the observation of the echo produces a truer image of the observer in contemplation
of the observed.

Picture 1: Guo Jiping’s article: No Challenge Can Stop the Pace of China’s Progress.
Courtesy: People’s Daily.

Let us consider the way that the mirror is constructed. To that end it is useful to consider
three related reflections. The first is Guo Jiping's No challenge can stop the pace of China’s
progress that appeared in the People's Daily on 13 May 2019.2 Guo’s reflection starts with a
sense of hurt — the US has continued to ignore the sincere feelings and aspirations of the
Chinese nation as it works diligently to overcome the humiliations and difficulties of the
decaying Qing Empire in the 19th century and the corruption of the early efforts at
Republicanism through the middle of the 20th century. American dismissiveness and ill-
treatment is exemplified by its choice of tactic — the tariffs it has imposed seem not just a
tactic but a deliberate effort to cause China to lose face and to reduce it to the position of the
last of the Qing dynasty and its folly of a government of eunuchs and mandarins. The author
asks, “is the US fundamentally violating the principle of mutual respect, equality and mutual
benefit, is it necessary to carry out the Sino-US economic and trade consultation process?
Going back to the origin?” [377 MARAS P TS HH EL B E PR TR AR A R ), X T 2 ok S22 S 0
P HEFE IR [7) 2 JH 5 2 1.3 That is the mirror through which American actions are observed
through a Chinese mirror.

2 [HZF [Guo Jiping] 1177k kil #R 4 A3 o [E Hi 12 (1) 22 4% [No challenge can stop the pace of China’s
progress, A K H W [Renmin  Ribao] (May 13, 2019), available at
http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrb/html/2019-05/13/nw.D110000renmrb_20190513_7-01.htm

3 Ibid
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Picture 2: ﬁ H ﬁf [Gue“mg Mu Tianwang, the Guardian of the West]
Copyright © 2019 Larry Cata Backer. All Rights Reserved.

But that mirror reconstitutes the behavior of the Americans in broader terms. It suggests
that through the Chinese mirror, the Americans are failing in their responsibilities as the
great imperial power whose fundamental obligation is the protection and perpetuation of
the system of global trade and order that it had organized after 1945 at the cost of tens of
millions of lives.

The Chinese mirror is an imperial mirror through which the deviations from the appropriate
role of an imperial guardian are judged. And that is greater cause for concern than the
sharpness of the bargaining between the two powers. To that end there must be an
avoidance of war in the heavens:

At present, US policy makers have made a big bet on the side of ‘fighting’, so
that the fleeting clouds of ‘short-term benefits’ block the gaze [of those who
want to] dispel the clouds and see the sun. [US policy makers] can not grasp
the laws of history, do not recognize the general trend of the world, do not
want to bear the responsibility of the times, casting a shadow over the
world's development prospects.

AT, SREBOREDEEA P~ T ANREE, R BHe A
AR TR WH IR, AREITE LA, AKNFHEA RS, A
EHARATUE, SR RIS L TR

The result, of course, is corruption. From the mirror through which China sees the reflection
of the West, that must mean unilateralism, hegemonic practices, and a blindness to sincerity

4 Ibid.
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offered up in the view of the Chinese. It is then left to the Chinese side to step up to Empire.
That requires an adherence to principle — the appropriate principles on which Empire is
founded, and which, from the reflection observed, have been maintained by the US until 2016:

Cooperation has indeed principled and does not compromise. China will
definitely not develop at the expense of the interests of other countries, and
will never give up its legitimate rights to development. The Sino-US trade
friction has occurred for more than a year. Whether it is macroeconomics,
enterprise development, or the people's livelihood, the impact on the
Chinese economy is generally controllable.

EAERA RN, FRAE—RIZ . A E g DURE ) R s v ARk R B 2, th
RABGE A OISR N G . PR S BEE R F2R, BR2AZEMAT, R4
WA, At RAATI, X o [ 28 B 3 R AR S i i A Ak AT 4 L S

It is here, of course, that the facing mirrors distort and make possible the fulfillment of a
natural desire to see oneself reflected in the image observed. And it is here that the
borderlands of Empire are defined. As well, it is here that the analysis turns inward — the
image submerged within that of the viewer — and then projected out:

As President Xi Jinping declared: The door to China's opening-up will not
close, it will only open wider. The pace of China's promotion of a higher level
of openness will not stagnate! China's push to build an open world economy
will not stagnate! China’s push of the pace to build a community of shared
destiny will not stagnate!

N 33 F FJE FrE R R R RTIA KM, R Mook, & EHEs) 8 &
AP IR AN x5 | EHESD i BOT O R B KD AN Az b rp [ HESh
N amis L FA D AN 2 {51

The mirror reflects the echoes of images through the lessons of the period of Reform and
Opening Up; it reflects images through the struggle and objectives that are meant to fulfill
the promise of an arc of history propelling China from the trash bin of Empire to its guardian.
The image changes from a negotiation to a test of the fundamental soundness of the
economic system built after 1976:

When the door opens, fresh air can come in, but the wind and rain will also
come in, and all kinds of risk challenges can't be avoided. This trade friction
is not only a "master trick” between big countries, but also a flaw in the
process of growth. This is a test of the ability to withstand pressure. In 40
years of reform and opening up, the strong potential accumulated by China's
development is a solid foundation for dealing with shocks.

5 Ibid.
6 Ibid
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KRITHTIF, Friga<aestk, Mmthaik, SrREHSEATT. g4
o KR G BEHEA R AR E 8] s T, s i —x
B o XGRS PURBE /I AIRR IS . B TF 40 4, F DR AR SRR R I 5
RIERE, AL X ol 1 U2 [ S k.7

From this inward looking perspective emerges an outward objective — if the United States
is not up to the task, then China will take up the responsibility of the imperial system that
the US inaugurated and now appears to have abandoned through its own corruption and
uncivilized behaviors:

At a higher level, ‘looking at the world’, economic globalization is an
irreversible historical trend. "It is impossible to return the sea of the world
economy to an isolated small lake or small river, and it is not in line with the
historical trend.”

FESE R IRE A, A GF R R AN AT 1 I s K% . “ib it 5t
2o I R IR B B — A — N RALNERA . N, R—AFTRER, a2
ANFFE 3 SR8

And that imperial obligation, recast for the new era, and reflecting the correct foundations,
has been incarnated now as China's Belt and Road Initiative. That, our mirror reflects, helps
to see in the image reflected the fundamental flaws that inevitably produce the corruption
and hegemonism that points to the lose of the American imperial mantle:

If the world is good, then China can be good; if China is good, then the world
is even better." The simple words of President Xi Jinping reveal the great
logic of the relationship between China and the world in the New Era.
China’s wisdom is like a beacon in the sea, guiding the world economic ship
to keep moving forward.

‘ML, PEAReLF PEGE, WAL S B AN IRE,
s BT E SO R AR . T S W K T T
18 91 & L DU AN BT R 2E.

7
8
9

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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Picture 3: Article: Sino-US economic and trade cooperation is the right choice, but cooperation is principled.
Courtesy: People’s Daily.

The second is the anonymously published Sino-US economic and trade cooperation is the right
choice, but cooperation is principled,1® also published in the People's Daily. Here again
American tariffs distort the image perceived through the double mirrors of trade perception.
There is principle and sincerity on the Chinese side, there are tariffs and rejection on the
American side. In contrast to Chinese patience is American bluster. In contrast to measured
behavior that reflects the burdens of imperial obligation, there is only self serving action:

For more than a year, China’s sincerity and goodwill in promoting
negotiations have been obvious to all. Now, the Chinese economy and the
US economy are deeply integrated, and the US imposes tariffs, which is
unfavorable to the Chinese people, unfavorable to the American people, and
unfavorable to the people of the world. The proper settlement of economic
and trade issues between China and the United States is the expectation of
the whole world. The US move runs counter to the expectations of the world.

BUE, ESGASEEZ PR MG, KITIERBL X AN RAH],
XF 5 E NRAH], S AN R AWANH] . o 36 2238 i vk 28 B ) LS 4 At 5
M, X MESSEFMHHLTEMW®R. U

10 ARk iFig i [Commentator] H3EIF A T &E 2 IEIIESE, HE/ERAEN ) [Sino-US economic and
trade cooperation is the right choice, but cooperation is principled], A [ H#% [Renmin Ribao]. (May 13,
2019), available at http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrb/html/2019-
05/13/nw.D110000renmrb_20190513_3-01.htm

11 Ibid.
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And the mirror distorts. In the face of global expectation there is Chinese principle and
commitment to cooperation present:

China will never give in on major issues of principle, [it will] resolutely

defend the core interests of the country and the fundamental interests of

the People, and will not lose its national dignity at any time. No one should

expect China to swallow the bitter fruit that harms its core interests.

o 5 AR FE R D el b R AN, I A T S oM 2 AN AR AR A
i, AR REA SRR E K™, AR NEA Z R P E 2 T HE
H A% A 2 (77 R 12

But there is no echo of principle beyond that. That is inevitable — where the image merges
the substance of globalization with Chinese principles, deviation or disagreement is error.
And inevitably the image of disagreement reflects something other than sincerity, something
other than cooperation, and something other than principle. That notion of the union of
China and the essence of principled globalization is conformed where the mirror presents
the self-image of the West as self-reflexively corrupt: “The proper settlement of economic
and trade issues between China and the United States is the expectation of the whole world.
The US move runs counter to the expectations of the world.” [ 3% 36 ff th 28 52 In 2 4= tH 7L
Wiy, SEJ7RZSsh St R I 1 i o). 12 That is precisely the image necessary to conform the
sense of the inversion of the position of the United States and China from their respective
positions in 1969. And that is what Jiang Shigong must inevitably see when he sees reflected
in his own mirrors the self reflections of the West — and with an appropriate level of horror.
The mirror, however, reflects something else as well:

Practice tells us that the more complicated the situation is and the more
challenging it is, the more it is necessary to give play to the stabilizing role
of the centralized and unified leadership of the Party Central Committee.
Under the strong leadership of the Party Central Committee with Comrade
Xi Jinping as the core, we will maintain strategic strength, enhance [our]
confidence in victory, and concentrate on doing our own things. We can
calmly cope with various risks and challenges, and overcome all difficulties
and obstacles.

SRR VR EAT, BOR SR BRiO™IR, R R S T R g4
FHUEEFMEHEM . UL RIE RO P R R OTT T, R
A SE A7, ISR EAS L, BRI B QR FEE, FATERETTE N
XF B B A — DT Az B 14

12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.



Emancipating the Mind (2019) 14(1) 147
Larry Cata Backer An Engagement With Jiang Shigong, “The American Trap’

Picture 4: H“: 3535 [ Chi Gué Tianwang, the Guardian of the East]
Copyright © 2019 Larry Cata Backer. All Rights Reserved.

And that brings us to the third reflection, the article by Lin Lizhen and Ding Yiting, Experts
discuss Sino-US trade relations - “The United States is suffering losses” is untenable; Adding
tariffs harms the interests of both parties, also published in the People's Daily, on May 13
2019. 1> Here the mirror is constructed by the experts of the Chinese intelligentsia.
“ Cooperation is the only correct choice of China and the United States. The agreement
between the two sides must be equal and mutually beneficial. On the major issues of
principle, the Chinese side must never give in.” [&{F/& "3 X007 Me— IE# RIS, BT R HMILA 2
JESFAE . BRI, 7E SR ) L AR AN ik2E )26 That insight was drawn both from a sense of
the flaws in the logic of US strategies given the realities of global trade, but also because it
would eventually hurt the United States more than China. This is well known of course, but
helps build the image of a wounded and deluded imperial guardian.

The focus on sincerity, though, provides the echo of the image that emerges from the mirrors.
Chinese sincerity has been questioned. The counter to American boorishness through tariff
policy is matched by Chinese insincerity through the tactics of trade negotiation. This
accusation was deeply felt and vigorously challenged by the experts in whose view Chinese
sincerity was a lived experience from the time of its accession to the World Trade
Organization. And that brings the discussion back to the image of cooperation within core
principles.

15 FKEHMS, T 1A% [Lin Lizhen and Ding Yiting] % SR o158 51 5 06 R — 2L (B 0Z 7518 il AN I INAEGBL45
FEXUJ7F 5 [Experts discuss Sino-US trade relations - “The United States is suffering losses” is untenable;
Adding tariffs harms the interests of both parties], A i H#k [Renmin Ribao]. (May 13, 2019), available at
http://opinion.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0513/c1003-31080324.html

16 Ibid.
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“We live in the same world, and cooperation is the only correct choice for
the two big countries of China and the United States,” said Zhang Yansheng,
amember of the National Development and Reform Commission's academic
committee, and a senior researcher, “Cooperation is the right choice, but
cooperation is also principled”. Yan Jinming believes: “The agreement
between China and the United States must be equal and mutually beneficial.
China will never give in on major issues of principle. China's three core
concerns must reach a solution: First, cancel all tariffs. Second, the figures
of trade purchases must be in line with reality. The third is to improve the
equilibrium of the text.”

“BAVEFAER DS, SRR KR ME— B R, Bxk
BEFARER . BRI Rk vl “HIF 2 EmRksE, EHa1Fh
A JEN . 7N TSR L AU A, 1R
FEOR R T B b5 R ANAESD o H 7 =A% 0 SR TT) ] L 2504 B i -
R IUE IR AL . R O R 7 B S bR, =R BE SUR
7

Now, indeed, we see through a glass darkly. The darkness starts in the West itself. The image
that the mirror reflects of Mr. Pierucci provides a vision that is enhanced in its reflections
from outside of the West. Yet that reflection is an echo colored by the surface on which it is
reflected. The image it appears to reveal sharply suggests the structures of empire that,
responsibly used, had helped shape the world that welcomed Mr. Trump to the White House.
But time changes the reflection of Empire which now descends into a vision of hegemonism
and the avoidance of responsibility through its reduction to technique —the techniques of
dispute resolution, and of tariffs. Its quality, so well developed in Jiang's excellent essay, is
worth considering for the image it presents to those who must be forced to see what the
United States has become through the lenses they must themselves use.

But it is in the consideration of the quality of those lenses, that one understands better not
just what is seen, but the observer as well. And for the United States, as it seeks to fulfill its
own responsibilities in Empire, that was a valuable service provided by Jiang, for which its
gratitude might be expressed by the more vigorous and strategic engagement with its
responsibilities.

17 Ibid.



