
"The Ugly American" by William J. Lederer & Eugene Burdick 

First published in 1959, during the height of the Cold-War, this is a political science book, 
written about the US embassy in the fictitious country of Sarkin in South East Asia. 

So what does a political science book have to do with missionary work? More than you would ever 
imagine. In fact, its message will probably be lost to most, except that is, those of us who work in 
third world countries, in circumstances similar to those set out in the book.  
 
The book tells of the total lack of understanding on the part of the US Embassy Staff as to what is 
really going on around them in the country, and it gives the reasons: no personal interaction with 
the people (only surface interaction at work), no fluency in the language (so they cannot 
understand what is being said around them, or about them, nor even read the newspapers, and are 
therefore ignorant about what is really happening), no friends among the people (they stand apart, 
they like it that way, they are outsiders: always have been and always will be), they view the people 
as stupid, inept, back-ward, and therefore demean them, they do not seek advise from the people, 
and when offered, they ignore it, being content to simply impose their will on the people and the 
country regardless.  
 
By contrast the Communists do everything opposite, and they therefore make great inroads into all 
levels of influence in the country. Remember this was written as the US was getting involved in 
Vietnam to stop the spread of communism. The Communist method of infiltration was working; 
their socio-economic system does not! but their method of infiltration does! And has not the devil 
infiltrated and subverted the societies of the world? The bible is clear, The whole world lies in the 
evil one I Jn. 5:19. He has infiltrated and woed them to himself, away from the truth, away from the 
light. If we as missionaries who work in those places were satan lives, where his seat is, where his 
gates (the gates of hell) are most secure, if we want success, if we want God's kingdom extended, we 
cannot follow the methods of the foolish US Embassy staff.  
 
By the way, you probably think the title "The Ugly American" refers to Americans in general, but no, 
there is an Ugly American, an engineer, who sees the foolish methods of his fellow embassy workers 
and the obvious results; he just happens not to be handsome; the title is a play-on-words.  
 
This book is full of insights for the missionary working in a third world country: of what not to do 
and what to do. It is a call to return to Pauline methods, a call to follow the methods of our Lord 
Jesus (see Mt 10, Lk 10). I would highly recommend this book to all prospective missionaries, and 
even veterans; it is a real wake-up call to learn the language and customs of the people, to be with 
the people, to make friends, to drop the haughty Western-American mindset that demeans 
everything which is not ours, and to begin dealing with people as equals with valid ideas, criticisms, 
and input. We are not talking about compromising the message, but of how to interact with, and 
relate to, the people among whom we work.  
 
Unto the Jews I became as a Jew  I Cor 9:20. 

 


