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today we could be reliving this
story, albeit in surprisingly recon-
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For the next decade or two
there will continue to be only one
superpower in the world, the
United States. China's rise to
superpower status seems all but
inevitable, but what is remarkable
is that China is the country whose
modernisation is unrelenting, while

. the United States, not even serious-

ly challenged yet, appears tempted
to follow the Soviet example.

Put another way, unless things
are thought through more clearly,the
United States could. let insecurity
ulldermin~its self-confidence,plung-
ing towards what the Chinese are
fond of calling"an historiCalerror".

This is why the latest Pentagon
assessment of China's military
strength, reieased last month, makes
for such interesting reading. The 50-
page report speaks of a China deter-
mined to achieve parity with the
United States and to become "the

pre-eminent power among regional
states in East Asia".
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tary in the United States in response
to challenges of any or every kind is
hard to cure, and may never be
entirely overcome. What is to be
feared, though, as deficitsmount and
spending on other productive areas
continues to be neglected, is that it
could ultimately contribute to the
country's downfall.

A paranoid would be tempted
to suspect China of, baiting the
United States into an arms race -
of using a classic game theory
ploy to feign sweeping modernisa-
tion in order to get the Americans
to overreact in ruinous ways. The
problem is we've never needed
encouragement to overindulge the
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should be compared with
Americanspendingof 3.7 percent
of GDP- a vastlylargerGDP.

More interesting still is how
China and the United States
approach military' , spending.
China, conscious' of its daunting
social needs, and more important,
of the fact that "catching up" with
the United States is not essential-
ly a military endeavour, IS build-
ing on the cheap. Advanced
weapons systems are bought from
Russia, rather than home grown.
All sorts of things are cobbled
together and reverse-engineered.
Other items, like, prohibitively
expensive aircraft carriers, have
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been forgone altogether.
Contrast that with the

Pentagon's penchant for extrava-
gance on new weapons acquisi-
tion. Even where old weapons
systems are concerned, self-

. denial often seems missing from
the vocabulary. '

As. Leslie Wayne reported
recently in The New York Times,
even as America builds dubious
new systems, like the $200 mil-.
lion-per-unit C-17 Globemaster III
cargo plane, Congress has prevent-
ed the retirement of old aircraft,
from aging B-52 bombers to U-2
reconnaissance planes.

Space is often a proxy for mil-
itary spending, and another area of
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traditional superpower competi-
tion. In this regard, the Chinese
space programme provides another
compelling example. There has
been near panic in some Pentagon
circles about suggestions by
Chinese and American diplomats
that the two countries should coop-
erate on exploration and research.

Voices warn about the risks of
divulging precious, closely held
technology. Here's a radical sug-
gestion: embrace the Chinese
request for cooperation so as to pry
away one of Beijing's most valu-
able secrets. That is, how does
China manage to put together a
manned lunar exploration pro-
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gramme that is progressing bril-
liantly on a budget that wouldn't
keep the whole of NASA function-
ing for a year?

NASA's budget for 2007 is
$16.8 billion. Officially, China has
spent 19.3 billion yuan on space
programmes of all kinds over the
past 13 years. A dollar gets you
roughly 8 yuan - unless you're in
the space business.

The United States is plan-
ning for a China whose military
strength will grow steadily in
the years ahead. Taiwan, in par-
ticular, will remain a dangerous
fault line, requiring both vigi-
lance and consummate diplo-
matic skills on both sides.

But the question is whether
the United States is wrong to
understand that China's chal-
lenge is primarilymilitary.It is in
the realms of productivity,
knowledgeand ideas that the real
jousting will take place over the
next coupleof decades.

In many ways, East Asia has
still not emerged from the Cold
War, with a Korea still divided,
a Japan at odds with it1ineigh-
bours over territory and history,
and a China with a fast moulting
economy and anachn;mistic
political system.

. Test Chinaon the basis of its
self-proclaimed"peacefulri~e",to
begin building a new se'curity
architecture in this part of the
world that takes into accountboth
countries' legitimate interests. .

In the meantime,' focus on
modernising your economy,
upgradingthe skills of your work-
force and polishingyour ideas.for
the long competition ahead.
COURTESY THE INTERNATIONAL
HERALD TRIBUNE
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