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China’s bad bet against America
Joseph S. Nye
Project Syndicate

C

hinese-American relations are, once
again, in a downswing. China objected
to President Barack Obama’s receiving
the Dalai Lama in the White House, as well
as to the administration’s arms sales to Taiwan. There were ample precedents for both
American decisions, but some Chinese leaders
expected Obama to be more sensitive to what
China sees as its “core interests” in national
unity. Things were not supposed to turn out
this way. A year ago, the Obama administration
made major efforts to reach out to China. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton referred to “being in the same boat,” and that China and the
United States would “rise and fall together.”
Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner said he
spent more time consulting his Chinese counterparts than those in any other country. Some
observers even referred to a US-Chinese “G2”
that would manage the world economy.
The G2 idea was always foolish. Europe
has a larger economy than both the US and
China, and Japan’s economy is currently about
the same size as China’s. Their participation
in the solution of global problems will be essential. Nonetheless, growing US-Chinese
cooperation within the G20 last year was a
positive sign of bilateral as well as multilateral
cooperation.
Whatever the concerns regarding the recent
events related to the Dalai Lama and Taiwan, it
is important to note that the deterioration in
US-Chinese relations began beforehand. Many
American congressmen, for example, complain
that American jobs are being destroyed by China’s intervention in currency markets to maintain an artificially low value for the yuan.
A second issue was China’s decision not to
cooperate at the United Nations conference on
global climate change in Copenhagen last December. Not only did China resist measures that
had been under negotiation for the preceding
year, but Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s decision
to send a low-level official to meet with and
point a finger at Obama was downright insulting. China behaved similarly when the five permanent members of the UN Security Council
(plus Germany) met to discuss sanctions against
Iran for violations of its obligations to the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). Again,
China sent a low-ranking official.

Whatever the concerns
regarding the recent
events related to the
Dalai Lama and
Taiwan, it is important
to note that the
deterioration in USChinese relations began
beforehand.

What happened to those promising early
signs of cooperation? Two reasons for the
change in Chinese behavior - seemingly inconsistent at first glance, but in fact perhaps
mutually reinforcing - seem possible. First, a
political transition is expected in 2012, and,
in a period of rising nationalism, no Chinese
leader wants to look softer than his rivals. This
helps to explain the recent crackdowns in Tibet
and Xingjian, as well as the detention of human
rights lawyers.
In addition, China may be approaching an
economic transition. Some Chinese argue that
anything less than 8 percent growth would be
inadequate to ensure sufficient job creation
and fend off social instability. But, as America’s
savings rate begins to rise, China’s export-led
growth model, which has promoted employment in China at the cost of global trade imbalances, may no longer be possible. If China
responds to entreaties to revalue the yuan, it
may need to look tough on other issues to appease nationalist sentiment.
The second cause of China’s recent behavior could be hubris and overconfidence. China
is justly proud of its success in emerging from
the world recession with a high rate of economic growth. It blames the US for producing
the recession, and now holds some $2 trillion
in foreign-exchange reserves. Many Chinese
believe that this represents a shift in the global
balance of power, and that China should be less
deferential to other countries, including the
US. Certain Chinese scholars are now writing
about the decline of the US, with one identifying the year 2000 as the peak of American
power. This overconfidence in foreign policy,
combined with insecurity in domestic affairs,
may combine to explain the change in Chinese
behavior in the latter part of 2009. If so, China

US-made F-16 fighters release flares during the Han Kuang 22 exercise in Ilan, eastern Taiwan, July 20, 2006. China now has better fighter
jets than Taiwan, according to a military report by the island’s defense ministry which has been unsuccessful in its attempts to seek new F-16
jets from the US. Of the three types of fighter jets in Taiwan’s air force, only the F-16A/Bs have a slight edge over the Chinese aircraft, the
computer simulation report by the defense ministry found, the Liberty Times newspaper said on March 8, 2010. AFP)

is making a serious miscalculation.
First, the US is not in decline. Americans
and others have been predicting decline regularly over the years after the Soviets launched
Sputnik in 1957; again when Nixon closed the
gold window in 1971; and when the American
rust-belt economy seemed to be overtaken
by Japanese manufacturers in the 1980s. But
when one looks at the underlying strength of
the American economy, it is not surprising that
the World Economic Forum ranks the US second (just behind Switzerland) among the most
competitive, while China ranks some 30 places
below.
Second, the fact that China holds so many

dollars is not a true source of power, because
the interdependence in the economic relationship is symmetrical. True, if China dumped its
dollars on world markets, it could bring the
American economy to its knees, but in doing so
it would bring itself to its ankles. China would
not only lose the value of its dollar reserves,
but would suffer major unemployment. When
interdependence is balanced, it does not constitute a source of power.
Third, despite Chinese complaints, the dollar is likely to remain the major global reserve
currency, owing to the depth and breadth of
America’s capital markets, which China cannot
match without making the yuan fully convert-

Persian or Arabian Gulf?: Symbolic meanings of names

Rizwan Ahmad

T

he government of Iran recently issued a strong statement demanding
airlines that use the Iranian airspace
to refer to the waterway between Iran and
the Arab states as the Persian Gulf, not
the Arabian Gulf. The Minister of Transport, Hamid Behbehani warned that the
airlines that do not comply with this directive will be banned from flying into the
Iranian airspace. In a swift and sharp response, Khaled Al-Adwa, a Kuwaiti Member of the Parliament condemned the
Iranian demand and stressed that the gulf
has been; and will remain “Arabian.” This
controversy over the name of a body of
water-an inanimate entity-tells us something extremely crucial about the properties of language in general and names
in particular. It demonstrates that words
and names are not simply badges that we
stick to people and entities. In fact, it is
through names and words that we define
ourselves and others. People view names
as symbolic capitals, and they fight for
their control and ownership.
Since social positions, interests, and
identities are rarely the same, people
use different names and words to create

Arab’s insistence on calling the
waterway the “Arabian Gulf” rather
than the traditional “Persian Gulf”
therefore represents a struggle for the
control over the symbolic capital.
and represent realities differently. From
this point of view, names are like packages that contain linguistic, social, political and cultural values. Take for example,
the Arabic name ‘Maryam’ and its English
equivalent ‘Mary.’ Although both of them
refer to the same person-the mother of
Jesus Christ-they do not have the same
social meanings; they invoke different
sets of images to Muslims and Christians.
This is because although Muslims believe
that Jesus was a prophet they do not believe in many things about Him and Mary
that have become part of the mainstream
Christian tradition, for example the doctrine of the Holy Trinity. The name ‘Mary’
invokes images and traditions that do not
agree with Muslims’ understandings of Jesus and Mary, and that is why, despite the
fact that Muslims love Jesus Christ and his
mother, they do not name their daughters
‘Mary.’
The same principle applies to names

of places. History is replete with instances
where names of places have been changed
by people to mark the end of an old era
and the beginning of a new one. For example, after the Russian Revolution of
1917, the city of St. Petersburg was renamed Leningrad, in honor of their leader Vladimir Lenin. At that time, the name
“Leningrad” was a linguistic symbol of
the victory of socialist ideology and the
harbinger of a new world free of capitalist
exploitation. A few decades later, in early
1990s, however, as the social and political
realities changed with the collapse of socialism, people reverted to the old name
St. Petersburg. Replacing Leningrad with
St. Petersburg can be seen as a symbolic
act by which people tried to show their
disaffiliation with the socialist ideology. A
more recent example is the renaming of
the city of Pretoria in South Africa as Tshwane. The mayor of the city, Smangaliso
Mkhatshwa, beautifully captured the so-

Iran’s Jamaran guided-missile destroyer, is seen at right, in an exercise, in the Persian Gulf, Iran, Sunday, Feb. 21, 2010. Iran
on Friday launched its first domestically built destroyer, calling it a major technological leap for its naval industries. (AP)

cial, political, and cultural change that the
new name symbolized. He claimed that
by changing Pretoria to Tshwane, “we
are confirming the demise of oppression
and the advent of freedom ... the death
of apartheid and the birth of democracy.”
To the mayor and the black people in
general, the name Pretoria is a symbol of
slavery and oppression, whereas Tshwane
stands for freedom and liberation.
The controversy regarding the name
of the water body between Iran and the
Arab states also needs to be seen in the
larger social and political changes that
have been taking place in the Middle East
over the last few decades. The Arab states
of Kuwait, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, UAE,
and Qatar together constitute a solid economic and political block. In the recent
past these Arabic-speaking countries have
emerged, despite the economic downturn and its huge impacts on Dubai, as a
strategic center of international business
and trade. The strengthening of this new
identity requires a symbolic capital too.
The ownership of names symbolizes the
political and economic dominance of the
Arab states. Arab’s insistence on calling
the waterway the “Arabian Gulf” rather
than the traditional “Persian Gulf” therefore represents a struggle for the control
over the symbolic capital.
It is worth mentioning here that the
traditional name of the waterway under
discussion as evidenced by old historical
documents is the Persian Gulf. Since Arabs started to use the term Arabian Gulf,
international organization such as the National Geographic also adopted it in one
of its publications in 2004. The Government of Iran and Iranians worldwide protested against the use of the term “Arabian Gulf” by the National Geographic,
which later issued a statement clarifying
its policy regarding names. They argued
that the primary name of the waterway is
the Persian Gulf, but it has been the policy
of the National Geographic to mention a
secondary name if it is commonly recognized. Google Earth followed suit in using the name “Arabian Gulf.” Angered by
this, more than a million Iranians signed
an online petition in 2008 asking Google
to drop the name “Arabian Gulf.”
Whether or not the old name “The Persian Gulf” manages to hold the ground or
the new one “The Arabian Gulf” blows it
away, what remains certain is the deeplyentrenched symbolic values that people
attach to names and words. People fight
for the control and ownership of this symbolic capital because they constitute ways
to define their own and others’ identities.
This naming controversy clearly suggests
that Shakespeare was wrong when he
said: ‘What’s in a name? That which we
call a rose by any other name would smell
as sweet.’
* Rizwan Ahmad is Professor of Linguistics at the American University of
Kuwait.

ible and reforming its banking system.
Finally, China has miscalculated by violating the wisdom of Deng Xiaoping, who advised that China should proceed cautiously
and “keep its light under a basket.” As a senior
Asian statesman told me recently, Deng would
never have made this mistake. If Deng were in
charge today, he would lead China back to the
cooperative relations with the US that marked
early 2009.
* Joseph S. Nye Jr. is Distinguished Service Professor at Harvard’s Kennedy School of
Government and author, most recently, of The
Powers to Lead

High-Speed Rail: A social
cohesion strategy for the US?
Julie Wagner
The Brookings Institution

The objective is for areas well beyond core
to thrive economically and to dissuade
people from migrating in search of jobs.

W

hen President Obama unveiled his budget allocation for
high-speed rail, he said: “In France, high-speed rail has
pulled regions from isolation, ignited growth (and), remade
quiet towns into thriving tourist destinations.” His remarks emphasize how high-speed rail is increasing the accessibility of isolated
places as an argument for similar investments. So, what’s the source
of this argument in the European context?
In Nov. 2009, the European Union’s ESPON (the European Observation Network for Territorial Development and Cohesion) released a report called “Trends in Accessibility.” ESPON examined the
extent to which accessibility has changed between 2001 and 2006.
ESPON defines accessibility as how “easily people in one region can
reach people in another region.” This measurement of accessibility
helps determine the “potential for activities and enterprises in the
region to reach markets and activities in other regions.” ESPON’s
research concluded that in this five-year period, rail accessibility grew
an average of 13.1 percent. The report further concludes that highspeed rail lines have “influenced positively the potential accessibility
of many European regions and cities.”
In particular, the research found that the core of Europe - Germany, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Switzerland - has the highest potential accessibility. Europe’s core produces the highest levels
of economic output and has the highest population densities. ESPON
argues that with such densities, the core has found reason to link their
economic hubs (cities) with high-speed rail. These are the places in
Europe where they have the greatest returns on investment.
But ESPON also found that high speed rail is starting to increase
the accessibility of isolated places such as France’s Tours, Lyon, and
Marseille. This is a very important finding for Europe. They have a
long-standing policy of social cohesion and balance, striving to create
economic sustainability and population stability across Europe. The
objective is for areas well beyond core to thrive economically and to
dissuade people from migrating in search of jobs. Fiscally, social cohesion translates into investing disproportionately more money into
areas not producing sufficient levels of economic output. High-speed
rail is but one of the many strategies intending to produce “economic
and social cohesion,” states a European Commission report on highspeed rail. But we are not Europe. While their thesis underpinning
high-speed rail is social cohesion, what is our underlying thesis for
high-speed rail? And what does this look like spatially? What was the
logic behind the selection of Florida over other possible corridors? Is
this line going to strengthen our national economy and GDP? Clarity
on this score will help ensure the project is a success and offers a high
return on investment. Lessons from this accessibility study say that
places with high population levels and GDP output offer the greatest
accessibility and therefore success. It would be a pity if the US finally
jumped on the high-speed bandwagon but still missed the train.
* A former city planner, Julie Wagner is an expert on long- and
short-range land use planning, public involvement, and land use
conflict resolution. Her research areas include development of large
scale urban regeneration projects, land use mediation, and the design and implementation of public involvement programs for controversial urban projects.

