Early summer dreams about the “new cold war”
Tsang Shu-ki, 20 May 2001

I had a horrible dream the other night: the Third World War erupted. Missiles were flying in all directions, emitting blinding light and deafening sound. Everything was collapsing and shattered. Being always wanted to be an astronomer, I escaped—in “star war” style—in a capsule that suddenly appeared nearby and was then wandering alone nowhere in space………until I woke up. Thank God, it was only an early summer dream.

So the Bush Jr. administration wants to shift the military emphasis from Europe to the Pacific and to put up the “shield”. In thinly coded language, it regards China as “strategic competitor”, slightly better than the rogue “terrorist” states which are the overt targets. Is a “new cold war”, pitting the US against an increasingly powerful but stubbornly undemocratic China, in the making? Is Mankind in danger of mass destruction?

Wiping off my sweat, I rose from bed and went to the kitchen to have a coffee. Then I became more sober was able to laugh off the idea. But first an admission of “guilt”: I talked about the “new cold war” as early as 1992, and was reprimanded by informed parties as being alarmist. But the cold war is “new”, unlike the old one. There are two basic differences. And I got a hunch that China is going to win!

First it is asymmetrical. China won’t survive even a “first strike” by the US, according to most informed military commentators. But why should the US strike first? The old “evil empire”, the former Soviet Union, had an ability to half-destroy the US, but not this China. And China has even less reasons to strike the US first. Spending US$80 to $120 billion over 25 years to put up a land-, sea-, and space-based shield that would not provide “airtight protection” against incoming missiles, but merely would complicate “a prospective opponent’s calculation of success, adding to his uncertainty and weakening his confidence” (Business Week, May 14, 2001, p.46) is a grand idea that any anti-American would jump with joy. The capitalists are really inclined to dig their own graves. Bush Jr. wants to continue the sacred campaign that Saint Reagan’s “star war” threats broke the evil empire economically and hence politically. Star War II might ironically break US’s own economy and diplomatic cohesion. 

Second, China is becoming an economic powerhouse. What China should do is not to be so foolish as to engage in an armament race with the US, repeating the follies of the former Soviet Union, but to concentrate on developing its own economy. Of course, it should play little tricks from time to time, like spreading rumours that it is commissioning something that exploits the loopholes of the US shield under construction, so as to increase its cost as much as possible. 

Technologies change so fast. China should think about Star War III in the year 2015, when a relatively poor US, like the former evil empire, would be too financially constrained to respond!

“Hi, dear. Wake up!” I hear a voice by my side. It is my wife. “You got an early lecture and you’ll be late. You lazy economist.” So I was in another dream. Well, forget what I said in the dreams. I need to do some more calculations first.
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