he PNTR
political-economic
thought
experiment: Imagine that every
, piece of clothing you wear, every
piece of furniture you own, and every
object you see in the course of an average
day that is stamped "Made in China" suddenly, magically disappears—poof!
Your underwear is history. So are your
shoelaces, your belt, your buttons and
zippers. Your car still works—the frame
and engine were made in Mexico—but
you are driving on your knees because
the seats were made in Shanghai. The
battery-powered clocks in your office
(made in Guangzhou) are gone; your
secretary is grumpy because his coffeemaker (made in Zhuhai) is vamoose; the
Compaq computers (made in the
Shenzhen Special Economic Zone) are
missing. Oh, and the telephones don't
work: Millions of telecom switches, copper wires and fiber-optic cables were
taken in the Sino-rapture.
The beauty of this experiment is that it
costs so much less, in dollars and tears,
than the empty annual congressional
debate over whether to extend "permanent normal trade relations" (PNTR,
formerly "most favored nation") status to
China. The strength of the experiment is
its simplicity. Anyone can do it; it requires
no reliance on staged political statements;
and it unfailingly reveals the stark reality
of U.S.-China relations. We both depend
upon each other for our lives.
We are already mutually interdependent to the point that hurting the other
in a significant way means hurting ourselves. It is similar in nature to the Cold
War standoff in that we both have aimed
at each other an insanely powerful
weapon of mass destruction: the withdrawal of commercial trade. This weapon
works precisely the opposite of a neutron
bomb: It leaves human beings alive while
making buildings, cars, clothing and a lot
of infrastructure disappear. It is so destructive, practically speaking, it is impossible
to use. This is the MAD-like logic of the
present U.S.-China relationship.
The empty but nevertheless noisy annual PNTR debate, coming up later this
summer, will therefore reach a Zen-like
plateau of meaninglessness. The votes are

just not there to thwart PNTR. Still, there
are sufficient numbers of China-loathing
zealots on both the left and the right to
ensure verbal fireworks for a week or two.
Let's quickly review the main reasons
why the whole PNTR debate is pointless
and, therefore, pointlessly distracting from

more important challenges facing U.S.China relations. First, not once during the
20 years in which China's trading status
has been debated annually in Congress
was the threat of revocation carried out—
not even after the Chinese government
killed hundreds of students at Tienanmen
Square in 1989. Failing to be enacted even
after this butchery, what kind of leverage,
what credibility, does such a threat have?
Second, linking
the threat of revocation of PNTR
status to China's
labor,
human
rights and environmental crimes
is logically flawed. There is no available
evidence to support the idea that making
good on such a threat would lead to
improvements in China in any of these
areas. Indeed, common sense would argue
otherwise: that isolating China further
would increase its sense of paranoia, push it
further into poverty, and kill the economic
reforms that courageous liberal elements in
the Chinese government are supporting.
Third, the notion that China should
be punished for its human rights crimes
makes some moral sense. But so does the
idea that by bringing China into a close
trading relationship with the developed
world, which has its own flawed but nevertheless superior labor and human rights
standards, China's widespread poverty
might be somewhat alleviated. Lessening
the likelihood of an apocalyptic war
between China and the United States

(possibly triggered by Taiwan, which has
always supported PNTR for mainland
China) also, surely, carries a decisive
moral weight.
Finally, PNTR is not NAFTA. The latter was a case of U.S. arm-twisting of a
poor nation in desperate need of cash—a
fire sale at gunpoint. China is nothing of
the sort. The left-liberal critique of free
trade, forged in the furnace of the
NAFTA struggles, is not relevant in the
case of China, an emerging superpower
whose size of potential annual trade with
the United States dwarfs that of Mexico.
Understanding that last sentence is
really the nub of the matter, but doing so
is the task of another column, if not a lifetime. I lived in China for four years, and
I'll say this: China is sui generis, the Jupiter
of nations, unimaginably large and complex and impossible to generalize about.
It is not a vague Oriental romanticism
from which I speak; it is rather a
reporter's assessment of a society larger in
population than any other on earth, most
of it still plunged in poverty, and which,

in its efforts to pull itself up, is simultaneously experiencing most of the major
human revolutions since the Neolithic
Age: agricultural, industrial, consumer,
capitalist, sexual, digital.
Arguing over PNTR is like arguing over
burned toast while the house next door is
burning down and scattering sparks on
your roof. You may know that your neighbor is a paranoid dictator—and you may
think him also to be a God-hater, a childbeater and a polluter—but common sense
tells you that it's best to run outside to
help your neighbor put the fire out.
That is, if you want to save your own
shorts. H
Douglas C. McGill is former editor of the
Virtual China and China Online Web sites
and the Bloomberg News bureau chief in
Hong Kong.
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Teamster
Players
Hoffa and Leedham are set for a rematch
By David Moberg
LAS VEGAS

A

egates also staged walkouts during Leedham's nomination
acceptance speech and the election officer's reprimand of
Hoffa for using union property to campaign. And one of the
biggest standing ovations of the convention came when
Chicago leader Frank Wsol opined that "we could save $20
million [an overstated figure] if we didn't have an election."
Ultimately, the safeguard of democracy in a union is not
just the official rules, but the internal political culture. On
that front, the Teamsters still have a
long way to go.

s the Teamsters Union heads into fall elections for its
top officers, there are really two campaigns underway.
One is the presidential contest between incumbent
James P. Hoffa and challenger Tom Leedham, a local union
president from Oregon. The other is an effort to persuade the
government to end its 12-year oversight of internal union conduct that
has deeply influenced but not completely reshaped the big union, long
offa used the convention not
under mob control and marred by coronly to defend his record, but
to vilify previous Teamsters
rupt, undemocratic rule.
With his famous name, money and
President Ron Carey for dividing and
the power of incumbency, Hoffa is the
bankrupting the union after his 1991
favorite. But Leedham, the candidate
election. The Carey administration
of the Teamsters' persistent if beleacertainly had its faults: Facing a perguered reform movement, has a
jury trial in August, Carey was
chance, since the 1.4 million members
removed from office for failing to
will pick their officers in a national
stop a scheme to channel union
mail-in ballot in October, thanks to
funds through other organizations for
the 1989 agreement between the
his successful 1996 election campaign against Hoffa. When the
union and the federal government.
election was re-run two years later,
The campaign to end that consent
Hoffa beat the little-known, poorly
decree is a trickier proposition,
financed Leedham, who still got
depending not only on progress in
nearly 40 percent of the votes (with
cleaning up the union, but on dicier
another 5 percent going to a candiexternal politics.
date now running with Leedham).
At the union's convention here in
But the Hoffa camp exaggerates
late June, Hoffa pursued both objecCarey's failings and ignores his
tives, but the ambivalence of his
achievements: The main financial
leadership was on display. The union
drain on union coffers in the early '90s
undertook major
constitutional
Teamsters President James P. Hoffa
reforms that strengthened democracy,
was a convention-approved increase
in strike benefits. While Carey's attacks on the "old guard"
guaranteeing the continued right of members to elect constituraised hackles of the union establishment, that same old guard
tional delegates and top officers by mail ballots and granting
systematically sabotaged Carey's initiatives and even unionautonomy to its Canadian division (proposals that Hoffa's core
sanctioned strikes. And Carey was the leader of the landmark
supporters previously had fought). Only a handful of unions
1997 UPS strike that Hoffa now celebrates without mentioning
give members as much direct power, and the changes are a tribhis predecessor.
ute to the reform movement, the government's controversial
Hoffa further sought to marginalize reformers in the name of
intervention, and Hoffa's recognition—whether principled or
"unity," even though his supporters helped keep alive the "civil
tactical—that he must embrace internal democracy.
war" mentality that Hoffa claimed to have ended. More than
At the same time, Hoffa's supporters displayed impatience, if
90 percent of the delegates, most of them local union officials,
not contempt, toward the reality of democratic unionism, raissupported his candidacy, including many leaders who had
ing the question of how deeply the union's culture has changed
served in the Carey administration. Leedham had a lower perand how secure democracy will be without government overcentage of delegates than Carey did in 1991. Even some officers
seers. Although critics spoke more freely than at conventions
of the '80s, there were still obstacles to open debate. Hoffa delsympathetic to Leedham saw Hoffa's election as inevitable, and
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