
Civitas  -- Free Trade and the China Connection 

February 18, 2010 

 You might be forgiven if you find it difficult to 

figure out just what America’s trade policy is, and 

would be entitled to a furrowed brow as you try to 

divine US policy towards China. 

 All is contradiction. In his State of the Union 

speech the president asked congress to approve 

trade deals that have been gathering dust in its inbox, 

and once again denounced protectionism. He also 

said he plans to double US exports in the next five 

years. This after raising tariffs on Chinese tyres. 

 As for China, the President felt it so important to 

retain good working relations that he abased himself 

before the regime’s leaders during his visit to Beijing, 

and allowed a minor regime official to jab his finger at 

him during the Copenhagen summit on climate 

change. Yet the administration has taken a strong 

position on Google’s side in the firm’s argument with 

China over censorship and intellectual property rights, 

is about to sell a substantial amount of arms to 



Taiwan, and Obama is planning to meet the Dali 

Lama. 

 My own reading of all of this conflicting evidence 

is that whatever pleasantries about mutual 

dependence might be exchanged, America is in a no-

holds-barred competition with China,  with both sides 

becoming increasingly bellicose. 

 I don’t believe that Obama is a free trader, or that 

if he is the trade unions will allow him to sign onto any 

significant trade deals. Nor can the President pursue 

a free trade policy even if he wants to, because free 

trade requires at least to tango. And because 

domestic exigencies preclude such a policy. 

 Let me explain: 

1. There is the small matter of jobs. And of a mid-

term election coming up in November when the 

unemployment rate will still be close to 10 %. The 

President, whose popularity is slipping, will be 

pushed to more and more protectionist 

measures, ranging from tariffs on specific goods 

to measures such as “Buy American”. 



2. There is the larger matter of currency 

manipulation. EXPAND 

3. There is the still larger matter of geopolitical 

competition, of America’s world economic 

leadership, of not allowing the trade deficit to get 

so large that, along with the budget deficit, 

investors will begin to wonder about the dollar’s 

role as the world’s reserve currency. 

Meanwhile, China has its own imperative -- creating 

enough jobs for millions. Lacking democratic 

legitimacy, its only hold on its people -- other than 

coercion -- is its ability to improve their material 

standard of living.  
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