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The Honorable Chas W. Freeman Jr. initiated the event of, China’s Rise in Asia: Peril or Partner, at the Ronald Reagan International Trade Center. His introduction focused on the main question and topic of the evening: “Is China’s rise a challenge to the United States?” The panelists for the evening included Dr. Robert Sutter, author of China's Rise in Asia: Promises and Perils and former National Intelligence Officer for East Asia & the Pacific, National Intelligence Council; Ms. Xiaohui (Anne) Wu, Career Diplomat for the Chinese Foreign Ministry and currently a Research Fellow at the Belfer Center, Harvard University; Dr. Nancy Bernkopf Tuker, editor of Dangerous Straits: The US-Taiwan-China Crisis and Professor of History at Georgetown University; and John J. Tkacik Jr, Research Fellow on China Policy in the Asian Studies Center,The Heritage Foundation. 

Dr. Sutter began the panel discussion by giving a brief history of previous times in which China seemed to be a threat to the United States and then went on to say that in many cases, including that of today, it is the media in the Washington, DC area that makes the news on China and Asia seem threatening. He went on by saying that the situation in China is not the same as it was in the 1980’s, and that the Chinese are not close enough to have the power to rule over all of Asia. Dr. Sutter supported this calming perspective by stating that China is seeking to improve economically and diplomatically but that China dose not want to confront the United States. 

Ms. Wu supported Dr. Sutter’s point that China does not want to stand against the United States because China is working to improve its diplomatic relations and because China agrees with the United States when it comes to wanting a nuclear-free North Korea. Ms. Wu focused mainly on China’s relationship with North Korea; one of her personal views was that if North Korea remains nuclear and unstable it will “undermine China’s efforts to be stable.” She also pointed out that if North Korea remains nuclear it can put China’s security in jeopardy because it will not be difficult for North Korea to gain followers, leaving China surrounded by nuclear powers. She concluded her speech by stating that China is currently serving as a mediator between the United States and North Korea and in such a capacity is striving to facilitate an agreement between North Korea and the United States. 

Dr. Tucker steered the audience in a different direction and chose to address China’s relationship with Taiwan, which she stated to be the only “issue on which the United States and China can find themselves at war.” She went on by saying that there are three main changes that have occurred in Taiwan over which China and the United States think differently. Firstly, Taiwan is now a democratic government no longer led by an authoritarian rule; secondly, this new form of government has generated new political clout, as they no longer look to China as a leader; and thirdly, since China has presented Taiwan with various empty threats there has been a decline in perception of threat amongst the people of Taiwan and the vast majority is sure that they will be protected by the United States. Dr. Tucker stressed, however, that if the United States were to protect Taiwan, China and the United States would likely sever all relations. 

Mr. Tkacik, arguing to the contrary, believes that Taiwan is not the problem; but instead points to China’s nationalism as that which could lead them to war. This is not to say, however that the United States and China cannot and have not worked together closely on issues of importance, exemplified by their relationship centered around the North Korean nuclear threat today. Nevertheless, as long as China is not run by a stable democratic government, it will continue to exist as a threat to the United States. 

Although there were different points of view on whether or not China is a threat to the United States, all panelists presented the audience with sufficient information to raise thought provoking questions during the discussion session of the evening. Despite the differences of opinions, it can be said that all panelists believe that the United States should not underestimate China’s key role in Asia and throughout the world. 
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