China and World Strategy with Edward Luttwak 

Dr. Edward N. Luttwak discussed the recent incident involving the downing of an American reconnaissance plane off the Chinese coast and outlined three possible scenarios for the future of U.S.-China relations during an International Scholars' Discussion sponsored by the Council May 2 at the National Press Club. 

Dr. Luttwak, who is a Senior Fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, said the incident, which resulted in the death of a Chinese pilot, was a meeting between two nations each with its own internal compulsions. 

During the Cold War, he noted, the U.S. acquired structures of great power in the intelligence, diplomatic and military fields. These structures were left behind without a function at the end of that era, with a predisposition to look for an enemy (a role played for a while by Saddam Hussein). China, emerging from the "crushing misery" of Mao Tse Tung's era, had no interest in picking a quarrel. But economic changes in that country resulted in the uprooting of peasants and a rapid change in the wealth structure, bringing unrest and nationalistic outrage that found a ready outlet when the U.S. accidentally bombed the Chinese embassy in China. The rulers in Beijing faced an explosive situation and mounted a campaign of hatred directed at the U.S. 

Dr. Lutttwak said the incident was a completely non-accidental collision. He said the recent intercepts of American surveillance flights by Chinese fighter planes had become extremely aggressive. 

"Whoever sent them up gave orders to harass Americans," he said. It is clear, he added, that the militarists in China have stoked a national resentment campaign against the U.S. at a level not heard in 20 years. He said they are asking the Chinese to believe three impossibilities: that the U.S. Navy caused the accident; that China as of now can stand toe-to-toe with the U.S., and that China can seek out every available opportunity to humiliate this country and can still export its goods to the U.S. 

He said he sees three future scenarios : 

(1) That there will be a reassertion of Chinese policy, with an authoritarian government in Beijing and parts of the country controlled by it, while liberalizing the economy, with a free market that will eventually lead to political liberalization; 

(2) That the military will come to power, harboring the enormous Chinese resentment that their nation has been historically weak in modern times, inevitably leading to a confrontation with the U.S. and cutoff of trade; 

(3) Or a situation in between the two, with continuing problems between the nations and movement to a less-easy, limited relationship. 

Dr. Luttwak said all three scenarios require the U.S. to be extremely attentive to relations with Russia. As of now, he explained, Chinese military modernization depends on purchases from Russia. No matter which way events unfold, he said, the U.S. cannot pick quarrels with both nations at the same time. We must build serious relations with India that were not possible during the Cold War and should lead a "soft coalition" with China's neighbors to encourage it to develop in a positive way. 

Dr. Luttwak discounted the possibility of a Chinese invasion of Taiwan, pointing to a lack of preparations for an invasion on the mainland and the lack of an "anti-invasion culture" on the island. He said that if China launched all its missiles toward Taiwan, they would do less damage than the latest earthquake there. He suggested that both sides were posturing, much as the characters do in a Chinese opera. 

During a question period, a retired admiral took issue with Dr. Luttwak's assessment of Taiwan's defense plans, stating that the U.S. refused to sell the Taiwanese all the armaments they desired. Dr. Luttwak replied that other nations offered weaponry, but Taiwan declined to buy them. 

Discussing the question of missile defenses, Dr. Luttwak said he was sure that President Bush's proposals for such a system would meet the same fate as previous ones. He said such systems are institutional orphans, taking a long time to build while administrations change. 

"I think this too will be dropped and I will not be crying," he said, prompting applause from some audience members. 

In conclusion, he criticized the wording of the President's recent statement pledging to defend Taiwan, saying it only served to add to the tension between the U.S and China. "I still hope it will be the first scenario that comes about," he concluded. 

----William O. Craig

