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ASPI’s inaugural international conference was held in Canberra on 
14–15 September 2005. Our aim was to explore the larger geopolitical 
issues facing Australia and the Asia–Pacific as we contemplated how 
the next ten or twenty years might reshape the strategic landscape. 
Beyond asking our speakers to be bold and to look for broad themes 
we placed no constraints on how people should approach their topics. 
The papers presented in these two volumes are the striking result of 
this process. I am grateful to the seventeen speakers ASPI invited to 
Canberra for their efforts and insights. Those present at the conference 
saw some of the finest minds debating some of global security’s 
most complex strategic problems. The published proceedings of the 
conference present a lasting record of important new thinking on 
these issues.

Our aim was to explore the larger geopolitical 
issues facing Australia and the Asia–Pacific as 
we contemplated how the next ten or twenty 
years might reshape the strategic landscape.

A distinct theme to emerge from the conference was a sense of 
optimism about the Asia–Pacific and pessimism about prospects 
for the Middle East. Kishore Mahbubani caught the mood: ‘a tidal 
wave of common sense’ had swept through Asia as the region’s 
leadership emphasised raising living standards through economic 
growth. Throughout the region, he argued, the guns had fallen silent. 
‘There are virtually no major wars anywhere across the Asia–Pacific.’ 
This contrasted with assessments of the current grim situation in 
the Middle East. Harlan Ullman and Robert O’Neill both emphasised 
the very difficult road ahead for Iraq, the dangers of Iranian nuclear 
proliferation, the uncertain outcomes of attempts at political reform 
across the region and the continued fuelling of Islamist terrorism. In 

Director’s introduction
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the long-term, Walter Russell Mead argued, the Asia–Pacific would become America’s ‘most 
important strategic concern’, but that would not be for some years and not for as long as 
America’s immediate strategic concerns were the war in Iraq and attempts to promote 
democratic reform in the Middle East.

China and its rise, or rather its re-emergence to a position of regional and global power, was 
the central strategic preoccupation of the conference. ‘When we look at China’ said Abdul 
Razak Baginda ‘we look at this whole dichotomy between threat or opportunity, and I think 
there is a bit of both.’ Many speakers pondered how to understand the balance between 
China’s ambition and its conservatism—the ‘yin and yang relation’ in Chinese history as 
Ross Terrill put it. Although there were concerns about how China would choose to use its 
assumed future power, our speakers mostly saw this as a challenge of designing the right 
regional order. Kwa Chong Guan argued that one way of viewing the ASEAN Regional Forum 
was that it was designed to ‘enmesh the US and prevent it from downsizing its presence 
in the region, and to engage and ‘socialise’ a rising China into becoming a ‘responsible’ 
power.’ For Varun Sahni the central challenge was to avoid the Asia–Pacific developing into 
‘a region of opposing axes and balances’ or one managed by a handful of great powers, but 
rather for the region to become ‘enmeshed in a cooperative security arrangement.’ This 
is no small task. Greg Sheridan warned: ‘I have spent twenty-five years writing about East 
Asian regionalism … you do eventually have to say, if it hasn’t amounted to anything after 
twenty-five years, there’s a very good chance it might not amount to anything in the next 
twenty-five years.’

Our speakers were broadly positive about the Asia–Pacific’s 
prospects. Almost all thought stability and prosperity was still 
underpinned by US alliances in the region.

Our speakers were broadly positive about the Asia–Pacific’s prospects. Almost all thought 
stability and prosperity were still underpinned by US alliances in the region. ‘Does America 
have the imagination to conceive the rise of China consistent with its own evolving national 
interest’ Paul Kelly asked. Generally the answer was a cautious yes. Some speakers expressed 
frustration at the difficulties of influencing Washington’s thinking on Asian security, and 
pointed to shifts in power that would ultimately increase the influence of other countries. 
India will become a more considerable influence in East Asia, Japan is increasing its security 
role as a ‘more normal’ country, and the ASEAN states are seeking to play a balancing role 
through multilateral cooperation. But for the foreseeable future a strong US presence 
remains the key stabilising factor.

Several security problems and flashpoints were identified as having the potential to derail 
regional growth and stability. Lanxin Xiang claimed that ‘no Chinese leader, communist 
or non-communist, would ever accept Taiwan’s independence.’ He also doubted Beijing’s 
capacity to decisively influence the behaviour of North Korea. China–Japan relations 
were a source of particular concern with few if any immediate solutions in prospect to 
bring about a political rapprochement between the North Asian giants. Differences of 
perception are crucial. ‘Critics say that there seems to be an emerging nationalism in Japan’ 
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said Makio Miagawa. ‘What has emerged doesn’t look to me like nationalism, but rather 
internationalism.’

Martin van Creveld questioned the continuing utility of high-technology weaponry. He 
pointed to the danger of further nuclear proliferation in Asia and to the continuing arms 
modernisation programs of a number of countries. In Southeast Asia, Tim Huxley showed 
that key ASEAN countries had revived substantial defence modernisation plans after the 
financial crisis of the 1990s. In many cases he argued that this defence spending would 
‘represent a diversion of scarce national resources from more important and pressing 
uses.’ Some Southeast Asian countries faced a renewed threat from either separatist 
movements or radical Islamist terrorism (or both). Sidney Jones showed how this threat 
was evolving in Indonesia and indeed had the potential to grow and establish deeper roots 
in Indonesian society.

What do these developments mean for Australia? Senator Robert Hill argued that Australian 
strategic policy had undergone a sea-change: ‘We don’t believe in isolation. We recognise 
the limitations of self-reliance and the inherent risk of continental defence. In an increasingly 
interrelated world, even policies of layered defence will not best protect Australians or 
Australian interests.’ Australia sees its active engagement in regional security as a vital 
contribution to our own long-term stability. This involves balancing policy objectives that 
potentially conflict—for example our close alliance relationship with Washington and our 
increasingly close ties with China. Paul Kelly asked: ‘Is there a conflict between our role as a 
regional player with China and our role as a strategic partner of the US and Japan? This is an 
issue which at the end of the day the US is going to have to resolve.’

What of Australia’s long term strategic position in the Asia–Pacific? Chris Richardson 
presented a sobering economic perspective: ‘The obvious thing about Australia and our 
region is that our neighbours have lots of people relative to Australia. What Australia has is 
productivity … [but] ultimately, almost always and everywhere, it’s the number of people 
who win out, not necessarily the nation with the highest income per head.’

Conferences are complex and time consuming things to organise. I should like to thank 
Peter Jennings, initially as ASPI’s acting Director then Director of Programs, for his efforts 
in designing the conference structure, bringing it to successful fruition and editing these 
proceedings. Tas Frilingos and Lynne Grimsey are ASPI’s powerhouse event organising team. 
Their efforts in producing a flawless event from start to finish were awesome. Raspal Khosa 
played a key role in helping us secure significant commercial sponsorship. Vanessa Lai and 
Christian Hirst helped prepare the conference transcript for publication.

Professor Bob O’Neill in his capacity as ASPI Chairman initially proposed the idea of the 
conference to Defence Minister Senator Robert Hill. Bob retired as Chairman in early 2005 
but he stayed actively interested in the conference planning. Senator Hill was kind enough to 
provide a financial grant for the conference without which it would have been very difficult 
for ASPI to secure such high-quality speakers.

ASPI was fortunate to secure a number of commercial sponsorships to support the 
conference. I am delighted to thank our conference strategic sponsor, ASC, as well as major 
sponsors, Noetic Solutions, KBR and Lockheed Martin. D’Arenberg Wines were our (very 
popular) conference dinner beverage sponsor. We look forward to working with these fine 
businesses again.

Director’s introduction
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In his address to the conference Robert Hill stressed how important it was to Australia that 
strategic issues are debated. He said: ‘The role of ASPI … is very important. You can test the 
arguments, debate the merits and above all draw a wider constituency into these important 
debates.’ ASPI aims to continue the strategic debate, not least by holding another major 
conference in Canberra on 26–27 September, 2006.

I should note that ASPI puts a premium on high quality design in all our published material. 
Our conference logo was an image of the world centred on Australia. It was intended to 
show that our strategic interests extend more broadly than even the Asia–Pacific region. For 
the two volumes of the conference proceedings our illustrations are satellite images of the 
earth. Among these are striking images of bushfires raging in Southeast Asia, the remnants 
of Kuwaiti oil fires after the first Iraq war, the imposing geography of the India–China 
border and of Australia’s red centre. They remind us that strategy, its intended and at times 
accidental outcomes, can shape not only the destiny of people and states but also the future 
of the planet itself.

The final word of thanks should go to our speakers. In some cases our speakers requested 
that we publish pre-written versions of their presentation. Others were happy for us to use 
edited transcripts of their comments. All presented original and refreshing perspectives 
on these complex strategic issues. The ASPI team is grateful to them for their efforts 
and commitment.

Peter Abigail
Director
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Opening keynote address

AUSTRALIA’S DEFENCE AND 
SECURITY: CHALLENGES AND 
OPPORTUNITIES AT THE START OF 
THE 21ST CENTURY

Robert Hill

Thank you for asking me to open this, the inaugural ASPI International 
Conference. During its short life, ASPI has filled an important niche 
in strategic policy debate in Australia. It has produced high-quality 
papers on contemporary issues and thus stimulated debate, it has 
analysed and critically commented upon the position of government, 
and through the media it has engaged the public. It was this desire 
to deepen and broaden strategic policy in Australia which led the 
government to establish ASPI.

I want to thank the board of ASPI and particularly its first chairman, 
Professor Robert O’Neill. His lifetime of public service, his idealism and 
his professional knowledge have been great assets for ASPI. I want 
to thank Hugh White as its first director. Hugh brought to the table 
strong views, a high public profile and a commitment to the concept 
of ASPI. The new leadership will offer different benefits. Chairman 
Mark Johnson adds the dimension of business and will help expand the 
influence of ASPI beyond Canberra. Retired Major General Peter Abigail 
will bring a military focus to the work of the institute. They remind us 
that strategic policy is greatly aided by a strong economy and a capable 
defence force. I’d like also to thank the staff of ASPI, who have done 
well in building the standing of a new institution.

As Australians, we seek a peaceful and stable international 
environment. As a trading nation, we seek economic opportunity 
through open markets within which we can fairly compete from our 

Photo opposite: Satellite image of the coastline of Sri Lanka taken December 26, 2004, shortly 
after the moment of tsunami impact. AP/DigitalGlobe via AAP © DigitalGlobe
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positions of competitive advantage. We also believe an extension of liberal democratic 
values will best accommodate basic human rights as well as the challenges of globalisation.

These goals are shared by most Australians. They contribute to what we regard as a secure 
environment. The challenge is how we use our sources of national power—political, 
economic, social and military—towards achieving this security. Or, in the terms of this 
conference, how do we use the strategy of force and the threat of force to contribute to our 
security? We clearly address these issues to the background of a small but technologically 
advanced defence force: a force which, during the short history of our nation, has won 
respect through professionalism and courage, and a force which successive governments 
have sent on expedition, throughout our region and across the world, to help secure our 
interests and those of our allies.

We recognise the limitations of self-reliance and the inherent 
risk of continental defence. In an increasingly interrelated 
world, even policies of layered defence will not best protect 
Australians or Australian interests.

This has been the approach of the Howard Government. We don’t believe in isolation. 
We recognise the limitations of self-reliance and the inherent risk of continental defence. 
In an increasingly interrelated world, even policies of layered defence will not best protect 
Australians or Australian interests. As I said once before, we see the seas to our north not 
as a moat but as a highway to the world. The role of the expeditionary force might have 
changed, but the need to be able to project our military forces in meeting today’s security 
challenges is as vital as ever—possibly more so.

This was recognised by the Howard Government in its 2000 White Paper, which endorsed 
a program to significantly enhance our joint force expeditionary capacity. Enhancing our 
amphibious capability, strengthening the Army, providing greater protection for forces on 
the ground, were all part of that response. Our strategic record since then has been active, 
not passive. We have been prepared to use all national assets, of which the Australian 
Defence Force (ADF) is one, to further our national interests in terms of security.

What was foreshadowed in the White Paper has come to pass. The risk of conventional 
threat to Australia has reduced but the challenges of terrorism, proliferation of weapons 
of mass destruction (WMD), failing states and humanitarian disasters have demanded a 
dynamic response. And the ADF has been on expedition, providing an important element in 
Australia’s response in the region and further afield.

So, what of the future? Since the end of the Cold War, the strategic environment has been 
fluid and uncertain. We see that continuing. So we must continue to plan for the unexpected 
as much as the expected. Having said that, we don’t see an increased conventional threat 
to Australia or Australian interests. And we don’t see any sudden change in major power 
relativities or alignment. We believe Islamist terrorism will continue for some years. It will 
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manifest itself across the world. No city or region is completely safe from those engaged in 
jihad, but it will not succeed in establishing the caliphate and its strategic consequences will 
be limited.

Other armed conflict will tend to be increasingly asymmetric 
and marked by the use of unconventional force. Western 
defence forces will need to adjust to this changing dynamic.

Other armed conflict will tend to be increasingly asymmetric and marked by the use of 
unconventional force. Western defence forces will need to adjust to this changing dynamic. 
Non-state players adopting like tactics will play a more important role in the global security 
environment, although they will not threaten the supremacy of the state. As part of this 
dynamic, proliferation of WMD—particularly chemical and biological weapons—remains a 
serious risk. WMD in the hands of terrorist groups is the ultimate nightmare, and should not 
be dismissed.

The demand and contest for natural resources will continue to rise and must be watched 
carefully as a source of strategic tension. In our region, China will grow in influence and 
capability but faces many challenges in both its economic and political development. Our 
interaction with China, particularly politically and economically, will be very important. And 
of course we have a major interest in Taiwan issues being resolved peacefully.

In Southeast Asia, again our interests will be in providing support through political and 
economic change. Counter-terrorism support, peacekeeping, humanitarian assistance will 
be likely areas of ADF assistance. The political and economic weakness of states, and the 
risks inherent in failing states, will continue to be Australia’s major security challenge in 
the Pacific. We will never be insulated from the stresses and power shifts in the Middle 
East, and again have a major interest in seeing peaceful political evolution and economic 
improvement. So the picture I paint is not dissimilar to what we have been seeing for some 
time. And I don’t think the responses will be very different.

Strong alliances remain as important to Australia as ever. The United States in particular 
continues to carry a great responsibility in terms of global peace and stability. It cannot do all 
we would wish of it without the support of like-minded nations. We must continue to meet 
our share of that responsibility. We must continue in the war against terror in all its aspects. 
Our latest commitment to Afghanistan, in helping the Afghan Government consolidate 
democratic, social and economic progress, is an example of this. Of Iraq, the US Director of 
Central Intelligence, Porter Goss, said, ‘Iraq is not a cause of terrorism, but has become a 
cause for terrorists.’ We must ensure the terrorists don’t win in Iraq.

Building economic capability and services is another weapon against terrorism, which is why 
we are considering supporting a Provincial Reconstruction Team in Afghanistan, which will 
of course be led by the ADF. There are so many ways in which we can help build capability in 
Southeast Asia. Last month, I attended the first Regional Counter Terrorism Expert Exchange 

Opening keynote address
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hosted by Australia’s Special Air Service Regiment in Campbell Barracks in Perth. It is just one 
way in which we can help the region and ourselves defend against this threat. In defeating 
terrorism, as in so many of Australia’s security challenges, the ADF is one of the key assets we 
bring to bear.

Similarly, in countering proliferation of WMD, there will be a continuing role for Defence. 
It was to meet this challenge that we sent troops to Iraq, and initiatives such as the 
Proliferation Security Initiative continue to grow in strength and confidence. The role 
Defence must play in export approvals is also important in ensuring that Australia does not 
inadvertently support proliferation.

There will be an ongoing role for the ADF in peacemaking, peacekeeping and nation 
building. East Timor, Bougainville and the Solomon Islands are recent examples where the 
Howard Government identified such a need and the ADF and other agencies responded 
admirably. And, regrettably but certainly, more natural catastrophes will hit the region and 
the ADF will be called on again. I thought the ADF’s contribution to the tsunami response 
was outstanding.

Defence must also contribute to building confidence between defence forces in our region 
and be willing to support new regional security architectures as they develop. Emerging 
groupings, like the MALSINDO Agreement between Singapore, Indonesia and Malaysia to 
conduct coordinated patrols and surveillance of the Malacca Strait is as important to us as it 
is to the littoral states. Building a shared intelligence picture of terrorism in the region is also 
of great importance and a challenge to which Defence must make a major contribution.

And in the same way the response to terrorism overseas is a response shared across 
agencies, so it is in terms of our domestic protection. We must provide secure facilities, 
command, control and communication systems, integrated intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance systems, dedicated lift and medical evacuation capabilities, bomb disposal 
and response capabilities for chemical, biological and radiological attacks. And of course 
Defence must be equipped and trained for the shock we don’t anticipate—and looking at 
the last ten years it is hard to imagine that there won’t be something unprecedented and 
dramatic in the next ten years.

There is a lot I haven’t covered. I could have talked about the aspiring nuclear weapon states 
of Iran and North Korea, of tensions between China and Japan, of India as the emerging 
superpower of South Asia and its changing relations with China and the United States. 
I could have spoken of Japan seeking tentatively to reach out to the world, or possible 
pandemics in Asia. I could have devoted this whole speech to the importance of the 
Australian–Indonesian relationship—the challenges, opportunities and risks. But these are 
issues for you to discuss over the next two days.

I wanted to conclude by stressing how important I believe it is that these issues are debated 
in Australia, that we recognise the interdependence of states, that we understand that 
Australia can sometimes make a difference and with others can often make a difference. 
We are entitled to reach out to the world and to use our sources of national power in the 
interests of peace and security—and in some circumstances will have a responsibility to 
do so.
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The role of ASPI and the small group of strategic policy think-tanks that we have in Australia 
is very important. You can test the arguments, debate the merits and above all draw a wider 
constituency into these important debates. I thank you for your preparedness to do so and 
wish you well with this inaugural International Conference. I look forward to the outcomes 
of your deliberations.

Opening keynote address
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One—Global powers in a decade of 
strategic change

THE GREAT POWERS AND ASIA

Kishore Mahbubani

Thank you very much, Peter. You know, in America you begin a 
speech with a joke, but since Australia is part of Asia, now we Asians 
begin a speech with an apology. In my case it’s a genuine apology. 
I’m apologising for the fact that I can’t spend more time, as Peter 
explained. This is a very unusual week for me. I’m going to be in 
four continents in seven days. But because my time here is so short, 
I thought the best contribution I can make in this brief time that I have 
with you is to be as blunt and as provocative as possible in my opening 
remarks and, as my friends know, that’s not very common.

I’m amazed at the number of times I read 
Western analysts saying that ‘Europe’s 
past is Asia’s future’. That seems to be the 
prevailing premise when talking about great 
powers in Asia, and that premise essentially is 
completely wrong.

What I propose to say, essentially, is that virtually all the analysis that 
you read about great powers and Asia is wrong. Of course, that is, as 
you can see, a rather big statement to make and I’ll try to defend it in 
my remarks. I’ll also try to explain why there’s so much confusion about 
the role of great powers in Asia. Part of the reason, of course, is that if 
you really want to talk about the great powers of the future, they will 
be in or around Asia. A study done by Goldman Sachs says that in the 

Photo opposite: Hurricane Rita. © APL
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year 2050 the four largest economies in the world will be No. 1, China, No. 2, United States, 
No. 3, India, No. 4, Japan. But if you look around the world today and you want to see or study 
great power meetings, what do you see? You see meetings of the Group of Eight taking 
place, you see meetings of the permanent five taking place. These are snapshots of the past, 
not snapshots of the future. So you have on the one hand what appear to be meetings of the 
great powers of the day, but essentially reflecting the pictures of the past and no indications 
of the pictures of the future.

When Western analysts try to look at the future and try to understand what the world will 
be like when the new Asian powers arise, these Western analysts go back into European 
history and say, ‘Let’s study the lessons of history. What happens when great powers rise?’ 
The lesson of European history, of course, is that when great powers rise, war breaks out, 
new competition breaks out. I’m amazed at the number of times I read Western analysts 
saying that ‘Europe’s past is Asia’s future’. That seems to be the prevailing premise when 
talking about great powers in Asia, and that premise essentially is completely wrong. I’ll try 
to explain why it’s completely wrong.

It’s completely wrong because this is not the 19th century, this is not the 20th century, 
this is the 21st century. The whole texture of human history has changed in 100 years. In 
the case of Asia, Asians remember not European history but they remember Asian history. 
From their Asian history they see how many centuries they have lost in trying to catch up 
with the West. Finally for the first time in probably 200 years, not one, not two, but several 
Asian countries now have the prospect of catching up and reaching Western standards of 
living. It is at this moment of great opportunity, when they are focused on their economic 
development, that all the Western analysts say that these Asian countries have nothing but 
war on their minds. I can tell you that war is the last thing that they have on their minds.

What you have instead—and this is the biggest change in human history—you have in Asia 
what I call the arrival of a tidal wave of common sense, where all Asian policy makers in 
virtually all corners are saying, ‘This is the moment of history that we’ve been waiting for. 
This is the time when we can make it and this is when we should focus on our growth and 
development.’ This tidal wave of common sense explains the single most important feature 
of the Asia–Pacific region in any kind of strategic discussion: the fact that the guns are silent. 
There are virtually no major wars anywhere across the Asia–Pacific region. This is unusual. 
If you look back even over the last sixty years, you can see how many of the big conflicts have 
taken place in our region. There have been the Vietnam War, the Korean War, the Sino-Indian 
War, the Indo-Pakistani wars; all the big wars have been here. But now the guns are silent.

Why is that the case? It has not happened by accident. It’s a result of the decisions made 
by policy makers that this is the time to focus on development. This is why, by the way, you 
see many strange things happening, like, for example, the Indo-Pakistani entente. There 
may be many reasons for that, but surely one reason is the awareness on both sides that if 
they’re going to succeed in their economic development, they cannot drag each other down 
through this relentless conflict. This also explains why you’ve had this very bizarre thing 
happening immediately after the huge tsunami in Sumatra. You have, finally, after thirty 
or forty years, a peace agreement in Aceh. I have heard one anecdote about how the peace 
agreement in Aceh came about. I was told that at one Indonesian cabinet meeting some 
Indonesian cabinet minister asked, ‘How much is this Acehnese war costing us?’ The answer 
was, ‘Well, it’s about X billion dollars.’ He said, ‘Okay, why don’t we do the sensible economic 
thing. Let’s give half X to the Acehnese and say ‘This is for your development’, and the other 
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half we keep is our profit? We don’t have to spend it any more on the military expenses in 
Aceh.’ Of course, the Indonesian Government could also tell the Acehnese, ‘Hey, just give 
up your cause for independence. You can have the maximum autonomy you want under 
the new Indonesian democracy. All the rights you want you can get anyway. So why don’t 
we stop and start again?’ That’s how it happened. A conflict like Aceh, which seemed so 
intractable, switches off. But such conflicts are switching off because of the larger change in 
the chemistry of the region.

… one of the biggest contributions that the Iraq War has made 
to our generation is that it provides, in a shrunken world 
where everyone can watch what’s happening on their TV sets 
daily, a vivid daily demonstration of the folly of war.

Please let me make a slightly provocative comment here. Probably one of the biggest 
contributions that the Iraq War has made to our generation is that it provides, in a shrunken 
world where everyone can watch what’s happening on their TV sets daily, a vivid daily 
demonstration of the folly of war. The world can see that the world’s greatest power, 
the United States of America, which spends more on defence than the rest of the world 
combined, with its enormous armed forces, is struggling and floundering in a small country 
called Iraq. The message it sends is a very powerful one around the world. If even the US has 
to struggle in such military conflicts, there’s a lesson here for all of us. Be careful before you 
proceed to engage in any kind of military conflict. That’s why, as I said, the guns are silent.

In my view, this tidal wave of common sense is going to continue and is going to grow. As 
more and more people in Asia join the middle class throughout this region, they develop a 
vested interest in peace and stability. Believe me, their dreams, their aspirations, are basically 
to have as comfortable and as good a middle class life as populations in the developed world. 
This is the moment they’re going to do it and this is what they’re focusing their energies on. 
This is also why the guns are silent.

But, having said that, let me also acknowledge that, yes, with the rise of great powers there 
will be competition, there will be rivalries, there will be moves that will be made on all parts 
to reposition themselves in the face of new emerging powers. I’d like to focus in the second 
half of my remarks on what’s going to happen on that front. In this region, the four critical 
powers will be US, China, Japan and India, and the question will be essentially how these four 
position themselves vis-a-vis each other and what they will do. Of course, as of now there 
can be no doubt that the single most important player is still the US. What America does will 
essentially set the tone for any kinds of movements on the great power front.

The problem we face in our region is that, paradoxically, America is both the greatest source 
for stability in the region and also at the same time the greatest source for instability in the 
region. Let me explain why. I believe that every country in the region—perhaps even North 
Korea—would like to see the continuation of a strong American presence in the region. 
It basically stabilises the region. Any kind of change requires repositioning of the other 
powers. If the US stays, everyone accepts the current balance of power and no-one needs to 
change. At the same time, the reason the countries in the region are comfortable with the 
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US is because the US more than any other country has essentially sparked the rise of Asia in 
countless ways. As some of you know, I’ve written a book on this, called Beyond the age of 
innocence: rebuilding trust between America and the world.

The US has sparked the rise of Asia through the creation of a great liberal and open economic 
order. It has sparked the rise of Asia by encouraging decolonisation 50, 60 years ago. It has 
also sparked the rise of Asia by training virtually the entire generation of policy makers you 
see today throughout Asia. They’ve all been trained in North American universities and they 
bring back with them, when they return to Asia, the same sense of confidence about the 
future, the same sense of belief that they can change and make their societies a better place, 
as Americans have. So there is a natural positive synergy within America and Asia which I 
think is good, which everyone wants to see carry on. Indeed, given a choice, no-one wants to 
vote and ask the US to leave.

If you were a Chinese policy maker you would be asking 
yourself a very simple question: will the US allow the rise of 
China or will the US try to block the rise of China?

But the reason, at the same time, the US creates an enormous amount of concern is because 
there is a feeling that America may be changing. America may be switching from being, in 
a sense, essentially a status quo power to becoming a revisionist power. Now, nothing is 
decided yet. Washington is in flux. The policy makers in America are in flux. But this sense of 
fluidity is having a ripple effect on the region and certainly most importantly on the whole 
Sino–American relationship. If you were a Chinese policy maker you would be asking yourself 
a very simple question: will the US allow the rise of China or will the US try to block the rise 
of China? This has to be the most important question of the day. The relationship between 
the world’s greatest power and the world’s greatest emerging power, that’s what’s going to 
determine in some ways the overall dynamic of the region.

The problem we have is that no-one has a clear answer to this question. If you try to read 
the signals from Washington DC you get conflicting signals. You get, on the one hand, the 
very strong reassuring statements made by President Bush. I remember Colin Powell saying 
only a couple of years ago, you know, ‘This is the best relationship the United States has ever 
had with China’. You have the reassuring statements made by the Secretary of State, Condi 
Rice. Then, on the other hand, you have different signals. Some of you, I believe, were present 
at the Shangri-La dialogue in June this year in Singapore, where Donald Rumsfeld stood up 
and gave a speech. In his speech, he essentially warned China over its excessive military 
expenditures and called on China to open up its society.

At the end of the speech I stood up and I asked him a question. I said, ‘Mr Secretary, having 
just heard your remarks, my sense is that what’s new in your remarks is that essentially 
you’re sending a new warning to China to be careful, beware of American power’. He denied 
it. In fact, he scolded me. His scolding was reinforced when the Wall Street Journal wrote 
an editorial excoriating me for asking Donald Rumsfeld that question. But I remember, 
as I walked out the room, Stan Roth, a former assistant secretary of state, pulled out his 
BlackBerry and showed it to me. He said, ‘Kishore, you are right. CNN has announced that 
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Rumsfeld has issued a warning to China. New York Times has announced Rumsfeld has issued 
a warning to China’. If you are a Chinese policy maker trying to figure out exactly what is 
American policy towards China, it would not be surprising for you to be confused because 
you can get both sets of signals.

There is one important point I want to make here. Whenever Americans talk about the 
promotion of democracy in China they assume that they’re just trying to export a natural 
good to China. They’re telling China, ‘If you become democratic it’ll be great for you. Life 
will be wonderful. You will be a much better society’. Some Americans are puzzled: why 
aren’t the Chinese leaping at this opportunity? But the Chinese, knowing how difficult it is 
to make the massive political economic and social transformation that they’re carrying out 
simultaneously in China, and having watched what happened to Russia when Gorbachev 
chose glasnost ahead of perestroika, they don’t want China to go down Russia’s route. Every 
time they hear Americans preach democracy to China, what appears in their minds is the 
feeling that, ‘Hey, they want us to set up a Gorbachev so that China can also implode and fall 
apart like Russia’. Something as simple as this can be a source of a major misunderstanding 
between the US and China. So, while on the surface you have in a sense a good bilateral 
relationship, underneath the surface there is an enormous amount of concern, an enormous 
amount of uncertainty about the real signals that the US is sending to China.

This brings me to China’s position. The Chinese clearly have tried to make it as manifestly 
clear as possible that, if they can, they would like to emerge peacefully, quietly, possibly like 
Japan and Germany, as a new civilian economic power. The reason there is some credibility 
to what the Chinese are saying, the reason they want a peaceful external environment, 
is because they realise that their internal environment, the internal challenges of holding 
together a country of 1.3 billion people, carrying it through rapid economic change, having 
peaceful political transition, is going to be a big challenge. They have enough problems at 
home. They don’t want to go out and try to save the world. They would just like to create a 
peaceful external environment so they can focus on their internal development. So there is 
some basis for believing they do not want to become another Soviet Union as they rise and 
become powerful.

But, at the same time, the Chinese have to be prudent. They have to work on the basis that 
a policy of containment of China may emerge. From time to time, statements made by 
American policy makers have suggested the following: ‘Perhaps we should get together 
with Japan, India, Australia, and try and box China in’. Hence, China cannot rule out that 
possibility. It is quite natural for China to carry out what I call pre-emptive strikes against 
containment. The way China is carrying out pre-emptive strikes against containment is to 
essentially share its economic prosperity with its neighbours. This is why, for example, China 
has proposed a free trade agreement with Southeast Asia. I’m sure that the Chinese people 
love the Southeast Asian people. But in history, as Nixon says, ‘Alliances are forged not out of 
love but out of fear’. To prevent Southeast Asia becoming a potential source of containment 
of China, China will go out and share its prosperity with Southeast Asia.

If you look at trade figures look at how much trade has grown between China and each and 
every one of its neighbours. With Southeast Asia it has grown over 30%; with India from a 
few hundred million dollars ten, fifteen years ago, to $13 billion now. Most amazing is the fact 
that at the height of the troubles within China and Japan, when there were demonstrations 
in China against Japan, Sino–Japanese trade for the first time surpassed US–Japanese trade. 
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These trade figures illustrate, I think, a conscious pattern, a conscious policy, on the part of 
China to create economic interdependence between it and its neighbours.

Here, having said that, let me just very quickly mention a very important side point. Every 
time I mention trade and interdependence and I say, ‘This is why it’s so different in the 
Asia–Pacific region’, I’m always referred to a book written by someone called Norman Angell, 
who said in the beginning of the 20th century that there’ll be no wars between any two 
European powers because of growing trade interdependence. Norman Angell was obviously 
wrong. In the early part of the 20th century he didn’t see World War I, he didn’t see World 
War II. Because Norman Angell was wrong then, they say that anyone who thinks that trade 
interdependence in today’s world will prevent war is also wrong. I mention that because I 
want to emphasise that we live 100 years later, we live in a different environment, and this 
trade interdependence is much more real.

… despite all the problems between China and Japan, it still 
serves Chinese interests to see a strong US–Japanese alliance 
instead of an independent Japanese military capacity.

Hence, this is what China is doing in response to a possible containment policy. It is 
buying political insurance. So what is Japan doing? Japan clearly has a preference to see a 
continuation of the status quo. Here, paradoxically, despite all the problems between China 
and Japan, it still serves Chinese interests to see a strong US–Japanese alliance instead of 
an independent Japanese military capacity. An independent Japan, especially one that feels 
vulnerable, will inevitably go nuclear. I know that the Japanese policy makers will consistently 
make statements, ‘We are against going nuclear’. They will forever repeat that. But when I 
talk to my friends who are experts in this field, they tell me that if ever Japan decides to go 
nuclear it will not be a matter of years, it’ll probably be a matter of months—some even 
suggest a matter of weeks. It has all the ingredients in place. For Japan to go nuclear will 
be, I think, a huge step backwards for the region. To prevent that from happening, all of us, 
including China, should want to see a continuation of the US–Japanese alliance.

Why, then, are there so many difficulties between Japan and China? There are many reasons 
for this, but I suggest to you that one critical variable that is underestimated in the analysis 
of the China–Japan equation is what I call the cultural variable. China and Japan have been 
neighbours for thousands of years. For most of this history, China has been up here, Japan 
has been below. This was a very natural relationship because much of Japanese culture came 
from China, for the Japanese traditionally looked up to China. In the last, I guess, 150 years, 
Japan has been here, China has been below. So it’s quite natural for the Japanese to think, 
‘Hey, we have performed much better. We don’t have to look up to China’. Today, for the 
first time, both powers are becoming economically successful. Since there is a tendency in 
the Asian world view to accept hierarchies, both sides have to struggle to decide which is 
number one, which is number two?

This is a very important part of the underlying tensions that you see between the two. 
Of course, what they do vis-a-vis each other makes a huge difference. Here I’m going to cite 
one specific example. I know that we are all puzzled by what happened in April 2005 on 
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the outbreak of riots in China against Japan. I suggest to you that it was triggered by one 
thing: by the famous ‘two plus two’ statement that was issued by the American Defense 
Secretary and Secretary of State and the Japanese Defence and Foreign ministers. That 
statement was explosive. Traditionally, in the past, only America had declared that it had a 
security interest in Taiwan. In the two plus two statement, both the US and Japan declared 
that they had a security interest in Taiwan. For the Chinese, the Japanese crossed a red line 
when they declared they had a security interest in Taiwan, because Japan was the country 
that had, in fact, caused the separation of Taiwan from China. Until the release of this two 
plus two statement, Japan had maintained a very careful one China policy. In that two plus 
two statement, it crossed a line. I hope that this explains the deterioration in Sino–Japan 
relations. So if you can manage the Taiwan issue—and I’m happy to talk about that 
later—then I think you can manage the Japanese–Chinese relationship.

Finally, I’m going to be very brief on India because I know Varun Sahni’s going to speak about 
it tomorrow. I believe that, as India emerges, the last thing that India wants is to become an 
American card or to be a player in somebody else’s game. When India emerges, it wants to 
emerge as a power in its own right and be seen as an independent player. Hence, while India 
is working hard to develop a good relationship with the US, it is also working hard to develop 
a good relationship with China. It doesn’t want to join any kind of containment policy of 
China because it is big enough to be its own player in its own right. The Indians also have 
memories of how American policies towards South Asia have in the past been damaging to 
India. Hence, they’ll be very cautious about joining any kind of alliance with America.

I am now going to conclude with the paradoxical observation that all this great power 
competition has served to reinforce the underlying dynamic of greater economic 
cooperation throughout the region. The best example of this can be found in Southeast Asia, 
which was strategically relevant in the Cold War but became strategically irrelevant in the 
post-Cold War era. I believe that many of the problems Southeast Asia suffered in the 1990s 
were a result of its strategic irrelevance. Now it has once again become strategically relevant 
because of China’s decision to share its prosperity with Southeast Asia, and to propose a free 
trade agreement with Southeast Asia.

In response, Japan immediately says, ‘Hey, if China’s going to develop an economic 
partnership with Southeast Asia, we cannot allow Southeast Asia to be purely a Chinese 
lake’. Hence Japan has also proposed a partnership agreement with Southeast Asia. Now 
that Japan has proposed a partnership agreement with Southeast Asia, India is saying, ‘Hang 
on a second. For 2,000 years of history, Southeast Asian cultures have been enormously 
influenced by Indian culture. It should not be a Chinese lake’. So India, too, is proposing an 
economic partnership agreement with Southeast Asia.

What we see, therefore, is a competitive race to promote greater economic partnerships 
in the region. That can only mean a reinforcement of the fundamental dynamic towards a 
greater focus on economic development and growth. That will be the fundamental dynamic 
of the region in the next twenty or thirty years.

The great powers and Asia
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AMERICA’S GRAND STRATEGY: WHAT ROLE 
FOR THE US IN THE 21ST CENTURY?

Walter Russell Mead

You always know you’re at the right conference when Kishore Mahbubani is here because 
you know that one of the most interesting minds in the world is going to give one of the 
frankest speeches that people ever give in a place like this. One is always lucky to hear him 
speak. After his talk about how Asians open their talks with apologies and Europeans or 
Westerners tend to open them with jokes, I guess I’m going to have to apologise for opening 
my remarks with a joke. But I think the moral of my story, so to speak, is very much in line 
with many of the things that were in Kishore’s presentation. This has to do with the days 
when the South African white nationalists had taken over and were systematically imposing 
racial segregation throughout South Africa. They realised they needed to do something 
about the toilet facilities at the international airports to separate the races there. So they put 
up over the toilets at the Johannesburg Airport two signs: European and non-European. The 
problem was that all the Americans just went into the non-European one without thinking, 
of course.

… for Americans the idea that the future is across the Pacific 
and the past is across the Atlantic is very much a central 
element of the national vision going back a very long way.

One of the most profound things about the change from a Eurocentric world to the new 
world that we were hearing about a little bit earlier is that Americans are not Europeans, 
or don’t think of themselves as Europeans. At the most I think you could say that some 
of us are recovering Europeans. But in general, for Americans the idea that the future is 
across the Pacific and the past is across the Atlantic is very much a central element of the 
national vision going back a very long way. So this 21st century in which an Asia centre or 
Pacific–Indian Ocean centre to world politics is going to be the future is where Americans 
intuitively think it ought to be.

To talk a little bit about American grand strategy in the 21st century, which is my task today, 
let me say that to a large degree it’s not going to change very much, I think. Americans have 
a set of—call them habits as much as ideas—that tend to guide their approach to foreign 
policy, grand strategy, and they’re rather happy with them on the whole and are likely to 
continue along in this same way unless a series of shocks and disasters forces a massive 
kind of national cultural and identity crisis. Otherwise, I think we will continue to try to go 
with things much the way we have. That would be our historic grand strategy, so to speak. 
A lot of it has nothing to do with foreign policy. Maybe the first principle of it is that we 
see ourselves as a capitalist society. We want to be capitalist. We want to let capitalism rip, 
which is not quite the same thing as being in favour of laissez faire. But we want to ride the 
tiger of the capitalist revolution in human affairs and let it go and be at the cutting edge of 
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it. Whatever that means, whatever social changes that involves, that is more or less where 
Americans want to go.

The second thing would be that you could divide the kinds of states there are in the 
world into two types, and it’s not a democracy/authoritarian difference. Some societies 
prefer what you might call a ‘lighthouse’ state, where the state stands above civil society 
and provides light and guidance to it. The state is seen as a source of enlightenment, 
planning, direction. One can argue that the French state has been that way since the time 
of Louis XIV—at times democratic, at times less so. Most developmental states have been 
lighthouse states.

The Americans have wanted what you might call a ‘mirror state’, where the state is less 
interested in trying to provide a guidance to civil society and to shape the future by concrete 
policy choices that are aimed at creating a new kind of life or a better way. Rather, the state 
gets guidance from civil society, so that inside the structures of the state, the institutions 
of the state, the conflicts and the forces in civil society are echoed or mirrored, and policy 
choices represent in some way the vector of forces within the state.

So American foreign policy, specifically, is not made the way Metternich made foreign 
policy or Bismarck made foreign policy, for better or for worse. There are always going to 
be competing voices because you have competing institutions and competing centres of 
authority who are responsive to competing constituencies, shaped by different values and 
holding different priorities. You’re continually going to have, in American history and in 
American foreign policy, times when the strategic direction of the country seems to point 
in one way but then a congressman says, ‘I’m sorry, Mr Bush, you can’t lift Pakistan’s textile 
quota, even if that’s what Pakistan urgently wants you to do in exchange for help in the 
War on Terror, because my constituents will flay me if I let you do this’. So American foreign 
policy is always going to be subject to this kind of thing. Rather than seeing it as a vice, the 
American people by and large see it as a virtue. That’s not going to change.

… the Americans will seek to maintain a favourable balance 
of power in the key economic and political theatres of the 
world … and then build an economic and trading order based 
on that.

What’s also not going to change in American grand strategy is that we will continue 
to operate what you might call Anglo-American foreign policy version 2.0—the British 
having pioneered version 1.0. Like the British, the Americans will see themselves as a power 
interested in a global framework rather than in a region. They will be interested as a sea 
power, in a sense. More than just a sea power, they will be interested in the interstices of 
power. They won’t want to annex Silesia to become a greater power, but they will want 
to influence the relations between Germany and Austria, between China and Vietnam, 
to affect the context of international relations, rather than establishing dominance in a 
particular territory.

America’s grand strategy: what role for the US in the 21st century?
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They will continue to have an economically focused foreign policy to a great degree. Like the 
British before them, the Americans will seek to maintain a favourable balance of power in 
the key economic and political theatres of the world—which have traditionally been seen 
as the two ends of Eurasia plus, in the post-1945 era, the Middle East—and then build an 
economic and trading order based on that. Hopefully, that economic order will provide the 
economic strength that allows you to pay the military costs of your system, so you have a 
solvent foreign policy for the long run. One can debate whether or not the Americans have 
that now, but that is the idea. That is the sort of fixed goal in terms of which they think. 
This economic system is something that you not only use for yourself; it is something that 
becomes an element of attraction for other countries offered participation in it, as was 
done to Germany and Japan after World War II. So one can become wealthy by cooperating 
with the Americans, one doesn’t need to destroy the international political system in order 
to have simple domestic prosperity. On the contrary, by embracing and accepting it one can 
achieve even more prosperity, and obviously we can see that in the American approach to, 
say, China today.

But this attraction that makes war less likely also encourages countries to develop in ways 
that mean they become dependent on access to the global economy, whether it’s for raw 
materials and oil and other things or for markets. So that should war come, one can—with 
sea power and other things—cut countries off from an access that they’ve grown addicted 
to in peace. This was a part of British grand strategy going back to the 17th century. It’s a part 
of American grand strategy today.

Finally, the promotion of liberal principles as an element of grand strategy, in part for 
ideological reasons and cultural reasons. Americans like them and, as Kishore said, just think 
they’re doing everyone a favour by trying to get them to be more like Americans. But it also 
reflects a sense that the economy works better when there is a law of contract, when there 
is an independent judiciary and so on and so forth.

So I think Americans are going to continue in the 21st century to approach the world in this 
way, for better or for worse. There are some changes. The biggest one was triggered by 
September 11 but isn’t the result, I think, ultimately of September 11—that is, the end of the 
Eurocentric era in American foreign policy. Up until September 11, it was the conventional 
wisdom in the US that Europe was the most important source of danger to the US and the 
most important source of opportunity and help for the US. This, I think, was in fact less 
and less true even as the Cold War waned. The nineties were a kind of Indian summer of 
Eurocentric foreign policy, when Kosovo could look like the most important thing in the 
world to the US. But I think, after September 11, you will not see American foreign policy 
again focusing on Europe in this way. What has happened temporarily is that the hierarchy of 
regions in American foreign policy and strategic thought has changed. Before September 11, 
conventionally Europe would be number one, Asia number two, Middle East number three. 
There has since been a reversal. The Middle East is now number one, Asia number two, 
Europe number three or perhaps even Europe number four and Latin America number three 
as a source of both opportunity and threat.

I think there is also in the US a general sense that as the US hopefully comes to grips with the 
problems that one faces in the Middle East, the Middle East will drop back to second and that 
for the long term the most important strategic concern of America foreign policy is going 
to be Asia. Here I think, again, I find myself in very strong agreement with much of what 
Kishore was saying earlier. That there will be in the US a progressive de-Europeanisation of 
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the context of foreign policy thinking and of an institutional context. I couldn’t agree more 
that the Group of Eight is an absurd forum to be seen as the key forum in which important 
international decisions are taken. I’m fond of Italy, I’m fond of Canada, but I’m not sure that if 
there is a room with eight people in it those are among the eight that need to be there. And 
India not there, China not there, Indonesia not there. I think Australians might make a case 
that, if Canada should be there, certainly Australia has some standing as well.

I think it’s also true intellectually, again as Kishore said, that our international relations 
theory, a lot of political theory, is essentially an abstraction and distillation of European 
political history after the Treaty of Westphalia. I don’t think that model necessarily applies 
well to all the phenomena that we have in international relations today. And I think that 
we will be finding ourselves incorporating far more of the data and of the ideas about 
international relations and how they are shaped from experiences in human history other 
than that sort of 1648 to 1914 era.

I could talk a little bit about US foreign policy in the Middle East, and maybe I’ll do that 
in response to questions, but I think in this room and at this time Asia may be the most 
important question. Here I want to reassure Kishore but also disagree with him a little. That 
is, I don’t actually perceive the overwhelming tendency or even the strong tendency in the 
US to move toward confrontation with China or containing China as the answer to the rise of 
Asia or the response to the new strategic importance for Asia in American thinking. I think, 
for many people who haven’t been thinking much about Asia, the first stage of engagement 
with Asia is, ‘Good Lord, China is big and growing rapidly and it’s 1910 and America is Britain 
and China is Germany’ and that chain of thought that we are all familiar with. I think that’s a 
first response out of the box.

Many people, and particularly journalists, obviously like that story because it’s got, 
depending on your point of view, good guys and bad guys. It has a discernible plot line. 
It gives you a way of construing international events. So if the US and India are becoming 
closer in some way everyone says, ‘Ah ha, the US policy is trying to drag India into a 
containment of China. Will the US succeed?’ Then the Chinese visit India, ‘Ah, is this a blow to 
the containment of China?’ There is a story here. One can follow it. If one is a Democrat one 
can attack the Bush Administration for mishandling this. Or if one is a Republican one can 
attack the Democrats for insufficient firmness or whatever it may be. So it fits the partisan 
needs and it fits the journalistic needs and it becomes a kind of self-sustaining story line.

… if one looks at Asia as a whole what one sees is a system 
with a natural tendency toward balance …

But my sense of the way the US is coming to see Asia is that it sees the rise of Asia as 
being more important than the rise of China, or rather that the rise of China can only be 
understood in the context of the rise of Asia. The rise not simply of one power, but the rise 
of a state system, the rise of a regional system. And from an American perspective grounded 
in our old sort of Anglo-American balance of power, economic perspectives and all of these 
things, the Asian system actually has many tendencies that look relatively benign. I think 
there is an emergent sense in the US that one doesn’t need to contain China, not because 
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one discards all the international relations theory about rising powers and hegemons and 
so on, but that if one looks at Asia as a whole what one sees is a system with a natural 
tendency toward balance—that a US policy of supporting the growth of India and the rise of 
India is not a method for containing China but represents an alternative to containing China. 
That is to say, to support uniformly, benignly and consistently the rise and the wellbeing of 
all Asian countries. If this happens, the balance of incentives that exist for China or, indeed, 
for any other major power in the Asian context, will lead toward peaceful participation in a 
viable and very rewarding economic order rather than a risky, expensive and, on the face of 
it, unlikely to succeed challenge to the fundamental security order.

I think, as we look at the four powers that Kishore was talking about, we have good reason 
to see that the US does not need to be thinking about placing a very, very heavy hand on 
the scales to see Asia be relatively balanced. That a relatively modest American focus on the 
strategic side of the region, concern about some issues, certainly watching and ensuring 
against the possibility of people making unwise choices in other countries as well, should 
provide the continued reassurance that the emerging Asian order can look more like the 
emergent European order post-1945 than the European order of 1888 or 1910 or what have 
you. It’s a rather optimistic perspective.

The truth is that for both the Americans and the Chinese there’s no guarantee that things 
will work out this way. People make wrong decisions, miscalculations. One can never 
read the minds of the people on the other side. Both sides need to take actions to insure 
themselves against being fundamentally wrong. Then the question becomes: do the actions 
that the Chinese take—for example, increasing their military spending as the economy 
grows—then set off an American response by a Donald Rumsfeld or someone else that then 
leads into some sort of horrendous 1914-style escalation toward doom? One cannot rule 
that possibility out. One can’t be a determinist, it seems to me, in this way in human affairs. 
Realistically, both sides will continue to do things that may risk confrontation somewhat, 
even though both sides rationally understand that confrontation is not in their interests.

However, I am optimistic about the prospects for order here. From an American perspective, 
because I think American history and the history of American views on Asia make more 
likely the outcome of a stable, prosperous rising Asian order in which American interests are 
largely safeguarded not by unilateral acts of force but by patterns of international relations 
and interaction, institutions and other kinds of agreement, as is the case today in Europe. 
Americans are likely to come down on the side of thinking that this is what is happening, 
because it fits the way they are culturally shaped to look at the world. In American policy 
toward China, in particular over the past 150 years, you’d have to say that excessive optimism 
about the future of China and the future of American–Chinese relations is the driving force 
in the way Americans look at China. Then there have been periods of disillusionment, when 
that optimism led to unrealistic expectations that were not and could not be fulfilled. This 
disillusionment creates a bitterness and an estrangement, but the basic dynamic is for 
Americans to think that ultimately they and the Chinese will manage to work things out. 
This optimism, after all, is probably one of the reasons why so few Americans, when they 
see a sign that says ‘Europeans’, go under it. That optimism, that belief that things are likely 
to work out, I think will be the guiding star of American policy toward Asia as we go forward 
into the 21st century.
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AMERICA’S GRAND STRATEGY:  
AN AUSTRALIAN PERSPECTIVE

Paul Kelly

Since George W Bush came to power there have been two strategic stories. The first began 
on 11 September 2001 and it saw President Bush’s first term preoccupied by the rise of 
Islamist terrorism tied to privatised terrorist groups such as Al Qaeda, and weak states such 
as Afghanistan. The strategic message was that the problem lay with weak, failed and 
rogue states and that the civil war within Islam was a global event. This provoked the Bush 
doctrine with its emphasis on pre-emption, the Iraq war, a fracturing between America and 
Europe and a more unilateralist US style.

This has provoked a different response from the United 
States. The emphasis is on strategic balance, strengthening 
alliances and the delineation between rivalry and 
constructive agreement.

The second strategic story is less eye-catching, yet in many ways it is just as dramatic—the 
transformation of power under way in state-to-state relations or old-fashioned realpolitik. 
Most noticeable in Asia, it is shaped by the shift of global power from Europe to Asia, the 
rise of China, the emergence of India, the mixture of competition and cooperation within 
Asia where relative national power is changing rapidly. This is about the emergence of new 
giants. It is about strong states, not weak states, and highlighted by potential flashpoints, 
notably North Korea and Taiwan. In Asia economic growth is strong, nationalism is on the 
march, military capability is expanding, population growth continues upwards and national 
destiny is a popular cultural theme. This has provoked a different response from the United 
States. The emphasis is on strategic balance, strengthening alliances and the delineation 
between rivalry and constructive agreement. Both these strategic stories are here to stay.

I want to make a core point about the first strategic story before devoting my remarks to 
the second. The threat from Islamist ideology and terror is a new event. I believe it does not 
automatically follow that America and its allies are united by the same shared strategic 
interests in combating Islamist terror as they were during the Cold War. Much depends upon 
US tactics. The French and German disagreements with US policy are as well known as the 
British and Australian agreements. However, if this struggle is still in its infancy, then it is still 
not apparent how much American and Australian long-term strategic interests will coincide. 
The enemy we face now was an enemy never envisaged by the architects of the ANZUS 
Treaty, or of America’s other post-World War II alliances.

The United States and Australia operate in different hemispheres, geographically and 
religiously. Australia lives in a region that is dominated by Islam not Christianity, a reality only 
likely to become more pronounced. The way the US decides to combat the Islamist threat 
will determine whether the US alliance is a positive or negative for Australia and the balance 
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between them. I say this while recognising the value of American intelligence in assisting us 
in this struggle. The Australia–US relationship at government level has rarely been as close 
and the expectations are high. There is, however, no certainty that the so-called war on 
terrorism provides a strategic unity for Australian and American interests as closely as those 
interests were united by the Cold War. This may or may not be the case. But it remains a 
critical and unanswered question.

I want to focus on the second strategic story and the challenges facing the US in Asia. While 
Australia fights with the US in Afghanistan and Iraq, our long-range interest is how US policy 
plays out in East Asia and notably with China. I think that during Bush’s first term China got 
under the US radar. While Bush was focused on Osama bin Laden and Saddam Hussein, 
he overlooked what China’s leaders were doing—and they were busy mobilising political 
capital. This was illustrated in Australia in 2003 when John Howard offered equal treatment 
to Presidents Bush and Hu Jintao in their addresses to the Australian Parliament over two 
successive days. For the first time in Australian history the US and China were treated as 
equals in the conduct of high diplomacy. Australia had never extended such an honour to 
either a British or Japanese prime minister. It had been extended to previous US presidents. 
It was extended to a non-democratic Chinese leader for the first time.

Does America have the imagination to conceive the rise of 
China consistent with its own national interest?

Australia, in fact, is a template for the changes now transforming Asia. It is commonly 
assumed by commentators that history will see the main achievement of Howard’s foreign 
policy as creating a deeper intimacy between Australia and the United States. However 
I think such an interpretation is incorrect. I believe his historical achievement will be seen as 
simultaneously bringing Australia closer to the United States strategically and to China in 
political and economic terms. If this is the real achievement of such a pro-American leader as 
Howard, then what is happening in the rest of Asia?

There are two unanswered questions about US policy in Asia. Does America have the 
imagination to conceive the rise of China consistent with its own national interest? And can 
the US, as the more powerful nation, put firm limits on the extent of its future strategic 
competition with China and manage such competition?

I want to make the following points about President Bush’s Asian policy. First, I think it has 
been more successful than is usually conceded. Most US bilateral relations in Asia have been 
effectively upheld and are reasonably healthy. The US alliance system is being revitalised 
in Japan and Australia. South Korea is a problem and has moved closer to China. However, 
Japan, Australia and South Korea went to Iraq—domestic decisions that reflected in each 
case a commitment to the alliance. US–China relations are better in 2005 than many 
specialists predicted before the 2000 US election when the Bush camp was talking about 
strategic competition. However, many Asian governments face a tension between their 
desire to run pro-US policies and their public opinion that is much more sceptical of the 
United States.
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It is an irony that in the region, China, a dictatorship, often 
seems to be winning the soft power contest with America, 
the classic democracy.

Secondly, I think that since the Asian financial crisis the US has been outmanoeuvred in Asia 
by China and that this continued during the first Bush Administration. China has decided to 
concentrate on economic growth, manage its internal economic and social problems, and 
defer any serious tension or showdown with the United States for at least a generation or 
until the power equation looks better. In the interim, China invests in military hardware 
and uses its growing economy as both a hard and soft power asset. It is an irony that in 
the region, China, a dictatorship, often seems to be winning the soft power contest with 
America, the classic democracy.

The US misjudged the political significance of the Asian financial crisis. It was a turning point. 
It created a new sense of East Asian regionalism. It brought Northeast and Southeast Asia 
together. It left a legacy of suspicion towards the United States. China was the beneficiary 
and it took confidence from these events. China tends to be treated as the potential regional 
hegemon without the intimidating legacy of being the real regional hegemon. Most of East 
Asia still feels good, not bad, about the rise of China, though it is wary.

Third, China has an active regional policy, and America, as far as I discern, has no regional 
policy. This is, no doubt, the consequence of being a global power, but it is a telling point. 
China is busy with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) helping to build 
an economic and political architecture for East Asia. America, by contrast, operates as a 
great power, but does not think as a regional power beyond its bilateral ties. When Prime 
Minister Paul Keating met President Bush Snr. in 1991, his first message was that America 
should create with Asia new institutions of trans-Pacific cooperation, just as after World 
War II it created new institutions of trans-Atlantic cooperation that tied Europe and America 
together. Australia wanted to help and the result was the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) leaders meeting. Yet the US rarely comprehended the value of APEC and it has little 
taste for such a forum. The new regional institutions, ASEAN plus 3 and the even newer East 
Asia Summit involve China but not the US.

When George W Bush visited the region in 2003 he had nothing to say about America’s vision 
for East Asia. When his counterpart the President of China came the regional vision was his 
main topic of discussion. China exploits East Asian regionalism to further its own power 
yet to diffuse regional concerns about that power. Within the region nations are exploring 
processes by which they can engage China and this debate works in China’s favour.

Fourth, most nations (though not all nations) want a strong United States strategic presence 
in Asia—witness Tokyo, Jakarta, Singapore, Hanoi, Canberra, Manila, for starters. Often 
America seems to forget how long it has been in Asia—but Asia doesn’t forget. America 
began the 20th century as an imperial power in Asia. It fought in Asia in World War II. It 
fought in Korea and Vietnam during the Cold War. America has been fundamental to the 
strategic balance in Asia for a century and it is still fundamental. In Europe the Cold War 
ended with a strategic finality, but this did not happen in Asia. In Europe the demise of 
the Soviet Union destroyed the strategic unity of the United States and Western Europe 
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and opened up a split. In Asia there is no strategic finality, just the opposite. State-to-state 
conflict is far from being remote in a fluid and dynamic region beset by antagonisms based 
upon strategic, cultural and religious differences. The Asian way is not to announce that it 
wants America but this is a widely shared view. It leads to an important new question—
what is America’s role in the changing Asian constellation of power?

This brings me to my fifth point. Can the United States reconceptualise Asia as a strategic 
system and devise a role for itself that exploits the region’s yearning for a constructive 
American presence yet a role that also advances America’s perception of its own interests? 
This means ruling out two options—either a US retreat or a containment of China strategy. 
Either option would be disastrous. Any interpretation that China’s rise means the equivalent 
of America’s loss should be rejected, the precise point made by John Howard this week in his 
comments in the United States.

However, it is true that there will be a relative power change in Asia between China and 
America. One of the fundamental questions is whether a neoconservative America is 
prepared to accept that changing power balance. The recent remarks in Singapore by US 
Defense Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld were not an encouraging omen.

The rise of China is a good news story for Asia in terms of living standards, poverty 
eradication and economic development. The region, I believe, wants an American influence 
to help balance the rise of China. This is why countries as different as Japan, Singapore, 
Australia and India seek a strong and constructive US role in Asian affairs. The operating 
assumption of Howard is that shared US–China interests are substantial.

The new American opening to India is historic—a growing concord between the world’s two 
largest democracies. India wants to deepen ties with America but it will not join any China 
containment strategy.

The six party talks on North Korea constitute an important structure not just to find a 
solution but to put the onus on China as a responsible regional power. The deepening of the 
US–Japan alliance is welcome, yet it coincides with growing competition between China and 
Japan for influence in Asia. This will require the United States to dampen and discourage the 
growing antagonism between China and Japan. These challenges overall reveal a complexity 
facing America in Asia that defies any ‘one size fits all’ paradigm.

The point is that Australia, overwhelmingly, sees China as an 
opportunity not as a threat. This is the perception not just of 
the Australian Government but of the Australian people.

My sixth point is that America needs to be cognisant that strategic divergence is inevitable 
between its view of China and that of its regional allies. Let me use Australia as an 
illustration. America sees China as a potential great power rival while Australia as a middle 
power doesn’t think like this. America has a formal commitment to Taiwan—Australia has 
no such commitment. America has a formal policy reflected in Bush’s second inaugural 
speech to bring democracy to the world—Australia has no such policy. Australia views China 
as a neighbour in the project of East Asian regionalism while America does not conceptualise 
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in this fashion. Australia sees China in the context of its bilateral economic relationship with 
Japan, as the next Asian giant whose rise to industrial greatness will produce a massive 
two-way trade to the benefit of both Australia and China.

The point is that Australia, overwhelmingly, sees China as an opportunity not as a threat. 
This is the perception not just of the Australian Government but of the Australian people. 
It is not just the view of the Howard Government but also the view of the Labor Party. 
The major parties, despite differences at the margin, agree on China and tend to disagree 
on relations with the US under Bush. The point is that Howard’s closeness to the US has 
purchased him much diplomatic immunity in Washington in pursuit of his activist China 
policy. I want to develop this point further in conclusion.

A couple of months ago after the Howard/Bush talks in Washington, the two leaders 
held a remarkable joint press conference at the White House. On public display were their 
contrasting approaches to China. The first difference is on diplomatic method. Howard said 
his approach to China is to build upon the things in common rather than become obsessed 
about the differences. This contrasts with Bush’s policy and his emphasis on China’s 
limitations on religious freedom, human rights and democracy.

Howard rejects talks about any future conflict between America and China. He won’t 
entertain any scenario about Australia having to choose between one side or the other. 
This is a sensible public position provided there is a private assessment about worst-case 
scenarios. It is no surprise that Australia and other regional countries want to put the 
responsibility onto both China and America to ensure their tensions are contained.

Howard leaves no doubt that Australia is an allied country. His message is that ANZUS is 
immutable, that Australia has a strategic partnership with America and common values 
with America. His implicit message is that China needs to understand that for Australia this 
is non-negotiable. That is, China is wasting its time speculating about a future Finlandisation 
of Australia because Australia won’t allow that to happen—the alliance runs too deep. 
Finally, Howard’s signal to both America and China is that our alliance with the United States 
is not directed against China. Howard said: ‘I’ve encouraged them, China, to accept that our 
close defence alliance with the United States is not in any way directed against China’. But is 
this the US position too?

Are there potential contradictions in these Australian positions? Yes—the issue, though, is 
whether the policy will be destroyed by such contradictions.

For Australia, there are two guiding stars to the future. One star leads to a closer Australian 
relationship with China in economic and political terms. The other star leads to Australia 
becoming closer to the US and Japan in a strategic sense. Is there a conflict between our 
role as a regional player with China and our role as a strategic partner of the United States 
and Japan? It is wrong to assume these positions are incompatible. It is up to Australia to 
reconcile these two stars—but much depends upon the US outlook.

At the early 2005 two-plus-two US–Japan meeting, Taiwan was explicitly mentioned in 
the context of the United States–Japan security agreement. That seems to position the 
US–Japan alliance against China. If so, it runs directly counter to the position that Howard 
insists upon for the US–Australian alliance. The United States must decide what role it will 
play in the rise of China and Asia. America’s answer to this question will define the options 
available to Australia.

America’s grand strategy: an Australian perspective
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Two—The great powers and 
strategic change

MANIFEST DESTINY? INDIA’S 
COMING GREAT POWER ROLE IN 
GLOBAL SECURITY

Varun Sahni

Thanks ever so much. It’s great to be at the first international 
conference of ASPI. It’s also wonderful to be sharing a panel with 
Professor Robert O’Neill. When he held the Chichele Chair as Professor 
of the History of War at Oxford, one of his minor responsibilities 
was stewardship of and oversight over a very large student society 
called the Oxford University Strategic Studies Group. It was the 
second-largest student society at Oxford, after the Oxford Union. I was 
vice-president of that body for a year. We learned so much from him in 
all those years and the years since, so it’s really great to be sharing the 
panel with him.

I’ve got a couple of grouses against ASPI. The first is to put me in the 
post-lunch session, just when jetlag is beginning to strike. I hope 
I can stay awake through this talk, and I hope you can stay awake 
through this talk. I hope the topic, if not the talk itself, will keep you 
awake. It’s on a very important topic. The other grouse is regarding 
the title, manifest destiny. It’s a title that was thrust upon me by 
ASPI, but I decided not to be a cry-baby about it and to pick up the 
gauntlet and run with it and see what I can make of it. The reason I 
have some doubts about the title is because my own reading of Indian 
history does not suggest any millennial dreams of grandeur projected 
outwards. In other words, I see India fundamentally as a self-contained 
but not insular civilisation. It’s permeable but not really expansionist. 
So, when we start thinking about the emergence of India, it may be 
good for us to keep some of those civilisational or cultural attributes 
in mind.

Photo opposite: The Space Shuttle captured this image of India and China’s Karakoram Range in 
low-Earth orbit during mission STS-56. © APL
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Incidentally, I always cringe a little when I hear the term ‘the rise of India’. The term ‘the 
emergence of India’ is a more apposite term. I think ‘rise’ should be held exclusively for China, 
and I hope to tell you why. What does one mean by an emerging power? To understand what 
an emerging power is, we need to be clear about what great powers and middle powers 
are. Now, great powers, as we know, are states that have the capability and the willingness 
to shape the international system. In other words, they are states with a system-shaping 
role and the capabilities as well as the intentions of playing that role. So in that sense the US 
was not a great power between World War I and World War II, because even though it had 
the capability it did not, during those years, quite manifestly signal an intention to play a 
system-shaping role.

An emerging power, then, is a state that is a middle power, 
but a state that has signalled quite unambiguously its 
intention to manoeuvre its way into a great power status.

Middle powers obviously are states that are not great powers, but they are states that are 
for all sorts of reasons sufficiently important to figure in any great power calculus. They 
are states that have a major impact upon all great power calculations. An emerging power, 
then, is a state that is a middle power, but a state that has signalled quite unambiguously 
its intention to manoeuvre its way into a great power status. I think that would be a pretty 
good working definition of how I see India—as a state that has signalled in all sorts of ways 
that it is now manoeuvring its way into great power status.

Now, this whole business about great powers is interesting because the US has suddenly got 
very excited about India as a potential great power. In March this year, soon after Secretary 
of State Condoleezza Rice was in Delhi, there was a rather intriguing statement by an 
unnamed but presumably senior US official who actually said quite bluntly that America’s 
goal was to help India become a major world power in the 21st century. Strong stuff. Not just 
that: the official went on to say that ‘we understand fully the implications, including military 
implications, of the statement’. So we’re also going to have to figure out where the US and 
China fit into this business of India’s emergence.

Now, obviously, I will be talking about India’s coming great power role in global security. 
But it seems to me that it makes no sense to talk about roles without first talking about 
capabilities. That’s particularly so because there is a sort of internal/external element to 
this, to the extent that capabilities are internal and roles are external when we are analysing 
world politics. So I want to spend some time going over how I view India’s capabilities at the 
moment, and then to move on from there to look at the sort of role I see India playing.

I’m going to do this obviously in a very telegraphic manner. The six attributes of great power 
status, as I see them, are military capability, economic competitiveness, social cohesion, 
cultural influence, geographical reach and, finally, policy coherence. In all of these elements, 
we need to get a sense of how the pluses and the minuses stack up for India in order to get a 
sense of whether, in fact, India will be a great power, before discussing the roles that India is 
likely to play in the future.
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So what are India’s current strengths? Its powerful fighting forces, obviously, with the 
fourth-largest military establishment in the world, a well-established war-fighting tradition 
and a martial culture. Paradoxically, Indian society itself is nonmilitarised and nonmilitaristic. 
In other words, among all the major states I can think of, there is none in which military 
affairs are so far removed from society. Thinking about the role of Gallipoli, for example, 
in the shaping of Australian identity, it’s very difficult to find any equivalent of that in the 
case of India. India’s is a very nonmilitarised society, a society that does not really know 
its fighting forces very well. But at the same time, interestingly, India supports a large and 
powerful military establishment which has and is developing an expeditionary capability. 
I think that’s extremely important.

Another attribute, another strength of India, is its attractiveness as a market of global 
importance. It’s the fourth-largest economy in the world in PPP terms. PPP, as you know, 
is purchasing power parity, which is what a nation’s currency actually buys in goods and 
services, rather than its exchange rate with the US dollar. Now, in PPP terms India is the 
fourth-largest economy after the US, China and Japan. Real growth of the Indian GDP has 
been in the range of 6% to 8% over the past five years, with one exception which was 2002. 
Obviously that’s significant also because, as we know, at growth rates of 7% per annum 
national income doubles every ten years. I think that does become quite critical. There 
are some technologies in which India’s not doing too badly. It’s one of the leaders in 
biotechnology. One could characterise it as ahead of the pack, in some ways, in some aspects 
of information technology. It’s an early bird in nanotechnology, and so on and so forth.

India has a large, young and increasingly capacitated population. In 2025, there will be 
932 million Indians of working age, which will by that time be much larger even than the 
working-age population of China. A downside here: if there is a severe HIV/AIDS epidemic 
in India, this working-age population could reduce substantially. But even projecting a really 
severe HIV/AIDS epidemic in India, you’d still have something like 854 million Indians of 
working age in 2025.

… one of India’s biggest strengths is fifty-five years of liberal 
democracy; fifty-five years of really learning the democratic 
game in a large pluralistic society is, I think, a huge strength.

There are yet other aspects that I think are among India’s strengths. There’s been in recent 
years a blossoming of a pan-Indian sentiment within the country. India’s popular culture 
has a wide appeal across the world. Larger and larger parts of India have ease with the 
English language. There are well-established communities around the world who identify 
with India culturally and ethnically. Of course, India has a pretty high profile in international 
organisations and diplomacy. I think, on top of all of this, in some ways one of India’s biggest 
strengths is fifty-five years of liberal democracy; fifty-five years of really learning the 
democratic game in a large pluralistic society is, I think, a huge strength.

What are India’s weaknesses? Well, in no particular order, the lack of a technologically 
competitive and commercially viable defence industry. India has a large defence industry, 
but I would suggest that it’s really not up to speed either technologically speaking or, indeed, 
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in commercial terms. India’s lack of economic competitiveness in many crucial sectors is 
another significant weakness, as is India’s weak and creaking infrastructure. I almost missed 
this conference because there was a heavy downpour in Delhi, and what is normally a 
twenty-minute taxi ride took an hour and twenty minutes. Fortunately, Singapore Airlines 
was also delayed because of infrastructure problems at Delhi Airport, so I and other people 
made the flight. But there you have it.

When it comes to basic scientific research, there isn’t a lot of it happening in India, and 
what is emerging is not of a very high quality. There is continued external dependence 
for a whole range of critical technologies. Obviously, it’s an economy that has a growing 
hunger for energy. India is already the sixth-largest energy consumer in the world, with 
one of the fastest growth rates of energy consumption increase in the world. India has 
an inadequate—pathetically inadequate—electricity generation capacity, but add to this 
widespread, deep-rooted socioeconomic deprivation and the lack of effective public health 
and public education systems. India’s inability to establish a sphere of influence in Southern 
Asia, and to top it all, the absence of coherent foreign and security policy formulation, are 
other debilitating weaknesses.

So clearly there are a whole bunch of minuses out here, and when we talk about the 
emergence of India I think we also need to really focus on the minuses. Some of them are, 
I would suggest to you, very significant. Clearly, the minuses are going to have to move to the 
positive side of the ledger if India is to become a truly system-shaping state.

Now, I would argue that there’s nothing really mysterious about this process of 
transformation. I view it, in conceptual terms, as a process of metamorphoses from a weak 
state to a strong state. I think that there are clear signs that this process of transformation 
is on—for instance, in electricity generation. At long last, it seems that New Delhi is alive to 
this issue and sees it as a fundamental impediment to India’s growth, and is really getting 
serious about doing something about it.

What about India’s role? Here we move on to the external dimension. What’s India going to 
do with these capabilities? Incidentally, I don’t see this as a question only of piling on more 
and more capabilities. When it comes to the question of great power roles, there is a mystical 
element in the rise of great powers. How, I ask, short of war, does one recognise a new great 
power? I think a lot of the silly shadowboxing that’s been going on right now with regard to 
the expansion of the UN Security Council, for example, relates precisely to this issue. If you 
have an international system in which for all sorts of reasons, technological and otherwise, 
general systemic wars can no longer take place, how do you recognise new great powers? If 
there’s not going to be another 1905 Russo–Japanese war, how do you recognise new great 
powers when they begin to rise?

But this mystical element goes beyond that. Indeed, it almost reminds me of the Roman 
Catholic liturgical doctrine of transubstantiation. That element of mystery and mysticism 
is there and it’s an essential part of that process. So it’s not just a question of piling on 
capabilities. I think therein lies a fundamental difference. Metamorphoses internally, but 
there is also this transubstantiative element that we need to account for, because a lot of 
the questions about whether India becomes a great power ultimately depend on whether 
India is recognised by other great powers as a great power. That was, in fact, one of the 
tautological elements in Jack Levy’s definition of great powers going back—what?—
twenty-five years now.
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Anyway, I think India’s coming great power role will be in the context of the changing map 
of Asia. What I mean by this is the following. There is a continent-wide security architecture 
that is finally arriving in the Asia–Pacific, perhaps for the first time, certainly for the first time 
since European colonialism. It’s a continent-wide security interdependence, and this security 
interdependence is linked clearly to the rise of China. In other words, China makes Asia a 
region. If China didn’t exist, there would be no Asia. There would be a continent, there would 
be a landmass called Asia, but the reason this landmass, this continent, is now becoming a 
region is because China is rising and every single one of China’s neighbours has to deal with 
that fact. Incidentally, when I say ‘deal with that fact’ I do not necessarily mean deal with 
it militarily.

I’m sorry that Kishore Mahbubani, because of his multicontinental odyssey, has had to leave 
us early, because I actually wanted to take issue with him on his assertion this morning that 
there’s nothing in European history that is relevant to Asia. In fact, I would suggest that 
Asia does have to take a cue from the historical processes that over time wrought, built, 
constructed, a region out of the European continent. I think in some ways the difference 
between Kishore’s perspective and mine may just be the difference between being located 
in Southeast Asia and being located in South Asia, because China has always loomed large in 
Southeast Asia historically. It hasn’t in India.

If I were to think about the pre-European history of Asia and ask, ‘Well, apart from the world 
historic transmission of Buddhism from India to China, what was the next big encounter 
between China and India?’ I guess it was when the British brought tea and planted it in the 
foothills of the Himalayas. Really, the first China–India encounter as such is post-European. 
It’s after the last British regiment had marched off below the Gateway of India and had 
boarded ships and was over the horizon. It’s after the European navies had departed from 
China. We’re talking about ’47, ’48. It’s when Zhou Enlai and Jawaharlal Nehru met that 
India and China encountered each other. They encountered each other, in other words, 
as sovereign states. I would therefore problematise this notion that there’s some sort of 
pre-modern Asian history, or that there is a notion of hierarchy out there that we Asians all 
somehow recognise, or that we all acknowledge a tributary relationship with China. There 
wasn’t any such relationship with China in the part of Asia that I belong to.

Asia could end up being a region of opposing axes and 
balances, or it could end up being a region managed by a 
Directoire of great powers, or it could end up being a region 
enmeshed in a cooperative security arrangement.

So what then are these security futures? Without aping or mimicking Europe, what can 
we learn from European history that’s relevant to us in Asia? I think I need to talk about 
this because I can’t really talk about a future great power role for India unless I do so. It 
seems to me that there are three security futures for Asia. Asia could end up being a region 
of opposing axes and balances, or it could end up being a region managed by a Directoire 
of great powers, or it could end up being a region enmeshed in a cooperative security 
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arrangement. If Asia the continent is ever going to become Asia the region, I don’t see there 
being any other possibility apart from these three.

I would like to assert here that Asia still is in—how could we put it?—the historical moment 
of political modernity. You know, we should always remember that. What I wish to assert 
is that the principal driver in Asia is still the state perfecting its sovereign territoriality. 
Anywhere you look in Asia, you can see that. When we talk about Japan becoming a normal 
power, that’s precisely what we’re talking about. This continued emphasis on sovereign 
territoriality may seem passive and even retrograde from the point of view of the Atlantic 
world, but that’s the reality in this part of the world. I think in the Asia–Pacific we are still 
very much in the era of political modernity.

There are, then, three possible, broad, future great power roles for India. The first is as India 
the fence-sitter. Fence-sitting is something that India is very good at. What I’m signalling, in 
effect, is a new nonalignment, because I think two things are already clear. One, India will 
not be drawn into the containment of China. The principal reason for that is that India is too 
large to be a member of somebody else’s security community. Also, it’s a security community 
that hasn’t actually considered India’s security interests as its interests, so there’s a great 
deal of asymmetry in the way the security community of the liberal democracies has dealt 
with India. There’s a sense in which India becomes a part of the game but India’s concerns 
remain, as it were, provincial concerns that India has to deal with by itself. For that reason, 
I just don’t see India becoming a part of a containment game vis-a-vis China.

But I also think that India will not become a party to any Asian anti-West alliance—you 
know, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) plus three morphing into 
something else. The proposed East Asian Summit could just be another example of 
ASEAN-generated hot air, or it could be a path-defining moment that initiates the process 
of establishing a new security architecture in Asia, an architecture that explicitly excludes 
the US. I just don’t see India becoming a part of any such development. However, when one 
posits a new nonalignment, I think we need to recognise that this new nonalignment, this 
fence-sitting, would be much more difficult than the first round of nonalignment was for 
India—for two reasons.

First, China is a neighbour, so one of the poles, as it were, of a new bipolar order would be a 
country with which India shares a huge border—in fact, a border that still remains in some 
ways unresolved. But I think there’s another reason why fence-sitting is going to be very 
difficult for New Delhi to pull off this time, and that is because India would also have system-
shaping influence. In other words, in a curious sort of way India would be too big to hide, but 
it would be too weak to transcend. India’s not going to bandwagon, it doesn’t want to get 
into the balancing game, it’s too big to hide and not sufficiently powerful to transcend, so 
there are compelling reasons why an Asia of opposing axes and balances is going to be bad 
news for India. But one thing I would predict if that sort of Asia does emerge: you’ll see India 
once again on the fence, on the sidelines.

The second sort of future is of India as a member of the board—the future Directoire in Asia. 
The essential notion in this scenario is of a few states together taking responsibility for order 
and stability in the Asia–Pacific. There are some problems with this. One: if the Directoire 
is constructed minus the US, would it not be, in fact, an anti-US axis, taking us back to the 
problem that I just signalled? That’s something that India would be very hesitant about. 
A second way in which one could view membership of the board, is of India guaranteeing 
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certain public goods in this part of the world. The sea lanes of communication, for example, 
from—shall we say—the Strait of Hormuz to the Strait of Malacca and farther afield, farther 
afloat. In other words, India would not so much then be a member of the board as—shall we 
say—the leader of the neighbourhood watch.

There’s another problem with this idea of the Directoire, though, and this flows from India’s 
own experience in South Asia. Here I completely agree with what Kishore Mahbubani was 
saying in the morning. Smaller states in this period of world history are autonomous actors, 
much more so than they were in the past. Now, India’s experience in its own immediate 
neighbourhood in South Asia and what we call the SAARC (South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation) region has been that it’s no longer that easy to, as it were, dispatch 
the US marines to Veracruz. You know, it just isn’t that easy any longer. India is three times 
larger demographically, geographically, economically, than all of the other countries in South 
Asia combined. That would be almost overkill dominance if we were in the 18th century or, 
indeed, perhaps even the 19th century. But today, does it really ultimately amount to all that 
much? So, I would therefore problematise the entire notion that there can be a Directoire in 
the Asia–Pacific. I certainly would say again that this would be a future that would, on the 
whole, sit very uneasily with India.

What’s the third future? Obviously, from the way I’ve been lining this up, it’s pretty obvious 
this is the future that I, from a normative perspective, would like to see happen. It would 
be the best future for India, and I would suggest also the best future for Asia. India’s global 
role in the third Asian future would be as the designer or the architect of the next system, 
the next generation of the hardware and software in Asia’s security architecture. What I’m 
trying to signal here is the idea of beginning to create some sort of a cooperative security 
arrangement in Asia—really an Asian Helsinki process.

A cooperative security arrangement in Asia would be well 
worth the effort because it would, for example, reduce the 
size of arsenals in Asia.

Now, obviously an Asian Helsinki process, were it ever to come into being, would depend 
crucially on China. China could make or break the process. There could be no Helsinki process 
on the Asian landmass without China. But I think India can play a very important role in 
signalling and nudging China in that direction, and I think in the years to come we may 
well find China predisposed towards an Asian Helsinki process. It’s not going to be an easy 
process by any manner or means, but neither was the original Helsinki process. In retrospect, 
when we look at the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe today it seems 
like it was always a done deal but its construction was, as I’m sure many of you know, a very 
contentious, tortuous process. I can see no reason why the construction of a cooperative 
security arrangement in Asia is going to be any less contentious and tortuous, but I think it 
would be well worth the effort.

A cooperative security arrangement in Asia would be well worth the effort because it would, 
for example, reduce the size of arsenals in Asia. It would enmesh American and Chinese 
capabilities in Asia within a larger cooperative process. It would lead, perhaps over time, to 
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the evolution of a new and authentic Asian identity. It would build habits of cooperative 
behaviour on the Asian continent and—who knows?—it may even end up playing a role 
in processes of domestic democratisation over time. So I think there’s a lot riding on a 
reconfiguration of Asia over time in a more cooperative structure. I somehow think that 
this is where India could really play a significant role if it has the capabilities and is by then a 
great power. I’m talking about a ten to fifteen year time horizon. This will, incidentally, be the 
time period in which, in relative terms, US capabilities will probably be beginning to decline 
as well. That would be therefore, in that sense, a very good moment in which you could 
actually imagine the US getting enmeshed in this new Helsinki process.

Apart from that, are there any other roles in global security? My suspicion is that one role 
that India has played so far, which is in UN peacekeeping, is now going to decline rather 
dramatically and rapidly. Just a word on that before I wrap up in a couple of minutes. I think 
this whole disaster with regard to the UN Security Council expansion and UN reform 
generally and the whole Group of Four gambit not having worked out, is going to mean 
for India a turning away from the United Nations. I had thought that India would probably 
not even send a second brigade to the UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(MONUC) deployment. To my surprise, it has. But, you know, I wouldn’t be surprised if the 
Indian forces begin to be de-inducted sooner rather than later. I think the days of general 
purpose peacekeeping for India are now over.

In any case, India had taken a policy decision when it came to UN peacekeeping in the early 
1990s, which was to increase its participation in UN peacekeeping precisely as a means 
of becoming a part of any expanded UN Security Council. Now that that strategy hasn’t 
worked, my own suspicion is that we’re going to see a turning away. So India will develop 
expeditionary capabilities in the years to come, but they are going to be expeditionary 
capabilities much more of the traditional sort.
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TRANSATLANTIC TENSIONS:  
WILL EUROPE AND AMERICA RESOLVE  
THEIR STRATEGIC DIFFERENCES?

Robert O’Neill

Introduction

In shaping an answer to the question posed by the title of this paper, some history might be 
helpful. Countries and governments on both sides of the Atlantic have had to relate to each 
other for over two centuries, in times of peace and in times of war. Even in times of so-called 
peace there have been many periods of stress, and many differences of view. Two salient 
factors are clear from the history of the relationship: it is robust, based on sovereign equality 
of partners, and it is of necessity close. Its robustness has been shown by the way in which 
major historic differences, such as between the US and Britain in the late 18th and early 
19th centuries and those between Germany and the US in the 20th, have been put aside. 
They belong to a past era and play little role in the mutually beneficial way these relations 
are conducted today. Its closeness has been shown by the way in which enemies (Germany 
in World War I, Germany and Japan in World War II, the Soviet Union in the Cold War 
and Al Qaeda today) have seen the US and the democracies of Europe as part of the one 
continuum of strategic power.

Why are there not very close relations between the US and its 
European allies? When will a good relationship be restored? 
What will it take to bring this about?

The awareness of a common enemy or enemies has been very important to the cohesion of 
the European–American relationship. By common admission, there is another enemy in the 
world today in the form of Al Qaeda and the many other shadowy terrorist organisations 
that are rejoicing on the internet about the impact of Hurricane Katrina on the US. So what is 
the problem? Why are there not very close relations between the US and its European allies? 
When will a good relationship be restored? What will it take to bring this about?

Part of the answer to the first question—the reasons for the divergence today—lies in the 
way in which the US under President Bush and most of the European governments view the 
maintenance of world order today.

Differing views on the role of the United Nations

For Europe, the UN has long had a different and more positive significance than it has for 
the US. As medium and smaller powers, they need consensus to feel secure. The UN and its 
functional subordinate organisations, particularly those dealing with peacekeeping, human 
rights and refugees, are of direct relevance to the tensions caused in individual European 
states by illegal immigration and other consequences of the New World Disorder (to borrow 
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Pierre Lellouche’s phrase). A strong, effective and active UN is therefore a more important 
policy goal in Europe than in the US. Europeans generally are willing to make a stronger 
effort to obtain a consensus in the Security Council, General Assembly or other UN organs 
than are the Americans.

And finally, it has to be said, for the states of Europe and those of most other regions of the 
world, the UN is important is setting constraints that all, including the most powerful state, 
must abide by. Unilateral decisions to use military force are fraught with peril and can easily 
lead to unintended consequences. Europeans, having been through two world wars in the 
past century which were caused and expanded by strategies of pre-emption, strongly resist 
the notion that the US or any other power should seek to resurrect military pre-emption as a 
generally accepted policy for defending its national interests.

For the US, the UN is all too frequently seen as an obstruction, a body which does not 
work very well, one which has an institutional bias against US interests and one which is 
thoroughly unmindful of the huge financial contribution that the US makes in support 
of its operations. In conservative Republican circles one occasionally hears the cry, ‘The 
US out of the UN and the UN out of the US!’ While the UN is just one issue among many 
which occupies the minds of foreign ministers on both sides of the Atlantic, it has grown 
rapidly in importance over the past several years. Now, in September 2005, there is even 
less consensus on how to proceed with the vital process of UN reform within the ranks of 
the Atlantic Alliance than there was a year ago. This divergence of views is of fundamental 
importance to trans-Atlantic unity.

The Bush Administration has more of a grass roots approach than a systemic one to 
strengthening international order. It has a vision of expanding democratisation as the 
basis for a new era of peace, freedom and prosperity. European governments, especially 
those which have had extensive experience as imperial powers, are very sceptical as to the 
feasibility of this grand design, especially when it is applied by force with little forethought 
or preparation. There is a widespread European belief that attempts to bring democracy to 
other countries by war, conquest and occupation are highly likely to fail. It worked in the case 
of Germany after 1945, but de-nazification and its replacement by democratisation were 
policies initiated in the mid-years of a six-year war. They had long and expert preparation. 
Broad and deep intellectual resources were employed over many years both before and after 
German surrender, and the target country had, after all, some experience of native-grown 
democracy both before and after World War I. The looming threat of coercion by the Soviet 
Union was a further factor encouraging Germans to reform politically and become valued 
members of the Atlantic Alliance.

As European political leaders and analysts in 2002–03 were told of ideas for democratisation 
in the Middle East by the Bush Administration, they shook their heads. ‘Do the Americans 
understand the difficulty of what they are attempting?’ they exclaimed. Rather, many 
European experts and leaders felt it would be more effective to focus on containment of 
any emerging threats by building up accurate intelligence on them and then, by applying 
multilateral sanctions, to cut the flow of critical imports into potentially dangerous states. 
Further action, including the use of force as in the 1991 Gulf War and Kosovo, was not 
ruled out by the Europeans, but such force would have to be applied on the basis of a 
broad international consensus about its initiation, goals, extent and duration. While most 
European governments recognised that there were several problem states around the world 
in 2001–02, such as Iraq, Iran and North Korea, few Europeans saw marching across their 
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borders as the right approach to take at that particular time. Rather, they preferred to lay the 
political, diplomatic and intelligence foundations for a longer term strategy first.

Let us now consider the impact of 9/11 on these divergent approaches to the building of 
international order.

The Al Qaeda attacks on the US on 11 September 2001 served 
initially to strengthen the trans-Atlantic relationship.

The impact of the war on terror on US–European relations

The Al Qaeda attacks on the US on 11 September 2001 served initially to strengthen the 
trans-Atlantic relationship. There was an up-welling of public support and sympathy in 
Europe for the US and Americans in general. North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) allies 
agreed formally to invoke the treaty for the first time in order to be able to give the clearest 
and most visible support to the US in the eyes of world opinion. European governments and 
media put forth many statements of brotherhood and unity with the embattled US. There 
was widespread support for the US in intervening against the Taliban in Afghanistan, and a 
good deal of European support for NATO’s commitment of forces there, which continues to 
this day.

There has been a substantial amount of quiet and very welcome cooperation between the 
US Government and its European counterparts in the field of intelligence exchanges, the 
tracking down and prosecution of terrorism suspects, and the cutting off of important 
financial links which sustain terrorist operations. This cooperation continues vigorously today 
as European governments try to make it increasingly difficult for any terrorist organisation, 
especially one aimed at the US such as Al Qaeda, to build support and an operating base 
in Europe. There were times in 2001–02 when one could think that the threat of terror in 
Europe and North America had replaced that of the former Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact, 
re-kindling unity in NATO and offering a framework for an optimistic assessment of the 
direction in which trans-Atlantic relations were likely to move.

Iraq and trans-Atlantic unity

But, as we all know, there has been no such regeneration of unity in NATO in the case of 
Iraq. A severe rift was caused within the alliance by the US decision to intervene there 
militarily. In the light of the advice available to him and widespread European (and British) 
public opposition, it is puzzling that Prime Minister Blair chose to support Bush in Iraq so 
strongly. I imagine that Blair was gambling on the war going much more successfully for 
the interveners than has been the case, and that he saw it as more important in terms of 
British national interests to maintain unity with the US than with the principal states of 
Western Europe. He may have been seeking to strengthen his political base by building on 
the substantial Eurosceptic opinion which is also a major factor in British politics. Perhaps 
the role played by security issues in the long series of defeats that the Tories inflicted on 
the British Labour Party in the 1980s and 1990s, and the up-beat experience of intervention 
in Kosovo, further encouraged Blair to take a chance on intervention in Iraq. Whatever the 

Transatlantic tensions: will Europe and America resolve their strategic differences?



Global Forces 2005: Proceedings of the ASPI conference. Day 1—Global Strategy

42    ASPI Strategy  

cause was, it had to have been a powerful one to make Blair put to one side the arguments 
for caution that his French and German counterparts were putting forward, not to mention 
senior members of his own party (Claire Short and Robin Cook), members of the Foreign 
Office and opinion leaders in the country at large. Blair has been fortunate electorally that 
the British public is not too totally focused on Iraq and still sees him as an impressive leader, 
even if most judge him to have been wrong on this issue.

France and Germany chose to react very differently, essentially because neither government 
believed that the Americans had made a convincing case that Saddam was cooperating 
significantly with Al Qaeda, and neither accepted Colin Powell’s argument (although they 
were prepared to accept it had it been convincing) that Saddam had weapons of mass 
destruction which he could use in any direct or immediate sense. The doubts of the French 
and German governments were both reinforced by public opinion. In the case of the French, 
there was a strong strand of long-lasting anti-Americanism in the body politic. In the case 
of the Germans, there was also a strong current of more recent anti-American feeling which 
had made itself evident in the 2002 election campaign. This was probably the cause of 
President Bush’s refusal to acknowledge Chancellor Gerhard Schröder at the NATO summit 
held in Prague in November 2002. France, having made preparations to contribute forces 
to coalition operations aimed at cordoning Saddam, drew the line at going to war on the 
evidence offered and thereby unleashing all the consequences which we have witnessed 
since mid-2003.

The first justification claimed by the US for its actions—the existence of Iraqi weapons 
of mass destruction—has been shown to have been bogus, and Colin Powell now 
views his testimony to the Security Council as a blot on his reputation. The second 
justification—supposed cooperation between the regime of Saddam Hussein and external 
terrorist groups such as Al Qaeda—has been shown to have little if any substance. These 
two grounds for going to war in the name of American self-defence were very unconvincing 
to most Europeans. Given what we now know, it was only appropriate for those European 
leaders who were doubtful of the arguments and evidence that the Bush Administration 
was putting forth in the Security Council and elsewhere early in 2003 to call for delay in any 
decision to use force. Clearly, as Powell has recently admitted, much greater care should have 
been taken in analysing the available intelligence before commencing hostilities.

… the principal point to note here is that most European 
governments have not accepted that the US had the right to 
use force unilaterally against Saddam Hussein in the name of 
self-defence …

But the principal point to note here is that most European governments have not accepted 
that the US had the right to use force unilaterally against Saddam Hussein in the name of 
self-defence, and, in going to war without allied approval, the Bush Administration was 
risking a great deal—almost certainly much more than it realised.
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Differing views on the task in Iraq
Equally importantly to note was the substantial difference of opinion between the expert 
communities on both sides of the Atlantic as to the feasibility of intervening in Iraq. 
Europeans who know something of the history of Iraq understand its severe weaknesses as 
a sovereign state. I encountered none of this knowledge in discussions I had with relevant 
people in the US before the invasion. Iraq is an artificial creation in the guise of a sovereign 
state. Put together by the British in 1921 out of separate pieces of the Ottoman Empire to 
make a suitable kingdom for Prince Feisal, Iraq has been held together only by stern kings, 
dictators and tyrants. For the previous 387 years, its territory had formed three provinces 
of the Ottoman Empire: Mosul, Baghdad and Basra. For thousands of years before the 
Ottomans, it had been a battleground shared by several warring states.

It is inhabited by tough people who have a long tradition of resisting the most brutal 
occupations by foreign powers. The peoples of Mesopotamia have a complex structure. Each 
of the three main groups has its internal divisions, which were both fostered by Saddam 
and exploited by him. Iraq was not the solid state portrayed by the Bush Administration in 
2003, which could simply turn a somersault after the removal of the Saddam regime and 
arise again, whole in mind and limb as a functioning national democracy. There remains a 
major question here as to whether Iraq is a viable national entity, except under the heel of a 
dictator. How can the three communities be held within the one state, in compatibility with 
Western notions of liberal democracy?

A number of Europeans, not to mention at least one Australian, were profoundly disturbed 
to learn, in reply to their questions put in 2002 about how the Bush Administration was 
planning to tackle the problems which would arise once Saddam had been toppled, that 
the Bush Administration saw this as a job for the allies. ‘We will do the heavy lifting and get 
rid of Saddam. The Allies will run the occupation’, I was told. Unfortunately, the real heavy 
lifting was not the removal of Saddam. It is the defeating of the insurgency which took off 
once he had been removed and which shows more signs of strength and danger now than 
it did a year ago. The Americans were simply unaware of what their main problem would be 
before they set forth on the road to war. When European specialists heard Pentagon leaders, 
especially Donald Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz, promise that the Iraq War would be one of 
short duration, their worst fears were confirmed.

The US armed forces and the challenges of counter-insurgency
Almost as worrying were the doubts held by many European specialists regarding the 
effectiveness of the American armed forces in the delicate business of counter-insurgency 
warfare. The behavioural, cultural and linguistic barriers that American servicemen would 
have to cross in leading and coaxing the people of an Arab and Kurdish state towards life as 
a democracy are immense. The US armed forces are widely recognised as being extremely 
powerful, effective in fighting others of their kind, and composed of brave and highly skilled 
men and women who are prepared to sell their lives dearly for the national cause. However 
they have been shaped by a culture of mass, firepower, industrialisation, directness in 
strategic approach and willingness to accept damage and casualties, which has been inimical 
to their development as a successful counter-insurgency force.

Furthermore, they had been recently reformed by Secretary Rumsfeld into a lighter, more 
mobile force but one which has little staying power. The size of the US ground force 
committed was inadequate for the task of occupation. Having had a hand in teaching 
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counter-insurgency to some of the brightest people who have served in the US armed forces 
in Iraq, let me say that there are men on the ground there who understand what has to be 
done to defeat the insurgency, but they are all too few. It is the story of Abrams and Komer in 
Vietnam all over again—too little and too late.

Hence it was with great sadness, and not a little frustration and anger, that many European 
experts watched the US rush into Iraq, on a mission which had little prospect of success and 
which, if not successfully completed against the odds, would create a far worse situation for 
both the US and all other states that might be targeted by Islamic extremists. I emphasise 
the sadness that most of America’s friends in Europe and elsewhere felt at the initiation of 
the current Iraq War. Here were our best friends, whom we wanted to support, and still want 
to support in a serious struggle against terror, marching into a swamp where they may be 
trapped for years, have their morale, self-confidence and willpower sapped, and ultimately 
have to come back out leaving a much more deadly nest of vipers in the area where they had 
been engaged. Osama bin Laden must have been warmly pleased at seeing the US begin its 
march on Baghdad.

… Iran and North Korea are both challenging international 
order by their continued progress on the path to producing 
and deploying their own nuclear weapons.

Worse and wider dangers

These developments in Iraq are occurring at a time when Iran and North Korea are both 
challenging international order by their continued progress on the path to producing 
and deploying their own nuclear weapons. In the case of Iran, where Britain, France and 
Germany together have some leverage, the prospects for a major change in policy leading 
to renunciation of the nuclear option have been greatly reduced by the US action in Iraq. 
What greater incentive could the Iranians have been given to develop a nuclear force than 
the example of the US invasion of Iraq next door—an Iraq that did not have operational 
nuclear weapons? Iranian Government feelings of being under threat from Americans 
in Iraq and Afghanistan have also been communicated to their public opinion, making 
possible the election of a more hard-line president in Tehran than we have seen for some 
time. The internal dynamics of Iran, a powerful state of 70 million people, are not under our 
control save by persuasion and possibly by sanctions—although only on the basis of a wide 
international consensus. The Iranian Government also has the option of passing weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD) secretly to others to deliver against its enemies.

Much of what I have said about Iran applies also to North Korea. It clearly has nuclear 
weapons potential. It fears the US and its allies, and doesn’t like very many other states at 
all, especially Japan. It has a key strategic position. It is alarmed by being constantly labelled 
by the Bush Administration as a danger, ruled by an oppressive dictator. And we have little 
or no control over what goes on inside the country. The North Korean Government, for its 
part, has a very good idea of what the West can and cannot do to it, and for the near future 
it also sees every incentive to continue to develop a nuclear force while playing for time in 
negotiations which over many years have led nowhere.
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As in the case of Iran, it is very hard to develop a strategy which will lead to the nuclear 
disarming of North Korea and its acceptance of a peaceful, friendly role in the Northeast 
Asian region. At least in this case the Bush Administration seems to understand the 
importance of working by multilateral consensus. We should not put out of our minds, 
however, the thought that Kim Jong-il may be a potential suicide bomber who has the 
resources of a full nation state strapped to his body. Also, like the Iranians, he has the option 
of secretly passing WMD to international terrorists who may use them for common ends but 
without necessarily identifying Kim as the author of what follows.

There are, of course, many other global security problems that Europeans are concerned 
about, including those deriving from avian flu, global climate change, further nuclear 
proliferation, the Maghreb, the China–Taiwan issue and longer term developments in Russia. 
Suffice it for me to rest my case here by observing that the nations which are allied to or 
close friends with the US face several issues besides Iraq on which they need US leadership 
and US resources in addition to their own, in order to deal with them successfully. They find 
it both sad and very regrettable that the US is now so bogged down in Iraq that it has little 
time, energy and resources for coping with these other, more dangerous challenges. They are 
also disappointed that the Bush Administration seems to care so little about developing the 
kind of consensual approach which brought US administrations of both parties through the 
Cold War, with their leadership accepted and respected by all their friends and allies.

In conclusion

In conclusion, it is clear that European views on the security policies of President George W 
Bush are both critical and solidly founded. They appreciate that since his re-election in 2004 
he has shown awareness of some of their concerns and more recently he has reached out 
with conciliatory speeches, such as the one he delivered to America’s allies in Brussels on 
21 February 2005. But what is done is done, and words are only words until some new course 
of policy flows from them. Europeans generally understand that the US now has to remain 
engaged in Iraq for as long as US public opinion will permit it, in the hope that some of the 
essential changes in Iraqi society might take place. But they are pessimistic that anything 
other than more trouble will come out of this venture and they are worried that other 
problems are getting worse in the meantime.

Europeans want the Bush Administration to think about a fresh beginning—one which will 
draw on European experience and knowledge as well as money and manpower and in which 
the European allies will have more control. But, in the light of their experience over the past 
three years, most Europeans are likely to remain sceptical that the Bush Administration is 
capable of such a radical change. Despite their best hopes, many will think it very unlikely 
that an administration in which Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld continue to play leading 
roles is capable of reshaping its course in a wiser direction. Most bets in Europe on a good 
partner with whom to work are now placed on an entirely different administration from 
the one now in power—and that outcome is in the hands of the American people, not the 
Europeans. We all stand at a very important crossroad. Europeans will scan American public 
opinion very anxiously in the coming three years before the next presidential election. 
NATO partners in Europe are happy to offer assistance to the US in the wake of Hurricane 
Katrina but they are unlikely to support a Bush Administration substantially in new foreign 
commitments despite the fact that two major dangers are raising their profiles: nuclear-
armed Iran and nuclear-armed North Korea. And what are they going to be up to over the 
next three years?

Transatlantic tensions: will Europe and America resolve their strategic differences?
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Three—Flashpoints and zones 
of instability

PROSPECTS FOR STABILITY IN THE 
MIDDLE EAST

Harlan Ullman

Regarding the prospects for stability in the Middle East, I will give 
you a one-word answer in just a second for what they are. It’s a great 
pleasure to be here. I’m grateful for the invitation. I would like to say 
that it’s always good to see old friends but, as one gets increasingly 
chronologically gifted, that is politically incorrect. So, I’d like to say 
that it is a pleasure to see friends of long standing. Bob O’Neill and I 
served in Vietnam about the same time. I remember on one particular 
occasion I was driving a little fast patrol boat and I had to go alongside 
a huge American cruiser, some 600 feet in length and 15,000 tonnes 
displacement. I don’t recall now whether that was because I was trying 
to steal some ice cream or we were picking up a hit squad to do real 
damage in Vietnam. Not that it makes any difference. The weather was 
very, very sloppy.

I couldn’t get safely alongside the cruiser with my tiny little craft, and 
I yelled up to the captain on the bridge that seemed to be 1,000 feet 
above me and said, ‘Can you slow down?’ He looked down at me and 
said, ‘Sure, what’s your minimum speed?’ I yelled back, ‘Zero’. Well, 
that’s what happens when you get an arrogant young lieutenant 
and put him in charge. But ‘zero’ is the answer I would say right now, 
charitably, as to what the prospects for stability in the Middle East 
are. What do we do about it? That will really form the substance of 
my remarks.

I’d like to get into that with two anecdotal stories that I think are 
very germane to where we stand. The first goes back to just before 
Christmas 1961 in the White House. President Kennedy had dispatched 

Photo opposite: View from the space shuttle of black smoke billowing from burning oil wells 
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to Vietnam Walt Rostow, who was then his Deputy National Security Adviser, and Max 
Taylor, who was a retired four star general who would go on to be the Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs and then our Ambassador to Saigon. They reported back to President Kennedy what 
they’d found. Kennedy was so taken aback by the profoundly different conclusions, he asked, 
‘Are you guys sure you went to the same country?’ I think when we take a look at what’s 
happening in the Middle East and we see some of the Bush Administration positions and 
some of their arguments and then listen to its critics, we have to repeat Kennedy’s query and 
ask, ‘Are we really looking at the same region?’

Second, as war clouds were mounting over Europe well before World War I, as I recall, the 
older von Moltke was asked how he viewed the situation. Pondering for a moment, he 
replied, ‘Well, in Paris the situation is looked on as serious but not yet desperate. But from 
Berlin the view is quite different. The situation is desperate but not fully serious’. I would 
argue that in the Middle East the situation is desperate and serious and we’d better take a 
hard look because it could come unglued. What’s happening in Iraq could be, and I would 
argue is, a strategic catastrophe.

Right now, the Central Intelligence Agency estimates there 
may be some 50 or 60 million people in the Muslim world 
who support this view of jihad.

Let me divide my comments in three parts, like Caesar’s Gaul. First, when we talk about the 
broader strategic issues that are really reshaping the world, we tend to ignore or haven’t 
yet recognised many of the more profound changes. Second, what do these less visible but 
still crucial issues mean for the Middle East? Third, what do we do about this? Regarding the 
broader issues, it strikes me that the dangers we are facing—and I’m speaking now from an 
American perspective but it’s also from a Western perspective—are almost unprecedented 
in their scope, magnitude and potential consequence. I would like to argue and have asserted 
before that if you take a look at what I call jihadist extremism—and I use that phrase 
because I don’t want to link terror directly with Islam—it is quite frightening, dangerous 
and very misunderstood. I’m afraid that when we use the phrase ‘radical Islam’ we tend to 
damn Islam, and I think we don’t want to do that. But jihadist extremism—and part of it is 
Al Qaeda—is very, very nebulous. Right now, the Central Intelligence Agency estimates there 
may be some 50 or 60 million people in the Muslim world who support this view of jihad. I’m 
not saying they’ll take up arms, but I’m saying they’re at least fellow travellers. I think that 
their broader goal is entirely political. They’re out to seize power somewhere in the greater 
Middle East, with or without boundaries, ultimately having access to Saudi oil, money and 
Pakistani nuclear weapons. They are incredibly patient, smart and pretty well organised.

The best analogy I can give you is Lenin and the Bolsheviks 100 years ago, or Hitler and the 
Nazis 80 years ago. Nobody thought that Lenin and his band of brothers would take over 
Russia and turn it into the Soviet Union, and nobody thought that Corporal Schickelgruber 
and his thugs would take over Germany and turn it into the Third Reich. Now, this may not 
happen. The bad guys may evaporate, but I don’t think so. I think that this analogy of the 
Bolsheviks and the Nazis is one we have to think about.
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Now, one of the reasons they are so dangerous is because the strategic paradigm of 
danger has transformed from the Cold War of mutual and massive destruction to one of 
disruption. During the Cold War, both the US and the Soviet Union possessed thousands of 
thermonuclear weapons, which are a thousand times more destructive than a fission nuclear 
weapon. If there had been a war, God knows what would have happened but millions of 
people would have been killed. Society as we have known it would’ve been destroyed. So 
massive destruction was the strategic model of what was to be avoided.

The model today is disruption. Look at September 11. For the rest of our lives we will be 
taking shoes off in airports in the US. It was disruptive. Think about London on July 7. 
Transportation was disrupted, and today in London you will find the underground routinely 
shut off for the most ridiculous reasons, such as an old woman seeing a bag or not wanting 
to get on a train with somebody in Muslim garb. The capacity to disrupt is extraordinary and 
the bad guys—and you just read their websites—will tell you they are after transportation 
systems, power and electrical generation and water supplies. They don’t have to poison 
the water supplies. All they have to do is contaminate them and then your Environmental 
Protection Agency, or whatever it’s called in your particular country, will go absolutely crazy 
because how can you drink water that’s below the standards?

You can think through how disruption can work. May I remind you that a couple of years 
ago two snipers armed with a single rifle put in panic the entire Washington–Baltimore 
area. I think they killed six or seven people before Christmas. But we were panicked 
by that because it was unknown, they were shooting people randomly and the terror 
was everywhere. That is disruption. I dare say that some people who understand the 
infrastructure could do huge amounts of damage, very easily, that would make life 
extraordinarily difficult. So this issue of disruption and the fragility of our societies is 
something that’s brand new.

Finally, the response: I would argue that there is a very good question here—and I’m talking 
about the US—whether a political system designed by the best minds of the 18th century 
can withstand the rigours of the 21st. We have had four years since September 11 and, if 
our response to Hurricane Katrina is representative of what we’ve been able to do in four 
years, the next four years or the next eight years or the next twenty years aren’t going to be 
much better. Parenthetically, if you take a look at the period four years after Pearl Harbour, 
the Americans and the Australians were preparing to celebrate Christmas 1945. The war in 
the Atlantic had been over for seven months, the war in the Pacific three. We had mobilised 
12 million people; we had defeated enemies with global reach in less than four years. In the 
three years or two years since we had the war in Iraq we’ve been incapable of training more 
than three or four battalions of Iraqi soldiers. That is not a very good comparison.

Now, what about the Middle East? I think if you take a look at the Middle East—and I’m 
roughly defining the Middle East from the eastern Mediterranean to the Bay of Bengal and 
Pakistan and Afghanistan—there are two revolutions going on that we haven’t noticed. One 
is a revolution in the Arab world and the other is the revolution in the world of Islam. They 
are both motivated and powered by the same thing—a collision between the old and the 
new. Those who want to keep things as they are, those who want to either turn the clock 
back or move it forward. In terms of the Arab world, look at the elections in Saudi Arabia 
and in Egypt. The fact is that Mubarak and the royal family want to keep control. There are 
people who want to change control or at least loosen control or have more access to the 
political system. That’s going throughout the Arab world. How it’s going to turn out I don’t 
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think anybody knows, and I’m not sure that democratisation à la Mr Bush is necessarily going 
to be helpful.

At the same time, in the world of Islam there are those who would like to turn the clock back 
to the 7th century and the khalif. There are others who want to see a more traditional form 
of Islam, and there are still others who would like to reform it. All these things are going on 
and form the backdrop of what’s happening in the Middle East, and they are revolutions. 
They might be as powerful as the one that swept through France in 1789 or the ones that 
hit Europe in 1840s. I’m not saying they are, but I think we have to look at them in that 
particular light.

At the same time, we have these horrible tragedies or collisions between basically two rights: 
the Palestinian people, who want an independent state and want to have some measure of 
dignity and a standard of living that they don’t have, and the Israelis, who want to have life 
and security. Those are huge collisions and they may not be resolvable—they haven’t been 
for some time. They’re all at work here.

In Iraq, Bob O’Neill said everything I think there can be said about the situation. This is a 
strategic catastrophe in the making. Whether you are for the war or against the war, the 
fact of the matter is we’ve been woefully unprepared for the post-war consequences. We 
in the US do not understand the huge contradictions. We were culturally ignorant. We did 
not appreciate what lifting the yoke of a dictator would do to the Shiites, to the Sunnis and 
to the Kurds and so as a result we have chaos at many, many levels in Iraq—economically, 
politically, socially and so on. The fact of the matter is we still have unemployment 
and underemployment ranging at about 50%. We put up 18 or so billion dollars for the 
reconstruction of Iraq and we’ve spent virtually nothing on it, having transferred much of 
that money for security and other things. For those of you who wonder what’s happening 
to the 2.3 million barrels of oil a day, with oil at $70 and $60 a barrel, where is all that going? 
I can tell you the one place it’s not going is into the betterment of Iraq and the Iraqi people. 
We worry about the oil for food program at the UN; we ought to be worrying about who’s 
handling that program in Iraq right now.

To my mind, the best case in Iraq is some form of a de facto 
partition: an Islamic republic in the south—and you can 
already see it right now …

The issues about Iran and its aspirations were raised earlier: 70 million proud, very, very, very 
capable people, worried about life in their particular part of the world. May I remind you 
that Iran and Iraq have tremendously deep relationships that transcend not just religion but 
culture. Both are Shiite in large measure. Najaf is the holiest site for Shia Islam, and literally 
millions of Iranians have been to Najaf. Many, many Iraqis have been to Iran, and the fact 
of the matter is that one of the great winners of all this will be Iran. It will emerge more 
dominantly, it seems to me, in the business of Iraq almost irrespective of what we do.

To my mind, the best case in Iraq is some form of a de facto partition: an Islamic republic in 
the south—and you can already see it right now—with women in their abayas and where 
one can’t buy alcohol. One hopes that it doesn’t get to be too extreme, as is the case in Iran, 
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but it could. In the north, there will be a Kurdistan, more or less independent but, one hopes, 
not so much so that it would provoke Turkey to adopt the use of force of arms or any kind of 
incursion. In the centre, the best case is some kind of low level of civil war, not quite reaching 
what’s happening in Lebanon or what happened in Yugoslavia.

Now, a lot of this will be determined after October 15 with the vote on whether Iraq 
will adopt a constitution. But the problem is that there are so many inherent political 
contradictions with any constitution that it’s how the subsequent government and civil 
society deal with those contradictions that counts. May I remind you that in our own 
constitution in the US there were many, many contradictions, one of which led to a civil war. 
We didn’t let women have the vote until 1913. We didn’t vote directly for senators until the 
20th century and, by the way, we still do not vote directly for the President—we vote for the 
electoral college which in turn votes for the President. So the point is that there are many, 
many problems that lie ahead, and I’m not sure that we have all the keys to the kingdom.

What do we do? What do we do? Let me talk in seven league boots to take huge strides 
and just sum up some of the things that I would argue. First, I think we have to address the 
causes of these problems. The reasons that jihadist extremists are so successful, in my mind, 
is because there are many, many causes—as there were in Europe or in Russia—that led to 
insurgencies and revolutions and it is those that have to be addressed. We have to start with 
the Arab–Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Whether that is 50% of the problem or 40% or 60% is 
irrelevant, but it is significant.

I have argued for a long time for a strategic trifecta in which the first step is to demand, 
cajole, plead that the Arabs in general and the Saudis in particular recognise the state of 
Israel and its right to exist, publicly and formally. I have argued that, in return, Israel needs to 
return the Golan back to Syria. There has to be some kind of a peace agreement reached. The 
Chief of Staff of the Israeli Defence Force has said there’s no strategic reason why the Golan 
cannot be returned, and if you are really worried about security, put a platoon of US marines 
up there and it’ll be safe forever. But the point is that we’ve got to do that.

Second, we have to start in the West Bank to separate, as best we can, the Israelis and the 
Palestinians. We can talk about the withdrawal from Gaza shortly, but I think that the larger 
problem is obviously in the West Bank and we have to build up trust and confidence. We 
have to get the situation there back to where it was in the mid-1990s, so that at least we can 
reduce the level of hostility. This will be a very long haul, but we must do it. I have argued for 
a very long time for the equivalent of a Marshall Plan, not just to reconstruct the region but a 
Marshall Plan that gets into the ideological and battle of ideas, which we are badly losing. For 
example, you will know that three or four of the bombers in London went to madrassas in 
Pakistan. There’s no reason why those madrassas, the virulent ones, should be left operating. 
Why, instead, do we not have schools that are being taught by Pakistanis? Because there’s 
not enough money to do it. Well, a Marshall Plan would take that on. A Marshall Plan would 
help deal with some of the issues, not just merely poverty but education, help with the 
sort of social transformations that have to take place in Egypt and Saudi Arabia and provide 
not just the resources but a lot of the intellectual and political grounds to help make that 
transition. We haven’t done that.

Finally, we have to do something in Iraq. We have to change the course because the course 
we are on right now will be catastrophic, in my judgment. Unlike Vietnam, Iraq has strategic 
consequences. We need a political, a military, an economic and a diplomatic plan. We have 

Prospects for stability in the Middle East



Global Forces 2005: Proceedings of the ASPI conference. Day 1—Global Strategy

52    ASPI Strategy  

none. Let me talk briefly about the diplomatic, security and economic plans. We have to 
engage the regional states in this, as we did in Yugoslavia and Bosnia. They have a huge 
stake. There needs to be some way of bringing together Iran, Turkey, Syria, Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf States to talk about the future of Iraq. They have a real interest. If it 
turns out, for example, that there is an Islamic republic in the south of Iraq, the Saudis, the 
Kuwaitis and the Gulf States, which are Sunni after all, would not necessarily view that as in 
their best interest. So we need to put together some kind of diplomatic leverage to discuss 
these issues. We have to make Iran part of the solution, not part of the problem, and that 
means talking to them—something our administration does not seem to wish to do.

In terms of economics, as I said, roughly 50% of the Iraqi workforce is unemployed or 
underemployed. When you’re an eighteen, nineteen or twenty-year-old kid in the street and 
you spend most of your time in the mosque and you have no place to go, no money to date 
girls, et cetera, et cetera, we wonder why the insurgency is so powerful. One of the things 
that I suggested a long time ago goes back to ancient Mesopotamia, which was once known 
as the Fertile Crescent. Why? Because you could more or less sneeze and something would 
grow. For a long time, I’ve advocated moving to form some kind of an agrarian agricultural 
basis in the south for employing tens of thousands or more, as the Americans did with the 
Works Progress Administration during our depression. The point was that there has to be 
some way that you can stimulate employment. I like the idea of agriculture because when 
you grow the stuff obviously you can’t import into the European Union or the US, but there 
are lots of parts of the world—read Africa and Darfur—that are starving to death and that 
stuff could be very, very useful.

Our strategy there is reminiscent of search and destroy in 
Vietnam and it ain’t gonna work. What we have to do is to 
train up the Iraqi security forces much more quickly.

Regarding the security issue, we simply do not have enough boots on the ground. Our 
strategy there is reminiscent of search and destroy in Vietnam and it ain’t gonna work. What 
we have to do is to train up the Iraqi security forces much more quickly. I’ve argued that 
we throw in tens of thousands more Americans on a very short-term basis, say six months, 
to train up the Iraqis and do what we did in Vietnam. Integrate more Americans with Iraqi 
forces and do what the US Marine Corps did in I Corps with combined action platoons. Now, 
unless or until we do that, it seems to me that Iraq is on a course for disaster. What I have 
discussed is probably the best case.

The example of Vietnam is very useful. During the whole Vietnam experience—even though 
that was enormously depressing—there were always ultimately grounds for optimism 
because sometime we were going to see our way clear of it. But today I’m enormously 
depressed by what I see in the greater Middle East because I see the threat and the danger 
as so diaphanous and difficult to deal with. Simply put, we have the most powerful military 
in the world, but how do you win a war when there’s no enemy army to beat? This is really 
a challenge in which the adversaries are attacking our greatest strengths, the openness of 
our societies, and anything we do becomes extremely difficult. Look at the debate here, the 
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debate in England, the debate in the US over anti-terrorist laws. It just challenges the basis of 
our system and our democracy.

There is a way out if we’re willing to take it. It means that we have to be open-minded. We 
have to look at things through a different lens. We have to be prepared to make change. 
As I pleaded yesterday with members of the Australian Foreign Affairs Committee of the 
Parliament, the US, the leadership, the Bush Administration and the US Congress have to be 
barraged from every single direction not to take a specific, different course of action, but 
to be more open-minded in seeing what’s really going on and then taking a good hard look 
at what the alternatives are. If we don’t do that, then, as I said at the beginning of this talk, 
there are no prospects for stability in the greater Middle East.

Prospects for stability in the Middle East
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KEY ISSUES IN NORTH ASIAN SECURITY: 
CHINA–TAIWAN, THE DPRK AND THE 
NUCLEAR BALANCE

Lanxin Xiang

Thank you very much for the invitation, especially as this is my first visit to Australia. It’s very 
impressive. From Shanghai, I can never figure out why there are no people on the street here 
in this town—we have 20 million in Shanghai.

The real problem, for the Chinese leadership today is internal 
political crisis.

In any case, the question I was assigned was on key issues in North Asian security: 
China–Taiwan and the nuclear balance. I think these two issues are essentially hopeless, 
or very difficult. I could do it in five minutes, but I will start with the question of China’s 
intentions, rather than go into these issues directly. I agree with Kishore’s argument this 
morning that, fundamentally, Chinese intentions are to seek a peaceful environment 
for development. In other words, China is really seeking a place in the shade, rather than 
seeking a place in the sun. I think that territorial expansion and Chinese tradition are not 
quite compatible from a long historical perspective. The real problem, for the Chinese 
leadership today is internal political crisis. That crisis occurred not because of the utter failure 
of the communist one-party system, but because of its extraordinary success in the past 
twenty years or so.

We heard this morning that Deng Xiaoping’s decision to concentrate entirely on perestroika 
rather than glasnost was a wise one. That approach seems to have worked very well in the 
Chinese environment, but at the same time it also creates enormous political pressure on 
the one-party system. I think the party did not initially expect this situation, and now it’s 
become obvious that the one-party system in its current form can no longer sustain itself. 
Therefore, a way must be found not for a peaceful rise, but for a peaceful soft landing of 
future political reform, which is already on the leadership’s agenda.

I think the key factor that caused this crisis of tension is the basic philosophy of Deng 
Xiaoping’s reform. As we know, throughout the Mao period we had a variety of theories not 
only guiding China’s internal economic planning system but also guiding its foreign policy. 
So, in the 1950s, we had so-called ‘two camp’ theories in foreign policy, we had ‘self-reliance’ 
in reconstruction after war, and several theories that did not seem to be working very well. 
When Deng Xiaoping came to power, one of his decisions was that we would never be 
guided by any theories. This was Deng Xiaoping’s ‘cats’ theory: ‘I don’t care if it’s a black cat 
or a white cat. As long as it catches mice, it’s a good cat’. Deng’s theory has been guiding the 
communist reform of the past twenty years, and it has worked very well, until the past five 
or six years.
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The cats theory, which in the West is known as ‘the pragmatic approach to reform’, has 
now been reversed by the population. The popular feeling is that, if we follow the logic 
without any ideological elements, what happens if one day the cat fails to catch a mouse? 
The automatic response from the people will be, ‘We need an alternative cat’. Now, since 
we’ve only got one cat, this will have the potential for major rebellion, which I think the party 
leadership understands perfectly well. This is especially so with the 10% of the population 
constantly on the move—what we call the floating population, which is the source of 
China’s legendary cheap labour. There’s also a huge gap in income between coastal areas 
and the inland, and general dissatisfaction among many social classes about official political 
corruption. It’s going to be very difficult for the population to not embrace a ‘reversed 
cats’ theory when the economy begins to lose momentum for whatever reason. The party 
leadership understands perfectly well that, however good the performance of the economy, 
it cannot sustain the current rate of growth forever. So, at some point, they have to deal with 
popular dissatisfaction that might turn into major political chaos.

That’s my long interpretation of the Chinese leadership’s real security concerns. With a very 
fragile, unstable, potentially dangerous internal situation, a peaceful external environment 
becomes a crucial element because a major confrontation, for example with the US or with 
other major powers, would certainly intensify internal problems. I argue that the leadership 
understands this, even though what the leadership proposes is completely ignored by 
Western observers, including many leading China scholars. Things such as the ‘Three 
Represents’ campaign and the idea of a ‘peaceful rise’ are considered to be thinly veiled 
propaganda for maintaining a one-party monopoly. That’s not, in my judgment, a correct 
reading of the Chinese leaders’ mindset.

The so-called Three Represents theory holds that the party should represent the majority 
of interests (that is, the majority of the people), represent advanced productive power, and 
represent what’s vaguely defined as advanced culture. The theory has been written into 
the last party constitution and the state constitution. That seemed to me a very significant 
move, because in the past, under Mao, the party was supposed to be great, glorious and 
correct all the time. Now, there is no question about it: they say, ‘You should represent’, 
raising in response the question, ‘What if you don’t represent?’ So the party now has 
enormous room for manoeuvre to start serious political reforms, which I think are very 
urgent at this particular moment.

Now, the question about foreign policy intentions is, I think, also the question about 
‘peaceful rise’. I think this is a bad theory and a bad concept. I haven’t got a satisfactory 
answer from Varun Sahni about why Indians deserve only ‘emergence’, and why China is 
supposed to monopolise the concept of ‘rise’. In reality, I think this theory, invented a couple 
of years ago, has now become the most controversial concept even within China, not to 
mention in foreign perceptions. It’s been officially abandoned in the past couple of months. 
As I argue in the Chinese press, the reason for the debate is first of all that great powers 
don’t talk about rise, not to mention the way you rise. Second, I think that if you talk about 
rise you have to deal with the question of fall. Third, even worse in this peaceful rise theory 
is that in the Chinese calligraphy version the character meaning peaceful rise has a much 
worse image because in that version it really means you break something first. It’s like a 
bamboo shoot coming out of the ground: you have to break some existing system. I’m very 
happy that Western observers so far have not caught up with that connotation, which is the 
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reason why even the Chinese military (of course, there is the Taiwan question) and Foreign 
Office are both opposed to this concept of peaceful rise.

… all the challenges China faces are related to the US. There’s 
no question about it; there’s nothing you can separate from 
the US.

Nevertheless, they try to find a new theory to define their intention, which I’ve already 
mentioned, to seek a peaceful external environment. So this leads to my second question: 
what are the specific security challenges China faces? I think that all the challenges China 
faces are related to the US. There’s no question about it; there’s nothing you can separate 
from the US.

Consider the question of North Korea. My feeling is that, yes, China played a very good game 
very well. The conference was held in Beijing, and the Pentagon people even told me that 
maybe we could turn the Six Party talks into a permanent organisation—call it the Peking 
Club or whatever you want—and just keep on going with these kinds of talks. In reality, 
I don’t think these talks are going anywhere. I agree with Professor O’Neill entirely: there’s no 
chance the Six Party talks are going to lead to any substantial results. The reason seems to be 
very simple—the major powers involved all have ulterior motives, if I can use some politically 
incorrect language, and their interests are not convergent except for one thing, that none of 
them (with the possible exception of South Korea) wants to see a Korean unification. That’s 
perhaps the only consensus.

Whether or not Koreans absolutely cannot have nuclear weapons, I’m not so sure. I think 
I heard someone say this morning that China’s fear of Japan having nuclear weapons is the 
key reason that Chinese get deeply involved in this process. I’m not 100% sure. A nuclear 
Japan is going to be a Gaullist Japan, which is not entirely unpalatable to Chinese interests. 
I very much doubt that a nuclear Japan would have a strategy aimed specifically at China, 
even though the current situation between Japan and China is not the best. There’s not 
much consensus, in my view, on how do deal with North Korea, or what result they want to 
see. Especially, I think that the US policy of avoiding bilateral negotiations with North Korea 
predetermines the process: it’s only going to be a show, rather than substantial diplomacy.

Next, consider the Taiwan question. Of course, we all know that the Taiwan Strait is perhaps 
the most dangerous spot in the world today. Despite all the other conflicts in other parts 
of the world, a repeat of the scenario of July 1914 can only take place in the Taiwan Strait. 
I think China is having enormous difficulty with this issue, and not so much because of the 
Chinese side fundamentally changing its approach. I think it’s largely because the American 
side seems to have made different decisions. The thirty-year-old Kissinger–Nixon formula 
for stabilising the Taiwan Strait—the so-called strategic ambiguity framework—is gone and 
there is no replacement so far. Today, there is no real mechanism whatsoever for dealing 
with the Taiwan Strait. For the past few years, I think it’s been very dangerous on both sides 
because a democratic Taiwan seems to be—at least from Beijing’s point of view—explicitly 
seeking independence. No Chinese leader, communist or non-communist, would ever accept 
Taiwan’s independence.
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There’s a long history. We all know of the Japanese colonisation, and so on. I must especially 
add to that the ‘two plus two’ approach [between the US and Japan]: explicitly including 
Japan in the game seems to me, to say the least, a culturally and historically insensitive 
move because the Taiwanese independence movement became such a strong force 
precisely because of the memory of Japanese colonisation. For many Taiwanese after 1947, 
the massacre by Chiang Kai-shek of the previous government in Taiwan was considered by 
many Taiwanese to be worse than Japanese rule, and left a very bad memory. So Japan’s 
involvement is a very highly sensitive nationalistic issue in China.

So far, I haven’t seen any promising mechanism, either three-way or two-way, to control 
tensions in the Taiwan Strait. There’s only one encouraging note: for the first time, the 
Kuomintang (KMT) Party and the Communist Party have begun a dialogue. This is promising, 
from a Chinese perspective, depending on who wins the next election. If the KMT retakes 
power, there’s a chance some kind of bilateral mechanism could be established, but 
otherwise there’s no other possibility of establishing a mechanism. Therefore, you have 
a three-way tension—the US, China and Taiwan—and the possibility of missteps and 
misperceptions is very, very high.

Taiwanese in favour of independence may also be encouraged that, in any event, the US will 
at least support independence secretly. As President Bush said in April 2001, the US would do 
‘whatever it took to help Taiwan defend herself.’

Now that’s a very explicit message to the Taiwanese. And to the Chinese, of course, if they’ve 
perceived the message the same way, military actions should be earlier rather than later, 
at least before the missile defence is put in place. Then you have the American idea that, 
because of the modernisation process, economic development or even the Olympics, the 
Chinese would never risk a war, which I think is an underestimation of Chinese intentions 
about the Taiwan Strait if there is an explicit move towards Taiwanese independence. If 
there is military confrontation, I’d say it would be very difficult for the Chinese to back 
down. China has to seize the moral high ground first and prepare for the possibility of 
military conflict.

On the whole, I think the Chinese have few cards in either 
of these hands. I think China’s influence on North Korea is 
highly exaggerated.

On the whole, I think the Chinese have few cards in either of these hands. I think China’s 
influence on North Korea is highly exaggerated. I believe a top leader in China said, ‘Anyone 
tell me how it’s going on North Korea?’, and that his statement, ‘We have a bad neighbour’, 
refers not to Japan but to North Korea. But there’s not much real information the Chinese 
can get hold of. The use of economic sanctions—to turn off the North’s energy supply and 
so on—as urged by the Americans is not a valid option either. China doesn’t want to see the 
collapse of its northern neighbour, even though it’s not necessarily a good neighbour.

I haven’t even mentioned the potential of the US containment strategy that Beijing believes 
is forming—the so-called Toyko–Canberra–Washington axis, which I believe the Chinese 
call the ‘mini-NATO’. To China, it’s not something you can take lightly, even though China 
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and Australia seem to have no reason for any strategic confrontation. But a mini-NATO, 
a containment strategy, is a real problem for Chinese planners: they have to take it 
into consideration.

So, what’s the future for China in this strategic mess with the potential for difficulties 
with the US? What are the options for a China seeking a peaceful environment? I think 
one promising possibility is a Euro–Asian option. Also, like Varun Sahni, I believe deeply 
in geopolitics, that is, in geography itself. China can never be a maritime power, so the 
Euro–Asian option has more advantages than a preoccupation with Asia and the Pacific. 
There is a need for China to downgrade, so to speak, its preoccupation with the Asia–Pacific 
region, to take a continental view, and to seek a soft landing in its future political reforms.

Things are already happening, of course. For the first time, there is no strategic confrontation 
between great powers in Mackinder’s Heartland—an opportunity the Chinese are interested 
in seizing. Three bridges are already being built on the Euro–Asian continent, without much 
media attention. The first is an EU–Russian bridge: with the Treaty of Amsterdam comes 
the EU common strategy approach, the first target of which is Russia, which I think is very 
important. Then, of course, the Chinese–Russian strategic partnership, which has been there 
for a long time, is reinforced by so-called Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. Now it’s very 
active in Central Asia and Euro–Asia.

The one link that was missing until the Iraq War was a direct EU–China strategic 
partnership. Of course, with the new entente that was formed before the Iraq War (the 
anti-war Franco–German–Russian–Chinese entente), the Euro–Asian spheres have become 
one—the ultimate Gaullist dream. I believe the Chinese pay enormous attention to this 
new strategic development for several reasons. It might enable them not just to contain 
or avoid confrontation with the US, but also to use the strategic relationship in Euro–Asia 
to help China, to provide a safe bridge for China to enter the world. I think we often forget 
that China, one of the oldest civilisations in the world, also has the shortest memory of 
international relations and the shortest experience of the international system. It took the 
Chinese 160 years to understand the so-called Westphalia system. What does that mean 
for China? They began to think of joining that system only in the past ten or fifteen years, so 
they have very limited experience in integrating into it.

So the sense of insecurity and uncertainty is always there. In which direction are they 
going to integrate? The Pacific? They don’t want to muddle into that. But on the Eurasian 
continent, of course, it’s much safer: there’s no strategic confrontation with the EU at all, 
and there’s an economic compatibility, by and large, with other Euro–Asian countries and 
major powers. More importantly, I think European social democracy has gained enormous 
attention from the new leadership in China. Hu Jintao, even before becoming number one, 
sent his top aides to Germany, Norway and such places to find out if there is something 
China can learn from them.

The American model, certainly, is not even an option. You would have to create something 
in the style of the American Declaration of Independence or Constitution, or convert all 
Chinese to Christianity, to convince Chinese people that men are created equal, but there is 
no way you could convince the Chinese that this is what democracy is supposed to mean. 
European social democracy has interesting features that resemble many Confucian political 
and philosophical values, so I think the Europeans are more willing to embrace—without 
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ulterior motives—a step-by-step approach to Chinese political reform, the improvement of 
human rights and many other issues.

As I said at the beginning of my presentation, it is precisely because of internal tension 
that the leadership is forced to launch political reform. The timing of the launch and the 
possibility of success depend on how China integrates into the international system. I believe 
this is the real issue in the so-called ‘rise of China’: it has to find a way to feel secure or safe so 
that it can converge its values with those of the West.

A last quick point is that we must also understand that the Chinese are beginning to realise, 
because of the Iraq War, that the historic concept of ‘the West’ is also disappearing. The 
West as a political concept has a much shorter history than most people think. The West 
used to use racial terms to describe itself—‘the white man’s burden.’ Most wars of the 
20th century took place within the West, but there was no political West really until the 
Cold War, and there’s no particular reason to believe the concept will last forever. To the 
Chinese leadership, the Iraq War seems to indicate that there are two different Wests: a 
Roman West, which is the US, and a Greek West, which is Europe.

For these reasons, I think it’s important for the Chinese leadership to reorient its strategic 
priority towards the Eurasian continent. I believe last year, 2004, was designated the ‘year of 
the EU’, and with remarkable success. The EU almost succeeded on arms embargos, which 
is perhaps an issue fundamentally even more serious than missile defence in the 1980s. It 
seems to me that America didn’t expect Europeans to be willing to take a stand on this issue. 
It was a very encouraging move, and provides further incentive for the Chinese to seek the 
Euro–Asian option rather than continue as a regional player in the Asia–Pacific.
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WHEN ELEPHANTS DANCE: THE 
CLASH OF GREAT POWERS IN ASIA

Greg Sheridan

The subject tonight, When Elephants Dance, is the right title for some 
reflections about Asia because Asia is completely unique. It is the only 
theatre in the world where so many great powers and emerging great 
powers jostle. Today we have heard about the US, China, Japan, India, 
and non-great but very substantial powers like the Russian Federation, 
Korea, Southeast Asian nations and Australia. I want to focus a little 
on the leaders of the Asian powers, most of whom I have had the 
good fortune to meet and interview. But I do want to advance three 
systemic propositions to you tonight, which I’ll then advance a little bit 
through the leaders.

… the best way to treat China is as a normal 
nation—something we are not very good at. 
China we should regard as a normal nation, 
which we can agree with or disagree with.

The first proposition is that Asian anti-Americanism is a paradox 
wrapped in an enigma, which serves merely to obscure the larger 
reality: that Asia has for many decades been and remains the most 
pro-American region in the world, and that pro-Americanism is a much 
more important and powerful force in Asia than anti-Americanism.

The second proposition I want to advance is that the security system 
of Asia is already very well developed and it is called the American 
alliance system. It includes not only the formal treaty allies but the 
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de facto allies, and in a way embraces the rivals so that they define themselves in relation to 
the American alliance system. The US alliance system for many decades to come is going to 
be vastly more powerful than any other security organisation or order which will emerge in 
our region.

The third proposition is that while the future intentions of China are genuinely unknowable, 
including by the Chinese themselves, the best way to treat China is as a normal nation—
something we are not very good at. China we should regard as a normal nation, which we 
can agree with or disagree with. We should not regard it as the polar opposite of the United 
States, nor as the new great power. We should be neither paranoid nor servile. We should 
treat it simply as one among several very important Asian nations.

Let’s start where no one starts—with Japan and its extraordinary Prime Minister, Junichiro 
Koizumi. Koizumi’s election victory was historic and epoch marking for Japan and for the 
whole region. I am struck by the image of Koizumi at the start of this election campaign, 
standing in an open-neck shirt in front of serried ranks of Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) 
heavyweights, all in dark suits and slick black hair and ties looking as though they’re going to 
strangle them. They’re all looking very scared of the prospect of facing the Japanese voters in 
an election. Koizumi’s eyes are on fire. He’s saying, ‘Come and get me, you bastards’. He took 
that attitude into the election and he won a historic victory. The second biggest victory 
the LDP has ever won in Japan. Koizumi repays attention. He is both the most assertive and 
in foreign policy terms independent, and simultaneously the most pro-American leader in 
Japan’s modern history. He has revolutionised the US–Japan alliance and made it a reciprocal 
alliance and, indeed, a global alliance. Two things it never was before Koizumi.

Now, if Japanese voters are anti-American they have a very strange way of showing it. 
They crushed the party which offered to withdraw Japanese troops from Iraq. Crucially, 
Koizumi’s election marks a tremendous failure of Chinese political tactics. The anti-Japan 
riots and demonstrations which were held in China in April enraged the Japanese and so 
strengthened Koizumi’s position. It was an immensely clumsy move by China, which greatly 
enhanced Koizumi’s position. Japan’s economy, as we know, is three times as big as China’s. 
Japan’s military bases, which it affords to the United States, remain the absolute key to the 
US forward military deployment in Asia.

Only the US alliance system—no other security 
organisation—could integrate both South Korea and Japan 
simultaneously. I regard the US alliance system as a de 
facto multilateral security system in Asia, but one which is 
mediated bilaterally by the United States.

Let’s consider South Korea for a second. We hear a tremendous amount about anti-
Americanism in South Korea. I have had the great pleasure of visiting South Korea about 
once a year for the last 15 years or so, and I remember hearing exactly the same story 15 years 
ago and exactly the same story 10 years ago. However, the causes of anti-Americanism then 
were exactly the opposite of what they are today. I remember being at a Korean strategic 
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dialogue and the Koreans saying, ‘You Americans are too soft on the North Koreans. You 
don’t care if they’ve got a nuclear weapon as long as they don’t proliferate it to anyone else. 
But for us it’s totally unacceptable that the North Koreans should have even one nuclear 
weapon. You Americans, you’re so weak, you don’t care’. Now you go back today and you 
hear exactly the opposite story—the Americans are too tough on the North Koreans, 
according to the South Koreans.

Yet for everything that we hear about anti-Americanism in South Korea, the South Koreans 
sent three and a half thousand troops to Iraq. Just a little bit more than we did by an order 
of magnitude. I don’t think for a moment that the US–South Korea alliance is finished or 
that that story is over. Only the US alliance system—no other security organisation—could 
integrate both South Korea and Japan simultaneously. I regard the US alliance system as a 
de facto multilateral security system in Asia, but one which is mediated bilaterally by the 
United States.

Consider North Korea. Whether it has or does not have nuclear weapons it is certainly not 
going to give them up. If it doesn’t have nuclear weapons it will maintain the bluff, because 
this marvellous Saddam Hussein-like double bluff is North Korea’s only real source of power. 
Rather like the film, The Mouse That Roared, it could be that North Korea has a Z bomb. If it 
does have nuclear weapons, it is certainly not going to give them up because they are its 
only form of leverage.

The American intelligence agencies do believe that North Korea has a couple of nuclear 
weapons. My scepticism about that intelligence assessment comes not from the intelligence 
failure on Iraq, but from an experience I had in South Korea quite a few years ago. I used to 
go and interview President Kim Youngsam every year, and one time during our interview he 
said through his interpreter, ‘Now, turn the tape recorder off, I want to tell you something 
off the record’. He said, ‘Kim Jong-Il, the leader of North Korea, cannot have a summit 
because he has a debilitating physical and mental illness, which makes him incapable of 
performing in public’. Now, when you are given a story by the President of South Korea, you 
think it’s a pretty good source, so you go ahead and write it. A few months later, there’s Kim 
Jong-Il welcoming Madeleine Albright, clearly not suffering from a debilitating physical or 
mental illness.

Taiwan is very poorly analysed in the Western media 
because of the iron law of journalism, which says that open 
democracies are much duller than closed dictatorships …

So what are the alternatives? Either Kim Young-sam, for reasons which are profoundly 
obscure, was pulling my leg, or even the South Koreans didn’t know what was going on in 
North Korea. Indeed, South Korean intelligence is often regarded with some scepticism. 
So I think the sense that we know what’s happening in North Korea is unjustified. But even 
the North Koreans are in a sense pro-American, because over the last five years they’ve been 
begging the Americans to sign a treaty with them. They don’t want to sign a treaty with 
South Korea or any other foolish footling power like Japan or China. They just want to deal 
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with the Americans, because they understand like all other East Asians, that that is the game 
that counts.

Consider Taiwan. Obviously a very pro-American society, but also the only Asian society in 
recent years to be subject to genuine United States political bullying. Taiwan is very poorly 
analysed in the Western media because of the iron law of journalism, which says that open 
democracies are much duller than closed dictatorships, because closed dictatorships allow 
you to engage in a kind of Gnostic mysticism, a marvellous esoteric interpretation which 
is unfalsifiable. Whereas democracies with their tedious elections and interest groups and 
parties and speeches and platforms and so on are incredibly dull. So nobody goes to Taiwan 
and does the really strange thing of actually interviewing Chen Shui-bian or Ma Ying-jeou 
or any of the other players. But I was in Taiwan a few weeks ago and had the pleasure of 
interviewing Chen, and I’ve interviewed Ma Ying-jeou.

Here is another prediction for you. The next President of Taiwan will be Ma Ying-jeou, the 
new chairman of the Kuomintang (KMT). Despite popular wisdom this will make not a jot of 
difference to Taiwan–China difficulties, because the roots of the conflict between Taiwan 
and China lie in Taiwan’s democracy. A KMT president will have to respond to the same 
democratic pressures as Chen Shui-bian is responding to. No Taiwan president will ever 
have a mandate for a self-destructive mad war or for declaring independence which would 
produce a war, but they all will have a mandate for de facto independent existence. So there 
will be absolutely no change. So the Western analytical conclusion that the problem is 
Chen Shui-bian is, of course, mistaken. Indeed, relations were even worse when Lee Teng-hui, 
the former KMT leader, was president of Taiwan, and they will be equally as bad when 
Ma Ying-jeou is president.

The interesting thing about Taiwan is that the US forced Chen Shui-bian to come back to the 
middle on independence, to stop short of independence. In fact they helped him by doing 
that, because he showed his own constituency the limits of his freedom to manoeuvre, and 
the US quite deliberately manipulated down the vote for the Democratic Progressive Party. 
In this they were much more successful again than the Chinese. Every time China has tried 
to intervene in Taiwanese politics it has got exactly the opposite of the result that it has 
wanted. It got Lee Teng-hui a massive majority and it got Chen Shui-bian elected twice.

Let us briefly consider India. India is the only Asian great power which I can confidently assert 
is led by a great man. I had the great pleasure of interviewing Manmohan Singh when he 
was the leader of the Congress Party in the Indian Upper House.. As you all know, he was the 
finance minister when India embarked on economic reform and went down the liberalising 
path. So I went to see Manmohan Singh and began the conversation by saying, ‘Mr Singh, 
you’re clearly going to be regarded as one of the great men of the 20th century. You 
fundamentally altered the course of the great Indian river of life, you’ve led millions of your 
countrymen out of poverty and into prosperity and clearly you’re going to rank as one of the 
most consequential figures of the 20th century’. To which he replied, ‘If you’re going to talk 
rubbish like that you can leave immediately. If you want to talk about economic policy we 
can go ahead and do that’. Now, you will be astounded to hear this, but not every politician 
reacts that way when you put to him a proposition which is based on his inherent virtue. 
That wonderful reaction from Manmohan Singh completely charmed me and I’ve been a 
great fan of his ever since.
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No one, of course, can play the Indian card except India, but 
just by being India it plays the card automatically.

India, we’ve heard, won’t join a policy of containing China but, of course, nobody in the world 
is pursuing a policy of containing China, so the question doesn’t arise. Just by being a success 
India automatically balances China. The new strategic relationship which India is pursuing 
with the US, especially the nuclear relationship, is enormously important. It’s inconceivable 
that this relationship would have arisen in the absence of the China dimension. India has 
become a normal nation. It has moved from a rhetoric-based foreign policy to a national 
interest based foreign policy. Its success is enormously important for the prestige of Asian 
democracy. No one, of course, can play the Indian card except India, but just by being India 
it plays the card automatically. It also undoubtedly complicates life militarily for China, and 
India’s shrewd leaders will take Realpolitik advantage of this.

I would recount a story told to me by an Indian admiral, so it must be true. He recounts 
going to see an American admiral and saying, ‘Well, you know our new military doctrine 
involves having a nuclear submarine more or less permanently in the Pacific in due course’. 
The American admiral replied very starchily, ‘That would be totally unacceptable to the 
United States’. The Indian replied, ‘Well, you know, you don’t own the Pacific Ocean. We’re 
allowed to sail there if we want to but also I should let you know that the intention of having 
an Indian nuclear submarine in the Pacific is to place the northern Chinese cities under our 
nuclear deterrent, because at the moment our land based missiles can’t reach the northern 
Chinese cities’. To which the American replied, ‘Well, if I’d known you had a wholesome 
purpose like that in mind I’m sure we can work something out’, and it seems they have 
indeed worked something out.

We need to think of China primarily as simply a normal nation 
pursuing its normal national interests. However, the fact that 
China is a successful dictatorship does present a genuine 
intellectual and political challenge for us in the way we 
conceive of China.

The final thought on India is that India also demonstrates the foolishness of thinking of Asia 
in a binary way between the US and China because India, in fact, has much greater cultural 
soft power in the Western world than China does. China’s soft power in the West is based 
on money and that is, of course, enormously important. But within the Western imagination 
there is a much bigger place for India than there is for China. Tens, perhaps hundreds, of 
millions of Westerners have read novels by Indian authors. That’s not true of novels by 
Chinese authors. India is superbly well placed in time to take advantage of this.

I have only a few seconds to talk to you about China, and in a few seconds it’s very hard 
to say anything of substance. I went there first as my newspaper’s first ever Beijing 
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correspondent way back in 1985. I do believe that we need to think of China in some new 
ways, which are really very old ways. We need to think of China primarily as simply a normal 
nation pursuing its normal national interests. However, the fact that China is a successful 
dictatorship does present a genuine intellectual and political challenge for us in the way 
we conceive of China. By successful, I don’t just mean that it has managed to keep itself 
in power like the North Koreans or the Cubans, but succeeded on its own terms in lifting 
tens of millions of its own people out of poverty, and providing a better life for the Chinese 
people. But at that same time it remains a political dictatorship.

Most people concentrate on only one or other aspect. The pro-China people concentrate 
on the success; the anti-China people concentrate on the dictatorship. In fact, we need to 
deal with and integrate both aspects of China. We shouldn’t demonise China, we shouldn’t 
approach China with paranoia, we shouldn’t challenge its legitimacy, but nor should we 
be indifferent to issues of basic human rights in China. There is a school of thought well 
represented at the Australia National University, that holds that any criticism of China 
is completely improper, provocative, an affront. This is a standard we apply to no other 
nation—certainly not to the United States, certainly not to Japan. It has reached the rather 
bizarre stage where we can run a furious political and media campaign against Japan 
because it is apparently unkind to whales, but we cannot mention China’s treatment of 
human beings. This does seem a strange contortion to have got ourselves into. It is very bad 
indeed for the international system, very bad for China itself, and very bad for Asia if the 
only people in the world who have the gumption at government level to raise human rights 
publicly with the Chinese are the Americans. That’s a very uncivilised and unsatisfactory 
position for us to let the international system drift into. The Japanese have shown much 
better leadership than us in resisting that.

The United States runs a hundred billion dollar a year 
trade deficit with China. If that is containment, I only wish 
the United States would adopt a policy of containment 
towards Australia.

This problem could be with us for a long time, because there is no sign of political evolution 
in China towards a more democratic or representative system. We’ve seen the crackdown on 
the press recently, with the gaoling of foreign journalists (albeit all ethnic Chinese), and the 
very vicious crackdown on Falun Gong. We’ve seen according to both the United States State 
Department and Amnesty International hundreds of thousands of people in the gulags. 
We’ve also seen many mixed signals from China: the violent anti-Japan demonstrations 
of April, the Chinese general talking of dropping nuclear bombs on United States cities. 
None of this makes China the new enemy but we ought to be able to mention all this in 
polite company. It ought not to be considered politically incorrect to draw attention to this 
stuff. Instead, bizarrely, we tend to attribute anything we don’t like in Chinese behaviour to 
American mismanagement of China.

Which leads us to the real underlying deep structural East Asian and Australian view of the 
United States, and that is that it is all-powerful. It’s responsible for everything. Even if the 
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Chinese do something we don’t like, that’s really America’s fault. The common East Asian 
underlying view of America and one that’s certainly quite common in Australia is that it is all 
powerful, that it will always be here, that it is unperturbed by anything we say about it. This 
talk of US containment of China is, of course, fantastic and bizarre and weird. The United 
States runs a hundred billion dollar a year trade deficit with China. If that is containment, 
I only wish the United States would adopt a policy of containment towards Australia. They 
can lecture us all they like about human rights if they’re prepared to transfer a net of a 
hundred billion dollars a year into our economy.

East Asian economic success has really come about because of deliberate US policy decisions 
across the economic, political and security and military realms. It is precisely because we all 
feel so secure in this part of the world in the permanence of the American presence and in 
America’s essential benevolence that we can all be so constantly rude to the Americans, and 
we all enjoy being rude to Americans. We heard a lot today about changing power relativities 
in Asia. I’m here to tell you America’s position in Asia could well be more powerful in 40 years 
time than it is now. In 2050 America will have 500 million people. The population relativities 
will actually be better for America vis-à-vis China in 2050 than they are now. It will be one in 
three Americans to Chinese instead of one in four as it is now.

Where does Australia stand in the great China–US 
competition? I believe John Howard has chosen a different 
route from the United States, and that’s natural because 
we’re a nation of 20 million, we’re in a different part of the 
world and we’re not a superpower.

There is undoubtedly diplomatic competition between the US and China in Southeast Asia, 
although I agree with Prime Minister Howard that there’s nothing inevitable about military 
competition between the United States and China. I think Western policy on Burma has 
been very ineffective and it has helped turn Burma effectively into a province of China. 
I think that’s very bad strategically and very bad for Burma. In the rest of Southeast Asia, 
China’s soft power is essentially about money and business opportunities. This is very 
important indeed, but if the Chinese economy ever stops accelerating it will disappear. 
Culturally China has very little appeal, apart from to its ethnic minorities in South East Asia, 
and politically it has no appeal to its ethnic minorities in Southeast Asia, most of whom have 
suffered a degree of persecution. But both the Boxing Day tsunami in Asia and the War on 
Terror show the tremendous limit to Chinese influence in Southeast Asia. Only the United 
States could help the Southeast Asian nations with these two problems in any effective way. 
The residual American position in South East Asia remains enormously strong, although 
of course the Americans aren’t paying any attention. Condoleezza Rice, since she became 
Secretary of State, has spent 18 hours in South East Asia. I don’t think that’s good enough. 
I think her missing the ASEAN meeting a couple of months ago was a great mistake.

Two final thoughts. A word on East Asian regionalism. Now, I’ve spent 25 years writing about 
East Asian regionalism and we Australian journalists are pretty dumb and gullible but you 
do eventually start to say, ‘If it hasn’t amounted to anything after 25 years there’s a very 
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good chance it might not amount to anything in the next 25 years’. I think it’s very important 
that we be there in case it does amount to something. It’s almost inconceivable that it will 
amount to anything.

Where does Australia stand in the great China–US competition? I believe John Howard has 
chosen a different route from the United States, and that’s natural because we’re a nation 
of 20 million, we’re in a different part of the world and we’re not a superpower. However, 
it’s worth reading Howard’s recent speeches in full. I believe that everything that Howard 
has said about China could easily have been said by Condoleezza Rice—maybe not by 
Don Rumsfeld but easily by Condoleezza Rice. Howard has also said repeatedly and on the 
record that we want peaceful conduct in the Taiwan Straits, that we will disagree with China 
on human rights, that Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation is much more important than the 
East Asia summit, that Japan is our strategic partner, that Japan is our closest friend in Asia, 
that we support all the recent Japanese foreign policy activism and alliance revision and so 
on. You don’t read much about that in the press, because the press has decided that China is 
the only story.

On Taiwan Australia would do everything to avoid a conflict. It would be a nightmare to have 
a conflict between the United States and China over Taiwan for Australia. However, I have 
no doubt at all that Australia would back the United States in any such conflict, because 
any such conflict would engage two fundamental interests of Australia—the United States 
alliance, number one, and the preservation of democracy, number two. I think it would take 
the Australian people about 35 seconds on a bad day to work out where they stood on that 
issue. The political system would polarise and we would be with the United States, as we 
have been with the United States in every conflict this century.

When elephants dance: the clash of great powers in Asia
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Contributors

Senator the Honourable Robert Hill,  
Minister for Defence and Leader of the 
Government in the Senate

As Australians, we seek a peaceful and stable 
international environment. As a trading nation, we 
seek economic opportunity through open markets 
within which we can fairly compete from our 
positions of competitive advantage. We also believe 
an extension of liberal democratic values will best 
accommodate basic human rights as well as the 
challenges of globalization.

Senator Hill was educated at Scotch College, Mitcham. In 1968 he 
obtained his law degree at University of Adelaide (St Marks College), 
and in 1970 his Masters of Law at the University of London (University 
College and the London School of Economics and Political Science). 
He then completed a Bachelor of Arts degree in Asian History and 
International Politics in 1982 at the University of Adelaide. Senator Hill 
has been involved with the Liberal Party of Australia for more than 
twenty-five years and has held many positions in the party, including 
State President (SA Division) (1985–1987). He has been a member of 
the Federal Executive of the party between 1985 and 1987 and since 
April 1990. Senator Hill held a number of shadow portfolios while in 
Opposition and was appointed as the Minister for Defence in 2001. 
Senator Hill resigned as Minister for Defence on January 20, 2006.

Mr Kishore Mahbubani, Dean,  
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy,  
National University of Singapore

The guns are silent. There are almost no major wars 
in the Asia–Pacific region at all. This is unusual.

Mr Mahbubani was awarded the President’s 
Scholarship in 1967. He graduated with a first class 

honours degree in philosophy from the University of Singapore in 1971. 
He received a Masters degree in Philosophy from Dalhousie University, 
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Canada, in 1976 and an honorary doctorate in 1995. He also served as a fellow at the Center 
for International Affairs at Harvard University from 1991 to 1992. In the world of ideas, he 
has spoken and published in all corners of the globe. He published his first article in Foreign 
Affairs in 1983, followed by articles and op-ed pieces in several journals and newspapers. 
For his writings and other contributions, he has been profiled in The Economist and in Time 
magazine, and his writings have been widely cited and quoted. He is the author of Can 
Asians think? (published in Singapore, Canada, the US, Mexico and India, and forthcoming in 
China) and of Beyond the age of innocence: rebuilding trust between America and the world’ 
(published by Public Affairs in New York in March 2005).

Mr Walter Russell Mead, Henry A. Kissinger Fellow in  
US Foreign Policy, Council on Foreign Relations, New York.

America will never have a coherent foreign policy because of 
domestic politics.

Mr Mead, the Henry A. Kissinger Senior Fellow for US Foreign Policy 
at the Council on Foreign Relations, is one of the country’s leading 
students of American foreign policy. His most recent book, Power, 

terror, peace and war: America’s grand strategy in a world at risk (2004, Knopf) was hailed as 
brilliant in the New York Times. His previous book, Special providence: American foreign policy 
and how it changed the world, was widely hailed by reviewers, historians and diplomats as 
an important study that will change the way Americans and others think about American 
foreign policy. Among several honours and prizes, Special providence received the Lionel 
Gelber Award for the best book in English on international relations in 2002. The Italian 
translation won the Premio acqui storia, awarded to the most important historical book 
published in Italian. His chief intellectual interests include the rise and development of a 
liberal, capitalist world order based on the economic, social and military power of the US and 
its closest allies. He is also deeply involved in the discussion of the role that religion plays in 
foreign policy.

Mr Paul Kelly, Editor-at-Large, The Australian

There are two unanswered questions about US policy in Asia. Does America 
have the imagination to conceive the rise of China consistent with its own 
evolving national interest? And can the US, as the more powerful nation, 
put fair limits on the extent of its future strategic competition with China 
and manage such competition?

Mr Kelly is Editor-at-Large of The Australian, of which he was previously 
Editor-in-Chief (1991–1996). He writes on Australian and international 

issues and is a regular commentator on television. He is the author of six successful books 
including: The unmaking of Gough (1976), The Hawke ascendancy (1984), The end of certainty 
(1992), November 1975 (1995) and a collection of articles in Paradise divided (2000). He has 
written widely on international affairs in America and Asia. This has included interviews 
with Margaret Thatcher, Lee Kuan Yew, Tony Blair, George W Bush and Jiang Zemin. A fellow 
of the Academy of Social Sciences in Australia, he was a visiting fellow at the Kennedy School 
of Government in 2002 and a visiting lecturer at the Weatherhead Center for International 
Affairs at Harvard University.
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Professor Varun Sahni, Centre for International Politics,  
Jawaharlal Nehru University

There is a continent-wide security architecture that is finally arriving in 
the Asia–Pacific, perhaps for the first time, certainly for the first time since 
European colonialism. It’s a continent-wide security interdependence, and 
this security interdependence is linked clearly to the rise of China.

Professor Sahni is Professor in International Politics at Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, New Delhi and currently Chairperson of the Centre for International Politics, 
Organization and Disarmament. He is also the editor of South Asian Survey, an academic 
journal published by Sage. He lectures regularly to foreign diplomats and officer trainees of 
the Indian Foreign Service at the Foreign Service Institute in New Delhi. Professor Sahni was 
educated at St Stephen’s College, Delhi and at JNU before going to New College, Oxford in 
1986 as an Inlaks Scholar. From 1989 to 1992, he was Junior Research Fellow in Politics and 
Junior Dean at Lincoln College, Oxford. During his years at Oxford he taught Latin American 
politics and wrote a doctoral dissertation on the Argentine Navy. On his return to India 
in 1992, Dr Sahni was a Resident Fellow of the Rajiv Gandhi Institute for Contemporary 
Studies, New Delhi and Reader in Latin American Politics at Goa University before joining the 
faculty at Jawaharlal Nehru University in 1995. Professor Sahni has held visiting fellowships/
professorships at Sandia National Laboratories, Albuquerque, New Mexico, Mexico City and 
the National Defense University, Washington DC. He has been ‘Personalité d’Avenir’ at the 
French Foreign Ministry and a member of Mexico’s Sistema Nacional de Investigadores.

Professor Robert O’Neill, AO

We should not put out of our minds, however, the thought that Kim Jong-il 
may be a potential suicide bomber who has the resources of a full nation 
state strapped to his body.

Professor O’Neill was born in Australia in 1936. He served in the 
Australian Regular Army from 1955 to 1968. He was a Rhodes Scholar 
at Oxford (1961–65), receiving a Doctorate of Philosophy in modern 

history for a thesis on the relationship between the German Army and the Nazi Party. He 
is the author of several books, including The German Army and the Nazi Party, Vietnam 
task, and General Giap: politician and strategist in 1969. He has held positions as Head of 
the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Australian National University, Director of the 
International Institute for Strategic Studies, London, Chichele Professor of the History of War 
at the University of Oxford and a Fellow of All Souls College. He has also been chairman of a 
number of councils, including IISS, Trustees of the Imperial War Museum, Centre for Defence 
Studies, and the Sir Robert Menzies Centre for Australian Studies in the University of London 
(1990–96). He was also a director of the International Peace Academy, New York, and of 
the Ditchley Foundation, Oxfordshire. On retirement from Oxford in 2001, he returned to 
Australia, where he was Chairman of the Council of the Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 
Canberra until 2005. He was also Deputy Chairman of the Board of the Graduate School of 
Government, University of Sydney, and remains a board member of the Lowy Institute for 
International Policy Studies. His research interests focus on war and warfare in the past and 
present, and ways of resolving international tensions. He was appointed an Officer of the 
Order of Australia in 1988.
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Dr Harlan Ullman, Senior Adviser, Center for Strategic and 
International Studies

The model (for terrorists) today is disruption. Look at September 11. For the 
rest of our lives we’ll be taking our shoes off in the airports in the United 
States. It was disruptive. Think about London on July 7. Transportation was 
disrupted. So this issue of disruption and the fragility of our societies is 
something that’s brand new.

Dr Ullman PhD is a senior adviser to the Center for Strategic and International Studies, a 
prominent Washington DC think-tank, and a senior fellow at the Center for Naval Analyses. 
He is also a columnist for the Washington Times and the Naval Institute Proceedings and a 
commentator on Fox News, BBC and Al Jazeera. His military background includes skippering 
Swift boats during the Vietnam War and commanding a destroyer in the Persian Gulf. He is 
the author of Owls and eagles: ending flights of fancy of hawks, doves and neo-cons (2005), 
Finishing business: ten steps to defeat global terror (2004) with a foreword by Newt Gingrich 
and an afterword by Wesley Clark, and Unfinished business: Afghanistan, the Middle East and 
beyond—defusing the dangers that threaten America’s security (2002) with a foreword by 
John McCain. Dr Ullman is credited for being the principal architect of the ‘shock and awe’ 
doctrine adopted by the Pentagon.

Professor Lanxin Xiang, Professor of International History and 
Politics, Graduate Institute of International Studies, Geneva

The Chinese are also beginning to realise that after the Iraq war the historic 
concept of the West is also disappearing. The Iraq War shows that there are 
two Wests—the Roman West, which is the United States, and the Greek 
West, which is Europe.

Professor Xiang is Professor of International History and Politics at the 
Graduate Institute of International Studies. He held the Henry A Kissinger Chair of Foreign 
Policy and International Affairs at the Library of Congress in Washington (2003–04). He also 
serves a Zijiang Chair and Chairman of the Council at the School of Advanced International 
and Area Studies, East China Normal University, Shanghai. A graduate of Fudan University 
in Shanghai, he earned a PhD from the Paul Nitze School of Advanced International Studies, 
Johns Hopkins University. He has published widely in numerous journals on China–US, 
China–EU and China–Japan relations. He is author of three English books, the most recent 
of which is Origins of the Boxer War (Taylor Francis, UK, 2003; Chinese version ECNU Press, 
2004). His forthcoming book, The ideological context of US–China relations, was due for 
publication in December 2005.

Mr Greg Sheridan, Foreign Editor, The Australian

Where does Australia stand in the great China–US competition? I believe 
John Howard has chosen a different route from the United States, and 
that’s natural because we’re a nation of 20 million and we’re in a different 
part of the world and we’re not a superpower.

Mr Sheridan, The Australian’s foreign editor, is the most influential 
foreign affairs analyst in Australian journalism. After twenty-five years 

in the field, he is a veteran of international affairs who has interviewed leaders all over the 
Asia–Pacific and America. He began journalism in the late 1970s at The Bulletin magazine. 
His first trips into Asia were to cover Vietnamese refugee stories in the early 1980s. His 
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work has appeared in newspapers around the world, including The Sunday Times of London, 
The Asian Wall Street Journal, the Jakarta Post and the South China Morning Post. He is a 
frequent foreign affairs commentator on radio and television and is a sought-after speaker 
at conferences around the region. He has produced four books on Asia: Cities of the hot 
zone—a Southeast Asian adventure (Allen & Unwin, 2003), Asian values, Western dreams, 
understanding the new Asia (Allen & Unwin, 1999), Tigers, leaders of the new Asia Pacific 
(Allen & Unwin, 1997); and Living with dragons, Australia confronts its Asian destiny (editor 
and co-author, Allen & Unwin, 1995).
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Acronyms and abbreviations

ADF Australian Defence Force

APEC Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations

HIV human immunodeficiency virus

KMT Kuomintang

LDP Liberal Democratic Party (Japan)

MALSINDO Trilateral Coordinated Patrols Malacca Strait  
(regional maritime security initiative)

NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organisation

PPP purchasing power parity

WMD weapons of mass destruction
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About ASPI

The Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) is an independent, 
non-partisan policy institute.  It has been set up by the government to 
provide fresh ideas on Australia’s defence and strategic policy choices.  
ASPI is charged with the task of informing the public on strategic  
and defence issues, generating new ideas for government, and 
fostering strategic expertise in Australia.  It aims to help Australians 
understand the critical strategic choices which our country will  
face over the coming years, and will help government make  
better-informed decisions.

For more information, visit ASPI’s web site at www.aspi.org.au.

ASPI’s Research Program

Each year ASPI will publish a number of policy reports on key issues 
facing Australian strategic and defence decision makers.  These reports 
will draw on work by external contributors.

Strategy: ASPI will publish up to 10 longer studies on issues of critical 
importance to Australia and our region.

Strategic Insights: A series of shorter studies on topical subjects that 
arise in public debate.

Specialist Publications: ASPI also produces valuable reference tools, 
such as The Cost of Defence and the Australian Defence Almanac.

Commissioned Work: ASPI will undertake commissioned research 
for clients including the Australian Government, state governments, 
foreign governments and industry.

ASPI’s Programs

There are four ASPI programs.  They will produce publications and hold 
events including lectures, conferences and seminars around Australia, 
as well as dialogues on strategic issues with key regional countries.  The 
programs are as follows.
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Strategy and International Program: This program covers ASPI’s work on Australia’s 
international security environment, the development of our higher strategic policy, 
our approach to new security challenges, and the management of our international 
defence relationships.

Operations and Capability Program: This program covers ASPI’s work on the operational 
needs of the Australian Defence Force, the development of our defence capabilities, and the 
impact of new technology on our armed forces.

Budget and Management Program: This program covers the full range of questions 
concerning the delivery of capability, from financial issues and personnel management 
to acquisition and contracting out—issues that are central to the government’s 
policy responsibilities.

Outreach Program: One of the most important roles for ASPI is to involve the broader 
community in the debate of defence and security issues.  The thrust of the activities will be 
to provide access to the issues and facts through a range of activities and publications.

ASPI Council Members

ASPI is governed by a Council of 12 members representing experience, expertise and 
excellence across a range of professions including business, academia, and the  
Defence Force.  The Council includes nominees of the Prime Minister and the  
Leader of the Opposition.

Chairman
Mr Mark Johnson

Deputy Chairman
Major General Adrian Clunies-Ross (Retired) AO, MBE

Members
The Honourable Jim Carlton AO

Dr Alan Dupont
Mr Michael L’Estrange
Mr Stephen Loosley
Mr Paul McClintock
Mr Des Moore
The Honourable Jocelyn Newman AO

Mr Ric Smith AO PSM

Brigadier Jim Wallace (Retired) AM

Dr J Roland Williams CBE
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Research and Information 
Manager

Janice Johnson

Strategy and International 
Program Director

Dr Elsina Wainwright

Manager of Events and 
International Relationships

Lynne Grimsey

Information and 
Publications Officer

Paula Tychsen

Budget and Management 
Program Director
Dr Mark Thomson

Office Manager
Noeline Healey

Events Coordinator
Tas Frilingos

Director
Peter Abigail

Outreach Program 
Director/Project Manager

Brendan McRandle

Senior Research Officer  
Raspal Khosa

Office Administrator  
(Part-time)

Rachel Wells
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About ASPI

ASPI’s aim is to promote Australia’s security by contributing fresh ideas to strategic 
decision-making, and by helping to inform public discussion of strategic and defence 
issues.  ASPI was established, and is partially funded, by the Australian Government as an 
independent, non-partisan policy institute.  It is incorporated as a company, and is governed 
by a Council with broad membership.  ASPI’s publications—including this paper—are not 
intended in any way to express or reflect the views of the Australian Government.

The opinions and recommendations in this paper are published by ASPI to promote public 
debate and understanding of strategic and defence issues.  They reflect the personal views 
of the author(s) and should not be seen as representing the formal position of ASPI on any 
particular issue.

Important disclaimer
This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in relation to the 
subject matter covered.  It is provided with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in 
rendering any form of professional or other advice or services.  No person should rely on the contents 
of this publication without first obtaining advice from a qualified professional person.

Join the debate

Send us your views in writing.  As a contribution to the public debate ASPI may publish 
comments, as presented, on our web site, unless you indicate otherwise.  ASPI’s Privacy 
Statement is on our web site.

Level 2, Arts House
40 Macquarie Street
Barton ACT 2600
AUSTRALIA

Email jointhedebate@aspi.org.au
Facsimile +61 2 6273 9566

ASPI is pleased to acknowledge the support of a number of Strategic Partners. These 
organisations have joined with us to help promote better quality strategic decision-making  
in Australia by providing financial and other forms of support to ASPI.

ASPI would like to acknowledge our conference sponsors.



April 2006

STRATEGY

Global Forces 2005
Proceedings of the ASPI conference.  
Day 1—Global Strategy

Seventeen of the world’s sharpest strategic thinkers debate the key issues shaping global 
and Asia–Pacific security.

Global Forces 2005
Proceedings of the ASPI conference

Z0
0 

24
21

5ARRP $20.00

Kishore Mahbubani, Dean,  
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, 
National University of Singapore

Paul Kelly, Editor-at-Large, The Australian

Mr Walter Russell Mead, Henry A Kissinger 
Fellow in US Foreign Policy, Council on 
Foreign Relations, New York

Professor Varun Sahni, Centre for 
International Politics, Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, New Delhi

Professor Robert O’Neill, former Chairman 
of the ASPI Council

Professor Lanxin Xiang, Professor of 
International History and Politics, Graduate 
Institute of International Studies, Geneva

Mr Greg Sheridan, Foreign Editor, 
The Australian

Dr Harlan Ullman, International Security, 
Centre for Strategic and International 
Studies, Washington, DC

Dr Makio Miyagawa, Director, Japan 
Institute for International Affairs, Tokyo

Professor Martin van Creveld,  
Institutes of Languages, Literature and Art,  
Hebrew University of Jerusalem

Mr Chris Richardson, Director, 
Access Economics Pty Ltd

Professor Ross Terrill, Associate in Research, 
Fairbank Center for East Asian Research, 
Harvard University

Senator the Hon Robert Hill, Minister for 
Defence and Leader of the Government in 
the Senate

Mr Kwa Chong Guan, Head of External 
Programs, Institute of Defence and 
Strategic Studies, Singapore

Dr Tim Huxley, Senior Fellow for  
Asia–Pacific Security; International 
Institute for Strategic Studies, London

Ms Sidney Jones, South East Asia Project 
Director, International Crisis Group, Jakarta

Dr Abdul Razak Baginda, Executive Director, 
Malaysian Strategic Research Centre, 
Kuala Lumpur

ASPI 
STR

ATEG
Y 

G
LO

B
AL FO

R
CES 2005: P

R
O

C
EED

IN
G

S O
F TH

E ASP
I C

O
N

FER
EN

C
E. D

AY 1—
G

LO
B

AL STR
ATEG

Y


