
MR. HUESSY:  Our next speaker is Gordon Chang.  Gordon was recommended to me by 

my former boss Mike Dunn when he was at the National Defense University and then president 

of the Air Force Association. Gordon has written a very optimistic book about China called, “The 

Coming Collapse of China.”  He has lectured at StratCom and he’s a regular on the John 

Batchelor radio show. 

And I’ve asked him to come and give us his view of what’s happening in China and what 

are the prospects.  Gordon, thank you for coming here for your first speech here at our series.  

We hope to welcome you back again.  Thank you very much.   

Would you give a warm welcome to Gordon Chang? 

(Applause). 

MR. GORDON CHANG:  Thank you very much, Peter.  And thank you, Rick, for that 

presentation with very important points. 

Today, senior leaders of the People’s Liberation Army are talking war.  They are 

configuring their forces to fight us.  They may even use nuclear weapons. 

Make no mistake about it, China is dangerous.  It is dangerous not because it is strong.  

China is dangerous because it is weak. 

At the moment, the economy is faltering, the Communist Party is stumbling, the 

authority of the central government is eroding, the military is breaking free of civilian control, 

and the Chinese people are taking to the streets.  We cannot understand China’s external 

policies without looking at what’s happening inside.  And when we look inside, we need to start 

with the economy. 

China’s economic problems will define the country going forward.  They will drive the 

internal dynamics inside the Communist Party and the Party’s dynamics will drive the country’s 

external behavior.  Let’s look at the economy. 

After 35 years of virtually uninterrupted growth, there are signs of exhaustion.  Beijing 

claims that the economy is growing at almost eight percent a year, but those claims are 

implausible.  When we look at underlying indicators, it looks more like growth at 3.5 percent. 

China’s problems are now beginning to feed on themselves. The country is trapped in 

various self-reinforcing and self-defeating feedback loops.  In one of these loops we see a 

slumping economy causing a crisis of legitimacy.  The legitimacy crisis is, in turn, creating a 

widespread political crackdown.  The crackdown makes reform unlikely, and the absence of 

reform prevents long-term economic growth. 



Now why is the lack of economic growth so important?  Because for three decades the 

primary legitimacy of the Communist Party has been the continual delivery of prosperity.  And 

without prosperity, the only basis of legitimacy for the Party is nationalism.  You have to 

remember that China’s legitimacy crisis is causing it to fall back on nationalism, which means 

that China is now increasing friction with its neighbors. 

All this is occurring while the Chinese military is becoming so much more powerful 

inside the political system.  Beginning as early as 2003, the flag officers of the People’s 

Liberation Army were drawn into civilian power struggles.  Last year, we saw the same dynamic 

in the leadership transition. 

This process of re-militarization of politics and policy has gone so far that the PLA may 

now be the most powerful faction inside the Party.  The military has, from all accounts, 

maintained its cohesiveness much better than other factions in the Party, especially the 

amorphous Princeling group of new leader Xi Jinping.  From all outward appearances, the 

military is already playing an expanded role in Beijing. 

Senior officers are acting independently of civilian officials.  They’re openly criticizing 

them, and they’re making pronouncements in areas that once were considered to be the 

exclusive province of diplomats.  And in a time of political transition, there is almost no civilian 

leader who is in a position or willing to take a risk to tell the top brass what to do. 

The military’s expanding role in Beijing brings us to China’s new strategic arc.  As the 

military is becoming more powerful, it is pushing the country down the path of high-profile 

force projection. With forceful tactics, China is trying to take territory away from an arc of 

nations from India in the south to South Korea in the north. 

And at the same time, China is trying to close off the South China Sea, which it claims as 

an internal Chinese lake.  And by trying to close off that critical body of water, Beijing is bringing 

China into conflict with the United States.  If there has been any consistent theme in American 

foreign policy over the course of two centuries, it has been the defense of freedom of 

navigation. 

The big issue at the moment is China’s intrusions into Japanese waters and airspace as 

they try to grab the Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea, and as they pursue their designs on 

Okinawa and the rest of the Ruykyu chain as well.  Today we’re hearing war talk from the 

Chinese capital.  And the country, at the moment, is an unappeasable state. 

To our shame, we tried to appease China last year by reneging on our security 

commitments to Manila and allowing the Chinese to take over Scarborough Shoal.  Nobody in 



the White House wanted to confront the Chinese.  And there were voices even in the Pentagon 

that said Chinese aggression served the Philippines right for kicking us out of Clark and Subic. 

Our appeasement over Scarborough – and that’s exactly what it was, that was 

appeasement – did not work out well.  The Chinese were not satisfied with just taking over that 

shoal in the South China Sea. Emboldened, they ramped up pressure on the Senkakus.  And 

even before they’ve gotten the Senkakus, the Chinese are now eyeing Okinawa and other 

islands as well. 

And last week the Chinese took over another Philippine shoal. It seems that nobody in 

Washington, in this town, has learned anything from the 20th century.  The defining trend of 

this decade may very well be China’s militant nationalism, which is driving Beijing to take on 

everyone at once, which of course is a strategic miscalculation.  These days Beijing seems 

determined to pursue self-containing, self-defeating and ultimately self-marginalizing policies.  

And this suggests, at a minimum, that something is very wrong in the Chinese capitol. 

At this time, the most hard line elements in Beijing are now setting policy.  And it will be 

difficult for the Chinese to climb down, especially because the economy is in such bad shape, 

and the political system is still in disarray.  All of this means that China is not a normal state at 

this time. 

And that’s why we need to begin thinking about something that Rick talked, which is 

China’s use of nuclear weapons to achieve its objectives.  China’s officers, seeing almost no 

pushback in the last three or four years, believe that they can get what they want by merely 

taking it.  Well at some point the world’s great democracies will rally themselves and they will 

draw a line for China, just like they drew a line in September 1939 over Poland. 

In 1939 the Germans just laughed at the British and French because they had been so 

feckless.  Today the Chinese, just like the Germans, are going to laugh at us when we, like the 

British and French, draw a line, because the Chinese don’t take us seriously, because they have 

pushed us around.  But as strong as the Chinese are today, they will not be a match for the 

coalition that will form against them tomorrow.  And for them, the Chinese, knowing that 

defeat will mean the end of their political system, will try to use nuclear threats to salvage their 

situation. 

Now analysts last month got themselves into a tizzy when Beijing issued its most recent 

defense White Paper, which omitted the no-first-use pledge.  In reality, though, China has not 

had a no-first-use policy.  Since at least 1995, China’s generals have been thinking and been 

making specific and public threats against American cities.  And China, incredibly, is the only 

nation in history that has threatened to use nukes against territory that it considers its own. 



So, what will deter the Chinese?  Let’s begin looking at Henry Kissinger’s classic 

definition of deterrence.  “Deterrence requires a combination of power, the will to use it, and 

the assessment of these by a potential aggressor.  Moreover, deterrence is a product of these 

factors and not the sum.  If any of them is zero, deterrence fail.” 

So we need to ask ourselves, what do the Chinese think?  Over the past half decade, 

there has been a rapid evolution in the thinking about the United States in Beijing policy 

circles.  It’s gone from the notion that the United States is in this long-term, decades-long 

decline, to the concept – really a triumphal assessment – that the days of the U.S. are just 

about over. 

The thinking is arrogant, but it is also the product of a gross misreading of history.  It’s 

simplistic. And, of course, it’s just plain wrong. 

It doesn’t really matter that the Chinese miscomprehend us.  The most important thing 

is that in fact the Chinese do.  They think they can push us around because they’ve done so in 

the past. I don’t want to belabor the point, but we have appeared irresolute in their eyes. 

And this is one example why it matters.  Secretary of State Hillary Clinton on January 9, 

2010 sent a classified cable to certain American embassies instructing them to inform certain 

countries of a Chinese missile defense test that was supposed to take place two days later. The 

cable included various information, including the launch sites for the interceptor and the target, 

the models of the missiles, the purpose of the test and the test date. 

The following August in 2011, Hong Kong’s South China Morning Post carried comments 

from Xu Guangyu, who is a retired Chinese general.  And this was in response to the Wikileaks 

revelation of Secretary Clinton’s cable.  Xu, who was then at the China Arms and Disarmament 

Association, which of course is horribly misnamed, then said a number of things. 

He said of course American satellites would have detected much of this information.  

But there were two pieces of information in Secretary Clinton’s cable, he said, that could not 

have been detected from above.  Those were the models of the missiles and the date of the 

test. 

And then the Hong Kong paper quoted General Xu  to this effect: “If China could no 

longer keep secret its missile launches, it would not be able to launch a surprise attack on the 

U.S.”  Let me repeat that, a surprise attack on the U.S.  General Xu’s comments indicate that in 

the post-Cold War world the concept of deterrence may be breaking down.  And unfortunately, 

the PLA may think that it might be able to get away with the use or the threat of use of nuclear 

weapons. 



So in these fluid circumstances, we cannot give the Chinese the notion that nuclear 

adventurism might work.  In their book, “Unrestricted Warfare,” two Chinese colonels talked 

about the use of nuclear weapons in conjunction with other types of warfare in combinations 

that we would think are inappropriate.  Unfortunately, we may not understand how China 

views the use of the world’s most destructive weapons. 

In many senses, the world’s most bellicose great power defines the international 

situation and it creates the circumstances under which other nations must act.  And 

unfortunately, today that bellicose great power is China, which could end up being the 

aggressor of the 21st century.   

 


