
The United States and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
are firmly entrenched in what will be a long and intense strate-
gic competition for dominance over the Pacific Rim. American 
strategists Andrew Marshall, Robert Kaplan, and Aaron Fried-
berg began foretelling of this great power struggle over a decade 
ago.1 They recognized before anyone else that there are strong 
forces underpinning the U.S.-China rivalry. The two countries’ 
political systems and national interests stand in fundamental 
opposition. This is why, despite Washington’s reluctance to of-
ficially admit it, strategic competition between the U.S. and the 
PRC is unavoidable. 

The United States, while an imperfect democracy, is an inspira-
tion to people everywhere who yearn for the freedom and dig-
nity that comes from having a representative government, inde-
pendent legal system, and market economy. In the PRC, on the 
other hand, power is monopolized by the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP), a political organization that is directly responsible 
for more human suffering than possibly any other regime past or 
present, anywhere in the world.2 Numerous State Department 
reports detail the past and continuing human rights violations 
occurring under the watch of the CCP.3

For all its much ballyhooed economic reforms, China’s economy 
is still largely controlled by massive state-owned corporations, 
making it a mercantilist country, not a capitalist one.4 Much of 
Beijing’s economic power ultimately stems from its remarkable 
ability to lure foreign business elites with promises of access to 
its huge market. Once the hook is set, China pockets their in-
vestments, steals their intellectual property, and undercuts their 
market competitiveness.5

Yet it is not the PRC’s unsavory political or economic practices 
that will ensure sustained U.S.-China competition over the com-
ing decades, although future American presidents, like Barack 
Obama, will undoubtedly be tempted to paper over ideological 
differences for expedience sake.  Rather, Beijing’s insecure and 
aggressive nature is at the root of the problem. In recent years, 
China has stoked maritime tensions with Japan and the Philip-
pines, both treaty allies of the United States; provoked border 
clashes with India, a democratic nation and American security 
partner; and enabled nuclear missile proliferation amongst its 

friends: North Korea, Pakistan, and Iran.6 Track records tell a 
compelling story. The PRC’s track record indicates that a grow-
ing number of geostrategic issues could eventually result in a 
clash between the United States and China.   

Future Flashpoint

Of all the geostrategic powder kegs out there, the potential for 
a war over Taiwan is the largest and most explosive. Beijing 
has made clear that its main external military objective is at-
taining the ability to apply overwhelming force against Taiwan 
during a war, and in a manner that would keep American-led 
coalition forces from intervening.7 Chinese military strategists 
obsess over Taiwan because their communist party masters are 
deeply insecure. Beijing views Taiwan, which exists as a free and 
independent state known officially as the Republic of China, 
as a grave threat to its totalitarian grip on domestic political 
power.8 Taiwan is dangerous to Beijing because it serves as a 
beacon of freedom for Chinese-speaking people everywhere.9 

Consequently, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) considers 
the invasion of Taiwan to be its top planning priority. It is this 
envisioned war that drives PLA modernization.10

Understanding a Taiwan scenario first requires some myth-
busting. It has become conventional wisdom that Taiwan will 
eventually be pulled into China’s orbit by cross-strait trade and 
other economic entanglements.11 This view, however, is discon-
nected from the reality on the ground in Taiwan. The Taiwanese 
are fiercely protective of their hard-won freedoms and rightfully 
proud of their democracy. They are no more willing to com-
promise their territorial sovereignty for the sake of economic 
benefits than the Japanese or Australians. In spite of the power 
disparity that exists--Taiwan has a population of 23 million to 
China’s 1.3 billion--Taipei’s close defense ties with Washington 
means that it does not have to bow to coercion from Beijing, 
economic or otherwise.12

Another popular myth is that the U.S. will sell Taiwan out.13 

American commitment to Taiwan though is enshrined in U.S. 
Law 96-8, the Taiwan Relations Act.14 This legal instrument is 
founded on calculations of national interests. Every professional 
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American strategist since Admiral Chester Nimitz and General 
Douglas MacArthur has recognized that Taiwan is a center of 
gravity in the Asia-Pacific.15 The island sits astride the world’s 
busiest maritime and air superhighways, right in the middle of 
the first island chain, a defensive barrier for keeping Chinese 
power projection in check.16 While America does not need Tai-
wan as a base for its troops, planes, or ships, it is strategically 
interested in the island remaining in the hands of a friendly gov-
ernment. For this reason, any PRC attempt to gain control of 
Taiwan would almost certainly be regarded as an attack on the 
vital interests of the United States, and therefore repelled by any 
means necessary, including military force. 

The question of how the U.S. can best deter Chinese aggres-
sion against Taiwan will be hotly contested in the years ahead. 
Peace and prosperity in Asia and beyond are riding on the abil-
ity of the United States to get this problem right. Some schol-
ars have entertained notions of abandoning Taiwan, trading it 
away for other ends as if it were a stack of poker chips and not 
a democratic country.17 Policymakers in Washington, however, 
should ignore those views, because the dispute between China 
and Taiwan cannot be separated from the larger geopolitics of 
the region. Taiwan is critical not only for its location, but also 
because of its shared values with the United States.18 Historical 
experience shows time and time again that nations that share 
democratic values are the best partners and worth defending. 
Common values generate common interests, which are the basis 
for making a common cause in addressing global challenges. 

Imbalance, Rebalance, Quagmire, and Elections

When it comes to strategic interaction with China, the United 
States has suffered from a lack of clarity, unsure of what is needed 
to compete effectively with China or whether the competition 
even exists in the first place. Since the early 1970s, many Amer-
ican foreign policy elites have taken the strategic importance 
of the PRC for granted and asserted that Washington needs 
Beijing’s cooperation, first geostrategically as a counterweight 
to the Soviet Union, then economically for market access, and 
more recently diplomatically as a partner on global issues rang-
ing from North Korea to the Taliban and from piracy to climate 
change. This view is especially pronounced among those who 
embrace the notion that America is in decline and that China 
is going to prevail over the long run. From their perspective, 
the best the U.S. can do is make a grand bargain that would 
limit China’s ascendency to its own sphere of interest.19 Ameri-
can policymakers, influenced by these defeatist views, have of-
ten gone to great lengths to accommodate China’s communist 
leadership. This tendency to overvalue the strategic importance 
of maintaining warm U.S.-PRC relations is something that un-
necessarily weakens Washington’s bargaining power with Bei-
jing, and ultimately undermines efforts to formulate long-term 
strategy.

America’s relatively sanguine approach to China’s emergence as 
a strategic competitor is increasingly difficult to reconcile with 

events. Over the past decade, the PRC has provided Washing-
ton several indicators that trouble is lurking ahead. However, 
each of them has been minimized or ignored in the name of 
positive Sino-U.S. relations. The first wake-up call came on Jan-
uary 11, 2007, when China shot a ballistic missile into a target 
satellite in low earth orbit.20 This missile test was followed by 
several others which as a whole clearly demonstrate Beijing’s 
intention to weaponize space and neutralize the eyes and ears 
of U.S. military power in a conflict.21 Another warning came in 
2010, when China deployed the world’s first anti-ship ballistic 
missile, a weapon specifically designed to sink aircraft carriers, 
the queens of America’s fleet.22 Many other unsettling develop-
ments, both diplomatic and military, followed over the course of 
the following five years.23

Even in the face of these events, some scholars have clung to 
the false hope that mutual economic interdependence, military-
to-military exchanges, and favorable diplomatic treatment will 
build trust and socialize China internationally, enticing it into 
becoming a responsible stakeholder. They often emphasize the 
risks of inadvertent conflict and escalation control if their policy 
prescriptions are not followed. Yet none of these factors have 
dulled China’s competitive instincts. If anything, they have only 
served to heighten them.24

Recognizing the looming storm ahead, Kurt Campbell, Assis-
tant Secretary of State for East Asia under Secretary of State, 
Hillary Clinton, spearheaded the strategy of rebalancing Amer-
ican attention to Asia in the early years of the Obama Admin-
istration.25 America’s allies in Asia warmly welcomed the rebal-
ance, or “pivot” as it became known. As part of the effort, the 
Pentagon established a new Air-Sea Battle office, which gener-
ated much excitement among those who recognized fresh op-
erational concepts were needed for dealing with China’s military 
threat.26 However, when Campbell stepped down in early 2013, 
things began to unravel. White House leadership, characterized 
by a strong focus on domestic issues, the Middle East, and cli-
mate change, quickly allowed the much-anticipated rebalance 
to quagmire.27

This inattention exacted a heavy toll in 2015 when several major 
events occurred which adversely affected U.S. strategic interests. 
The PRC systematically created a massive archipelago of artifi-
cial island bases in the South China Sea, claiming the entire area 
as a virtual province of China. This disrupted ongoing attempts 
to apply international legal mechanisms, like the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea, to settle disputes and greatly 
weakened the defensive positions of Brunei, Indonesia, Malay-
sia, Philippines, Taiwan, and Vietnam.28 Next, it was revealed 
that Chinese intelligence agents had penetrated American sys-
tems and compromised the identities (including fingerprints) of 
over twenty million Americans who worked for the federal gov-
ernment.29 Not long afterwards, China held a military parade in 
Beijing where the military rolled out a new intermediate range 
ballistic missile that could be used against the U.S. territory of 
Guam—a strategic hub in the Western Pacific.30
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Confidence in American leadership has declined among demo-
cratic allies across the Asia-Pacific as the result of Beijing’s ac-
tions and Washington’s inactions. The resultant power vacuum 
in the Pacific has hit Taiwan especially hard; it has no other 
security partners to turn to for help, and its threat-environment 
is the most stressing. Taiwanese officials now frequently com-
plain about Washington’s unwillingness to sell them new fight-
ers, tanks, drones, and destroyers. Even submarine technology, 
promised by President George W. Bush in 2001, has proven out 
of reach for Taipei. The current White House, deeply fearful 
of rousing Beijing’s ire, has instead offered Taiwan second-rate 
equipment, of the type provided to Mexico.31 Adding insult to 
injury, U.S. Navy ships now make port calls up and down the 
PRC coast, sailing past Taiwan at full steam as if it were some-
how a dreadful pariah state, not a friendly democracy.32

The landslide results of the recent presidential and legislative 
elections in Taipei are telling. The citizens of Taiwan chose 
Dr. Tsai-Ing-wen, whose political party and its supporters are 
widely viewed as tough on China and friendly to the United 
States—and therefore more likely to secure a better future rela-
tionship with Washington.33 At the same time, they also chose a 
policy platform that calls for a more robust indigenous defense 
industry as a pragmatic hedge against continued American 
paralysis.34 Taiwan wants to arm itself and has resolved to do 
so whether its “big brother” helps or not. This can-do attitude 
means that the small island democracy, largely ignored for the 
past decade, will soon be at the front of American geostrategic 
thinking. If the contest of the century is to be waged between 
the U.S. and PRC for primacy in the Pacific, then Taiwan will 
assuredly be at the center of the action.    

Conclusion

All indications suggest that China is striving for military su-
periority over the United States in the Pacific, and especially 
in a Taiwan invasion scenario. Beijing’s communist government 
sees its future aspirations as fundamentally incompatible with 
an American-led global order. The U.S. and PRC are engaged 
in a strategic standoff that will likely define the decades ahead. 
Those denying this are simply failing to be skeptical enough, or 
too satisfied with information—often crafted in Beijing—that 
conforms to their preconceptions. They are simply not giving 
enough weight to what Chinese leaders are actually saying, writ-
ing, and doing. 

The next American president will therefore come into office 
during a period of shifting global power, which, if the trend is 
not arrested, will be increasingly adverse to American interests. 
Without a course correction, the U.S. and other Pacific democ-
racies will find themselves confronted by an adversary who does 
not share their most fundamental beliefs and who will soon be 
able to threaten much of region and beyond. Much more can 
and should be done by America and allies to convince the PRC 
that a war in the Taiwan Strait—or anywhere else—would be 
fruitless and financially crippling. This will only be possible with 

stronger and smarter American leadership.

Mr. Ian Easton is as a research fellow at the Project 2049 
Institute, where he conducts research on defense and 
security issues in Asia. Mr. Easton previously served as a 
2013 visiting fellow at the Japan Institute for International 
Affairs (JIIA) in Tokyo and worked for two years as a China 
analyst at the Center for Naval Analyses (CNA).

1.  See Andrew Krepinevich and Barry Watts, The Last War-
rior: Andrew Marshall and the Shaping of Modern American De-
fense Strategy (New York: Basic Books, 2015), 227-246; Aaron 
L. Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy: China, America, and the 
Struggle for Mastery in Asia (New York: W.W. Norton & Com-
pany, 2011); and Robert Kaplan, “How We Would Fight Chi-
na,” The Atlantic, June 2005, 49-64.

2.  See Richard McGregor, The Party: The Secret World of China’s 
Communist Rulers (New York: Harper Perennial, 2010); Frank 
Dikotter, Mao’s Great Famine (New York: Walker & Company, 
2010); and Yang Jisheng, Mubei: Zhongguo Liushi Niandai Da 
Jihuang Jishi [Tombstone: A Record of the Great Chinese Fam-
ine of the 1960s] (Hong Kong: Cosmos Books, 2008).

3.  “China (Includes Tibet, Hong Kong, and Macau) 2014 Hu-
man Rights Report,” U.S. Department of State, at http://www.
state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=20
14&dlid=236432#wrapper.

4.  Robert D. Atkinson and Stephen Ezell, “False Promises: The 
Yawning Gap Between China’s WTO Commitments and Prac-
tices,” Information Technology & Innovation Foundation, Septem-
ber 17, 2015; Stephen Ezell, “China’s Economic Mercantilism,” 
Industry Week, July 24, 2013; Derrick Scissors and Dean Cheng, 
“Preparing for the New Chinese Government,” China Business 
Review, January 1, 2013.

5.  Ibid. See also Dennis C. Blair and Jon M. Huntsman, Jr. 
(Chairs), The IP Commission Report: The Report of the Commission 
on the Theft of American Intellectual Property (Washington, D.C.: 
The National Bureau of Asian Research, 2013), at http://www.
ipcommission.org/report/ip_commission_report_052213.pdf. 

6.  See Shirley A. Kan, China and Proliferation of Weapons of Mass 
Destruction and Missiles: Policy Issues (Washington, D.C., Con-
gressional Research Service, 2015); Vivek Raghuvanshi, “India-
China Border Talks Make No Headway,” Defense News, May 
23, 2015; and Patrick M. Cronin, The Challenge of Responding to 
Maritime Coercion (Washington, D.C.: Center for New Ameri-
can Security, September 2014).

7.  Office of the Secretary of Defense, Military and Security De-
velopments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2015 (Wash-
ington, D.C.: Department of Defense, 2015), 6 & 57-61; and 
The PLA Navy: New Capabilities and Missions for the 21st Cen-
tury (Suitland, MD: Office of Naval Intelligence, 2015), 9.

Fletcher Secuirty Review86

FSR Vol.3 no.1 (2) (1).indd   86 6/13/2016   1:02:46 PM



8.  Academy of Military Science’s Military Strategy Research 
Department, The Science of Military Strategy 2013 (Beijing: 
Academy of Military Science, 2013), 198-200; 209-212; 221-
222; 230-232.

9.  Ibid., and Ian Easton, “The South China Sea is Not Beijing’s 
Next Battlefield,” The National Interest, September 19, 2015.

10.  Office of the Secretary of Defense, Military and Security De-
velopments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2015 (Wash-
ington, D.C.: Department of Defense, 2015), 6 & 57-61; and 
The PLA Navy: New Capabilities and Missions for the 21st Cen-
tury (Suitland, MD: Office of Naval Intelligence, 2015), 9.

11.  Tom Wright and Aries Poon, “Taiwan Grapples With 
Closer China Ties,” Wall Street Journal, December 7, 2014; 
Ricky Yeh, “Over-Dependence on China will Doom Taiwan,” 
The Diplomat, August 26, 2014; Robert D. Kaplan, “The Ge-
ography of Chinese Power,” Foreign Affairs, May/June 2010; 
Stephen Nelson, “Falling into China’s Orbit,” CBC News, De-
cember 18, 2008. 

12.  See Kin W. Moy, “U.S.-Taiwan Relations in a Changing 
Regional Landscape,” Remarks of Director of American Institute 
on Taiwan, September 30, 2015, at https://www.ait.org.tw/en/
officialtext-ot1523.html.

13.  See John J. Mearsheimer, “Say Goodbye to Taiwan,” The 
National Interest, March-April 2014; and Thalia Lin, “Don’t Say 
Goodbye to Taiwan,” The National Interest, February 27, 2014; 
and Nat Bellocchi, “Say goodbye to Taiwan, say goodbye to 
peace,” Taipei Times, Match 9, 2014.

14.  Taiwan Relations Act, Pub. L. No. 96-8, § 2, 93 Stat. 14 
(1979).

15.  See Bruce A. Elleman, High Seas Buffer: The Taiwan Pa-
trol Force, 1950-1979 (Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 
2012); Edward J. Marolda, Ready Seapower: A History of the 
U.S. Seventh Fleet (Washington, D.C.: Naval History & Heri-
tage Command, 2011), and Robert Ross Smith, “Luzon Versus 
Formosa” in Kent Roberts Greenfield (ed.), Command Decisions 
(Washington, D.C.: Defense Department Army Center of Mil-
itary History, 1960).

16.  Robert D. Kaplan, “The Geography of Chinese Power,” For-
eign Affairs, May/June 2010.

17.  For example, see Charles Glaser, “A U.S.-China Grand Bar-
gain? The Hard Choice between Military Competition and Ac-
commodation,” International Security, Spring 2015, 49-90; and 
Lyle J. Goldstein, Meeting China Halfway: How to Defuse the 
Emerging US-China Rivalry (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, 2015).
18.  For an excellent assessment of why Taiwan’s values matter 
to U.S. foreign policy interests, see Mark A. Stokes and Sabrina 

Tsai, The United States and Future Policy Options in the Taiwan 
Strait (Arlington, VA: Project 2049 Institute, February 2016), at 
http://www.project2049.net/documents/160130_%20ALTER-
NATE_FUTURE_POLICY_OPTIONS_IN%20_THE_
TAIWAN_STRAIT.pdf.

19.  See Glaser, and Goldstein.

20.  Shirley A. Kan, “China’s Anti-Satellite Weapon Test,” CRS 
Report for Congress, April 23, 2007; and Ian Easton, The Great 
Game in Space: China’s Evolving ASAT Weapons Programs and 
Their Implications for Future U.S. Strategy (Arlington, VA: Proj-
ect 2049 Institute, June 2009).

21.  Brian Weeden, “Through a glass, darkly: Chinese, Ameri-
can, and Russian anti-satellite testing in space,” The Space Re-
view, March 17, 2014.

22.  Andrew S. Erickson, Chinese Anti-Ship Ballistic Missile 
(ASBM) Development: Drivers, Trajectories and Strategic Impli-
cations (Washington, D.C.: The Jamestown Foundation, May 
2013), 10. For further details, see Mark Stokes, China’s Evolv-
ing Conventional Strategic Strike Capability: The anti-ship ballistic 
missile challenge to U.S. maritime operations in the Western Pacific 
and beyond (Arlington, VA: Project 2049 Institute, September 
2009).

23.  For example, see Robert Windrem, “Exclusive: Secret NSA 
Map Shows China Cyber Attacks on U.S. Targets,” NBC News, 
July 30, 2015; Sam LaGrone, “China Sends Uninvited Spy Ship 
to RIMPAC,” USNI News, July 18, 2014; Jon Harper, “Chinese 
warship nearly collided with USS Cowpens,” Stars and Stripes, 
December 13, 2013;  Madison Park, “Why China’s new air zone 
incensed Japan, U.S.,” CNN, November 27, 2013; Esther Tran 
Le, “China and Philippines in Standoff Over Resource-Rich Is-
lands,” International Business Times, April 11, 2012;  
Elisabeth Blumiller and Michael Wines, “Test of Stealth Fight-
er Clouds Gates Visit to China,” New York Times, January 11, 
2011.

24.  Colby and Ratner. 

25.  Catherine Putz, “Campbell: The History of the 21st Cen-
tury Will be Written in Asia,” The Diplomat, April 15, 2015; 
Kurt M. Campbell and Ely Ratner, “Far Eastern Promises: Why 
Washington Should Focus on Asia,” Foreign Affairs, May/June 
2014; Kurt Campbell and Brian Andrews, “Explaining the US 
‘Pivot’ to Asia,” Chatham House, August 2013; and Hilary Clin-
ton, “America’s Pacific Century,” Foreign Policy, October 11, 
2011.

26.  See Aaron L. Friedberg, Beyond Air-Sea Battle: The Debate 
Over US Military Strategy in Asia (New York: Routledge, 2014) 
and Jan Van Tol, AirSea Battle, A Point of Departure Operational 
Concept, (Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and Budget-
ary Assessments, 2010).

Vol.3 no.1 87

FSR Vol.3 no.1 (2) (1).indd   87 6/13/2016   1:02:46 PM



27.  Fareed Zakaria, “Whatever happened to Obama’s pivot to 
Asia?” Washington Post, April 16, 2015, at https://www.washing-
tonpost.com/opinions/the-forgotten-pivot-to-asia/2015/04/16
/529cc5b8-e477-11e4-905f-cc896d379a32_story.html.

28.  “A ‘Great Wall of Sand’ in the South China Sea,” Edito-
rial, Washington Post, April 8, 2015; and Derek Watkins, “What 
China Has Been Building in the South China Sea,” New York 
Times, October 27, 2015.

29.  Ellen Nakashima, “Hacks of OPM databases compromised 
22.1 million people, federal authorities say,” Washington Post, 
July 9, 2015; and Ellen Nakashima, “Chinese hack of federal 
personnel files included security-clearance database,” Washing-
ton Post, June 12, 2015. For an excellent study on PLA hack-
ers, see Mark A. Stokes, The PLA General Staff Department Third 
Department Second Bureau: An Organizational Overview of Unit 
61398 (Arlington, VA: Project 2049 Institute, July 2015).    

30.  Wendell Minnick, “China’s Parade Puts US Navy on No-
tice,” Defense News, September 3, 2015.

31.  Christopher P. Cavas, “US Frigates Approved For Trans-
fer - Finally,” Defense News, December 19, 2015, at http://www.
defensenews.com/story/defense/naval/ships/2014/12/19/navy-
frigates-ships-taiwan-china-mexico/20642841/.

32.  See Kevin V. Cunningham, “Stetham Arrives in Shanghai to 
Promote Cooperation with PLA (N) East Sea Fleet,” America’s 
Navy, November 16, 2015; Megan Eckstein, “USS Blue Ridge 
Pulls into Zhanjiang, China for Port Visit,” USNI News, April 
20, 2015; and Jacob Waldrop, “Blue Ridge Strengthens Co-
operation with PLA(N) North Sea Fleet in Qingdao, China,” 
America’s Navy, August 5, 2014.

33.  Andrew Browne, “For U.S., Taiwan Vote Changes Calculus 
over ‘One China,’” Wall Street Journal, January 19, 2016; Dan 
Blumenthal, “Will the ‘One China’ policy survive the new Tai-
wan?” Foreign Policy, January 19, 2016; and Jeremy Page, Jenny 
W. Hsu, and Eva Dou, “Taiwan Elects Tsai Ing-wen as First 
Female President,” Wall Street Journal, January 16, 2016.

34.  Jennifer M. Turner, “DPP Plans to Enhance Taiwan De-
fense: Prospects and Cross Strait Implications,” China Brief, 
January 12, 2016; and Defense Policy Advisory Committee, 
Bolstering Taiwan’s Core Defense Industries (Taipei, Taiwan: New 
Frontier Foundation, October 2014). 

Fletcher Secuirty Review88

FSR Vol.3 no.1 (2) (1).indd   88 6/13/2016   1:02:46 PM


	FSR Vol.3 no.1_draft body 84
	FSR Vol.3 no.1_draft body 85
	FSR Vol.3 no.1_draft body 86
	FSR Vol.3 no.1_draft body 87
	FSR Vol.3 no.1_draft body 88

