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BrennenMichealIs China an existential threat to the United States and to

world order?

The answer to this question was recently deliberated at the

two-day in-person conference on Cooperation, Competition

and Conflict in East Asia organized by William & Mary’s

Global Research Institute.

The conference brought around 30 scholars/practitioners

and William & Mary students to examine the region’s rapidly

evolving security dynamics and the appropriate role for the

United States’ engagement therein.

The conference panels addressed questions about the

security vulnerabilities generated by economic

interdependence, the purported inevitability of conflict

between the U.S. and China, and the historical insight that

can be derived from decades of conflict and diplomatic

interactions in the region.
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Kyuri Park and Giuseppe Paparella, postdoctoral fellows with

the Security and Foreign Policy Initiative at the Global

Research Institute, participated in the conference and wrote

a summary of the proceedings.

Among the key speakers at the conference were professor

Thomas Christensen of Columbia University and Ali Wyne

with the International Crisis Group. Shannon Tiezzi, editor of

The Diplomat and a W&M alumna, was the moderator.

Undergraduate students taking Park’s research seminar

class on East Asian security at W&M also attended the event

upon her invitation. The students reflected on the keynote

speakers’ remarks.

“They both pushed back on the view that China is an

existential threat,” one student said. “Christensen mainly

focused on the United States and its foreign policy

shortcomings in Asia. Wyne mostly focused on China and its

shortcomings in trying to become a global power.
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“The speakers also allude to keeping trade relations with

China and coexisting in order to maintain peace in the

region. I found the discussion surprising given the

militarization of China as a great threat and the advocacy of

a more moderate stance on cross-straits relations.”

The student continued: “This is in contrast with my long-held

view that the United States will inevitably back away from

trade with China and form closer relations with Taiwan. I see

a powerful China as a threat to peace in the region and

democracies around the world. I worry that underestimating

the China threat will lead to greater ramifications in the

future, whether economically with increased reliance,

militarily with greater advancement over time or culturally

through targeted propaganda.”

An interesting aspect of the keynote event was, noted

another of Park’s students, the discussion of how China uses

disinformation and propaganda abroad. It was pointed out

that China is not making an effort to put American

democracy down; instead, it uses disinformation to reduce

opposition to China.

A third student quoted by Park was intrigued by the

discussion of whether the U.S. should fear a strong China

getting stronger or a strong China weakening. According to

Wyne, China is not getting stronger nor weaker, but is

enduring and is constrained. The U.S. is in the best position

to keep China in its current state to avoid a new world war.

According to Paparella, “The conference was a fantastic

opportunity to engage with top historians and international

relations scholars on topics of the utmost importance and

relevance in today’s current affairs. This was made possible

by the efforts of professor Trisko Darden, the organizer of

the conference, and the support of the Global Research

Institute.”
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Among the takeaways of the conference were the remarks

of Christensen: “China threat cannot be overlooked but

should not be overestimated. Only Americans can defeat

Americans. China is unlikely to parallel with the U.S. militarily

at least for decades and is unlikely to challenge the U.S.

militarily. Since current concern is about China’s influence on

the global supply chain and East Asia, the U.S. must embrace

multilateral conversations and strengthen its relations with

allies in East Asia.”
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Frank Shatz is a Williamsburg resident. He is the author of

“Reports from a Distant Place,” the compilation of his

selected columns. The book is available at the Bruton Parish

Shop and Amazon.com.
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