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Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

This is Rebeccah Heinrichs. This is the Hudson Institute. Thank you for joining us here. Today, I 
have the privilege of having a conversation with Dr. John Hemmings, who is the senior director 
of Indo-Pacific Foreign and Security Policy Program at the Pacific Forum. He is an alliance guy, 
self-described. He's also a Hudson guy. He's been here at Hudson before. He's a dear friend of 
Hudson Institute. We're so thankful that he's here to talk to us about China, the nature of the 
China threat, how the United States should be thinking about it, talking about it, the importance 
of alliances. Are our alliances equipped to handle the nature of the China challenge? Then, we'll 
talk about some other aspects of that. 

The first question that I have for Dr. Hemmings is President Biden recently had a conversation 
with Xi Jinping. It's the first time the two of them had been together, I think, since President 
Biden has been president. One of the comments after their conversation was that that this 
doesn't need to be a cold war between the United States and China. Let's talk about that. Are 
we in a Cold War? Is that the right way to think about it? How would you characterize the 
threat? 

John Hemmings: 

Yeah, I think, look, there's a lot of resistance to the idea of a Cold War within the policy 
community in the United States, but also amongst our allies. People don't want a Cold War. We 
hear it again and again and again, but the fact is, and people tend to look at the Cold War from 
1950 to 1990 and say, well, it doesn't have these specific features. It's not ideological. They're 
not really Marxist. They're not economically integrated, sorry, they're not desegregated, 
whereas we are integrated, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. 

Yet, all the trend lines show greater ideological driving forces behind Xi's vision of the future. His 
digital China strategy is very informed by Marxism. Data has even been made a factor of 
production. They've literally rewritten marks for their digital approach. The decoupling, if you 
look at dual circulation, economic theory by the PRC, seems to be a sort of way of decoupling 
from us over the long term. 

It goes back to the question of, well what is a Cold War. Cold War has all these various factors. 
Essentially, I'd like to remove us from the definition of the traditional one. Say, it's simply great 
power competition where the risks of actual war are so great because of nuclear weapons that 
instead of escalating vertically, the two great powers escalate horizontally across different 
sectors, social, cultural, sports even. I think if you use that definition, you can see all the trend 
lines point towards a Cold War. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Then, that brings me to my next question, which is it seemed like in the last administration there 
was a posture towards China that they understood this, where strategic competition is back, 
great power competition is back, and actually, China and Russia were still considered kind of in 
similar categories, long term strategic foes with China being the one, the pressing one, the 
pacing threat. 
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Even President Biden's national security strategy that was just released did seem to try to pull 
the China even apart further away from Russia saying though this is far and away the country 
that has both the will and the capability or getting closer to the capability to really supplant the 
United States of the preeminent global power with all the influence that comes with it. 

You have this policy document that says that. My first question would just be, do you see the 
right muscle movements as a matter of policy across the government that seems to reflect that 
this is the policy of the United States of America? Then, my second question is the president's 
comments though that we just recently heard, is it concerning or can we have this rhetoric 
where we sort don't acknowledge that we're in a Cold War and yet we try to compete in all these 
various ways across the government? 

John Hemmings: 

I have a little sympathy with the people who wrote the national security strategy because they 
say formally we don't want a Cold War, and yet the document really borrows deeply from the 
Truman speech to Congress in 1947. Like the Trump administration's national security strategy, 
they also point to China being the preeminent threat. They also point to China's projecting its 
values to reorder the global system. There's continuity between the last administration and this 
on that. 

Look, this is an issue to do with our allies and partners in Europe, in the Indo-Pacific and also to 
do with the developing world that are still wrestling for Chinese investment across the Belt and 
Road Initiative and Maritime Silk Road. Those countries, you can name any number that do not 
want a Cold War because of the economic cost that will impose on them by having to choose 
one or the other. 

To my mind, the NSS essentially does two things that are very at odds with each other. It 
basically lays the foundations for a values-based Cold War using the Truman approach of 
having democratic liberal values. We will defend and we will also defend non-democracies who 
feel oppressed or coerced by other great power. That was Greece and Turkey in '47 and you 
could be Vietnam and Japan now. 

They're doing that, but they're also not able to cross that strategic communications' Rubicon of 
saying this is a Cold War. I think, ultimately, we were going to have to accept it and we're going 
to have to start messaging our partners that, "Hey, we tried not to have a Cold War, but 50% of 
the vote went to the other guy," and we now have to essentially, as the west, that cultural and... 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Sure. 

John Hemmings: 

... ideological base, need to figure out how we're going to wage it and win it. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

I think that's important from my perspective. I think my biggest concern in hearing the 
president's remarks is that you need a lot to motivate a massive government bureaucracy. If you 
don't speak clearly about these things, it's very difficult to do what is necessary. Then, if you 
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have too many priorities, if we really are in this, which I would say we are, we are in this Cold 
war, other national priorities or agendas might even though as important as they are, might have 
to be second, third, fourth, and when it comes to actually doing the things that are necessary... 

John Hemmings: 

Yes. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

... to compete with this major power, who is posing not just... That was interesting, I do want to 
touch back on that, the point that you made about some of these countries not wanting to make 
the economic. They don't want to choose because of the economic cost. 

John Hemmings: 

Mm-hmm. Right. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Yet, to my mind, the argument though is in the long term, the economic better bet is to choose 
the US side and not the China side. Some countries are making, like Lithuania, are making that 
decision. For the United States to actually help persuade these countries to make these hard 
decisions where there's going to be pain up front, but in the long term it's going to be better, that 
having that characterization clear in our minds and rhetorically would be very useful as we do 
move forward with alliance management. 

John Hemmings: 

Yeah, I mean of course, two Americans would say the American is better... 

John Hemmings: 

... but to our non-American audiences who are out there listening, why should you choose the 
US? The simplest reason is that each hegemon sort of has a conception of order that comes 
from its domestic system. The United States is a messy pluralistic democracy, God bless it. We 
project that into a pluralistic system. 

Yes, we are the largest power, but if you look at the United Nations system, the divisions of 
power between the general assembly, the UNSSC, all the various bodies, there's an 
understanding that United States will not always get its way that as a great power, it still has to 
give. 

I think Marxist-Leninist systems, and dare I say it, the Chinese imperial system, do not have that 
understanding. They have tianxia, they have a hierarchy of order. We've seen that with the way 
that countries have fallen afoul of China that have not paid it, the due respect that it should in 
key policies that it believes in. 

It's a question of sovereignty. Chinese conception of sovereignty is an extremely imperial one. I 
think those states that fall under its economic order have already discovered that, there's win-
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win that tends to be, I know it's a cliche, Beijing wins twice, but those states that are close to 
China and benefit from China still know that those costs are exacted from their economies. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Talk to me about, you had mentioned a couple different times this Marxist-Leninist ideology. 
Many folks in the national security scholarship world still downplay the importance of ideology 
as the motivating factor for a lot of what China is doing. Talk to us a little bit more about that and 
specifically how it affects their tech policy. 

John Hemmings: 

I mean, Dan Tobin and Rush Doshi, I'm standing on the shoulders of giants here, proper China 
experts, but if you want to understand China, you have to read and understand the people who 
read the Chinese themselves. Dave Dorman, former head of the China Strategic Focus Group 
at Indo-Pacific Command. If you look at the digital China or building digital China strategy, which 
is gradually rising in the hierarchy of different digital strategies become the umbrella strategy. 

What you see, I think, is three different aspects of that strategy, which have Marxist-Leninist 
roots and are openly. It's not incidentally, but deliberately Marxist-Leninist. One is the hierarchy 
of the party within the order. The companies, the free part of the technology sector is no longer 
free. It's subordinate to the party as- 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

When did that happen? 

John Hemmings: 

I'd say it began in 2015 and has gradually picking up steam. The last summer where you saw 
regulatory frameworks put out by the state in terms of data companies and data platforms, in the 
name of privacy, was really about the state beginning to not only demand that companies 
provide data upon requests, but that they actually put their data on Chinese state platforms, 
which makes essentially, it really fudges the line between their tech sector and their state. 

The other way is this digital Marxism piece, which is, I still am trying to figure out the 
implications of it, but there's two strands to it. One is that everyone remembers their Marxist 
theory. Mark said that the industrial revolution, essentially that technology, decided the structure 
of capitalism between the workers and the owners of capital. The Chinese party now believes 
that data is a new factor of production and that will impact how society is ordered. 

They've done two things that are in policy, not just in party schools. As I said previously, they've 
made data a factor for production which occurred in between 2017 and 2019. That was at the 
standing committee level. This is not like some party professor. This was led by Xi Jinping 
himself. They've also named data as a national resource and are separated into hierarchy. 

This control of data within the state, again, there is a side to that which says, well they're also 
intending to improve governance, e-governance, make the relations between the party and the 
people more smooth, more. I'm sure they believe that. Every communist party goes into it 
believing it, but ultimately, every party also comes out of it with greater power over what people 
think and see and do. 
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Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Okay, 2015 is whenever you said that this began to happen about that at that time? 

John Hemmings: 

I'd say it's when it really began to accumulate. I mean, you can go back to 2000 when Xi Jinping 
was deputy party secretary in Fujian province and he was governor of Fujian province and there 
was a campaign under him called Digital Fujian. I think Xi is a committed Marxist and he's also a 
futurist. He believes that, as Rush Doshi has said and others that the digital age will essentially 
empower the state and empower the party and improve the relationship between the governed 
and the governors, but also power China as a great nation, and so allow the party to achieve the 
two objectives. 

One is the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation and the second is the modernization of Chinese 
socialism. Those two sort of catchphrases that have very, very meaningful a party. What we've 
seen essentially during COVID, as you began CPRA funding ramp down, you've seen internal 
funding for new type infrastructure, digital infrastructure ramped up and budgeting at $1.5 to 3 
trillion over five years to innovation ecosystem to be built up the smart society, smart cities 
programs. 

I can go on and on and on, but we haven't assessed it yet in the west. We haven't understood 
its implications, but to my mind, it looks like a digital grand strategy. It looks like the future of 
how that party wants to exert influence abroad and at home. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

What do you make of this? One of the questions I get asked a lot is it seems as though all of 
these major breakthroughs that we are concerned about going on with China, are happening all 
at once. You have Admiral Richard, Commander of Strategic Command has been talking very 
frequently over the last several years about China being in the midst of a strategic breakout, is 
what he calls it. Then, we have, now we're understanding what this new tech policy and view is. 

They're becoming much more provocative against Taiwan and you can see all the different 
activity that they're doing in the region. Why is that? Why is it all coming, why does it seem, is 
this all part of the hiding and biting and it's all coming out at once? Why does it seem like it's 
really kind of... 

John Hemmings: 

Accelerating. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

... building up now and accelerating now? 

John Hemmings: 

I can't remember the date, but we do know that bide your time is no longer officially used. You 
won't see it in party documents anymore. 
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Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Doesn't seem like they're biding? 

John Hemmings: 

No. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

There's no biding. 

John Hemmings: 

No more biding time. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

No. 

John Hemmings: 

Now, is the time as others have written. The catchphrase has been, it's a time, was it changes in 
the international system, unforeseen in centuries. Now is the time for opportunity. Of course, 
they do view COVID as a, and the Trump administration's trade onslaught as being a sort of age 
of uncertainty, but Xi's mantra has been to make opportunity out of that. 

I think Xi's has a very deliberate timeline. I believe he wants to unify Taiwan by force or by 
diplomacy, but he's quite prepared and quite willing and seems to be even further preparing to 
do it by force. I feel, and we were talking about this before we came on, I feel that we, in the 
West, have only begun really since Ukraine to take that possible scenario seriously and are 
underprepared for the consequences of that militarily. 

Being in Hawaii, we're very close to Indo-PaCom. We get around the other commands, USFJ 
for example. We're not wanting to be panicky, I sense a very strong concern amongst the 
uniform on how we are resourcing, how we are preparing, how we are integrating. I know all of 
our strategic documents, particularly the NDS, National Defense Strategy, are trying to do that. I 
know that there's great stuff happening at home in terms of the industrial capacity, industrial 
strategy. Question is are we doing it quickly enough? I don't think so. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Well, that moves me and I think it's a good nudge in the direction then of preparedness. Again, 
President Biden also made the comment that he did not come away from his meeting with Xi 
Jinping believing that there was an imminent threat to Taiwan, which, to me, again, seems to 
really undermine what many of his most senior military officers have been saying publicly, which 
is that the timeline for when China will be prepared or once be prepared to take Taiwan by force 
if necessary is really 2027, but could be even much sooner than that if there was an opportunity 
that they believe that they could seize. 
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Let's talk a little bit about, one, because I think it's important. I don't ever want to assume that 
people are fully on board with this here in the United States and abroad, why Taiwan is so, why 
they would do that? Why would that make sense? For a lot of Americans, it doesn't make any 
rational sense. They're doing all, China is making all these gains in all these other ways this 
would be so destructive. Even General Milley said they understand the consequences of that 
and she's a rational actor. 

Kind of trying to seems to be downplaying that a little bit, that that would be something that he 
would choose to do. Why would he choose to do that? Why would that, from their perspective, 
fit into their plan? Why is that seem like something that is a real possibility and not just 
something that we should sort of know is technically capable but unlikely? 

John Hemmings: 

I mean, look, it's true invading Taiwan a scenario or is it direct invasion or even an embargo, it's 
not going to be easy for the Chinese. The fact that they're preparing for one, and we can see 
there's so many signs of them preparing for it, should indicate that they're at least thinking about 
it. Why would they do it? 

I think we have long applied the Rational Actor Model to Chinese grand strategy. That is 
mistaken when it comes to Taiwan. Yes, the party wants to survive. Yes, that's the old cliche. 
They wouldn't do X because it would risk the survival of the party. 

Well, the fact is, since Tiananmen Square, the party has legitimated itself through two ways. 
The first one, which is sort of seeding out now, was that we will make you wealthy. If you, 
Chinese masses, will just listen to the party, we can promise you prosperity. We can give you 
housing. We can give you good lifestyle. 

Increasingly, under Xi Jinping, that has shifted to we will rejuvenate China. We will make China 
great again. Rejuvenation, one of the key pillars of rejuvenation is unification. I mean, you can 
say, well, they've painted themselves in a corner, but they have. I think as with other decisions 
that people have applied, the Rational Actor Model, identity issues are not rational issues. 
Please stop saying, please look at the documents. Look at how they're thinking. Look at the 
speeches. Look at the prominence of Taiwan and the speeches. Let's start listening to how 
they're speaking rather than projecting our own assumptions on them. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Then, also, I would argue then too on the other side of that is that we should have a very clear, 
we should be clear in our own minds about how important Taiwan's sovereignty and security is 
to us is to us, because that's critically important for what this administration has talked about, 
deterrence, campaigning. 

Part of deterrence campaigning is you want to be able to successfully convey to the adversary 
what you're willing to defend and the value of this particular thing to you. That's critically 
important for successful deterrents because there could be misunderstanding. China might not 
understand how important Taiwan is to the United States and what we're willing to defend it or 
maybe if we don't have it clear in our own minds, we're not moving fast enough. If we had it 
clear in our minds about the geo strategic importance of Taiwan not being invaded by China, 
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that we would be moving faster and as an alliance and alliance structures moving faster to be 
preparing to deter Chinese aggression. 

Let's, you're out there in Hawaii, so you spend some time with Indo-PaCom, you kind of hear 
folks talking about our preparedness, let's talk a little bit about that, the hard power piece and 
the United States' lack of speed in doing what is necessary to deter invasion of Taiwan. 

Then, also how our partnerships are going. We talked about alliances. You write a lot about the 
importance of alliances in us and to be able to prevail in this Cold war, my words, my 
characterization, how are they doing, especially on the hard power piece, the United States, 
Japan, Australia? 

John Hemmings: 

Right. There's three ways you can deter signaling: internal fortification defense, spending the 
right amount of resourcing to the right region, the right commands, and then fortifying alliances 
either through the same, through internal buildup or through at least organizational 
commitments. 

I think there's, at least for the last 10 years, and even you could go back to the 2000s when the 
trilaterals and the minilaterals began, there has been an understanding amongst Indo-Pacific 
facing US elites, policy elites that they needed to evolve the San Francisco Hub and Spokes 
system to deal with China. 

I mean, this goes right back. You can see it in all the language. Even the US-Japan ROK 
trilateral, which was ostensibly about North Korea had a China component in it from the 
beginnings. The US, Japan, Australia, and the Quad also. It looks like we're doing the right 
things. We've talked about Pacific deterrents initiative. We've talked about resourcing from the 
pivot onwards. Question is, are we doing enough and are we doing it quickly enough? 

My impression is not super great. At the moment, the Quad for example, is because of internal 
dissension amongst the four, I understand completely why we're there but- 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

On this point, do you believe that there is still this sense that it will be provocative if the United 
States and our allies start making pretty big movements to fortify bases, to prepare to fight for 
and from Guam, that big project we just did here at Hudson, that doing all of that now will be 
provocative? Is that what's going on? 

John Hemmings: 

It will be labeled as provocative by the peers conveniently, but we can also have our own 
StratCom ready to counter that. Here's a good example. In 2008, the Quad falls apart after 
China demarches everyone and really puts pressure on India and Australia. From 2008 until its 
resurrection, if there was no Quad, which there was no Quad, you would've thought that China 
sort of relaxed. It did not push as hard and as aggressively in the region. That's not actually 
what happened. 

The Chinese rolled out the island building in the South China Sea. They increased their military 
buildup, increased the modernization of PLA, trying to push joint operations and capabilities, 
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especially amphibious. I mean, golly, my point is, if you look at the record when you didn't have 
a provocative group like the Quad, when it is diminished, did their behavior also downscale? No. 
It actually increased. 

I think that's evidence to show that yes, the strategic messaging gain from them is very clever. 
You've provoked me into doing that. We just need to get better at StratCom and say, to be 
honest, it started with you and justify that to regional allies and friends. 

Yeah, in terms of the quad, we're underplaying the military component. I know we can't make a 
NATO out of it. I'm not sure where we go in terms of the alliance system, but the fact is that it is 
fractured under Chinese economic strategic gains in some of our allies, our treaty allies. We 
haven't really, we are trying to evolve the system to meet the threat, but what's happening 
actually now is that we have, unlike in Europe where we have NATO, imperfect as it is, but 
NATO is a very good platform for aligning resources and policy. 

We don't have the equivalent in the Indo-Pacific, the theater where China's most likely to take 
military action. What we end up with is sort of this fractured system. We have the US-Japan 
Alliance, we have the US-ROK Alliance. South Korea now writing an Indo-Pacific strategy that 
might mean they're in the game, not just the Korean peninsula. 

We have the Quad. We have the US-Japan-Australia trilateral. We have the five eyes that are 
sort of splintered all over that. What's ended up happening and Armitage and Nye wrote about 
this in the US-Japan Alliance report of 2020 for CSIS, there's just all these coalitions. It's very 
fractured. I worry about the ability for the United States to integrate its allies across politically but 
also militarily because of the military systems now requiring digital integration. I don't see us 
integrating people into the fighting platforms of the future. I see some of it, but not at sufficiently 
faster rate. 

My final point on this, and I promise I'll end, is you only have to look at Germany's much smaller 
force against the French and British in 1939. They were much larger in terms of manpower, 
tanks and equipment compared to the Germans. The Germans, however, were unified as a 
single fighting force and obliterated both the British and the French very quickly in a matter of 
weeks. It doesn't matter if we have more men and ships and aircraft, question is how is it 
synced up and how does it integrate? I don't think we're there yet. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Again, paying close attention to the language coming out from the president's meetings, I also 
thought it was interesting, I think it was in a media report, how one of the topics that was going 
to be discussed between President Biden and Xi Jinping was that there was going to be a 
warning that if Xi didn't cooperate or help with controlling what was going on with Pyongyang, 
then we would have no choice but to have to put more military forces and deployments in the 
region, which to my mind I thought, "No, we should be doing that now because of China's 
provocations and military forces." 

To your point, you can just look and see actually that there's been vulnerability there, that the 
vulnerability has actually presented an opportunity for the Chinese to actually to step in there 
and press in these areas of asymmetry now. Now, there is an instability that the United States 
and our allies needs to, to my mind, counterbalance in order to have a more stable military 
dynamic in the region. 
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John Hemmings: 

I'm quoting Admiral Swift who said this on record that command and control is a big issue for the 
US alliance in the Indo-Pacific. If you look at unified commands rather than coalitions, coalitions 
for example, in the Middle East where you're fighting a adversary who may not be as powerful, 
may not have air power are sufficient, not desirable, but sufficient for winning out. 

Command and control against a peer adversary who has at least as technology capable fighting 
forces yourself, you are unable to work in real time with your partners and allies is sufficiently 
fast as you should be. I'm a big fan and a big supporter of the US-Japan Alliance. 

That scenario where I think we could do more work. I don't know if it's a C2 structure the way 
that we have with USFK, but certainly, I think if we start to move quickly in the direction so that 
the Japanese and ourselves and perhaps the Australians as well are able to, if in an emergent, 
we should have the architecture there that if things occur, we can very quickly unify command in 
fighting forces. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

What is your sense about the level of confidence that our allies and allies are going to be 
different, that our allies have in US assurances that we have provided them? One of the things 
I've been kind of sensitive to is, I don't know if they're directly related, but there seems to be a 
correlation there with Russia, Ukraine, what's going on in Europe. A lot of nuclear sabre-rattling 
going on with Russia. Then, you have North Korea, now doing some more nuclear sabre-
rattling. 

It seems my perception has been allies are pretty uncomfortable understandably, but what is 
your sense about the health of our allies' confidence in nuclear extended deterrents and also 
just the health of US's commitment to the region? 

John Hemmings: 

Let's unpack that because there's a sort of complex answer to it. I think the US has been better 
at reassuring some over others. I'll give you an example of that. I think when it came to the 
Senkaku Islands issue, we were able to reassure Japan much better than we were able to 
reassure the Philippines in terms of our commitment. You've seen a direct political corollary 
from that. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Mm-hmm. 

John Hemmings: 

I also believe that some, like Australia have, because of the historic traditions and very 
closeness between our two countries, as they've been hit by Chinese influence operations and 
economic coercion have rallied much more closely to the United States and do feel, I believe 
that reassurance, but look, we're always going to have to do the reassurance. That's the part of 
being the big ally as opposed much of our alliance systems asymmetric. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 
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Sure. 

John Hemmings: 

We have to do a lot of the reassurance game and that means we have to sort do it better than 
we're doing. There were, I think, specifically after the withdrawal from Afghanistan, a lot of 
concerns and a lot of rhetoric in the region about whether the United States was able to sustain 
its commitments to its allies, but actually what sort of came out of that as well was a number of 
US treaty allies and the region said they pushed back on that openly themselves and said, "No, 
the United States needs to have its resources in the Indo-Pacific and Afghanistan," although it's 
important, has become a peripheral interest to the US. 

I was reassured and gratified to see that. What I would like to see and what we probably need to 
do is a better job of reassuring India, which is a key state in terms of swinging and whether or 
not they're fully with us on China. I believe that the Chinese have done more than anyone to 
help them align with us, particularly on India's northern border. We have diplomatically 
supported India in that, but I think we can do a better job of not just talking to India's maritime 
concerns, but to its land border concerns. That would certainly help. 

I think that's the messaging I'm hearing from the Indian side. That would help the Indians 
understand that we are not just concerned about our Mahanian system, that we're also 
concerned about India's sovereignty in the north. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

No, that's great. I heard the same things after Afghanistan. It seemed that allies were concerned 
not just that the United States would leave a region, but it was a NATO mission and that the way 
the United States withdrew from what was a NATO mission was unsettling for many allies who 
felt like the United States wasn't all in on their alliance commitments. 

I do wish that the administration, if were to make the argument as articulately as you did though, 
that the reason they did that was so that we could actually have our focus on these other 
regions. It seems to me like that that issue has been sort of dropped and so that public 
argument isn't being made as well as you just made it, but I think it's important. 

You mentioned that you have perceived a little bit more of concern, maybe even alarm on the 
military preparedness side, that this really could happen, that China really could move to invade 
Taiwan, really since Ukraine. Can you talk to me about that a little bit? 

A lot of folks who focus, and then I do want to talk about Five Eyes, I want to get there next, but 
this is I think, important, a lot of people who focus on the China threat and the China problem 
would like to say, "Listen, what's going on with Russia in Europe right now is really just a 
separate problem," but it seems to me whenever I go into different, it's a problem that everybody 
needs to talk about and address about what's going on and there's perceptions, what it means 
for all these different things having to do with United States as well, commitment and all sorts of 
things. 

Talk to me about that. How do you perceive it? I'm just curious, how do you perceive the United 
States handling Russia's invasion of Ukraine and how that might be impacting this particular 
region of the world? 
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John Hemmings: 

Well, as we also talked before... 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Big fan. 

John Hemmings: 

... the show, I'm a big fan of Elbridge Colby's and we've chatted also about whether you can 
supply two theaters. He's very compelling. There's other voices. The UK for example, the former 
Prime Minister, Liz Truss, the very short term, Liz Truss, she did mention that what happens in 
the Indo-Pacific is of great importance to the Euro-Atlantic. That's something that Japanese 
Prime Minister Kishida has also repeated. 

I think the better bet for us as a nation, it's we're throwing the Russians and Chinese together, 
but to be honest, they're sort of already going that way anyway. The better way to view it is as a 
systemic challenge in which China's the primary challenger and Russia is the assistant that they 
both have their regional ambitions, but China's are more global, and that we have to figure out 
with our Five Eye, Quad, NATO allies, broadly speaking, we now must look at US-Japan, US-
Iraq, who's really in it if they're willing to build up the capacity to deter conflict, but if it occurs to 
fight and when. 

That's at the defense, industrially economic, the diplomatic and the military and speaking to the 
military, what is required by that is much bigger in the age of data than it was in the Second 
World War. We need to be on essentially digital platforms at the earliest stages. If you look at 
Doolittle 18, which is an Air Force tabletop exercise from 2020, which is basically using a 
battlefield, digital battlefield information sharing system, we need to figure out how to plug allies 
and partners into those systems as they become adopted by the military. 

This requires our allies and partners not to only be technologically integrated, but also to have 
the same information sharing security, the same cyber hygiene, the same vetting, clearances, 
the same way of dealing with data. It's great to talk about whether Japan should be a Five Eye 
or not, but do they have the same abilities to share information, and say standing operating 
procedures that the Five Eyes have? 

Can they vet their personnel across the interagency, not just in J.Mod? These are sorts of 
questions that actually I think there's awareness of, but we're all going very lackadaisically in 
that direction and we need to be a bit more hurried if we're going to A, deter and B, fight if we 
have to. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Let's talk about Five Eye. You've got this great booklet and I'm going to promote it here. It came 
out in September of 2021, but it's incredibly good. I want to commend it to those watching here 
and online, but it's entitled, Evolving The Five Eyes Opportunities and Challenges, the New 
Strategic Landscape. Why is this so important for the China problem? 

John Hemmings: 
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When I wrote that I used Five Eyes, but I'm going to correct myself here and use Five Nations 
because Five Eyes would be the intelligence community brand. I've since come to realize that 
really what we're not talking about is the SIGINT and human relationship. That's sort of off there 
and there is some growing evolution in that, but that's a space where I don't want to disturb our 
intelligence agencies because they have their own ways of doing business. 

The Five Nations on the other hand do a heck of a lot more than IC and they always have done. 
They do military interoperability, military integration, they do diplomatic integration. You only 
have to go to the State Department of Foreign office and find one of the Five Eyes embedded or 
as an L&O, very, very integrated. 

The pooling of sovereignty between the five you have attorneys general five, there is increasing 
look at national technology, industrial based integration since the Trump administration included 
Australia and the United Kingdom in NTIB. There is CFIUS alignment. Maybe not everyone has 
to be the same as a CFIUS, but surely we must talk more about nefarious Chinese investment 
into Silicon Valley. 

I'll give you a classic example of where we weren't doing that. A British company, the largest 
data cloud company was bought by a Chinese consortium that included members of the 
defense industrial sector in Chengdu. Essentially, the Australian Department of Defense had 
large reams of data on this platform and the British just sold it because it wasn't British IP. If 
you'd had a greater Five Nation integration, you can prevent that. You can have market 
intelligence across the defense space, across the dual use, quantum and data and AI spaces 
that are now increasingly really about defense. 

Yeah, I mean it is also a Russia problem. The way the five developed economic coercion. Was 
it three of our five are extremely under duress by the PRC. Canada and Australia, which have 
suffered non sanctioned tariffs or non-tariff sanctions, I apologize and sort of deniable coercion. 
New Zealand, not openly, but certainly in terms of market capture of its dairy and agricultural 
sectors sort of feel the pressure. 

One of the things that the Five Nations have been good at, aside from pooling intelligence 
capabilities, has long been to deal with non-kinetic attacks on sovereignty. They dealt with 
active measures during the Cold War. They dealt with disinformation. They dealt with efforts of 
political influence over elections. You're seeing, and I think the people we interviewed across 
the five in that paper have a very strong awareness from all five countries that we should be 
doing more together. 

By the way, since we're not really working in the most sensitive area of intelligence, why not do 
things like technology cooperation with five plus. There's the inner ring, then you have outer 
rings that could be defense industrial strategy, work with Japan and Korea and Taiwan or others 
where we can also bring them into the system, perhaps show them some of the information, 
sharing standing operating procedures we use in sensitive industries and also help enhance our 
industrial capacity by having their help. 

Yeah, there's a range of areas and I recommend people read it, not because I helped author it, 
but because there's some really smart people we interviewed by it. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 
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Well, and that pointed to, do you see, of all the different areas, we've kind of covered quite a lot 
here, but what's the most promising, you think like, okay, we are moving in the right direction, 
either in allies understand that we have a clearer similar threat picture and maybe now we're at 
least moving in the right direction on the military front, although, it's a little bit slow, maybe 
there's a lack of political will, but actually maybe we are doing well, Five Eyes tends to be, 
you're not going to call it Five Eyes, Five Nations, that they're making some progress there. Are 
some bright spots that where... 

John Hemmings: 

Mm-hmm. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

... because it feels now that we've been doing this, really since the Trump administration, I 
would give, yes, the Obama administration tried to do the shift, tried to do the pivot, but really it 
was the Trump administration that seemed like we were now going to be on firmer footing to 
that it's great power competition and we were making a little bit more progress, but even on the 
point that you, maybe it's even just strategic coms, the point that you made about how China 
has been levying these non-sanctioned tariffs on these other countries. 

That message I don't think has gotten out nearly to the extent that there's seems to be this 
because the PRC wants people to believe that under a PRC-led order, it would be much more 
gentle that they're not going to use sanctions that the way the United States does. They're not 
going to punish people for their domestic politics, et cetera, but there really is a lot of bad stuff 
that they've been up to that doesn't seem to be communicated as well as it should be. Is there 
an area where you can say, yeah, we're making some progress here. We are making some 
progress here and then maybe we just need to... 

John Hemmings: 

Yes. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

... work more in this other area? 

John Hemmings: 

The bright spots are, I think everyone got the memo after Ukraine that we are in a systemic 
global conflict. I think our European allies and partners have, some of them more than others 
have realized it dramatically, if you talk to their political elites. Lithuania coming under attack 
from Chinese coercion was a big wake up call for Brussels and seeing how the PRC tried to tell 
the EU, you must not deal with Lithuania. 

That was intolerable to Brussels and has really impacted how I think China's seen. I'll tell you 
where the bright spot is. If you look at the number of Indo-Pacific strategies put out by our allies 
and partners, when we started talking about Indo-Pacific years and years ago, it was always 
this, it was projected by the PRC as a sort of containment strategy and none of our allies and 
partners were hesitant to use the language. 
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The Australians and Japanese were in from the beginning, but the EU now has an Indo-Pacific 
strategy. The Netherlands do. The British Tilt. The French have an Indo-Pacific strategy. We've 
seen even ASEAN with ASEAN characteristics, and what that means is that not everyone wants 
to contain China, but that they see that China has a vision of a Chinese century, a Chinese-led 
order, and that they're pushing back on that with a sort of free and open alternative vision 
politically and diplomatically. 

They're still, I think people, certain elites in all those countries that led with those strategies have 
seen the light. There's still internal dissension because of the economic strength and power of 
China, but even that is becoming a little bit of a liability for the Chinese in the way that they've 
tried to exert it. Their big fluff up over COVID and their continuing fluff up on their economy, 
keeping it shut for zero COVID. 

I'd say that the bright spot is in Honolulu, I see more European hard power. All right, it's not a 
significant uptick in, it's not going to redress the balance, but it's rather heartening to see French 
and UK warships coming to the Indo-Pacific with the direct mission like the Carrier Strike Group 
21 of showing European determination to defend maritime access, the free and open sea lanes. 

The French have done as Jeanne d'Arc every year. They continue to fly the flag. I know as 
AUKUS it's a great sign to the region that the UK is committed to that free and open and is 
connecting to Australia and the US in the Indo-Pacific. I feel like AUKUS is very Indo-Pacific 
centered for the UK. I see the right strategic documentation, the right thinking, it's now it's the 
execution and the timeline. Do we run out of time before we've all agreed on, now that we agree 
and we have to figure out the steps to compete and deter, can we do all that all quickly enough 
together? That's where we're left. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Well, thank you so much. That seems like a great place to end this conversation, but I'm so 
grateful to you and all the research, Hudson. We use it, we benefit from it, and so we're so 
thankful for the work that you do. 

John Hemmings: 

Thank you for having me. 

Rebeccah Heinrichs: 

Happy to have you here. Thank you all for joining us virtually and here in person at Hudson 
Institute. 

John Hemmings: 

Thank you so much. 

 

 

 


