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JOHN J. HAMRE:  Dr. Brzezinski’s going to put on his sunglasses, but that’s because 

he’s got a little visiting – he’s got this – it’s this new kind of cosmopolitan look he’s sporting.  

Actually, no, it’s these lights.  There’s a little bit of a glare.   

 

ZBIGNIEW K. BRZEZINSKI:  It’s meant to scare the hell out of you.  (Laughter.)   

 

MR. HAMRE:  Well, good afternoon, everybody.  Welcome.  We’re delighted to have all 

of you here. 

 

I would like to say first of all how grateful I am that you could all be a part of this.  As 

you can see, this is a major platform that we’ve decided to invest in through the auspices of the 

Brzezinski Institute, on geostrategy.  And so it is our major project.  And I’d like to begin, 

actually, with that question, Dr. Brzezinski.  We were fortunate enough to be able to launch the 

Brzezinski Institute two years ago.  But you gave us very specific directions.  If we’re going to 

do it, you said, I want – I want it to focus on history and geography.  And why don’t you share 

with us your vision?  What led you to think about this that way? 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Well, obviously, I was not thinking of this particular region of the 

world only, although I was conscious of the fact that this region is coming into its own, is 

becoming increasingly significant.  Basically, you know, what I meant was something very 

simple.  If you want to be a player on the global scene, you have to have a sense of geography.  

You have to have a partial sense of history.  And you have to have significant ambitions which 

you understand well and on the basis of which you can mobilize others.  And it’s as simple as 

that.  And I felt that both China and Russia in different ways were oriented that way.  And of the 

two, the Chinese had a broader vision, probably also greater ambition, and very much still 

unfulfilled expectations. 

 

MR. HAMRE:  You know, Americans don’t know geography and they don’t know 

history.  (Laughter.) 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  That’s correct.  (Laughter.)  But they’re lucky, because they don’t 

have history in the first place.  (Laughs.) 

 

MR. HAMRE:  This is true.  I’m sure you confronted that when you were national 

security advisor, people not having a strategic consciousness about our – about the way the rest 

of the world is functioning because of our rather unique history. 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Well, that’s true.  But the whole world was deferential to the United 

States still at that time.  And I’m not claiming for the administration with which I was associated.  

It’s just a question of time.  I think the position of the United States in the world has seriously 

deteriorated.  And I think fewer and fewer countries think of us as the savior of the world 

eventually.  But more a country which, at best, will help to stabilize the world, but not much 

more than that.  And that’s why we do need a longer-range policy which anticipates what are 

likely to be the challenges in the next 20 to 30 years, where we can still make important 



decisions regarding geopolitics and not just worry about global warming, which we will be, 

increasingly in the course of the next 20 to 30 years. 

 

And we have to have a vision in which we exploit the assets that we have and we get rid 

of those which are part of the past, but which have been compromised in part by lack of success 

or unsuitable choices.  I’m specifically now in the Middle East.  I think we are no longer the 

country that’s likely to the be the settler of stability in the region.  I think we’ll be lucky if we 

can disengage gracefully and create a situation in which others defer to our concerns and are 

aware of them, don’t exceed their prerogatives, but are more willing to play a role in the region, 

largely because they have no choice.  If they don’t, the region will be a problem for them much 

more than us, who are so geographically distant. 

 

 MR. HAMRE:  Well, we could go absolutely around the world endlessly this afternoon 

with you.  But let me pull us back to Asia.  You’ve had this strategic – you’ve dedicated your 

whole life to kind of strategic assessment about major developments in the world.  We’re seeing 

the rise of China.  We’re seeing a more assertive Russia back on the global stage.  How do you 

look at this rise of China, the centrality of Asia, and the competition between China and Russia? 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Oh, that’s a huge and fascinating question.  And I do think that the 

Chinese, who are basically very practical people who are not inclined towards sudden excesses, 

realize that for the next several decades America and China can be real partners – although one 

shouldn’t exaggerate the importance of that word – but can be real partners without getting 

involved in very costly adventures from which either one of them or both of them would suffer 

dearly.  And I think that’s doable.  The question in that context is, where does Russia fit into 

that?  I think the Chinese would like Russia to be closely engaged, because it is more likely than 

not that in that setting the Russians would be somewhat more deferential for a while, at least, to 

the Chinese, in order to put us in a more isolated position.  And they will not undertake actions 

that would put Chinese interests at risk. 

 

And that, if it works out, may in fact be the best solution, because our allies are not going 

to be actively engaged in the world.  Yes, they’ll have the remnants of the atomic weapons.  The 

French, so they can eventually kill central Africans if need be, but they’re not going to be 

engaged with their nuclear weapons in world affairs.  The British will find it increasingly 

difficult to finance some of their strategic weaponry.  And the Japanese, for the time to come, 

unless we have a real break in our relations with the Chinese, will not go nuclear.  So, in that 

setting, the United States can play an intelligent role of a sustained and mostly cooperative 

dialogue with the Chinese, with the Russians on the margin trying to advance their interests, but 

not being powerful enough to jeopardize their relationship, not only with China but with us.  

That’s a rather optimal vision, but I think it’s actually.   

 

In that sense, our role in the world can remain quite significant, but not the way it has 

been throughout much of the Cold War, when we were the pace setters, where we were the 

deciders, where we were the interveners either because we had to or because we wanted to, but 

more of a kind of state which orchestrates the interaction of these three principle states, each 

suspicious of the other two, but each realizing that they’re better off accommodating to some 

degree among the three of them.  And if we have that, then by roughly 2030 or so, when we 



begin to more significantly affected by the global climate crisis, we will be in a position of some 

stability and hopefully the capacity for some significant steps forward to deal with the new 

problem that will be increasingly dominant.   

 

If we don’t, our future is very uncertain because we will suffer first more than the others 

if the global climate issues get out of hand, for a variety of reasons.  And then there will be a 

temptation, particularly on the Russians’ part, to see if they can alter their relative position – 

number three in a closely set group of three, but hopefully maybe two.  And there will be a 

further complication there, I think, namely that given the present trends I think the Chinese, and 

particularly some segments of Chinese society and especially the military, are going to be 

pushing much more hard and much more overtly something that they’re already pushing, which 

is the restoration of China’s territorial integrity.  And of course, what I have in mind is the big 

agreement of the 1850s, 1860s.  And if you look at the map, you can see what a tremendous 

change that could entail in terms of global balance, in favor of the Chinese. 

 

MR. HAMRE:  I think you once told me of a conversation that you had with – I don’t 

remember who it was – Deng Xiaoping or maybe it was Zhou Enlai, or someone about Russia’s 

history with and having taken land away from China.  Do you recall this? 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Yeah.  I don’t remember it in great detail, but basically that was the 

message.  And of course, that message is – can be simplified.  But the dramatic contrast between, 

let’s say, the Chinese provinces right on the edge of the border and in the northeast the Russians 

across the border, and the contrast between the populations in one versus the other is dramatic in 

terms of scale. 

 

MR. HAMRE:  Yes, very much so. 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  My associate, Paul, who works in my office together with Karin 

(sp), has done maps on this and population sizes and so forth.  And it’s really quite dramatic, the 

contrast and therefore the propensity at some point to start doing something about it. 

 

MR. HAMRE:  You know, this whole project is seeing this massive investment in 

infrastructure, building out in both with rail lines and road lines, et cetera.  How do you think 

about the geopolitical implications of expanding infrastructure, and potentially the competition in 

Central Asia? 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Well, yes, and the competition.  But, you know, who will be the 

competitors?  I think the president meant to with his OBOR initiative, this is with the Chinese.  

And to some extent, it satisfies the aspirations of the newly independent Central Asian countries 

– not all of them.  Some of them are closer to Moscow than others.  But by and large they realize 

that that if that line really assumes full-scale exploitation, they’re going to be the beneficiaries of 

it.  And it will consolidate their desire to be independent – you know, permanently as 

independent states.  But I am not involved enough to feel confident about my judgement, but my 

sense is that in this respect there are still some uncertainties.   

 



And I think the Russians have been able to stir up at least one of those countries to expect 

much more money from the Chinese than the Chinese are prepared to pay.  And that may be 

complicating the first round.  Secondly, I think there’s much more opportunity for the Chinese to 

use this new access to more southward to deal with the sort of Central Asian post-Afghanistan 

realities, in which they’re in a position to exploit the temptations their presence creates.  And last 

but not least, there’s still, as I see it, but I don’t follow it as closely as you and your colleagues 

do, I don’t see the Russians agreeing to somehow OBOR becoming a vehicle for passage also 

through Moscow.  I think the reality is going to be that maybe there is some sort of side 

arrangement to gratify Russian prides and Russian needs, at least in terms of passenger travel. 

 

But in terms of large volume of goods east-west, I think it’ll have to go straight west 

across the Caspian somehow, or just south of the Caspian maybe, and deal with the countries that 

have gained independence and are now in the first post-independence era of deciding on the new 

leadership, given the disappearance of some top leaders recently, and likely disappearance of 

others soon.  And that will be the test of the consolidation of the independence of these countries. 

But what is remarkable about them is how quickly they have moved towards a sort of self-

gratified nationalism, which they sense in the opportunities.   

 

I went there first a long time ago.  I’m embarrassed to say how long ago, because most of 

the people here in this room weren’t even born then.  (Laughter.)  I know some of them, and I 

pretend to be co-equal friends with them, but I realize that somewhere in their head is the 

thought, ah, this guy’s been around too long.  But that’s life.  My job is to defy them and prove 

them wrong.   

 

But in 1950 I went into the Soviet Union and I visited, among others, Kazakhstan.  And 

of course, the Russians are very proud of it, telling me how they have rehabilitated this area and 

how it’s recovering, et cetera, et cetera, ever since it became part of the Soviet Union.  And as I 

was walking around, I’m looking at these people and listening to their conversations.  I was 

thinking about North Africa, a French colony.  It was quite evident this was all on the surface, 

and in reality too.  And a bit of a something here that someday would wake up.  And I think 

we’re seeing that right now.   

 

Some of the top leaders have gone.  Karimov has just gone.  And the guy in Kazakhstan, 

what’s his name? 

 

MR. HAMRE:  Nazarbayev. 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  What? 

 

MR. HAMRE:  Nazarbayev. 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Nazarbayev, that’s right.  Nazarbayev.  They will be going soon.  

And they’re the fathers of the countries – real fathers of the country.  I saw Nazarbayev shortly 

after he became president and he had decided to build this new capital of Kazakhstan in the 

remote part of the country.  And a lot of his colleagues were laughing at him.  And I remembered 

that he was terribly gratified and pleased when I told him:  You are doing something absolutely 



right.  It’s a little bit like Washington in the United States.  You’re creating the capital of a new 

state.  It’ll be remembered because if it.  And you will be its architect.  And boy was he pleased 

to have some sort of, you know, ignorant Westerner – serial graduate student at the time – to be 

giving him that assessment. 

 

MR. HAMRE:  That’s interesting.  You know, The Russians and the Chinese have had 

quite different imperial traditions.  You know, the Chinese imperial tradition was much more 

tolerant of independent states, as long as they respected the cultural grandeur of China, for 

example.  The Russian imperial traditional was much more structural, wanting to bring people 

into formal structures of alignment with Moscow.  How do you see this imperial competition 

playing out today? 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Well, I think it will play itself out as a consequence of 

developments that have already taken place.  There is no restoration of what was once a Russian 

empire.  It is a national state already.  And I don’t think there’s the slightest chance that it would 

go back.  If it was an attempt at restoration of the past I think it would produce a lot of violence 

and resistance and no benefits to Russia.   

 

The Chinese have, I think, a broader view.  They’re more self-assured.  And therefore, 

they don’t mind the existence of a community or a culture or a history that is at a variance with 

their own, because they know they so outnumber the people involved in that attempt.  You know, 

it’s just staggering.  Even if you go to those parts of China in which the minorities have, quote, 

unquote, “self-rule,” it’s so obvious that they are part of something much larger than they, have 

they have to respect it as such. 

 

So I think the Chinese will probably take a more nationalistic – especially of those 

frontier issues that have been left semi-open.  We can come back to this.  But beyond that, they 

already are a remarkably self-confident and intelligent community.  And after all, after the 

United States, they’re now, you know, the second-largest imperial state, in a way. 

 

MR. HAMRE:  Earlier in your observation you talked about the question, the crucial role 

of – dynamic of China and Russia and the United States.  Can they find a balance and can the 

United States find an appropriate role?  Now we’re – America is a Pacific power, but it’s not an 

Asian power.  How do you see American interacting with China and Russia in this new 

dynamic? 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Well, I don’t know whether I can speculate intelligently on this 

issue, because, you know, my knowledge, it’s in some respects limited in that case.  But I do 

think that we should avoid giving the impression that we have an interest – a dominant interest in 

the Asian mainland.  We want to be involved in it.  We want to be partners in it.  We want to 

work with those who can be constructive in that region, notably the Chinese, who are not 

inclined to excessive ambitions or to kind of frantic desire to improve their posture, like some 

European countries.  They’re much more patient and oriented.  And the fact they’re beginning to 

look at the old frontiers seems to me to suggest that that’s an issue that’s going to become more 

open.  And then they will persist in quiet and maybe even accommodating fashion, but persist in 



taking advantage of their enormous population, which today is, what, at least 10, 15, 30 times 

larger than – 20 times larger than Russia. 

 

MR. HAMRE:  Yeah, that’s one – well, 10 times, probably – 1.3 billion, 130 million, 

probably. 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Yeah.  Well, the Russian are 140 million.  And the Chinese – 

 

MR. HAMRE:  Yeah, yeah.  And going down. 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  And going down.  So I think our role is to deal as well as we can 

with China, especially since the Chinese realized quite for some time to come they will not 

surpass us technologically or militarily, but they can reach a level in which each recognizes the 

other as more or less an equal participant and partner.  If that doesn’t work, we do have the 

fallback position of Japan and South Korea, and then the other offshore countries along this 

southern strip that borders on China all the way to the Indian Ocean.  And that would be our 

strategic posture in those circumstances. 

 

A great depends in that context on how the Russian view their future.  If after Putin is 

gone they begin to realize that actually, as a leading European state, in some fashion connected 

as a European state with a Europe that is not just a flunky of the United States but shares with the 

United States certain European connections and which has, in any case, jointly a stake in that 

stable relationship with China, we may be able to strike the kind of balance that we couldn’t 

during the Cold War, because we are all at each other’s – at loggerheads throughout most of it.  

And we’ll always have to be very careful not to be smitten by the other side. 

 

So, you know, I’m not terribly worried about it, if we are clever.  Now, I know there’s 

some tendencies, particularly in the American foreign policy dialogue, regarding the future of 

American foreign policy in the direction of seeking some sort of a new arrangement in which – 

we won’t mention on any of the names – let’s say China will be replaced by India as a principle 

object of American interest.  And I think would be damaging to American-Chinese relationship.  

It might awaken excessive Indian ambitions, but without the same sense of discipline and clarity 

of thought that the Chinese display.  And also, it is a country more likely to be dragged into 

conflict with its immediate Muslim neighbors.  And so I don’t think that would be, in the end, a 

very good bargain for the United States.  But I can see under some circumstances that being 

seriously advocated.  And that, I think, would be a mistake for us. 

 

MR. HAMRE:  I think – yeah, I think that the Indians think of America as a pawn on 

their chessboard, rather than us thinking of them as a pawn on our chessboard, to be perfectly 

candid. 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Mmm hmm, yeah.  (Laughs.) 

 

MR. HAMRE:  I’m not sure that they – that we share that – 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  A lot of vanity there, actually – historical vanity. 



 

MR. HAMRE:  (Laughs.)  All over, I should – let me ask, it’s very – it was hard for me 

to first start to comprehend this concept of a reconnecting Asia, because the American 

government is structured to look at Asia from the coastline.  You know, we have an East Asia 

Bureau.  We have a South Asia Bureau.  We’ve got a Near East Asia Bureau in the State 

Department.  In the Defense Department, the Central Asian republics are part of the European 

Command.  You know, we’ve got a Pacific Command that looks at the water, the literal.  We’ve 

got a Central Command that looks at West Asia, but really from the water and a few – a bit of 

land focus.  We just don’t look at Asia in a comprehensive way.   

 

You were – you were national security advisor and did have a strategic focus.  It seems to 

me hard for us now to understand what’s going on because of our structure.  How do you see – 

you know, if you were to be advising the next president – he or she – (laughter) – what would 

you – how would you tell them to contemplate the future of this increasingly connected Asia? 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Well, I would think that we will want to have a relationship with 

China which permits us to retain the traditional relationships that we have with the other non-

necessarily mainland Asian countries.  And I mentioned Japan very specifically because I think 

there is a bond there, born out of suffering but also out of mutual understanding.  And I think that 

will endure.  And there will always be a fallback position for us.  And I think over time – I think 

there will be some gradual accommodation between the Japanese and the Chinese because the 

incompatibilities are not necessarily of an enduring character, especially with the passage of 

time. 

 

But for us, what we’ll have to be aware of is that the period of closest cooperation with 

the Chinese so far occurred under the president I was working for.  China went into Afghanistan.  

It’s not generally recognized, but it did.  And it was quite significant in that respect.  And there 

have been other arrangements with the Chinese before that and since then.  And some of them 

have been very important to our security.  And so I think that element is likely to endure for the 

foreseeable future.  I think the Chinese have a big stake in essentially this kind of triad, working 

out in a fashion in which, like a triangle, one line is longer than the other and the third one is 

slightly shorter, but all three are independent.  And I think we can work on that.   

 

I think the Russians are not going to consumed by eternal passions of the kind that 

manifested themselves when they really truly saw themselves as the wave of the future, 

particularly the communist era.  A whole new concept of humanity, how to organize it and so 

forth, which in the end turned out to have been a sham.  I think there is going to be a movement 

in Russia towards sort of greater self-assertion, but not as a flunky either for us or for the 

Chinese.  Maybe this is too optimistic.  Maybe we’ll slide into some unpredictable conflict, even 

in the near future.  And I will, you know, recall – and others will recall for me, for sure – that my 

estimate was ill-advised, mentally deficient.  But, you know, there could be a war over the Baltic 

region in Europe.  But I think we can avoid it.  We can avoid it. 

 

MR. HAMRE:  Well, you’ve outlined really an optimistic future, but I think it has one 

essential requirement.  You have to stay as part of the captain of the treat to guide us that way.   

 



MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Well, we’re going to have a new captain of the team.  I’m going to 

be writing an occasional op-ed on the subject.  (Laughs.) 

 

MR. HAMRE:  I hope so.  I hope so.  Colleagues, Dr. Brzezinski does have an obligation 

to leave now at 3:30.  So I apologize I’m not able to draw on all of you, but I hope that you felt 

this was a rich experience just to listen to his thinking on it.  Could I ask you, with your 

applause, to say thank you to Dr. Brzezinski?  (Applause.) 

 

MR. BRZEZINSKI:  Thank you very much.  Thank you. 

 

(END)  

 


