
 
 

 1 

 
 
 

 

BBC World Service 
Newsday – Two Interviews 

What President-Elect Trump Means for China 

Robert Lawrence Kuhn 
December 23, 2016 

 
 

Interview 1 
 
HOST: American president-elect Donald Trump has raised the stakes over future 

relations with superpower China. So what will be the view there? Well, Robert 
Lawrence Kuhn is an international corporate strategist and an expert on China 
who’s in Beijing to discuss the Trump presidency with leaders there.  

 
Morning to you, Robert. Can you tell us what the reaction was, in particular when 
we saw some of the key appointments that Donald Trump announced yesterday? 

 
Robert Lawrence Kuhn (RLK): China’s leaders are looking very closely at 
what’s happening in the United States: what Trump is saying, what he’s doing. In 

the past — over my several decades working with China’s leaders — they’ve not 
taken American election rhetoric and commentary very seriously, more like an 
every-four-year distraction, and then we get down to business.  

 
This time is definitely different. Every leader I’m speaking with is asking about 
Trump, and what do we expect. I just finished a meeting with the head of one of 

China’s most important think tanks, and he tells me that many of their scholars 
are working full time on preparing responses to various possible moves by the 
forthcoming Trump administration, especially on trade.  

 
This is a serious year in China, running up to the 19th Party National Congress 
when there’ll be a new structure of leadership under President Xi Jinping. 

Everybody wants stability in all sectors, especially the economy, which is already 
pressured as everyone knows—the last thing China needs are new perturbations. 

So everybody’s taking Trump’s moves very seriously and preparing a series of 
responses, both publicly and privately.  
 

HOST: Donald Trump just announced that Peter Navarro, the academic, is the 
man who is now going to run the White House Trade Council. And this is a man 
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who has described China as brutal, ruthless, cheating... What do they think of 
him in particular and what this might mean for future relations with the US? 

 
RLK: It’s not as simplistic as it may seem because Trump is recognized as having 
a strategic interest in assembling diverse voices on his team. He likes 

controversy; he likes disputes among his people. We see several of his 
appointees, in particular the Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, have been 
advocates of free trade. So it’s not a clear, uni-dimensional approach.  Trump 

likes to adversaries, everyone, off balance. The reaction in China is that, even 
though Trump’s way of thinking and actions are unprecedented for a president-
elect, they are watching carefully, their understanding is consistent, and they are 

not reacting to every Trump move.  
 
But they are preparing a series of reactions. I can tell you I’ve just been told 

that, should retaliatory tariffs be needed, ‘farming’ — agricultural products — will 
be at the top of the list. And farming / agriculture is a very sensitive issue in the 
US; it’s a great deal of our exports and particularly to China. So China is going to 

signal that it is going to take seriously trade-restricting moves on the US’s part 
that will affect the Chinese economy.  So I think we’re heading into a ‘trade 
conflict’ — nobody wants to use the term ‘trade war’. My prediction would be that 

each side would send signals — both in the method of their moves and whatever 
specific measures they put in place — to make the point they want to ratchet 
down the “trade conflict’. Each side, China and the US, will be motivated not to 

make this more serious. As I said, China wants a year of stability. Trump wants 
to effect some achievements quickly to fulfill some of his campaign promises… I 
have a hope — a cautious hope — that this will work out okay.  

 
HOST: Robert Lawrence Kuhn, thank you very much for joining us this morning. 
  

 

Interview 2 
 
HOST: 16 after 6 o’clock here in London. You might have head some of the 

phrases Donald Trump’s proposed Trade Czar has used for China: “despicable”, 
“parasitic”, “brutal”, “brass-knuckled”, “crass”, “a most prolific propaganda mill” 
and “the biggest police state and prison on the face of the earth.” Now those are 

some of the words of Peter Navarro, the academic and author of the book, Death 
By China — and Mr. Trump’s pick for White House Trade Council. And today, a 
strong reaction from Beijing. I’ve been speaking to Robert Lawrence Kuhn. He’s 

an international corporate strategist and an expert on China. He’s in Beijing to 
discuss the potential political impact of the Trump administration with officials 
and business leaders there and he’s been telling me how people are reacting.  
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Robert Lawrence Kuhn (RLK): First of all, Chinese leaders are used to 
American election rhetoric; they have told me for several decades that they do 

listen and are concerned, but really have little worry. This time, however, is really 
different. They recognize that there’s no precedent for what they’re dealing with. 
I just came back from a meeting with the head of one of China’s most prestigious 

and important economic think tanks, and he told me that they are taking Trump 
very seriously, that they are preparing a series of responses to tariffs so that the 
government decisions makers have various options in scenario-planning. He told 

me that ‘farming’ — agricultural products — will be one of the key counter-
measures that China would use in retaliatory tariffs — he didn’t use the word 
‘retaliatory’, but that’s what he meant.  

 
Agricultural products are a critical category of American exports and Chinese 
tariffs would hit literally — pardon the pun — the breadbasket of the United 

States. So that’s what’s on their agenda. The think tank head said that China 
obviously does not want a ‘trade war’, but it looks like, he said, a ‘trade conflict’ 
— to use that lesser term—is on the horizon. 

 
HOST: I want to ask you about the comments of China’s foreign minister, who 
has been quoted in all the papers today saying that “cooperation is the only 

correct choice.” Do you think that there’s room for maneuver here? Do you think 
that Mr. Trump and his administration can be convinced of that? 
 

RLK: First of all, there are diverse views in the coming Trump administration, 
and Mr. Trump, throughout his career, has shown that he likes sharp differences. 
And that’s a different way of governing. His business career, his television 

program, everything shows he likes conflict. That’s the way he sees and gets the 
best picture. He doesn’t mind conflict. And he has chosen people who have 
conflicts. Rex Tillerson, the Secretary of State to-be, is a free trader. Peter 

Navarro, as you said, is a protectionist, especially with respect to China, about 
which has expressed extremely hawkish views. Navarro’s books feature a lot of 
rhetoric, but when you become responsible for actual policies, people who are 

reasonably smart do modify their positions.  
 
So I don’t see Trump being in thrall to Peter Navarro, but I think that Peter 

Navarro will create a position within the Trump administration and other people 
will push back at that. And Trump will make his own decision. And if Trump gets 
something that he can show to the American people as his delivering on a 

campaign promise, he will not go out of his way to antagonize China.  
 
HOST: That’s Robert Lawrence Kuhn. He’s an international corporate strategist, 

expert on China, speaking to us from Beijing. 


