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The United States has always had an outsize sense of its ability to determine China’s 

course. Again and again, its ambitions have come up short. After World War II, George 

Marshall, the U.S. special envoy to China, hoped to broker a peace between the 

Nationalists and Communists in the Chinese Civil War. During the Korean War, the 

Truman administration thought it could dissuade Mao Zedong’s troops from crossing 

the Yalu River. The Johnson administration believed Beijing would ultimately 

circumscribe its involvement in Vietnam. In each instance, Chinese realities upset 

American expectations. 

With U.S. President Richard Nixon’s opening to China, Washington made its biggest 

and most optimistic bet yet. Both Nixon and Henry Kissinger, his national security 

adviser, assumed that rapprochement would drive a wedge between Beijing and Moscow 

and, in time, alter China’s conception of its own interests as it drew closer to the United 

States. In the fall of 1967, Nixon wrote in this magazine, “The world cannot be safe until 

China changes. Thus our aim, to the extent that we can influence events, should be to 

induce change.” Ever since, the assumption that deepening commercial, diplomatic, and 

cultural ties would transform China’s internal development and external behavior has 

been a bedrock of U.S. strategy. Even those in U.S. policy circles who were skeptical of 

China’s intentions still shared the underlying belief that U.S. power and hegemony could 

readily mold China to the United States’ liking. 
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Nearly half a century since Nixon’s first steps toward rapprochement, the record is 

increasingly clear that Washington once again put too much faith in its power to shape 

China’s trajectory. All sides of the policy debate erred: free traders and financiers who 

foresaw inevitable and increasing openness in China, integrationists who argued that 

Beijing’s ambitions would be tamed by greater interaction with the international 

community, and hawks who believed that China’s power would be abated by perpetual 

American primacy.  

Neither carrots nor sticks have swayed China as predicted. Diplomatic and commercial 

engagement have not brought political and economic openness. Neither U.S. military 

power nor regional balancing has stopped Beijing from seeking to displace core 

components of the U.S.-led system. And the liberal international order has failed to lure 

or bind China as powerfully as expected. China has instead pursued its own course, 

belying a range of American expectations in the process. 

That reality warrants a clear-eyed rethinking of the United States’ approach to China. 

There are plenty of risks that come with such a reassessment; defenders of the current 

framework will warn against destabilizing the bilateral relationship or inviting a new 

Cold War. But building a stronger and more sustainable approach to, and relationship 

with, Beijing requires honesty about how many fundamental assumptions have turned 

out wrong. Across the ideological spectrum, we in the U.S. foreign policy community 

have remained deeply invested in expectations about China—about its approach to 

economics, domestic politics, security, and global order—even as evidence against them 

has accumulated. The policies built on such expectations have failed to change China in 

the ways we intended or hoped.  



THE POWER OF THE MARKET 

Greater commercial interaction with China was supposed to bring gradual but steady 

liberalization of the Chinese economy. U.S. President George H. W. Bush’s 1990 

National Security Strategy described enhanced ties with the world as “crucial to China’s 

prospects for regaining the path of economic reform.” This argument predominated for 

decades. It drove U.S. decisions to grant China most-favored-nation trading status in 

the 1990s, to support its accession to the World Trade Organization in 2001, to establish 

a high-level economic dialogue in 2006, and to negotiate a bilateral investment treaty 

under U.S. President Barack Obama.  

Trade in goods between the United States and China exploded from less than $8 billion 

in 1986 to over $578 billion in 2016: more than a 30-fold increase, adjusting for 

inflation. Since the early years of this century, however, China’s economic liberalization 

has stalled. Contrary to Western expectations, Beijing has doubled down on its state 

capitalist model even as it has gotten richer. Rather than becoming a force for greater 

openness, consistent growth has served to legitimize the Chinese Communist Party and 

its state-led economic model. 

Trade in goods between the United States and China exploded from less 

than $8 billion in 1986 to over $578 billion in 2016. 

U.S. officials believed that debt, inefficiency, and the demands of a more advanced 

economy would necessitate further reforms. And Chinese officials recognized the 

problems with their approach; in 2007, Premier Wen Jiabao called the Chinese 

economy “unstable, unbalanced, uncoordinated, and unsustainable.” But rather than 



opening the country up to greater competition, the Chinese Communist Party, intent on 

maintaining control of the economy, is instead consolidating state-owned enterprises 

and pursuing industrial policies (notably its “Made in China 2025” plan) that aim to 

promote national technology champions in critical sectors, including aerospace, 

biomedicine, and robotics. And despite repeated promises, Beijing has resisted pressure 

from Washington and elsewhere to level the playing field for foreign companies. It has 

restricted market access and forced non-Chinese firms to sign on to joint ventures and 

share technology, while funneling investment and subsidies to state-backed domestic 

players. 

Until recently, U.S. policymakers and executives mostly acquiesced to such 

discrimination; the potential commercial benefits were so large that they considered it 

unwise to upend the relationship with protectionism or sanctions. Instead, they fought 

tooth and nail for small, incremental concessions. But now, what were once seen as 

merely the short-term frustrations of doing business with China have come to seem 

more harmful and permanent. The American Chamber of Commerce reported last year 

that eight in ten U.S. companies felt less welcome in China than in years prior, and more 

than 60 percent had little or no confidence that China would open its markets further 

over the next three years. Cooperative and voluntary mechanisms to pry open China’s 

economy have by and large failed, including the Trump administration’s newly launched 

Comprehensive Economic Dialogue.  

THE IMPERATIVE OF LIBERALIZATION 

Growth was supposed to bring not just further economic opening but also political 

liberalization. Development would spark a virtuous cycle, the thinking went, with a 



burgeoning Chinese middle class demanding new rights and pragmatic officials 

embracing legal reforms that would be necessary for further progress. This evolution 

seemed especially certain after the collapse of the Soviet Union and democratic 

transitions in South Korea and Taiwan. “No nation on Earth has discovered a way to 

import the world’s goods and services while stopping foreign ideas at the border,” 

George H. W. Bush proclaimed. U.S. policy aimed to facilitate this process by sharing 

technology, furthering trade and investment, promoting people-to-people exchanges, 

and admitting hundreds of thousands of Chinese students to American universities.  

In China, communications technologies have strengthened the hand of the 

state. 

The crackdown on pro-democracy protesters in Tiananmen Square in 1989 dimmed 

hopes for the emergence of electoral democracy in China. Yet many experts and 

policymakers in the United States still expected the Chinese government to permit 

greater press freedoms and allow for a stronger civil society, while gradually embracing 

more political competition both within the Communist Party and at local levels. They 

believed that the information technology revolution of the 1990s would encourage such 

trends by further exposing Chinese citizens to the world and enhancing the economic 

incentives for openness. As U.S. President Bill Clinton put it, “Without the full freedom 

to think, question, to create, China will be at a distinct disadvantage, competing with 

fully open societies in the information age where the greatest source of national wealth 

is what resides in the human mind.” Leaders in Beijing would come to realize that only 

by granting individual freedoms could China thrive in a high-tech future.  
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But the fear that greater openness would threaten both domestic stability and the 

regime’s survival drove China’s leaders to look for an alternative approach. They took 

both the shock of Tiananmen Square and the dissolution of the Soviet Union as evidence 

of the dangers of democratization and political competition. So rather than embracing 

positive cycles of openness, Beijing responded to the forces of globalization by putting 

up walls and tightening state control, constricting,  rather than reinforcing, the free flow 

of people, ideas, and commerce. Additional stresses on the regime in this century—

including an economic slowdown, endemic corruption in the government and the 

military, and ominous examples of popular uprisings elsewhere in the world—have 

spurred more authoritarianism, not less.  

Indeed, events of the last decade have dashed even modest hopes for political 

liberalization. In 2013, an internal Communist Party memo known as Document No. 9 

explicitly warned against “Western constitutional democracy” and other “universal 

values” as stalking-horses meant to weaken, destabilize, and even break up China. This 

guidance demonstrated the widening gap between U.S. and Chinese expectations for the 

country’s political future. As Orville Schell, a leading American expert on China, put it: 

“China is sliding ineluctably backward into a political climate more reminiscent of Mao 

Zedong in the 1970s than Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s.” Today, an ongoing crackdown 

on journalists, religious leaders, academics, social activists, and human rights lawyers 

shows no sign of abating—more than 300 lawyers, legal assistants, and activists were 

detained in 2015 alone. 

Rather than devolving power to the Chinese people, as many in the West predicted, 

communications technologies have strengthened the hand of the state, helping China’s 



authorities control information flows and monitor citizens’ behavior. Censorship, 

detentions, and a new cybersecurity law that grants broad government control over the 

Internet in China have stymied political activity inside China’s “Great Firewall.” China’s 

twenty-first-century authoritarianism now includes plans to launch a “social credit 

system,” fusing big data and artificial intelligence to reward and punish Chinese citizens 

on the basis of their political, commercial, social, and online activity. Facial recognition 

software, combined with the ubiquity of surveillance cameras across China, has even 

made it possible for the state to physically locate people within minutes.  

 

Security cameras in front of the Great Hall of the People in Tiananmen Square, Beijing, 

November 2013.  

THE DETERRENT OF PRIMACY 

A combination of U.S. diplomacy and U.S. military power—carrots and sticks—was 

supposed to persuade Beijing that it was neither possible nor necessary to challenge the 

U.S.-led security order in Asia. Washington “strongly promot[ed] China’s participation 

in regional security mechanisms to reassure its neighbors and assuage its own security 

concerns,” as the Clinton administration’s 1995 National Security Strategy put it, 

buttressed by military-to-military relations and other confidence-building measures. 

These modes of engagement were coupled with a “hedge”—enhanced U.S. military 

power in the region, supported by capable allies and partners. The effect, the thinking 

went, would be to allay military competition in Asia and further limit China’s desire to 

alter the regional order. Beijing would settle for military sufficiency, building armed 
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forces for narrow regional contingencies while devoting most of its resources to 

domestic needs. 

The logic was not simply that China would be focused on its self-described “strategic 

window of opportunity” for development at home, with plenty of economic and social 

challenges occupying the attention of China’s senior leaders. American policymakers 

and academics also assumed that China had learned a valuable lesson from the Soviet 

Union about the crippling costs of getting into an arms race with the United States. 

Washington could thus not only deter Chinese aggression but also—to use the 

Pentagon’s term of art—“dissuade” China from even trying to compete. Zalmay 

Khalilzad, an official in the Reagan and both Bush administrations, argued that a 

dominant United States could “convince the Chinese leadership that a challenge would 

be difficult to prepare and extremely risky to pursue.” Moreover, it was unclear whether 

China could challenge U.S. primacy even if it wanted to. Into the late 1990s, the People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA) was considered decades behind the United States’ military and 

those of its allies.  

Against this backdrop, U.S. officials took considerable care not to stumble into a 

confrontation with China. The political scientist Joseph Nye explained the thinking 

when he led the Pentagon’s Asia office during the Clinton administration: “If we treated 

China as an enemy, we were guaranteeing an enemy in the future. If we treated China as 

a friend, we could not guarantee friendship, but we could at least keep open the 

possibility of more benign outcomes.” Soon-to-be Secretary of State Colin Powell told 

Congress at his confirmation hearing in January 2001, “China is not an enemy, and our 

challenge is to keep it that way.”  



Even as it began investing more of its newfound wealth in military power, the Chinese 

government sought to put Washington at ease, signaling continued adherence to the 

cautious, moderate foreign policy path set out by Deng. In 2005, the senior Communist 

Party official Zheng Bijian wrote in this magazine that China would never seek regional 

hegemony and remained committed to “a peaceful rise.” In 2011, after a lively debate 

among China’s leaders about whether it was time to shift gears, State Councilor Dai 

Bingguo assured the world that “peaceful development is a strategic choice China has 

made.” Starting in 2002, the U.S. Defense Department had been producing a 

congressionally mandated annual report on China’s military, but the consensus among 

senior U.S. officials was that China remained a distant and manageable challenge. 

For Beijing, the United States’ alliances and military presence in Asia posed 

unacceptable threats to China’s interests. 

That view, however, underestimated just how simultaneously insecure and ambitious 

China’s leadership really was. For Beijing, the United States’ alliances and military 

presence in Asia posed unacceptable threats to China’s interests in Taiwan, on the 

Korean Peninsula, and in the East China and South China Seas. In the words of the 

Peking University professor Wang Jisi, “It is strongly believed in China that . . . 

Washington will attempt to prevent the emerging powers, in particular China, from 

achieving their goals and enhancing their stature.” So China started to chip away at the 

U.S.-led security order in Asia, developing the capabilities to deny the U.S. military 

access to the region and driving wedges between Washington and its allies. 

Ultimately, neither U.S. military power nor American diplomatic engagement has 

dissuaded China from trying to build a world-class military of its own. High-tech 



displays of American power in Iraq and elsewhere only accelerated efforts to modernize 

the PLA. Chinese President Xi Jinping has launched military reforms that will make 

Chinese forces more lethal and more capable of projecting military power well beyond 

China’s shores. With its third aircraft carrier reportedly under construction, advanced 

new military installations in the South China Sea, and its first overseas military base in 

Djibouti, China is on the path to becoming a military peer the likes of which the United 

States has not seen since the Soviet Union. China’s leaders no longer repeat Deng’s 

dictum that, to thrive, China will “hide [its] capabilities and bide [its] time.” Xi declared 

in October 2017 that “the Chinese nation has gone from standing up, to becoming rich, 

to becoming strong.”  

THE CONSTRAINTS OF ORDER 

At the end of World War II, the United States built institutions and rules that helped 

structure global politics and the regional dynamics in Asia. Widely accepted norms, such 

as the freedom of commerce and navigation, the peaceful resolution of disputes, and 

international cooperation on global challenges, superseded nineteenth-century spheres 

of influence. As a leading beneficiary of this liberal international order, the thinking 

went, Beijing would have a considerable stake in the order’s preservation and come to 

see its continuation as essential to China’s own progress. U.S. policy aimed to encourage 

Beijing’s involvement by welcoming China into leading institutions and working with it 

on global governance and regional security.  

As China joined multilateral institutions, U.S. policymakers hoped that it would learn to 

play by the rules and soon begin to contribute to their upkeep. In the George W. Bush 

administration, Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick memorably called on 
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Beijing to become “a responsible stakeholder” in the international system. From 

Washington’s perspective, with greater power came greater obligation, especially since 

China had profited so handsomely from the system. As Obama emphasized, “We expect 

China to help uphold the very rules that have made them successful.”  

In certain venues, China appeared to be steadily, if unevenly, taking on this 

responsibility. It joined the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation organization in 1991, 

acceded to the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty in 1992, joined the World Trade 

Organization in 2001, and took part in major diplomatic efforts, including the six-party 

talks and the P5+1 negotiations to deal with nuclear weapons programs in North Korea 

and Iran, respectively. It also became a major contributor to UN counterpiracy and 

peacekeeping operations. 

Yet Beijing remained threatened by other central elements of the U.S.-led order—and 

has increasingly sought to displace them. That has been especially true of what it sees as 

uninvited violations of national sovereignty by the United States and its partners, 

whether in the form of economic sanctions or military action. Liberal norms regarding 

the international community’s right or responsibility to intervene to protect people from 

human rights violations, for example, have run headlong into China’s paramount 

priority of defending its authoritarian system from foreign interference. With a few 

notable exceptions, China has been busy watering down multilateral sanctions, 

shielding regimes from Western opprobrium, and making common cause with Russia to 

block the UN Security Council from authorizing interventionist actions. A number of 

nondemocratic governments—in Sudan, Syria, Venezuela, Zimbabwe, and elsewhere—

have benefited from such obstruction. 
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China has also set out to build its own set of regional and international institutions—

with the United States on the outside looking in—rather than deepening its commitment 

to the existing ones. It has launched the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, the New 

Development Bank (along with Brazil, Russia, India, and South Africa), and, most 

notably, the Belt and Road Initiative, Xi’s grandiose vision for building land and 

maritime routes to connect China to much of the world. These institutions and 

programs have given China agenda-setting and convening power of its own, while often 

departing from the standards and values upheld by existing international institutions. 

Beijing explicitly differentiates its approach to development by noting that, unlike the 

United States and European powers, it does not demand that countries accept 

governance reforms as a condition of receiving aid.  

The assumptions driving U.S. China policy look increasingly tenuous. 

In its own region, meanwhile, Beijing has set out to change the security balance, 

incrementally altering the status quo with steps just small enough to avoid provoking a 

military response from the United States. In the South China Sea, one of the world’s 

most important waterways, China has deftly used coast guard vessels, legal warfare, and 

economic coercion to advance its sovereignty claims. In some cases, it has simply seized 

contested territory or militarized artificial islands. While Beijing has occasionally shown 

restraint and tactical caution, the overall approach indicates its desire to create a 

modern maritime sphere of influence.  

In the summer of 2016, China ignored a landmark ruling by a tribunal under the UN 

Convention on the Law of the Sea, which held that China’s expansive claims in the South 

China Sea were illegal under international law. U.S. officials wrongly assumed that some 
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combination of pressure, shame, and its own desire for a rules-based maritime order 

would cause Beijing, over time, to accept the judgment. Instead, China has rejected it 

outright. Speaking to a security forum in Aspen, Colorado, a year after the ruling, in July 

2017, a senior analyst from the CIA concluded that the experience had taught China’s 

leaders “that they can defy international law and get away with it.” Countries in the 

region, swayed by both their economic dependence on China and growing concerns 

about the United States’ commitment to Asia, have failed to push back against Chinese 

assertiveness as much as U.S. policymakers expected they would.  

TAKING STOCK 

As the assumptions driving U.S. China policy have started to look increasingly tenuous, 

and the gap between American expectations and Chinese realities has grown, 

Washington has been largely focused elsewhere. Since 2001, the fight against jihadist 

terrorism has consumed the U.S. national security apparatus, diverting attention from 

the changes in Asia at exactly the time China was making enormous military, 

diplomatic, and commercial strides. U.S. President George W. Bush initially referred to 

China as a “strategic competitor”; in the wake of the September 11 attacks, however, his 

2002 National Security Strategy declared, “The world’s great powers find ourselves on 

the same side—united by common dangers of terrorist violence and chaos.” During the 

Obama administration, there was an effort to “pivot,” or “rebalance,” strategic attention 

to Asia. But at the end of Obama’s time in office, budgets and personnel remained 

focused on other regions—there were, for example, three times as many National 

Security Council staffers working on the Middle East as on all of East and Southeast 

Asia. 



This strategic distraction has given China the opportunity to press its advantages, 

further motivated by the increasingly prominent view in China that the United States 

(along with the West more broadly) is in inexorable and rapid decline. Chinese officials 

see a United States that has been hobbled for years by the global financial crisis, its 

costly war efforts in Afghanistan and Iraq, and deepening dysfunction in Washington. Xi 

has called on China to become “a global leader in terms of comprehensive national 

strength and international influence” by midcentury. He touts China’s development 

model as a “new option for other countries.”  

Washington now faces its most dynamic and formidable competitor in modern history. 

Getting this challenge right will require doing away with the hopeful thinking that has 

long characterized the United States’ approach to China. The Trump administration’s 

first National Security Strategy took a step in the right direction by interrogating past 

assumptions in U.S. strategy. But many of Donald Trump’s policies—a narrow focus on 

bilateral trade deficits, the abandonment of multilateral trade deals, the questioning of 

the value of alliances, and the downgrading of human rights and diplomacy—have put 

Washington at risk of adopting an approach that is confrontational without being 

competitive; Beijing, meanwhile, has managed to be increasingly competitive without 

being confrontational. 

The starting point for a better approach is a new degree of humility about the United 

States’ ability to change China. Neither seeking to isolate and weaken it nor trying to 

transform it for the better should be the lodestar of U.S. strategy in Asia. Washington 

should instead focus more on its own power and behavior, and the power and behavior 

of its allies and partners. Basing policy on a more realistic set of assumptions about 
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China would better advance U.S. interests and put the bilateral relationship on a more 

sustainable footing. Getting there will take work, but the first step is relatively 

straightforward: acknowledging just how much our policy has fallen short of our 

aspirations.  
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The United States is in the midst of the most consequential rethinking of its foreign 

policy since the end of the Cold War. Although Washington remains bitterly divided on 

most issues, there is a growing consensus that the era of engagement with China has 

come to an unceremonious close. The debate now is over what comes next. 

Like many debates throughout the history of U.S. foreign policy, this one has elements 

of both productive innovation and destructive demagoguery. Most observers can agree 

that, as the Trump administration’s National Security Strategy put it in 2018, “strategic 

competition” should animate the United States’ approach to Beijing going forward. But 

foreign policy frameworks beginning with the word “strategic” often raise more 

questions than they answer. “Strategic patience” reflects uncertainty about what to do 

and when. “Strategic ambiguity” reflects uncertainty about what to signal. And in this 
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case, “strategic competition” reflects uncertainty about what that competition is over 

and what it means to win. 

The rapid coalescence of a new consensus has left these essential questions about U.S.-

Chinese competition unanswered. What, exactly, is the United States competing for? 

And what might a plausible desired outcome of this competition look like? A failure to 

connect competitive means to clear ends will allow U.S. policy to drift toward 

competition for competition’s sake and then fall into a dangerous cycle of confrontation. 

U.S. policymakers and analysts have mostly, and rightly, discarded some of the more 

optimistic assumptions that underpinned the four-decade-long strategy of diplomatic 

and economic engagement with China (which one of us, Kurt Campbell, detailed in 

these pages last year, writing with Ely Ratner). But in the rush to embrace competition, 

policymakers may be substituting a new variety of wishful thinking for the old. The basic 

mistake of engagement was to assume that it could bring about fundamental changes to 

China’s political system, economy, and foreign policy. Washington risks making a 

similar mistake today, by assuming that competition can succeed in transforming China 

where engagement failed—this time forcing capitulation or even collapse. 

Despite the many divides between the two countries, each will need to be prepared to 

live with the other as a major power. The starting point for the right U.S. approach must 

be humility about the capacity of decisions made in Washington to determine the 

direction of long-term developments in Beijing. Rather than relying on assumptions 

about China’s trajectory, American strategy should be durable whatever the future 

brings for the Chinese system. It should seek to achieve not a definitive end state akin to 
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the Cold War’s ultimate conclusion but a steady state of clear-eyed coexistence on terms 

favorable to U.S. interests and values.  

Such coexistence would involve elements of competition and cooperation, with the 

United States’ competitive efforts geared toward securing those favorable terms. This 

might mean considerable friction in the near term as U.S. policy moves beyond 

engagement—whereas in the past, the avoidance of friction, in the service of positive 

ties, was an objective unto itself. Going forward, China policy must be about more than 

the kind of relationship the United States wants to have; it must also be about the kinds 

of interests the United States wants to secure. The steady state Washington should 

pursue is rightly about both: a set of conditions necessary for preventing a dangerous 

escalatory spiral, even as competition continues.  

U.S. policymakers should not dismiss this objective as out of reach. It is true, of course, 

that China will have a say in whether this outcome is possible. Vigilance will thus need 

to remain a watchword in U.S.-Chinese relations in the period ahead. Although 

coexistence offers the best chance to protect U.S. interests and prevent inevitable 

tension from turning into outright confrontation, it does not mean the end of 

competition or surrender on issues of fundamental importance. Instead, coexistence 

means accepting competition as a condition to be managed rather than a problem to be 

solved. 

COLD WAR LESSONS, NOT COLD WAR LOGIC 

Given the current hazy discourse on competition, there is an understandable temptation 

to reach back to the only great-power competition Americans remember to make sense 
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of the present one: the Cold War. The analogy has intuitive appeal. Like the Soviet 

Union, China is a continent-sized competitor with a repressive political system and big 

ambitions. The challenge it poses is global and lasting, and meeting that challenge will 

require the kind of domestic mobilization that the United States pursued in the 1950s 

and 1960s.  

But the analogy is ill fitting. China today is a peer competitor that is more formidable 

economically, more sophisticated diplomatically, and more flexible ideologically than 

the Soviet Union ever was. And unlike the Soviet Union, China is deeply integrated into 

the world and intertwined with the U.S. economy. The Cold War truly was an existential 

struggle. The U.S. strategy of containment was built on the prediction that the Soviet 

Union would one day crumble under its own weight—that it contained “the seeds of its 

own decay,” as George Kennan, the diplomat who first laid out the strategy, declared 

with conviction. 

No such prediction holds today; it would be misguided to build a neo-containment 

policy on the premise that the current Chinese state will eventually collapse, or with that 

as the objective. Despite China’s many demographic, economic, and environmental 

challenges, the Chinese Communist Party has displayed a remarkable ability to adapt to 

circumstances, often brutally so. Its fusion of mass surveillance and artificial 

intelligence, meanwhile, is enabling a more effective digital authoritarianism—one that 

makes the collective action necessary for reform or revolution hard to contemplate, let 

alone organize. China may well encounter serious internal problems, but an expectation 

of collapse cannot form the basis of a prudent strategy. Even if the state does collapse, it 

is likely to be the result of internal dynamics rather than U.S. pressure. 
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The Cold War analogy at once exaggerates the existential threat posed by China and 

discounts the strengths Beijing brings to long-term competition with the United States. 

Although the risk of conflict in Asia’s hot spots is serious, it is by no means as high, nor 

is the threat of nuclear escalation as great, as it was in Cold War Europe. The kind of 

nuclear brinkmanship that took place over Berlin and Cuba has no corollary in U.S.-

Chinese ties. Nor has U.S.-Chinese competition plunged the world into proxy wars or 

created rival blocs of ideologically aligned states preparing for armed struggle. 

Despite the diminished danger, however, China represents a far more challenging 

competitor. In the last century, no other U.S. adversary, including the Soviet Union, ever 

reached 60 percent of U.S. GDP. China passed that threshold in 2014; in purchasing-

power terms, its GDP is already 25 percent greater than that of the United States. China 

is the emerging global leader in several economic sectors, and its economy is more 

diversified, flexible, and sophisticated than the Soviet Union’s ever was. 

Beijing is also better at converting its country’s economic heft into strategic influence. 

Whereas the Soviet Union was hamstrung by a closed economy, China has embraced 

globalization to become the top trading partner for more than two-thirds of the world’s 

nations. The kinds of economic, people-to-people, and technological linkages that were 

lacking in the militarized U.S.-Soviet conflict define China’s relationship with the United 

States and the wider world. As a global economic actor, China is central to the prosperity 

of American allies and partners; its students and tourists flow through global 

universities and cities; its factories are the forge for much of the world’s advanced 

technology. This thick web of ties makes it difficult to even start to determine which 

countries are aligned with the United States and which are aligned with China. Ecuador 



and Ethiopia might look to Beijing for investment or for surveillance technologies, but 

they hardly see these purchases as part of a conscious turn away from the United States.  

Even as China emerges as a more formidable competitor than the Soviet Union, it has 

also become an essential U.S. partner. Global problems that are difficult enough to solve 

even when the United States and China work together will be impossible to solve if they 

fail to do so—climate change foremost among them, given that the United States and 

China are the two biggest polluters. A host of other transnational challenges—economic 

crises, nuclear proliferation, global pandemics—also demand some degree of joint effort. 

This imperative for cooperation has little parallel in the Cold War. 

Washington should heed the lessons of the Cold War while rejecting the 

idea that its logic still applies. 

While the notion of a new Cold War has brought calls for an updated version of 

containment, resistance to such thinking has come from advocates of an accommodative 

“grand bargain” with China. Such a bargain would go well beyond the terms of U.S.-

Soviet détente: in this scenario, the United States would effectively concede to China a 

sphere of influence in Asia. Proponents defend this concession as necessary given the 

United States’ domestic headwinds and relative decline. This position is sold as realistic, 

but it is no more tenable than containment. Ceding the world’s most dynamic region to 

China would do long-term harm to American workers and businesses. It would damage 

American allies and values by turning sovereign partners into bargaining chips. A grand 

bargain would also require stark and permanent U.S. concessions, such as the 

abrogation of U.S. alliances or even of the right to operate in the western Pacific, for 

speculative promises. Not only are these costs unacceptable; a grand bargain would also 
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be unenforceable. A rising China would likely violate the agreement when its 

preferences and power changed. 

Advocates of neo-containment tend to see any call for managed coexistence as an 

argument for a version of the grand bargain; advocates of a grand bargain tend to see 

any suggestion of sustained competition as a case for a version of containment. That 

divide obscures a course between these extremes—one that is not premised on Chinese 

capitulation or on U.S.-Chinese condominium.  

Instead, the goal should be to establish favorable terms of coexistence with Beijing in 

four key competitive domains—military, economic, political, and global governance—

thereby securing U.S. interests without triggering the kind of threat perceptions that 

characterized the U.S.-Soviet rivalry. Washington should heed the lessons of the Cold 

War while rejecting the idea that its logic still applies. 

TOWARD SUSTAINABLE DETERRENCE 

In contrast to the military competition of the Cold War, which was a truly global 

struggle, the dangers for Washington and Beijing are likely to be confined to the Indo-

Pacific. Even so, the region features at least four potential hot spots: the South China 

Sea, the East China Sea, the Taiwan Strait, and the Korean Peninsula. Neither side 

wishes for conflict, but tensions are rising as both invest in offensive capabilities, boost 

their military presence in the region, and operate in ever-closer proximity. Washington 

fears that China is trying to push U.S. forces out of the western Pacific, and Beijing fears 

that the United States is trying to hem it in. Given China’s harassment of U.S. aircraft 

and naval vessels, minor incidents risk escalating into major military confrontations; 



Admiral Wu Shengli, the former naval commander of the People’s Liberation Army, has 

warned that any such incident “could spark war.”  

But coexistence in the Indo-Pacific by both militaries should not be dismissed as 

impossible. The United States must accept that military primacy will be difficult to 

restore, given the reach of China’s weapons, and instead focus on deterring China from 

interfering with its freedom of maneuver and from physically coercing U.S. allies and 

partners. Beijing will have to accept that the United States will remain a resident power 

in the region, with a major military presence, naval operations in its major waterways, 

and a network of alliances and partnerships.  

Taiwan and the South China Sea are likely to present the most significant challenges to 

this overall approach. A military provocation or misunderstanding in either case could 

easily trigger a larger conflagration, with devastating consequences, and this risk must 

increasingly animate the thinking of senior leaders in both Washington and Beijing. 

On Taiwan, a tacit commitment not to unilaterally alter the status quo is perhaps the 

best that can be hoped for given the historical complexities involved. Yet Taiwan is not 

only a potential flash point; it is also the greatest unclaimed success in the history of 

U.S.-Chinese relations. The island has grown, prospered, and democratized in the 

ambiguous space between the United States and China as a result of the flexible and 

nuanced approach generally adopted by both sides. In this way, the diplomacy 

surrounding Taiwan could serve as a model for the increasingly challenging diplomacy 

between Washington and Beijing on a variety of other issues, which are similarly likely 

to include intense engagement, mutual vigilance and a degree of distrust, and a measure 

of patience and necessary restraint. Meanwhile, in the South China Sea, Beijing’s 



understanding that threats to freedom of navigation could have devastating 

consequences for China’s own economy might help—when combined with U.S. 

deterrence—modulate its more nationalist sentiments. 

To achieve such coexistence, Washington will need to enhance both U.S.-Chinese crisis 

management and its own capacity for deterrence. Even as Cold War adversaries, the 

United States and the Soviet Union worked concertedly to reduce the risk that an 

accidental collision would escalate to nuclear war; they set up military hot lines, 

established codes of conduct, and signed arms control agreements. The United States 

and China lack similar instruments to manage crises at a time when new domains of 

potential conflict, such as space and cyberspace, have increased the risk of escalation. 

In every military domain, the two countries need agreements that are at least as formal 

and detailed as the U.S.-Soviet Incidents at Sea Agreement, a 1972 deal that established 

a set of specific rules aimed at avoiding maritime misunderstandings. The United States 

and China also need more communication channels and mechanisms to avoid conflict—

especially in the South China Sea—to allow each side to quickly clarify the other’s 

intentions during an incident. The bilateral military relationship should no longer be 

held hostage to political disagreements, and senior military officials on both sides 

should engage in more frequent and substantive discussions to build personal ties as 

well as understandings of each side’s operations. Historically, progress on some of these 

efforts, especially crisis communication, has proved difficult: Chinese leaders fear that 

crisis communication could embolden the United States to act with impunity and would 

require devolving too much authority to senior military officers in the field. But these 

worries may be easing, given China’s growing power and military reforms.  

https://2009-2017.state.gov/t/isn/4791.htm


Effective U.S. strategy in this domain requires not just reducing the risk of unintentional 

conflict but also deterring intentional conflict. Beijing cannot be allowed to use the 

threat of force to pursue a fait accompli in territorial disputes. Yet managing this risk 

does not require U.S. military primacy within the region. As the former Trump 

administration defense official Elbridge Colby has argued, “deterrence without 

dominance—even against a very great and fearsome opponent—is possible.”  

Unlike the global Cold War, the tussle between Washington and Beijing will 

likely be confined to the Indo-Pacific. 

To ensure deterrence in the Indo-Pacific, Washington should reorient its investments 

away from expensive and vulnerable platforms, such as aircraft carriers, and toward 

cheaper asymmetric capabilities designed to discourage Chinese adventurism without 

spending vast sums. This calls for taking a page from Beijing’s own playbook. Just as 

China has relied on relatively cheap antiship cruise and ballistic missiles, the United 

States should embrace long-range unmanned carrier-based strike aircraft, unmanned 

underwater vehicles, guided missile submarines, and high-speed strike weapons. All 

these weapons could protect U.S. and allied interests, even as they dent China’s 

confidence that its offensive operations will succeed and reduce the risk of collision and 

miscalculation. The United States should also diversify some  of its military presence 

toward Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean, making use of access agreements rather 

than permanent basing when necessary. This would place some U.S. forces beyond 

China’s precision-strike complex, preserving their ability to promptly address crises. It 

would also preposition them to address a wide range of contingencies beyond conflicts 



involving China, including humanitarian assistance, disaster relief, and antipiracy 

missions. 

ESTABLISHING RECIPROCITY 

Unlike the Soviet Union, which focused its resources on military power, China views 

geoeconomics as the primary arena of competition. With an eye toward the future, it has 

invested heavily in emerging industries and technologies, including artificial 

intelligence, robotics, advanced manufacturing, and biotechnology. China seeks 

dominance in these fields in part by denying Western companies reciprocal treatment. 

The United States granted China permanent normal trade relations, supported its entry 

into the World Trade Organization, and has generally maintained one of the world’s 

most open markets. But through a combination of industrial policy, protectionism, and 

outright theft, China has put in place a range of formal and informal barriers to its 

markets and has exploited American openness.  

This structural imbalance has eroded support for stable U.S.-Chinese economic ties, and 

the relationship faces a heightened risk of rupture even if Xi and U.S. President Donald 

Trump are able to reach a near-term trade truce. Many in the American business 

community are no longer willing to tolerate China’s unfair practices, which include 

employing state hackers to steal intellectual property, forcing foreign companies to 

localize their operations and engage in joint ventures, subsidizing state champions, and 

otherwise discriminating against foreign companies.  

Alleviating these growing frictions while protecting American workers and innovation 

will require making China’s full access to major markets around the world contingent on 



its willingness to adopt economic reforms at home. Washington, for its part, will have to 

invest in the core sources of American economic strength, build a united front of like-

minded partners to help establish reciprocity, and safeguard its technological leadership 

while avoiding self-inflicted wounds. 

The most decisive factor in the economic competition with China is U.S. domestic 

policy. The notion of a new “Sputnik moment”—one that galvanizes public research as 

powerfully as seeing the Soviet Union launch the world’s first satellite did—may be 

overstating the point, but government does have a role to play in advancing American 

economic and technological leadership. Yet the United States has turned away from 

precisely the kinds of ambitious public investments it made during that period—such as 

the Interstate Highway System championed by President Dwight Eisenhower and the 

basic research initiatives pushed by the scientist Vannevar Bush—even as it faces a more 

challenging economic competitor. Washington must dramatically increase funds for 

basic science research and invest in clean energy, biotechnology, artificial intelligence, 

and computing power. At the same time, the federal government should scale up its 

investments in education at all levels and in infrastructure, and it should adopt 

immigration policies that continue to enhance the United States’ demographic and skills 

advantage. Calling for a tougher line on China while starving public investments is self-

defeating; describing these investments as “socialist,” given the competition, is 

especially ironic. Indeed, such strange ideological bedfellows as Senator Elizabeth 

Warren, Democrat of Massachusetts, and Senator Marco Rubio, Republican of Florida, 

are making a convincing case for a new U.S. industrial policy. 

China views geoeconomics as the primary arena of competition. 



On top of this domestic foundation, Washington should work with like-minded nations 

to define a new set of standards on issues that the World Trade Organization does not 

currently address, from state-owned enterprises to indigenous innovation policies to 

digital trade. Ideally, these standards would connect Asia and Europe. To this end, the 

United States should consider starting a rules-setting initiative of market democracies 

layered over the WTO system, which would fill these gaps. The logic is straightforward. 

If China hopes to enjoy equal access to this new economic community, its own economic 

and regulatory frameworks must meet the same standards. The combined gravitational 

pull of this community would present China with a choice: either curb its free-riding and 

start complying with trade rules, or accept less favorable terms from more than half of 

the global economy. If Beijing chooses to hold to the line that the necessary reforms 

amount to economic regime change, it can certainly do so, but the world would be well 

within its rights to offer China reciprocal treatment. In some cases, Washington may 

still need to impose reciprocal measures on China unilaterally, by treating its exports 

and investments the same way Beijing handles U.S. exports and investments. These 

efforts will be challenging and costly, which is precisely why the Trump administration’s 

decision to pick trade fights with U.S. allies rather than rally them to a common position 

vis-à-vis China is such a waste of American leverage.  

The United States will also have to safeguard its technological advantages in the face of 

China’s intellectual property theft, targeted industrial policies, and commingling of its 

economic and security sectors. Doing so will require some enhanced restrictions on the 

flow of technology investment and trade in both directions, but these efforts should be 

pursued selectively rather than wholesale, imposing curbs on technologies that are 

critical to national security and human rights and allowing regular trade and investment 



to continue for those that are not. Even these targeted restrictions must be undertaken 

in consultation with industry and other governments; failing to do so could Balkanize 

the global technology ecosystem by impeding flows of knowledge and talent. Such a 

development would neutralize a key U.S. competitive advantage relative to China: an 

open economy that can source the best global talent and synthesize the biggest 

breakthroughs from around the world. Meanwhile, overreach on technology restrictions 

could drive other countries toward China, especially since China is already the largest 

trading partner for most.  

In this respect, the Trump administration’s loud and largely unilateral campaign against 

the participation of the Chinese company Huawei in the development of 5G 

infrastructure may provide a cautionary lesson. Had the administration coordinated 

with allies and partners in advance and tried some creative policymaking—for example, 

establishing a multilateral lending initiative to subsidize the purchase of alternatives to 

Huawei’s equipment—it might have had more success in convincing states to consider 

other vendors. It then might have been able to make the most of the two-year delay 

Huawei now faces in rolling out 5G following its placement on the U.S. Department of 

Commerce’s list of entities that cannot be supplied with American technology. Future 

efforts to restrict trade with China in the technology sector will require careful 

deliberation, advance planning, and multilateral support if they are to be successful; 

otherwise, they will risk undermining U.S. innovation.  

PRO-DEMOCRACY, NOT ANTI-CHINA 

U.S.-Chinese economic and technological competition suggests an emerging contest of 

models. But unlike the Cold War, with its sharp ideological divide between two rival 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2019-06-19/why-blacklisting-huawei-could-backfire


blocs, the lines of demarcation are fuzzier here. Although neither Washington nor 

Beijing is engaging in the kind of proselytizing characteristic of the Cold War, China may 

ultimately present a stronger ideological challenge than the Soviet Union did, even if it 

does not explicitly seek to export its system. If the international order is a reflection of 

its most powerful states, then China’s rise to superpower status will exert a pull toward 

autocracy. China’s fusion of authoritarian capitalism and digital surveillance may prove 

more durable and attractive than Marxism, and its support for autocrats and democratic 

backsliders will challenge American values and provide China cover for its own 

egregious practices, including the detention of more than one million ethnic Uighurs in 

northwestern China. Some may question whether the erosion of democratic governance 

across the world matters for U.S. interests; it does. Democratic governments are more 

likely to align with American values, pursue good governance, treat their people well, 

and respect other open societies, and all of this tends to make them more trustworthy 

and transparent and, in turn, better economic and security partners. 

Washington can best establish favorable terms of coexistence with China in the political 

realm by focusing on advancing the appeal of these values for their own sake, not to 

score points in the context of U.S.-Chinese competition. As China’s presence around the 

world grows, the United States should avoid a tendency that was all too common during 

the Cold War: to see third countries only in terms of their relationship to a rival 

government. Some of the Trump administration’s policies—such as invoking the Monroe 

Doctrine in Latin America and delivering an address on Africa that is largely about 

countering China—echo this old approach. A tack that intentionally engages states on 

their own terms would do more to advance American interests and values than knee-



jerk responses to Chinese initiatives that leave states feeling that Washington cares 

about them only as battlegrounds in its competition with Beijing.  

China’s Belt and Road Initiative offers the most obvious opportunity to apply this 

principle in practice. Rather than fight China at every turn—on every port, bridge, and 

rail line—the United States and its partners should make their own affirmative pitch to 

countries about the kinds of high-quality, high-standard investments that will best serve 

progress. Supporting investments not because they are anti-Chinese but because they 

are pro-growth, pro-sustainability, and pro-freedom will be much more effective over 

the long term—especially because China’s state-led investments have provoked a degree 

of backlash in countries over cost overruns, no-bid contracts, corruption, environmental 

degradation, and poor working conditions. 

China may ultimately present a stronger ideological challenge than the 

Soviet Union. 

In this light, the best defense of democracy is to stress the values that are essential to 

good governance, especially transparency and accountability, and to support civil 

society, independent media, and the free flow of information. Together, these steps 

could lower the risk of democratic backsliding, improve lives in the developing world, 

and reduce Chinese influence. This course of action will require an injection of 

multilateral funding from the United States and its allies and partners that can give 

countries genuine alternatives. But it will require something more fundamental, too: the 

United States needs to have greater confidence in the belief that investing in human 

capital and good governance will work out better over the long run than China’s 

extractive approach.  

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2019-05-22/demystifying-belt-and-road


Focusing on principles rather than scorekeeping will also be essential for setting norms 

for new technologies that raise hard questions about human ethics. From artificial 

intelligence to biotechnology, autonomous weapons to gene-edited humans, there will 

be a crucial struggle in the years ahead to define appropriate conduct and then pressure 

laggards to get in line. Washington should start shaping the parameters of these debates 

without further delay. Finally, coexistence with China does not, and cannot, preclude the 

United States from speaking out against China’s egregious and inhumane treatment of 

its own citizens and the arbitrary detention of foreign nongovernmental organization 

workers. The West’s relative silence on Beijing’s internment of Uighurs has left a moral 

stain, and so the United States and its partners should mobilize international pressure 

to demand neutral third-party access to those who are detained and the sanctioning of 

the individuals and companies that are complicit in the detention. China may well 

threaten that such pressure will destabilize ties. Yet Washington should make speaking 

out on human rights abuses a predictable and routine part of the relationship. 

SEQUENCING COMPETITION AND COOPERATION 

It is often taken as an article of faith that as the U.S.-Chinese relationship becomes more 

competitive, the space for cooperation will shrink, if not disappear. But even as 

adversaries, the United States and the Soviet Union found ways to cooperate on a 

number of issues, including space exploration, contagious diseases, the environment, 

and the global commons. The need for cooperation between Washington and Beijing is 

far more acute, given the nature of contemporary challenges. Leaders in both countries 

should consider cooperation on such transnational challenges not as a concession by 

one party but as an essential need for both.  



To get the balance between cooperation and competition right, Washington has to 

consider the sequencing of each. The United States has historically sought to cooperate 

first and compete second with China. Beijing, meanwhile, has become quite comfortable 

competing first and cooperating second, linking—either explicitly or implicitly—offers of 

cooperation to U.S. concessions in areas of strategic interest.  

Going forward, Washington should avoid becoming an eager suitor on transnational 

challenges. Eagerness can actually limit the scope for cooperation by making it a 

bargaining chip. Although it may seem counterintuitive, competition is likely essential 

to effective cooperation with Beijing. In the zero-sum strategic mindset of many Chinese 

officials, perceptions of U.S. power and resolve matter enormously, and the Chinese 

bureaucracy has long focused on shifts in both. Given this sensitivity, it can be as 

important for Washington to demonstrate an ability to stand firm, and even to impose 

costs, as it is for it to speak earnestly about finding common cause. The best approach, 

then, will be to lead with competition, follow with offers of cooperation, and refuse to 

negotiate any linkages between Chinese assistance on global challenges and concessions 

on U.S. interests. 

BEYOND THE BILATERAL 

There is one other lesson of the Cold War that U.S. policymakers should keep top of 

mind: that one of the United States’ greatest strengths in its competition with China has 

less to do with the two countries than with everyone else. The combined weight of U.S. 

allies and partners can shape China’s choices across all domains—but only if 

Washington deepens all those relationships and works to tie them together. Although 

much of the discussion on U.S.-Chinese competition focuses on its bilateral dimension, 
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the United States will ultimately need to embed its China strategy in a dense network of 

relationships and institutions in Asia and the rest of the world.This is a lesson that the 

Trump administration would do well to remember. Instead of harnessing these 

enduring advantages, it has alienated many of the United States’ traditional friends—

with tariffs, demands of payment for military bases, and much more—and abandoned or 

undermined key institutions and agreements. Many international organizations, from 

the UN and the World Bank to the World Trade Organization, are institutions that the 

United States helped design and lead and that have established widely accepted rules of 

the road on such issues as freedom of navigation, transparency, dispute resolution, and 

trade. Retreating from these institutions provides short-term leeway and flexibility at 

the cost of long-term U.S. influence and allows Beijing to reshape norms and expand its 

own influence within those organizations.  

The United States needs to get back to seeing alliances as assets to be invested in rather 

than costs to be cut. In the absence of any meaningful capacity to build its own network 

of capable allies, Beijing would like nothing more than for the United States to squander 

this long-term advantage. Establishing clear-eyed coexistence with China will be 

challenging under any conditions, but it will be virtually impossible without help. If the 

United States is to strengthen deterrence, establish a fairer and more reciprocal trading 

system, defend universal values, and solve global challenges, it simply cannot go it 

alone. It is remarkable that it must be said, but so it must: to be effective, any strategy of 

the United States must start with its allies. 
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The Coronavirus Could Reshape 
Global Order 

China Is Maneuvering for International Leadership as the 
United States Falters 

By Kurt M. Campbell and Rush Doshi 

March 18, 2020 

With hundreds of millions of people now isolating themselves around the world, the 

novel coronavirus pandemic has become a truly global event. And while its geopolitical 

implications should be considered secondary to matters of health and safety, those 

implications may, in the long term, prove just as consequential—especially when it 

comes to the United States’ global position. Global orders have a tendency to change 

gradually at first and then all at once. In 1956, a botched intervention in the Suez laid 

bare the decay in British power and marked the end of the United Kingdom’s reign as a 

global power. Today, U.S. policymakers should recognize that if the United States does 

not rise to meet the moment, the coronavirus pandemic could mark another “Suez 

moment.” 

It is now clear to all but the most blinkered partisans that Washington has botched its 

initial response. Missteps by key institutions, from the White House and the 

Department of Homeland Security to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC), have undermined confidence in the capacity and competence of U.S. governance. 

Public statements by President Donald Trump, whether Oval Office addresses or early-
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morning tweets, have largely served to sow confusion and spread uncertainty. Both 

public and private sectors have proved ill-prepared to produce and distribute the tools 

necessary for testing and response. And internationally, the pandemic has amplified 

Trump’s instincts to go it alone and exposed just how unprepared Washington is to lead 

a global response. 

The status of the United States as a global leader over the past seven decades has been 

built not just on wealth and power but also, and just as important, on the legitimacy that 

flows from the United States’ domestic governance, provision of global public goods, 

and ability and willingness to muster and coordinate a global response to crises. The 

coronavirus pandemic is testing all three elements of U.S. leadership. So far, 

Washington is failing the test. 

As Washington falters, Beijing is moving quickly and adeptly to take advantage of the 

opening created by U.S. mistakes, filling the vacuum to position itself as the global 

leader in pandemic response. It is working to tout its own system, provide material 

assistance to other countries, and even organize other governments. The sheer chutzpah 

of China’s move is hard to overstate. After all, it was Beijing’s own missteps—especially 

its efforts at first to cover up the severity and spread of the outbreak—that helped create 

the very crisis now afflicting much of the world. Yet Beijing understands that if it is seen 

as leading, and Washington is seen as unable or unwilling to do so, this perception could 

fundamentally alter the United States’ position in global politics and the contest for 

leadership in the twenty-first century. 

MISTAKES WERE MADE 



In the immediate aftermath of the outbreak of the novel coronavirus, which causes the 

disease now referred to as COVID-19, the missteps of Chinese leaders cast a pall on their 

country’s global standing. The virus was first detected in November 2019 in the city of 

Wuhan, but officials didn’t disclose it for months and even punished the doctors who 

first reported it, squandering precious time and delaying by at least five weeks measures 

that would educate the public, halt travel, and enable widespread testing. Even as the 

full scale of the crisis emerged, Beijing tightly controlled information, shunned 

assistance from the CDC, limited World Health Organization travel to Wuhan, likely 

undercounted infections and deaths, and repeatedly altered the criteria for registering 

new COVID-19 cases—perhaps in a deliberate effort to manipulate the official number of 

cases. 

As the crisis worsened through January and February, some observers speculated that 

the coronavirus might even undermine the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party. 

It was called China’s “Chernobyl”; Dr. Li Wenliang—the young whistleblower silenced by 

the government who later succumbed to complications from the COVID-19—was likened 

to the Tiananmen Square “tank man.” 

Yet by early March, China was claiming victory. Mass quarantines, a halt to travel, and a 

complete shutdown of most daily life nationwide were credited with having stemmed 

the tide; official statistics, such as they are, reported that daily new cases had fallen into 

the single digits in mid-March from the hundreds in early February. In a surprise to 

most observers, Chinese leader Xi Jinping—who had been uncharacteristically quiet in 

the first weeks—began to put himself squarely at the center of the response. This month, 

he personally visited Wuhan. 
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Even though life in China has yet to return to normal (and despite continuing questions 

over the accuracy of China’s statistics), Beijing is working to turn these early signs of 

success into a larger narrative to broadcast to the rest of the world—one that makes 

China the essential player in a coming global recovery while airbrushing away its earlier 

mismanagement of the crisis.  

Beijing is working to turn early signs of success into a larger narrative to 

broadcast to the rest of the world. 

A critical part of this narrative is Beijing’s supposed success in battling the virus. A 

steady stream of propaganda articles, tweets, and public messaging, in a wide variety of 

languages, touts China’s achievements and highlights the effectiveness of its model of 

domestic governance. “China’s signature strength, efficiency and speed in this fight has 

been widely acclaimed,” declared Foreign Ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian. China, he 

added, set “a new standard for the global efforts against the epidemic.” Central 

authorities have instituted tight informational control and discipline at state organs to 

snuff out contradictory narratives. 

These messages are helped by the implicit contrast with efforts to battle the virus in the 

West, particularly in the United States—Washington’s failure to produce adequate 

numbers of testing kits, which means the United States has tested relatively few people 

per capita, or the Trump administration’s ongoing disassembly of the U.S. 

government’s pandemic-response infrastructure. Beijing has seized the narrative 

opportunity provided by American disarray, its state media and diplomats regularly 

reminding a global audience of the superiority of Chinese efforts and criticizing the 
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“irresponsibility and incompetence” of the “so-called political elite in Washington,” as 

the state-run Xinhua news agency put it in an editorial. 

Chinese officials and state media have even insisted that the coronavirus did not in fact 

emerge from China—despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary—in order to reduce 

China’s blame for the global pandemic. This effort has elements of a full-blown Russian-

style disinformation campaign, with China’s Foreign Ministry spokesman and over a 

dozen diplomats sharing poorly sourced articles accusing the U.S. military of spreading 

the coronavirus in Wuhan. These actions, combined with China’s unprecedented mass 

expulsion of journalists from three leading American papers, damage China’s 

pretensions to leadership. 

CHINA MAKES, THE WORLD TAKES 

Xi understands that providing global goods can burnish a rising power’s leadership 

credentials. He has spent the last several years pushing China’s foreign policy apparatus 

to think harder about leading reforms to “global governance,” and the coronavirus offers 

an opportunity to put that theory into action. Consider China’s increasingly well-

publicized displays of material assistance—including masks, respirators, ventilators, and 

medicine. At the outset of the crisis, China purchased and produced (and received as 

aid) vast quantities of these goods. Now it is in a position to hand them out to others. 

When no European state answered Italy’s urgent appeal for medical equipment and 

protective gear, China publicly committed to sending 1,000 ventilators, two million 

masks, 100,000 respirators, 20,000 protective suits, and 50,000 test kits. China has 

also dispatched medical teams and 250,000 masks to Iran and sent supplies to Serbia, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/13/world/asia/coronavirus-china-conspiracy-theory.html
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whose president dismissed European solidarity as “a fairy tale” and proclaimed that “the 

only country that can help us is China.” Alibaba co-founder Jack Ma has promised to 

send large quantities of testing kits and masks to the United States, as well as 20,000 

test kits and 100,000 masks to each of Africa’s 54 countries. 

Beijing’s edge in material assistance is enhanced by the simple fact that much of what 

the world depends on to fight the coronavirus is made in China. It was already the major 

producer of surgical masks; now, through wartime-like industrial mobilization, it has 

boosted production of masks more than tenfold, giving it the capacity to provide them to 

the world. China also produces roughly half of the N95 respirators critical for protecting 

health workers (it has forced foreign factories in China to make them and then sell them 

directly to the government), giving it another foreign policy tool in the form of medical 

equipment. Meanwhile, antibiotics are critical for addressing emerging secondary 

infections from COVID-19, and China produces the vast majority of active 

pharmaceutical ingredients necessary to make them. 

Beijing’s edge in material assistance is enhanced by the fact that much of 

what the world depends on to fight the coronavirus is made in China. 

The United States, by contrast, lacks the supply and capacity to meet many of its own 

demands, let alone to provide aid in crisis zones elsewhere. The picture is grim. The U.S. 

Strategic National Stockpile, the nation’s reserve of critical medical supplies, is believed 

to have only one percent of the masks and respirators and perhaps ten percent of 

the ventilators needed to deal with the pandemic. The rest will have to be made up with 

imports from China or rapidly increased domestic manufacturing. Similarly, 

China’s share of the U.S. antibiotics market is more than 95 percent, and most of the 
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ingredients cannot be manufactured domestically. Although Washington offered 

assistance to China and others at the outset of the crisis, it is less able to do so now, as 

its own needs grow; Beijing, in contrast, is offering aid precisely when the global need is 

greatest. 

Crisis response, however, is not only about material goods. During the 2014–15 Ebola 

crisis, the United States assembled and led a coalition of dozens of countries to counter 

the spread of the disease. The Trump administration has so far shunned a similar 

leadership effort to respond to the coronavirus. Even coordination with allies has been 

lacking. Washington appears, for example, not to have given its European allies any 

prior notice before instituting a ban on travel from Europe. 

China, by contrast, has undertaken a robust diplomatic campaign to convene dozens of 

countries and hundreds of officials, generally by videoconference, to share information 

about the pandemic and lessons from China’s own experience battling the disease. Like 

much of China’s diplomacy, these convening efforts are largely conducted at the regional 

level or through regional bodies. They include calls with central and eastern European 

states through the “17 + 1” mechanism, with the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’s 

secretariat, with ten Pacific Island states, and with other groupings across Africa, 

Europe, and Asia. And China is working hard to publicize such initiatives. 

Virtually every story on the front page of its foreign-facing propaganda organs 

advertises China’s efforts to help different countries with goods and information while 

underscoring the superiority of Beijing’s approach. 

HOW TO LEAD 
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China’s chief asset in its pursuit of global leadership—in the face of the coronavirus and 

more broadly—is the perceived inadequacy and inward focus of U.S. policy. The ultimate 

success of China’s pursuit, therefore, will depend as much on what happens in 

Washington as on what happens in Beijing. In the current crisis, Washington can still 

turn the tide if it proves capable of doing what is expected of a leader: managing the 

problem at home, supplying global public goods, and coordinating a global response.  

The first of those tasks—stopping the spread of the disease and protecting vulnerable 

populations in the United States—is most urgent and largely a question of domestic 

governance rather than geopolitics. But how Washington goes about it will have 

geopolitical implications, and not just insofar as it does or does not reestablish 

confidence in the U.S. response. For example, if the federal government immediately 

supports and subsidizes expansion of domestic production of masks, respirators, and 

ventilators—a response befitting the wartime urgency of this pandemic—it would both 

save American lives and help others around the world by reducing the scarcity of global 

supplies. 

While the United States isn’t currently able to meet the urgent material demands of the 

pandemic, its continuing global edge in the life sciences and biotechnology can be 

instrumental in finding a real solution to the crisis: a vaccine. The U.S. government can 

help by providing incentives to U.S. labs and companies to undertake a medical 

“Manhattan Project” to devise, rapidly test in clinical trials, and mass-produce a vaccine. 

Because these efforts are costly and require dauntingly high upfront investments, 

generous government financing and bonuses for successful vaccine production could 

make a difference. And it is worth noting that despite Washington’s mismanagement, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/28/health/coronavirus-vaccine.html


state and local governments, nonprofit and religious organizations, universities, and 

companies are not waiting for the federal government to get its act together before 

taking action. U.S.-funded companies and researchers are already making progress 

toward a vaccine—though even in the best-case scenario, it will be some time before one 

is ready for widespread use. 

Yet even as it focuses on efforts at home, Washington cannot simply ignore the need for 

a coordinated global response. Only strong leadership can solve global coordination 

problems related to travel restrictions, information sharing, and the flow of critical 

goods. The United States has successfully provided such leadership for decades, and it 

must do so again. 

That leadership will also require effectively cooperating with China, rather than getting 

consumed by a war of narratives about who responded better. Little is gained by 

repeatedly emphasizing the origins of the coronavirus—which are already widely known 

despite China’s propaganda—or engaging in petty tit-for-tat rhetorical exchanges with 

Beijing. As Chinese officials accuse the U.S. military of spreading the virus and lambaste 

U.S. efforts, Washington should respond when necessary but generally resist the 

temptation to put China at the center of its coronavirus messaging. Most countries 

coping with the challenge would rather see a public message that stresses the 

seriousness of a shared global challenge and possible paths forward (including 

successful examples of coronavirus response in democratic societies such as Taiwan and 

South Korea). And there is much Washington and Beijing could do together for the 

world’s benefit: coordinating vaccine research and clinical trials as well as fiscal 

stimulus; sharing information; cooperating on industrial mobilization (on machines for 

https://www.defenseone.com/technology/2020/03/breaking-weve-got-vaccine-says-pentagon-funded-company/163739/


producing critical respirator components or ventilator parts, for instance); and offering 

joint assistance to others. 

Ultimately, the coronavirus might even serve as a wake-up call, spurring progress on 

other global challenges requiring U.S.-Chinese cooperation, such as climate change. 

Such a step should not be seen—and would not be seen by the rest of the world—as a 

concession to Chinese power. Rather, it would go some way toward restoring faith in the 

future of U.S. leadership. In the current crisis, as in geopolitics today more generally, 

the United States can do well by doing good. 

• KURT M. CAMPBELL is Chair and CEO of the Asia Group and was U.S. 
Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs from 2009 to 
2013.  

• RUSH DOSHI is Director of the Brookings Institution’s China Strategy 
Initiative and a Fellow at Yale Law School’s Paul Tsai China Center. 

The China Challenge Can Help 
America Avert Decline 

Why Competition Could Prove Declinists Wrong Again 

By Kurt M. Campbell and Rush Doshi 

December 3, 2020 

When U.S. President-elect Joe Biden takes the oath of office—likely masked and 

surrounded by socially distanced officials and family—he will look out on a country that 

many believe is in decline. The problems that propelled President Donald Trump to 

office, including a collapsing middle class and toxic internal divisions, remain. And 

Trump will bequeath new ills to his successor: a runaway pandemic, a struggling 

economy, burgeoning debt, a wounded democracy, and a diminished global reputation. 
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“Declinism,” or the belief that the United States is sliding irreversibly from its 

preeminent status, is tempting. But such fatalism would be misguided. The United 

States still retains enviable advantages: a young population, financial dominance, 

abundant resources, peaceful borders, strong alliances, and an innovative economy. 

Moreover, as Samuel Huntington wrote in Foreign Affairs decades ago, the United 

States possesses an unusual capacity for self-correction, with declinists ironically 

playing “an indispensable role in preventing what they are predicting.” 

For the United States, decline is less a condition than a choice. The downward path runs 

through the country’s polarized political system, with an incoming Democratic president 

facing a deadlocked or narrowly Republican Senate. The path away from decline, 

meanwhile, may run through a rare area susceptible to bipartisan consensus: the need 

for the United States to rise to the China challenge. 

This challenge is in most respects not a choice. China’s scale and its increasingly global 

ambitions are geopolitical facts. But unlike the militarized and occasionally existential 

struggle with the Soviet Union, U.S.-Chinese competition is primarily economic and 

technological. Meeting this challenge requires the kinds of reinvestments in American 

competitiveness and innovation that are also critical to domestic renewal and working-

class prosperity. Policymakers should link these two agendas, not to amplify American 

anxieties but to make clear that accomplishing the country’s most important domestic 

tasks will also have salutary effects abroad. At the same time, policymakers must resist 

the common declinist tendency to see U.S. competitors as ten feet tall and instead 

calibrate a response that spurs innovation without stoking fear and prejudice. 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/1988-12-01/us-decline-or-renewal


 The arrival of an external competitor has often pushed the United States to become its 

best self; handled judiciously, it can once again. During the Cold War, U.S. politicians 

endeavored to leave foreign policy differences at “at the water’s edge.” In this time of 

partisan gridlock, domestic consensus may once again begin beyond America’s shores. 

DECLINISM AS U.S. TRADITION 

American anxieties about decline have a rich history, punctuating even the supposedly 

sunny American Century with interludes of deep self-doubt. Declinism began as a 

European import: the German writer Oswald Spengler’s bestseller The Decline of the 

West—published after World War I amid a pandemic—inspired a generation of 

pessimistic Americans that included Henry Kissinger, who was often called 

“Spenglarian” for his declinist perspective. But whereas European declinists were often 

fatalists who wrote in the shadow of lost empires, Americans who foresaw decline 

generally used those visions to unleash motivation, energy, and reinvention. 

The first wave of American declinism began during the Great Depression in the 1930s. 

The economic calamity, from which Germany and Japan seemed to emerge more swiftly 

than the United States, stirred American doubts about the country’s system of self-

governance. The United States rebounded through innovative New Deal programs that 

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt used to reshape the U.S. economy. In 1957, the 

Soviet Union launched its Sputnik satellite, provoking a second wave of declinist 

handwringing. But the muscle memory of the New Deal remained: the United States 

built federally supported institutions for research and education that made the country a 

technological leader for decades. 



Americans who foresaw decline generally used those visions to unleash 

motivation, energy, and reinvention. 

Declinism crested in a long, third wave in the 1960s and 1970s. The United States 

weathered social unrest and political assassinations; the collapse of Bretton Woods and 

the arrival of stagflation; the impeachment of President Richard Nixon and the fall of 

Saigon—all set against the backdrop of Soviet advancement. But eventually even these 

developments brought adjustment and renewal. Social unrest propelled civil rights 

reforms, impeachment reaffirmed the rule of law, Bretton Woods’ collapse brought 

eventual dollar dominance, defeat in Vietnam ended the draft, and the Soviet Union’s 

Afghan invasion hastened its collapse. 

But U.S. declinism had not receded for good. A fourth wave marked by industrial 

erosion, trade deficits, and rising inequality rattled American leaders in the 1980s and 

early 1990s, prompting Massachusetts Senator Paul Tsongas to declare that “the Cold 

War is over, and Japan and Germany won.” But despite those pressures, the United 

States successfully harnessed the information technology revolution. Less than a decade 

after Tsongas’s comment, the United States was heralded as an unrivaled superpower. 

THE NEW DECLINISM 

The United States is now in its fifth wave of declinism—one that began with the global 

financial crisis in 2008 and accelerated through Trump’s norm-breaking presidency. 

American decline is “out in the open,” observes Bloomberg columnist Noah Smith, 

arguing that absent domestic reform, “the U.S. will resemble a developing nation in a 

few decades.” The United States could devolve into a “deindustrialized, English-

https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-06-29/coronavirus-brings-american-decline-out-in-the-open


speaking version of a Latin American republic,” warns Professor Michael Lind of the 

University of Texas at Austin, with an economy based in “commodities, real estate, 

tourism, and perhaps transnational tax evasion,” as China absconds with the country’s 

high-tech industries and curtails the United States’ global leadership. 

Those who foresee continued U.S. decline point to forces—such as inequality, 

polarization, disinformation, and deindustrialization—that are real and formidable, but 

also global in nature rather than uniquely American. At the same time, they overlook 

U.S. advantages over China, which has a fast-aging population, slowing growth, and a 

currency still far from rivaling the dollar. Throughout most of China’s four-decade rise, 

the United States has consistently held a quarter of the world’s GDP. 

If the United States does decline, the root cause will be political and 

therefore a matter of choice. 

They may also underestimate the power of the United States’ appeal. American 

openness attracts the allies that sustain the global liberal order, the immigrants who fuel 

American growth, and the capital that sustains dollar dominance. U.S. soft power flows 

from the country’s open society and civic creed, not from the state. The protests that 

followed the killing of George Floyd this past summer reflected a public struggle to 

realize the founding values of the United States—values whose appeal was so universal 

that the struggle for them captivated global audiences and inspired marches abroad. The 

United States attracts more criticism than other great powers “precisely because it holds 

itself to a higher standard,” argues the South Africa–based journalist Dele Olojode. 

“Nobody holds China to that kind of standard.” 

https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/news/articles/china-strategy-trade-lind
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Yet U.S. advantages are not enough on their own to prevent the country from declining. 

If the United States does decline, the root cause will be political and therefore a matter 

of choice. Economic inequality, the urban-rural divide, social media algorithms, and 

unrestricted campaign contributions have intensified domestic division, which in turn 

has stymied Congress for more than a decade. A system historically held together more 

by norms than by laws just weathered an election that could have ended in political 

violence and the greatest constitutional crisis since the Civil War. Can the U.S. political 

system still summon the common purpose needed to address the country’s woes? 

CONSENSUS OFFSHORE 

Many believe it can, including President-elect Biden, who does not accept the 

proposition of American decline. “So many people have bet on our demise that it 

absolutely drives me crazy,” he said ten years ago after the global financial crisis. While 

a first Biden term might face the kind of partisan obstructionism familiar during the 

Obama administration, preventing the United States from acting to reverse decline, this 

need not be the case. Beneath the usual partisan rancor, both parties have retired some 

old orthodoxies and recognized the need for reinvention. At times, they have even 

converged on new priorities and transformative ideas—particularly with respect to 

industrial policy, state-market relations, research and development, and trade policy. 

China policy is at the heart of many of these shifts and likely to remain so. The more 

assertive and repressive China becomes, the more likely the public and Congress are to 

unify around concerns about Beijing’s long-term intentions and the impact of its state-

backed mercantilism on American workers and businesses. Framing an American 

agenda for renewal not purely in domestic terms but as part of a broader effort to 
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sustain U.S. competitiveness relative to China may even garner bipartisan support. As 

the Brookings Institution scholar Tom Wright argues, “Senate Republicans must ask 

themselves if the United States can afford two or four years of legislative stagnation if 

we are to compete with China.” 

To succeed in that competition, many policymakers on both sides of the aisle now agree 

that the United States will need to act. In particular, Washington will need to rebuild a 

state weakened by 40 years of benign neglect by some and antigovernment malice by 

others. If Washington is to reckon with China’s predatory economic practices and 

protect American jobs, the federal government will, for example, need an office that can 

consolidate information on industrial capacity, supply chains, economic bottlenecks, 

and import dependence—a critical capacity the trade war and pandemic have revealed is 

lacking. 

The United States will also have to rethink the relationship between the state and the 

market. Many figures in both parties now acknowledge that market forces alone cannot 

halt inequality, sustain growth, secure the country, or ensure competitiveness against 

China’s state champions. This realization could provide support for investments in 

science and technology and even justify elements of a progressive agenda—efforts to 

support workers, break up monopolies, and conduct industrial policy in critical sectors 

such as semiconductors. 

If the Biden administration plays the China card in this way, it must do so with great 

care. Competition with China need not require confrontation or a second cold war. The 

United States has a responsibility to protect Asian Americans from discrimination, and 

it must avoid conflating the Chinese Communist Party with the Chinese people or with 
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Chinese Americans by sending a clear and early message that demagoguery and racism 

are unacceptable.    

With a constructive China policy that strengthens the United States at home and makes 

it more competitive abroad, American leaders can begin to reverse the impression of 

U.S. decline. But they cannot stop there. They must also find affirmative ways to rebuild 

the solidarity and civic identity that make democracy work. An effort to stress a shared 

liberal nationalism, or what the historian Jill Lepore calls a “New Americanism,” has 

been part of our civic culture and can be again.  

As a presidential candidate 60 years ago, when Americans were still reeling from the 

Sputnik shock, John F. Kennedy addressed a municipal auditorium in Canton, Ohio. 

The country faced serious crises, and Kennedy enumerated them: low wages, high 

housing costs, a growing risk of conflict, the gradual shrinkage of industry, and the rise 

of a new rival that appeared to be on the march while the United States stood still. 

“What we have to overcome,” Kennedy said then, is “that psychological feeling in the 

world that the United States has reached maturity, that maybe our high noon has 

passed, maybe our brightest days were earlier, and that now we are going into the long, 

slow afternoon… I don’t hold that view at all, and neither do the people of this country.” 

• KURT M. CAMPBELL is Chair and CEO of The Asia Group and former 
Assistant Secretary of State for East Asia and Pacific Affairs. 

• RUSH DOSHI is Director of the Brookings Institution's China Strategy 
Initiative, a Fellow at Yale Law School’s Paul Tsai China Center, and the 
author of a forthcoming report on China’s global information influence 
operations.  

China Is Done Biding Its Time 
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The End of Beijing’s Foreign Policy Restraint? 

By Kurt M. Campbell and Mira Rapp-Hooper 

July 15, 2020 

Over the course of the novel coronavirus crisis, analysts have watched relations between 

the United States and China spiral to a historic nadir, with scant hope of recovery. There 

are many reasons for the slide, but Beijing, in a striking departure from its own 

diplomatic track record, has been taking a much harder line than usual on the 

international stage—so much so, that even the most seasoned observers are wondering 

whether China’s foreign policy has fundamentally changed. 

China’s approach to the world was, of course, never ironclad. Many factors determine a 

country’s diplomatic strategy, from its history, culture, and geography to the nature of 

its regime and its relative global power. If a government perceives one or more of these 

factors to have changed, so, too, may its diplomacy. But as COVID-19 has ravaged the 

globe, Chinese President Xi Jinping has appeared to defy many of his country’s long-

held foreign policy principles all at once. It is too early to tell with certainty, but China—

imbued with crisis-stoked nationalism, confident in its continued rise, and willing to 

court far more risk than in the past—may well be in the middle of a foreign policy 

rethink that will reverberate around the world. 

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) started 2020 on the back foot, but it didn’t stay 

there for long. Accused of being insufficiently transparent about the origins of the 

coronavirus pandemic, Beijing rushed to defend its global image. And once it had 

brought the outbreak within its borders under control, it embarked on a brash campaign 

of “mask diplomacy,” casting itself as a new global health leader. 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2020-07-15/china-done-biding-its-time#author-info


But Beijing did not stop there. In the months since the pandemic first engulfed the 

world, China’s government has engaged in an unprecedented diplomatic offensive on 

virtually every foreign policy front. It has tightened its grip over Hong Kong, ratcheted 

up tensions in the South China Sea, unleashed a diplomatic pressure campaign against 

Australia, used fatal force in a border dispute with India, and grown more vocal in its 

criticism of Western liberal democracies. 

In the past, the CCP generally sought to maintain a relatively stable security 

environment, occasionally seizing opportunities to advance the country’s aims without 

provoking undue international backlash and carefully recalibrating whenever it 

overreached. Beijing’s recent actions, however, reveal no such conservatism or caution. 

China may simply be taking advantage of the chaos of the pandemic and the global 

power vacuum left by a no-show U.S. administration. But there is reason to believe that 

a deeper and more lasting shift is underway. The world may be getting a first sense of 

what a truly assertive Chinese foreign policy looks like. 

DIFFERENT IN WORD 

China’s shift is partly one of language and diplomatic style. Historically, Beijing has 

stuck to veiled, oblique language in official diplomatic statements, especially when 

criticizing Washington. In 2015, at the height of an international standoff over China’s 

island building in the South China Sea, for example, Chinese Vice Foreign Minister 

Zhang Yesui urged the United States to “cherish the overall peace and stability in the 

South China Sea [and] treasure the hard-won momentum of positive development in 

China-US relations”—hardly a pointed critique. But with the pandemic has come a new, 

harsher tone. “If someone claims that China’s exports are toxic, then stop wearing 

https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbxw/t1310069.shtml


China-made masks and protective gowns, or using China-exported ventilators,” a 

foreign ministry spokesperson tweeted after China was found to have delivered 

substandard medical supplies to several European countries. Chinese 

diplomats have criticized Western democracies for mishandling the crisis 

and demanded praise from governments receiving Chinese supplies. Such has been the 

backlash in Europe and Africa that a leading Chinese think tank warned Beijing in April 

that its aggressive style risked undermining China’s global standing. 

That advice seems to have gone unheeded. If anything, Beijing appears less image 

conscious now than in the past. Xi has endured the reputational damage of his 

government’s “Wolf Warrior” diplomacy (named after a series of nationalistic action 

films), likely calculating that China will gain more by flexing its military and economic 

muscles even if it loses some of its soft power along the way. 

A series of diplomatic course changes by China—unusual for a government that is 

typically loath to backtrack on its public positions—likewise suggest a newfound 

confidence. In the past, Beijing avoided such reversals for fear of “losing face.” But after 

initially rejecting the idea of an international investigation into the coronavirus outbreak 

in China, Xi said at the World Health Assembly in May that the World Health 

Organization (WHO) should conduct a probe once the pandemic subsides. And although 

China initially refused to join a G-20 pledge to grant debt relief to low-income countries 

in the throes of economic crisis, it later changed its mind and signed on, albeit with a 

number of caveats. These shifts suggest that Xi believes he can manage both thorny 

processes in ways that preserve China’s interests. 

DIFFERENT IN DEED 
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Beijing has not confined itself to bold rhetoric. Over the past few months, it has upped 

the ante in nearly all of its many territorial disputes and even provoked new ones, in 

another departure from past practice. The political scientist Taylor Fravel has 

shown that China has long prioritized among its territorial disputes, pressing ahead with 

some and putting others on the back burner to avoid courting too much tension at once. 

That restraint seems to have fallen by the wayside. Since March, China has stepped up 

its patrols near the Diaoyu Islands (known in Japan as the Senkaku Islands) in the East 

China Sea and doubled down on its maritime claims in the South China Sea, sending 

vessels to linger off the coasts of Indonesia, Malaysia, and Vietnam. It has conducted 

aerial reconnaissance near Taiwan, effectively ended Hong Kong’s semiautonomous 

status, ginned up a new border dispute with Bhutan, and by all appearances, provoked 

a deadly border clash with India in what was the People’s Liberation Army’s first use of 

force abroad in 30 years. Any one of these moves by Beijing might have been 

unsurprising on its own. Put together, however, they amount to a highly unusual full-

court press. 

Once content to permit diversity and different sets of norms to persist inside China’s 

semiautonomous territories, the CCP has also reversed course when it comes to its 

national periphery. In the western province of Xinjiang, a government crackdown on the 

Muslim Uighur minority, initiated before the pandemic hit, has since turned into a 

campaign of ethnic cleansing. Meanwhile, a controversial new national security law has 

all but stripped Hong Kong of its unique legal status. The law contains provisions that 

could potentially transcend national boundaries and extend Chinese jurisprudence 

globally, marking a shift from China’s traditionally defensive conception of sovereignty 

to a more offensive approach to extend Beijing’s authority. China has long resisted 
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international efforts that it saw as endangering national sovereignty, rejecting, for 

example, the responsibility to protect (R2P) doctrine, which aims to prevent genocide 

and humanitarian crises. Now, Chinese sovereignty appears to come in only one form—

the one imposed by the CCP. 

China has upped the ante in nearly all of its many territorial disputes and even 

provoked new ones. 

Even beyond its immediate neighborhood, China now seems willing to court 

controversy, even open hostility. Its approach to Australia is a case in point. After 

Canberra called for an independent investigation into the origins of the pandemic, 

Beijing issued a harsh rebuke and imposed trade sanctions on Australia. It also appears 

to have carried out a series of cyberattacks against Australian government servers and 

businesses. Australian public opinion is rapidly turning against China as a result, with 

growing support for a more hard-line foreign policy, and Canberra has announced plans 

to boost its defense spending. Beijing appears undeterred, perhaps because it hopes to 

teach other states in the region to think twice before opposing it. But it will not soon win 

Canberra back. 

The stubbornness on display in China’s treatment of Australia—the determination to 

barrel through instead of recalibrating—is emblematic of a wider shift. Back in 2015, 

after China’s artificial islands in the South China Sea sparked outrage from other 

regional players, Beijing sensed it had overreached and changed tack. It temporarily 

scaled back its island building and began devoting more time to regional diplomacy and 

its Belt and Road Initiative. By contrast, there are few obvious signs that China is 

rethinking its approach this time around, at least so far. The world was already on 
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already on alert when, in June, the National People’s Congress announced its sweeping 

new national security law for Hong Kong. But the global chorus of condemnation that 

followed the announcement did not keep the CCP from implementing the new law with 

zeal or from formally charging with espionage two Canadian citizens it had held in 

detention for 18 months. In this new Chinese foreign policy, there are few U-turns and 

no posted speed limits. 

Some of the most consequential changes are taking place on the inside, at the highest 

echelons of Chinese policymaking. When Beijing encountered unforeseen foreign policy 

challenges in the past, it followed a clear process of deliberation that was 

comprehensible to outside observers. That has not been the case of late. Xi is rumored to 

be making many of the most important decisions himself, without even a trusted cohort 

of advisers. This may help explain why China’s foreign policy has become less risk 

averse: with fewer voices pitching in, an undaunted Xi may have no one to dissuade him 

from pressing ahead. Past Chinese leaders, notably Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin, 

believed in the institutionalized processes of collective leadership. Xi has disabled or 

neutralized many of these channels. The world may now be getting a sense of what 

China’s decision-making looks like when a singularly strong leader acts more or less on 

his own. 

PLUS ÇA CHANGE? 

What all these shifts amount to in the aggregate is still a matter of some debate. Some 

will argue that China’s strategy hasn’t changed but simply seized the moment, as it has 

done many times before: Xi is taking advantage of the United States’ stunning 

abdication of global leadership in a moment of crisis to advance his interests on many 
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fronts. His imperious coronavirus diplomacy is just the latest instance of China’s long-

standing tradition of foreign policy opportunism and improvisation—only scaled up to 

fit the gaping hole left by the United States. And perhaps three years of the Trump 

administration’s unilateral, zero-sum diplomacy have encouraged Beijing to push for 

foreign policy wins wherever it can, especially while the United States is busy gearing up 

for a contentious presidential election in November. 

But the United States has been divided and distracted before—at the height of its wars in 

the Middle East and during the global financial crisis of 2008, for example—without 

inviting so many bold advances from China. The current lack of U.S. leadership matters, 

no doubt, but so do Xi’s consolidation of power and his belief that China’s geopolitical 

moment has arrived. These are the true forces pushing Beijing toward action. The 

United States’ withdrawal from the world is merely giving China the space it needs to 

follow through. 

In China’s new foreign policy, there are few U-turns and no posted speed limits. 

What is clear is that Beijing’s new foreign policy has already left its mark. Relations with 

Australia are at a low point, and European public opinion of China could suffer for years 

to come. The recent deadly border clash in the Himalayas may make India a more 

determined counterweight to China in the region. Familiar or not, Beijing’s bristling 

crisis diplomacy is costing it in novel and lasting ways. 

China’s diplomatic offensive is sure to preoccupy any future U.S. administration, too. 

Whether under former Vice President Joe Biden or Trump, the next White House will 

need to prepare for tough bilateral diplomacy with Beijing on many fronts at once, from 



Hong Kong to the South China Sea, India, and Europe, where Chinese attempts at 

pressure and intimidation will likely continue. American leaders should expect to face 

Chinese diplomats who engage in rhetorical bomb throwing even as Xi himself presents 

a calmer and more constructive face, as he and Foreign Minister Wang Yi have done in 

recent weeks. And they should expect to deal with a Chinese government that, for all the 

international blowback it has received, maintains the confidence, even brazenness, of a 

newly minted great power. 

Fortunately for the next U.S. president, the contours of a better American approach to 

China have been evident for some time. The United States must reject the punitive 

unilateralism that has become the norm in recent years and that has produced no trade 

or national security gains whatsoever. It must rejigger its relationship with allies in 

Europe and Asia, who provide its only remaining chance at balancing China in the 

decades ahead. It must reinvest in international institutions, such as the UN, the G-7, 

and the WHO, which are indispensable for crisis management and which China is all too 

happy to lead in the United States’ absence. And it must restore its own domestic health 

and prosperity to remain a viable competitor on the global stage. 

If there is a silver lining to the current crisis maelstrom, it may be that Beijing has pulled 

back its own curtain, giving the world an unsolicited preview of unconstrained Chinese 

might. By leaving a power vacuum in the world’s darkest hour, the United States has 

bequeathed China ample room to overreach—and to demonstrate that it is unqualified 

for a position of sole global leadership. If Washington does not return soon, however, it 

may not much matter how the world views China’s bumptious diplomacy—left with no 

alternative, strident excess will fill the void.  
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Throughout the half century of Asia’s unprecedented rise, Henry Kissinger has been a 

pivotal figure, orchestrating the United States’ opening to China in the early 1970s and 

then going on to author tomes on Chinese strategy and world order. But at this 

transitional moment in Asia, Kissinger’s most relevant observations may be found in a 

more surprising place: a doctoral dissertation on nineteenth-century Europe that 

struggled to find a publisher when Kissinger wrote it, years before his rise to 

prominence. 

That book, A World Restored: Metternich, Castlereagh and the Problems of Peace, 

1812–22, explored how two European statesmen—one British, the other Austrian—

worked to bolster fraying relations among leading continental states at the end of the 

Napoleonic Wars. Their efforts laid the groundwork for the continent’s so-called long 

peace—100 years of calm and prosperity between 1815 and World War I. The book’s 

insights have special resonance for today’s Indo-Pacific, with its intensifying great-

power politics and strained regional order. 
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The key implication today of A World Restored is not that the Indo-Pacific requires its 

own version of Europe’s great-power condominium or a modern U.S.-Chinese concert. 

It is instead that regional orders work best when they sustain both balance and 

legitimacy and that Washington should work to advance both in Asia. Kissinger argues 

that it was Lord Castlereagh’s focus on balance combined with Klemens von 

Metternich’s focus on the order’s legitimacy in the eyes of member states that 

established a stable system. 

A strategy for the Indo-Pacific today would benefit from incorporating three lessons 

from this episode of European history: the need for a balance of power; the need for an 

order that the region’s states recognize as legitimate; and the need for an allied and 

partner coalition to address China’s challenge to both. Such an approach can ensure that 

the Indo-Pacific’s future is characterized by balance and twenty-first-century openness 

rather than hegemony and nineteenth-century spheres of influence. 

EUROPE’S PAST, ASIA’S FUTURE? 

The question of whether “Europe’s past will be Asia’s future,” as Princeton professor 

Aaron Friedberg memorably put it two decades ago, remains a pressing one. Both 

nineteenth-century Europe and the Indo-Pacific today featured a rising state, rivalrous 

great powers, multiple paths to conflict, growing nationalism, clashes between 

liberalism and authoritarianism, and fragile regional institutions. 

The differences, though, matter too. Unlike prewar Europe, the Indo-Pacific is not 

emerging from revolutionary upheaval and ruinous great-power war. Instead, the region 

has enjoyed its own 40-year “long peace.” Asia as a whole is also far more economically, 
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financially, and technologically interdependent than Europe in the nineteenth century. 

The majority of Indo-Pacific trade, for instance, is conducted internally, and the region 

itself is central to American prosperity and growth. The challenge for U.S. policy is not 

to create order out of chaos, as it was for nineteenth-century European leaders, but to 

modernize and strengthen elements of an existing system. 

Another distinctive element of the Indo-Pacific is that its evolved “operating system,” 

unlike the order forged in prewar Europe, is as much about promoting commerce as 

preventing conflict. Constructed in the aftermath of World War II, the region’s system is 

a combination of legal, security, and economic arrangements that liberated hundreds of 

millions from poverty, promoted countless commercial advances, and led to a 

remarkable accumulation of wealth. At its heart are time-tested principles: freedom of 

navigation, sovereign equality, transparency, peaceful dispute resolution, the sanctity of 

contracts, cross-border trade, and cooperation on transnational challenges. The United 

States’ long-standing commitment to forward-deployed military forces, moreover, has 

helped underscore these principles. 

Regional orders work best when they sustain both balance and legitimacy. 

Two specific challenges, however, threaten the order’s balance and legitimacy. The first 

is China’s economic and military rise. China alone accounts for half the 

region’s GDP and military spending, a gap that has only grown since the COVID-19 

pandemic. And like any rising state, China seeks to reshape its surroundings and secure 

deference to its interests. The way Beijing has pursued these goals—South China Sea 

island building, East China Sea incursions, conflict with India, threats to invade Taiwan, 

and internal repression in Hong Kong and Xinjiang—undermines important precepts of 
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the established regional system. This behavior, combined with China’s preference for 

economic coercion, most recently directed against Australia, means that many of the 

order’s organizing principles are at risk. 

The second challenge is more surprising because it comes from the original architect 

and longtime sponsor of the present system—the United States. Despite determined 

efforts by the Trump administration’s Asia experts to mitigate the damage, President 

Donald Trump himself strained virtually every element of the region’s operating system. 

He pressed allies such as Japan and South Korea to renegotiate cost-sharing agreements 

for U.S. bases and troops and threatened to withdraw forces entirely if he was 

unsatisfied with the new terms. Both moves undermined alliances the Indo-Pacific 

needs to remain balanced. Trump was also generally absent from regional multilateral 

processes and economic negotiations, ceding ground for China to rewrite rules central to 

the order’s content and legitimacy. Finally, he was cavalier about support for democracy 

and human rights in ways that weakened the United States’ natural partners and 

emboldened Chinese authorities in Hong Kong and Xinjiang. 

This combination of Chinese assertiveness and U.S. ambivalence has left the region in 

flux. The contemporary Indo-Pacific feels like prewar Europe—drifting out of balance, 

its order fraying, and with no obvious coalition to address the problem. If the next U.S. 

administration wants to preserve the regional operating system that has generated 

peace and unprecedented prosperity, it needs to begin by addressing each of these 

trends in turn.  

RESTORING BALANCE 



“The balance of power,” Kissinger writes in A World Restored, “is the classic expression 

of the lesson of history that no order is safe without physical safeguards against 

aggression.” Applied to the Indo-Pacific, such a warning is prescient: China’s growing 

material power has indeed destabilized the region’s delicate balance and emboldened 

Beijing’s territorial adventurism. Left unchecked, Chinese behavior could end the 

region’s long peace. 

The growing material imbalance between China and the rest of the region is notable. 

Beijing spends more on its military than all its Indo-Pacific neighbors combined. China 

has invested in anti-access/area-denial weapons (including supersonic missiles and 

“smart” mines) that threaten the viability of U.S. regional intervention. It has also 

invested in blue-water, amphibious, and power-projection capabilities that Beijing could 

employ for offensive missions against India, Japan, Taiwan, Vietnam, and others.  

In response to these threats, the United States needs to make a conscious effort to deter 

Chinese adventurism. Washington can start by moving away from its singular focus on 

primacy and the expensive and vulnerable platforms such as aircraft carriers designed to 

maintain it. Instead, the United States should prioritize deterring China through the 

same relatively inexpensive and asymmetric capabilities Beijing has long employed. This 

means investing in long-range conventional cruise and ballistic missiles, unmanned 

carrier-based strike aircraft and underwater vehicles, guided-missile submarines, and 

high-speed strike weapons. These developments would complicate Chinese calculations 

and force Beijing to reevaluate whether risky provocations would succeed. 

Real regional balance, however, also requires action in concert with allies and partners. 

The United States needs to help states in the Indo-Pacific develop their own asymmetric 
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capabilities to deter Chinese behavior. Although Washington should maintain its 

forward presence, it also needs to work with other states to disperse U.S. forces across 

Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean. This would reduce American reliance on a small 

number of vulnerable facilities in East Asia. Finally, the United States should encourage 

new military and intelligence partnerships between regional states, while still deepening 

those relationships in which the United States plays a major role—placing a “tire” on 

the familiar regional alliance system with a U.S. hub and allied spokes. 

RESTORING LEGITIMACY  

Military and material balance alone, however, will not sustain a renewed regional order. 

The stability of any international system, wrote Kissinger, ultimately relies on what he 

termed “generally accepted legitimacy.” Any international framework needs buy-in from 

the powers within it. Here, the United States will again need to play a central role. 

Unlike prewar Europe, legitimacy in the Indo-Pacific is not only a matter of 

international politics and security. Trade, technology, and transnational cooperation are 

also vital. As Evan Feigenbaum argues, there are “two Asias” that together constitute the 

region’s order: one focused on politics and security and the other on economics. China’s 

territorial adventurism undermines the former, its coercive economic policies 

undermine the latter, and U.S. ambivalence under Trump undermines both. If those 

trends continue and Indo-Pacific states begin to view the current order as illegitimate, 

they may drift into China’s shadow—pushing the region in a nineteenth-century rather 

than a twenty-first-century direction. Were that to occur, the dynamic region might split 

into spheres of influence: outside powers shut out, disputes resolved through force, 
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economic coercion the norm, U.S. alliances weakened, and smaller states without 

autonomy and freedom to maneuver. 

Reversing these trends will be challenging and require diplomatic finesse, commercial 

innovation, and institutional creativity on the part of U.S. policymakers. In the political 

and security realm, bolstering the present order’s legitimacy will, at minimum, require 

serious U.S. reengagement: an end to shaking down allies, skipping regional summits, 

avoiding economic engagement, and shunning transnational cooperation. This new 

posture will give the United States a greater regional role and empower Indo-Pacific 

states in the face of China’s growing clout. 

The combination of Chinese assertiveness and U.S. ambivalence has left the 

region in flux. 

In the economic realm, strengthening the present order means ensuring the system 

continues to deliver material benefits for its members, even as China grows more 

sophisticated in its use of economic carrots and sticks. In contrast to prewar Europe’s 

negotiations, which emphasized borders and political recognition, those in the Indo-

Pacific will inevitably revolve around supply chains, standards, investment regimes, and 

trade agreements. Even as the United States works to reshore sensitive industries and 

pursue a “managed decoupling” from China, it can reassure wary regional states that 

moving supply chains out of China will often mean shifting them to other local 

economies, creating new growth opportunities. Moreover, as China provides 

infrastructure financing through the Belt and Road Initiative, the United States should 

develop ways to provide alternative financing and technical assistance.  



Negotiating Beijing’s role in this order is the most complex element of the overall 

endeavor. Although Indo-Pacific states seek U.S. help to preserve their autonomy in the 

face of China’s rise, they realize it is neither practical nor profitable to exclude Beijing 

from Asia’s vibrant future. Nor do the region’s states want to be forced to “choose” 

between the two superpowers. 

A better solution would be for the United States and its partners to persuade China that 

there are benefits to a competitive but peaceful region organized around a few essential 

requirements: a place for Beijing in the regional order; Chinese membership in the 

order’s primary institutions; a predictable commercial environment if the country plays 

by the rules; and opportunities to jointly benefit from collaboration on climate, 

infrastructure, and the COVID-19 pandemic. Marginal buy-in from China has played a 

central role in the region’s success thus far. It will remain important in the years ahead. 

Still, in other areas, Beijing’s behavior will inevitably clash with U.S. and Asian visions 

for an Indo-Pacific order. In response, Washington will have to work with others to 

strengthen the system, provide Beijing with incentives to engage productively, and then 

collectively design penalties if China decides to take steps that threaten the larger order. 

Doing so, however, will likely grow more challenging as China’s strength increases. 

Preserving the system’s balance and legitimacy will therefore require strong coalitions of 

both allies and partners—and a degree of acquiescence and acceptance from China.  

FORGING COALITIONS 

Although the idea that the United States should “work with allies” is almost a cliché, the 

challenges to doing so are significant. Maintaining the existing Indo-Pacific order will 



inevitably require a broad coalition, and the very members that might join may not see 

the value of such a combined approach until the present system is irreversibly damaged. 

The need for allies and partners is often evident only after the status quo is overturned. 

Kissinger observed this dynamic in nineteenth-century Europe, but it applies equally 

well today. Distant European leaders are inevitably less concerned about China’s 

assertiveness than the Indo-Pacific states next door. Accordingly, the principal challenge 

facing the United States is to bridge European and regional approaches to Chinese 

challenges. That task is made more difficult by Beijing’s economic power: last month, 

China used last-minute concessions to successfully pull the EU into a major bilateral 

investment agreement despite concerns that the deal would complicate a unified 

transatlantic approach under the Biden administration.  

Given these limitations, the United States will need to be flexible and innovative as it 

builds partnerships. Rather than form a grand coalition focused on every issue, the 

United States should pursue bespoke or ad hoc bodies focused on individual problems, 

such as the D-10 proposed by the United Kingdom (the G-7 democracies plus Australia, 

India, and South Korea). These coalitions will be most urgent for questions of trade, 

technology, supply chains, and standards.  

Other coalitions, though, might focus on military deterrence by expanding the so-called 

Quad currently composed of Australia, India, Japan, and the United States, 

infrastructure investment through cooperation with Japan and India, and human rights 

through the two-dozen states that criticized Beijing’s internment camps in Xinjiang and 

its assault on Hong Kong’s autonomy.  



The purpose of these different coalitions—and this broader strategy—is to create balance 

in some cases, bolster consensus on important facets of the regional order in others, and 

send a message that there are risks to China’s present course. This task will be among 

the most challenging in the recent history of American statecraft. 

Two centuries ago, Metternich and Castlereagh were pessimists worried about a system 

under strain. Even in their cynicism about the darker ambitions of states and men, 

however, the two statesmen succeeded in erecting a durable and flexible system that 

extended peace and prosperity beyond what many thought possible. The United States 

and its allies in the Indo-Pacific and across Europe need a similar sense of anxiety and 

ambition today. If they find it, they can ensure that a region home to roughly half the 

global economy, half of global greenhouse gas emissions, and half of all nuclear-armed 

states remains prosperous, peaceful, and open—for the benefit of all. 
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