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The two most powerful warriors are patience and time.


—Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace















Prologue



A Dispatch from the Future


NOVEMBER 13, 2028. THE WINTER SEASON IN TAIWAN—LASTING from November till March—is great for surfers. It’s no Bali or Hawaii, as the size of the waves and their consistency may vary, but the Northeast Monsoon, which brings the cold China Coastal Current water into the Taiwan Strait, where it meets the warm Kuroshio Branch Current coming from the south, is known to form some significant waves. The Taiwan Strait is only about a hundred meters deep—shallow enough that during ice ages and the time of glaciers the island of Taiwan was physically connected to the Chinese mainland; but even in the modern era the two-hundred-mile-long passage—which varies in width from about one hundred nautical miles down to just seventy nautical miles and is one of the most vital shipping routes in the world—is known for frequent storms, large swells, and blinding fog and bedeviled by annual summer typhoons from roughly May to October. Between the typhoons in the summer and the stormy high-wave winter season, there is no predictably perfect and easy time to launch a large-scale amphibious invasion of Taiwan, especially with the strait registering about 150 days a year of winds above twenty knots, rough seas for amphibious ships and landing craft. Any landing on Taiwan’s windy, shallow, and rocky beaches during that time is fraught and risky. Which is why, in the end, China decided to forego a beach landing and attempt an air assault on the island’s port and airfield facilities, the seizure of which would allow for rapid arrival of follow-on troops and logistical supplies to facilitate a successful occupation.


The operations planners in the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) had had years to deliberate their invasion strategy, adjusting year after year as China’s own military capabilities grew and advanced. In the end, due to the unpredictability of the rough Taiwan Strait waters and the heavy fortifications the Taiwanese had built up around potential beach landing sites, the PLA came up with an innovative invasion plan—the opening stages of which they’d practiced repeatedly as the late 2020s unfolded. For several years, China had engaged in full-scale military exercises—loading up vast armadas of military and civilian ships with tens of thousands of troops, equipment, and matériel and heading toward Taiwan, always stopping just short of the twelve-nautical-mile limit that marks the start of the island’s territorial waters. They figured they could practice with some impunity because they knew Taiwan could never afford to respond aggressively. One of the island’s greatest defense dilemmas had long been its inability to respond to hostile provocations and threats with force—lest it be accused of instigating a conflict. US officials had warned Taiwanese leadership for years that under no circumstances could they fire the first shot—they had to take the Chinese punch before retaliating. Portraying China as the aggressor would be a critical step in building the international case that Chinese leader Xi Jinping was alone responsible for starting any war. The stakes couldn’t have been higher: after all, even if the Taiwanese fired first at the PLA armada after it crossed Taiwan’s territorial boundary, Beijing could still dispute the shooting as unprovoked and claim that it occurred in international waters—muddying the geopolitical waters such that Taiwan risked losing key moral and diplomatic support around the world. Too many countries wanted the excuse—they would only be too eager to continue trading with China, the world’s second largest economy, irrespective of the conflict. If Taiwan was to survive and rally the world to its cause, it couldn’t afford to offer that excuse.


The final Chinese PLA plan counted on precisely that Taiwanese restraint when China’s ships entered Taiwan’s waters and closed in on the vital northwestern coastal Port of Taipei, a modern facility completed in 2012 that boasted forty-five hundred feet of so-called berth space, a substantial amount of space available for cargo offloading. There the PLA planned to leverage existing infrastructure to rapidly unload hundreds of thousands of troops and thousands of tanks, armored vehicles, heavy engineering equipment, weapons, munitions, and the logistics supplies needed for the conquest of the island. While Taipei wasn’t the largest port in Taiwan, the rapid capture of its docks was essential to the success of the operation since other Taiwanese port facilities were too far away from the capital city. That distance and Taiwan’s extensive array of steep mountains and winding rivers made the rapid transport of a large PLA armored force from any other port or beach to the capital all but impossible.


The operational plan called for moving eight modern Type 075 Yushen-class amphibious assault ships, each with more than thirty-thousand-ton displacement, right up to Taiwan’s maritime border, while being protected by PLA Navy (PLAN) guided-missile destroyers. Xi Jinping’s regime had rapidly constructed the Yushen ships specifically with this mission in mind; each was a highly capable delivery platform for air assault operations, carrying a mix of up to twenty-eight attack and heavy transport helicopters and eight hundred troops. In the early morning hours, once the final order was given, two hundred Z-8 and Z-20 transport helicopters, all backed up by Z-10 attack gunships, would take off from the landing docks and head for the Taipei port, as well as the Taoyuan International Airport, ten miles west, and the smaller Taipei Songshan Airport, located right in the center of the capital city, just three miles north of the Zhongzheng government district. The plan called for helicopters to make the journey in ten minutes. (Ironically, these aircraft were built based on legally acquired Western technology—the Z-8 came from an original French-licensed design, and the Z-20 from the UH-60 Black Hawk, which America had sold to China in the 1980s. The Z-10 was built with Pratt & Whitney engines and assisted by European Airbus and AgustaWestland transmission and rotor installation designs.)


The heliborne brigades of the PLA Air Force (PLAAF) Airborne Corps, China’s equivalent to the United States’ 101st Airborne Division, would assault, capture, and secure the port and airport facilities, in preparation for follow-on forces with armored vehicles that would land at the airfields on the Chinese Y-20 and Russian-made IL-76 troop transport planes. As those transport planes descended, dozens of large roll-on/roll-off (RORO) ferries and vehicle transport ships—all built with “national defense requirements” and appropriated from Chinese industry by the PLAN—would rush into the captured port and unload tens of thousands of troops and hundreds of additional tanks and infantry fighting vehicles. Anticipating that the Taiwanese might manage to destroy the port’s infrastructure ahead of the Chinese landing, the PLA has spent years practicing rapid offloading of these vessels in ports with minimal cargo handling infrastructure, such as a lack of pier-side ramps or tugboat support. Simultaneously, PLA land-based missiles, rockets, and bombers, along with attack aircraft deployed from two Chinese carriers positioned off Taiwan’s eastern coast, would pummel Taiwan’s air bases in an attempt to take the island’s relatively small air force out of commission before it could get into the fight—destroying runways, fuel depots, and maintenance infrastructure and targeting the island’s prized fleet of F-16 fighter jets. Mainland-based precision-guided ballistic and cruise missiles, such as DF-17 hypersonics, together with long-range, truck-mounted PHL-16 multiple rocket launchers and kamikaze drones, would all target stationary radars, fixed weapons platforms, critical command, control, communications nodes, naval facilities, energy infrastructure, and TV and radio transmission towers to sow chaos and impede the highly centralized decision making of the Taiwanese military. American-built Patriot air defense batteries, as well as Taiwan’s indigenously developed Sky Bow systems, troop barracks, and anti-ship batteries were also high priority targets.


Achieving the invasion’s main political objective—the rapid assault and capture of key government installations in Taipei, including the Presidential Office Building and the Ministry of National Defense—relied on assault forces delivered by dozens of fast Type 726 Yuyi-class air-cushioned landing craft (LCAC) racing up the Tamsui River. The wide but relatively shallow river snakes through the mountains that separate the beaches on Taiwan’s western shore from the center of the city and empties into the strait in the Bali district right next to the Port of Taipei; its tributaries pass near most of the key government installations in the city. That geography meant that the LCACs—deployed from the Yushen amphibious ships sitting at the mouth of the Tamsui and powered by large gas turbines and capable of achieving speeds of eighty knots—could deliver a battalion of marines and armored vehicles directly into the heart of Taipei’s government district in under fifteen minutes. The one-two punch of the fast boats advancing up the river while airborne troops landed via rotor- and fixed-wing aviation at the Taipei Songshan Airport would allow the PLA to rapidly bring the fight to Taiwan’s seat of government. While the PLAN marines captured Taipei’s government and communications centers, the armored and infantry divisions would arrive on the island’s northwestern coast, unload at the port and nearby airport on the other side of the mountains from Taipei city center, and then drive onto the highways that encircle Taiwan, racing toward the key population centers and military bases and hoping to overwhelm defenses. Having exercised each element of the plan for years, including simulated fast LCAC-boat city assaults on the Pearl River near Hong Kong, Xi Jinping’s military generals assured him that the plan would achieve a rapid conquest of Taiwan before the rest of the world, especially the United States, had a chance to intervene to save the island.


Xi Jinping chose November 13, 2028, as China’s D-Day, loading up his invasion fleet and issuing his final ultimatum.


With little to show after years of so-called gray zone tactics aimed at nonviolently forcing Taiwan to choose political unification with the Chinese mainland—tactics that ranged from constant economic and military pressure to social and traditional media influence campaigns to bribing and blackmailing of politicians—Xi had finally concluded that only military force would bring about achievement of this long-desired objective. As the 2020s progressed, Chinese military planners had presented one alternative strategy after another, including a last-chance alternative to an all-out invasion: a naval and air blockade aimed at isolating the island, which was heavily reliant on food and energy imports, and forcing its surrender without a fight. But in meeting after meeting, presentation after presentation, war game after war game, the blockade seemed unlikely to succeed. Xi worried that America would undermine the blockade with its formidable underwater and surface naval fleet and air power; he also worried about the economic effects—how the rest of the world would react to a prolonged confrontation across the strait that would surely cause a humanitarian disaster on the island and supply chain disruptions beyond it, ripples that would impact China itself. The United States and its allies might even launch a counterblockade of Chinese maritime oil and gas imports, a move that could paralyze China before its own blockade took a decisive toll on Taiwan. Any Chinese naval blockade was also likely to provoke Taiwan to take the one step it had never yet formally done, declaring full independence and irrevocably changing the geopolitical status quo. And perhaps most crucially for Xi, the approach of laying a prolonged siege to the island ran counter to his strong preference for resolving China’s Taiwan problem in a rapid and decisive manner—to rip off the Band-Aid and present the world with the fait accompli of Chinese conquest and the long-awaited integration of Taiwan into the People’s Republic of China.


Thus, after spending that summer and fall in strategy sessions, briefings, and quiet lone contemplation at Beidaihe (the Communist Party elite’s seaside retreat) and in the party’s Zhongnanhai compound in Beijing, Xi had settled on an invasion. As he concluded, if he was to take the step of mobilizing the military, risk a conflict with America, and cause a potential global backlash, it was best to go all the way and try to end it as quickly as possible. Victory, he’d been told by his generals and military advisers, would be swift and the Taiwanese resistance would be quickly vanquished. They had assured him that China’s decades-long investment in new military systems, weapons, and training would be decisive. It wasn’t even clear to Xi and the Communist Party’s Central Military Commission that the Americans would ultimately choose to fight for Taiwan once they saw the might of the China invasion fleet, once they calculated the price of the war in tens of thousands of American lives. Even if they did fight, the US military was far away—nearly five hundred miles away on Okinawa or seventeen hundred miles away in Guam. “We can hold them at bay long enough while our airborne assault units quickly secure key critical infrastructure resources on the island, and our landing force rapidly crosses the strait and secures the rest of the country to create a sense of fait accompli,” Xi’s top military adviser had promised in the final briefing the previous week. Xi believed the time for hesitancy was over. The time to act was now. As he saw it, victory would be his and his place in history assured; his ascent into the pantheon of Chinese historical leaders would be unmatched.


For the West, the warning signs had been there all year, but the distracted United States had failed to heed them until it was too late. The groundwork for the invasion had begun in the fall of 2027, when Xi Jinping was reelected as the leader of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), entering his third decade in power. At seventy-five, he was the oldest Chinese leader since Deng Xiaoping. That fall, in his speech to the National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party—always the party’s most important event—Xi proclaimed that the next five years would be the time when China would finally achieve its dream—his dream—of “national rejuvenation.”


Taiwan, meanwhile, had held a quadrennial presidential election in early January, resulting in the victory (and May inauguration) of a pro-independence, center-left candidate from the island’s Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)—a political shift and repudiation of the Kuomintang and the pan-Blue coalition that had sought to preserve closer ties between the Chinese mainland and the Republic of China. Xi saw the election as the final nail in the coffin of China’s desire to bring about unification with Taiwan without resorting to the use of force. The relations between Taipei and Beijing had deteriorated steadily since the 2016 election of President Tsai, also of the DPP, as successive DPP candidates for presidency repeatedly proclaimed, “Taiwan does not need to declare independence because it is already an independent nation,” a line that enraged Beijing.


And yet as the warning signs had gathered in the Pacific, the United States had found itself preoccupied—the 2028 Summer Olympics in Los Angeles had presented a captivating pageantry of nations, full of soft-focus TV feature stories and host-nation pride. The Olympic festivities had merged into wall-to-wall coverage of another contentious and fraught fall presidential election building up to the November 7 Election Day, a contest that piled on top of thirty-four Senate contests—including fierce, expensive battles in battleground states like Pennsylvania, Arizona, and Nevada—that had consumed the national media attention. As in many election years, Congress itself had adjourned for the fall in early September and its members spent much of the summer on the campaign trail.


As was customary, the outgoing presidential administration had begun transition conversations with both major party nominees, but the truth was most of the experienced government hands had left for the private sector earlier in the year. The White House, Pentagon, and State Department were shorthanded and org charts were riddled with “acting” officials meant to serve out just a few weeks longer.


Throughout much of the year, some of those acting officials had tried to raise warnings about Taiwan. Boeing was finally on track to complete the delivery of four hundred Harpoon anti-ship missiles in early 2029, missiles Taiwan had originally ordered in 2023. Beijing had warned in a January statement that the delivery of these missiles to Taiwan was unacceptable to China and would present a major threat to its naval forces—something the PLAN had said it couldn’t and wouldn’t tolerate.


Throughout late summer 2028, even as the Olympics dominated the news coverage, media reports in the Washington Post and the New York Times had cited anonymous intelligence community sources pointing to significant troop buildups at PLAN’s East Sea Fleet port facilities of Ningbo, Xiamen, Xiangshan, and Zhoushan. Satellite photos showed new temporary housing being built to house substantial numbers of PLA ground forces. (Some pundits had pointed out that the reporting in many ways mirrored the prescient intelligence community warnings from 2021 and 2022 about Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, but it was a tough year to get Americans to pay attention to an island on the other side of the world.) Open-source satellite imagery had tracked the movement of a dozen of Chinese amphibious assault ships and destroyers from the South Sea Fleet ports to Xiamen, the port facing Taiwan across the hundred-mile strait.


Whereas in 2021 and 2022, a constant stream of world leaders and US officials had shuttled among European capitals and Moscow to discuss Russia’s worrisome military buildup along the borders of Ukraine and try to discourage Vladimir Putin from launching an invasion, in 2028 Beijing had remained beyond reach. Xi and the CCP resisted any and all efforts at international dialogue—rejecting meetings, summits, or visiting delegations that might deescalate the crisis. China kept characteristically silent as these troubling developments unfolded; over and over again, the Foreign Ministry spokesperson had responded to queries with a simple “We do not comment on internal Chinese national security matters that should be of no concern to foreign parties.”


The morning after the US election—even before the presidential winner was known or the balance of the US Congress could be predicted—the outgoing White House national security adviser held a press conference to announce that the United States had developed “high-confidence all-source” intelligence indicating that China was planning to launch an invasion of Taiwan in the coming weeks. The national security adviser revealed that the United States was sharing that intelligence with NATO allies, Japan, Australia, and Taiwan; she added that China had begun moving heavy weaponry—tanks, armored vehicles, artillery systems—as well as logistics such as food rations, water, and munitions to naval port facilities in the East China Sea for loading onto ships. PLAN had also started absorbing large civilian cargo ships and China’s armed coast guard vessels under its command. Meanwhile, the United States was also moving another aircraft carrier battlegroup to the region—the USS John F. Kennedy (CVN 79), the world’s biggest warship, was coming from its port in San Diego and scheduled to arrive in ten days, the White House announced, to complement the USS Ronald Reagan (CVN 76) currently streaming toward Guam; a third carrier, officials whispered to the press, the USS Theodore Roosevelt (CVN 71), would probably be able to deploy by the end of the month.


That afternoon, from Beijing, the Chinese foreign ministry spokesperson denied the “White House lies” and proclaimed that “China is a peace-loving nation, and it’s America that continually wages wars of aggression.” He also said that Taiwan remained an internal China issue of vital importance to the Chinese people and that China expected all nations to abide by their One China principle commitments and not violate Chinese sovereignty.i


The BBC and French BFM-TV both reported on November 9 that Chinese ambassadors appeared to have fanned out across European capitals denying that China was preparing an invasion. At the same time, the news channels reported that each ambassador brought with them a highly detailed and customized presentation showing the economic ties, trade, and key import/exports between the respective European countries and China, as well as a historic recounting of the One China principle. The ambassadors all privately delivered a seemingly boilerplate and coordinated communication that should any war break out in the Taiwan Strait, it would be the fault of the Taiwanese secessionist government and their American enablers—a situation, they implied, that it would be best for Europe to stay out of. They all expressed their hope for continued peaceful development of economic ties between China and its European partners.


It was only around 3 p.m. on Saturday, November 11, that the US presidential election had a declared winner, once CNN announced that the leader in preelection polls had climbed over the 270 electoral vote mark. (Other networks followed suit shortly.)


And then, at noon Beijing time on Monday, November 13, 2028—around 11 p.m. the evening of Sunday the twelfth in Washington, DC—having completed its military buildup and with its forces poised to invade, China issued an ultimatum to Taipei demanding that the DPP president sign an agreement to voluntarily and peacefully join the People’s Republic of China or face immediate consequences.


It took less than an hour for Taiwan to publicly reject the blackmail threat, and the Taiwanese president spoke on national radio and television shortly after 6 p.m. Taipei time (5 a.m. Washington time). Four minutes into the president’s remarks, the internet across the island went offline, television screens across Taiwan went blank, and the radio stations went silent. Notably, though, the electrical power stayed on at the Tainan Science Park, where the high-tech chip fabs of the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company continued to churn away.


Earlier that night, a phone rang in the Situation Room at the White House, as did another in the sensitive compartmented information facility (SCIF) installed in the Madison, Wisconsin, hotel where the president-elect had set up the transition headquarters. As the incoming national security adviser went to wake the president-elect, in DC, the outgoing national security adviser went to wake the president, replaying in her mind on the way up the stairs to the Executive Residence the years of the Pentagon’s own war-game assessments of the terrible costs of potential war with China over Taiwan.


Tens of thousands of American personnel would be killed within days, while hundreds of aircraft and dozens of naval ships would be lost. In addition, air bases—such as Kadena Air Base on Okinawa, Marine Corps Air Station Iwakuni on Japan’s main island, and Andersen Air Force Base on Guam—would be bombed, and worse, ballistic missiles might even target sites in the continental United States, like Naval Air Station North Island on Coronado in San Diego Bay and Whiteman Air Force Base in Missouri, the base of the long-range B-2 bombers. The Office of the Director of National Intelligence has also long warned that Chinese cyberattacks would almost certainly be launched against America’s energy and transportation infrastructure; this was a conflict that would be felt in every corner of the US economy. And then there was the risk of a nuclear exchange, the probability of which was hard to estimate but couldn’t be dismissed. This was no limited conflict, like Iraq or Afghanistan, or even a large-scale war like Vietnam or Korea.


No, the national security adviser thought, should the president and America decide to defend Taiwan, war with China would be unlike anything the country had experienced since World War II.




Footnote


i The One China principle is a unilateral and not widely recognized position held by the Chinese Communist Party that the People’s Republic of China is the sole legitimate sovereign state under the name of “China” and that Taiwan is an inalienable part of it. The One China policy, on the other hand, is a US diplomatic position of strategic ambiguity on the issue that merely “acknowledges that all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait maintain there is but one China and that Taiwan is a part of China”—but importantly does not endorse the Chinese position.

















Introduction



I WAS IN HIGH SCHOOL IN CHATTANOOGA, TENNESSEE, IN THE MID-1990s, when my father and I started my first company. My dad had been a nuclear physicist and applied mathematician in the Soviet Union working on designing nuclear power plants but couldn’t find a job in the US nuclear industry, which had been in the deep winter and not building new nuclear reactors since the Three Mile Island scare in 1979. Instead, he’d ended up getting a job as a programmer in the energy sector, which was fine in terms of putting food on the table for our family but not work he found particularly stimulating. He got interested instead in the relatively nascent field of cryptography, and we launched a small company working in encryption and developing secure communications. My dad focused on the algorithms, while I took care of the business side. The company didn’t end up doing extremely well, in part due to both of us having little time to dedicate to the business—him with a full-time job and me still in school—but for a high school kid, it was an amazing experience.


It opened my eyes for the first time to the broader emerging challenges of the digital world that people were just starting to appreciate in the ’90s. I quickly realized that encryption and cryptography weren’t the ultimate solution to securing our data and computer systems; rather, they were just part of the solution—if someone stole your keys, it didn’t matter how good your code or algorithms were. No matter how mathematically ingenious your solutions might be, if someone got your key, it was still game over. I realized that cybersecurity (or “information security” as it was called back then) was a cat-and-mouse game between attackers and defenders, where no one had a permanent advantage and where both sides would be in a constant battle trying to defeat the other and protect—or steal—the crown jewels.


And that was my first big insight into the world of business and geopolitics. Understanding your adversary was essential—how they thought, what they valued, what they considered success or defeat. That realization led me to Georgia Tech, where I earned the school’s first graduate degree in cybersecurity, and then into startups. I joined a small, two-hundred-person company right after finishing college in 2003 and stumbled into a specific corner where the adversary’s innovation was happening at breakneck speed: spam.


Coming out of college, I interviewed with a company called CipherTrust that was focused on building secure encrypted email. They were interested in my background in cryptography, and I remember asking the CEO, Jay Chaudhry (now the CEO of another cyber company with a $30-plus billion market cap), in the interview process, “What’s the product today and where is it going?” He explained that his company was temporarily refocusing the product development on email spam, which at the time was less than 10 percent of email—a minor nuisance. He said, “We’ve paused our work on encryption, and we’re going to spend a quarter or two focused on spam, and then we’ll go back to working on the thing that our customers really want—email encryption.” I ended up joining the research team whose job was to “solve” the spam problem. Needless to say, we never went back to encryption. Within roughly a year, spam went from being 2 percent of email traffic to being 90 percent of email traffic—it became the problem every company was trying to solve.


Initially, spam was merely annoying—flooding inboxes with emails promoting Viagra and porn—but soon our adversaries learned it had more lucrative uses. The problem quickly evolved into phishing, botnets, and all other nefarious activities that we see today. It all happened within about eighteen months. And I had a front-row seat to watch the threat evolve in real time.


Much of the world’s spam was emanating from criminals in Russia and other former Soviet republics in the early 2000s, and as I researched and worked to block the latest tactics, I watched our adversaries learn and adapt. The spammers weren’t very focused on operational security back then, and using my Russian-language skills I could read their public discussions on web forums about what they were doing and how they were evolving their tactics to defeat the latest defenses we created. This wasn’t, I realized, about learning how to block a particular email in an inbox—there were people on the other side learning from each of our moves. We evolved. They adapted to our countermeasures. I realized that collecting intelligence and understanding what an adversary’s motivations are and where they’re headed is fundamental to cybersecurity. It was a lesson that I would carry forward as my own work in the industry evolved from fighting spam to combatting intrusions and countering hackers.


It was a lesson, too, that I would carry with me as I moved from looking at criminal gangs just trying to steal a buck to confronting nation-states tapping into our economic advantage, stealing national security secrets, and destabilizing our political system. Cybersecurity is unique, too, as a science because it’s one of the few applied sciences where the problem is human-made—there is a sentient opponent on the other side watching and adapting to everything you do. Unlike say in medicine, where one day a particular disease might be cured, you are never done in cybersecurity: as long as there are people, criminal organizations, and nation-states that wish to do us harm, you will always need to stay vigilant and evolve your defenses. It is also the only realm of national security where we ask the private sector to directly take on foreign adversaries; during World War II, we never asked Ford Motor Company or Shell Gasoline to develop their own strategy for defending against and defeating the Nazis, nor during the Cold War did we ever push MGM or R. J. Reynolds to build their own fighter jets or tanks to secure their corporate headquarters from the Soviet military. And yet today, day in and day out, America’s companies are on the front lines of cyber battles, defending their networks against the intelligence services, militaries, and criminals operating out of China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea—a lesson that many companies, from Sony Pictures to Colonial Pipeline, have learned the hard way.


That lesson was one I learned early in my cybersecurity career. One particular moment stands out in my own digital battles over the last two decades: Operation Aurora.


Few back in 2009 were thinking about how nation-states were targeting organizations in cyberspace. The internet’s problems at the time mostly revolved around relatively small-time criminals involved in email spam, credit card fraud, bank account compromise, and identity theft. Cybersecurity companies focused on the technical side of such problems, such as limiting data breaches, patching software, and combating malware. But then in 2009 I found myself working for McAfee—one of the largest cybersecurity companies of the day—and running the investigation of a series of hacks targeting Google and about two dozen other US companies by an entity that appeared linked to the Chinese government. Here we had a nation-state posing a specific risk to private US companies across a range of industries, from technology and manufacturing to defense.


I realized that much of my industry was getting it wrong: they talked about the Google hack as if it was some specific piece of malware or technical tool that had been discovered. For me, though, a light bulb went off: This is not about malware. This is not about how they got in. This is not about the technical details of the attack. It’s about the who. The state of China had been hacking into Google to steal emails of Tibetan dissidents and others in order to collect intelligence on people in China—thefts that could potentially have life-threatening consequences for those activists. More broadly, China was stealing the intellectual property of American industry. The who was fundamental to the why. Knowing who your adversary was told you what you needed to protect and how to defend yourself.


As my team and I examined the data from the intrusions into Google and other large companies, I felt like I was watching the world change before my eyes. Deep in the malware, I spotted the word “Aurora,” a word that instantly resonated with me from the Soviet history drilled into me during my school years in Moscow in the 1980s, and so I decided to name the hack Operation Aurora. Aurora, after all, was the Crimean War–era cruiser stationed in St. Petersburg that in 1917 fired the shot to signal Lenin’s Bolsheviks to launch the October Revolution. That shot changed the course of the twentieth century, and indeed of world history—leading to the establishment of the Soviet Union, the spread of communism around the world, and the launch of the Cold War—and I instantly felt that this hack marked another momentous and historic turning point. It was the first major hack of a private company that anyone had ever attributed publicly to a foreign nation-state adversary, an attack on the private sector by hackers from another country’s intelligence services.


When I started pulling on the strings of that investigation, I realized there were many other related attacks taking place that few were paying attention to and no one was talking publicly about. In 2011 my team and I revealed Operation Night Dragon, a large-scale set of intrusions from China into Western oil and gas companies to steal data that would advantage Chinese state-owned enterprises in this sector. Six months later I unveiled another Chinese campaign—Operation Shady RAT, a name that played on the “remote access tool” the attackers used to gain access to compromised networks—that targeted seventy-one organizations, from US defense contractors to the International Olympics Committee over the course of more than five years. I was finding large-scale cyber espionage attacks everywhere. The realization of the scope of the Chinese intrusions into Western companies made me coin another phrase that has since become common cybersecurity lore—often quoted by the likes of FBI and NSA directors and CEOs of companies like Cisco: “There are only two types of companies—those that know that they have been hacked and those that don’t yet know.”


The Night Dragon hackers in particular were so sloppy that they left Chinese fingerprints all over the operation, including malware that had Chinese language sprinkled throughout. As we examined the targets, we could see the hackers had been stealing data, particularly data on new exploratory oil and gas projects that China wanted to compete on in Central Asia and elsewhere around the world.


I realized that the sloppiness might work to our advantage: maybe, for the first time, I could even find the individual people doing this. Indeed, as I dug in, I found that one of those involved in building Night Dragon’s online infrastructure had carelessly purchased servers used to control the malware in his own name. I shared it with a few reporters when we published our findings. A Beijing-based reporter for the Associated Press called up our suspect, and amazingly enough, he casually confessed, “Our company alone has a great number of hackers [as customers],” telling the reporter in a telephone interview, “I have several hundred of them among all my customers.”1


It was a stunning revelation: I had stripped away the supposed anonymity of the internet and found an individual in China who was helping to attack US companies and steal economic data.


The real-world ramifications for McAfee came quickly: the company had a small sales office in China and the Chinese authorities visited it hours after our public report was published. They turned the place upside down, panicked the staff, and threatened the company with a clear message: don’t ever publish details about Chinese intrusions again. The McAfee leadership came down hard on me too—the company didn’t want to risk its Chinese business, either in terms of financial losses or endangering its domestic personnel there. The CEO told me to knock it off with China. I listened—sort of.


In the next attack I dove into, we traced it back not to China but to North Korea. We found hackers who had actually launched a destructive attack, attempting to wipe out the computers of a South Korean bank. It was evidence to me that the problem wasn’t just China: countries were beginning to understand that the cyber domain was a place where they could use leverage to coerce others and enforce their will.


The attacks, one after another, convinced me that our industry was missing the worldwide change taking place around us. Until our investigations, virtually no cybersecurity firm was focused on the details of the person behind the keyboard. Cybersecurity firms still focused on the tech: How do we defend against a piece of malware? How do we patch against this specific vulnerability? That mindset needed to change. This realization led me to want to launch a company focused on the adversary and change the way our entire industry thought about its work. The key questions to me weren’t technical. They were strategic. The question wasn’t how you stop the Night Dragon hackers from compromising your system; the challenge for the US government was “How do we stop China?” For that, there were both technical and nontechnical solutions. And at every stage of the cyber problem, intelligence would be fundamental. We had to understand our adversary in order to address the technical attacks, which meant attributing every attack as best as possible.


The realization led me to create a model for the company I founded after leaving McAfee, CrowdStrike, which would go on to become one of the biggest and most financially successful in the cybersecurity industry. Our mantra was simple: you don’t have a malware problem, you have an adversary problem.


The same thought process applies on the global stage, too. As a nation, we don’t have a cyber problem. We have a China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea problem. Solving each of them isn’t about the technology, it’s about the people and geopolitics. We must understand our adversaries—and ourselves—to know where our leverage exists around the globe.


And today, America’s top foreign policy challenge is its China problem.


THERE IS A LONG PATH BETWEEN TODAY AND THE FICTIONAL EVENTS of November 13, 2028, laid out in the Prologue. We should hope that this fictional scenario never unfolds, but over the last two years, the West has seemingly woken up to the fact that there is a nonzero chance that we may end up in a scenario very much like the one I lay out, perhaps in 2028 or sometime after. We stand today at a critical inflection point for US foreign policy, America’s role in the world, and the twenty-first century more broadly—a moment where the United States and its Western allies are confronting seriously for the first time the implications of the economic and military rise of China, reckoning with how Xi Jinping has accelerated the timeline of China’s ambitions and what that means to our future and our allies, like Taiwan.


We are a World on the Brink.


The first two decades of America’s foreign policy in the twenty-first century were defined, for better or worse—and largely, for the worse—by wars of choice. The next two decades are going to be defined by whether the United States can avoid a war with China, a conflict that neither country views as an optional or desired “war of choice,” but one that nonetheless looms so clearly and whose stakes are so well-defined that the possibility of such a war will hang over nearly every engagement between the two great powers for the next decade.


It’s common today to hear pundits and prognosticators talk about how America’s influence is waning, about how the rise of China, authoritarian trends around the world, our humiliating military loss in Afghanistan, and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine mean the globe’s primary superpower now exists in a multipolar world, where its enemies are emboldened and where it is losing influence globally. Emerging from the COVID-19 pandemic, our country is supposedly weaker at home and abroad. The American Century is over, we’re told; the twenty-first century belongs instead to China.


The truth is more complicated: Yes, the world has changed, but America still has no equal in the world. It’s just been playing the wrong cards and following the wrong strategy. In fact, America’s more powerful than many even in our country think it is. And, crucially, our adversaries are weaker than many believe they are.


China’s period as a global superpower might not last a century—it might not even endure a generation. Instead, we’re entering a period that may last as little as thirty years, before China’s demographic and economic challenges overtake its apparent success. In fact, we’re watching our two primary foreign adversaries—Russia and China—make ruinous decisions for their own countries, with Vladimir Putin’s disastrous decision to invade Ukraine and Xi Jinping’s economically destructive policies like Zero-COVID, tech industry crackdowns at home, and antagonistic wolf warrior diplomacy abroad.


Those stumbles follow nearly four decades during which China masterfully pursued a strategy of rising quietly—boosting its economic and military capabilities in ways that often were too subtle or seemed too small to provoke a strong Western response. But in recent years, an impatient Xi Jinping moved too quickly and too aggressively, waking the world to the China challenge before the country’s development was complete and secure. The Russian invasion of Ukraine has crystalized attention too on the hunger Xi and the CCP leadership have for retaking Taiwan and “reuniting” China, a threat that until relatively recently had seemed both out of reach militarily and an almost anachronistic throwback to an era where big countries seized territory by force.


Today, I see an adversary who is behaving—and appears to be thinking—along the same lines that ultimately led Vladimir Putin to launch his large-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. When on December 21, 2021, I announced on Twitter, “I have become increasingly convinced that Kremlin has unfortunately made a decision to invade Ukraine later this winter,” and laid out seven signals that to me indicated Russia wasn’t merely bluffing, the argument came as a startling surprise to many inside and outside Washington, where it went against the grain of widely shared analysis. My thread received thousands of retweets and tens of millions of views. Today, the gathering clouds around Taiwan look worryingly similar.


But, whereas our runway before Russia’s invasion was just weeks or months, recent developments around China’s threatening buildup give us time to prepare. In fact, these new geopolitical signals, along with Xi’s other recent leadership stumbles at home, present us with an important opportunity. We have a unique moment and capability to counter China in a way now that would have been impossible if the country had kept growing more quietly for ten or twenty more years. We must make the most of this small window of opportunity. It won’t stay open for long.


These self-inflicted wounds provide the best opportunity the United States has had in three decades to refocus around the only foreign policy goal in the twenty-first century that really should matter: avoiding that hot conflict with China while ensuring our country remains dominant on the global stage. We are trying to do too many things in too many places and not focusing, intensely, on what should be the main priority of our foreign and domestic policy: winning. By this I mean preserving our unrivaled geopolitical and economic power, while averting a catastrophic war, one that would almost certainly cost us dearly in blood and our economic well-being.


Now, after decades of spreading ourselves too thin, in too many places, in nonstrategic ways, the United States is entering the most dangerous and destabilizing geopolitical period since the beginning of the Cold War (what I will argue in the pages ahead we should really call Cold War I): a generation in which China’s economic and political power will peak before the PRC suffers the consequences of a coming demographic collapse, powered by the aftereffects of its one-child policy and amplified by the inevitable birth rate declines experienced by nearly all developed societies. During this dangerous generation we need to find ways to maximize our own economic and political leverage and navigate through it with our own strengths intact and enhanced.


Today there is no challenge on the geopolitical landscape equal to countering the rise of China and its potential disruption of the global security order that the United States has led and fostered since the end of World War II. This will be an unprecedented moment in our history. In our own near-century of global leadership, the United States has never really faced a true peer competitor. “For more than a century, no US adversary or coalition of adversaries reached 60 percent of US GDP,” strategist Rush Doshi writes, but China has already surpassed that mark, all the way back in 2014.2 As Doshi observes, “China’s scale and its increasingly global ambitions are geopolitical facts, and the country seeks to set the terms for the twenty-first century in the same way that the United States set them for the twentieth.”3


The threat goes to the center of the most basic of our global strategic goals and realities. As Elbridge Colby, the primary architect of the Pentagon’s 2018 national defense strategy, writes, the simplest statement of the United States’ foreign policy and security objectives is “to maintain the nation’s territorial integrity and, within that territory, security from foreign attack; sustain a free, autonomous, and vigorous democratic-republican political order; and enable economic flourishing and growth.”4 This task is ours alone to fulfill. There is no one else to do it if we don’t rise to the occasion—there is no other equal force to the United States on the global stage and no other geopolitical team equal to the Western alliance.


We are late waking up to this challenge from China; for much of this century, US companies thought the benefit of Chinese business outweighed the potential cost—I lived much of this firsthand in the cybersecurity field, as I watched Chinese government hackers pillage Western intellectual property while corporate leaders and boards looked the other way rather than risk losing access to the lucrative Chinese market. A C-level leader at a Fortune 500 company once told me, “We know China is robbing us blind. But we can’t afford to get out of their market. Our only hope is that we would innovate faster than they can steal the results of our research.” It was never a strategy with much of a chance of success. Competing with a country that is simultaneously robbing you blind while investing in indigenous research and development performed by a large, highly educated population was always a recipe for failure. It was really only during the final years of the Obama administration that American policy leaders began to think differently about China, a trend that accelerated and became more prominent under Trump and has largely continued under Biden. As late as 2016 President Obama argued America should root for a “successful, rising China,” but that same year, the US Navy acknowledged it was entering a new epoch: “For the first time in 25 years, the United States is facing a return to great power competition. Russia and China both have advanced their military capabilities to act as global powers.”5


Today, we see and understand a very different China, one that threatens the global community that has tried to keep a global war from breaking out for almost eighty years, and we realize that a confrontation with a nuclear-armed China is a real possibility.


A war between the West and China would be devastating, potentially costing tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of lives in a short time span and wreaking economic havoc that the world hasn’t seen since the Great Depression. There is no small, contained war with China. Any such war is a naval war, a missile war, a space war, and a cyber war. It is also, almost certainly, one that pulls in allies and US territory almost from the start—it’s hard to believe that any fight with the United States over Taiwan would not include preemptive or retaliatory strikes against our military facilities in Japan, Guam, Hawaii, and perhaps even the US mainland. It would, in many ways, be foolish for China, if it becomes convinced that the United States will come to Taiwan’s defense as President Biden has now publicly promised on four separate occasions, to embark on any large military expedition without targeting US and allied assets located nearby. And in the event of such strikes, the United States would almost certainly retaliate with its own strikes on the Chinese mainland. Indeed, even if the Chinese do not target American territory in a first strike, should the United States decide to enter the war to preserve Taiwan’s freedom it might have to choose to bomb Chinese air bases to neutralize the threat to US naval ships in the region—and such strikes would almost certainly provoke Chinese retaliation against the US mainland. Where and when such a conflict might end—between two nuclear-armed powers no less—is anyone’s guess.


Stopping short of a shooting war must be the guiding imperative of US foreign policy, but the reality is we’re already locked into a conflict that is something less than war but far from a harmonious cooperative peace. Everyone has their own less-than-war analogy—Henry Kissinger said we’re in the “foothills of a Cold War,” while Harvard professor Noah Feldman calls it a “Cool War” and international relations scholar Michael Doyle calls it a “Cold Peace.”6 But none of the analogies work quite as well as “Cold War II.”


Cold War II is in some ways not quite the zero-sum ideological fight that the United States found itself in with the Soviet Union. And the United States and China are deeply commercially intertwined—a major distinction from Cold War I. We are entangled too by a whole host of other issues, where the United States and China need or want to work cooperatively, like nuclear nonproliferation, global conflict resolution, and climate change. But the primary underlying challenge is mostly the same: Who gets to define the global security order?


While it’s easy to shorthand the current challenge as the “US versus China,” the geopolitical landscape is vastly more complex. There are at least three highly independent players—the United States, China, and Taiwan itself—even before you get to our other perennial adversaries Russia, Iran, and North Korea, not to mention the countries populating the complex geopolitical geography of Asia, from Japan, South Korea, India, Vietnam, and the Philippines, among others, and the differing economic-driven priorities of the European Union and the United Kingdom. “Cold War II so far is much less global in its reach and the sides are less clear-cut,” Doyle writes.7 Thus far, we have failed to reckon with that multidimensional dynamic and how it will shape the geopolitical challenge to come.


From his earliest moments at the top of the Chinese system, Xi has made national rejuvenation and the China Dream a cornerstone of his platform. As he has said, “Everyone has an ideal, ambition and dream. We are now all talking about the Chinese Dream. In my opinion, achieving the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation has been the greatest dream of the Chinese people since the advent of modern times. This dream embodies the long-cherished hope of several generations of the Chinese people, gives expression to the overall interests of the Chinese nation and the Chinese people, and represents the shared aspiration of all the sons and daughters of the Chinese nation.”8 In fact, Xi has been even more blunt; according to a December 2023 NBC News report, he explicitly told President Biden during their San Francisco summit “that Beijing will reunify Taiwan with mainland China but that the timing has not yet been decided.” We should take his own statements seriously.


Our goal today, one that extends the American Century for many decades to come, is simple: we have to make some smart decisions, increase our leverage, contain our adversaries, and wait them out, because—long term—we’ve got all the advantages, from strong and broad geopolitical alliances to economic might to a more durable and adaptive system of government. But doing so will require rethinking our domestic policies, our global alliances, and maximizing our leverage around the world. Beating China requires us to reframe our engagement with other lesser adversaries like Russia, North Korea, and Iran and to view our work with allies, and partners like India and Vietnam, through that same lens.


We’ve actually done this successfully before. During the Cold War—that is, Cold War I—strategists spoke of the “window of vulnerability,” in the 1950s, and the “year of maximum danger,” in 1983, when the superpowers briefly came very close to nuclear conflict. Yet, by patiently practicing deterrence—protecting Western Europe from Soviet invasion—and waiting out the inevitable economic-driven decline of the Soviet Union’s power, we won the first Cold War. Today, we need just as careful and strategic an approach to this new conflict. China’s success is not a foregone conclusion—nor is its failure. America’s actions will help decide who wins the race for global leadership. If we make ill-considered choices, if we dilute our focus and attention into too many areas, and, in a worst-case scenario, allow the CCP to succeed in its quest to retake Taiwan, China can still emerge dominant and victorious in this century—a shift in geopolitical balance with profound ramifications for America’s economy, its workers, and the global security order.


However, by playing our cards smartly, America can win the twenty-first century and come out stronger at home and abroad. The unrivaled dominance of the US technology and financial sectors is a source of unprecedented leverage for resolving America’s global challenges and securing the nation’s economic and geopolitical future for future generations. The weapons that are required to win in this new age of great power competition are not just people, drones, missiles, ships, and aircraft but sanctions and export controls, smart trade policy, effective domestic industrial policy, software, and hardware. Rethinking and reorienting America’s place in the twenty-first century requires the nation to better think about, deploy, and maximize the incredible leverage it actually has over the global economy—from pop culture to the US dollar to semiconductors.


Over the next decade, the United States and its Western alliance have to walk an incredibly thin and delicate line: every morning, we want Xi to wake up and think, “Today’s not the day to invade Taiwan,” but also to imagine that tomorrow could be—after all, we don’t want him to undertake a rash action, even if he believes the chances of success are low, because he has realized that the window to take Taiwan is about to close permanently. Stalling day by day is a winning strategy. Just as it was in Cold War I, time is on America’s side in Cold War II. But we must use that time wisely.


Over two thousand years ago, amid the Third Punic War, Cato the Elder used to finish his speeches before the Roman Senate with his rallying cry, delenda est Carthago: “Carthage must be destroyed.” Today, our rallying cry—the central organizing principle of American foreign, trade, defense, and industrial policy this century—must be Sinae deterrendae sunt. China must be deterred.
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Cold War II, a New Era













CHAPTER 1



The Road to the Brink


SOMEDAY, WHEN THEY KNOW THE ENDING AND HOW THE COMING years and decades unfold, historians will debate when Cold War II started—what was this era’s Churchill Iron Curtain speech in Fulton, Missouri, or the George Kennan “Long Telegram” of the US-China tensions? There’s a good argument to be made that May 2014 should be considered the time when the United States took its first steps to acknowledging that it is already in Cold War II, the moment when the reality of years of growing tensions—and the outlines of years more tension to come—crystalized in a single month and both the United States and China took major steps to escalate and define the terms of their conflict.


On the US side, it was May 19, 2014, when the Justice Department launched a groundbreaking indictment of five Chinese soldiers working for the People’s Liberation Army Unit 61398, one of its most prolific hacking units, for targeting US companies in a sweeping campaign of economic espionage. It was a hacking team that I knew all too well—the same one I had described with my Operation Shady RAT report, a team in the cyber industry we called “Comment Crew.” The unprecedented criminal charges marked the government’s public acknowledgment of the devastating espionage campaign I’d been watching for years. For more than a decade, Chinese military and intelligence officers had been hacking US and other Western companies, stealing trade secrets and pillaging intellectual property. That economic espionage came at a real cost to American jobs, and even today most Americans don’t realize the extent to which China’s explosive economic growth has been supercharged by thefts of Western knowledge and the displacement of US industries.


The Justice Department charges were the latest move in a three-year-long effort to raise the specter of that Chinese threat and the danger, specifically, of Comment Crew. Amid my Shady RAT report in 2011, I had called out China for engaging in “a historically unprecedented transfer of wealth… negotiation plans and exploration details for new oil and gas field auctions, document stores, legal contracts, SCADA configurations, design schematics and much more has ‘fallen off the truck’ of numerous, mostly Western companies.”1i


The frustrations of the rhetorical handcuffs I faced at McAfee led me to leave; I turned in my notice days after the release of the report and launched CrowdStrike a month later. Later, in 2013, the spotlight returned back to Comment Crew with a highly impressive seventy-four-page report by one of our primary competitors—a cybersecurity company called Mandiant—about a group they called APT1, their own name for Comment Crew. The APT1 report revealed that the hackers were part of PLA’s Second Bureau of the Third Department of the General Staff, also known as Unit 61398, located in a white nondescript building protected by a military guard in Shanghai. A year later, the Justice Department indictment targeted that same team.


The Justice Department’s message with the indictments was clear. China was violating international norms—countries may spy on one another and companies may compete against each other, sometimes aggressively so, but countries shouldn’t use government resources to target private companies to steal their intellectual property and trade secrets to help their domestic competitors.


China made two major moves of its own that May in 2014—each of which would, in retrospect, announce major new chapters of China’s strategy to seize control of the South China Sea, bit by tiny bit. Early that month, Vietnam found that China’s premier billion-dollar oil-drilling platform, a vessel known as Haiyang Shiyou 981, was setting up shop inside what Vietnam considered its own Exclusive Economic Zone, about 120 miles east of Vietnam’s Ly Son Island. China, confronted, announced it was exploring drilling nearby and, in the days and weeks that followed, a fleet of Vietnamese and Chinese vessels, ranging from fishing boats to law enforcement and militia boats to coast guard cutters, began a tense showdown. “By the middle of May, Hanoi claimed that China had deployed 130 vessels to the scene; Beijing said Vietnam had 60 ships involved,” wrote South China Sea expert Gregory Poling. Diplomatic protests spread, from Vietnam to the United States to Japan and even the EU, and China eventually pulled back—Haiyang Shiyou 981 moved twenty miles closer to China on May 27.


That same month, on the other side of the South China Sea, another crisis erupted, as the Philippines publicized and protested a Chinese dredging effort at Johnson Reef, an all-but meaningless rock in the Spratly Islands of the South China Sea. The reef, which is only above the water at low tide, had been previously the scene of a deadly showdown in March 1988, when China and Vietnam were tussling over the Spratlys. After a Chinese group of four ships harassed Vietnamese ships in the area, Vietnamese troops landed and tried to erect their flag on Johnson Reef, only to touch off a battle with Chinese forces. Exactly how and what unfolded has long been in dispute, but when it was over, two Vietnamese transports were sunk, a tank landing ship was destroyed, and sixty-four Vietnamese personnel were dead. China had occupied the reef ever since, and in May 2014 photos began circulating of a giant dredging project by the Chinese-owned Tianjing, the largest dredging ship in Asia.2 The operation, as it turned out, had been ongoing for months, creating a harbor and some twenty-seven acres of land. Later, it became clear that the dredging had also helped cover up a sophisticated poaching operation, whereby a Chinese fishing fleet from Hainan had pulverized the reef to harvest giant clams and then taken the clams back to China for market while the Tianjing moved in. “Everything about the operation was illegal under both Chinese and international law. But the Tianjing crew helped destroy the evidence and the scale of their poaching, which soon extended to dozens of reefs across the Spratlys and Paracels, wouldn’t be known for years,” Poling writes. That spring, the Tianjing also dredged at two other reefs and finally, on May 22, moved on to a fourth that would soon sprout thirty-four acres of newly created land for China’s territorial ambitions.


Nine days later, Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel stood at the Shangri-La Dialogue security confab in Singapore and, along with Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe, denounced China’s “destabilizing, unilateral activities in the South China Sea.” Stability, Hagel and others argued, rested instead in international cooperation. Hagel defended the system of alliances that the United States had helped craft over seventy-five years and pointed to the emerging defense ties between the United States and Vietnam—a remarkable turnaround, he noted, as he and Vietnamese defense minister, General Phùng Quang Thanh, had both joined their nation’s military in 1967 when the two countries were locked in a bloody war.3 Now, nearly a half century later, they were discussing cooperating together against a common threat. China’s actions threatened this framework in the Pacific. As Hagel said, “The United States will not look the other way when fundamental principles of the international order are being challenged.”4


It was the same message that the Justice Department had delivered in Washington that month with the hacking indictments: China was trying to upend the international order, and the United States wouldn’t let that stand.


CHINA AND THE UNITED STATES ALMOST ENDED UP ON A VERY DIFFERENT path. On March 5, 1946, General George C. Marshall, America’s hero of World War II, stood on a remote airstrip in northwest China, a place called Yan’an, with Chairman Mao Zedong to proclaim a new age of cooperation. “An unprecedented era of progress awaits China,” Marshall proclaimed. Mao, in turn, promised, “The entire people of our country should feel grateful and loudly shout, ‘long live cooperation between China and the United States!’”


For Marshall, even amid a life of hard-won triumphs and conquests, a man who no less than Winston Churchill had called the “organizer of victory” in World War II, a man who had achieved the rare and distinguished rank of a five-star general—an honor bestowed upon just nine men in American history—that day in China was a particular achievement. He and his boss, President Harry Truman, believed they were securing a bright and collegial future for China, establishing a fledgling democracy on the Asian continent that would bring the nationalist Kuomintang government, led by Chiang Kai-shek, and the communist revolutionaries under Mao together under a single, united team.


It was a huge moment for the postwar era. After all, the conflagration that would come to be known as World War II had started not in Poland in 1939 but in China in 1937, where Japan’s imperial desires first led to an attack on the mainland of a country then torn apart by a decade-long civil war between Chiang’s nationalist Kuomintang government and Mao’s communist forces, who had headquartered themselves around Yan’an in an area known as Revolutionary Base Area. As the United States entered the war and the tide in the Pacific turned against Japan, Franklin Roosevelt embraced Chiang, even inviting him to the Cairo Conference in 1943 to sit alongside himself and Churchill, the first non-Western leader to do so, and US aid in the Lend-Lease program helped sustain Chiang’s fight. (At that conference, the allied leaders fatefully decided to return the island of Formosa, now known as Taiwan, which had been taken by Japan in 1895, to China.) As FDR saw it, “450,000,000 Chinese would some day [sic] be united and modernized and would be the most important factor in the whole East.”5


During World War II, fifteen out of the sixteen Doolittle Tokyo Raider bombers crash-landed in China. US bombers repeatedly struck Japan from Chinese airfields and Chinese forces fought more than half a million Japanese troops on the ground. The war in China and Japan’s occupation had been especially brutal. A sixth of the nation’s population was displaced and turned into refugees; some fourteen million Chinese were estimated to have been killed during the war and under Japan’s occupation (a national toll only exceeded by the Soviet Union); and among the tens of thousands of Chinese prisoners taken by the Japanese throughout the conflict, only fifty-six survived the war.6 While Chiang Kai-shek desperately pushed US officials to expand their commitment to the war, FDR made a strategic decision to achieve victory in Europe first. Furthermore, the US strategy of marines and naval forces island-hopping through the Pacific, bloody as it was, was in its own way a recognition that to fight the massed armies of Japan on the mainland of China would in fact have been even harder and bloodier. Despite the incredible bravery of US fighters like Claire Lee Chennault’s mercenary Flying Tigers, the first-ever private military contractors to enter a war on behalf of the United States, and the heroic efforts of cargo pilots flying “the hump” over the Himalayas to resupply Chiang’s fighters, the US effort was just a fraction of what it was in Europe. “The US could only keep the Nationalists on life support,” concludes longtime China correspondent John Pomfret in his definitive history The Beautiful Country and the Middle Kingdom.7


Through the war, Mao’s communist forces had taken advantage of the nationalists’ focus on the Japanese invaders to steadily gain territory themselves, boosting their control of the country to nearly a third of China—momentum furthered by the surge of Soviet forces into China against Japan in the final weeks of World War II. A party that had just forty thousand members at the start of the war in 1937 now had over a million faithful, whereas Chiang ended the war with even less political backing in the United States than when he’d started and the New York Times speculated in May 1944 that the US public would favor shifting its official backing to the communists.8 As Pomfret writes, “As World War II drew to a close, [the CCP] also reinforced the notion that the Communists would be responsible members of a coalition government and not dedicated to seizing absolute power later on.”9


Many in the American foreign policy establishment wanted a stable, secure China, even with communists in the government, a view heavily influenced by John Stewart Service, one of State Department’s “China Hands,” who was the first American official to make contact with Chinese communist headquarters during World War II. After meeting with Mao, Service wrote in his June 20, 1944, report of his impression of the Chinese people: “They regard the Kuomintang—from their own experience—as oppressors; and the Communists as their leaders and benefactors.… From the basic fact that the Communists have built up popular support of a magnitude and depth which makes their elimination impossible, we must draw the conclusion that the Communists will have a certain and important share in China’s future.”10ii


As Daniel Kurtz-Phelan traced in his book, The China Mission: George Marshall’s Unfinished War, 1945–1947, Truman had dispatched the general to Asia to execute FDR’s wartime vision and ensure China would stand as one of what FDR had called the “Four Policemen,” the Big Four powers in the postwar world—something it could only do if the decade of conflict between Mao and Chiang ended and a firm central authority emerged that could administer the vast rural land and the even-then enormous population of a half-billion Chinese. “Truman’s instruction to Marshall was to go to China, bring Chiang and Mao together in a single government, and avert war. American power would be used to create ‘a strong, united, and democratic China,’” Kurtz-Phelan wrote.11


And, against seemingly the longest of odds, Marshall had succeeded. Over lengthy negotiations, shuttling between the two camps on a five-hour journey that required five different forms of transportation, he’d brokered a cease-fire in the Chinese civil war, lectured them on Benjamin Franklin and the US Constitution, and gotten them to agree to merge their forces into a single national army.12 Marshall told Truman, “Peace will really reign over China.” Mao agreed, telling his followers they were entering “a new stage of peace and democracy.” The country needed an enormous amount of rebuilding after the harrowing devastation caused by the Japanese aggression and occupation, not to mention the looting by the Soviet Union, which had stolen nearly 70 percent of Manchuria’s industrial equipment, seized as self-described war reparations.13


The move meant Marshall had succeeded in stopping in its tracks in China the march of communism—the scourge of the new, still-to-be-named Cold War. That very day, as Marshall and Mao celebrated, Truman and Churchill were half a world away in Fulton, Missouri, where Churchill was warning of the “iron curtain” falling across Europe. But there would be no such barrier in Asia, where the rumblings of the Cold War were yet indistinct. Or so it seemed.


As Kurtz-Phelan writes, “Once Marshall’s plane took off over the mountains that morning, Mao would not meet another high-level American representative until Richard Nixon’s visit twenty-six years later.” Marshall’s deal would unravel quickly. The civil war restarted. By 1949 Chiang and the nationalists were in full retreat, evacuating themselves, the government, about two million loyal nationalists, and three million ounces of gold to Taipei, on the island of Formosa (some nationalists went for a few years to Burma and Thailand, from which they continued to carry out guerrilla raids into communist-controlled China). In Taipei, they proclaimed that the Republic of China lived on and maintained that their government had rightful sovereignty over the mainland they’d left behind, even as the communists consolidated power and Mao established—at Beijing’s Gate of Heavenly Peace on October 1, 1949—what he proclaimed was the People’s Republic of China. It was a separation, a country, and an island that would bedevil both US presidents and mainland China’s communist leadership for the next seven decades.


THERE’S PROBABLY NO INTERNATIONAL RELATIONSHIP IN THE WORLD that has more frustrated the United States over two-and-a-half centuries than that with China. For generations, American optimism and hope—and, in turn, Chinese optimism and hope—have been dashed upon reality, periods of warmth and alliance have been broken by betrayals and intense racism, and dreams of mutual economic development have sputtered amid geopolitical complications.


“What emerges across the centuries is a recurring theme of mutual non-comprehension and deep suspicion, often followed by periods of exaggerated hopes and expectations that then collapse in the face of fundamentally different political and strategic imperatives,” writes Kevin Rudd, the former Australian prime minister and China expert.14 “If there is a pattern to this baffling complexity, it may be best described as a never-ending Buddhist cycle of reincarnation,” writes John Pomfret. “Both sides experience rapturous enchantment begetting hope, followed by disappointment, repulsion, and disgust, only to return to fascination again.”15


Whereas the United States of America is a uniquely European creation, a country and culture created in response to what its Founders saw as correcting the worst aspects of the Old Continent and borrowing from the philosophies of the Age of Enlightenment, China spent its two formative millennia largely self-centered, conceiving of itself as the center of civilization. “Over the millennia, China also developed its own philosophical and religious traditions (Confucianism, Taoism, and Legalism) without reference to the wider world,” Rudd notes. “China, therefore, as seen through the framework of its national historiography, had been a relatively successful self-contained, self-referential political, economic, philosophical, cultural, and religious system.”16


China’s power, wealth, and influence peaked in the eighteenth century during the high point of the Qing Dynasty, when the thirteen English colonies in North America comprised little more than an idea, wild forests, plantations, Native American settlements, and religious refugees.17 For hundreds of years, few Westerners, mostly traders and missionaries, had ever even glimpsed China, but just as the United States was founded, change came to the Asian continent, too. “Until the start of the nineteenth century, the Chinese dealt with Westerners, to their own satisfaction at least, as inferiors who were fortunate if they even had contact with the Middle Kingdom,” writes historian Margaret MacMillan.18 Then the Industrial Revolution delivered a flood of superior technologies and an economic boom driven by enormous productivity gains and advanced weapons to the West and opened an era that China would remember as the Century of Humiliation, when China’s ruling dynasty would disappear and the country would be nearly carved up among a flood of Western colonial impulses.


The history of the United States and China is tightly linked: trade with China, in fact, is built into the very DNA and founding myth of the United States. It was Chinese tea from what is now Fujian Province—a beloved treat in the American colonies—that was thrown off the ships Dartmouth, Eleanor, and Beaver by patriots into Boston Harbor on the night of December 16, 1773, the event that ultimately escalated into the American Revolution. Subsequently, imported porcelain became one of the first status symbols for the new country’s elite—a trade good so associated and defined by its Asian manufacturer that it was shorthanded then and now simply as “china.” The first postindependence, American-led expedition to China took off from New York on George Washington’s birthday in 1784 when the three-masted Empress of China set sail for Guangzhou—a gleaming exotic city, known to the West as Canton, that at the time boasted a million residents, equal to a quarter of America’s entire white population. China at the time was at its wealthiest and most prosperous, responsible for fully a third of all of the manufacturing in the world.19 And when the Empress returned to the United States fifteen months later, after trading its cargo of beaver skins and ginseng for tea and porcelain, its load included a 302-piece dinner and tea set for Mount Vernon, decorated in Guangzhou specially for the Revolutionary War hero with the emblem of the Society of the Cincinnati.20 The nation’s first president was ironically the first target of Chinese-enabled intellectual property theft too: artist Gilbert Stuart took the captain of the trade ship Connecticut, John Sword, to court in 1802 and got an injunction prohibiting him from selling one hundred copies of Stuart’s famous portrait of Washington that Sword had procured in Guangzhou.21iii


The most quintessentially American fortunes were built in the China trade. “The Astors, Greens, Russells, Delanos, Lows, and Forbeses plowed the proceeds earned in China into New England textile mills, Philadelphia banks and insurance companies, New York real estate, and railroads that laid the foundations for American power,” Pomfret writes.22 The Forbeses, in particular, developed close ties with the Chinese trader Wu Bingjian—who was known to his business partners as Howqua and was in the early 1800s the wealthiest man in the world—and eventually took over managing his estate for decades; when their descendent John Forbes Kerry was the US secretary of state, Pomfret notes, “a portrait of Howqua [hung] at the Forbes estate on Naushon Island just off Cape Cod.”23


Over the decades ahead, American merchants, missionaries, doctors, and even the military developed a complex web of relationships across China; for example, an American opened the first Western hospital at 3 Hog Lane in Guangzhou.24 US traders, including the grandfather of FDR, Warren Delano, helped feed and fuel China’s opium addiction in the 1800s, undercutting the established British crop from India by funneling a fresh supply from Turkey; the Boston-based trader Perkins & Company alone snapped up as much as half or even three-quarters of Turkey’s entire opium crop for the Chinese market.25 (The tensions that would spill over into the midcentury Opium Wars led Delano to facilitate the first US military sale to China, handing over a nine-hundred-ton ship, the Chesapeake, that China hoped would help defend Guangzhou from the British.)26


The first US officials arrived in China in 1842, ready to force the Chinese trade open alongside the British victories of the Opium War that would initiate the fall of China’s greatness and open what would come to be known as the Century of Humiliation and Unequal Treaties.27 The humiliations then were surely many—from the defeat of the Qing Dynasty in the First Opium War in 1841, which led to the British occupation of Hong Kong, to the Boxer Rebellion and punishing reparations payments to Western powers to conflicts against, variously, France, Russia, and Japan that all steadily robbed Chinese leaders of influence and control over their own millennia-old lands.iv


As it turned out, that first mission in 1842—a naval squadron, led by Commodore Lawrence Kearny—ended up developing a friendly relationship with the local officials, and Kearny hosted Chinese admiral Wu Jianxun aboard his flagship frigate, the USS Constellation (Wu’s first-ever glimpse of a modern Western navy), and laid the groundwork for what would soon be a thriving arms trade. By 1865 Asia’s largest weapons plant, the Jiangnan Arsenal, was entirely the product of American manufacturers. “Its translation department was the largest in China and with its focus on western technology represented China’s first attempt at collecting industrial secrets—by fair means or foul—from the West,” Pomfret writes.28 This was also the period when large numbers of Chinese began to flock to the United States for the first time. Chinese immigrants helped to settle the West and build the transcontinental railroad, confronting overwhelming racism and deadly labor practices along the way. In the mid- and late 1800s, Chinese immigrants comprised a tenth of California’s population and a third or more of the population of states like Idaho and Montana. Their numbers worried US officials enough that they enacted the first-ever immigration restrictions focused on a particular ethnicity, but the restrictions couldn’t dampen the Chinese interest in the American Dream. “The brighter aspects of free soil, free labor, and free gold overshadowed the dark side of exploitation, injustice, and discrimination,” historian Liping Zhu writes.29


Through the latter half of the 1800s, as China retrenched and the American economy soared, US missionaries helped build the modern Chinese educational system, as YMCAs spread through major cities, and pushed for cultural reforms, including the end of the brutal tradition of binding women’s feet and the infanticide of female babies.30 In the wake of the Boxer Rebellion, the United States, beginning to assert itself across the globe for the first time, was part of the alliance of Western powers that signed a new protocol with the Qing Dynasty and sent a new military force to Tianjin, and by 1905, Chinese students were, in turn, studying at West Point.31 (The Fifteenth infantry regiment in Tianjin, Pomfret notes, “became known for its outstanding commanders, such as George Marshall and Matthew Ridgway, and for the highest rates of alcoholism and venereal disease in the service.”)32 Chinese immigrants—and, notably, their food—continued to remake the United States; hemp seeds, so-called Meyer lemons, and new breeds of spinach, all from China, remade American agriculture.33


Chinese politics seemed to grow evermore entangled with the United States. The Revive China Society—the forerunner of what would become the Chinese nationalist movement—was actually founded in Hawaii, in 1894, as Sun Yat-Sen, revered both as Father of the Nation in today’s Taiwan and Forerunner of the Revolution in the PRC, and his fellow Chinese patriots launched a revolutionary movement that would eventually overthrow the Qing rulers and lead Sun to be elected the first president of the Republic of China in 1911, an election Sun learned he won while in Denver, Colorado, on a fundraising mission to the United States.34 Woodrow Wilson called the revolution that overthrew the last imperial dynasty in China “the most significant, if not the most momentous event of our generation,” and the United States was the first country to formally recognize the new government.35 The Rockefeller Foundation poured new money into China, with the intent of jump-starting an educational and scientific explosion, and John Dewey’s educational pragmatism swept the Chinese elite.36


While often wrapped in gauzy rhetoric about freedom, these Western moves were almost all crassly commercial—even the US effort to preserve China’s territorial integrity against European colonialism through the Open Door policy was really a move meant to block other countries from stomping out US business interests in China.


And then there was Wilson’s betrayal.


President Wilson’s desire to preserve his beloved League of Nations led him to break his lofty promise of self-determination and side with Japan as the Treaty of Versailles was negotiated to end World War I, forcing upon China territorial concessions forever remembered as a unique betrayal by a supposedly loyal ally. “In the long history of Chinese disappointment with the United States, America’s failure to stand up for China at Versailles occupies a central place,” Pomfret writes. “When Wilson broke that promise, he sent the Chinese on a quest for alternative ideologies.… America’s inability to recognize the wave of the future in China opened the door to a country that would grow into its biggest foe: The Soviet Union.”37 As China historian Rana Mitter points out, “Versailles showed that the west’s supposed desire for international justice and order was yet another sham. Many of China’s youth turned to nationalism, or in some cases Marxism, for salvation.”38


Within months of the Treaty of Versailles, a Changsha teacher in his midtwenties named Mao Zedong—a man who had long admired the United States and hoped it would one day team up with China to defeat Japan—turned his back on America, forming the Russia Studies Society. In 1921 he attended the first national congress of the Chinese Communist Party.39


Beginning in the 1930s, the Japanese invasion of China, its imperial aggression, and the onset of World War II splintered the little control the Chinese nationalist forces had over the country, giving the CCP the chance to solidify control over more of the countryside than it had even been able to dominate before. It was the start of the national unraveling that would lead to George Marshall’s desperate and unsuccessful mission in 1946 and launch the modern era of US-China relations.


OF COURSE ONE OF THE FIRST COMPLEXITIES OF THIS NEW PERIOD OF relations between the United States and China is that it’s really always been an issue more accurately of US-China-Taiwan relations, a balancing act across three distinct governments, each subject to their own political constraints, shifting tides, and attentions. The policy of the United States toward the PRC and the Republic of China is really the story of four US presidents: Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who sought to boost China’s global stature and treat it as a great power; Harry Truman, who as Marshall’s peace deal unraveled was accused of “losing” China amid the opening chapters of that Cold War and then in 1950 found US troops fighting desperately against Chinese forces in Korea; Richard Nixon, who reopened the door to China; and Jimmy Carter, who normalized the diplomatic relations with the PRC, revoked recognition of Taiwan, and opened up trade, laying the foundation for the economic growth that China has experienced since then—and creating a ticking time bomb underneath the US-China-Taiwan relationship in the process. Understanding their individual and collective legacy and what they can teach modern policymakers about how to handle China today is vital.


FDR and Truman’s efforts to secure a role for China in the wake of World War II had seemed a noted departure from a century of on-again, off-again Western meddling on the Asian continent—a moment where China was to be treated as an equal and not as a mere business opportunity. But whatever chance FDR, Truman, and America ever had to bring peace and democracy to China—and historian Odd Arne Westad has long argued that it was always a fanciful quest—that postwar engagement didn’t last. While Marshall’s name would become synonymous with an ambitious, world-transforming investment in rebuilding Europe, the United States never made a similar commitment to China, a decision that would infuriate Chiang Kai-shek and surely contributed to his government’s collapse in the civil war that followed.


Truman spent much of his presidency ignoring Taiwan and scaling back the US commitment to Chiang’s nationalist KMT party (although he provided $400 million to Chiang in 1948 to try to forestall his loss in the civil war, arguably too late) and in 1950 proclaimed that the United States would not provide “military aid or advice to Chinese forces on Formosa”; still, in his final years in the Oval Office, as the Korean War engulfed the peninsula and the broader region, he came to recognize Chiang’s government in Taipei as an increasingly important ally. The CCP had whipped up anti-American fever at home among its subjects, and Mao’s forces had massed 150,000 troops in Fujian ports to attempt a cross-strait invasion in a fleet of wooden motorized junks. As the North Korean invasion kicked off the Korean War and the United States contemplated the loss of Taiwan to the communists as well, Truman ordered the Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan Strait to prevent any invasion. “The fighting in Korea caused an overnight reversal of US policy toward Taiwan: from abandoning the island to CCP takeover to guaranteeing Taiwan’s protection through US military deployment,” notes Asia-Pacific security scholar Denny Roy.40 Later, the United States forged a defense treaty with Chiang, one that importantly kept Chiang from launching his own cross-strait invasion of the mainland without US permission.41


For decades to come, Truman, Eisenhower, and their successors maintained that Generalissimo Chiang’s government in Taipei was the “true” Chinese government. “American presidents referred contemptuously to the Reds and insisted that the capital of China was Beiping and not Beijing, because that is what their allies in Taiwan still called it,” MacMillan wrote.42 The US government turned forcefully against the Chinese communist leadership, applying sanctions to what Eisenhower’s secretary of state John Foster Dulles saw as the “godless Chicoms” even stricter than those levied against the Soviet Union.43 In 1958 Mao’s communist Chinese forces shelled the nationalist-held Taiwan Strait islands of Quemoy and Matsu and brought the world to the brink of its first serious nuclear crisis. All told, Dwight Eisenhower threatened the use of nuclear weapons against the PRC a total of eight times (although he vetoed the Pentagon’s actual proposed use of them) and visited Taipei personally in his round-the-world tour in mid-1960, receiving what the New York Times called “one of the most tumultuous receptions of his career.”44


Through the years, a powerful conservative China lobby in Washington ensured that US support for Taiwan never wavered and helped Chiang’s government hold on to the “Chinese seat” at the United Nations, at the International Olympic Committee, and in other international bodies. The United States led the opposition at the UN to an annual resolution offered by Albania to expel Taiwan and admit Mao’s China to the body instead, but year by passing year, global support for the resolution grew—at one point, the United States had to dispatch a Navy plane to bring the Maldives delegate to New York to secure the vote for Taiwan. Finally, the United States maneuvered to get the measure marked an “important” question, which meant it had to be decided by a two-thirds vote in the UN.


Meanwhile, behind a door now firmly closed to the West, Mao’s communist government launched on the mainland a brutal, generation-long cultural and economic modernization effort, one that saw upwards of fifty million people die in purges and famines that accompanied failed policies like the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution.


At the same time, Richard Nixon—long one of the nation’s leading anticommunists—arrived in the White House thinking about how to reopen China to the world. As he said in 1967, “We simply cannot afford to leave China forever outside the family of nations, there to nurture its fantasies, cherish its hates and threaten its neighbors. There is no place on this small planet for a billion of its potentially most able people to live in angry isolation.” He sensed an opportunity as relations between China and the Soviet Union splintered, Mao came to reckon with the geopolitical isolation of his country, and the United States found itself over a barrel as it tried to bring to an end the ruinous Vietnam War. “The times were ripe for each side to make a move toward the other. In both countries there were influential voices saying that the advantages of a relationship, even a cool one, outweighed continuing nonrecognition,” MacMillan writes in her history, Nixon and Mao.v45


Secret talks between Kissinger and Chinese premier Zhou Enlai, brokered by Pakistan—which along with North Korea, North Vietnam, Romania, and Albania was practically China’s sole ally in the world—led to a small breakthrough in what came to be known as ping-pong diplomacy: a US table-tennis team playing in a World Table Tennis Championship in Japan was invited, last minute, in April 1971 to visit China too, the first significant friendly contact between American and Chinese citizens since 1949. Nixon followed up with a stunning surprise announcement of the ongoing secret talks with China led by Henry Kissinger and that he would journey himself to Beijing for direct talks in 1972.


Even as the China-US talks continued, though, the United States found the world’s backing of Chiang and Taiwan unraveling; despite massive efforts by then–UN ambassador George H. W. Bush, the United States lost a vote to have Taiwan occupy the UN’s China seat, failing in the end to even garner the support of the United Kingdom or Canada. The vote came even as Kissinger was in Beijing for the second round of talks, negotiating a careful statement with Zhou: “The United States acknowledges that all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Straits maintain there is but one China.” As Zhou told Kissinger, “That place is no great use to you, but a great wound to us.”46


In Beijing for his historic visit in February 1972, Nixon jotted down the three things Mao clearly wanted: “1. Build up their world credentials, 2. Taiwan, 3. Get US out of Asia.” Both sides understood that Taiwan would be their main stumbling block, and as they talked, Nixon scribbled himself another note: “Let us not embarrass each other.” The United States was in a delicate moment. Nixon and Kissinger were willing to scale back support for Chiang and to stifle any attempt by Taiwan to move toward full independence, but Nixon needed to get through reelection before the United States could move to normalize diplomatic relations. Nixon danced around it as best he could. “This is one China, and Taiwan is part of China,” he said in his first private meeting with Zhou. In the end, Zhou agreed that they could wait to resolve the issue.47 As he left China in February 1972, seemingly triumphant, Nixon declared, “We have been here a week. This was the week that changed the world.”48


Chiang, rightly, saw Nixon’s move as—yet another—calculated betrayal. In his diary, he called the US president “Ni Chou,” Nixon the clown.49


Despite Nixon getting the historical credit for “reopening China,” neither he nor his successor Gerald Ford took the ultimate step of restoring diplomatic relations with communist China and reversing America’s recognition of Taiwan. That step would be undertaken six years later by Jimmy Carter and his hawkish national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, who was preoccupied with building an anti-Soviet coalition. “I believed that the normalization of relations between our two nations would advance the cause of peace in Asia and the world,” Carter said later. “The People’s Republic of China comprised about one-fourth of the world’s total population and played a major role in international affairs. That reality needed to be officially recognized by my country.”50 He found a willing partner in Deng Xiaoping, who had eventually succeeded to the leadership of China after the internal party struggle following Mao’s death in 1976.


Again, Taiwan and the Republic of China was the main sticking point; again, the United States and China succeeded in maintaining a positive relationship by setting it aside and focusing on other less controversial issues first. “We recognized that for the People’s Republic of China, its relationship with Taiwan was considered a domestic issue,” Carter recalled, and in the end, the United States and China found a way to dance around it again.51 After months of secret negotiation, the United States and the People’s Republic of China announced on December 15, 1978, that they would recognize one another and establish official diplomatic relations; the recently disgraced Nixon himself attended the resulting state dinner at the White House in January 1979 when Deng Xiaoping visited Washington, DC.


Deng Xiaoping arrived at Andrews Air Force Base, to be met at the airport by Vice President Walter Mondale. He was keen to use American know-how and investment to jump-start his economy back home—goals that he knew hinged on achieving so-called Most Favored Nation (MFN) trading status, meaning China would be treated as favorably as any other US trade partner when it came to import tariffs and other trade barriers. MFN status, in turn, hinged on whether a country allowed freedom of emigration—a cudgel the United States used during the Cold War against the Soviet Union. As Carter recalled, Deng joked, “We’ll qualify right now—if you want us to send you ten million Chinese tomorrow, we’ll be glad to do it.” Carter joked back that he’d send Deng ten thousand journalists in exchange.


Under Carter, the United States issued a formal statement outlining its new One China policy: “The Government of the United States of America acknowledges the Chinese position that there is but one China and Taiwan is part of China.” As part of the agreement, the United States committed to ending the mutual defense treaty with Taiwan, brokered during Eisenhower’s presidency, but said it would “maintain cultural, commercial, and other unofficial relations with the people of Taiwan.”52 The shift in position upset Congress—particularly Senator Barry Goldwater—and the legislature passed in 1979 the Taiwan Relations Act, which would become the guiding force for the United States and codified America’s relationship with the island through an unofficial nonprofit, wholly controlled by the government, called the American Institute in Taiwan that would serve as the de facto US embassy for the country. The act stopped short of a full defense guarantee but did provide for American sales of weapons to Taiwan and required the United States to “maintain the capacity of the United States to resist any resort to force or other forms of coercion that would jeopardize the security, or social or economic system, of the people on Taiwan,” another wonderfully ambiguous promise.53


On one level, Carter and Brzezinski’s efforts, building on earlier work of Nixon and Kissinger, were a diplomatic and bureaucratic masterwork, a position that embraced a certain “strategic ambiguity” whereby the United States acknowledged the Chinese position without necessarily agreeing itself. Yet it was a position that would deliver decades of further heartburn to Carter’s successors.


The effort by Nixon and Carter to reestablish US-Chinese diplomatic relations coincided almost exactly—and again, not coincidentally—with the “reform and opening-up” moment as China’s incredible economic success story began to transform Mao’s rural, agrarian country into what a half century later would be Xi Jinping’s global industrialized superpower. The Great Leap Forward had meant to push China into the future, but it had failed spectacularly and lethally, delivering years of famine and leaving the country lagging ever further behind the West. Perhaps as many as forty million Chinese died, a number larger than the entire population at the time of Canada, Spain, or South Korea. By 1979, notes journalist Evan Osnos, “the People’s Republic of China was poorer than North Korea; its per capita income was one-third that of sub-Saharan Africa.” Deng changed course, radically, saying famously and not very communist-like, “Let some people get rich first, and gradually all the people should get rich together.” In 1978, at a party event known as the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee, Deng Xiaoping launched “a new Long March to make China a modern, powerful socialist country.”54


Specifically, he pushed what Zhou Enlai had called the “four modernizations,” efforts to reform, modernize, and accelerate agriculture, industry, defense, and science and technology, endeavors that in the party’s mind would lead to “xiaokang,” a “moderately prosperous society.” He needed US help with just about every aspect of the modernization effort. “Chairman Mao and Zhou Enlai brilliantly sold the impending rapprochement as an act of celestial benevolence, bestowing warm relations on the barbarians from the land of the flowery flag [the United States],” Pomfret writes, but “in reality, China’s leadership needed America at that point far more than the reverse.”55


And China got what it needed: American investment poured back into China, while the Chinese visiting the United States were fascinated by the technological lifestyles and modern conveniences they discovered in the West as tourists.vi US military aid and weapons sales began to flow once again, including a half-billion-dollar deal to upgrade the Chinese Air Force, a terribly myopic decision we are now regretting.56 Peking University historian Yuan Ming concludes, “The American factor was, in the end, the all-encompassing factor in China’s modernization.”57


It would be a huge transformation for China—and the world beyond. “After over a century of decline, occupation, civil war, state repression, and socialist revolution, China finally did manage to catapult itself into an era of stunning dynamism and economic growth,” Orville Schell and John Delury write in their exemplary exploration of China’s quest for “wealth and power.” China’s modern era is defined, they argue, by “the abiding quest for fuqiang, ‘wealth and power,’” a phrase that has become shorthand for the ancient credo fuguo qiangbing, “enrich the state and strengthen its military power.” Importantly, it’s a phrase—and sentiment—that emerged during an era not of China’s rise, but of its fall, a longing that grew during the Century of Humiliation when the once-powerful China saw itself in global retreat. Thus, while we generally translate the phrase as “wealth and power,” Schell and Delury write, its meaning is rather closer to “prosperity and strength.”58


“These two characters have repeatedly stood in for the profound desire among China’s cognoscenti to see their country restored to the kind of greatness their ancestors had once taken for granted,” they write. “What ‘liberté, egalité, fraternité,’ meant to the French Revolution and to the making of modernity in the West, ‘wealth, strength, and honor’ have meant to the forging of modern China.”59


China’s era of wealth and power was just beginning. And it would avenge that Century of Humiliation. As the Wall Street Journal’s China-focused reporter Chun Han Wong writes, “The ‘Century of Humiliation’ forms the spine of the People Republic’s founding mythology, where the party emerged as China’s rightful rulers by avenging its indignities and restoring its honor.”60 But one thing wouldn’t change: a half century later, Taiwan would still be a sticking point between the United States and China.


THE END OF COLD WAR I SHAPED TODAY’S SHOWDOWN IN WAYS BIG and small. As the Iron Curtain collapsed between the West and the Soviet Union, China’s age of economic reform was accelerating. Deng Xiaoping’s efforts to undo the policy mistakes and human suffering of the Cultural Revolution remade daily life—bringing a version of capitalism into the economy and rising standards of living for hundreds of millions of Chinese people.


As general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party from 1982 to 1987, Hu Yaobang helped drive some of the reforms and tackle the resulting official corruption; then, in 1987, as student protests mounted, pushing for more openness and press freedom, Deng ousted him out of office, Hu resigning with a humiliating “self-criticism.” The resignation, though, made him even more popular with those who wanted reform; following his death in 1989, there was public pressure for a state funeral, setting in motion the biggest challenge to the Communist Party’s rule in decades. The protests began as a pressure campaign to mark Hu’s memorial service but quickly came to encompass a wider set of complaints about party corruption, the pace of economic reform, freedom of speech and the press, and more. On April 22, 1989—over a month before the momentous start of the fall of communism in Eastern Europe—tens of thousands of students marched on Tiananmen Square, the iconic central square in Beijing marked by the Gate of Heavenly Peace, the front gate of the historic fifteenth-century Imperial City. As the spring progressed, tensions escalated; the square was occupied by hundreds of thousands of Chinese—students and not—perhaps even a million participated. Hunger strikes spread; martial law was declared on May 19. In a national address, Premier Li Peng said, “We must adopt firm and resolute measures to end the turmoil swiftly, to maintain the leadership of the party as well as the socialist system.”61 An effort the following day by the army to retake the square was blocked by protesters and thus began a multiday standoff.


“You had these… touching moments of the people appealing to the army to join them, and feeding them, and giving them water, and saying, you know, ‘Could be your son. Could be your daughter,’” recalled journalist Orville Schell, who was in Beijing at the time. “These sort of doe-eyed, puzzled soldiers—who were mostly country people, weren’t experienced with big city life—just wondering what was going on here. And not wanting to hurt anybody.”62


A group of Beijing art students constructed a thirty-three-foot-tall Goddess of Democracy, a Chinese Statue of Liberty, made from Styrofoam and plaster, her torch of liberty rising before the imperial gates and the famous portrait of Mao that looked over the square. Feeling an increasing political threat, the Communist Party began to move more decisively. On June 3, another wave of troops—much larger than the first—began to converge on the square and, after overcoming numerous hastily erected blockades throughout the city, the army massacred the student protesters. To this day, no one knows how many died as the military cleared the square and the streets leading up to it; the official government death toll was just two hundred civilians and several dozen government forces, but many human rights groups said the death toll stretched into the thousands. Citing someone who was a “close friend” on the Chinese state council, the British ambassador to China confidentially estimated the toll closer to ten thousand.63
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