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When the way prevails in the empire, fleet-footed horses are relegated to ploughing in the fields;


When the way does not prevail in the empire, war-horses breed on the border.
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Introduction


China and the United States share the most important bilateral relationship in the world. Washington and Beijing’s increasingly acrimonious struggle for global dominance is altering, and in some cases upending, long-standing global dynamics from the Taiwan Strait to Africa, Central America, and everywhere in between. Every person alive today is exposed to the impacts of contention between the US and Chinese governments. However, false narratives and mistaken assumptions undermine a comprehensive understanding of China and its relations with the world. The widespread ignorance among our decision makers and general population is especially dangerous as US-China relations enter a new realm of uncharted competition.


The rivalry between the world’s strongest military, economic, and diplomatic powers continues to unfold across a wide range of regional and categorical fronts. Serious miscalculations by either side could escalate into an extinction-level event for the human race. At the same time, significant areas of mutual interest lurk under the surface of an obvious rivalry. Deep economic ties bind the countries together. Social and cultural exchanges remain robust.


Various dynamics driving Sino-US relations are enormously important in the international sphere and for every national government on our planet. They also help shape domestic political, social, and economic conditions in both China and the US. The shift in relative global power and the opening up of new frontiers of rivalry create unprecedented risk and opportunity for nations, businesses, and individuals. A basic grasp of the dynamics underlying relations between China and the US is crucial for understanding political and economic trends in both countries, along with the broader human condition in the 21st century.


While the main driver of increased contention is straightforward, the implications of the trend of confrontation are multifaceted and complex. Rivalry between Beijing and Washington has intensified primarily because China has rapidly expanded its relative power at the expense of a historic US advantage. The US has been the most powerful country since at least the 1940s, but China now challenges the key spheres of Washington’s once seemingly insurmountable global dominance. Beijing wouldn’t even necessarily need to adopt any explicitly aggressive policies against Washington in order to make the US government nervous; rather, the basic realities of China’s increasing relative power effectively limit Washington’s global influence. A dominant power almost invariably feels threatened by a rival with expanding capabilities. At the same time, Beijing fears that the US government may use its lingering dominance to attempt to stop, or even reserve, the trend of rising Chinese power. The changing relative strength in terms of economic output, military capabilities, and influence over third countries are driving Sino-American contention. Other factors, such as differences in culture, worldview, and political systems, play a role in the rivalry, but they are far less important than the brute realities of economic resources, military strength, and to a lesser extent, diplomatic influence.


There has never been a bilateral relationship as complex, as multifaceted, as potentially transformative, and as dangerous, as the ties and tensions that now exist between the US and China. Because of economic globalization and the nearly instantaneous flow of information, the competition between the two powers impacts every country on the face of the Earth. While US-Soviet competition also had global implications, the Soviet Union was never well-integrated into the economies of most countries outside its immediate periphery. No major US companies ever derived a plurality of their profits from Soviet consumers; the Soviet Union was never the largest trading partner of any US treaty ally. Direct bilateral trade and investment between the USSR and US was negligible. Furthermore, the relative balance of economic influence between two leading global powers has never shifted so rapidly as it has in recent decades.


There is also a historically unprecedented cultural element coloring Sino-US contention. Despite their obvious political differences (and decades of concerted US and UK propaganda efforts to paint Moscow as an “Asiatic” power) US-Soviet rivalry took place between two broadly defined “Western” states with roughly comparable worldviews. Washington and Moscow have a shared cultural lineage tracing back to the Roman Empire and ancient Greece. China comes from an entirely different and equally rich civilizational landscape with its own philosophical, literary, historical, theological, linguistic, and conceptual frameworks.


Nuclear weaponry is another factor that makes US-China competition unique when compared to all previous bilateral global or regional great power confrontations — barring, of course, the Cold War. Unlike the national governments that jockeyed for relative advantage during previous rounds of major shifts in geopolitical conditions (such as the run-up to and during the First and Second World Wars) both Beijing and Washington face an existential constraint on the use of direct military force against each other and other major powers. Ongoing efforts made by both Beijing and Washington to strengthen their strategic nuclear deterrence are extremely likely to remain primarily defensive. Despite the ebb and flow of tensions, both governments are extremely unlikely to risk their own survival by intentionally launching a nuclear first strike, or even a large-scale conventional attack that could be misconstrued by their adversary as a nuclear first strike. While this dynamic cannot rule out minor clashes or accidental escalations, Beijing and Washington remain strongly incentivized to avoid direct, full-scale military conflict.


For these and other reasons, it is difficult, and perhaps misguided, to compare US-China rivalry with previous global struggles for dominance. Patterns that occurred previously do not necessarily apply to a novel scenario. The US, China, and humanity in general are facing an unprecedented situation.


US-China competition is a unique and vital development in human history, and it is therefore a trend that is at once difficult but also vitally important to analyze with a dispassionate, objective viewpoint. Despite its obvious importance, widespread falsehoods and fundamentally illogical analysis hinder a clear understanding of the key drivers of the bilateral relationship. These misrepresentations, misunderstandings, and in some cases, outright fabrications, exist throughout the politics, media, and popular discourse in both countries.


Government censorship in China constrains the extent to which the actions and motivations of the US government can be understood and analyzed. Some outdated notions of exceeding US preeminence also continue in Chinese society. Nearly all Chinese people have some exposure to popular US media, and many have relatives or friends who have emigrated to the US. Popular movies and television programs rarely depict poverty in the US, and Chinese migrants are unlikely to tell tales of significant hardship when they speak to family and friends. Additionally, the US remains relatively prosperous when compared to China on a per capita basis, with the rapid advance in living standards in China only occurring within the previous two decades. On the other side, many Chinese motivated by a sense of nationalism overstate US problems and the extent to which relative global power has shifted in favor of their national government. In state-controlled media, US policy is almost always interpreted through the lens of the perceived interests of the Chinese government. In China, public understanding and academic scholarship about Beijing’s bilateral relations with Washington are warped by misperceptions and limited in scope.


At the same time, misunderstandings of China are even more pronounced in the US, despite the country’s lack of official media controls. Generally, common misperceptions of the US competition with China stem from two fundamental misunderstandings. First, many in the US underestimate the current, and likely future, capabilities of the Chinese government. Simultaneously, many in the US overestimate the extent to which the Chinese government wants to use these capabilities to directly undermine the US. This creates a dangerously distorted narrative in which Beijing is seen as simultaneously too weak to challenge key areas of global US hegemony (it is not), and also nefariously intent on destroying US prosperity and exporting its version of authoritarian government to North American shores (it isn’t). Nationalism and ideological bias lead many US citizens to overstate their government’s relative capabilities and the degree to which rival governments are inherently hostile. At the same time some Americans, based on their own personal or political grievances with the Federal Government, overestimate the problems faced by Washington in its competition with Beijing.


As in China, many of the common misunderstandings within the US are a result of the rapid pace of change in relative economic power between the two countries. In 2008, China’s economy, when measured in nominal terms (that is to say, not accounting for generally cheaper prices for the same goods and services in China), was smaller than Japan’s, and less than one-third that of the United States. In 2024, China’s nominal GDP is over four times Japan’s and worth over two-thirds that of the United States. Going back further — but not actually very far at all in the grand scope of human development — nominal Chinese economic output was worth only 11% of that of the US in 1999. All adults in the United States can remember a time when the US was overwhelmingly dominant when compared to China in terms of relative global economic influence. Economic capabilities have huge implications in other fields of contention. A larger economy allows for greater military spending, and more money to invest in education and technological development. It also allows for increased leverage against third countries. Therefore, China has shifted from having roughly one-tenth or one-fifth of overall US capabilities to roughly matching — or in some key fields clearly exceeding — US dominance. This transformation occurred over a period of less than an average contemporary human generation. Such a rapid change in overall power dynamics has helped propel increased bilateral antagonism, as Washington belatedly realized the legitimacy of the threat to its overall global dominance, and Beijing was no longer able or willing to bide its time and hide its capabilities.
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While underestimating China’s economic, military, and diplomatic influence stems from a worldview grounded in outdated perceptions and chauvinistic overconfidence, overstating China’s inherent threat is largely the result of institutional bias. The US Federal Government, and various interests within and parallel to US government bureaucracies, have a clear and likely long-term interest in exaggerating threats emanating from China for the purposes of increasing their funding and political influence. Playing up China’s economic, military, and political threats is also a proven method for electoral grandstanding. Many mainstream media outlets are also keen to exaggerate Chinese threats for ideological or nationalistic reasons, along with their desire to attract viewers. A grounded look at Beijing’s capabilities and interests, along with the abilities and goals of our own government, and the resultant interaction between the two governments, is almost entirely absent from popular discourse.


Key Drivers of National Policy


The ruling Communist Party of China (CPC) has four key goals driving its major policies. First and foremost, China’s rulers want to maintain their domestic political power. The Chinese government also wants to continue economic growth, as such growth helps solidify internal stability, and also increases Beijing’s global influence and leverage. Chinese leaders want to secure the integrity of Chinese territory — an imperative that often puts them at odds with various regional separatist movements and some neighboring states that have claims on the same land as Beijing itself. The CPC also wants to maintain sufficiently credible military forces to secure its trade routes, deter against an attack, maintain domestic tranquility, and pressure other governments when needed.


The essential and consistent goals of the US government are harder to define. The US political system is less monolithic than that of China, and specific policy objectives may shift from administration to administration, and within the various groups that effectively create and enact US government policy. Unlike China, where all political power is effectively monopolized or at least subsumed by the CPC, there are three main entities that effectively craft and/or execute national-level policy within the US. These systems overlap significantly in terms of the individuals who direct them, and the interests they seek to perpetuate, but key differences also exist within the groupings. A brief overview of each group and its interests is therefore necessary for understanding how they shape Washington’s approach to China and the rest of the world.


First, and most obviously, are the elected politicians in the executive and legislative branches of the Federal Government. Effectively, they come from one of the two main political parties. Controlling the Presidency is the most important, especially in terms of foreign relations, but the House and Senate also play key roles in drafting policy. The main and overriding goal of these politicians and their political parties is to expand or maintain their power by winning elections. In practical terms, this is achieved by ensuring decent economic conditions for the electorate (or at any rate avoiding major catastrophes during one’s term) and promoting popular domestic and foreign policy agendas. Economic growth, or at least the continuance of normal economic functions is vitally important; any administration that faces a severe economic crisis is highly likely to lose its power. Of course, the two major parties also have an interest in highlighting the failures of the rival party. While foreign policy is usually a secondary or even tertiary concern in US elections, apparently successful military campaigns can boost the reelection prospects of an incumbent administration and its party, while prolonged conflicts, especially those that result in significant US military casualties, can drastically decrease a politician’s or party’s electoral performance.


The second key group that creates and implements US policy is an unelected bureaucracy. Individuals serve in decision-making capabilities within the various US intelligence, diplomatic, and domestic agencies, along with the various branches of the US military. They tend to remain consistently employed from administration to administration. People within the bureaucracy may rotate positions within various Federal agencies, academia, think-tanks, internal party leadership positions, and major corporations. The professional bureaucracy tends to take a longer viewpoint in terms of advancing perceived US national interests. Bureaucrats also seek to advance their own careers, but for institutional and ideological reasons they want to expand, maintain, and perpetuate the domestic and global power of the US Federal Government. Elected politicians, based on personal, institutional, and ideological factors, also want to ensure US global dominance, but their scope for effective long-term planning and action is limited by the realities of election cycles. Most bureaucrats do not directly face such constraints.


Large corporations are the third category of key institutions effectively shaping US government policy. Corporate influence within the US political system is so pervasive and enduring that the interests of powerful corporations cannot be rationally ignored when examining the strategies and policies of the US Federal Government. Corporate lobbying strongly influences (and in many instances essentially drafts) key US legislation. Elected politicians depend on corporate campaign contributions to help them win elections. Representatives of corporate outfits receiving large contracts from the Federal Government, and industries heavily subsidized by the Federal Government, have effectively embedded themselves within most of the key organizations that collectively comprise the Federal bureaucracy. As with the other two institutional entities, many individuals shift between the corporate, bureaucratic, and elected systems of the US policymaking superstructure. However, the collective interests of corporate entities are generally the least congruent with the other decision-making entities. Simply put, all corporations naturally seek to maximize their profits.


The various entities that create and draft US government policy have essentially three overriding interests. Elected politicians — and the two political parties with an effective duopoly on national political power — want to win elections. The bureaucracy seeks to strengthen and perpetuate the influence of the US Federal Government. Corporations want to maximize profits. These various, and sometimes contradictory, motives have shaped, currently shape, and will continue to shape US policy to China.


The dynamic of contention between Washington and Beijing is driven by the fundamental incompatibility of only one of the key strategic goals of each power. The US government seeks to remain the world’s most powerful nation. The Chinese government seeks to expand its global influence. While Beijing may or may not aim directly at supplanting the US in the globally preeminent position, the CPC does want to help ensure its monopoly on political power at home by growing its influence abroad. Naturally any organization, and especially national governments, seek to strengthen and expand their influence. In many key areas, the fundamental goals of the decision-making powers in the two countries are not necessarily contradictory. Power brokers in Washington are not necessarily directly threatened by the perpetuation of the CPC’s domestic political monopoly, Chinese economic growth, or a Chinese military capable of projecting regional influence. Beijing’s fundamental interests are generally not undermined by a particular US candidate or political party winning an election, US Federal Government influence (at least in most areas), or profit making by US corporations. Some key drivers of government interest overlap; Beijing and Washington benefit from overall economic growth, and both governments also have a clear interest in avoiding existentially threatening nuclear or environmental catastrophe.


Nevertheless, in one vital area — relative global power — the interests of the Chinese and US government are clearly at odds. This was not always the case; historically, the US and China have been perfectly willing to cooperate against mutual rivals or enemies, namely Japan from 1937 to 1945, and the USSR from around 1979 until the collapse of the Soviet Union. Now, though, because the US and China are the world’s two most influential countries, they are clearly in competition with regards to relative global influence.


Economics, diplomacy, and military capabilities are the three main fields in which China and the US simultaneously exert and extend their global power. Competition between Beijing and Washington takes place within these arenas. All three of these levers of influence are interlinked, with strength in one aspect usually boosting capabilities in the other two.


Military power is easy to define — it is the power brought to bear on other countries through the use or potential use of conventional and nuclear armaments and the ultimate means through which a national government deters direct attacks on its territory. Major global powers generally utilize the threat, whether explicit or implicit, of military power far more often than they actually employ the weapons to directly attack other countries. This is especially true for major, nuclear-armed nations such as the US and China in their dealings with other significant global powers. Military strength helps protect territorial integrity and can help secure trade routes against potential adversaries. Military power is the most important means of overall global power when and only when countries engage in direct military conflict. Additionally, military power arises nearly entirely from economic and technological prowess, and in the event of a protracted war, it must be sustained by domestic productive capabilities.


Economic power comes from national capabilities in production, technology, trade, and finance. Influential governments can use their economic heft to boost their diplomatic and military power. Trade ties with other countries help create bonds of common interest and generally disincentivize direct conflict. Possession of a strong, enticing, and growing domestic economy also provides national governments with leverage in terms of setting the rules for investment from abroad. Whether in terms of trade or investment, national governments use access to domestic markets as a bargaining chip. Meanwhile, outbound investment spreads a country’s power and influence without resorting to costly and dangerous military adventurism.


Diplomatic power is the influence that national governments have over other countries. It takes many forms, including formal treaties, the perception of common interests between national governments, domestic political lobbying, informal ties between leaders, and the ability to shape public opinion. Diplomacy is usually a mix of cooperation, quid-pro-quo dealmaking, and coercion. Of the three main avenues of international power, it is the most difficult to quantify. Skeptics may argue that diplomatic power is only useful to the degree that it can be used to enhance a government’s military and economic capabilities. Similarly, some may argue that diplomatic power is largely a result of economic and military might. Nevertheless, there are real-world political diplomatic influences apparently parallel to, though outside, the realms of pure military and economic power.


The Present Dynamic


Washington and Beijing are the world’s two most influential global powers, and they are therefore positioned in a dynamic of overall strategic confrontation. Two key events have made this reality obvious in recent decades. First was the collapse of the Soviet Union, a common foe of both the PRC and the US. Prior to its collapse, the Soviet Union was widely regarded as the world’s second most influential global power. China, though developing rapidly, was still poor by global standards when the USSR dissolved, and in no position to directly challenge US global preeminence.


In the 1990s many people naively believed that Washington would never again face a credible rival for overall global leadership. This faith was based in part on the (largely correct) observation that the US was far ahead of other national governments in terms of its military, economic, and diplomatic influence. Many also believed the US-centric system of capitalism, democracy, and generally unrestricted international trade was so obviously superior that Washington would never again face a credible competitor with an alternative domestic system. They assumed any potential competitor would, of course, need to adopt US-inspired systems in order to grow its power, and the adoption of such systems would naturally mean that common ideological frameworks would smooth out, or even completely prevent, any major apparent divergence in national interests. With regards to foreign policy, the US government spent most of the 1990s in a sense of self-satisfied hubris.


The 9/11 attacks undermined, but did not destroy, official US complacency. Nevertheless, Washington’s global reaction to the attacks set the stage for a sustained and rapid erosion of relative US power in comparison with China. Instead of focusing on the perpetuation of its dominance against an ever-increasingly obvious great power rival, Washington expended significant military, financial, and political capital in costly “War on Terror” conflicts, most notably in Afghanistan and Iraq. Many US actions during the course of the post-9/11 conflicts, including increased cooperation with several authoritarian Middle Eastern governments, significant civilian casualties, and the torture of detainees, undermined Washington’s international prestige. Meanwhile, Beijing was largely following a doctrine of “biding time and hiding capabilities.” Except for a brief show of force in the Taiwan Strait during Taiwanese elections in 1996, since 1979 Beijing had been notably quiet with regards to openly threatening interstate conflict. The Chinese government has instead focused nearly exclusively on improving infrastructure, attracting foreign investment, expanding trade ties, and otherwise improving its domestic economy.


In addition to the collapse of the Soviet Union, the other major event illustrating the dynamic of increased Sino-US global competition was the 2008-2009 Global Financial Crisis. In 2007, the nominal GDP of the United States was almost exactly four times larger than that of China. However, China, which still had so much low-hanging economic fruit and was less exposed to complicated and risky financial shenanigans, emerged from the crisis almost entirely unscathed. In 2009, China overtook Japan as the world’s second largest economy in terms of nominal GDP. In 2012 China surpassed the US in terms of having the world’s largest volume of international goods trade. In 2016, China overtook the US in terms of price adjusted, purchasing power parity GDP. Because of the crucial importance of economic power in determining overall global influence, each year that Chinese economic growth exceeded that of the US was another year in which the overall relative power shifted in Beijing’s favor.


This unprecedentedly rapid shift in relative global economic power caught the US political elite largely unawares. Washington had been distracted by its unending conflicts in the greater Middle East and its lingering contention with Moscow on the fringes of the former USSR. Some US policymakers also apparently internalized their own system-justifying propaganda, and based their approach to China on two psychologically reassuring fallacies. The first was that an increasingly prosperous and globally integrated China would naturally become more democratic. The second was that an autocratic government could not maintain rapid economic growth over multiple decades, and that a massive economic correction, or even collapse, in a stubbornly authoritarian China was inevitable. Incidentally, a third fallacy — that a democratic China would be less nationalistic and more inclined to accede to US global influence — also underpins the current US approach to China, though circumstances have not disproven it yet.


From around 2011, the US government began implementing policies out of an increasing awareness and fear of expanding Chinese power. Washington has sought to strengthen its system of military alliances and expanded its military footprint in the West Pacific. The Obama Administration announced a “Pivot to Asia” aimed at systematically deploying “a substantially increased investment — diplomatic, economic, strategic, and otherwise — in the Asia-Pacific region.” Although US officials claimed their aim was not to counter growing Chinese power, the effort was clearly a reaction to Beijing’s expanding influence. The Obama Administration also launched regular naval patrols within areas of the South China Sea claimed by Beijing. US officials said such patrols are merely aimed at establishing freedom of navigation under international law. However, given the fact that the US did not regularly conduct and publicly broadcast such exercises in the South China Sea during previous administrations, such efforts clearly have an element of power projection in response to increasing Chinese military capabilities and deployments.


The US government has also sought to undermine, or at least somewhat disrupt, China’s growing global economic influence and technological capabilities. Policies within this framework have included tariffs on Chinese imports introduced under the Trump Administration, along with various unilateral US sanctions against Chinese tech companies, most notably ZTE and Huawei. Washington has blocked specified Chinese companies from acquiring US technology, limited Chinese investment in key sectors within the US, and even put restrictions on the subjects that Chinese nationals can study at postgraduate levels in US universities.


Meanwhile, the Chinese government has also shifted its policy approach in recent years, both domestically and in the international sphere. After Xi Jinping assumed power as General Secretary of the CPC in 2012, he boosted his overall popularity within Chinese society and solidified his control within the Party through an intense crackdown on corrupt officials and government waste. Under Xi, the Chinese government also reversed a trend which had prevailed since around the late 1990s of moving extremely slowly towards marginal political liberalization. Instead, Xi’s administration has moved — slowly — toward decreased liberalism and increased government control over media, culture, society, and some areas of the economy.


The trend towards greater centralized control under Xi Jinping has been especially pronounced in China’s outlying areas. Chinese officials responded to the 2019-2020 protest movement in Hong Kong by effectively curtailing some of the territory’s political autonomy and reducing the range of acceptable political activity to stymie “anti-national” elements. In the far northwest region of Xinjiang, authorities responded to ethnic separatist agitation and bouts of violence with mass surveillance and widespread preventative detention aimed at “reeducating” potentially subversive individuals. From around 2017, officials in Xinjiang detained hundreds of thousands of individuals (nearly all of whom were members of predominantly Muslim ethnic groups) possessing certain characteristics and actions deemed to indicate potential militancy — such as overt religiosity, unemployment, and ties to people living abroad. These moves have provided the US and some of its closer allies with stronger political justification for confronting an increasingly powerful, and apparently increasingly autocratic, Chinese government. They have also undermined one of the key assumptions of Washington’s former approach to China — that increasingly close global economic interconnections would inevitably lead to political liberalization.


Beijing has also been more assertive on the international stage under Xi Jinping. China has expanded its investments in infrastructure in other countries, especially under the One Belt One Road initiative launched in 2013. Various branches of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) have increased their presence and patrols in the South China Sea and near Taiwan.


While some observers believe that the PRC’s increased assertiveness on the global stage is due to a new approach driven specifically by the personality Xi Jinping, it is more likely that the changing position of China itself on the international stage is prompting Beijing’s increased assertiveness. Simply put, the Chinese government under Xi Jinping is more intentionally assertive because its growing economic power gives Beijing the capabilities and confidence to act assertively. Recent Chinese shifts in Chinese government policies are broadly consistent with a shift of power in its favor. Some Chinese officials have directly stated this perception — during a heated public exchange with US counterparts in 2021, Yang Jiechi, a top-ranking Chinese diplomat, responded to perceived US criticism by saying, “the United States does not have the qualification to say that it wants to speak to China from a position of strength.”


US officials have openly called on other countries to shun, or at least reduce, technological and economic engagement with China. In late 2021, Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo stated, “If we really want to slow down China’s rate of innovation, we need to work with Europe.” Previously, President Biden said, “China has an overall goal … to become the leading country in the world, the wealthiest country in the world, and the most powerful country in the world.… That’s not going to happen on my watch because the United States is going to continue to grow.” However, maintaining US global preeminence simply through growing overall US power is extremely unrealistic, given its relatively smaller population, engrained political deadlock, and the fact that, barring technological miracles that could somehow be monopolized within the US, its period of rapid economic growth is almost certainty over. Realistically, perpetuation of total US dominance over a country with four times its population and apparently easier avenues for sustained economic growth almost certainty entails somehow holding China back from its natural potential.


The institutions that effectively create and implement US policy are constrained in their approach to rising Chinese power. The professional bureaucracy, with its ability to engage in longer-term strategic thinking, is the keenest on ensuring US global dominance by constraining Chinese influence. For personal and ideological reasons, various elected administrations also generally share that same goal. However, since China is so integrated into the global economic system, and since Beijing itself has a significant degree of economic leverage it could use against Washington, no elected US government is willing to implement policies — such as universal restrictions on US trade and investment with China — that could forcibly curtail China’s economic growth. Such policies would almost invariably result in a severe and prolonged economic crisis within the United States. Additionally, essentially all major US corporations have a clear interest in keeping profitable trade and financial ties between the US, China, and various third countries. Despite the escalated rhetoric on both sides, these contradictions create and will likely ensure the trend of a limited contention between the US and Chinese governments.


There are key aspects of the US government’s goals and policies regarding China that are vital to the US, China, and the broader world, which are effectively taboo in popular and political discourse. Should the US try to perpetually maintain a larger nominal GDP than China? Does Washington need to deploy additional military assets in the West Pacific to contain Chinese conventional military capabilities? Should the US undermine China’s relations with third countries? Should, and can, the US perpetuate its global dominance by undermining the CPC’s political monopoly? If these are to be US goals, how can they be achieved? If such efforts succeed, what are the likely unintended consequences? Are they reasonable, and worth the likely costs? How is Beijing likely to respond to perceived US efforts to constrain its potential? What are the common interests of Beijing and Washington? Can the two powers cooperate in some fields while maintaining competition in others? Should the national governments of China and the US agree to voluntarily limit their weapons systems in order to reduce the likelihood of accidental nuclear exchange? There is a dangerous lack of dispassionate analysis examining these questions, especially considering the fact that any major miscalculation on these fronts could significantly increase the probability of global economic collapse, environmental catastrophe, or nuclear warfare.









Section One


Myths


To successfully analyze the current trends and likely outcomes of US-China contention, it is first necessary to dispel common misconceptions that hinder US understanding of its relative position compared to China. These misconceptions can broadly be categorized into the three key areas of bilateral competition, namely the Economic, Military, and Diplomatic spheres. Because of the centrality of economic trends in driving US-China rivalry, it will be useful to first examine US misconceptions about China’s economy.









Fallacy Number One


China Is Poor


Many people in the US believe the majority of the Chinese population is poor. The perception of underfed Chinese factory workers earning five cents an hour permeates national discourse. While China is, on a per capita average, significantly less materially prosperous than the US, Western Europe, or Japan, it is no longer an especially poor country. Instead, China is almost exactly in the middle in terms of average global material prosperity. Yet common perceptions of widespread Chinese poverty persist.


The roots of this fallacy are quite understandable — up until quite recently, China was poor. China’s recent relative poverty was a historical aberration. While comparative economic history prior to the early 1800s is difficult, China, with its massive population, a relatively effective government, and a historic advantage in technology, likely had the world’s greatest national economic output during most periods from ancient times to the early Industrial Revolution. Even in terms of per capita output, China did not start falling behind Western Europe until around the late 1700s. However, as the Industrial Revolution swept Europe, the United States, and then Japan, the leaders of the Qing Dynasty were blinded by China’s long and illustrious history of relative cultural and political dominance. Chinese leaders did not embrace the new opportunities presented by industrial technology until they were in a far inferior position to relative upstarts.


The following paragraphs attempt to briefly outline the main reasons for China’s poverty and instability prior to around 1980. Historical context is needed to provide broad explanations of general economic conditions. The key point to remember is that China has only recently emerged from a long period of poverty brought about largely by misguided government policy and a period of prolonged warfare.


Much of China’s relative economic decline on the international stage from around the 1700s was due to the policy of haijin — literally, “Ocean Ban.” Haijin effectively prohibited most oceanic trade from around 1500 until the 1680s. Before haijin, China had the world’s largest and most sophisticated ocean-going vessels. Massive Chinese fleets engaged in trade and military shows of force in the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean as far as modern-day Mozambique. However, China’s rulers effectively ceded the Age of Exploration to Western European powers through the purposeful restrictions in long-distance ocean trade under haijin. The trading ban was aimed mostly at cutting off pirates and Taiwan-based rebels, though internal court politics also likely played a role. China turned inward and remained primarily agricultural, missing out on the rapid increases in productivity and technological development brought about first through transcontinental trade, and then through the Industrial Revolution.


A lack of modern weaponry resulting from its technological and industrial backwardness was a primary factor that caused the Qing Empire to lose a series of embarrassing conflicts against newly industrial rivals. Chinese armies lost conflicts to Britain (1839–1842 and 1856–1860), France (1884–1885), Japan (1894–1895), and Russia (1900). Further compounding China’s relative economic and political decline was a string of major civil wars, including the Taiping Rebellion, which killed up to 30 million people from 1850–1865. Concurrent uprisings by various groups in northwest and southwest China killed over a million more.


Britain, France, Germany, Russia, and Japan forced a weakened and divided Qing Empire to sign a series of “unequal treaties,” granting the countries free access to ports and exempting their citizens from prosecution under Chinese law. The Qing Dynasty lost its control over the foreign affairs of vassal kingdoms in Vietnam and Korea, and also direct control over some of its internal territory. Beijing was forced to give up Hong Kong to Britain in 1842. Japan defeated China in the First Sino-Japanese War, forcing the Chinese government to give up control of Taiwan in 1895. Elements of the Qing government supported the nationalistic Boxer Rebellion (1899–1901), which sought to drive out the foreign imperialists (and killed many Christian Chinese converts). Growing resentment by the majority Han population against the Manchu-led Qing hindered the war efforts. Many governors in eastern and central China refused to aid the central authorities and fight foreign forces during the Boxer Rebellion. The conflict ended with an Eight Nation Alliance of Britain, France, the US, Germany, Japan, Italy, Russia, and Austria-Hungary dictating terms of peace after their armies seized Beijing and looted ancient artifacts.


Overthrow of the Qing in 1911 did not solve China’s economic backwardness and political turmoil. The new Republic of China (ROC) could not effectively control much of the country’s territory. Warlords set up their own enclaves in multiple provinces. Reformers founded the Nationalist Party, or Kuomintang (KMT), in 1919 with the aim of effectively unifying the country and driving out imperialist forces. The Communist Party of China (CPC), founded in 1921, also sought unity and freedom from foreign domination, but its cadres blamed China’s weakness primarily on feudalism and outdated cultural norms. In 1926 the KMT and CPC, with their power bases in the south, cooperated against warlords during a successful military campaign known as the Northern Expedition. However, KMT leader Chiang Kai-shek betrayed his former Communist allies in 1927, initiating the Shanghai Massacre and driving the Communists into an underground and primarily rural insurgency.


Japan, recently industrialized and hungry for additional territory and markets, took advantage of the deepening chaos and seized northeast China’s Manchuria in 1931. Guerrillas, aided by patriotic forces, resisted the Japanese occupation and its puppet state. However, Chiang Kai-shek preferred to use most of his limited military resources to fight the CPC rebels instead of the foreign enemies. Chiang famously explained his choice by saying, “the Japanese are a disease of the skin; the Communists are a disease of the heart.” The civil war between the Nationalists and Communists continued until 1936, when Chiang was kidnapped by a former warlord’s son, who forced Chiang to sign an agreement to form a united front with the CPC against Japanese incursions.


In 1937, Japan reacted to this Second United Front by launching a full-scale invasion of the main population centers of eastern China. Despite the obvious mutual threat, the alliance between the KMT and CPC remained tenuous, and was often broken. Around 15 million Chinese died in the War of Resistance Against Japan. Chinese forces fought Japan in a full-scale conventional and guerrilla conflict for over eight years; during four of those years, China resisted alone, barring some foreign (primarily Soviet) support. After making rapid gains over the first year of the war — seizing Beijing, Shanghai, Nanjing, and most other major cities — Japanese forces were bogged down by Chinese resistance along largely static fronts that lasted for most of the conflict. US entry in the war in 1941 quickly changed the overall trajectory of the wider conflict in East Asia.


Soon after Japan’s defeat in 1945, the CPC and KMT forces resumed armed hostilities. Roughly four million more Chinese died during the fighting. The KMT, plagued by corruption, inflation, and a lack of sense of purpose, lost the war. The remnants of the ROC government fled to Taiwan in 1949, while the CPC took Beijing and declared the new People’s Republic of China (PRC).


Mao Zedong won control of a country that had been devastated by a series of deadly conflicts which had killed tens of millions of people and displaced countless others over the previous hundred years. The PRC was a government that, for the first time in decades, effectively united Chinese territory under one administration — with the exception, from their perspective, of Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macao. The CPC sought to improve the country’s economic conditions through central planning. These methods led to some achievements in terms of advancing basic literacy and industrialization. Soviet support helped greatly, although there were enormous inefficiencies arising from the command economy. Government spending on military efforts during the Korean War (1950–1953) put a further strain on resources.


A series of historically unprecedented mistakes in basic governance soon obliterated most of the fragile social and economic improvements following the founding of the PRC. Mao Zedong was a savvy and flexible guerrilla leader. From the Northern Expedition through both phases of the Chinese Civil War and the War of Resistance Against Japan, Mao had shifted alliances when necessary and maintained ties with disparate groups to advance the practical interests of the CPC (and of course his own position at its head). However, as a ruler he was tragically ideological, placing far too much trust in Stalinist interpretations of Marxist theory and refusing to change course until far too late.


Stalin died in 1953. In 1956, Soviet leaders officially condemned Stalin’s cult of personality, his violent and often irrational crackdown on other Communists, and other excesses of his rule. Mao strongly disagreed with this new appraisal from Moscow, and he accused the new rulers of his most important ally and China’s vital technological and economic lifeline as “revisionists.” The alliance between China and the Soviet Union began to strain, and then break.


Then things got worse. In 1958 Mao initiated the “Great Leap Forward,” an effort to rapidly industrialize the country by directly harnessing China’s massive labor force. The goal of this movement was to “catch up” to the level of industrial output of the United Kingdom, a geopolitical adversary and major economic power at the time. Specifically, Mao sought for China’s steel production to surpass that of the UK by the early 1970s. The chosen methods for achieving this ambitious goal were based nearly entirely on the CPC’s ideological vision. Mao relied primarily on top-down mass mobilization, believing that China’s enormous population and enlightened leadership would allow the country to leap past normal stages of industrial development.


Authorities forced peasants into massive collectives and effectively outlawed private farming. Rural farmers could only eat surpluses from what they grew after officials appropriated significant portions of their harvests to feed the swelling urban population of industrial workers. Under Mao’s orders, CPC cadres launched a movement to facilitate the mass killing of sparrows, which were condemned as parasitical grain-eating pests. However, sparrows also eat insects, and soon growing swarms of locusts were gorging themselves on Chinese grain. Officials, facing the pressure of quotas from Beijing, forced peasants to make steel in agricultural areas. During the Great Leap Forward, authorities established roughly 600,000 “backyard furnaces” in rural communities that were meant to function as small-scale steel plants. Laborers amassed various sources of raw iron, including dining utensils, cookware, and family heirlooms, and melted them down in an effort to produce more “steel.” Wanton deforestation supplied wood to keep the flames burning. Such furnaces made a product that was inferior to actual steel, and was practically worthless for any actual industrial purposes.
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