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iv Foreword

American disillusionment with China and with the U.S.-China rela-
tionship has increased sharply in recent years. This thinking crosses 
party lines, fueled by China’s internal and external policies alike. 
China’s economic practices, including its theft and forced transfer of 
intellectual property and the lack of market access for U.S. firms, are 
especially unpopular. Adding to the shift in American attitudes is the 
view that China has become more assertive abroad (in pressing its 
claims to the South China Sea, its policy toward Taiwan, and its deal-
ings with neighbors) and at home, where the Chinese government has 
begun a campaign of forced detentions in Xinjiang, is tightening its 
control over Hong Kong, and is constricting civil society throughout 
the country. 

This is the context in which Robert D. Blackwill, the Henry A. 
Kissinger senior fellow for U.S. foreign policy here at the Council on 
Foreign Relations, presents this new Council Special Report. Blackwill 
and I both believe the modern U.S.-China relationship can usefully be 
divided into four phases. The first phase, which lasted from the estab-
lishment of the People’s Republic of China until rapprochement under 
President Richard M. Nixon, was one of open hostility. The United 
States much preferred that the Communists not win the internal strug-
gle for power that resumed following World War II, and after they did, 
the two countries fought on opposite sides during the Korean War. The 
second phase, animated by a shared antipathy toward the Soviet Union, 
lasted until the end of the Cold War; it was one in which the United 
States and China worked together to counter the Soviet threat. In the 
wake of the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991, the relationship entered 
its third phase, typified by increasing investment, trade, and China’s 
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integration into the global economy. Now, without a strategic rationale 
for the relationship and a questioning of the benefits of close economic 
ties, we are in a fourth phase that has yet to be defined but is increasingly 
characterized much more by competition than cooperation.

Blackwill argues the United States needs a new grand strategy to 
navigate this fourth phase of the Sino-American relationship. Akin to 
senior figures in the U.S. government who historically have decided 
China policy, Blackwill is not a country specialist but rather a foreign 
policy generalist who brings extensive senior-level government experi-
ence, along with a rigorous strategic mind, to bear on this critical issue. 
He contends that neither the United States nor China will be able to 
maintain or establish primacy in Asia. Instead, in order to uphold stabil-
ity in the region, Blackwill writes, the United States will need to balance 
China’s growing power while simultaneously maintaining the ability to 
work with the country to address common challenges, such as climate 
change and nuclear proliferation. This relationship will require that 
both countries do more to respect each other’s vital national interests, 
a concept that he defines with precision. It will also place a premium on 
effective statecraft.

As the title promises, Blackwill presents no less than twenty-two 
policy prescriptions. All are predicated on his belief that “to preserve 
a crucial U.S. role in shaping the global system remains the central 
objective of U.S. grand strategy in the twenty-first century.” His 
proposals begin domestically, with emphasis on reforms to better 
compete with China, such as modernizing America’s infrastructure, 
improving its education system, and working creatively to harness 
next-generation technologies. He then lists changes the United States 
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vi Foreword

should make to its foreign policy, from spending fewer resources on 
the Middle East, to improving ties with allies in Asia and Europe, 
shifting military resources to Asia, and seeking a more constructive 
relationship with Russia.

I expect that many readers will disagree with some of Blackwill’s 
analysis and proposed policies. That is not surprising given the breadth 
of what is covered. But total agreement is not necessary to derive real 
benefit from what is written here. Blackwill’s thoroughly researched 
and tightly argued piece provides a foundation and a jumping-off point 
that will help observers and policymakers alike better understand the 
choices central to the modern U.S.-China relationship. There are few, 
if any, more important choices to be made in all of U.S. foreign policy, 
as no other bilateral relationship will do more to define the nature of 
this century.

Richard N. Haass
President
Council on Foreign Relations
December 2019
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To build peace on reciprocal restraint; to suffuse our concept of order 
with our country’s commitment to freedom; to strive for peace without 
abdication and for order without unnecessary confrontation—therein 
resides the ultimate test of American statesmanship.

—Henry Kissinger, Years of Upheaval

Never before has a new world order had to be assembled from so many 
different perceptions, or on so global a scale. Nor has any previous 
order had to combine the attributes of the historic balance-of-power 
systems with global democratic opinion and the exploding technology 
of the contemporary period.

—Henry Kissinger, World Order

You never see the end of things when you’re in them.
—Joseph Kanon, Leaving Berlin: A Novel

Forgetting our objectives is the most frequent of all acts of stupidity.
—Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human



1Introduction

Both the U.S. and Chinese governments currently strive for illusionary 
primacy in the Indo-Pacific.1 Washington possessed primacy for five 
decades and in its bureaucratic bones and muscle memory still wants 
it, whatever it says publicly; and Beijing, mistakenly inspired by alleged 
long-term U.S. international decline, implements a grand strategy to 
acquire it.2 However, China’s primacy in Asia would be radically dif-
ferent than that exercised by the United States in the second half of the 
twentieth century. Nothing in its history suggests that China would 
provide global public goods, work for an open and egalitarian order, or 
set rules that it systematically followed. Rather, the primacy that China 
imposed historically was of a hierarchical order in which it sought 
respect, obedience, and anticipatory compliance. 

Nevertheless, and as attractive as it may be in theory, Wash-
ington should accept that under foreseeable circumstances and 
given the many impressive dimensions of rising Chinese power, it 
no longer has the option of broadly based primacy in Asia.3 At the 
same time, the United States certainly has the national and alliance 
resources, if adequately deployed, to prevent Chinese primacy in the 
Indo-Pacific.4 

The key to reestablish Asian stability for the period ahead is for the 
United States, with its allies, partners, and friends, to successfully bal-
ance Chinese power, and at the same time to conduct artful diplomacy 
with Beijing.5 But it is increasingly obvious that neither the United 
States nor China has developed concepts on how to act in regional 
and global systems in which no nation has primacy.6 If both foolishly 
continue to actively seek primacy in the Indo-Pacific, few consequen-
tial compromises will be advanced or accepted by Washington or Bei-
jing. With little or no willingness by either side to take the other’s vital 
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national interests into account, the road opens to sustained confronta-
tion and perhaps even, in extremis, military conflict.7 

However, such a dangerous outcome is far from inevitable. It can be 
avoided if the political leadership in both countries displays sustained 
caution in a conceptual framework with these objectives: 

• reach a broad understanding over what constitutes their respective vital 
national interests (this is far more important than resolving current 
bilateral disagreements on trade); 

• construct off-ramps through diplomacy to avert confrontations over 
mutually incompatible vital national interests;8 

• avoid making subsidiary issues tests of national strength and prestige; 

• compromise on less important matters; 

• muzzle inflamed government public rhetoric regarding the policies and 
actions of the other; 

• search for areas to cooperate intensively on global governance, such as 
climate change, the world economy, and nonproliferation; 

• accept that for the foreseeable future the United States and China will 
have incompatible political systems and two fundamentally opposed 
concepts about the sources of political legitimacy and how best to orga-
nize societies; and

• reject regime change as a policy objective in word and deed.9

But even if all these goals are more or less realized, each nation is 
likely to regard the other as a strategic adversary. They have different 
histories, political cultures and values, perceived vital national interests, 
long-term foreign policy goals, and visions of domestic and world order. 
And with each seeking primary leadership in Asia, the United States 
and China are unlikely to reach a sustained and stable equilibrium in the 
region and globally anytime soon. Instead, the U.S.-China relationship 
will remain fragile and subject to miscalculation for decades to come.

However, it is important to again emphasize at the outset that 
Washington and Beijing, through sustained diplomacy, can manage 
this enduring intense policy contention in ways that avoid perpetual 



3Introduction

confrontation.10 This would require thoughtful and prudent statecraft 
in both capitals, which is now not the case. Given the current dispiriting 
condition of the U.S.-China bilateral relationship, one could become 
defeatist regarding the likely outcome of their strategic competition. 
But as former Secretary of State George Shultz once stressed to col-
leagues in the U.S. State Department, pessimism is not an acceptable 
option for Washington policymakers.11 Inspired by Shultz’s determined 
conviction, this report offers a grand strategy with twenty-two policy 
prescriptions to defend U.S. national interests, stabilize the U.S.-China 
bilateral relationship, and promote world order.
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No nation in the history of the world has risen as fast as China with 
such regional and global reach.12 Its ascent is astonishing. Winston 
Churchill understood the problem of a bureaucracy not coming to 
terms with a new strategic challenge: “When a flood comes, the water 
flows over the culvert whilst the pipe goes on handling its 3 inches. 
Similarly the human brain will register emotions up to its ‘3 inch limit’ 
and subsequent additional emotions flow past unregistered.”13 U.S. 
policy toward the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is now primarily 
carried out in Churchill’s three-inch pipe, while the Chinese strategic 
flood continues. As former Singaporean Prime Minster Lee Kuan Yew 
observed, “The size of China’s displacement of the world balance is 
such that the world must find a new balance. . . . It is not possible to 
pretend that this is just another big player. This is the biggest player in 
the history of the world.”14 

In that context, Beijing seeks to:15

• replace the United States as the primary power in Asia;

• weaken and ultimately dissolve the American alliance system in Asia;

• undermine Asian nations’ confidence in U.S. credibility, reliability, and 
staying power;

• use its economic power to pull Asian nations closer to PRC geopolitical 
policy preferences;

• increase its military capability to strengthen deterrence against U.S. 
military intervention in the region;16
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• cast doubt on the U.S. economic, political, and societal model;

• ensure that U.S. democratic values do not diminish the Chinese Com-
munist Party’s hold on domestic power; and

• avoid a major confrontation with the United States in the next decade.17
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In the face of China’s long-term objectives and in the aftermath of the 
U.S. victory in the Cold War and the end of containment, U.S. policy-
makers continue to struggle to conceptualize a grand strategy and derive 
and implement policies that would prove adequate to the nation’s new cir-
cumstances, beyond the generic desire to protect the liberal international 
order underwritten by American power in the postwar era.18 Though the 
U.S. Department of Defense during the George H.W. Bush presidency 
presciently contended that its “strategy must now refocus on preclud-
ing the emergence of any potential future global competitor”—thereby 
consciously pursuing the strategy of primacy that the United States suc-
cessfully employed to outlast the Soviet Union—there was some doubt at 
the time whether that document reflected administration policy.19 In any 
case, no administration in Washington has either consciously or consis-
tently pursued such an approach, or formulated and implemented poli-
cies to that strategic purpose. To the contrary, a series of administrations 
conducted policies that enabled the rise of China, despite the fact that 
the original impulse for these policies—the containment of the Soviet 
Union—lost its justification with the demise of Soviet power.

Although China’s history is marked by many times in which it had 
regional dominance but eschewed power elsewhere, this era is different. 
It is characterized by Beijing’s growing nationalism and self-confidence, 
as well as its unprecedented involvement in the international system and 
its consequential decisive effects on China’s internal stability, beginning 
with the global economy. In this context, Lee Kuan Yew emphasized:

Why not? They have transformed a poor society by an 
economic miracle to become now the second-largest 
economy in the world—on track, as Goldman Sachs has 

U.S. GRAND STRATEGY 
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predicted, to become the world’s largest economy. . . . 
They have followed the American lead in putting people 
in space and shooting down satellites with missiles. Theirs 
is a culture 4,000 years old with 1.3 billion people, many of 
great talent—a huge and very talented pool to draw from. 
How could they not aspire to be number 1 in Asia, and in 
time the world?20 . . . It is China’s intention to be the great-
est power in the world.21 

Not recognizing the clarity of Lee’s analysis and conclusions, suc-
cessive U.S. administrations spoke routinely about a strategic part-
nership with China, pursued an “engage and hedge” strategy vis-à-vis 
China, and profoundly misread Beijing’s strategic intentions.

A 1997 statement issued at the summit between U.S. President Bill 
Clinton and Chinese President Jiang Zemin observed that

while China and the United States have areas of both agree-
ment and disagreement, they have a significant common 
interest and a firm common will to seize opportunities and 
meet challenges cooperatively, with candor and a determi-
nation to achieve concrete progress. . . . The two Presidents 
are determined to build toward a constructive strategic 
partnership between China and the United States through 
increasing cooperation to meet international challenges 
and promote peace and development in the world.22

At a 2001 joint press conference with Jiang Zemin, President George 
W. Bush said that “today’s meetings convinced me that we can build on 
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our common interests. . . . We seek a relationship that is candid, con-
structive, and cooperative.”23

In a joint press conference with President Xi Jinping in 2015, Pres-
ident Barack Obama noted that “as a result of our efforts, our two 
nations are working together more closely across a broader range of 
critical issues—and our cooperation is delivering results, for both our 
nations and the world.”24 Obama told the Atlantic’s Jeffrey Goldberg, 
“I’ve been very explicit in saying that we have more to fear from a weak-
ened, threatened China than a successful, rising China.”25 Unfortu-
nately, Beijing is busy proving him wrong.

While these forthcoming statements were being issued from the 
White House at various times, Beijing rejected the principle of reciproc-
ity in the bilateral relationship, and Washington did next to nothing; 
stole billions of dollars of U.S. intellectual property, and Washington 
did next to nothing; manipulated its currency to the disadvantage of 
the United States, and Washington did next to nothing; mounted cyber 
penetration of U.S. infrastructure and critical facilities, and Washing-
ton did next to nothing; conducted widespread influence campaigns 
within the United States, and Washington did next to nothing; used 
coercion to obtain the advanced technology of U.S. companies in 
China, and Washington did next to nothing; threatened U.S. allies and 
partners in the Indo-Pacific, and Washington did next to nothing; used 
its enormous geoeconomic resources to pressure its neighbors and 
beyond, and Washington did next to nothing; systematically increased 
its autocratic influence in international organizations, and Washington 
did next to nothing; and built and militarized artificial islands in the 
South China Sea, and Washington did next to nothing. 

Washington’s guileless approach to China continued long after 
Beijing’s international misbehavior had accelerated under Xi Jin-
ping, and when hedging should have changed into much stronger and 
more decisive action to counter China’s threats to U.S. vital national 
interests.26 History is filled with such dangerous, even fatal, miscal-
culations, going back to the Romans, the Greeks, the Egyptians, the 
Chinese, and earlier.27 

These U.S. misunderstandings of China’s objectives over nearly 
two decades rank as one of the three most damaging U.S. foreign 
policy errors since the end of World War II, along with the 1965 mili-
tary escalation in Vietnam and the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Indeed, this 
prolonged failure in China policy could turn out to be the biggest U.S. 
policy deficiency in the past seven decades, given the accumulating 
dangerous strategic consequences of the rise of Chinese power for 
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world order, as well as for the United States and its allies, partners, 
and friends.28 

The United States has just entered the fourth phase of its relation-
ship with China since the end of World War II. In phase one, Mao 
Zedong’s decision to go to war with the United States in Korea in 
1950 produced a long period of antagonistic interaction. Phase two 
saw Richard M. Nixon and Henry Kissinger open up the relationship 
to better meet the global Soviet threat and, they hoped, help end the 
Vietnam War on honorable terms. In phase three, Washington sought 
to bring Beijing ever more into the international system, hoping it 
would eventually become a “responsible stakeholder” and accede to 
U.S.-fashioned rules of domestic and international order.29 Now in 
phase four, the United States is beginning to fully digest the aggressive 
elements of Chinese power projection and take initial actions to deal 
with it. To its credit, the Donald J. Trump administration recognizes 
in its public statements the enormous challenges that the rise of China 
presents to the United States. It thus has a critical attitude toward 
China, but no grand strategy and no comprehensive and integrated 
work plan to implement that strategy. Trump himself veers from alpha 
to omega and back again on the subjects of China, and of Xi Jinping, 
and the sustained negative effects of the president’s careening tweets 
on the Chinese leadership will likely last well beyond his time in office.

It was not inevitable that the U.S.-China relationship would evolve 
into its current adversarial standoff. If Washington, through careful 
and consistent diplomacy in coordination with its Asian and European 
allies, had routinely contested Beijing’s aggressive policies much earlier, 
China, then weaker, could have pulled back and a rough equilibrium 
could have been established and maintained, with major areas of coop-
eration. And if Beijing instead had continued on that confrontational 
path, Washington would have been in a stronger position to respond 
than it is at present. But the Chinese leadership, faced with successively 
acquiescent U.S. administrations that miscalculated China’s strategic 
objectives, went on pushing until it finally provoked the current rhetor-
ical Thermidorean reaction from the United States.30

Because U.S. efforts to “integrate” China into the liberal interna-
tional order generated new threats to U.S. leadership in Asia—and 
produced a consequential challenge to American power globally—the 
United States requires a new grand strategy toward China. It should 
reverse the decline in U.S. standing and influence in Asia; balance with 
allies and partners the rise of Chinese power; promote Western values; 
and initiate a strategic dialogue with China to manage issues of dispute 

U.S. Grand Strategy Toward China
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and seek areas of bilateral and international cooperation. This strategy 
cannot be built on a bedrock of containment, as was the earlier effort 
to limit Soviet power, because of the current realities of globalization.31 
Nor can it entirely jettison the policy of the PRC’s integration into the 
international system, not least because of the intertwined character of 
the global economy. Rather, Washington should launch an all-out effort 
to limit the dangers that Beijing’s economic, diplomatic, technological, 
and military expansion pose to U.S. interests in Asia and globally.

The twenty-two policy prescriptions in this report constitute the 
heart of an alternative balancing strategy. They derive from the clear rec-
ognition that to preserve a crucial U.S. role in shaping the global system 
remains the central objective of U.S. grand strategy in the twenty-first 
century. To sustain this status in the face of rising Chinese power entails 
several critical elements: revitalizing the U.S. economy to nurture those 
disruptive innovations that bestow on the United States asymmetric 
economic advantages over others and training a next-generation work 
force; creating new preferential trading arrangements among U.S. allies 
and partners to increase their mutual gains through instruments that 
consciously exclude China; reestablishing a technology-control regime 
that involves U.S. allies to prevent China from acquiring military and 
strategic assets that enable it to inflict “high-leverage strategic harm” on 
the United States and its partners; building up the power capacities of 
U.S. allies and partners on China’s periphery; improving the means of 
U.S. military forces to effectively and promptly project power along the 
Asian rimlands and along vital sea lanes despite any Chinese opposi-
tion; and promoting American political, economic, and societal values 
in the international system—all while working with China in ways that 
promote U.S. national interests.

The necessity for such a balancing strategy—one that deliberately 
incorporates elements that limit China’s capacity to misuse its grow-
ing power, even as the United States and its allies continue to interact 
with China diplomatically and economically—is driven by the fact that 
the likelihood of a long-term strategic rivalry between Washington 
and Beijing is high. China’s sustained economic success over the past  
thirty-odd years has enabled it to aggregate formidable power, making 
it the nation most capable of dominating the Asian continent and 
thus undermining the traditional U.S. geopolitical objective of ensur-
ing that this arena remains free of hegemonic control. The meteoric 
growth of the Chinese economy, even as China’s per capita income 
remains behind that of the United States, provides Beijing with the 
resources necessary to challenge both the security of its neighbors and 
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Washington’s influence in Asia, with potential perilous consequences. 
Even as the increase in China’s overall gross domestic product (GDP) 
recedes, its relative growth rates are likely to be higher than those of the 
United States for the foreseeable future, thus making the need to bal-
ance its rising power indispensable. Only a fundamental collapse of the 
Chinese state would free Washington from the obligation of systemati-
cally balancing Beijing, because even the alternative of Chinese geopo-
litical and/or geoeconomic stumbles would not eliminate the dangers 
presented to the United States in the Indo-Pacific and beyond.32

There is no better basis to analyze and formulate U.S. grand strat-
egy toward China than connecting that strategy directly to U.S. vital 
national interests—conditions that are strictly necessary to safeguard and 
enhance Americans’ survival and well-being in a free and secure nation.33 
Note how exceedingly rigorous this definition of vital national interests 
is. Most foreign policy issues on the front page of the New York Times 
and in the media do not meet these definitional requirements. While 
others routinely claim that the United States has vital national interests 
from Syria to Yemen to Afghanistan to the South China Sea to Taiwan, 
only five vital U.S. national interests today are listed here, consistent 
with the austere definition above.

U.S. vital national interests are as follows:

1. Prevent the use and deter and reduce the threat of nuclear, biological, 
and chemical weapons and catastrophic conventional terrorist or cyber 
attacks against the United States, its military forces abroad, or its allies.

2. Prevent the use and slow the global spread of nuclear weapons, secure 
nuclear weapons and materials, and reduce further proliferation of 
intermediate and long-range delivery systems for nuclear weapons.

3. Maintain a global and regional balance of power that promotes peace 
and stability through domestic U.S. robustness, U.S. international 
power and influence, and the strength of U.S. alliance systems, with 
increased contributions from allies and partners.

4. Prevent the emergence of hostile major powers or failed states on U.S. 
borders.

5. Ensure the viability and stability of major global systems (trade, 
financial markets, energy supplies, the environment, and freedom of 
the seas).34 
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Instrumentally, these vital interests will be enhanced and protected by 
promoting U.S. leadership, military and intelligence capabilities, and 
credibility (including a reputation for adherence to clear commitments 
and evenhandedness in dealing with other states), and strengthening 
critical international institutions.35 

These U.S. vital national interests, meant to safeguard and enhance 
Americans’ survival and well-being in a free and secure nation, would 
be undermined by Chinese control in the Indo-Pacific. A China that 
dominated Asia could lead to nuclear proliferation across the region, 
beginning with Japan, as countries would seek a last-ditch nuclear deter-
rent capability. A China that dominated Asia could fatally fragment 
the United States’ Asian alliance system, as one U.S. ally after another 
kowtowed to Beijing. A China that dominated Asia could undermine 
U.S.-Mexico ties in order to distract the United States from its Asian 
and global national interests. A China that dominated Asia would alter 
the values, rules, and practices of major international systems to U.S. 
disadvantage, beginning with global trade. In short, Odd Arne Westad 
has it right in a recent article in Foreign Affairs: “Like 70 years ago, to 
compete today, the United States needs to spend more money, which 
necessarily means higher contributions from wealthy Americans and 
corporations, in order to provide top-quality skills training, world-class 
infrastructure, and cutting-edge research and development. Compet-
ing with China cannot be done on the cheap.”36 

Chinese President Xi Jinping signaled China’s aims to undermine 
the post–World War II Asian balance of power at the Conference on 
Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in Asia in early 2014 
when he argued that “Asia’s problems ultimately must be resolved by 
Asians and Asia’s security ultimately must be protected by Asians.”37 
The capacity of the United States to successfully address China’s sys-
tematic geoeconomic, military, technological, and diplomatic challenge 
to U.S. leadership in Asia will determine the shape of the international 
order for decades to come.
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Experts critical of this proposed grand strategy toward China fall into 
at least seven categories.38 

First, some will argue that China has no grand strategy.39 But 
although there are those in Beijing who disagree with Xi’s current 
strategic approach, its dominating elements are not a mystery. Chi-
nese officials insistently argue that the U.S. alliance system in Asia is 
a product of the Cold War and should be dismantled; that the United 
States’ Asian allies should loosen their U.S. ties and that failure to do 
so will inevitably produce a negative PRC reaction; that U.S. efforts to 
maintain its presence and power in Asia are dimensions of an Ameri-
can attempt to contain China and therefore should be condemned and 
resisted; that U.S. military power projection in the region is dangerous 
and should be reduced (even as the People’s Liberation Army [PLA] 
continues to build up its military capabilities with the clear objective of 
reducing U.S. military options in the context of a U.S.-China confron-
tation); and that the U.S. economic and political model is fundamen-
tally exploitative and should have no application in Asia.40 To not take 
seriously official Chinese government statements along these lines is 
to not take China seriously. That Beijing does not hope to realize these 
policy goals in the short term does not reduce their potential undermin-
ing effect in the decades ahead. In short, if China were to achieve the 
policy objectives contained in these official statements, it would clearly 
replace the United States as Asia’s leading power. If that does not repre-
sent a PRC grand strategy, it is unclear what would.

Henry Kissinger in A World Restored is helpful in this regard:

For powers long accustomed to tranquillity and without 
experience with disaster, this is a hard lesson to come by. 

THE CRITICS
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Lulled by a period of stability which had seemed perma-
nent, they find it nearly impossible to take at face value 
the assertion of the revolutionary power that it means to 
smash the existing framework. The defenders of the status 
quo therefore tend to begin by treating the revolutionary 
power as if its protestations were merely tactical; as if it 
really accepted the existing legitimacy but overstated its 
case for bargaining purposes; as if it were motivated by 
specific grievances to be assuaged by limited concessions. 
Those who warn against the danger in time are considered 
alarmists; those who counsel adaptation to circumstance 
are considered balanced and sane, for they have all the 
good “reasons” on their side: the arguments accepted as 
valid in the existing framework.41

Such is the mistaken view of those who ignore the evidence and argue 
that China poses no serious threat to vital American national interests.42

Second, some may say that the analysis and policy recommendations 
here are too pessimistic, based on a worst-case appraisal of Chinese 
behavior. To the contrary, these conclusions are drawn from China’s 
current actions regarding its internal and external security, its neigh-
bors, and the U.S. presence in Asia. Nothing is projected that is not 
already apparent in Beijing’s present policies and strategic intentions. 
Nevertheless, this hardly represents the worst case if China began to 
behave like the Soviet Union, necessitating something a great deal more 
far-reaching and costly than balancing.43 

Third, others might argue that China’s international behavior is 
“normal” for a rising power, that China is gradually being socialized 
into the international system, and that now is far too early for Washing-
ton to give up on comprehensive engagement and strategic reassurance 
toward Beijing. The issue is how long the United States should pursue a 
policy toward China that is clearly not sufficiently protecting U.S. vital 
national interests. Kurt Campbell, former assistant secretary of state 
for East Asian and Pacific affairs in the Barack Obama administration 
and a leading influence on its China policy, has stressed, “We were 
always looking for deeper cooperation with China and attempts to have 
on-the-ground cooperation—for example, on aid or humanitarian sup-
port operations, we weren’t able to bring about; in military-to-military 
relations, on the diplomatic agenda, on aid, we found it very difficult to 
get meaningful results.”44 Such has been the experience of every Amer-
ican administration in this century. 
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Fourth, some may assert that China’s integration into the interna-
tional system broadly serves important U.S. purposes, binds China to a 
rules-based system, and increases the costs to the PRC of going against 
it, and thus should transcend other U.S. concerns about China’s inter-
nal and external behavior.45 Attempts to integrate China into interna-
tional institutions will continue, and the United States will accrue some 
benefits from that activity. However, basing U.S. grand strategy pri-
marily on such Chinese global integration ignores the strategic reality 
that China has made far greater relative gains through such processes 
than the United States has over the past three decades, that China has 
accordingly bolstered its national power in ways that deeply threaten 
U.S. national interests in the long term, and that therefore the United 
States needs to understand this disturbing trend and respond with 
much more robust policies and power projection into Asia.46

Fifth, critics may assert that the United States’ Asian allies and part-
ners will never go along with the grand strategy outlined in this report. 
This concern seems to concentrate not on the merits of this strategic 
approach but rather on its reception in the region. In any case, what the 
allies want is not to cut ties with China but rather to have expanded U.S. 
capabilities in the Indo-Pacific, bolstered reassurance of American pro-
tection, and intensified U.S. support for their own economic growth 
and security. The grand strategy outlined here advances all these objec-
tives. Indeed, the worry across Asia today is not that the United States 
will pursue overly combative policies toward China; rather, it is that 
Washington may not be up to the challenge of consistently and effec-
tively dealing with the rise of China over the long term.47 

Sixth, a familiar concern is that if the United States treats China as 
an enemy, China will become an enemy.48 A declaration by more than 
one hundred prominent China and other foreign policy experts warned 
against “U.S. efforts to treat China as an enemy.”49 This worry is diffi-
cult to understand.50 No U.S. administration in the past half century, 
including the current one, has treated China as an enemy.51 Moreover, 
over a nearly twenty-year period while the United States sought a stra-
tegic partnership with China, Beijing implemented a grand strategy 
designed to undermine U.S.-Asian alliances, which has accelerated 
under Xi Jinping; used geoeconomic tools to coerce its neighbors and 
others, including more recently through the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI); violated international commercial practices, including by com-
mitting massive theft of U.S. intellectual property; manipulated its 
currency for trade benefits; threatened Taiwan with invasion; built 
up its military forces to push the United States beyond Japan and the 
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Philippines; constructed and militarized artificial islands in the South 
China Sea, in violation of international law; systemically and brutally 
violated the human rights of its own people; and patiently and incre-
mentally built its power and influence with the strategic goal of replac-
ing the United States as the primary power in Asia.52 It seems clear who 
is treating whom as an enemy, or at least as a strategic adversary.

Seventh, the question arises regarding how China will respond to 
the U.S. grand strategy recommended here. There are risks of pursu-
ing this grand strategy. One could certainly expect a strong Chinese 
reaction. But it is likely that Beijing would continue to cooperate with 
Washington in areas that it thinks serve China’s national interests—on 
the global economy, international trade, climate change, counterterror-
ism, the Iranian nuclear weapons program, North Korea (which cannot 
be managed without Beijing’s agreement), and Afghanistan. Put differ-
ently, a fit of pique by the Chinese leadership—hardly in China’s stra-
tegic tradition—would damage its policy purposes and its reputation 
around Asia. In short, this strategic course correction in U.S. policy 
toward China would certainly trigger a torrent of criticism from Beijing 
because it would begin to systemically address China’s goal of domi-
nating Asia, but it would not end aspects of U.S.-China international 
collaboration based on compatible national interests.

Although there are risks in following the course proposed here, as 
with most fundamental policy departures, such dangers are substan-
tially smaller than those that are building because of an inadequate U.S. 
strategic and diplomatic response to the rise of Chinese power.53
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A WORK PLAN
Twenty-Two U.S. Policy 
Prescriptions to Implement 
U.S. Grand Strategy  
Toward China

A Work Plan

If it is not to lose its strategic struggle with China in Asia and globally, 
the United States needs to develop, along with its allies and partners, 
an integrated grand strategy that competes with the PRC across many 
integrated domains—diplomacy, the global economy, defense, digital 
technology/artificial intelligence (AI), the cyber sphere, public infor-
mation, and ideology. Although the Trump administration is the first to 
recognize the failed policies of the past toward China, it has developed 
no such grand strategy toward the country, and thus no integrated and 
detailed work plan.54 This puts the United States at a major strategic dis-
advantage because China does have a grand strategy. It wants to replace 
the United States as the strongest and most influential power in Asia 
and beyond, and is currently implementing that plan with considerable 
success. Unfortunately, these PRC advances have been accelerated by 
the Trump administration. The president, since taking office, has made 
the United States the most erratic, unreliable, and destabilizing major 
power; undermined U.S. alliances across Asia and Europe; and set out 
to divide the American people along class and racial lines.55 Thus many 
policy prescriptions that follow will await a new president.56 

U.S. DOMESTIC POLICY PRESCRIPTIONS

1. The United States should mobilize all instruments of its national 
power to skillfully manage its economy; modernize its basic infra-
structure; reform its immigration system; reduce its entitlement 
spending; rehabilitate the structure and quality of its education 
system; and address the serious political, economic, and socie-
tal divisions within the country.57 The U.S. contest with China over 
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international power and influence is likely to be decades long; a pros-
perous and well-functioning United States is the first requirement to 
ensure that Washington is well positioned not to lose that competi-
tion. Nevertheless, there is no need for strategic defeatism. The United 
States certainly has the resources to seriously deal with its domestic 
weaknesses, if it has the political and societal will.58

2. The United States should protect the integrity of its democratic insti-
tutions, both for the good of the nation and to offer a powerful alter-
native model to China’s authoritarian archetype. China’s meteoric 
rise, coupled with its present economic and military strength, makes the 
“China model” a beguiling path for some developing countries. While 
the United States is right to invest increased time and money to actively 
challenge China, liberal democratic values will be less attractive over-
seas if the United States cannot successfully manage its own affairs. 

Washington should especially guard the country’s rule of law, the free 
press, and fair elections. Trump’s tweets targeting, among other things, 
the judiciary and justice system, Congress, the Federal Reserve Bank, 
the media, and U.S. election practices, as well as spreading deep-state 
conspiracy theories, obviously make this problem substantially worse.59 

The United States should rebuild confidence in its democratic insti-
tutions through domestic civic education.60 Just 26 percent of Amer-
icans can name the three branches of the U.S. government.61 Robust 
civic education also increases voter turnout, reduces school dropout 
rates, and correlates with increased community participation.62 

If U.S. citizens lose faith in their own democratic institutions, the 
appeal of China’s despotic model could be more attractive internation-
ally than U.S. freedoms. Washington should recognize that foreign 
and domestic policy are inextricably linked, and that when the United 
States’ reputation as a democratic “city on a hill” is tarnished, it puts the 
United States in a weaker strategic position abroad.63 John F. Kennedy 
was right when he said, in his first presidential debate with Richard M. 
Nixon, “If we do well here, if we meet our obligations, if we’re moving 
ahead, then I think freedom will be secure around the world. If we fail, 
then freedom fails. The kind of country we have here, the kind of soci-
ety we have, the kind of strength we build in the United States will be 
the defense of freedom.”64 

3. The United States should, in a measured way and through a biparti-
san consensus, educate the American people regarding the nature and 
duration of China’s challenges to U.S. vital national interests and 
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democratic values, but its rhetoric should not instigate a “red scare.”  
The United States should transform its narrative regarding the China 
challenge from defensive crouch to confident world leader determined 
to outpace and retard Beijing’s strategic momentum and to maintain 
an open Indo-Pacific, while stressing its goal of reaching a stable and 
productive relationship with China.65

4. The United States should build the greatest possible sustained col-
laboration between the executive and legislative branches to meet the 
China challenge. President Trump, as well as Republicans and Demo-
crats in Congress, should recognize that opposing well-founded efforts 
to combat the rise of China based on unrelated policy disagreements is 
a self-defeating response to the rise of Chinese power. 

In coordination with an executive branch reallocation of military 
assets (see policy prescriptions 7 and 9), Congress should support a 
robust defense budget to reflect the need to strengthen U.S. power pro-
jection into Asia and support for regional allies and partners.66 The five-
year $425 million Southeast Asia Maritime Security Initiative to help 
allies respond to Chinese naval activity is a good start, but it looks espe-
cially inadequate when compared to the trillions of dollars the United 
States has committed to efforts in the Middle East.67 In addition, Con-
gress should loosen restrictions on technology transfers to Asian allies 
and partners as well as develop new rules and schemes for cooperative 
technology development, especially with Japan.68 

Congress was right to cooperate with the executive branch to create 
the U.S. International Development Finance Corporation (IDFC) as 
an alternative to China’s BRI. To build on this effort, it should give the 
IDFC the freedom to quickly take advantage of opportunities when 
countries waver at the prospect of Chinese funding, and give the IDFC 
political support to fund riskier investments.69 It should also support 
organizations like Radio Free Asia to better spotlight disturbing Chi-
nese investments in the region.70 

Additionally, Congress and the Trump administration should work 
together to properly fund and equip the Committee on Foreign Invest-
ment in the United States (CFIUS) to address national security concerns 
regarding Chinese investments.71 They should also stress the importance 
of reviewing Chinese investments when speaking with counterparts in 
allied countries in Asia and Europe, and partners in Africa, Latin Amer-
ica, and the Middle East. 

Finally, it would be naive to ignore Beijing’s responses to Wash-
ington’s shift of attention and funds toward the China challenge. For 
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example, in the summer of 2018 China imposed tariffs on U.S. whis-
key and cranberries.72 Fruit and alcohol are hardly vital to U.S. national 
interests, but they are crucial to the economies of Kentucky and Wis-
consin, the respective home states of Senate Republican Majority 
Leader Mitch McConnell and then Speaker of the House Paul Ryan.73 
Despite targeted pressure from Beijing, congressional leaders, includ-
ing those who hold firm in their free-trade principles, should stand with 
the administration on dealing with Chinese power.74 

5. The United States should enact a technology control regime to limit 
China’s theft of U.S. intellectual property. China’s cyber espionage is 
a threat to U.S. businesses, and Washington should punish Beijing for 
these aggressive cyber activities. But China has grown adept at getting 
what it wants via other means. Through financing chicanery and shell 
corporations with dubious claims of government independence, Beijing 
reportedly sought satellite technology from Boeing, the second-largest 
federal contractor in the United States.75 Additionally, China is sus-
pected of using joint ventures as a means for stealing U.S. chip technol-
ogy from Micron and textile fibers from DuPont.76 Considering that 
start-ups, with fewer resources than well-established corporations, are 
at the cutting edge of a range of new technologies, the need for a tighter 
technology control regime is all the more urgent.77

In order to strengthen domestic defenses against Chinese intellec-
tual property theft, Washington should, through processes like those 
used by CFIUS, press for greater transparency on the part of foreign 
businesses that seek to invest in American enterprises. It should require 
that investors from nonmarket economies disclose their organizational 
structure and ties to military or government institutions before invest-
ing in U.S. ventures.78 As the distinction between the Chinese govern-
ment and Chinese private businesses becomes more difficult to discern, 
the United States will need to ensure that it does not accidentally cede 
technology to Beijing. Additionally, Washington should use its alliances 
to build a stronger front against China in this respect. Allied countries 
that possess similar laws of their own should join the United States in 
punishing China’s infringements.79

But for American businesses, turning down Chinese investment, 
even when suspicious, may not be an easy proposition. Even if the 
national security concerns are clear to Washington, such worries do not 
guarantee they will be sufficient to convince a start-up to do without 
funds from the world’s second-largest economy and a market of over 
one billion consumers. 
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In addition to activity designed to strengthen U.S. bargaining power 
against China in this domain, the United States should take steps to 
actively punish Chinese intellectual property coercion. To this end, the 
United States should use the broad powers of the International Emer-
gency Economic Powers Act to punish entities shown to profit from 
forced technology transfers from U.S. firms and firms in U.S. allied 
nations. Such targeted sanctions would focus on specific perpetrators 
rather than the Chinese market as a whole, which, despite its myriad 
risks and problems, is crucial to U.S. enterprise.80 

6. Washington should launch a national private and public initiative to 
develop artificial intelligence (AI) technologies, robotics, quantum 
computing, semiconductors, and biotechnology in the military and 
civilian domains of government, the private sector, and academia. 
This massive effort should be on the scale of the Manhattan Project, to 
acquire greatly increased capabilities for U.S. economic growth, quality 
of life, diplomacy, and algorithmic warfare. In cooperation with orga-
nizations like the recently created National Security Commission on 
Artificial Intelligence, regarding advanced machine reasoning, learn-
ing, and problem solving, the aim of these efforts should be to ensure 
that the United States does not lose the artificial intelligence race to 
China and thus allow China to shape AI ethical norms and technical 
standards for the decades ahead.81

To this end, Congress should substantially increase its funding for AI 
initiatives across government, education, and the private sector.82 Pro-
posed legislation calling for a $2.2 billion investment in AI research does 
not suffice when the city of Beijing alone apportions $2 billion to build 
an AI development park.83 To meet the scope of this challenge, Washing-
ton should couple increased funding with interagency collaboration and 
adoption of AI technology.84 The U.S. government is ideally positioned 
to invest in AI ethics, safety, and privacy—areas that do not promise  
private-sector profits—and should set aside funding with this in mind.85 

Additionally, Washington should ensure that it maintains its lead in 
developing chips, which can be vital to AI research. Export controls pre-
venting the sale of advanced chips to select Chinese firms, including the 
PLA-linked supercomputing company Sugon, are also useful.86

The United States should write clear and thorough regulations on 
AI and standards of liability to assuage private-sector uncertainty and 
promote safe and responsible applications of AI technology.87 Though 
private tech firms can be fickle partners, they are crucial engines for 
American AI innovation. In December 2017, Google had as many as 
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half of the world’s top one hundred AI scientists.88 If the United States 
is to come out ahead in AI competition with China, the private sector 
must do its part by collaborating on U.S. government projects and 
sharing intellectual property with the government when necessary to 
create more robust data sets and more effective applications.89 If Amer-
ican tech firms take action similar to Google’s decision to not renew its 
involvement with the Pentagon’s Project Maven, U.S. AI strategy will 
be significantly undermined.90 

The United States should ensure that it remains the top destina-
tion for cutting-edge AI talent.91 Steps to this end should include a new 
National Defense Education Act that would fund up to thirty thousand 
scholarships in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) to cultivate domestic research.92 Washington should encour-
age immigration for AI researchers by allowing graduates from U.S. 
advanced STEM degree programs to receive a green card and make it 
easier, rather than harder, to work or study in the United States.93 

Underlying the urgency of this U.S. effort is the reality that the 
global AI leader will likely set rules for AI technical standards, ethics, 
and governance.94 The United States should take an active role in writ-
ing robust AI standards through the National Institute of Standards 
and Technology (NIST) and be present when international organiza-
tions discuss AI rules and practices.95 Washington should also work 
with allies to develop agreed rules on the controversial topics of sur-
veillance and lethal applications of AI, and it should work to estab-
lish enforcement mechanisms through groups like the International 
Organization for Standardization.96 If China articulates the rules that 
govern AI, its companies could reap financial benefits and its govern-
ment could set benchmarks and definitions to which the United States 
would have to adapt.97

U.S. INTERNATIONAL POLICY PRESCRIPTIONS

7. The United States should not be diverted from the China question 
by regional problems around the globe.98 Beijing recognizes that 
one of its great advantages in this strategic competition is how much 
time and attention Washington spends on challenges elsewhere. U.S. 
decisions based on diplomatic, economic, military, and regional infor-
mation and decision policy silos are particularly dangerous in the 
comprehensive context of the rise of Chinese power. Although, of 
course, the United States has vital national interests in other parts of 
the world, a large sign that says “Think China” should be placed on 
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the wall of the White House situation room. Such an ever-present 
reminder would hopefully move the discussion not just to U.S.-China 
bilateral issues but also to the question of how virtually every U.S. 
foreign policy decision affects U.S. efforts to deal with China. Beijing 
is increasing its power and influence in every area of the world, with 
enormous economic resources behind its often coercive policies—in 
Northeast Asia,99 Southeast Asia,100 South Asia,101 the South Pacific,102 
Central Asia,103 the greater Middle East,104 Russia,105 Europe,106 Latin 
America,107 Africa,108 and the Arctic.109 

An American president who understood the China challenge 
would not weaken U.S. prestige and reliability around the globe.110 An 
American president who understood the China challenge would not 
withdraw from the Iran nuclear agreement with no consultation with 
allies, and with no clear strategy for next steps. An American president 
who understood the China challenge would not allow China to take 
the lead on international efforts to combat climate change. An Ameri-
can president who understood the China challenge would not threaten 
to bring U.S. troops home from Japan and South Korea. An Ameri-
can president who understood the China challenge would not pull the 
United States from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), again with 
no consultation. An American president who understood the China 
challenge would not provoke trade dispute after trade dispute with the 
closest allies of the United States, at a time when allied solidarity is an 
indispensable requirement to deal successfully and peacefully with a 
rising China. 

An American president who understood the China challenge 
would not make deals with dictators at the expense of U.S. allies and 
continually disparage democratic heads of government. An Ameri-
can president who understood the China challenge would not stand 
by passively, or worse, while China increases its power and influence 
and promotes its autocratic model in international organizations. 
An American president who understood the China challenge would 
ask whether ever-closer China-Russia relations are consistent with 
U.S. national interests.111 An American president who understood 
the China challenge would question, when Russia annexed Crimea in 
2014, whether Washington should rush to impose long-term sanctions 
against Moscow, thus helping drive Russia toward an alliance with 
China. An American president who understood the China challenge 
would not permit administration officials to publicly cheer on the 2014 
revolution in Kyiv, thus helping to confirm in Beijing (and Moscow) 
that the United States wants regime change in China. And an American 
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president who understood the China challenge would do everything pos-
sible to concentrate on diplomacy and avoid attacking Iran, thus poten-
tially triggering the United States’ third long war since 2001. 

8. Washington should intensify its diplomatic, economic, and security 
ties with its allies and partners in Asia and Europe. The United States 
cannot successfully compete with China over the long term as a soli-
tary actor, a unilateralist. It needs Asian and European allies, partners, 
and friends.112 This will require: a recognition that these nations do not 
wish to be forced to choose between their economic interests regard-
ing China and their security underpinnings provided by the United 
States; an alteration in the U.S. approach from dominating nation to 
more accommodating interlocutor; more intense consultation with 
others before Washington makes decisions, especially with respect to 
China; and a greater willingness to take the national interests of allies 
into account (including mediating the current dispute between Japan 
and South Korea).113 

In short, the United States has to fundamentally reform the way it 
deals with its treaty allies and partners. No longer can Washington rely 
on its global and regional dominance to get its way. No longer can the 
United States ignore the views of important like-minded states and still 
achieve policy success. No longer can the United States avoid substan-
tial compromise if it wishes to bring others along with its diplomatic 
preferences. It is difficult to exaggerate the fundamental change of mind 
and practice that will be required in Washington to implement this rev-
olutionary approach toward U.S. allies and partners. In this context, 
it is crucial to remember that China has only two allies, North Korea 
and Pakistan, both of which are problematic.114 The United States has 
an enormous advantage in this regard, but one that Trump persistently 
undermines. It is unclear how long it will take the next president to rees-
tablish trust among U.S. allies, but it is unlikely to be rapid. As Kissinger 
observes, “Confidence is a precious commodity. Once plundered, it 
must grow again organically; it cannot be restored simply by an act of 
will or on the claim of national security.”115

9. The United States should substantially strengthen its military 
power projection into Asia, shifting resources from the European 
and Middle Eastern theaters to improve the capability of U.S. mili-
tary forces to effectively bring its power to bear within the first and 
second island chains despite any Chinese opposition.116 The United 
States needs more frequent and formidable naval activities, more 
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robust air force deployments, and more capable expeditionary for-
mations—as well as greater partner capacity—to reinforce its preem-
inent role in preserving peace and stability in Asia. This would include 
moving continental U.S. force structure to the West Coast (which is 
politically difficult because of local revenue and associated jobs) and 
more aggressive forward basing in Asia to avoid the higher number of 
rotational forces needed. Such actions will allow the United States not 
only to conduct increased activity with allies and like-minded partners 
and demonstrations of combat capability and freedom of navigation 
transits, but also to deter Chinese provocations, respond to regional 
crises, and reassure allies.

The United States in this context should take the following steps in 
concert with its Asian allies and partners:117

Japan. The United States should continue to work with Japan, Wash-
ington’s most important ally in the world and the cornerstone of U.S. 
strategy in Asia, to enhance the operational capabilities of the Japan 
Self-Defense Forces (JSDF). Indeed, without close and enduring 
U.S.-Japan security cooperation, it is difficult to see how the United 
States could maintain its present power and influence in Asia and 
compete successfully with China.118 Japan has the third-largest global 
economy and an increasingly capable military, and it hosts fifty-four 
thousand American military personnel on its soil.119 To bolster the 
U.S.-Japan alliance, the United States should: 

• expand its security relationship with Japan, encompassing all of Asia;

• help upgrade the JSDF, including Japan’s capabilities for joint, 
combined-arms, and expeditionary operations;

• align concepts such as air-sea battle and dynamic defense through a 
dialogue with Japan on roles, missions, and capabilities;

• reinvigorate an extended deterrence dialogue with Japan;

• intensify ballistic missile defense (BMD) cooperation with Japan;

• bring Japan into the Five Eyes intelligence sharing agreement;120

• establish combined U.S.-Japan Command and Control centers; 
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• enhance cooperation in anti-submarine warfare; 

• pursue advanced space capability cooperation;

• revamp cooperative research and development and coproduction 
agreements; 

• signal more often that Japan remains fully and reliably under the 
U.S. security umbrella; 

• work with Tokyo and Seoul to reduce disagreements in their bilat-
eral relationship;121 and 

• support Japan’s cooperation with Australia, India, Vietnam, and 
other nations concerned with the rise of Chinese power.

South Korea. The linchpin of the United States’ relationship with 
South Korea is their shared commitment to defending the latter from 
North Korean aggression. In that regard, the United States should pro-
mote stability on the Korean Peninsula. It should: 

• boost the credibility of U.S.-extended nuclear guarantees to 
South Korea;

• ensure that adequate U.S. military capabilities are present on the 
Korean Peninsula in the context of provocations from North Korea;

• increase support for South Korea’s BMD capabilities; 

• keep Seoul fully informed regarding Washington’s negotiations 
with Pyongyang;122 

• formulate with Seoul a shared vision for dealing with Korean uni-
fication; and

• work with Seoul and Tokyo to reduce disagreements in their bilat-
eral relationship.123

Australia. Australia is a crucial component of the United States’ 
Indo-Pacific strategy. The United States should work with Australia to:
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• hold more, and more frequent, deployments of U.S. military assets 
in the region;

• accelerate cyber, space, and undersea cooperation with Australia;

• more rapidly identify potential Australian contributions to ballis-
tic missile defense; and

• support Australia’s efforts to expand its strategic interaction with 
like-minded Asian nations.

India. In the face of an increasingly assertive China, the United States 
benefits from the presence of a robust democratic power that is willing 
to and capable of independently helping balance China’s rising influ-
ence in Asia.124 The United States should: 

• substantially loosen its restraints on military technology transfer 
to India;

• regard Indian nuclear weapons as an asset in promoting a balance 
of power in Asia;

• markedly increase U.S.-India military-to-military cooperation, 
especially between the two navies;

• systemically assist India in building maritime capabilities in the 
Indian Ocean and beyond, including through substantial technol-
ogy transfer;

• vigorously support India’s Act East policy to strengthen its power 
projection and influence into Southeast and East Asia; and

• abandon the idea that India will join an alliance with the United 
States, but craft and articulate the importance of a unique relation-
ship that is short of an alliance yet enables closer information shar-
ing and diplomatic and military cooperation.

Southeast Asia. Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
members are a major target of China’s geoeconomic coercion, not least 
regarding issues in the South China Sea. The United States should: 



Implementing Grand Strategy Toward China28

• push harder for meaningful defense reform within the Armed 
Forces of the Philippines to develop a full range of defense capabil-
ities that would enable the government to deter and prevent intru-
sions on or possible invasion of Philippine territory;

• boost Indonesia’s role in joint exercises and expand its scope, which 
symbolically indicates Jakarta’s growing centrality to security in 
the Asia-Pacific, and gear military aid, training, and joint exercises 
with Indonesia toward air-sea capabilities;125

• help Singapore upgrade its current air force capabilities from F-16s 
to F-35s;

• encourage Malaysia to fully participate in the Proliferation Secu-
rity Initiative, which it agreed to join in April 2014, and promote 
more active Malaysian involvement in combined exercises, domain 
awareness architectures, and the like;

• expand the scope of activities during the annual U.S.-Vietnam 
naval exercises to include joint humanitarian assistance, disaster 
relief, and/or search and rescue exercises, and make more frequent 
stops at the port at Cam Ranh Bay in the short term;126 and

• establish strategic International Military Exchange Training (IMET) 
programs with Myanmar, with a focus on professionalizing the 
military, and continue to integrate the Myanmar military into, and 
expand its participation in, joint international military and maritime 
domain awareness exercises and maritime security cooperation.127

10. Washington needs to push Beijing to accept strict reciprocity, 
which needs to encompass all dimensions of U.S.-China relations. 
As distinguished sinologist Elizabeth Economy argues, “Reciprocity 
has long been resisted by U.S. policymakers as precipitating a race 
to the bottom. However, when diplomatic and multilateral efforts 
fail, it should be a viable option. . . . There is little advantage to the 
United States in retaining its openness to Chinese influence, whether 
economic or political, if China is increasingly closing its door to the 
United States.”128 

In this spirit, Washington should continue to confront Beijing on 
its trade violations, which have been enduring and significant.129 China 
subsidizes state-owned industries, including its steel and aluminum 
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companies, and the resulting overcapacity dramatically undercuts 
metals prices.130 It refuses to grant market access to U.S. and other firms 
across most of its economy.131 It steals U.S. intellectual property and 
advanced technology.132 It forces foreign tech firms that want to oper-
ate and sell goods in the country to work directly with Chinese firms 
and give them access to their secrets.133 It steals new technology from 
foreign firms inside China using cyber tools. According to cyberse-
curity firm CrowdStrike, China was “the most prolific nation-state 
threat actor during the first half of 2018” and “made targeted intrusion 
attempts against multiple sectors of the economy, including biotech, 
defense, mining, pharmaceutical, professional services, transportation, 
and more.”134 These attacks have continued into 2019.135 

Only the immediate fear of stringent U.S. retaliation will persuade 
Beijing to begin to cease its trade violations. As is obvious from more 
than two decades of Washington’s policy failures, urbane U.S. diplo-
matic dialogue behind closed doors or public shaming on trade issues will 
not do what is necessary.136 At the same time, it is unrealistic to believe 
that China will fundamentally reform its domestic economy to meet 
U.S. preferences. The current bilateral trade dispute needs to be resolved 
soon, as one step in a long process of reforming Chinese trade behavior.137

11. Washington should recognize that neither its public rebukes nor 
its private entreaties are likely to change China’s domestic politi-
cal, economic, and social policies and practices, including its brutal 
human rights record; and that to fruitlessly advocate for regime 
change in China would sharply accelerate the downward spiral in 
U.S.-China relations. Getting the right balance in response to Chi-
na’s pervasive human rights abuses is not easy, given American values. 
Kissinger observes in Diplomacy that “no nation has ever imposed the 
moral demands on itself that America has. And no country has so tor-
mented itself over the gap between its moral values, which are by defini-
tion absolute, and the imperfection inherent in the concrete situations 
to which they should be applied.”138 The U.S. debate regarding human 
rights and China will continue; the most recent explosive case is Hong 
Kong. Some U.S. supporters of the demonstrations that are occurring 
at the time of this writing—including members of Congress—urge on 
the protesters’ confrontational tactics. These well-meaning Americans 
risk contributing to a violent tragedy in Hong Kong, a Tiananmen II, 
which would set back improvements in the U.S.-China relationship for 
years to come.139 Put simply, Xi Jinping cannot accept a democratic out-
come to the turbulence in Hong Kong. To do so would trigger similar 
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protests in cities across China and threaten his hold on power. Presi-
dent Trump is right to exercise prudence in this situation, not least 
to avoid further Americanization of the protests—which has already 
begun, with attendant U.S. flags and the singing of “The Star-Spangled 
Banner” at the demonstrations.140 Regarding Hong Kong, Trump’s cau-
tious instincts are better than those of most of his senior advisors and 
members of Congress. 

12. Washington should recognize that the Hong Kong crisis will have 
major consequences for the future of Taiwan, which is the current 
international issue most likely to produce military conflict between 
the United States and China. U.S. policy toward Taiwan has been a 
major success: it has encouraged the development of democracy in 
Taiwan but also opposed Taiwanese independence, in order to avoid a 
crisis with China. However, this delicate policy balance may be difficult 
to maintain in the period ahead. With China’s concept of “one country, 
two systems” dramatically shown to be a fraud in Hong Kong, Beijing 
now has no operational cross-strait political theory for unification. 
Instead it must rely on economic coercion or, if that fails, use force to 
bring Taiwan back into China.141 Thus the situation regarding Taiwan 
is now more dangerous than in many decades.142 With this context, the 
United States should act with caution regarding Taiwan. While it should 
strengthen Taiwan’s defenses, including with the F-16 sale, Washington 
should strictly adhere to the One China policy; strongly counsel Taipei 
to take no steps toward independence; and not intensify its diplomatic 
interaction with Taipei. It should also stress to Beijing that the use of 
force against Taiwan would rupture U.S.-China relations.143

In no case should Washington lead Taipei to believe that the United 
States will come to Taiwan’s defense if its provocations, including steps 
toward independence, produce a cross-strait crisis. It is also crucial to 
understand that the cross-strait military balance has fundamentally 
changed. In eighteen consecutive unclassified war games simulating 
U.S.-China military conflict over Taiwan, the United States reportedly 
has never prevented China from conquering the island, which pro-
foundly calls into question the persuasiveness of U.S. deterrence on 
this issue in Beijing.144 Since no American president will want to have 
to decide whether to go to war with China if the PRC uses force against 
Taiwan, adroit U.S. diplomacy with both Beijing and Taipei is crucial. 
The complexity of the Taiwan situation and the U.S. role in its defense 
demands more rigorous policy discussions and greater public aware-
ness in the United States. In particular, it is far from certain that the 
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American people would support U.S. use of force in response to a Chi-
nese attack on Taiwan. 

13. The United States should respond to Chinese cyberattacks with 
stiff economic sanctions and with focused, proportionate offensive 
cyber operations. China presents a persistent cyber espionage risk and 
an increasing threat to U.S. core military and critical infrastructure 
systems, such as power grids and financial networks, as well as to the 
American private sector, as noted in policy prescription 5. China needs 
to pay a serious price for its brazen cyber activities.145 So far, “U.S. 
policy still lacks a coherent approach to protecting critical digital assets 
outside of the government and, in most cases, relies on the voluntary 
participation of private industry.”146

In order to deter further Chinese cyber aggression and in the con-
text of convening a formal international cyber group of like-minded 
nations, Washington should join with allies and partners to attribute 
attacks and use targeted, personalized sanctions against perpetrators, 
as well as against firms benefiting from Chinese espionage.147 Public 
statements and unenforced indictments are nowhere near sufficient to 
deter Beijing from cyberattacks that reportedly net billions of dollars in 
intellectual property, help the PLA develop next-generation combat air-
craft, and grant access to data on U.S. government workers.148 In 2018, 
the United States carried out coordinated efforts with allies to attribute 
and punish Russian cyberattacks.149 This action followed the April 2015 
imposition of U.S. Treasury sanctions for “malicious cyber-enabled 
activities,” which have previously been used against Russia, Iran, and 
North Korea.150 Washington should use these sanctions as a model to 
punish attributable Chinese cyber aggression.151

Additionally, Washington should continue the Trump administra-
tion’s focus on strengthening offensive capabilities in cyberspace. The 
United States should make clear to Beijing that a Chinese attack that 
harmed civilians or affected critical infrastructure or financial sys-
tems would prompt a response proportional to “comparable physical 
attacks.” Washington should also build upon the Trump administra-
tion’s stated goal to “defend forward” against increasing cyber aggres-
sion.152 Strengthening responses to cyberattacks does risk upsetting 
China and increases the cost of misattribution, but the damage accrued 
by inaction is already far too high.153

At the same time, Washington should seek to develop with Beijing 
agreed rules of the road regarding cyber conflict. The United States and 
China should attempt to concur on, or at least articulate each other’s 
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definitions and understandings of, terms including defensive and offen-
sive operations, cyberattack, cyber weapons, and even cyberspace, for 
which no mutual understanding exists.154 The two sides should for- 
mally pledge to avoid cyber activity that interferes with the operations 
of each other’s critical infrastructure and banking systems.155 Cru-
cially, none of the prescriptions mentioned here, which will be difficult 
to achieve in any case, will be accomplished if the U.S.-China relation-
ship continues to deteriorate. 

14. Washington should ramp up efforts to counter Beijing’s influence  
operations within the United States.156 This approach requires  
greater transparency at the start to prevent Beijing from exploiting  
the openness and accessibility of U.S. universities, think tanks, private 
organizations, businesses, and state and local governments. Beijing 
coerced U.S. airlines to scrub mentions of Taiwan as separate from 
China, allegedly hijacked once-legitimate Twitter accounts to push 
inflammatory viewpoints to American followers, and donated money 
to think tanks and universities to indirectly dissuade them from pro-
moting views contrary to those of the Chinese government.157

In October, Houston Rockets General Manager Daryl Morey 
tweeted an image supporting the protests in Hong Kong. In response, 
Chinese internet company Tencent Holdings, which has a $1.5 bil-
lion streaming deal with the National Basketball Association (NBA), 
blacked out exhibition games; the Chinese government asked NBA 
Commissioner Adam Silver to fire Morey (Beijing has since denied Sil-
ver’s claim); and Nike stores in China pulled Rockets merchandise from 
shelves.158 That the championship-contending Rockets reportedly dis-
cussed the employment status of a general manager who won the 2018 
NBA Executive of the Year award and is widely regarded as a pioneer of 
basketball analytics is a testament to China’s influence.159 Washington 
should support U.S. companies that resist such Chinese coercion. 

China’s United Front Work Department (UFWD), once a tool for 
influencing diaspora communities, has broadened its focus to include 
foreign-state and private-sector institutions of varying importance 
and prestige.160 Prior to new rules enacted by the Trump administra-
tion, Chinese diplomats enjoyed wide-ranging freedoms in the United 
States while American diplomats in China ran into difficulties when 
they tried to meet with locals, travel abroad, or participate in events at 
Chinese universities.161

To address these issues, groups in the United States affiliated with 
Chinese United Front organizations should be made to register as 
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agents of a foreign power under the Foreign Agents Registration Act.162 
To better defend against influence tactics and foster improved over-
sight, American universities should make public their agreements with 
Confucius Institutes, which are funded by the Chinese government, 
and should remove clauses requiring the institutes to operate “accord-
ing to China’s laws.” Similarly, think tanks should publicly disclose 
funding sources and uses and strive to ensure that Chinese funders 
cannot influence or censor products or research topics.163 

Though transparency in funding and government connections is 
a useful starting point, China’s economic weight means American 
institutions often face tangible consequences for taking up positions 
contrary to Beijing’s party line. Targeted organizations should col-
laborate with one another, which could produce greater awareness 
of China’s influence efforts. American institutions, especially think 
tanks and universities, should publicize their difficulties conducting 
research related to China and share information with each other. As 
an additional measure, they should formulate a shared code of conduct 
to outline acceptable and unacceptable practices when dealing with 
analogous institutions in China.164 Subnational governments, another 
frequent target of Chinese influence campaigns, should develop their 
own understanding of Chinese activities in their jurisdictions and run 
due diligence on members of visiting Chinese delegations.165

While Washington may want to dramatically reduce the effects of 
China’s influence campaign in the United States, the openness of the 
American media landscape and the freedoms afforded U.S. news out-
lets allow Beijing to use China Central Television (CCTV)—a propa-
ganda outlet of the Chinese Communist Party—to put party views on 
American airwaves.166 To reduce the dissemination of Beijing’s views 
throughout the United States, U.S. organizations with the capacity 
to do so should support independent Chinese-language media out-
lets through grants, cyber assistance, and other means. In addition, 
the Federal Communication Commission should investigate whether 
CCTV’s dominant share of the Chinese-language cable news market in 
the United States is the result of unfair practices.167 

15. Washington should not seek a China-first approach to the region, 
since the United States requires its allies to compete with the PRC 
over the long term. Such a Group of Two (G2) bilateral focus would 
suggest a great-power condominium that puts China, rather than the 
U.S. alliance system, at the center of U.S. strategy in Asia. In any event, 
a G2 focus has never been possible or advisable. China has too many 
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other important bilateral relationships, and the United States should 
never weaken its alliance systems or close partnerships through such a 
G2 arrangement. Further, the two countries, strong and influential as 
they are, cannot seriously address global problems such as the interna-
tional economy, proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, energy, 
climate change, counterterrorism, and many others, over the long term 
without close coordination with dozens of other nations. Instead of a 
G2, the United States should embed its China policy within a larger 
Asia-wide framework, intensifying every one of Washington’s other 
bilateral relationships in the region. To deepen and diversify contacts 
throughout Asia, beginning with allies, would allow the United States 
greater influence in the Indo-Pacific and generate greater capacity to 
shape China’s external choices.

16. Washington should develop a more robust economic presence in 
Asia and should work with regional partners to coordinate poli-
cies that counter Chinese geoeconomic coercion.168 While Chi-
na’s military has grown dramatically in recent years, it has avoided 
direct armed conflict in favor of using its economic strength as a tool 
to achieve geopolitical objectives.169 A U.S.-led coordinated geoeco-
nomic initiative is required to reduce China’s capabilities to econom-
ically pressure other nations. This will not be easy. In part because 
it is the largest trading partner with U.S. allies Australia, Japan, and 
Korea, China has yet to face significant consequences for using geo-
economic policies as a tool to intimidate other nations into complying 
with Beijing’s demands.170 Such a strategy should expand free-trade 
areas and market access to reduce Beijing’s economic centrality, 
provide alternatives to the BRI in strategically important areas, and 
increase economic and security cooperation to harmonize responses 
to Chinese coercion. 

In addition, the United States should coordinate international 
investment strategies and campaigns with regional allies and part-
ners to make available viable alternatives to Belt and Road funding in 
important areas. Countries in critical regions, such as Australia, India, 
and Japan in Asia and Saudi Arabia in the Middle East, should, with 
support from the United States and other donors, provide targeted 
grants and loans as an alternative to BRI. This effort should include 
public funding from government and multilateral aid agencies, as well 
as investment through the private sector. Japan’s ability to provide 
high-tech, high-quality projects that employ more local workers and 
have lower interest rates than BRI should be a model.
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To further strengthen regional cooperation among allies, the United 
States should ratify and expand multilateral trade deals that exclude 
China. Free trade agreements supply countries that might be vulnerable 
to Beijing’s geoeconomic coercion with access to other markets, includ-
ing the large U.S. market. As a step to this end, the United States should 
join the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (CPTPP), formerly known as the Trans-Pacific Partnership. 
Washington should support such agreements, including Japan’s recent 
trade agreement with the European Union. 

In addition, the United States should join the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB).171 Remaining on the sidelines will do nothing 
to assuage Washington’s concerns about the bank’s low environmental, 
credit, and governance quality controls, nor will it reduce China’s 26.6 
percent voting share.172 By joining the group, the United States would 
keep U.S. businesses informed of AIIB activity and gain a platform to 
ensure that Beijing upholds Article 31 of the bank’s articles of agree-
ment. The article states that the AIIB, “its President, officers and staff 
shall not interfere in the political affairs of any member, nor shall they 
be influenced in their decisions by the political character of the member 
concerned.”173 

Finally, the United States should begin a consultation process among 
allies in Asia and Europe to identify geoeconomic vulnerabilities and to 
design resiliency and diversification efforts to address those vulnerabil-
ities.174 This should include reaching agreements that if one ally suffers 
economic coercion, another does not take advantage and fill in behind. 

17. The United States should marshal its diplomacy with nations within 
the region, as well as those outside it (e.g., European countries that 
favor rules-based approaches—although this will require awakening 
Europe from its strategic stupor), in order to strengthen interna-
tional organizations to make progress on climate, free trade, inter-
national security, and freedom of navigation.175 This coalition of the 
democratic willing, this “global commonwealth,” as President George 
H.W. Bush called it, should be launched at the heads-of-government 
level in Washington.176

18. The United States, in coordination with allies, should attempt to 
initiate an extended conversation with Vladimir Putin and the 
Russian government on world order and the security of Europe 
and Asia.177 Zbigniew Brzezinski, in analyzing threats to the United 
States, warned that “the most dangerous scenario [would be] a grand 
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coalition of China and Russia . . . united not by ideology but by com-
plementary grievances.”178 In particular, Russia would surely consider 
moving further into Ukraine in the event of a full-blown U.S.-China 
confrontation over Taiwan. Thus the increasing Russian embrace of 
China is clearly not in the U.S. national interest, and it would be useful 
to introduce in Beijing the idea that Russia’s current bear hug may not 
be permanent. 

As was the case during the Nixon-Kissinger opening to China, over 
the long term the United States should aim for a better relationship 
with both Russia and China than they have with each other. To be clear, 
Washington will have to make concessions in order to improve its rela-
tionship with Moscow; it cannot do so while retaining all its current 
policies toward Russia.179 The same is, of course, true of Moscow. In 
that spirit, the United States should seek to negotiate an agreement with 
Russia in which North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) enlarge-
ment is over and done, the United States lifts its sanctions against 
Russia regarding its annexation of Crimea, and Russia is readmitted to 
the G8. In return, Moscow would verifiably end its interference in east-
ern Ukraine through withdrawing its forces and agree to the deploy-
ment of a UN peacekeeping force, and stop its poisonous interference 
in U.S. politics and culture. (Since it is inconceivable that Moscow will 
ever withdraw from Crimea, do enthusiasts for those sanctions want 
them to stay in place in perpetuity?) The Arctic is a promising area for 
the United States and Russia to seek a more cooperative relationship 
based on research, safety of navigation, Arctic search and rescue, envi-
ronmental response, or the plight of indigenous populations. 

19. Washington, in coordination with Asian allies, should negoti-
ate with Beijing a joint initiative to present to Pyongyang regard-
ing its nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles. Recognizing that no 
agreement with North Korea will be possible without strong Chinese 
support, even coercion, the United States should drop its unrealistic 
insistence that North Korea now completely give up its nuclear weap-
ons.180 Instead, the United States and China should propose an interim 
agreement, beginning with a verifiable freeze on North Korean nuclear 
weapons tests and production and ballistic missile tests, in return for a 
modest reduction in economic sanctions.181

20. The United States should, in coordination with allies and partners, 
initiate bilateral talks with China over the future of the South China 
Sea, with the aim of no further militarization of China’s artificial 
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islands and a strong mutual commitment to freedom of the seas, 
without prejudice to the final disposition of South China Sea sover-
eignty.182 China has reclaimed over three thousand acres of land in the 
region; taken de facto control of Scarborough Shoal, despite a preex-
isting claim from the Philippines, a U.S. treaty ally; deployed anti-ship 
cruise missiles in the disputed Spratly Islands; and landed bombers on 
Woody Island, putting Manila in striking range.183 

Beijing will not come to the negotiating table if the status quo holds, 
so Washington will have to signal privately that there will be costs 
for increased Chinese military activity in the region.184 The United 
States should warn China that if it expands its efforts to reclaim land 
and deploy military assets, the United States will abandon its policy 
of neutrality on competing territorial claims in the South China Sea 
and aid targets of aggressive Chinese activity in the region. American 
assistance could include joint military exercises and provision of sur-
veillance drones, mines, and anti-ship missiles to regional partners.185

The United States should collaborate with Australia, Japan, the Phil-
ippines, and Vietnam, as well as European allies, on patrols and other 
activities to demonstrate to China that a coalition of states is working to 
defend freedom of navigation. Further, the United States and its allies 
should increase their public opposition to Chinese activity in the South 
China Sea. Washington, with the support of its allies and partners, 
should use platforms including the G7 to make an explicit commitment 
to the lawful use of the seas and to uphold the economic rights of South-
east Asian nations within their respective exclusive economic zones.186 
If Washington expects Asian nations to agree to a tougher stance on 
Chinese activity in the South China Sea, it will have to increase its 
economic and diplomatic support for these countries. U.S. efforts to 
provide a viable alternative to Chinese economic investment are crucial 
to ensure the cooperation of allies fearful of the prospect of Beijing’s 
economic coercion.187 

21. The United States should launch an urgent and comprehensive bilat-
eral dialogue with China regarding climate change.188 Together, the 
United States and China are responsible for more than 40 percent of 
global emissions, and the world is suffering the effects.189 A global cli-
mate plan that excludes the United States or China is futile. In the midst 
of the U.S.-China trade war and necessary efforts to compete with 
China in many domains, Washington should recognize that climate 
change is not a competition: it is a problem to be solved with robust 
bilateral dialogue and international collaboration. The United States 
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can and should adopt policies in cooperation with China to jointly 
reduce emissions and encourage the rest of the world to do the same.

The United States should rejoin the Paris Agreement. When the 
Trump administration withdrew from the agreement, China imme-
diately became the de facto world leader for setting climate policy 
standards.190 Rejoining the Paris accord would give Washington a 
mechanism to coordinate with allies to hold Beijing accountable for 
actions like its coal-fueled BRI infrastructure projects.191 As a way of 
measuring the effectiveness of each other’s climate initiatives, Wash-
ington and Beijing should create joint metrics to codify efforts to fight 
climate change and develop mechanisms to more accurately measure 
these activities. These metrics could take several forms, such as mea-
suring physical emissions output, the financial cost of mitigation, or the 
price of greenhouses gases.192

In addition to withdrawing from the Paris Agreement, President 
Trump altered the U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue and 
the Joint Commission on Commerce and Trade in ways that shift focus 
away from environmental issues. In order to reopen avenues for climate 
dialogue, the United States and China should develop cooperative pro-
grams for domestic energy investments and trade in low-carbon tech-
nology and goods.193 As Washington and Beijing hit each other with 
trade restrictions, the two sides should work to reduce tariffs on goods 
that are important to combating climate change, including carbon cap-
ture technology, where the two nations are not in direct competition.194 

On a more competitive note, China hopes to serve as a source for 
alternatives to U.S. energy.195 If the United States continues its with-
drawal from climate policy organizations like the Paris Agreement and 
Mission Innovation, China will be influential in writing the rules of a 
range of climate initiatives, including energy finance, automobiles, and 
geoengineering—the concept of changing the earth to solve climate- 
related issues. The latter may sound like science fiction, but China has 
already experimented with artificial rain clouds on the Tibetan Pla-
teau.196 China could also set regulations to hamper the market for U.S. 
energy resources and turn clean Chinese energy into a more viable 
alternative—a carbon emissions tariff could put U.S. energy resources 
at a disadvantage to Chinese clean technology. 197 

In its current policy direction, the United States is foolishly allow-
ing China to take the lead on regulating green energy financing, 
an enterprise expected to grow to over a trillion dollars in the next 
decades.198 Clean energy, not coal or natural gas, is the future, and 
ignoring new technologies could make the United States reliant on 
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Chinese products and regulations.199 On the consumer level, as the 
Trump administration actively rolls back automotive regulations, 
China, which aspires to eliminate internal combustion vehicles, 
could become the benchmark for automotive manufacturers around 
the world. While Ford and General Motors develop electric vehi-
cles specifically for the Chinese market, auto manufacturers scram-
ble for ways to make cars that meet both Trump administration and 
California emissions standards.200 The United States is already the 
standard-bearer in a range of clean technology areas, but Trump 
administration policies could surrender that role to Beijing for batter-
ies, solar, and other emerging energy sources. 

Unfortunately, climate reform is highly unlikely while Trump is 
in office. However, precedent does exist for U.S.-China collabora-
tion below the federal level. The Chinese National Development and 
Reform Commission (NDRC) cooperated with California, and in 2013 
the two signed a memorandum of understanding on climate issues. Cal-
ifornia also assisted the NDRC as it piloted emissions trading systems, 
and it agreed to share information about carbon-reduction initiatives. 
In September 2019, former California Governor Jerry Brown launched 
the California-China Climate Institute.201 China’s climate policy does 
not need help from a United States that has withdrawn entirely from 
the issue, but if the two nations cooperate bilaterally on climate poli-
cies, they can work together globally to address the problem of climate 
change in ways that benefit each country’s national interests.

22. As Washington implements policies to deal with the threatening 
aspects of the rise of Chinese power and gives Beijing incentives for 
moderation through the policies enumerated above, it should also 
construct a plausible path of classic diplomacy with China that would 
seek to ameliorate the growing tension between the two countries.202  
A supreme effort by both sides is necessary to avoid a situation of per-
manent confrontation. Although such extended exchanges at high 
levels between Washington and Beijing will not end adversarial com-
petition between the two, which will likely last for decades, they could 
help avoid worst-case outcomes. At this writing, there is reason to 
doubt that either side at present is capable of mounting a serious strate-
gic dialogue, but there is no alternative to trying.203

If Washington and Beijing do not stop the downward turn in the 
bilateral relationship and lurch into prolonged intense confrontation or 
even conflict, the American and Chinese people would be the first to pay 
the price of this policy failure. Most of the rest of the world would soon 
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join the suffering. Negative consequences would emerge for the United 
States’ and China’s formidable domestic challenges and national econ-
omies. Effects on the global economy would be devastating. Tension 
would dramatically increase throughout Asia, since no country in that 
region wants to have to choose between the United States and China. 
The effect on potential U.S.-China collaboration on climate change and 
other issues of global governance would be deeply corrosive. Attempts 
to deal with the nuclear weapons program of North Korea and poten-
tially Iran would fall apart.

An energized U.S.-China discourse should be candid and high 
level—no rows of officials trading sermons across the table in Washing-
ton or Beijing. Bureaucracies wish to say today what they said yesterday, 
and wish to say tomorrow what they said today. It is therefore inevita-
ble that representatives from Washington and Beijing routinely mount 
bills of indictment regarding the other side. Instead, in restricted pri-
vate exchanges, U.S. and Chinese leaders (not career officials) should, 
as indicated at the outset of this report, candidly address how the appli-
cation of their countries’ perceived national interests could be circum-
scribed to avoid U.S.-China confrontation, in what ways world order 
should be rebalanced, and what set of mutually accepted international 
rules and practices the two sides should use.204 

Although both the United States and China will continue to make 
their respective positions clear in public pronouncements, that is not 
likely to narrow the serious differences between the two sides. There-
fore, Henry Kissinger’s very private discussions with Zhou Enlai in the 
early 1970s should be the model for talks to explore President Xi’s great 
power initiative. As Kissinger notes in his book On China, from 1972 
onward, “What we encountered was a diplomatic style closer to tradi-
tional Chinese diplomacy than to the pedantic formulations to which 
we had become accustomed during our negotiations with other Com-
munist states.” 

Statesmen have to make choices; they cannot do everything. Time is 
the most valuable resource of government leaders, and this policy pre-
scription would require them to devote more time and energy to the 
U.S.-China undertaking and less on some of their other responsibili-
ties, whether transatlantic relations or the latest problems in the Middle 
East. But no international challenge is more important for the heads of 
government in Washington and Beijing to address urgently and inten-
sively than the deteriorating quality of the U.S.-China relationship. For 
the two sides to conduct contentious business as usual in these corrod-
ing circumstances is myopic. It is also dangerous and morally wrong. 
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However, for an intensified high-level bilateral dialogue between 
Washington and Beijing to be fruitful, the United States should first 
clearly establish that it is enhancing its military, diplomatic, and eco-
nomic power projection into Asia, intensifying interaction with allies, 
partners, and friends, and helping build up their economic and mili-
tary strength. Successful diplomacy depends on deployable assets, and 
Washington needs to increase its assets along the lines of the policy 
prescriptions in this report. Nothing less will convince Beijing—which 
pursues classic realist policies based on the balance of power—that it 
has reasons, based on its national interests, to negotiate seriously with 
the United States. This will take some time, for Beijing will wait to see 
whether Washington becomes distracted and diverts its attention to 
other, lesser, issues in the daily headlines, as is its wont.

A Work Plan
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Some of these suggested policy proposals are familiar and have been 
debated in recent public discourse. Thus, prescriptive familiarity is 
increasingly not the problem with respect to U.S. policies toward 
China and Asia writ large. Rather, it is that most such efforts have  
seen too little connection to U.S. grand strategy, too little concep-
tual integration, too little policy intensity, and too little policy fol-
low-through. As Leonardo da Vinci supposedly stressed, “I have been 
impressed with the urgency of doing. Knowing is not enough; we must 
apply. Being willing is not enough; we must do.”205 

CONCLUSION
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