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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

TRUMP IS OUT. BIDEN IS IN. YET, TRUMP’S UNWISE POLICIES ON China continue fulfilling, sadly, a prediction this book makes on page one. There is a remarkable consensus in an otherwise divided American body politic that the time has come for America to stand up to China. Yet, there is absolutely no consensus (or even honest discussion) on what realistic goals America can achieve by such a confrontation.

This book’s main goal is to help Washington, DC, and Beijing better understand the geopolitical contest they have stumbled into.

As a friend of America, I have also tried to highlight that America has made a fundamental mistake by launching a contest against China without first working out a comprehensive strategy. Henry Kissinger, the architect of a strategy to engage China in the 1970s, confirmed to me personally that he can see no such strategy now. To develop a geopolitical strategy, one must first have clear goals. America has never specified what its goals are vis-à-vis China. Its words and deeds imply the following goals: to stop China from becoming the number one economy in the world; to overthrow the Chinese Communist Party (CCP); to contain or constrain China’s influence in the world. If so, one thing is clear: none of these goals are achievable. This book explains why.

To understand the real challenge from China, Americans must grasp a paradox: China’s rise is unstoppable, but China’s rise doesn’t threaten America. Both these hard truths are unmentionable in American political discourse.

China’s rise is unstoppable because this four-thousand-year-old civilization is going through a natural period of rejuvenation, after having experienced a painful century or more of humiliation. The Chinese people are happy about this. This makes the Chinese challenge very different from the Soviet challenge. When I visited the Soviet Union in the 1970s, I directly experienced the dour and dark moods of the population. By contrast, in China, one experiences remarkable optimism. Why? The Chinese people have just experienced the best forty years of human development in four thousand years of China history. As a Harvard Kennedy School study has confirmed recently, support for the CCP among the Chinese people has grown from 86 percent in 2003 to 93 percent in 2016. China today is a happy civilization. This is why when 130 million Chinese tourists traveled out of China in 2019, all of them returned home freely and happily. Yet, American political discourse on China is dominated by a dark view of China as an oppressor, reinforced by the very real subconscious fear of what the United States used to call in public the “yellow peril.” It’s a phrase we don’t hear much now, but the sentiment has not retreated at all.

The fear of China is real in the American body politic. Virtually everyone in Washington believes that China is a threat. But is it? What do the facts show? The great strength of America is that it is a proud product of the Western Enlightenment, which taught us that reason and scientific evidence are the best tools to employ to understand a difficult problem. So let us apply these Western analytical tools to the so-called Chinese threat.

Avril Haines, the director of National Intelligence in the Biden administration, said, “China is a challenge to our security, to our prosperity, to our values across a range of issues.” Many Americans may have applauded her for bluntly stating the truth. But every aspect of her statement is factually incorrect.

First, China is not challenging American prosperity. The Chinese are smarter than this. They see American prosperity as an asset that has helped and will continue to help propel the Chinese economy to prosperity. The American economy has been the main economic locomotive that has enabled the Chinese economy to go from being one-tenth the size of the American economy (in purchasing power parity—PPP—terms) in 1980 toward becoming larger than America’s by 2014. So, contrary to Haines, if President Biden were to propose to China an economic deal that would benefit the American economy (and American workers) and also benefit China, China would enthusiastically embrace such a deal. American prosperity is an asset to China, not a liability.

Second, China is not a threat to American security. China isn’t threatening a military invasion of America (and its armed forces are an ocean away) or a nuclear strike on America (with its nuclear warheads being one-twentieth the size of America’s). China is also not threatening American military supremacy in regions like the Middle East. Indeed, China isn’t even rivaling American defense budgets. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin observed that for twenty years America has been focused on the Middle East while China has been modernizing its military. “We shall maintain the edge,” he noted, “and we’re going to increase the edge going forward.” Fareed Zakaria was absolutely right when he wrote, in a March 2021 op-ed piece in the Washington Post, that “what Austin calls America’s ‘edge’ over China is more like a chasm. The United States has about 20 times the number of nuclear warheads as China. It has twice the tonnage of warships at sea, including 11 nuclear-powered aircraft carriers, compared with China’s two carriers (which are much less advanced). Washington has more than 2,000 fighter jets, compared with Beijing’s roughly 600, according to national security analyst Sebastien Roblin. And the United States deploys this power using a vast network of some 800 overseas bases. China has three. China spends around $250 billion on its military, a third as much as the United States.”

If Haines is right to describe China as a threat to America’s security, the logical conclusion would be that China would be happy to see a reduction in America’s defense budget, in its number of aircraft carriers, jet fighters, and naval bases. Actually, China would be unhappy. Chinese strategic planners are absolutely thrilled that America is wasting so much money fighting unnecessary wars as well as maintaining a huge and bloated defense budget that weakens America’s competitive edge in more critical areas, like education and research and development. The huge American defense budget gives America the same competitive edge that a dinosaur gets from its bulk: not very much!

Finally, when Haines says that China is a threat to American “values across a range of issues,” it would only be true if China were either threatening to export its ideology to America or threatening to undermine the electoral process there. Neither is happening. Yet, an amazing number of Americans, even thoughtful, well-informed Americans, are sure that China is set on undermining American values. This belief may be a result of two major misconceptions about China. The first is that, since China is run by a communist party, it must, like the former Soviet Union, be on a campaign to prove that communism is superior to democracy. Yet, empirical evidence shows that China stopped supporting fellow communist parties decades ago. China’s main dream is to rejuvenate Chinese civilization, not waste time exporting communist ideology. The second misconception is that when China becomes the largest economic power in the world, overtaking America, it will, like America, go on a universalizing mission and export the Chinese “model,” just as America exported the American model. This is a perfect example of America’s ignorance of its strategic rival. The Chinese do not believe that anybody can be a Chinese in the way that Americans believe that anybody can be an American. The Chinese believe, quite simply, that only Chinese can be Chinese. And they would be puzzled if anybody else tried to become Chinese.

If American strategic thinkers could accept that China is not trying to export a China model to replace the American model, it would enable them to step back and fashion a more thoughtful, more viable response to the challenge coming from China. Right now, most American policymakers and pundits are secretly terrified that China’s economy, which is already bigger than America’s in normal market terms, could also become bigger in nominal market terms within a decade.

Yet, there’s absolutely no reason why America couldn’t remain the most “admired and influential country” in the world (as it was, say, under President John F. Kennedy), even after it becomes the second-largest economy in the world. This is the metric that American policymakers should pay attention to, not the size of America’s GNP. Fortunately, one of America’s wisest strategic thinkers, George Kennan, gave precisely this advice when advising America on how to handle the Soviet challenge.

Even though Kennan is remembered mostly for his containment policy (which wouldn’t work against a globally integrated power like China), he emphasized, in his article “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” that America’s standing in the world, relative to that of the Soviet Union, would depend on its ability to “create among the peoples of the world generally the impression of a country which knows what it wants, which is coping successfully with the problems of its internal life and with the responsibilities of a world power, and which has a spiritual vitality capable of holding its own among the major ideological currents of the time.”

There are four facets of this critical piece of advice: a country that (1) knows what it wants, (2) is coping successfully with its internal problems, (3) is coping successfully with global responsibilities, and (4) has spiritual vitality. Vis-à-vis the Soviet Union, America was ahead on all four counts. Today, vis-à-vis China, America is behind on all four. A concrete example illustrates the point. The world was happy to hear Joe Biden say, “America is back.” Yet, one would have to be a complete strategic idiot if one didn’t ask the obvious follow-up question: For how long?

One mistake that many American strategic planners and thinkers make is to underestimate the intelligence of the rest of the world. Most observers of America know that Trump personally, or Trumpism more broadly, has at least an even chance of returning to the White House in 2024. In July 2021, Edward Luce wrote that “as long as Donald Trump is breathing, the odds are that he will run again in 2024.… The [Republican] party as a whole now has one truth, which is whatever Trump says, even if it is different after breakfast than before.” If Trump becomes president again, he will probably again withdraw from multilateral agreements and institutions (like the Paris Climate Accords and WHO), disparage allies (like France and Germany) or ask them to pay more (like South Korea and Japan), and withdraw H1B visas from friendly countries like India. Can any American stand up and say, with certainty, that this will never happen again? And if Americans cannot say this confidently, isn’t it reasonable for most countries in the world to carefully hedge their bets in the competition between America and China?

The real contest between America and China will therefore not be fought out in any foreign wars. It will be fought out in the heartland of America. Biden’s main priority should be to eradicate the three decades of economic stagnation that have created a sea of despair among the white working classes. Only this will prevent the return of a Trump or a Trump-like figure. And only this will regenerate long-term confidence in Biden’s claim that America is back. All this leads to a final paradox: the best way to jump-start the American economy is to work closely with the other strong and dynamic economies of the world, especially the country with the largest middle-class population of the world, namely China. China can be part of the solution to America’s internal divisions.

Yet, even though such an approach of working with China to strengthen both the American economy and improve American livelihoods would be logical and commonsensical, it is politically impossible in today’s political context. It would be suicidal for the Biden administration to even suggest it. Unsurprisingly, the Biden administration looks reluctant to walk back even those Trump policies on China that damage American interests.

In April 2021, I participated in the Harvard Asia Conference panel on US-China commercial relations. My copanelists were Steve Orlins, president of the National Committee on United States–China Relations, and two Harvard professors, Graham Allison and William Kirby. Remarkably, there was a strong consensus among us that Trump’s trade war against China hadn’t helped American workers or consumers. Nor had it reduced the trade deficit. Or helped the US economy. In short, the trade war had completely failed.

If it has failed, why has the Biden administration not immediately reversed it? One answer given by a senior administration official was that the United States was keeping the trade sanctions and tariffs in place to use as leverage. One of the panelists commented that this was akin to saying to China, “If you don’t heed my demands, I will shoot myself in the foot again.”

Clearly, it is in America’s interest to stop shooting itself in the foot. Yet, the Biden administration has also got to be very clever and cunning if it tries to reverse course on Trump’s policies on China. The Republican Party and other China hawks are just waiting to pounce and accuse Biden of being weak on China. The Biden administration needs political cover to change course on China. It could find such political cover from three sources.

First, it could heed the advice of strategic thinkers like Kissinger. One hallmark of Kissinger is that he has been very cautious and reluctant to criticize any administration in office, even when their policies were clearly wrong, like the invasion of Iraq in 2003. Hence, it’s significant that Kissinger has somewhat courageously warned of the danger of allowing the US-China relationship to deteriorate further. In March 2021 he said, “If we don’t get to an understanding with China… then we will be in a pre-World War One-type situation in Europe, in which there are perennial conflicts that get solved on an immediate basis but one of them gets out of control at some point.… A conflict between countries possessing high technology with weapons that can target themselves and that can start the conflict by themselves without some agreement of some kind of restraint cannot end well.”

Writing in the New York Times about the danger of instigating a conflict over Taiwan, Peter Beinart, an American journalist, said that the China hawks should face this question: “Ask them how many American lives they’re willing to risk so the US can have official diplomatic relations with Taiwan.” In short, the first step the Biden administration can take is to dial down the temperature of the US-China contest, using the arguments of the last chapter of this book.

Second, since the US Declaration of Independence has advocated that America should show a “decent respect to the opinions of mankind,” the Biden administration should heed the views of the six billion people who live outside America and China. Chapter 8 of this book draws out the sophisticated and nuanced views that these six billion people have about this contest. In the Cold War, the neighbors of the Soviet Union, especially Western Europe, enthusiastically supported American efforts to contain the Soviet Union. The equivalent with China today would be the 650 million people who live in the ten ASEAN countries of Southeast Asia. Huge reservoirs of goodwill toward America remain in this region since ASEAN, the world’s second most successful organization after the European Union, was formed as a pro-American creation.

Yet, because America has ignored these reservoirs of goodwill, China’s influence is growing. As recently as 2000, US influence was much greater. Why? The US economy, in nominal market terms, was eight times larger than China’s. Total US trade with the ASEAN countries in 2000 was larger than China’s (US$134 billion versus US$41 billion). By 2020, China’s influence in ASEAN had become greater. Why? First, the US economy was only 1.6 times larger than China’s. Second, China’s trade with ASEAN had become larger (US$641 billion versus US$300 billion). All this happened because, while the United States spent $6 trillion fighting unnecessary wars in the Middle East, China signed a free trade agreement with ASEAN in 2001. In short, the critical strategic mistake the US made was to focus on the military dimension while China stayed focused on the economic dimension.

Using ASEAN as a case study, the Biden administration could argue that the real game in East Asia is the economic game. Hence, America should step up its economic, not military, engagement there.

All this leads to the third argument that the Biden administration needs to make. The real competition between America and China in East Asia will take place in the economic realm. Hence, the American economy must remain integrated with East Asia. Yet, to remain economically integrated with East Asia, America must step up economic links with China.

Why? Just as an economic decoupling between the US and China would lead to an economic decoupling between the US and East Asia (as China is hugely integrated with East Asia), an economic coupling between the US and China could lead to a stronger coupling between the US and East Asia. Such an economic coupling would be the best long-term guarantee of a strong and permanent US presence in East Asia, enhancing the security of Japan and Australia. Paradoxically, the best way to anchor a long-term US presence in East Asia is to grow trade with all major economies in the region, including China.

This paradox drives home the key point that many of America’s recent policies toward China (such as Trump’s trade war) have failed in all key dimensions: failed to weaken China, strengthen America, or bring America’s friends and allies on board. And they have failed because America failed to first develop a comprehensive and thoughtful long-term strategy to manage the largest geopolitical challenge it is facing in its entire history.

It’s important to acknowledge that the policies of the Biden administration toward China are driven by a group of honorable public servants who are trying to do their best for American national interests while bearing in mind the domestic political constraints of changing course with China. In this regard, even though the policies of the Biden administration toward China haven’t changed much from the Trump administration, the friends and allies of America acknowledge and recognize that unlike the key personalities of the Trump administration (Pence, Pompeo, and Navarro), who were almost aggressive toward China (with massive and sometimes crude insults hurled routinely), the key personalities of the Biden administration (Blinken, Yellen, Sullivan, and Campbell) began with a more constructive and thoughtful approach. Yellen showed significant courage in saying that Trump’s trade tariffs on China had “hurt American consumers.” Biden showed courage in sending “retired” American officials to Taiwan to signal that America was going to once again honor a key understanding reached between Beijing and Washington, DC: that America would maintain official ties with Beijing and unofficial ties with Taipei. In short, even though the Biden administration is hugely constrained by the strong anti-China consensus that has gripped the American body politic, it is still trying to maneuver America toward a more rational course in Sino-American relations.

Such a course would be cheered by the six billion people who live outside America and China. Most of humanity is consumed by some key common perils, from the pandemic to climate change. No major global challenge can be solved without Sino-American cooperation. And if the two superpowers cooperate, miracles can happen. Here’s an example. If America and China were to announce that both countries would jointly spend $50 billion to vaccinate the 7.8 billion people of planet earth, the global economy would grow by $9 trillion, a return of $180 for every dollar spent by America and China.

Many readers may balk at this idea; $50 billion sounds like a lot of money to spend. But when the G20 leaders met in London in April 2009 to restimulate the global economy after the global financial crisis (triggered by the collapse of Lehman Brothers in New York), China contributed $50 billion to save the world banking system. In total, the G20 countries pledged over $1 trillion. In 2022, $50 billion to vaccinate the world is a modest investment. If we can persuade both America and China to resume even minimal levels of cooperation, the whole world (including Americans and Chinese) will be better off.
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