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lor the last decade-plus the core issue in U.S.-China
relations has been: Could Beijing and Washington
make room for one another in Asia and the broader

international system as mutual stakeholders? Or instead,
would each follow its instincts and seek regional and inter-
national system dominance and take actions to weaken and

deter one another, thereby running risks ofconflict?
Unfortunately, the jury has reached a verdict-the gov-

ernments of the United States and China now are turning to
strategies to deal with each other reminiscent of earlier pe-
riods of intense big power competition. The minimal goal of
each is to deny dominance to the other; the maximum goal of
each is to achieve dominance for itself. How long this period
of increasing tension will last is unclear but it is unlikely to
be shorl. It will be expensive-certainly in dollars and quite
possibly in lives, unless both sides change course, soon.

As this contest sharpens, the new era into which we are

moving has echoes with two past foreign policy periods-
the Cold War of the second half of the 20th century and the
world of "spheres of infl uence" in the 1 9th century and much
of the 20th.
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One pristine example of the spheres

of influence world was the Monroe
Doctrine of 1823 warning Europeans

that Washington would not counte-

nance their intervention in the Western

Hemisphere. Another example is the

Kennedy administration's absolute re-

jection of the Soviet Union's attempt to

place nuclear weapons in Cuba in the

early 1960s. In similar fashion, by de-

flning the South China Sea andTaiwan
as "core interests," linking these areas

to the national security of the People's

Republic of China (PRC), Beijing is

saying that its interests take precedence

in this region over the claims and in-
terests of distant powers, notably the

United States. Beijing's Global Times

graphically indicated its claims in the

wake of House Speaker Nancy Pelosi's
(D-CA) August 2022 stop in Taiwan.

Similarly, Russia's invasion of
Ukraine, and before that Crimea and

Georgia, are yet other expressions of
the same sphere of influence impulse.

Big powers try to establish buffer
zones.

To be sure, the context in which
America and China now are operating

has some important differences from
these earlier eras, three in particular:
1) The degree of global, economic
interdependence is greater than ever

before, seen in intricate supply chains

upon which everyone depends. Today

it is harder than ever to inflict damage

on one's adversary without harming
oneself and friends. 2) The big pow-
ers, and many second-tier powers, have

weapons of mass destruction or soon

could develop them if they were to de-

termine their security required them to

do so. Escalation and proliferation are

eno(nous present dangers. And 3), the

world faces existential global issues

that could extinguish or severely dis-

rupt life as we know it if cooperation
is not forthcoming, particularly Sino-

American cooperation. One need look
no further than climate change and en-

vironmental deterioration.

A tl this requires Americans to make

Adecisions. including:
What fraction of national wealth

are Americans willing to spend on this

new contest? At the height of the Cold
War, U.S. defense spending averaged

aboil lOVo GDP, generallY falling to

the 3-57o range thereafter-"the peace

dividend." What is the United States

willing to spend in a contest with China
(and Russia) given its own competing

domestic needs? The PRC is economi-

cally and intellectually more dynamic

than the Soviet Union evet was (or

Russia is). Nonetheless, their combined

weight is deeply disconcerting.
How does the United States forge

sufficient domestic cohesion to be ef-

fective abroad? A majority of Ameri-
cans - Democrats , IndePendents , and

Republicans alike-believe it is im-
portant that America remain the only
superpower, but they are sharply di-
vided on how to maintain PrimacY-
through what mix of diPlomacY, the

exercise of military might, and the

use of economic levers? There are

voices calling for cutbacks in military
and other assistance to Ukraine, for
instance.

Before you read, download the companion

Glossary that includes definitions, a guide

to acronyms and abbreviations used in the

article, and other material. Go to www.
fpa.org/ great-decisions and select a

topic in the Resources section. (Top light)
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How can the United States win the

support of a critical mass of friends and

allies in the international system to off-
set the dynamism and mass of China?

Is ever more foreign aid, direct invest-

ment abroad, and military assistance

required? If so, what are the implica-
tions for the domestic agenda? How
far will America's friends and allies
go if Washington wants to impose ever

more sanctions and export controls on

the PRC?
As competition with China becomes

more intense, Washington is respond-

ing by adopting industrial policy focus-

ing on R&D and investment in priority
areas. What role do Americans wish
their government to play in their do-

mestic economy?
As the United States competes stren-

uously on so many fronts, is it realistic

to expect meaningful cooperation from
the PRC on world health, environmen-

tal and climate issues, counter-prolif-
eration, and global economic system

management?
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What does "dominance" even mean
in a world falling apart?

It is possible that alternative futures
will emerge, including a China that
greatly adjusts course and gets back
on the more accommodative path of
Xi Jinping's predecessors. This could
happen if China's internal weaknesses
became maximal constraints and/or if
elite solidarity in Beijing splinters due
to the rising opposition of those dis-
satisfied with the domestic and inter-
national costs of President Xi Jinping's
cuffent course. However, this is not the
future for which the United States or
like-minded countries can plan. The
United States and China have set out
on dangerous intersecting courses and
it is hard to foresee a probable scenario
that has them changing their headings
any time soon. That China is a prob-
lem is one of the few things Americans
agree about. Among many Chinese the
feeling is mutual.

Xi Jinping hasjust been anointed the
maximal leader for what couldprove to
be life at the October 2022,2}thParty
Congress of the Chinese Communist
Party and managed to stack the Stand-
ing Committee of the Politburo with
close allies. Secretary of State Antony
Blinken's May 26,2022, speech on
China policy quoted above was a clear
indication of the direction in which
American policy is moving. The rising
tensions are most evident in the Taiwan
Strait, but by no means limited to that
strategic strip of water.

How have both nations incremen-
tally created an early-stage cold war
world in which sphere of influence
thinking plays a signiflcant role? Bei-
jing is doing so to expand its power,
assure natural, trade, and financial
resource flows to itself, and to push
its defense perimeter further from its
shores. America is trying to constrain
the PRC by sanctions, export con-
trols, and diplomacy, secure its own
economic future, and maintain glob-
a1 leadership, all the while trying to
maintain its expansive defense perim-
eter and keep friends and allies under
its security umbrella.

If this is the future into which we are
moving, how did we get to this point?

X4*w *&d wre Ke* *xeref
'pifty-one years ago Richard Nixon
I.' met Mao Zedong in Beijing's im-
perial residential compound, thereby
initiating the "week that changed the
world."

From the 1970s until about 2010,
the U.S.-China relationship went
through two phases. In about 2010 the
two countries began to enter the third
phase in which they now a.re ensnared.
The first two phases occurred under
the broad banner of "engagement" and
the third, today's crystallizing policy
frame, is "competition." In moving
from engagement to competition. we
have simultaneously moved from a

world of mutual reassurance to one of
increasingly dangerous mutual deter-
rence. Deterrence is based on threat.

The flrst phase was initiated by Pres-
ident Nixon and Henry Kissinger and

pursued with variations by four admin-
istrations thereafter (Ford, Carter, Rea-
gan, and George H. W. Bush)-joining
with China to offset what was seen as

surging Soviet power. This 1ed Wash-

In rhis Feb.2l , 1972, photo, Chinese conr-
t11ut1ist parfi leader Mtto Zedong, lelt,
tttttl U .5. PrcsiJctrt Ricltotd Ni.rrtrr slto/.t.
htrnds as ther meet in Beijing . Nnon's lisll
m.arked tlte.lir,st time ttn American pre.sident
visited Chha. (Ap r.rAGES)
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A Chinese man stand.y olone to block a line oJ tanks lrcuding east on Beijing's Changan

Btvd. in Tianunrnen Square on Jun.e 5, 1989. (AP IIAGES)

ington to see an interest in helping Bei-
jing create greater comprehensive na-

tional power to be a more muscular ad-

versary to Moscow and to help achieve

other objectives such as arms control
agreements with Moscow, and to extri-
cate Washington from Vietnam. In this

endeavor, the U.S. citizenry was sup-

portive. Over time this strategic phase

involved transferring selected weapons

to the PRC, trading some intelligence,

cooperating to defeat Soviet troops in
Afghanistan, and looking favorably on

working with the PRC to increase its

human and technological capacities. In
the Carter administration, the econom-

ic opportunities provided by a reform-
ing China became a growing, positive

consideration for Americans.

Then, in the 1989-91 Period, a

new, more-difflcult-to-marlage phase

of engagement began. With the 1989

violence in Tiananmen Square. human

rights was powerfully injected into
bilateral relations. Then, in 1991 , the

Warsaw Pact and the Soviet Union im-
ploded, removing the common threat

that had proven a strong adhesive in
U.S.-China relations previously. And
shortly thereafter, the 1995-96 missile

crisis in the Taiwan Strait, and Beijing's
retreat in the face of the U.S. response,

convinced President Jiang Zemin and

the Chinese military to accelerate de-

fen se modern ization markedlY.

Since lg8g there has been continual

i contention on trade and human rights

issues and growing concern that as

Chinese power grew Beijing wouldbe-
come less observant of the post-World

WarII order. Every U.S. administration,
from Clinton through Obama, sought to

gradually shape the international envi-

ronment and otherwise induce Beijing
to become what U.S.lTrade Represen-

tative Robert Zoellickin 2005 called a

"responsible stakeholder" in the post-

World War II order and more observant

of legal principles and norms.

Following China's 2001 entrY into
the World Trade Organizalion, the
PRC's comprehensive national power

mounted rapidly and its confidence
grew as America struggled with eco-

nomic calamity (2008-9) and was

bogged down in conflicts in the Middle
East and Central Asia. By 2010, China

had become noticeably more asser-

tive in the South and East China Seas

and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton
upbraided Beijing for its activities in
those waters at the Regional Forum
meeting of the Association of South

East Asian Nations (ASEAN) in Ha-

noi in July ofthat year, in turn eliciting
a sharp verbal response from the PRC.

In late 201 1 , the Obama administration
initiated its "pivot to Asia," signaling a

more muscular turn in U.S. policy in
the region.

With anew leaderin Chrrrain20l2-
1 3, Xi Jinping, and Donald Trump mov-

ing into the White House in JanuarY

201'7 , eachcountry had in place a leader

willing to change the frame of relations

from "engagement" to "competition."
Xi was not only more assertive and am-

bitious than his three predecessors, he

also was more worried about the Chi-

nese Communist Party (CCP) losing
internal control. His growing fear of
instability at home, married with new

tools of surveillance, created the specter

of the "surveillance state."

When Joseph Biden entered the

White House in JanuarY 2O2l , he

changed much about Donald TrumP's

domestic and foreign policies, but he

maintained, indeed strengthened, some

of the main contours of Trump's China

U. S. Military Exqenditure
in 2012-2022
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policies, from tariffs, to investment and

export controls, to reduced dialogue.
With respect to Chinese students com-
ing to the United States,the numberhas

fallen by more than half since prior to
the pandemic, for a variety of reasons,

not least Covid, anti-Asian sentiment
creating an unwelcoming environment,
tightening of U.S. visa issuance policy,
improved quality of Chinese institu-
tions so not so many Chinese students

feel the need to go abroad, and other
factors.

'In one important respect, however,
Biden strengthened America where
Trump had undermined it-alliance
and partnership relations. President
Biden has built a security relationship
known asAUKUS (Australia,the UK,
and the U.S.) and strengthened secu-

rity coordination within the Quad (In-
dia, Japan,Australia, and the U.S.). In
the case of AUKUS, the United States

and Britain are cooperating to deliver
a fleet of nuclear-powered (not nucle-
ar-armed) submarines to Australia.

In another respect, Biden's China
policy also was a departure from
Trump's-he emphasized that the
contest between China and the United
States was importantly about autocracy

versus democracy.
This, therefore, is the era in which

we now are embroiled. The mecha-
nisms of dialogue and exchange that
in the engagement era were used to
try to smooth-out rough patches have

either become moribund due to Covid,
or terminated by one side or the other
in retaliation for various actions. A
major PRC countermeasure in this re-
spect was the August 5,2022, cancel-

lation or suspension of eight consulta-
tive and cooperative activities taken in
retaliation for Speaker Nancy Pelosi's
trip to Taiwan.

In today's era defined by competi
tion, leaders and publics in China and

the United States have now adopted a

deterrence posture against one another.

Mutual threat is the core of mutual de-

terrence, and an arms race is underway
between the two countries, involving
conventional weapons, weapons of
mass destruction, space, ry-rd cyber.
A steep upward climb in military ex-
penditures in both countries is well
underway. Whereas in the past China
seemed content to have a hundred or
so nuclear warheads to feel secure in
its deterrence, today Beijing could be

headed toward a thousand by 2030.
In short, we have, step-by-steP

moved into a world in which both Bei-
jing and Washington are using a Cold
War tool box. The August 2022 rnili-
tary show of force in the Taiwan Strait
has brought the relationship to a new
and more dangerous stage.

tarting with the Obama adminis-
tration (2009-11), then moving to

the Trump and Biden administrations,
gradually Washington has adopted se-

rial measures to try to get its own house

in order, increase economic capacity.
achieve greater self-reliance in key
technologies, rebuild and expand alli-
ance and friendship relationships, seek

to reallocate military assets in the di-
rection ofAsia, adopt a greater degree

of industrial policy, and begun to use

economic inducements and foreign aid
(including infrastructure) to compete
with the PRC's global Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). Emblematic of this
entire process was the bipartisan, over-
whelming, passage of competitiveness
legislation in Congress (The Chips and

Science Act), signed into law by Presi-

dent Biden on August 9 ,2022.When it
passed the Senate, the New York Times

headline of July 28,2022,was concise:
"In Bid to Counter China, Senate Pass-

es a Sweeping Industrial Bill."
Predictably, these U.S. moves

trigger Beijing's propensity to see

Y&xe emXd Was. fra*xe
neo-containment. In turn, the PRC
strengthens its efforts to consolidate
security al1 along its enormous periph-
ery, including becoming more assertive

in Xinjiang, Hong Kong, the Taiwan
Strait, and the South and East China
Seas, pushing its defense perimeter as

far offshore as possible, and building
an economic network placing Beijing
at its center in order to secure its eco-

nomic lifelines and external markets.
The PRC accelerates its development
ofcyber and space capabilities as well
as its basic and applied research in new
technologies. A central feature of Chi-
nese General Secretary Xi Jinping's
report to the 20th Party Congress on

October 16,2022.was the emphasis on

investing in R&D, cultivating science

and technology talent, and emphasiz-

ing industrial policy.
For Washington, all of this con-

stitutes what Secretary Blinken said
was Beijing's "ambition to create a

sphere of influence" and to "become
the world's leading power." It triggers
in America the reasonable conviction

that the post-World War II institutional
order is being challenged by the PRC.

For their parl, PRC leaders observe

the past and current behavior of other
powers, and indeed China's own histor-
ical dynasties, and conclude that China
is no less entitled to the greater sway in

its region than other great powers have

claimed in their backyards.

r The Biden Administration Grad-
ually Codifies trts Strategy Toward
China,2821-42"

The Biden administration had been
in office two months when in March
2021 it issued Interirn National Secu-

rity Strate gic Guidance.Donald Trump
had been such a large departure from
past U.S. practices and current needs

that the new American president felt
compelled to course correct quickly
even before his National Security
Council had a chance for the standard,

comprehensive review characteristic of
presidential transitions. About a year
and a half later, in October 2022, the
Biden-Harris administration finally is-

s-s
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sued its long- aw aited N ational Security

Strategy, the central points of which
hewed closely to what it had said pre-

viously in its Interim Guidance . Evert
Russia's invasion of Ukraine in Febru-

ary 2022 did not displace Beijing as the

primary long-term strategic challenge

facing the United States in the White
House view.

The main features of the Interim
Guidance were: 1) We will not en-

gage in "forever wars" and "we will
right-size our military presence" in the

Middle East.2) We will deter adversar-

ies, notably China, Russia, and Iran.
3) "Our presence will be most robust

in the Indo-Pacific and Europe." 4)

Washington will be more mindful of
allies and the need to win their coopera-

tion and financial support for dealing

with China, as well as other issues. 5)

America's external capacities depend

on a revitalized American economy

and democracy, starting with renewal

of infrastructure, particularly clean

energy, based on augmented R&D. 6)

"We must join with likeminded allies

and partners to revitalize democracy

the world over." 7) The U.S. will "de-

fend trusted critical supply chains ard
technology infrastructure." Toward the

end of the document, in bold tYPe, the

following was the overall suflrmary:

"This agenda will strengthen our en'
during advantages, and allow us to
prevail in strategic competition with
China or any other nation."

So, from the very opening daYs of
the Biden administration its strategic
guidance made clear that China was

at the top of Washington's worry list.
Trump-imposed trade tariffs continued

and a "summit of Democracies" was

soon held in Washington. The Interim
Strategic Guidance could not have

been clearer: "China, in particular, has

rapidly become more assertive.It is the

only competitor potentially capable of
combining its economic, diplomatic,
military, and technological power to
mount a sustained challenge to a stable

and open international system."

The final strategically central as-

pect of the Interim Guidance showed

how far both sides had come from
the underlying strategic logic of the

3{

Nixon-Mao move against Moscow in
the early 1970s. Now Russia and the

PRC were seen as collaborating against

America: "Both Beijing and Moscow

have invested heavily in efforts meant

to check U.S. strengths and prevent us

from defending our interests and our
allies around the world."

Fast forward to almost a Yeat af-
ter the Interim Guidance was issued,

Russia was poised to attack, and then

invade, Ukraine in FebruatY, 2022.

Thereafter, the United States urged

China to separate itself from Moscow'
and not materially support the Rus-

sian aggression. But, by then, Beijing
was operating in an environment in
which Washington and Beijing were

each other's biggest adversaries, mak-

ing Moscow a more attractive partner

of convenience for the PRC. Beijing
also has sought to position itself as

"an honest broker" fostering an end

to hostilities while continuing to trade

with Moscow in selected areas and to

assert that "NATO enlargement" and

a growing NATO presence all around

Russia's western PeriPherY was a

principal precipitating cause of the

Ukraine conflict. As one Chinese of-
ficial affiliated with China's military
put it to this author on FebruarY 17,

2022,"War inEurope would divert the

U.S. [from China]." As of this writing,
Washington says it has no evidence

that Beijing is trading in military
goods with Moscow as it Pertains to

the war in Ukraine.

x The Joint Statement of Russia and

Ctuina.
On February 4,2022, with Presi-

dent Putin in Beijing for the opening

of the Winter Olympic Games which
relatively few other world leaders at-

tended, Xi Jinping and the Russian

leader took the opportunity to issue a

"Joint Statement." Though not having

the status of a treaty, coming less than

three weeks before Moscow's invasion

of Ukraine, this document carried with
it faint echoes of the February 1950

Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and

Alliance that solidified the Truman ad-

ministration's hardline posture toward

China in the early stages of the Cold

War. That treaty preceded North Ko-
rea's invasion of South Korea.

The February 4,2022, "Joint State-

ment" deeply affected Biden adminis-

tration thinking. Several aspects of the

Joint Statement caught American eyes.

First was the assertion that there is an

ongoing "transformation of the global

governance architecture and world or-

der" - read, the post-World War II U.S .-

led world order is crumbling. Moscow

and Beijing now vowed to "protect the

United Nations-driven intemational ar-

chitecture...seek[ing] genuine multipo-

larity with the United Nations and its

Security Council playing a central coor-

dinating role." TheUN Security Council

is a forum in which Moscow and Beijing

each have a veto.
Second and notablY, China and Rus-

sia articulated their mutual support for
each other's sovereignty claims: "The

Russian side reaffirms its support for
the One-China principle, confirms that

Taiwan is an inalienable part of China,

and opposes any forms of indePen-

dence of Taiwan. Russia and China
stand against attempts by external
forces to undermine security and stabil-

ity in their common and adjacent re'
gions...and will increase cooperation

in aforementioned areas." [Emphasis
addedl

Third, the two sides equated west-

ern support for Ukrainian unity with
fascism: "The sides will strongly con-

demn actions aimed at denying the re-

sponsibility for atrocities of Nazi ag-

gressors, militarist invaders, and their
accomplices, besmirch and tarnish the

honor of the victorious countries."
Fourth, stating that their new rela-

tionship is "superior to political and

military allialces of the ColdWar era,"

they go on to say, "there are no 'forbid-

den' areas of cooperation...."
While it would be imPortant to

understand exactlY how much Xi
Jinping understood about Putin's in-
vasion plans pricir to late-February,
beyond desiring that no Russian mili-
tary operations disrupt Beijing's Win-
ter Olympic Games, the sequence of
developments has made clear that the

sovereignty of nations no-longer oc-

cupies the same space in Chinese for-
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Russian President VLadimir Putin speaks to China's President Xi Jinping during the Shang'
hai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) leaders' summit in Samarkand on September 16,
2022. sscr BoBytyov/AFpvrA GErry vAGES)

eign policy that it used to going back
to the mid-1950s. If sovereignty does

not constitute the unshakeable for-
eign policy principle to which Beijing
used to be committed, on what prin-
ciple could cooperation with Beijing
be based? How could Beijing expect
its sovereignty claims with regard to
Taiwan to be respected if it does not
speak out for Ukrainian sovereignty?

x The Eiden Administration's In-
ereesingly SefinedApprsech to Chi'
na, N{ay 26,2022.

On May 26,2022, three months af-
ter the Sino-Russian Joint Statement,
U.S. Secretary of StateAntony Blinken
delivered a speech that reflected the
main contours of the Biden admin-
istration's long-in-coming review of
China policy and the initial impacts of
the Sino-Russian "Joint Statement" and

the invasion of Ukraine.
Comparing Blinken's speech with

the "Conclusions and Recommenda-
tions" section of NSC 68 ("United
States Objectives and Programs for
National Security," April 1950) is il-
luminating. NSC 68 was an initial
Cold War strategic document shaping

the U.S. response to the Soviet Union
and China for the following two-plus
decades. There are numerous and im-

portant similarities between NSC 68's
analysis and recommendations of the

early 1950s and the key points of Sec-

retary Blinken's speech more than 70
years later.

Though the U.S. Secretary of State

emphasized that Washington was put-
ting "diplomacy back at the center of
American foreign policy," one can
fear that what initially is being sold as

a diplomatic strategy will morph into

a militarily top-heavy approach (as

George Kennan believed happened to
his concept ofcontainment in the 1950s

and 1960s).
In 1950, NSC 68 said: "The grav-

est threat to the security of the United
States within the foreseeable future
stems from the hostile designs and
formidable power of the USSR, and
from the nature of the Soviet system."
Blinken said: "China is the only coun-
try with both the intent to reshape the
international order and, increasingly,
the economic, diplomatic, military,
and technological power to do it." He
went on to proclaim, "We will remain
focused on the most serious long-
term challenge to the international or-
der-and that's posed by the People's
Republic of China." Near the conclu-
sion of his remarks Secretary Blinken
laid out the implications: "President
Biden has instructed the Department
of Defense to hold China as its pacing
challenge, to ensure that our military
stays ahead.'

In terms of strategic objectives,
NSC 68 said that: "Soviet domina-
tion of the potential power of Eurasia,
whether achieved by armed aggression

or by political and subversive means,
would be strategically and politically
unacceptable to the United States."
Blinken said: "It's [China] rapidly

U .5. Secretan^ o;f State Antony BLinken speaks on China at George Washington Universirr-
Mol' 26,2022, in Washington, DC. Blinken delivered a speech on the Biden adtninisrra-
tiott's policy'tov,ard China durhg the event hosted by the Asia Socierl- Policl Institute.
(ALEX WONG/CEIIY ] t'1AGES)
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modernized its military and intends to

become a top-tier flghting force with
global reach. And it has announced its

ambition to create a sphere of influence
in the Indo-Paciflc and to become the

world's leading power....Under Presi-

dent Xi Jinping, the ruling Chinese

Communist Party has become more

repressive at home and more aggres-

sive abroad." NSC 68 said that the pur-

poses of U.S. policy were: "To create

situations which will compel the Soviet

Government to recognize the practical

undesirability of acting on the basis of
its present concepts and the necessity of
behaving in accordance with precepts

ofinternational conduct, as set forth in
the purposes and principles of the UN
Charter." Blinken said: "But we cannot

rely on Beijing to change its trajectory.

So we will shape the strategic environ-
ment around Beijing to advance our vi-
sion for an open, inclusive intemational
system." NSC 68 said: "Strengthen the

orientation toward the United States of
the non-Soviet nations; and help such

of those nations as are able and will-
ing to make an importaat contribution

to U.S. security, to increase their eco-

nornic and political stability and their
military capability." Blinken said: "The

second piece of our strategy is aligning
with our allies and partners to advance

a shared vision for the future. From
day one, the Biden administration has

worked to re-energize America's un-

matched network of alliances and part-

nerships and to re-engage in interna-

tional institutions."
It needs to be said clearly that ifthe

American public had access to Bei-
jing's equivalent policy documents,
directives, and decisions, U.S. citizens

almost certainly would be justifiably
alarmed. The point here, however, is

that Beijing sees Washington's policy
as "containment" and the U.S. Gov-
ernment views the PRC as trYing to
surpass American dominance, Pro-
mote an authoritarian aPProach to
development and governance, and to

change the character of post-World
War II economic and security systems

not only regionally, but also globally.

The goal each ascribes to the other is

unacceptable. Each side is developing
its military, economic, and diplomatic
toolboxes of coercive means to deal

with each other. Deterrence is the name

of the game, not reassurance.
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Korea, and southward into South
China Sea airspace immediately after

Biden's remarks. The U.S. president

was still in Asia.
Then the day after ArmY DaY 2022

on the Chinese Mainland, House
Speaker Nancy Pelosi, in the face of
oblique pressure from the Biden ad-

ministration not to visit the island at

that time,landed in Taipei. Beijing im-
mediately responded by announcing
military, live-fire exercises, creating a

ring around the entire island consisting

of six exercise areas. The PRC military
display immediately was followed by
a White P aper threatening prosecution

of Taiwan leaders, reeducation of its
people, and equating Taiwan's reunifl-
cation with the national security of the

PRC. As theWhite Paper Putit,
"National reunification is the only

way to avoid the risk of Taiwan being

invaded and occupied again by foreign

countries, to foil the attempts of ex-

ternal forces to contain China, and to

safeguard the sovereignty, security, and

development interests of our country."
Washington had alreadY moved na-

val assets, including the carrier USS

Ronald Reagan, into the region to the

east of Taiwan. Immediately after Bei-

L:

Speaker of the U.S..House of Representatives,Nan-cy Pelosi (D-C4), center.left; spgaks to

iaiwan's"Presid.ent Tsai Ing-wen, center right, aJter arriting at the presidenl'1 ffice on-

iig"tt 5,2022, inTaipei,faiwan. Pelosi arrived-inTaiwan as part of.a tour.of Asia aimed

ii Trottirtng allies ii the region, as China made it clear that her visit to Taiwan would be

seen in a negative light. gnttN CHIH-HUNG/OFFICE OFTHE PRESIDENTVIA GETTY IIYAGES)

I furtherparallelwiththefirstCold Biden articulated his personal com-
AWu. is that as Washington and mitment(thereisirolegalrequirement
Beijing diverge strategically, each at- under the 1979 Taiwan Relations Act,
taches increasing weight to Taiwan, orTRA,to defendTaiwanmilitarily if
the single most volatile flash point itisattacked).Beijingreactedbyjoin-
in the U.S.-China relationship since ing with Russia to send a joint flight
1950. On May 23,2022,Prcsident of six bombers near Japan and South
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jing said its exercises were over for
now, it issued the White Paper.

This. sequence of developments
more than faintly echoes the trends
that produced a Korean War, two Tai-
wan Straits crises in the 1950s, and
two decades of Cold War with China.
The point is not that the two eras are

identical, but rather that they are simi-
lar and perilous. Among the dangers is
the fact that the norms and practices
that the United States and China ob-
served concerning.Taiwan over eight
successive administrations from Nixon
through Obama have steadily eroded.
And while China was not a nuclear
power until late-1964, today it bristles
with a growing number of nuclear and
conventional warheads and delivery
means. To date, the United States has

never launched a direct attack on a
nuclear weapons power.

The year 2022 was the 50th an-
niversary of the Nixon trip to China.
The strategic core of the Nixon-Mao
rapprochement of the early 1970s and
thereafter was using the combined stra-
tegic weight of China and the United
States to offset the USSR. Today, Bei-
jing and Moscow are cooperating ever
more closely to America's detriment.
The question is, what will the genera-

tions coming to policy dominance in
Washington and Beijing do now? Com-
ing out of the 20th Party Congress of
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October 2022, the old, familiar faces
in the making of Chinese foreiln and
economic policy are largely gone. The
most familiar faces on the Standing

Lucidity Information Design, LLC

Committee of the Politburo are Xi Jin-
ping himself, and an ideologue named
Wang Huning. Nationalism in both
countries is on the rise.
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lTlh" definition of "sphere of influ-
I. ence" is: "A field or area in which

an individual or organization [or state]

has power to affect events and develop-
ments." In international relations dis-
course this term is associated with the
practice of the principal big powers in
the 19th atd20th centuries trying to
cordon offreliable markets for exports,
dependable sources of resources, and
to be assured that strategically conse-
quential real estate was not in the hands

of unfriendly powers. Taken in this
general sense, irrespective of whether
or not it is explicitly acknowledged by
great powers today, sphere of influ-
ence thinking is evident as China and

the United States view each other's ac-

tions and as each sets its own strategic
course.

In his May 26,2022, remarks cited
at the outset of this article,the U.S. Sec-

retary of State attributed to China the
"ambition to create a sphere of influ-
ence in the Indo-Pacific and to become
the world's leading power." The United
States was not prepared to accept a Jap-
anese attempt to create such a sphere

in the late-1930s and early 1940s, and

has declared that the ambitions it sees

China pursuing a-re unacceptable today.
Whatever we want to call the current
situation, China is trying to extend its
regional sway, engaging in efforts to

reduce American prominence in the
area. The United States reacts in ways
we have seen before-building secu-
rity relationships, augmenting military
might, and reducing reliance on strate-
gic commodities and industries under
Chinese control.

Great powers like to have buffer
zones, reliable areas in which they feel
relatively securein placing economic
assets and building their most reliable
security relationships. Sometimes this
kind of thinking is less prominent, as

it was at the height of globalization.
But, at other times, when security con-
cerns become severe among the pow-
ers, sphere of influence thinking and

?Y&,

MEDIAN



-

6RE&T mEe ESI€NS . ?033

behavior become more prominent. A
prime recent example was the PRC's
Jwe, 2022, declaration that the Taiwan
Strait, an international waterway, was

under PRC control, contrary to inter-
national law and practice.

America, Russia, and China each

have historically thought in sphere of
influence terms, as noted at the outset

of this article.
This impulse is clearly at work in

U.S.-China relations today, as evident
with China claiming historic rights to

the South and East China seas to, in
part, exclude naval challenges from the

United States and Japan. It is a central

consideration when it comes to Taiwan.

China wants to push the American se-

curity presence as far away from Tai-

wan and China's long eastern seaboard

as possible, and the United States wants

to maintain its toehold as close to the

Mainland as possible, and to, at a mini-
mum, keep open this vibraat economic

region. Sphere ofinfluence thinking is
evident in the PRC's impulse to define

its comprehensive maritime control to

200 nautical miles off its shores (co-

terminous with the UNCLOS-defined
Exclusive Economic Zones) while the

United States tries to limit territorial
waters to 12 nautical miles.

In pursuit of consolidating its sphere

of influence impulses and claims, ex-

plicit or otherwise, each power seeks

to bring in reliable allies to bolster its

claims and help it fight if it must. So,

the United States enlists Japan. South

Korea, Australia, and others in its In-
do-Pacific strategy, and China enlists

Russia and strives to keeP as many

small countries unaligned as possible.

In Europe, as Putin seeks to extend his

buffer zone to Ukraine, he simultane-
ously seeks support from China, and

uses Belarus and others to help extend

his sphere.

An early, unmistakable indication
that China under Xi Jinping was think-
ing in this way came on MaY 2l ,2014,
when China's then new leader gave a

speech at a conference on security co-

operation, saying: "In the final analy-

sis,letthe people of Asiarun the affairs

i of Asia, solve the problems of Asia and

I uphold the security of Asia." Most re-

I
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cently a muscular version of this senti-

ment was articulated by the PRC's For-
eign Minister, Wang Yi, when he sPoke

to the ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta, on
July 11,2022,saying: "We should in-
sulate this region from geopolitical cal-

culations and the trap of the law of the
jungle, from being used as chess pieces

in major-power rivalry, and from co-
ercion by hegemony [read the United
Statesl and bullying. Our future, and

the future of our region, should be
in our own hands." [Emphasis added]

Less than a month later U.S. Secre-

tary of State Antony Blinken, speaking

at the ASEAN-U.S. Ministerial Meet-
ing with Indonesian Foreign Minister
Retno Marsudi, laid out the Biden ad-

ministration's vision of a "Strategic
Partnership" withASEAN, one that fits

under the broader regional concept of
the "free and open Indo-Pacific."

"As we look aheadto the November

120221 ASEAN-U.S. summit, we're
laying the foundations for a compre-
hensive strategic partnership so that we

can expand our cooperation into even

more areas. including maritime secu-

rity, public health, cybersecurity. We

also hope to increase cooperation with
ASEAN throughout the broader region.
For example, with the Quad [Japan, In-
dia, Australia, and the United Statesl

and within the Indo-Pacific Economic
Framework [inaudible] for your ideas

to advance that kind of cooperation and

collaboration."
In short, the United States and China

each are defining geographic regions
as key to their economic and security
futures and seeking, within those re-
gions, to augment technological and

economic integration with themselves

and to diminish the economic and tech-

nological dependence on the compet-
ing power.

Predictably, some countries trY to

avoid tight alignment with either, seek-

ing to play the United States and China

off against one another to their own
benefit. Southeast Asia is one region

where the competition is intense, with
the Chinese Foreign Minister and the

U.S. Secretary of State each expend-

ing considerable time and effort travel-
ing in this region. Islands in the South

Paciflc have become one area of Sino-

American competition.
In thinking about this competitjon

in East and SoutheastAsia, Beijing be-

lieves it has three very strong cards to

play:
Economic: Since 2020, China and

ASEAN have been each other's larg-

est trade partner. The China-sponsored

Regional Cooperative Economic Part-

nership (RCEP) involving 16 Asian
economies came into force in Janu-

ary 2022 (for ten of those countries)
and the PRC's imports and exports are

growing rapidly-the United States is

not part ofthis grouping.
Geographic proximity: GeograPhY

confers advantages on China in terms

of achieving a high degree of economic

integration, high levels of trade and in-
vestment, and large human flows. Chi-
na is taking advattage of this proximity
by expanding rail connectivity. cross-

border power grid hookups, and Port
development. In December 2021, Bei-
jing completed the high-speed rail line

from China to the Thai-Laos border
at Nongkhai, with the PRC's Global
Times reporting:

"[The] China-Laos Railway is also

a convenient logistics channel between

China and ASEAN, and a number of
provinces and cities in China have start-

ed cross border freight trains on [the]
railway.In the first quafter 12022),the
import and export by railroad transport

between China and ASEAN increased

signiflcantly by 3.5 times...."
Military and maritime Po\trer:

Because almost all of the economical-
ly significant countries of South and

Southeast Asia are maritime nations,
naval and merchant marine fleets are

key national assets. While just count-

ing ships is an imperfect measure of
power, it is indicative of trends. By ship

count, China is tle largest navy in the

world and in terms of maritime fleets it
is enormous, particularly if you count

the Hong Kong Special Administra-
tive Region and PRC merchalt fleets

together as one. Predictably, China is

building ports and acquiring access

rights (in some cases military) extend-

ing from its own coast all the way to the

Persian Gulf. Its shipbuilding industry
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is now the world's largest as measured
by deadweight tons completed per year.

Two of the top four shipbuilding com-
panies in the world are PRC.

Top I0 Largest Navies
in theWorld (by total
number of warships

and submarines-202O)
Cbtna-777
Russia - 603

North Korea - 492
United States - 490

Colombia - 453
Iran - 398

Egypt - 316
Thailand - 292

India - 285
Indonesia - 282

Because Southeast Asia is a mas-
sive, rapidly growing market, embrac-
es geographically strategic real estate,

and has enormous human resources,
both China and the United States are

competing in this region. Nonetheless,
America is playing catch-up.

One indication of the importance
of the region is the fact that in the
days preceding Russia's invasion of
Ukraine, Secretary Blinken was mak-
ing the rounds in the Asia-Paciflc. At
a February '7,2022, press briefing, the
State Department spokesperson was
asked why the secretary was making
this trip when war was imminent in the
heart of Europe:

Question: 6'Considering that we are

in that window now and there's talk of a
potentially imminent invasion [by Rus-
sia into Ukrainel, was there ever a dis-
cussion about postponing the Australia
trip? Is now the right time to be cross-
ing the world, going to Fiji, when this
invasion could happen at aay time?"

Part of the State Department's re-
sponse was that the PRC was rapidly
expanding its foothold in Pacific Is-
lands that had been aligned with Wash-
ington since the SecondWorldWar and
that Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping had
met three days earlier in Beijing.

In short, strategically, the United
States flnds itself stretched, facing one

Paciflc-oriented great power dissatis-
fied with the post-World War II order,

ff,lashington's response has thus
Y Y far had three central compo-

nents, the first of which is the most fun-
damental and would be a foundation
upon which any sound strategy must be

built- increase American comprehen-
sive national power and get America's
own governance house in order. To this
end, one sees bi-partisan adoption of
legislation to increase U.S. R&D fund-
ilg, gigantic efforts to renewAmerica's
aging infrastructure, massive invest-
ment in critical technologies (notably
silicon chips), new investments in clean
energy technologies (batteries and solar
panels, for example), in part to compete
with China, in part to boost American
manufacturing, reduce reliance on the
Middle East, and in part to meet green-

house gas emission reduction targets.

A second component of the Ameri-
can response in the Biden era is to enlist
friends and allies and broaden compre-
hensive cooperation. U.S. policy now
refers to the "Indo-Paciflc" rather than
the Asia-Pacific. America is putting

new effort into the Pacific Islands and

seeking to improve relations with In-
dia, as well as reduce tensions between
Japan and South Korea. Even the U.S.-
Philippine Security Pact, weakened
since 1992, is being revivified.

And third, militarily, the United
States is animating new, and strength-
ening pre-existing, military undertak-
ings, as noted earlier. The U.S. also is
considering several arrangements for
basing missile defense assets in the
region, something Beijing has long
adamantly opposed and a subject that
already has caused considerable fric-
tion between Beijing and Seoul.

These moves already are deeply
embedded in the American system and
policy, and China's current policies and

actions are equally deeply anchored.
While there are forces in each society
that would like to see a different direc-
tion, their numbers do not seem large,
and the actions each side takes toward
the other undermine more moderate el-
ements in each society.
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President Joe Bitlen utives to tleliver remarks at a new Intel semit:onductor manufacturing
fac:ilit.t sire in Nev' Albant, Ohio, Sept. I, 2022 . The plant is part of Biden's ef.;t'orts ktvtard
rebttilding Antericurt nttuttqfacruring througlt tlrc CHIPS and Scienc.e Acl. (PETE t'lARovCH/
THE NEWYORKT I":5]tE]JX P CTURES)

China, and a Europe-fncing power. put it: "What rve have seen over the

Russia, dissatisfied u'ith the post-Cold course not of days, not of rveeks, but

War order in Europe and Central Asia. of years...is an increasing closeness

As the State Department spokesperson between Russia and China."



discusslon questions

t, Given trends toward a Cold War frame for U.S.-China relations

and sphere of influence thinking, is it likely we will be able to secure

the cooperation that Washington wants, and the world needs, on

global and transnational issues? Beijing's recent unwillingness to

address the North Korea problem is one example.

2. Historically, the United States has resisted the Eurasian landmass

being dominated by a single, much less hostile, power, or coali-

tion of unfriendly powers. The United States now flnds itself in
the position of facing a China and Russia working ever more inti-
mately together. What policies are required to address this adverse

circumstance? Is it possible to improve relations with China, to win

cooperation in the struggle against Russia in Europe?

3. With increasing Sino-American friction, Taiwan is becoming a

progressively more volatile issue. Beijing sees Washington weak-
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