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From Engagement to Rivalry: Tools to Compete with China

To arrive at a new consensus, the United States needs to 
address the weaknesses in Americans’ knowledge of China 
while rethinking the connections between the ways China is 
analyzed and how policy is made.

1  For a comprehensive summary of these views, see, James Mann, The China Fantasy: Why Capitalism Will Not Bring Democracy to China (New 
York: Penguin Books, 2008), especially 1–28.

2  National Security Strategy of the United States of America, The White House, December 2017, 3, https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/
uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905-2.pdf.

3  “U.S. Pledges Nearly $300 Million Security Funding for Indo-Pacific Region,” Reuters, Aug. 3, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-asean-
singapore-usa-security/u-s-pledges-nearly-300-million-security-funding-for-southeast-asia-idUSKBN1KP022. 

4  Mark Leonard, “The Chinese Are Wary of Donald Trump’s Creative Destruction,” Financial Times, July 24, 2018, https://www.ft.com/content/
f83b20e4-8e67-11e8-9609-3d3b945e78cf; Xu Yimiao, “China Should Cut Its Losses in the Trade War by Conceding Defeat to Donald Trump,” South 
China Morning Post, Aug. 10, 2018, https://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/united-states/article/2158963/china-should-cut-its-losses-
trade-war. 

5  For example, Bilahari Kausikan, “Trump’s Global Retreat Is an Illusion,” Nikkei Asian Review, Jan. 31, 2018, https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/
Trump-s-global-retreat-is-an-illusion. 

The U.S. National Security Strategy, 
published in December 2017, marked 
a historic break in U.S. policy toward 
China. The White House explicitly 

judged the policies of previous administrations to 
be a failure and closed the door on engagement as 
the primary mode of U.S.-Chinese relations. Before 
the Trump administration, U.S. policy was based 
on the assumption that a China governed by the 
Chinese Communist Party could be socialized 
within the international institutions of the West. 
Engagement at all levels — commercial, scientific, 
military, diplomatic, educational, and people-to-
people — was expected to convince Chinese leaders 
of the benefits of accepting a liberal international 
order and persuade them to become, in the words 
of then-U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Robert 
Zoellick, a “responsible stakeholder” in that order.1 
This assumption had endured through seven U.S. 
presidencies, but the National Security Strategy 
explicitly judged, “This premise turned out to be 
false.”2 

The Trump administration’s new, more 
confrontational direction has generated more 
controversy than consensus. The emerging 
contours of the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” 
strategy reflect a muscular commitment to 
enduring U.S. interests in a stable Asia-Pacific 
and to pushing back against Beijing’s revisionism. 
The statements Defense Secretary James Mattis 
made at the Shangri-La Dialogue in June appear 
to be coming to fruition as Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo recently announced $300 million 
for security assistance on top of $113 million for 
technology, energy, and infrastructure initiatives.3 
Many observers would support such measures, 
but other aspects of the administration’s policies 

have caused unease among some even as they 
achieved results. To begin with, the United States 
has withdrawn from the Trans-Pacific Partnership, 
which the Obama administration had made the 
signature economic initiative of its Asia-Pacific 
rebalance. Meanwhile, the Trump administration 
successfully pressured China to enforce sanctions 
on North Korea but also generated fears of war. 
The administration’s trade actions and tariffs 
may not resolve the U.S.-China trade imbalances, 
but they appear to be pressuring China’s leaders, 
particularly Xi Jinping, in novel ways.4 The 
strategic shift, however, has not yet addressed the 
first-order questions that have dogged U.S. policy 
in Asia under past administrations: Is the United 
States willing to use force in the region, and how 
feasible are U.S. objectives while the Communist 
Party governs China? 

The strategic shift in U.S. policy toward China 
has not been locked in either bureaucratically or 
politically. Although the Trump administration 
has reopened an important conversation that had 
been closed for decades, it ultimately may not be 
the one to build a new policy consensus on China. 
Washington’s friends in Asia worry that American 
partisanship may prevent future policymakers 
from recognizing the Trump administration’s 
achievements in the region.5 Nevertheless, 
Washington and Beijing will not return to the old 
status quo. This moment in time marks a transition 
from seven administrations’ policy of engagement 
to a nascent, emerging position. Because the 
United States is not yet ready to resolve first-
order questions about its policy aims, any strategy 
is transitory. For now, the best answers can only 
describe the tools and considerations that must be 
a part of the U.S. recalibration. 
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To arrive at a new consensus, the United States 
needs to address the weaknesses in Americans’ 
knowledge of China while rethinking the 
connections between the ways China is analyzed 
and how policy is made. Chinese power is an issue 
the United States will grapple with for years to come, 
and the relative difference in power between the 
two countries is shrinking, especially along China’s 
periphery. Washington needs to be able to maximize 
its leverage and make the most of opportunities 
to affect the Chinese Communist Party-state. 
Taking advantage of political leverage will require 
affecting party leaders at a personal level. The 
vicious politics of the Chinese Communist Party 
opens up fissures among the leadership at least 
once every political generation. Such openings can 
and should be exploited to advance U.S. interests. 
Improving U.S. understanding of China and 
orienting the U.S. government toward identifying 
and exploiting opportunities will require paying 
greater attention to the ways the Communist Party 
seeks to shape foreigners’ understanding of China. 
Washington needs to be prepared to act and must 
reengage in a discussion of values that has been 
left on the sidelines for too long. Even if the Trump 
administration’s more competitive course of action 
is not maintained by subsequent administrations, 
an engagement-oriented approach will still require 
adjustments to better protect U.S. interests. 

An Inevitable Break

A dramatic shift in U.S.-Chinese relations was on 
the horizon no matter who won the U.S. presidential 
election in 2016. The assumptions underpinning 
bilateral relations had long strained against day-to-
day realities. The two most important assumptions 
were that U.S. engagement would lead to a more 
liberal China (if not the demise of the Chinese 
Communist Party) and that shared long-term 
interests would lead to cooperation.6 The 2017 
National Security Strategy was explicit about the 
failures of this approach.

6  Other lesser, but nonetheless important, assumptions included that the Chinese Communist Party could accept the U.S.-led international 
liberal order, that a more prosperous China would be a more peaceful China, that Chinese Communist Party leaders are persuadable and could 
put down their Leninist view of world politics, and that the party’s propaganda apparatus would remain a domestic actor, not an international 
subversive threat.

7  Richard M. Nixon, “Asia After Viet Nam,” Foreign Affairs, October 1967, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/asia/1967-10-01/asia-after-viet-
nam. 

8  Mann, The China Fantasy, 101–12.

9  Yasheng Huang, “How Did China Take Off?” Journal of Economic Perspectives 26, no. 4 (Fall 2012): 147–70, http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/
jep.26.4.147; Kellee S. Tsai, Capitalism Without Democracy: The Private Sector in Contemporary China (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2007); 
and David Shambaugh, China’s Communist Party: Atrophy and Adaptation (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2008).

Most notably, American aspirations for a 
more liberal — even if not democratic — China 
collided with the hard facts of what the Chinese 
Communist Party was willing to do to survive. The 
National Security Strategy stated, “For decades, 
U.S. policy was rooted in the belief that support 
for China’s rise and for its integration into the 
post-war international order would liberalize 
China.” Even Richard Nixon justified engaging the 
Chinese Communist Party on the basis of hoped-
for, long-term political change.7 This hope became 
entrenched after the end of the Cold War removed 
the strategic logic of using U.S.-China relations as 
a counterweight to the Soviet Union. Commercial, 
rather than strategic, engagement would 
supposedly moderate and ultimately liberalize 
China’s politics and economy.8

Signs that the Chinese Communist Party was 
resisting the direction U.S. policymakers had 
envisioned arose early in the post-Cold War era, 
but the rise of Xi Jinping has brought American 
hopes of political reform crashing down. Early 
on, the party relentlessly shut down discussion 
of the Tiananmen Square demonstrations of 
1989 and jailed the movement’s student leaders. 
Chinese leaders also studied how best to use 
and shape market forces for the benefit of the 
Communist Party, giving the impression of 
regulatory liberalization while some in the business 
community became party members.9 Signs of 
retrogression soon became unmistakable under Xi. 
The playbook for Xi’s leadership leaked out in what 
is known as Document No. 9 in the spring of 2013. 
The document identified perceived threats to the 
regime from, among other sources, universities, 
civil society, and the news media. Each has received 
special attention from the Xi government, and new 
regulations and legislation have expanded on the 
activities that must receive prior approval. The 
creation of concentration camps for Uighurs, the 
arrest of relatives of journalists who reported the 
story for a U.S.-government-funded news outlet, 
and the detention of Uighurs who are in contact 
with people outside China mark the extreme end 

82



From Engagement to Rivalry: Tools to Compete with China

of the party’s internal repression.10 Lest readers 
think the Uighurs suffer from oppression by the 
Han Chinese majority rather than that of the 
party specifically, it should be noted that Beijing’s 
repression is broad. The party has cracked down 
on Chinese Christians while pressuring the Vatican 
to cede its authority to appoint church leaders in 
China.11 Moreover, all Chinese citizens are subject 
to the ever-more invasive and comprehensive 
electronic surveillance slowly being integrated 
into a policy framework for inducing and coercing 
behavior the party wants.12

Critics of the Trump administration’s aggressive 
approach argue that U.S.-Chinese relations after 
the Cold War were driven primarily by U.S. 
interests rather than a naïve hope that the Chinese 
Communist Party would liberalize. There was 
nothing wrong with past policy, these critics say, 
and U.S. presidential and policy statements about 
political liberalization did not represent what 
policymakers were actually thinking. As former U.S. 
ambassador to China J. Stapleton Roy observed 
about today’s debate, “Such critiques often fail to 
distinguish between the way Washington publicly 
justifies its policies, by referring to values, and 
the way it actually formulates them, by putting 
national interests first.”13 Those interests, however, 
seemingly became formulaic assumptions that 
went untested as China evolved. 

U.S. policymakers and analysts had assumed or 
hoped that if the two countries shared long-term 
policy interests, cooperation would eventually 
result. For years, they proclaimed the same 
areas of overlapping interest: maintaining a non-
nuclear Korean Peninsula, arresting climate 
change, working for nonproliferation, and building 
commercial ties. National Security Adviser Sandy 
Berger highlighted these points in a 1997 speech 
entitled “Building a New Consensus on China.” 
Engagement, he argued, was needed to maintain 

10  Adrian Zenz, “New Evidence for China’s Political Re-Education Campaign in Xinjiang,” Jamestown Foundation China Brief, May 15, 2018, https://
jamestown.org/program/evidence-for-chinas-political-re-education-campaign-in-xinjiang; Simon Denyer, “China Detains Relatives of U.S. Reporters 
in Apparent Punishment for Xinjiang Coverage,” Washington Post, Feb. 28, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/china-detains-relatives-
of-us-reporters-in-apparent-punishment-for-xinjiang-coverage/2018/02/27/4e8d84ae-1b8c-11e8-8a2c-1a6665f59e95_story.html. 

11  Wesley Rahn, “In Xi We Trust — Is China Cracking Down on Christianity?” Deutsche Welle, Jan. 19, 2018, https://www.dw.com/en/in-xi-
we-trust-is-china-cracking-down-on-christianity/a-42224752 ; Eva Dou and Francis Rocca, “Abide in Darkness: China’s War on Religion Stalls 
Vatican Deal,” Wall Street Journal, May 9, 2018, https://www.wsj.com/articles/abide-in-darkness-chinas-war-on-religion-puts-vatican-deal-in-
doubt-1525858496. 

12  Samantha Hoffman, “Social Credit: Technology-Enhanced Authoritarian Control with Global Consequences,” Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute, June 28, 2018, https://www.aspi.org.au/report/social-credit. 

13  J. Stapleton Roy, “Engagement Works,” Foreign Affairs 97, no. 4 (July/August 2018): 185.

14  “Remarks by Samuel R. Berger, Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, Before the Council on Foreign Relations,” White House 
Office of the Press Secretary, June 6, 1997. 

15  For example, Roy, “Engagement Works,” 185; Thomas J. Christensen, “The Need to Pursue Mutual Interests in U.S.-China Relations,” U.S. 
Institute of Peace, Special Report no. 269, April 2011, https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/SR269.pdf; Nina Hachigian, Michael Schiffer, and 
Winny Chen, “A Global Imperative: A Progressive Approach to U.S.-China Relations in the 21st Century,” Center for American Progress, Aug. 13, 
2008, https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/reports/2008/08/13/4817/a-global-imperative/. 

16  Berger, “Remarks.”

cooperation on “the spread of weapons of mass 
destruction; our increasingly complex commercial 
ties; stability on the Korean peninsula; and the 
health of the global environment.”14 More than 20 
years have passed since Berger’s speech at the 
Council on Foreign Relations, yet the same areas 
remain singled out for cooperation despite Beijing’s 
changing behavior, growing military power, and 
increasing internal political repression.15 And 
among those cited interests, the record is mixed.

Cooperation on stopping the spread of weapons 

of mass destruction yielded uneven results, but 
key takeaways from U.S.-Chinese agreements 
never materialized. As Berger said in 1997, “China 
is neither as bad as some portray — [n]or as good 
as we would like.”16 In 1985, Beijing and Washington 
signed a Civilian Nuclear Cooperation Agreement 
— a so-called 1-2-3 Agreement — to facilitate the 
transfer of U.S. civilian nuclear expertise and 
equipment to China to help modernize its nuclear 
industry. The agreement included a Chinese 
commitment to build an export control system 
to monitor and certify the export of sensitive 
and dual-use technologies. That system remains 
unbuilt more than 30 years later. Instead, U.S. 
officials work through a Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
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that often is outranked and outgunned politically 
by the companies it must regulate, and that is 
assuming the ministry is even prepared and able to 
act on a U.S. request. 

Commercial ties between American and Chinese 
firms have grown increasingly complex. Both sides 
have benefited from continued expansion, but 
Chinese political pressure has also mounted on 
U.S. companies. Surveys of foreign multinational 
companies in China have found growing pessimism 
regarding the regulatory and policy environment 
despite confidence in the country’s economic 
future.17 

Robert Lighthizer, the U.S. trade representative 
in the Trump administration who was also 
deputy trade representative during the Reagan 
administration, argued nearly a decade ago that 
many of the promised benefits of China’s accession 
to the World Trade Organization (WTO) had failed 
to materialize. Proponents had argued that the 
trade deficit would shrink, that U.S. companies’ 
market access would improve, and that there would 
be no downside for the United States. Instead, the 
trade deficit grew. And while U.S. companies did get 
more access to Chinese markets, they continued 
to pay for that access through joint ventures and 
technology transfers. Between 2000 and 2009, the 
United States lost a third of its manufacturing jobs 
in a sharp decline that began after China joined the 
WTO.18

One of the most significant failures following 
in the wake of China’s incorporation into the 
WTO has been the persistence of intellectual 
property theft and its movement up the value 
chain from cultural products, such as movies, to 
telecommunications and semiconductors.19 When 
Robert Kapp, then president of the U.S.-China 
Business Council, testified before Congress in 
support of granting China permanent normal trade 
relations and supporting its WTO ascension, he 
argued that leverage would be gained rather than 
lost by integrating China. Beijing’s participation in 
the WTO, he said, would give companies recourse 
to “such offensive habits as the requirement that 
foreign companies transfer technology in order to 
do business in China.”20 Today, however, forced 

17  Yoko Kubota, “U.S. Firms Say China’s Business Climate Is Warming, Survey Finds,” Wall Street Journal, Jan. 29, 2018, https://www.wsj.com/
articles/u-s-firms-say-chinas-business-climate-is-warming-survey-finds-1517274000; “USCBC 2017 China Business Environment Member Survey,” 
U.S.-China Business Council, 2017,  https://www.uschina.org/reports/uscbc-2017-china-business-environment-member-survey. 

18  Robert E. Lighthizer, “Evaluating China’s Role in the World Trade Organization Over the Past Decade,” testimony before the U.S.-China Security 
and Economic Review Commission, June 9, 2010, https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/6.9.10Lighthizer.pdf.  

19  Derek Scissors, “Sino-American Trade: We Know Where This Is Headed,” War on the Rocks, April 18, 2018, https://warontherocks.
com/2018/04/sino-american-trade-we-know-where-this-is-headed/. 

20  “Accession of China to the WTO,” hearing before the House Ways and Means Committee, May 3, 2000.

21  “Report of the Commission on the Theft of American Intellectual Property,” National Bureau of Asian Research, May 2013, http://ipcommission.
org/report/IP_Commission_Report_052213.pdf. 

transfer remains a key element of Beijing’s strategy 
to acquire foreign technology, and the scale of 
China’s intellectual property theft arguably has 
increased.21

Sustained Chinese cooperation on North Korea, 
meanwhile, has been at least as much a product 
of U.S. pressure as solicitation and persuasion. 
Since the 1990s, the Chinese Communist Party 
leadership has consistently prioritized North 
Korea’s stability over preventing its nuclearization. 
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The U.S. sanctions on Macao-based Banco Delta 
Asia, in late 2005, put pressure on Beijing and 
Chinese banks even as the equivalent of $24 
million to $25 million of North Korean money — a 
small sum in the context of international relations 
— was frozen. The sanctions implicitly threatened 
Chinese banks doing business with North Korea 
and significantly restricted North Korea’s access 
to the international financial system, despite 
its access to China.22 This pressure helped bring 
about another round of six-party talks. As pressure 
and scrutiny eventually lifted, Chinese companies 

22  Josh Meyer, “Squeeze on North Korea’s Money Supply Yields Results,” Los Angeles Times, Nov. 2, 2006, http://www.latimes.com/world/la-fg-
macao2nov02-story.html; Jay Solomon and Neil King Jr., “How U.S. Used a Bank to Punish North Korea,” Wall Street Journal, April 12, 2007, https://
www.wsj.com/articles/SB117627790709466173.  

23  Report of the Panel of Experts Established Pursuant to Resolution 1874, U.N. Security Council Report No. S/2016/157, Feb. 24, 2016, http://
www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=s/2016/157. 

24  Laura Zhou, “United Nations Agrees More Sanctions on North Korea, but Is the World Running Out of Options?” South China Morning Post, 
Dec. 23, 2017, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2125548/united-nations-agrees-more-sanctions-north-korea-world; 
“China to Enforce UN Sanctions Against North Korea,” Guardian, Sept. 23, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/23/china-to-
enforce-un-sanctions-against-north-korea. 

renewed their efforts to skirt and undermine the 
sanctions regime.23 The latest round of official 
Chinese cooperation began in April 2017 with the 
presidents’ meeting at Mar-a-Lago, during which 
Xi pledged to work with the Trump administration 
on North Korea. Beginning in June 2017, Beijing 
supported stronger sanctions in the U.N. Security 
Council five times, most notably in September 
and December.24 As further cooperation failed to 
materialize, the Trump administration imposed 
sanctions on Chinese companies, linked possible 
U.S. trade actions against China to outcomes on 
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the Korean Peninsula, and implied that Chinese 
banks that continue to do business in North Korea 
also would be sanctioned.25 

Chinese cooperation on climate change has also 
been less than forthcoming. Although a number of 
agreements have been signed, rarely have funding 
commitments to back U.S.-Chinese initiatives 
for climate change and energy cooperatives 
been present.26 The much-heralded 2016 climate 
agreement with the Obama administration 
committed Beijing to meeting benchmarks that it 
had already established domestically.27 This has 
left cooperation mostly to the private sector, with 
mixed results, both because of Beijing’s industrial 
policies and its condoning of intellectual property 
theft. For example, in 2005, the Chinese state-owned 
company Sinovel began working with the American 
company American Superconductor (AMSC) on 
wind turbines and electricity distribution. The 
relationship fell apart in 2011, however, when 
Sinovel paid a former AMSC employee to steal 
the U.S. company’s source code and Sinovel then 
reneged on $800 million in contracts with that 
same company.28

Taken together, what does all this mean? It is 
not that U.S.-Chinese cooperation was a fiction 
but, rather, that the areas of cooperation were 
intrinsically problematic. Pretending that these 
joint efforts were genuine or were anything other 
than a U.S. vision of China’s interests resulted 
in a frail superstructure. U.S. policymakers and 
commentators had to overlook Beijing’s failure 
to honor its commitments and pretend that the 
absence of Chinese actions was not a deliberate 
choice but, instead, a sign that decisions had not 
been made. 

25  David Brunnstrom and Susan Heavey, “Trump Says China’s Stance on North Korea Influences His Trade Policy,” Reuters, Dec. 28, 2017, https://
www.reuters.com/article/us-northkorea-missiles-china-trump/trump-says-chinas-stance-on-north-korea-influences-his-trade-policy-idUSKBN1EM1IY. 

26  Joanna I. Lewis, “The State of U.S.-China Relations on Climate Change: Examining the Bilateral and Multilateral Relationship,” Woodrow Wilson 
International Center for Scholars, China Environment Series (2010/2011), 7, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/Feature Article The 
State of U.S.-China Relations on Climate Change.pdf.

27  Mark Landler and Jane Perlez, “Rare Harmony as China and U.S. Commit to Climate Deal,” New York Times, Sept. 3, 2016, https://www.nytimes.
com/2016/09/04/world/asia/obama-xi-jinping-china-climate-accord.html. 

28  Janan Hanna, Christie Smythe, and Chris Martin, “China’s Sinovel Convicted in U.S. of Stealing Trade Secrets,” Bloomberg, Jan. 24, 2018, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-01-24/chinese-firm-sinovel-convicted-in-u-s-of-trade-secret-theft. 

29  Kurt Campbell and Ely Ratner, “The China Reckoning: How Beijing Defied American Expectations,” Foreign Affairs (March/April 2018), https://
www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2018-02-13/china-reckoning.

30  For example, Jeffrey A. Bader and Ryan Hass, “Was Pre-Trump U.S. Policy Towards China Based on ‘False’ Premises?” Brookings Institution, 
Dec. 22, 2017, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/12/22/was-pre-trump-u-s-policy-towards-china-based-on-false-premises; 
Wang Jisi, J. Stapleton Roy, Aaron Friedberg, Thomas Christensen and Patricia Kim, Joseph S. Nye Jr., Eric Li, and Kurt M. Campbell and Ely 
Ratner, “Did America Get China Wrong? The Engagement Debate,” Foreign Affairs (July/August 2018), https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/
china/2018-06-14/did-america-get-china-wrong. 

31  Kelly Magsamen, Ely Ratner, and Ryan Evans, “To Compete with China, Can America Get Out of Its Own Way?” War on the Rocks, podcast, Feb. 
7, 2018, https://warontherocks.com/2018/02/war-rocks-compete-china-can-america-get-way/. 

Obstacles to a New Approach

Locking in a new approach to U.S. policy toward 
China will be more difficult than many critics 
of the past engagement policy seem to think. 
Americans disagree about not only the degree to 
which the policy must change but also the degree 
of competitiveness that will be required. Former 
State Department officials Kurt Campbell and Ely 
Ratner have suggested that the way forward begins 
simply: “The first step is relatively straightforward: 
acknowledging just how much our policy has 
fallen short of our aspirations.”29 Many old hands, 
however, dispute the assertion that U.S. policy 
toward China has fallen short or failed to deliver on 
its promises. The policy basically worked, in their 
view, and few adjustments are necessary.30 

Even supposing, however, that U.S. experts on 
China and U.S.-Chinese relations agreed on the need 
for new policy initiatives or even a fundamentally 
different approach, more significant barriers must 
be overcome to move forward with new plans. 

The first such barrier is the relatively low 
degree of knowledge about China and the 
Chinese Communist Party at senior levels of the 
U.S. government and among American society 
in general. Ratner noted in a podcast interview 
this year that while senior U.S. officials seem to 
understand Ukraine and Syria in fairly granular 
detail, they repeatedly need to be reminded about 
basic geography and policy regarding China. 
The constant need for education wastes time 
and energy, and it inhibits a more far-reaching 
discussion about how to address the illiberal 
challenges of a China led by its Communist Party.31 
Such limited knowledge also makes it difficult for 
the president and others to appreciate the quality 
(or lack thereof) of China-related materials. They 
would have to rely almost entirely on instinct to 
evaluate the arguments presented to them. 
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The low level of knowledge also leads to 
analogizing about China rather than assessing 
China for what it is. Analogies are unavoidable in the 
absence of direct knowledge. But the carefulness 
required in structuring useful comparisons has not 
been employed when China is likened to Weimar 
Germany or Xi Jinping to Charles de Gaulle.32 The 
late Ernest May and Richard Neustadt argued that 
historical analogies had limited value unless they 
were structured deliberately. Because historical 
analogies rip events out of their context, such 
analogies may mislead more than they inform.33  

Americans’ relatively low level of knowledge 
about China leads to a second barrier: the Chinese 
Communist Party’s messaging about U.S. policy 
toward China. The party presents the policy 
options for dealing with China as a binary choice. 
Yet, only occasionally are such decisions truly so 
limited. Even the most glaring choice, recognizing 
the People’s Republic of China or Taiwan (Republic 
of China), is not so clear-cut, in part because 
many countries maintain ostensibly informal, but 
robust, diplomatic ties with Taiwan. As Singapore’s 
former senior-most diplomat, Ambassador 
Bilahari Kausikan, described in a recent speech, 
“This technique of forcing false choices on you 
and making you choose between false choices is 
deployed within a framework of either overarching 
narratives or specific narratives. … The purpose is 
to narrow the scope of choices.”34 

One of the most notable false choices reinforced 
by Beijing’s messaging remains that between 
engagement and containment. Chinese Communist 
Party mouthpieces and propagandists regularly 
accuse the United States of containing China, 
employing a “Cold War mentality,” and stirring 
up the “China threat theory” to encourage other 
countries to demonize China. 

A final barrier to reaching a new policy position 
is that the United States — and presumably other 
countries that do not have as substantial a China-
watching community — does not have a team to 
take the field. This is not so much a question of 
China-specific knowledge on the part of policy 
practitioners but, rather, the marriage of knowledge 
about China, policy tools, and competitive strategy. 
Too much of the existing talent has been conditioned 
by the long-held engagement policy. Engagement 
and competition require fundamentally different 

32  Rana Mitter, “Forget Mao Zedong, Xi Jinping Is More Charles de Gaulle,” South China Morning Post, Oct. 28, 2017, https://www.scmp.com/
week-asia/opinion/article/2117364/opinion-forget-mao-xi-jinping-more-charles-de-gaulle. 

33  Richard E. Neustadt and Ernest R. May, Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision Makers (New York: Free Press, 1988). 

34  Albert Wai, “S’pore Should Guard Against False Binary Choices in Chinese Public Diplomacy: Bilahari Kausikan,” Today [Singapore], June 27, 
2018, https://www.todayonline.com/singapore/spore-should-guard-against-false-binary-choices-chinese-public-diplomacy-bilahari-kausikan. 

mind-sets and thinking through a different set 
of questions. Engagement as a policy direction 
presupposes that interaction is fundamentally 
good and that opening China to academic, business, 
and civil-society ventures is beneficial to U.S. 
interests. Competition, by contrast, raises first-
order questions, such as whether there are long-
term benefits to U.S. businesses operating in China 
or whether Beijing’s policies are incompatible with 
U.S. long-term interests. 

Building this team while transcending 
partisanship will not be easy. Americans inside and 
outside government have knowledge about China, 
policy, or strategic competition, but there are 
very few with expertise in all three. Ensuring that 
people with expertise in one or two of these areas 
gain the necessary additional knowledge requires 
not only time but also taking such individuals 
out of active roles while they focus on acquiring 
additional expertise. 

A Toolkit for the Transitional Phase

Until a new China policy is more firmly locked 
in bureaucratically and a new consensus about 
China is reached, proposing an overarching 
strategy and set of objectives is premature. The 
U.S. discussion may be more open than it has 
been in years, but first-order questions about 
the ultimate objectives of China policy have not 
yet been reassessed and answered. The United 
States sits in a transitional phase, at least until 
the Trump administration solidifies bureaucratic 
policy guidance and a subsequent administration 
builds from its foundation. What directions 
succeeding administrations take, of course, may 
vary, regardless of whether they are Democratic 
or Republican. For the near future, it is more 
appropriate to assess U.S. policy tools and how to 
maximize leverage rather than trying to pin down 
an overall strategy. 

Washington needs to expand its toolkit beyond 
the military dimension, regardless of what the 
future holds for U.S. policy and U.S.-Chinese 
relations. U.S. economic and military predominance 
has maintained stability in East Asia for decades. 
In recent years, Beijing has undermined and 
challenged the credibility of U.S. power — or at least 
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Washington’s willingness to use it. Beijing’s steady 
expansion and consolidation in the South China Sea 
from 2012 onward exposed the gaps in U.S. military 
power in the region and Washington’s policy of 
deterrence. The Chinese seizure of Scarborough 
Shoal and subsequent island construction showed 
that Washington was not prepared to use military 
force or to place U.S. sailors and pilots in harm’s way 
to push back against China. These dilemmas also 
highlight the necessity of strengthening Americans’ 
psychological willingness to use leverage wherever 
it might be found. Refrains about the limitations 
of U.S. influence have more to do with a lack of 
conviction than a lack of ability. Sens. Ben Cardin of 
Maryland and Marco Rubio of Florida put forward 
at least one alternative to using military force in 
China’s maritime periphery, but their bipartisan 
legislation to sanction Chinese firms engaged in 
island-building never went anywhere.35

Building U.S. capacity to compete with China 
more comprehensively and effectively will require 
a political-power-centric and opportunity-oriented 
research agenda, a concentrated effort to build 
leverage, and counterintelligence and counter-
interference efforts to preserve the integrity 
of U.S. policymaking. A power-centric research 
agenda would evaluate the Chinese Communist 
Party’s susceptibility to pressure. Opportunities 
are fleeting, and attitudes change. One day, the 
general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party 
may not have the loyalty of 
the People’s Liberation Army. 
Another day, he may have 
installed loyalists at the upper 
ranks. Leverage should be built 
over time and prepared for the 
moment when it can have the most 
impact. To make use of leverage at 
the point Chinese leaders are most 
vulnerable, the integrity of the U.S. 
policymaking system must be secure so 
that Washington can be ready to act when 
opportunity knocks. Each of these points is 
outlined more fully below.

35  “Rubio, Cardin Introduce Bill Targeting Chinese Aggression in South China Sea,” Office of Marco Rubio, March 15, 2017, https://www.rubio.
senate.gov/public/index.cfm/press-releases?ID=643BAF13-9F8D-470D-BB66-86057B828A80. 

36  For a practical discussion of authority in Chinese sourcing, see Paul  H.B.  Godwin  and  Alice  L.  Miller,  “China’s  Forbearance  Has  Limits:  
Chinese  Threat  and  Retaliation  Signaling  and  Its  Implications  for  a  Sino-American  Military  Confrontation,”  China  Strategic  Perspectives,  
no.  6  (Washington:  National  Defense  University  Institute  for  National  Strategic  Studies,  2013): 29–37, http://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/
News/Article/717729/chinas-forbearance-has-limits-chinese-threat-and-retaliation-signaling-and-its/. 

A New Analytical Approach 

First, U.S. policymakers need a different way of 
ordering their knowledge and thinking about China 
issues. Opportunities to influence the Chinese 
Communist Party in a significant way come 
along only once or twice in a political generation. 
The vicious “you die, I live” (你死我活) kind 
of politics that is practiced in China inevitably 
opens up leadership fissures. U.S. policymakers 
need to better understand how political power 
is wielded within the Communist Party. Shaping 
and responding to Beijing’s behavior requires 
influencing the individuals who decide policy. 
U.S. policymakers must understand the sources 
of Chinese political power to understand which 
ones Chinese leaders must control or neutralize 
in order to succeed and how, exactly, they do so. 
Understanding these leadership dynamics will 
facilitate Washington’s efforts to cajole or coerce 
Beijing by seeing opportunities as they arise.

Most U.S. analysts examine the Chinese 
Communist Party through an institutional lens that 
largely excludes the human element of politics from 
the equation. The amount of rumor-mongering and 
deliberate disinformation fed to journalists makes 
it difficult to evaluate that human component of 
Chinese politics. Rather than try to sift the wheat 
from the chaff, those practicing the institutional 
approach focus on authoritative sources and the 

kinds of information that can be tracked through 
official media.36 For example, in the discussion of Xi 
Jinping’s political power in 2014, one institutionalist 
narrowly evaluated Xi’s power according to how he 
had changed (or not changed) party slogans about 
the leadership core and collective leadership, 
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concluding that Xi’s power was simply gifted to 
him by the party.37 This approach ignored many of 
the reasons other analysts considered Xi powerful, 
because they related to subjective measures about 
elite networks, purges, and symbolic politics. 

It is critical to understand party institutions, but 
analysts cannot stop there on the assumption that 
Chinese politics has become institutionalized. The 
basic structure and guidelines within which the 
Communist Party operates are merely a starting 
point. The Chinese Communist Party is still ruling a 
country, and politics cannot be avoided. Resources 
— such as time, attention, and money — are limited, 
and they must be allocated according to political 
considerations. Wherever humans operate, there 
will be personal politics. The robust academic 
literature of organizational studies expresses the 
truism that no matter how meritocratic or rules-
based an organization becomes, decisions about 
personnel at the leadership level will always be 
political. A healthy organization produces more 
potential leaders than it has positions to fill. 
Institutions, training, and promotion guidelines 
ensure a minimum level of competency and open 
the opportunity for promotion. Deciding who gets 
what position necessarily depends on personality, 
power, and networking.38 

The Chinese political landscape cannot be 
understood without reference to power. The 
age-old questions of “Who decides?” and “Who 
benefits?” are as important as the party lines 
in official propaganda and the content of party 
documents. Party leaders have empowered and 
undermined different party and state institutions, 
depending on the needs of the moment and their 
competitors’ strengths. Institutional arrangements 
to control state power, such as the Central State 
Security Commission, have also been created 
when organizational and technological change has 
given the party-state new capabilities to monitor, 
influence, or hurt the leadership. The institutions 
of the Chinese party-state need to be evaluated 
as more than mere technocratic expressions of 
rational governance.39

Power also cannot be separated from individual 
politicians. Some Chinese leaders possess 
an intuitive sense of political symbolism and 
propaganda. Others know how to work the party 

37  Alice L. Miller, “How Strong Is Xi Jinping?” China Leadership Monitor, no. 43 (Spring 2014),  https://www.hoover.org/research/how-strong-xi-
jinping. 

38  For a general reference, see, Charles Perrow, Complex Organizations: A Critical Essay (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1986), 14–20. For a Chinese 
Communist Party-specific reference, see Victor Shih, Christopher Adolph, and Mingxing Liu, “Getting Ahead in the Communist Party: Explaining 
the Advancement of Central Committee Members in China,” American Political Science Review 106, no. 1 (February 2012): 166–87, https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0003055411000566. 

39  Samantha Hoffman and Peter Mattis, “Managing the Power Within: China’s State Security Commission,” War on the Rocks, July 18, 2016, 
https://warontherocks.com/2016/07/managing-the-power-within-chinas-state-security-commission. 

bureaucracy. Still others carry meetings with the 
force of their personality. Human virtues and 
frailties are as much a part of the Chinese system 
as any other. Although no approach will describe 
a leader’s political instincts accurately and 
authoritatively every time, this human element 
cannot be dismissed. At the very least, important 
questions about how leaders exercise influence 
must be part of the discussion of contemporary 
China.

Building Leverage

Second, if political power is as personal as it is 
institutional within the Chinese Communist Party, 
then building leverage means focusing on what 
matters to individual leaders and the institutions 
that support them. The U.S. government has not 
pursued this path with any sort of regularity. The 
most obvious target is the vast wealth of Chinese 
party leaders. Not all of this wealth is tied up inside 
China. Some of it is entwined with China’s most 
significant multi-national companies or hidden in 
foreign banks, making the party leaders vulnerable 
to financial sanctions. 

The Global Magnitsky Human Rights 
Accountability Act, passed in 2016, provides 
legal authority to target Chinese Communist 
Party leaders and their agents. The act allows 
Washington to block or revoke visas as well as to 
sanction the property of those who are responsible 
for, or acted as an agent of, someone responsible 
for, “extrajudicial killings, torture, or other gross 
violations of internationally recognized human 
rights.” Individuals can also be targeted if they 
are government officials or senior associates of 
government officials complicit in “acts of significant 
corruption.” Chinese abuses that qualify as gross 
violations and significant corruption have grown 
rapidly in the past several years, with examples 
including the detention and torture of the “709” 
rights lawyers — so named for the July 9, 2015, 
crackdown on lawyers and activists — as well as 
the detention of several hundred thousand Uighurs 
in concentration camps.

Given the kind of direct pressure that could be 
brought to bear on Chinese leaders, such leverage 
must be used judiciously, if at all, on a day-to-
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day basis. Whether the stakes are sufficiently 
high depends on how clearly the administration 
outlines its objectives. Even within the previous 
engagement framework, a genuine opportunity to 
pressure the Chinese system toward liberalization 
— such as might have appeared in the early days 
of Deng Xiaoping and Hu Yaobang — could have 
constituted worthwhile use of such direct means 
to discredit opponents of political liberalization. 
Ultimately, the United States must build the 
knowledge and capacity to influence individual 
Chinese leaders knowing that such information 
could work under multiple policy frameworks, not 
simply the Trump administration’s strategic shift.

The usefulness of such leverage also depends 
on what actions China may take in response. The 
same vulnerability of the Chinese system that 
creates opportunities for U.S. influence also creates 
risk. Communist Party leaders’ paranoia and self-
awareness are filters for their perceptions: They 
see the United States as their principal foreign 
adversary and they know when they are exposed. 
They will act to shore up their position as Mao 
Zedong did with the Taiwan crisis in 1958 and by 
exploiting the Nixon-Kissinger gambit in 1971 and 
1972, or as Deng Xiaoping did with Vietnam and 
the United States in 1978 and 1979 and in rebuffing 
American pressure after the June 4 incident at 
Tiananmen in 1989. 

Counterintelligence and Counter-Interference

Third, any long-term strategy — especially one 
built around the idea of exploiting opportunities 
when they arise — must ensure the integrity 
of U.S. policymaking. This requires effective 
counterintelligence to prevent the penetration of 
U.S. policy circles for intelligence collection and 
building influence. The public record suggests 
that the state of U.S. counterintelligence — or 
that of other allied states — on China leaves 
much to be desired. Effective counterintelligence 
is not merely a question of capability but also 
one of integration with national strategy. As I 
and others in the U.S. intelligence community 

40  For example, Michelle Van Cleave, “The Question of Strategic Counterintelligence: What Is It and What Should We Do About It?” Studies in 
Intelligence 51, no. 2 (2007): 1–14, https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/vol51no2/
strategic-counterintelligence.html. 

41  Peter Mattis, “An American Lens on China’s Interference and Influence-Building Abroad,” Asan Forum, April 30, 2018, http://www.theasanforum.
org/an-american-lens-on-chinas-interference-and-influence-building-abroad/; Anne-Marie Brady, Making the Foreign Serve China: Managing 
Foreigners in the People’s Republic (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003).

42  Examples of potential failures to prosecute successfully include incidents involving former FBI informant Katrina Leung and University of 
Management and Technology President Yanping Chen. Examples of apparent rushes to judgment include allegations involving Los Alamos nuclear 
scientist Wen Ho Lee, Temple University physics professor Xiaoxing Xi, and National Weather Service hydrologist Sherry Chen. 

saw firsthand, counterintelligence functions 
are almost entirely separate from the rest of 
intelligence and policymaking.40 Engagement as 
the dominant strain of China policy played down 
the need for counterintelligence — if interaction 
is good, the thinking went, then risk assessment 
of U.S.-China engagement is mostly unnecessary 
except in rare cases where U.S. laws were broken. 
The absence of a counterintelligence perspective 
meant that the Chinese Communist Party’s robust 
and comprehensive system for shaping foreigners’ 
perceptions went largely unnoticed, despite its 
demonstrable importance to party leaders.41

The U.S. government has failed to prosecute 
or has bungled investigations into Chinese 
espionage often enough to warrant concern. The 
failures of counter-espionage may not, at first 
glance, appear relevant to the issue of Chinese 
Communist Party interference. Yet, the elements 
of the U.S. intelligence community and the Justice 
Department that perform counter-espionage are 
the same ones that will take the lead on countering 
Chinese interference. If they have difficulty 
prosecuting (relatively speaking) straightforward 
Chinese espionage cases, then countering Chinese 
Communist Party interference is likely to be too 
complicated for them.42 Successful espionage 
prosecutions are the analytical, investigative, and 
legal training ground for the capabilities the U.S. 
government needs to deploy in order to counter 
the party’s covert, corrupting, and coercive 
interference. Failure to handle possible espionage 
cases well alienates many Chinese-Americans, 
who have reasonable concerns about rushes to 
judgment but whose cooperation is essential 
when Beijing tries to exploit the Chinese diaspora. 
Moreover, such weaknesses let those breaking the 
law in support of Communist Party interests know 
that the risk of consequences for their behavior is 
low. 

The U.S. government cannot be the only actor 
countering Chinese Communist Party interference. 
A democratic government’s resources focus on 
purely illegal activity. This means that academics, 
think tank researchers, and journalists have 
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a significant role when it comes to exposing 
these operations and informing public debate.43 
In Australia, a handful of journalists reporting 
steadily since 2014 brought the issue of Chinese 
Communist Party interference in domestic politics 
to light and pushed it into the public discussion.44 
In New Zealand, one scholar cracked the news 

threshold by releasing a paper on the Communist 
Party’s united front work on the eve of last year’s 
election.45 In the United States, a smaller number 
of people — primarily reporters for Foreign Policy 
(now at the Daily Beast) and the Washington Post46 
— helped put the party’s interference operations 
into public consideration. Without this attention, 
Australia arguably could not have overhauled its 
counter-espionage laws and passed legislation this 
summer aimed at transparency for elections and 
consequences for acting as a foreign agent.47 

A New Starting Point

The toolkit outlined above reflects the 
requirements of crafting a long-term, competitive 
strategy. But rethinking the toolkit is only a 
beginning. A larger conversation is needed about 
this new period in U.S.-China relations. The past 
policy of engagement promoted ties of all kinds 
and at all levels, with only a few restrictions 
legislated by Congress or treaty commitments. 

43  As a matter of disclosure, I should note that I have played a small, but longstanding, role in public conversations related to the Chinese 
Communist Party’s interference efforts, especially in Australia and the United States, since 2014. I have spoken with reporters and been cited in 
numerous related articles published by, among others, the Sydney Morning Herald, Australian Broadcast Corp., the Washington Post, Foreign Policy, 
the Economist, and Financial Times.

44  Kelsey Munro, “A Free Press Is a Magic Weapon Against China’s Influence Peddling,” Lowy Institute Interpreter, Dec. 18, 2017, https://www.
lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/free-press-magic-weapon-against-china-influence-peddling. 

45  Matt Nippert and David Fisher, “Revealed: China’s Network of Influence in New Zealand,” New Zealand Herald, Sept. 20, 2017, https://www.
nzherald.co.nz/business/news/article.cfm?c_id=3&objectid=11924546. 

46  Respectively, Bethany Allen-Ebrahimian and Josh Rogin.

47  Matt Coughlan, “Parliament Passes Sweeping New Foreign Influence Laws,” Sydney Morning Herald, June 29, 2018,  https://www.smh.com.au/
politics/federal/parliament-passes-sweeping-new-foreign-influence-laws-20180628-p4zofb.html; John Garnaut, “Australia’s China Reset,” Monthly 
(August 2018), https://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2018/august/1533045600/john-garnaut/australia-s-china-reset.

48  Ethan Epstein, “How China Infiltrated U.S. Classrooms,” Politico, Jan. 16, 2018, https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2018/01/16/how-
china-infiltrated-us-classrooms-216327. 

Moving away from this approach will require new 
modes of thinking as well as reapplying American 
values to the question of how to engage with the 
Chinese party-state.

First, recalibrating engagement with China 
requires a deliberate discussion of U.S. values, what 
those values mean, and how Washington should 

be prepared to act based on 
them. There is no substitute 

for this conversation. Vague 
assertions of supporting a 

liberal international order have 
proven insufficient as a lodestone 

for action. The absence of a U.S. 
response to Chinese aggression — 

not merely in the South China Sea but 
also with regard to intellectual property 

theft and coercion against U.S. citizens 
in the United States — emboldens the 

Chinese Communist Party. These issues 
demonstrate Beijing’s rejection of core 

democratic and capitalist values, suggesting the 
basic incompatibility of the two systems. 

Even if it were desirable to regulate all aspects 
of American interactions with the People’s 
Republic of China, public discussion would still be 
necessary. As noted above, government resources 
will focus on the illegal side of Chinese Communist 
Party activities, rarely if ever monitoring the 
broader scope of interaction. In a democratic state, 
there is no justification for sweeping government 
surveillance. This means that what is appropriate 
— rather than what is illegal — should be a matter 
of public debate. Is academic freedom in U.S. 
universities compatible with the values of the 
Confucius Institutes?48 Should U.S. research labs 
collaborate with Chinese companies that work 
with the Chinese military? What degree of distance 
should Chinese organizations have from the party-
state to be considered potential partners for U.S. 
organizations? These and similar questions cannot 
be divorced from American political and civic 
values. 
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Second, the United States needs to hold up 
the standards that flow from U.S. values and 
policies. Far too often in this bilateral relationship, 
agreements and commitments have been allowed 
to slide. Statements of what cannot be are forgotten 
in the face of Beijing’s willingness to act, while U.S. 
leverage has been undermined by an unwillingness 
to act. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Alex 
Wong eloquently made this argument about the 
trade regime:

[Y]ou have to enforce the rules of free trade. 
You have to ensure that nations cannot abuse 
the rules, cannot force technology transfer, 
cannot prize their national champions, can’t 
steal intellectual property. If you don’t do  
this, if you don’t enforce the rules of free 
trade, what ends up happening is that over 
time, the free, fair, and reciprocal trading 
regime is weakened, and that’s to the 
detriment not just of the United States’s 
prosperity but to the prosperity of the region 
and the world as a whole.49

The most egregious example of not upholding 
standards is the lack of response to intimidation 
and coercion against U.S. citizens and residents 
on U.S. soil. During the Olympic torch relay ahead 
of the Summer Games in Beijing in 2008, Chinese 
security officials orchestrated violence against 
protesters and coordinated efforts to divert or 
block demonstrators in San Francisco. The U.S. 
government passed the identity of some of these 
Chinese officers to Australia so that Canberra 
could deny entry visas to them. But that appears 
to be the end of the U.S. response.50 Rumors and 
reports of violence against practitioners of Falun 
Gong surface periodically, including at the Xi-
Trump meeting at Mar-a-Lago in 2017. Education 
counselors from Chinese diplomatic missions visit 
Chinese students at U.S. universities or contact 
family members to intimidate them or request 
that they tell their child to take down social 
media posts. Yet, the full scale of the situation 
is difficult to ascertain. Many of the stories that 
come to journalists, scholars, and officials cannot 

49  “Briefing on the Indo-Pacific Strategy,” State Department, April 2, 2018, https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2018/04/280134.htm. 

50  Zach Dorfman, “How Silicon Valley Became a Den of Spies,” Politico, July 27, 2018, https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2018/07/27/
silicon-valley-spies-china-russia-219071. 

51  Task Force on U.S.-China Policy, “U.S. Policy Toward China: Recommendations for a New Administration,” Asia Society and University of 
California San Diego, March 9, 2017, https://asiasociety.org/center-us-china-relations/us-policy-toward-china-recommendations-new-administration. 

52  Jun Mai, “The Long, Arduous Process to Joining China’s Communist Party,” South China Morning Post, July 1, 2016, https://www.scmp.com/
news/china/policies-politics/article/1984044/long-arduous-process-joining-chinas-communist-party.  

53  Dan Levin and Amy Qin, “True or Faked, Dirt on Chinese Fuels Blackmail,” New York Times, June 17, 2013, https://www.nytimes.
com/2013/06/18/world/asia/true-or-faked-dirt-on-chinese-fuels-blackmail.html.

be publicized, partly because the people involved 
fear retribution and it is often impossible to scrub 
identifying details while retaining the sense of 
injustice. 

Third, U.S. policymakers — as well as international 
affairs analysts and commentators — will need to 
become accustomed to the idea of asymmetric or 
sometimes disproportionate responses to Beijing. 
Reciprocity has gained traction, but the concept 
has little applicability beyond trade disputes.51 The 
most contentious areas of U.S.-Chinese relations do 
not feature proportionate or reciprocal responses 
because the U.S. government and American society 
do not have a parallel structure to the Chinese 
party-state. For right and proper reasons, the U.S. 
government will not compete with the Chinese 
Communist Party in coercing overseas Chinese 
to adopt pro-U.S. behaviors. Unlike Beijing, 
Washington will not arbitrarily detain family 
members or seize business assets. Beijing’s denial 
of visas for foreign journalists does not lend itself to 
a tit-for-tat response. There are far fewer American 
journalists in China than Chinese journalists 
working for official media outlets in the United 
States. To create corresponding effects when 
an American journalist faces visa trouble would 
require alternative and probably disproportionate 
responses.

Fourth, recalibrating U.S. policy toward China 
will entail costs. Individual, corporate, and even 
government interests almost certainly will be 
affected. The Chinese Communist Party was born 
out of a struggle, and its leaders fought their way 
up competitive ranks. Close to a million people 
enter the party each year after an arduous testing 
and interviewing regimen, and they continue to 
be evaluated throughout their careers.52 Those 
who make it to the Central Committee are the 
.01 percent of party cadre. Beyond the rigorous 
evaluation and performance requirements, officials 
also need to worry about ambitious colleagues and 
blackmailers who seek to discredit them as they 
climb the greasy pole.53 They and their willingness 
to compete should not be taken lightly. Already, in 
what appear to be the opening stages of a trade war, 
Beijing’s response to Trump administration actions 
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has targeted U.S. farmers in areas supportive of 
Trump.54 Simply put, competing effectively with 
China requires serious consideration; in particular, 
identifying America’s ultimate objectives in order 
to assess whether the sacrifices necessary to attain 
those goals are warranted.

Conclusion

Whatever the future holds for U.S.-Chinese 
relations, the status quo has been broken. The 
unaddressed inadequacies of engagement eroded 
the policy consensus around bilateral relations 
to such an extent that, even without a clear 
policy alternative, engagement has ended. Henry 
Kissinger, one of the original architects of the 
U.S. policy toward China that persisted through 
seven administrations, aptly described the current 
moment: “I think Trump may be one of those 
figures in history who appears from time to time 
to mark the end of an era and to force it to give 
up its old pretenses.”55 Although it would be useful 
to begin building a new consensus, the partisan 
climate of U.S. politics seems to preclude the 
sort of meaningful discussion that would lock in 
a sustainable bipartisan consensus, even though 
the next generation of policy hands in both parties 
think a new China policy is needed. Americans 
can discuss the tools and animating ideas that 
are needed to manage U.S.-Chinese relations and 
protect U.S. interests from a “revisionist China.” 
The conversation has moved to the point where 
concrete ideas of how to better understand the 
Chinese Communist Party and China, and how 
to be more competitive, must be fleshed out and 
debated. For many years, the critiques of U.S.-
Chinese relations may have been on point, but the 
recommendations fell short of offering something 
distinct from U.S. policy at the time.56

The approach outlined above is simple. 
Opportunities should be sought to apply effective 
leverage on Communist Party officials leading China. 
The barometer for these opportunities measures 
the ebb and flow of power across party leaders 
and institutions. When these opportunities arrive, 
Washington needs to be prepared to act and to do 
so in ways that go beyond reciprocity as a guiding 
principle. Ensuring that everything is prepared for 
these moments is a job for counterintelligence. 

54  Alexander Kwiatkowski, “Trade War Hits Trump Heartland, With Mines, Farms as Targets,” Bloomberg, June 15, 2018, https://www.bloomberg.
com/news/articles/2018-06-15/u-s-commodities-in-china-s-crosshairs-as-trade-war-escalates. 

55  Edward Luce, “Henry Kissinger: ‘We Are in a Very, Very Grave Period,’” Financial Times, July 20, 2018, https://www.ft.com/content/926a66b0-
8b49-11e8-bf9e-8771d5404543. 

56  Peter Mattis, “A Shaky Case for Chinese Deception,” War on the Rocks, Feb. 19, 2015, https://warontherocks.com/2015/02/a-shaky-case-for-
chinese-deception-a-review-of-the-hundred-year-marathon/. 

Without secrecy to preserve U.S. leverage and the 
psychological willingness to use it, no one will be 
prepared to pull the trigger on pressuring China. 
If any particular theme runs through the failure of 
U.S. policy toward China, it is the U.S. government’s 
unwillingness to act to uphold American values and 
Chinese commitments. The stakes and interests 
involved in resolving this problem surely outweigh 
partisan considerations. 
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