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Managing U.S.-China
Relations
Rather than let Beijing dictate terms in bilateral interactions, Washington
should proactively and consistently promote its own ideas and phrasing.
Describing the United and China as strategic stakeholders that should
pursue competitive coexistence realistically is a good place to start.

by Andrew S. Erickson

In recent years, sentiment has been growing in Washington that China increasingly

challenges U.S. interests, to a degree that is rendering several decades of efforts to

https://nationalinterest.org/profile/andrew-s-erickson
https://amzn.to/2t1USk5
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/chinese-telecommunications-device-manufacturer-and-its-us-affiliate-indicted-theft-trade
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influence Beijing positively through deep engagement unsuccessful. Now a bipartisan

Congressional-Executive Branch consensus is emerging that the United States must

pursue a markedly different approach to China. Indeed, the latest National Defense

Authorization Act mandates that President Donald Trump submit to Congress a whole-

of-government strategy for dealing with China by March 1, 2019. A new report on

China’s military explains that the Department of Defense is working to support just

such an across-the-board interagency effort.

Now well into their third century, relations between America and the Middle Kingdom

are both arguably of unprecedented importance and in the greatest disarray since their

normalization in 1979. Four decades of expanding cooperation, however fitful, have

come to a close. While there is widespread agreement that fresh ideas are needed for

managing U.S.-China relations, however, there has been little coalescence around an

actionable way forward—let alone promulgation and implementation of a

comprehensive, coherent China strategy. Meanwhile, Beijing relentlessly pursues its

own strategy, and attempts to permeate bilateral interactions with supporting rubrics

and wording to seize the initiative of ideas.

To rectify that disparity, I propose a new American vision for U.S.-China relations: the

pursuit of “Competitive Coexistence.” Based on the advice I have provided to key U.S.

government principals over the past several years, this paradigm contains four pillars:

– Don’t suppress China wholesale, oppose its harmful behaviors.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2018/11/28/engagement-with-china-is-failing-time-for-constructive-vigilance/?utm_term=.c20d9fa40f7f
https://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/the-new-american-bipartisan-consensus-on-china-policy
https://www.pacforum.org/analysis/pacnet-62-115th-congress-aligns-trump-administration-targeting-china
https://thediplomat.com/2018/11/pushback-americas-new-china-strategy/
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-report/115th-congress/house-report/676/1?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22S.+3021%22%5D%7D
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CRPT-115hrpt676/html/CRPT-115hrpt676.htm
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2019/01/new-pentagon-report-to-congress-u-s-defense-implications-of-chinas-expanding-global-access/
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2018-12/can-china-and-united-states-avoid-war
https://www.cartercenter.org/news/features/p/china/40-anniversary-china-relations.html
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2019/01/07/the-era-of-u-s-china-cooperation-is-drawing-to-a-close-what-comes-next/
https://www.georgesoros.com/2019/01/24/remarks-delivered-at-the-world-economic-forum-2/
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-china
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/FP_20180925_us_china_relations.pdf
https://www.hoover.org/research/chinese-influence-american-interests-promoting-constructive-vigilance
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-crisis-in-u-s-china-relations-1539963174
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– Accept risk and friction to recalibrate Chinese actions threatening American interests.

– Hold ground in contested areas to thwart Chinese dominance.

– Reduce tensions and pursue shared interests as much as Beijing is willing to do so.

Under Xi Jinping’s ambitious authoritarian leadership, China shows unprecedented

willingness and ability to undermine American interests even at the expense of harming

its own public image and bearing other significant costs. Bilateral frictions are

increasing apace. To help meet China’s challenge, U.S. officials should publicly

promote a paradigm for bilateral relations that is distinct from the problematic ones that

Beijing hopes Washington uses: “competitive coexistence.” While they contend

continuously and interact in contested spaces, the United States and China may

nevertheless avoid kinetic conflict, and may pursue shared interests where mutually

motivated.

Proactively articulating this American vision is far safer than ceding the initiative to

China with its manipulative rhetoric and unrivaled propaganda infrastructure and

messaging discipline. Being clear, firm, and consistent from the start is far more

stabilizing than raising false hopes in Beijing only to have them dashed, or risking

dangerous misperceptions. And it is critical to sustaining public support and reassuring

U.S. allies.

Principles for Competitive Coexistence

https://www.amazon.com/Third-Revolution-Jinping-Chinese-State/dp/0190866071
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2017%E2%80%9310/24/c_136702090.htm
https://www.merics.org/en/podcast/david-shambaugh-and-willy-lam-19th-party-congress
https://www.uscc.gov/Annual_Reports/2018-annual-report
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinas-big-bet-soft-power
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-12-18/xi-s-defiant-end-to-2018-signals-more-u-s-china-tension-ahead
https://www.csis.org/podcasts/chinapower/growing-friction-us-china-relations-conversation-da-wei
https://www.amazon.com/Gathering-Pacific-Storm-Technological-Communications/dp/1604979453
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2018/08/japan-mod-releases-white-paper-defense-of-japan-2018-mentions-china-maritime-militia-for-2nd-year-in-a-row/
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The following offers nine principles of competitive coexistence and explains how to

implement them.

1. Competition is Inevitable

Ongoing contestation is normal between great powers. This reflects a reversion to

historical norms of ongoing competition after the brief and unsustainable unipolar

moment has ended; even as the United States remains strong as the world’s leading

power, China’s power remains subject to significant limitations, and the world remains

far from being a true “multipolar” system. Because of conflicting political systems,

values, and interests, U.S.-China distrust and competition is unavoidable. Such

competition will persist for the foreseeable future. Both nations must learn to live with

it for the long term.

2. Embracing Competition

The United States will neither shrink from competition nor pretend that it does not

exist. U.S.-China relations has competitive aspects that American officials should not

exacerbate gratuitously, yet must grapple with and not shy away from. They must be

clear and candid in voicing concerns to their Chinese counterparts in both public and

private; the United States and its allies no longer tolerate inconsistent “happy talk” or

unfair arrangements. In one of the best examples to date, National Security Council

Senior Director for Asian Affairs Matthew Pottinger recently told Chinese officials: “In

the United States, competition is not a four-letter word.”

https://global.upenn.edu/sites/default/files/go-six-propositions-brands.original.pdf
https://www.defensenews.com/global/asia-pacific/2016/02/01/powers-jockey-for-pacific-island-chain-influence/
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/full/10.1162/isec_a_00328
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/f835cb_3c91673f112544bdafcb4530a4efca3c.pdf
https://asiasociety.org/northern-california/david-shambaugh-china%E2%80%99s-superpower-status-exaggerated
https://china.usc.edu/video-david-shambaugh-china-goes-global-partial-power
https://www.belfercenter.org/sites/default/files/files/publication/isec_a_00225.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/review-essay/how-china-and-america-see-each-other
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/0330_china_lieberthal.pdf
https://www.nbr.org/publication/13115/
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2018/11/secdef-mattis-calls-for-prc-maritime-militia-to-operate-in-a-safe-and-professional-manner-in-accordance-with-international-law/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matthew_Pottinger
https://supchina.com/2018/12/21/watch-a-pro-sugar-painter-in-action/?v=oH4jouAnTjY
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3. Safeguarding U.S. Interests

The United States will proactively pursue its interests. It will continue to uphold its

vital interests and those of its allies and partners. These include maintaining the rules-

based international order, in which disputes must be resolved peacefully under

international law.

4. Holding Ground in Contested Areas

The United States will stand its ground in contested areas and thwart Chinese

dominance. The two great powers have often-conflicting vital interests and overlapping

presence in many domains and contested spaces. Neither can dominate, displace, or

expel the other. The United States will uphold its interests even when China’s efforts

impinge upon them and generate friction.

Interests and presence overlap most visibly in what China terms the Near Seas (Yellow,

East, and South China Seas). Home to all of Beijing’s disputed island and maritime

claims, these are the focus of its greatest military preparations and potential for conflict

with the United States and its allies and partners. Much of these seas, together with

their associated international waters and airspace, is a vital part of the global commons,

on which the international system depends to operate effectively and fairly.

The United States, its allies, and the international community cannot allow Beijing to

use force, or the threat of force, to carve out a zone of exclusion in which its neighbors

http://www.andrewerickson.com/2018/03/latest-china-security-report-from-japans-national-institute-for-defense-studies-nids-mentions-maritime-militia-access-complete-set-of-english-japanese-chinese-reports-dating-to-2010-here/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1612514650/
https://www.nbr.org/publication/u-s-china-relations-in-strategic-domains/
https://nsiteam.com/ai-china-russia-and-the-global-order-technological-political-global-and-creative-perspectives/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/capsule-review/2018-04-16/china-polar-great-power
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2019/01/defense-intelligence-agency-report-china-military-power-modernizing-a-force-to-fight-and-win-highlights-peoples-armed-forces-maritime-militia/
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/trouble-ahead-chinese-korean-disputes-may-intensify-12284
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R42784
https://thediplomat.com/2014/05/bases-for-americas-asia-pacific-rebalance/
https://thediplomat.com/2014/05/bases-for-americas-asia-pacific-rebalance-part-2/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01402390.2017.1293530?journalCode=fjss20
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1162/ISEC_c_00278
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are subject to bullying without recourse and vital global rules and norms are

subordinated to its parochial priorities and domestic laws. This would set back severely

what Beijing itself terms “democracy” or “democratization in international relations.”

China’s paramount leader himself has declared that “We should work together to

promote the democratization of international relations.” (“����������	
����.”)

Instead, the way forward for the United States is clear: even as China advances,

America cannot retreat. The United States must continue to operate in, under, and over

the Near Seas; and preserve them as part of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific for all to use

without fear or favor. This robust but realistic approach includes accepting the

fundamental reality that the United States will not roll back China’s existing occupation

of South China Sea features, just as the United States will not accept China’s rolling

back its neighbors’ occupation of other features. At a minimum, the United States must

preserve peace and the status quo in a vital yet vulnerable region that remains haunted

by history. Better yet, it should pursue a competitive strategy of proactively helping

allies and partners pursue their legitimate rights and interests. That would help put

Beijing on the defensive, thereby helping to check its expansionism.

5. Accepting Risk

The United States will hold its ground and uphold its interests even when doing so

entails some risk. China seeks advantage by opportunistically embracing risk and the

friction and tension it generates. Examples include its decision to build “islands” in the

http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/200512/22/eng20051222_230059.html
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2014-06/28/c_1111364206.htm
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2018/04/the-complete-peter-dutton-bookshelf-chinas-maritime-legal-approaches-sovereignty-claims-activities-geostrategy/
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2018/12/worth-reading-in-full-randall-schrivers-interview-not-much-distinction-between-chinas-navy-and-militia-fishing-boats/
http://www.andrewerickson.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Erickson_Andrew_America%E2%80%99s-Security-Role-in-the-South-China-Sea_Naval-War-College-Review-69.1_Winter-2016_7-20.pdf
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2012/08/a-competitive-strategy-with-chinese-characteristics-the-second-artillerys-growing-conventional-forces-and-missions/
https://warontherocks.com/2018/05/re-orienting-american-sea-power-for-the-china-challenge/
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South China Sea, escalate the use of economic statecraft against American allies and

partners, and directly interfere in the politics of countries across the world—activity

that China was more reluctant to overtly engage in when it was weaker. Beijing’s

current leadership is clearly comfortable with a certain level of friction and tension.

To pursue an effective competitive strategy of its own, the United States must accept

more risk. It should make clear that it, too, is comfortable with a degree of friction and

tension. Indeed, China is testing the United States continuously to determine its

tolerance for risk, friction, and tension.

6. Using Friction to Counter Harmful Actions

The resulting friction can recalibrate Chinese actions threatening American interests. In

Leninist fashion, Beijing pushes forward when its relentless probing fails to meet

resistance. But when the United States does resist, China often chooses not to escalate:

this demonstrates the limits of Beijing’s appetite for risk. Successes to date include:

– the previous administration’s threat of sanctions against Chinese companies for cyber

theft, which resulted in significantly reduced People’s Liberation Army (PLA)

involvement in such activities for two years;

– this and the previous administration’s deterring Beijing from dredging and fortifying

Scarborough Reef;

https://www.amazon.com/Chinese-Economic-Statecraft-Commercial-Strategy/dp/0801454492
http://www.andrewerickson.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/China-SignPost_5_Rare-Earths-Gray-Gold_2010-11-03.pdf
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2017/12/republic-of-china-taiwan-ministry-of-national-defense-issues-2017-national-defense-report/
https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/lessons-from-previous-competitive-strategies
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/passing-chinese-maritime-trump-test-18754
https://www.cfr.org/report/threat-chinese-espionage
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2017/02/my-testimony-before-the-u-s-china-commission-chinese-anti-ship-ballistic-missile-development-and-counter-intervention-efforts-hearing-on-chinas-advanced-wea/
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– this and the previous administration’s increasing China’s risk perception and limiting

its activities by explicitly linking the Senkaku Islands to Article 5 of the U.S.-Japan

Security Treaty;

– and India’s temporary halting of Chinese road construction in Doklam near the long-

disputed Sino-Indian-Bhutanese border.

These examples of Beijing’s recalibration following pushback indicate opportunities

for American “counter-pressure” to deter negative Chinese actions. The United States

should also prepare cost imposition options to punish bad behavior. When Beijing does

respond, it does not automatically do so aggressively or escalate. Despite complaining,

it continues to tolerate U.S. Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs), military

surveys in its claimed Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), and Taiwan Strait transits.

American officials must be willing to walk away from engagements that China values

more than does the United States. There are multiple engagements which the PLA

prioritizes highly, for instance, that yield little for the United States. Washington can,

and should, accept—and in some cases insert—friction by denying these engagements.

This is particularly the case when engagements the United States values highly, such as

Military Maritime Consultative Agreement talks and Joint Staff Dialogue Mechanism

meetings, are held hostage by the PLA.

American officials must also talk openly when they publicly seek engagement but are

rebuffed by Chinese counterparts. When China pulls out of a constructive dialogue, for

https://thediplomat.com/2017/02/mattis-senkakus-covered-under-us-japan-security-treaty/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doklam
https://www.the-american-interest.com/2018/02/09/limiting-chinese-aggression-strategy-counter-pressure/
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2018/12/the-china-anti-ship-ballistic-missile-asbm-bookshelf/
https://www.state.gov/e/oes/ocns/opa/maritimesecurity/
https://policy.defense.gov/OUSDP-Offices/FON/
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R42784.pdf
https://abcnews.go.com/beta-story-container/Politics/us-warships-transit-taiwan-strait-chinese-objections/story?id=59493742
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2018/05/official-pentagon-statement-on-chinas-dis-invitation-from-participating-in-2018-rimpac-exercise/
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2015/03/25/when_eagle_meets_dragon_managing_risk_in_maritime_east_asia_107802.html
https://dod.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1278684/us-chinese-military-leaders-sign-agreement-to-increase-communication/
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/view/2018-09/25/content_9296957.htm
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example, Washington should issue a public statement explaining what happened to

make sure the region knows that it is China, not the United States, which has

withdrawn from valuable conversations. U.S. citizens also need to be aware of the

threat posed by harmful Chinese actions. As the United States and China enter a period

of more open competition, the American public will need to be on board.

7. Not a Zero-Sum Game

U.S.-China relations are not a zero-sum game. Competitive coexistence both rejects

ready agreement on disputed issues (unrealistic) and an inevitable drift to war

(similarly unlikely given overwhelming costs and considerable shared interests). In its

latest report on China’s military power, the Pentagon emphasizes that “strategic

competition does not mean conflict is inevitable, nor does it preclude cooperation on

areas of mutual interest.” Even while differing in important areas, the United States and

China maintain tremendous economic, cultural, and societal interaction. As strategic

stakeholders, they share mutual interests in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief,

anti-piracy, counter-terrorism, and nuclear nonproliferation. This extensive interaction

and overlapping interests distinguish U.S.-China competition from U.S.-Soviet Cold

War rivalry in important respects.

8. Opposing Misbehavior, Not China Overall

Washington seeks not to suppress Beijing wholesale, but to oppose its harmful

behaviors. The United States does not seek to replicate the Cold War by attempting to

https://www.cfr.org/project/us-china-competition
https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jan/14/2002079292/-1/-1/1/EXPANDING-GLOBAL-ACCESS-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2019/01/the-china-anti-piracy-bookshelf-statistics-implications-from-ten-years-deployment-counting/
https://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2017/02/21/us-china-relationship-trump
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/full/10.1162/isec_a_00330
https://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/united-states/article/2177934/enduring-china-us-relationship-its-complicated
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0094576518306271
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/history-cold-war
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“contain” (comprehensively suppress) China the way it did with the Soviet Union.

Rather than oppose China in all dimensions, the United States seeks to counter

Beijing’s negative actions. Importantly, for instance, the Pentagon “has not viewed

every one of China’s expanding global activities as a problem.” Rather, “the

Department is concerned by actions China’s government has taken that are out of step

with international norms, diminish countries’ sovereignty, or undermine the security of

the United States, our allies, or our partners.” Accordingly, Washington will resolutely

oppose actions that threaten American interests and those of U.S. allies and partners. At

the same time, Washington should encourage and acknowledge Beijing’s positive

actions, giving credit where credit is due. This invalidates propaganda rhetoric that the

United States pursues a “containment strategy” driven by a “Cold War mentality.”

9. Cooperation Requires Reciprocity

To the extent that Beijing proves willing, Washington will cooperate to reduce tensions,

pursue shared interests, and achieve mutually-beneficial outcomes. In areas where

China’s behavior supports American interests, the United States stands ready and

willing to cooperate. However, it takes two to tango: genuine reciprocity is essential to

managing bilateral relations and pursuing collaborative achievements. Washington will

not court Beijing as a desperate “ardent suitor” who appears to want cooperation more

quickly, deeply, or worriedly. It will not yield unilaterally to Chinese pressure or

assume disproportionate responsibility for limiting friction and escalation. And it will

not accept arrangements in which China consistently contributes, and makes

adjustments, to a lesser degree. Progress will hinge on both sides’ willingness and

https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jan/14/2002079292/-1/-1/1/EXPANDING-GLOBAL-ACCESS-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2017/12/the-michael-chase-bookshelf/
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2017/11/the-prof-william-murray-bookshelf-keen-insights-into-chinas-military-buildup-taiwans-defense-options/
https://www.navy.mil/submit/display.asp?story_id=108321
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1136035.shtml
http://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201805/21/WS5b02c14ba3103f6866ee9aff.html
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-01/18/c_137755619.htm
https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2011/jul/25/bound-to-fail/
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ability to contribute commensurately. With China having declared its arrival as a great

power and seeking influence accordingly, the United States will not accommodate it

selectively as a superpower in some contexts and a developing country in others.

Implementing the Principles: Avoiding Chinese Formulations

American officials must recognize what their Chinese counterparts have long

understood: words matter, and there is weakness in ceding the conceptual initiative.

The United States must not appear to acquiesce to—or, worse yet, embrace

—“politically correct” Chinese Communist Party-dictated policy concepts or

formulations that make Washington appear to fear tension, or to be willing to yield to

Beijing’s policy positions in order to mitigate it. Such actions would only further

embolden China towards further assertiveness vis-à-vis the United States and its

regional allies. Accordingly, American officials must reject three particularly

problematic formulations (and their variants) that Beijing has promoted persistently:

The Thucydides Trap

As invoked by none other than Xi himself to pressure U.S. counterparts, as well as by

influential Chinese public intellectuals to call for American concessions, the idea of the

imperative to avoid a “Thucydides Trap” represents a misapplication of history. It

falsely implies that only by taking drastic measures can the United States and China

avoid previous patterns of ruinous war between an established power and a rising

power. Instead, the evolution of nuclear weapons, international institutions,

http://www.andrewerickson.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/Erickson-Strange_Selfish-Superpower-No-Longer_PRC-Anti-Piracy_HAQ_2012-1-2.pdf
https://books.google.com/books?id=fp4xDwAAQBAJ&pg=PT267&lpg=PT267&dq=tifa+(%E6%8F%90%E6%B3%95)&source=bl&ots=GgETVMfN8K&sig=ACfU3U2_mQQGNUsh1OwoncentyMKWlu6DA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjTit7Q24DgAhWxSt8KHdiTCNgQ6AEwCnoECAAQAQ#v=onepage&q=tifa%20(%E6%8F%90%E6%B3%95)&f=false
http://chinamediaproject.org/2012/09/10/watchwords-the-life-of-the-party/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/mg850af.12?seq=2#metadata_info_tab_contents
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globalization, financial markets, and transnational production chains have made the

world a very different place than it was just over a century ago in 1914 when the Great

War erupted. This has also changed the dynamics of great-power rivalry, from highly

battle-prone to continuous competition that complicates historical definitions of peace

and war. As the latest National Security Strategy correctly emphasizes, while many

American observers see today’s situation as one of peace, Chinese strategists typically

see more complexity. In the Near Seas, China engages in assertive “War without Gun

Smoke” (gray-zone operations) to erode the status quo.

Today Washington and Beijing certainly face friction, tensions, and even the possibility

of future crises of some severity. Yet both significant shared interests and collective

reliance on a dynamic international system, together with mutual deterrence, can enable

them to avoid war. Both sides are restrained by these strong positive and negative

incentives; it is not necessary for Washington to shoulder the burden of restraint alone.

American policymakers must thus consistently avoid embracing flawed historical

analogies that encourage unrealistic Chinese expectations of inequitable

accommodation.

New-Type Great-Power Relations

To set the right tone and expectations while safeguarding American interests, U.S.

officials must likewise continue to reject the Chinese policy bumper sticker that flows

from falling for the “Thucydides Trap.” Beijing originated and promoted the concept of

“New-Type Great Power Relations” and its variants (including “New-Type Major

https://www.c-span.org/video/?326877-1/thomas-christensen-the-china-challenge
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2017/12/the-trump-administrations-new-national-security-strategy-full-text-here/
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/AS/AS28/20160921/105309/HHRG-114-AS28-Wstate-EricksonPhDA-20160921.pdf
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2018/09/latest-cmsi-volume-chinas-maritime-gray-zone-operations-now-available-for-preorder-on-amazon/
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2019/01/pentagons-2019-missile-defense-review-confirms-important-information-china-has-the-worlds-most-active-ballistic-missile-development-program-is-developing-hgvs/
https://www.amazon.com/Analogies-War-Munich-Vietnam-Decisions/dp/0691025355
https://jamestown.org/program/chinas-search-for-a-new-type-of-great-power-relationship/
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Country Relations” and subordinate concepts such as “new-type Navy-to-Navy

relations”) to imply that Washington must yield to China’s self-declared “core

interests” (including in the Near Seas) while not committing Beijing to corresponding

accommodation in return. Beijing has also attempted to use this flawed model to

promote Sino-American management of international affairs while excluding and

subordinating key U.S. allies such as Japan and South Korea.

Community of Common Destiny

With Washington having gotten wiser to the previous two poison pills, China under Xi

is now promoting a vision for an international “community of shared future [common

destiny] for mankind” (�����
). This is itself based on advocating a “new

type of international relations” more favorable to Beijing. Both are designed to

transform “the international environment to make it compatible with China’s

governance model and emergence as a global leader.”

In sum, tracking Chinese policy approaches and slogans as they emerge and evolve can

help American officials anticipate loaded phrasing and avoid further traps as Beijing

sets them.

Using America’s Own Words

Circumventing pitfalls is not enough. U.S. officials must assertively articulate

American concepts and policies to achieve a public framing for bilateral relations that

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2014-10-09/not-so-empty-talk
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-01/15/c_135983586.htm
https://jamestown.org/program/out-with-the-new-in-with-the-old-interpreting-chinas-new-type-of-international-relations/
https://tnsr.org/2018/12/xis-vision-for-transforming-global-governance-a-strategic-challenge-for-washington-and-its-allies/
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is separate from Beijing’s. This will further help to avoid having Chinese interlocutors

driving interactions and policy conversations in a direction that could undermine

American interests. Certainly, each side is free to employ its own concepts and rhetoric.

But, at a minimum, the policy formulations that U.S. officials themselves embrace

should at least meet the standard of the Hippocratic Oath of international relations:

“first, do no harm.” That typically means using their own American wording unless

there is a compelling reason to do otherwise.

The bottom line: Beijing won’t do Washington’s homework—the United States must

safeguard its own interests throughout the course of U.S.-China relations. Rather than

let Beijing dictate terms in bilateral interactions, Washington should proactively and

consistently promote its own ideas and phrasing. Describing the United States and

China as strategic stakeholders that should pursue competitive coexistence realistically

is a good place to start.

Author’s note: The term “competitive coexistence” has been used to characterize

relationships in biology, relations between the United States and the Soviet Union

during the Cold War, and China’s relations with other great powers today. Since 2007,

the author has been consistently using “competitive coexistence” to describe a possible

state for U.S.-China relations. Examples from among the two dozen instances are

available here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, and here. Leading

Sinologist David Shambaugh has also used “competitive coexistence” to describe U.S.-

China relations. Indo-Pacific security experts Rory Medcalf and Ashley Townshend

have used the term to describe Sino-Indian relations.
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