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Strait Talk
Zhang P ing

EDITOR ’S  NOTE

Recent events in the Taiwan Strait have 
dominated recent news headlines around 
the world. They are also the main the-
me of the issue of Digest you are reading 
now, for obvious reasons.

U.S. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s visit 
to Taiwan in August has created an out-
pouring of deep concern and possible 
dire consequences. Taiwan has become 
less secure, and efforts to stabilize de-
teriorating relations between People’s 
Republic of China and the United States 
have become more tenuous, putting the 
two major powers on a perilous path of 
confrontation with profound geopolitical 
implications.

The bulk of the commentaries by our 
contributors in this issue express strong 
sentiments as they address the clear and 
present dangers the situation presents. 
They provide historical context, assess 
the implications and explore answers and 
solutions that they readily admit are not 
easy.

Da Wei of Tsinghua University sug-
gests that a “new equilibrium” needs to 
be achieved on the question of Taiwan 
— even if the task proves difficult. “We 
don’t have much time,” he says.

Cheng Li of the Brookings Institution, ci-
ting studies on AI capabilities of both the 
U.S. and China, highlights the prospect 
of an escalation into what could be the 
first AI-driven conflict in history if a war 
breaks out. He argues that it’s impera-
tive for the two sides to truly understand 
each other to prevent the horrible conse-
quences of such a war.

This issue of Digest also features a recent 
Focus interview with Wu Xinbo of Fu-
dan University in which he argues that 
the intensifying contest between China 
and the U.S. will not simply result in two 
camps but will involve many countries 
opting to adopt a “third way.”

As of press time, there have been reports 
that diplomats in Beijing and Washing-
ton are working to set up an “in-person” 
meeting between President Xi Jinping 
and his U.S. counterpart, President Joe 
Biden, possibly during the G20 summit 
in Indonesia in November. If the meeting 
takes place, it will be a welcome sign. A 
stable China-U.S. relationship is needed 
in a perilous world.



thechinacurrent.com   @thechinacurrent   #thechinacurrent
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 Dialogue, Crisis or War?
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conflicts, and at least for the time being 
we lack the means to stop such momen-
tum. In the next few weeks, the situation 
may worsen — even more so in the next 
few months and years. Pelosi’s Taiwan 
visit raised a significant question: How 
can China and the U.S. achieve stability 
on the matter of Taiwan? Will there be 
dialogue, crisis or military conflict? 

For a long time, the Chinese and U.S. go-
vernments have criticized each other for 
adopting a “salami strategy” on Taiwan, 
claiming their respective actions are re-
active and a last resort. Both parties have 
their own logic, but it’s always difficult to 
distinguish the chicken and egg in a game 
like this. As a result of low mutual trust, 
one side’s unintentional moves may be 
perceived by the other as purposeful 
provocation, beyond policy adjustments. 
Neither Chinese nor U.S. decision-ma-
kers want to see military conflict or war 
over Taiwan, yet we must be fully aware 
that since some longstanding basic fac-

It’s not clear that China and the United States can sit down for truly in-depth 
discussions that ensure each side can send restrained messages to let the 
other party get it right. The consequence of failure could mean war, and 
we’re nearly out of time.

Da Wei
Professor  and D i rec tor  o f  Center  for  In ternat iona l  S t ra tegy 
and Secur i ty
Ts inghua Univers i t y

The Taiwan issue has always been the 
most important, most sensitive topic in 
China-U.S. relations over the past five 
decades. In the past few years, many ob-
servers noted that China and the United 
States have sunk into a vicious circle of 
action and retaliation over the island, 
making the Taiwan Strait probably the 
only area where an intentional conflict 
or war may break out between the two 
countries. 

Fully aware of the both the sensitivity 
and danger, however, the speaker of the 
U.S. House of Representatives, Nancy 
Pelosi defied all voices of opposition and 
visited Taiwan, resulting in a fresh round 
of tensions between the two countries.

The Chinese government and scholars 
have resolutely countered and stron-
gly condemned Pelosi’s wrongful deed. 
Thanks to the fact that the Chinese go-
vernment’s response has been appropria-
te and restrained, the worst-case scenario 
some people had previously anticipated 
has not materialized. However, the tor-
rents in the “dire strait” are far from set-
tling down, and crisis stability has yet to 
be achieved. 

The Taiwan question is dragging Chi-
na-U.S. relations toward more serious 

However, the torrents in the “dire 
strait” are far from settling down, 

and crisis stability has yet to be 
achieved. 
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tors related to the Taiwan question have changed, the 
previous relative stability is becoming increasingly 
difficult to sustain.

The biggest changes lie in the China-U.S. relationship. 
Five or six years ago, when bilateral relations were 
still generally stable, decision-makers in the United 
States were more inclined to restrain their support 
for Taiwan authorities to avoid provoking Beijing. Af-
ter the relationship deteriorated, however, the U.S. 
executive branch and Congress no longer wanted to 
maintain that restraint but instead attempted to dou-
ble down on compensating the Taiwan authorities 
and even to challenge and enrage the Chinese gover-
nment by its actions. This is the psychological ori-
gin of the U.S. side’s salami strategy, which we have 
witnessed over the past few years. Similarly, when 
China-U.S. relations were by and large constructive, 
the Chinese government hoped to avoid ruining the 
overall relationship over Taiwan and thus tried to 
maintain relative restraint in response to some U.S. 
actions. 

Some longstanding 
basic factors related 
to the Taiwan 
question have 
changed, the 
previous relative 
stability is becoming 
increasingly 
difficult to sustain.

Chinese ‘live-fire exercises’ near
the Pingtan islands off Fujian

province

Chinese military exercises off
its southem coast near

Guangdong

USS Ronald Reagan carrier
strike group in South China Sea

location unknown

C H I N A

Fuzhou

Xiamen

HongKong

TAI WAN

Taiwan Strait
median line

Taipei
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For instance, when U.S. House Speaker 
Newt Gingrich visited Taiwan 25 years 
ago, the Chinese government expressed 
opposition. But at that time China-U.S. 
relations were striding toward a “con-
structive partnership. Gingrich’s visit 
was a brief episode in the process of im-
proving relations; therefore ,the Chinese 
side’s reaction was far less forceful than 
that it was in the case of Pelosi. 

Now, substantive changes have taken 
place in China-U.S. relations. The extent 
of Chinese concern — even factoring in 
the desire for overall stability — has na-
turally given way to more assertiveness 
in response to U.S. provocations. 

The narrowing power gap between Chi-
nese and U.S., as well as the widening 
gap across the Taiwan Strait, are another 
basic long-term factor undergoing chan-
ge. In the absence of mutual trust, as the 
Chinese mainland becomes increasingly 
capable of achieving its goal of national 
reunification through military action, 
even if it does nothing at all, the U.S. 
side will be worried and attempt to help 
Taiwan authorities upgrade their ability 
to confront the mainland. Meanwhile, 
as capabilities rise, the Chinese public’s 
patience with some U.S. politicians and 
pro-independence forces in Taiwan is 
also naturally wearing thin. 

Such significant long-term factors have 
had a decisive influence on all stake-hol-
ding parties’ Taiwan policies. When the-
se factors change, corresponding policies 
will inevitably change accordingly. In 
history, for example, after the Korean 

War solidified the Cold-War in Northeast 
Asia, the U.S. turned from the notion of 
“waiting for the dust to settle” to sup-
porting the Chiang Kai-shek clique to 
confront the mainland. After China-U.S. 
relations improved in the 1970s, the U.S. 
gradually accepted the Chinese side’s 
condition of cutting off diplomatic rela-
tions, scrapping corresponding treaties 
and withdrawing military assets from 
Taiwan. As bilateral ties have become 
increasingly complex and profound, the 
U.S. began to tilt toward so-called dual 
containment, which on one hand preven-
ts the mainland from using force and on 
the other opposes adventurous moves on 
the part of separatists in Taiwan. Today, 
China-U.S. relations have seen the big-
gest changes of the past 50 years. Chan-
ges in the two countries’ relative power is 
also unprecedented in the past century. 

Of course we are against the U.S. adjus-
ting its Taiwan policies, over our wishes. 
However, after those changes have been 
made in the macro environment, it’s ob-
viously unrealistic to expect that U.S. 
policy or separatist forces on the island 
would remain at a standstill. In fact, whi-
le adhering to its longterm strategy for 
peaceful reunification, the mainland has 
also been steadily modifying the format 
and focus of specific policies. 

We often use the concept of “red lines” 
in discourse about Taiwan. A red line re-
fers to some bottom lines that are not to 
be broken. In a strategic game, clarifying 
each gaming party’s red line is a neces-
sary precondition for avoiding a major 

However, at least on the matter 
of Taiwan, the red line has never 

been a clear, thin “line” but rather 
an “area.” 

In fact, the U.S. side has 
continuously trampled China’s 

red zone, triggering Chinese 
indignation and anxiety, even with 
claims it had not violated Chinese 

bottom lines. 
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crisis. However, at least on the matter 
of Taiwan, the red line has never been a 
clear, thin “line” but rather an “area.” It’s 
better to say each party is sticking to a 
red zone with ambiguous boundaries and 
a degree of flexibility than to say each of 
insists on a red line.

For example, from the Chinese perspec-
tive the U.S. has been hollowing out its 
“one China” policy in recent years, con-
stantly slicing the salami through legis-
lation, official visits and arms sales. The 
U.S. side has so far insisted that it’s com-
mitted to its one-China policy, and such 
things as the Pelosi visit haven’t violated 

it. America’s one-China policy is like 
a temple, which at least consists of the 
building itself and the Buddhist statues 
inside. The U.S. used to maintain a series 
of self-imposed limits when interacting 
with Taiwan, to make sure such interacti-
ons were unofficial in nature. Now these 
limitations have been gradually removed 
or broken. Pelosi’s Taiwan trip was the 
latest example. But the U.S. side has re-
moved one statue after another from the 
temple, leaving behind an empty building. 
Thus it claims the temple is still there. So 
long as the U.S. didn’t declare support for 
Taiwan independence, it thinks that no-
thing else it does undermines its claimed 

(Above) The USS Tripoli. A total of 20 F-35B jet fighters are seen aboard the USS Tripoli. 
(Below) The carrier USS Ronald Reagan. 
As U.S. House of Representatives Speaker Nancy Pelosi headed to Taipei on August 2 amid in-
tensifying warnings from China, four U.S. warships, including the carrier USS Ronald Reagan 
and the amphibious ship USS Tripoli, were sailing and positioned in waters east of the Taiwan 
island on “routine” deployments. (Photo: U.S. Marine Corps)

COVER STORY
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commitment to one China. In fact, the U.S. side has 
continuously trampled China’s red zone, triggering 
Chinese indignation and anxiety, even with claims 
it had not violated Chinese bottom lines. 

At the same time, from a different perspective, whi-
le the Chinese government constantly reiterates the 
basic principles of peaceful reunification and “one 
country, two systems,” so long as the Chinese mili-
tary becomes stronger and its range of activities ex-
pands, the U.S. side would believe China is gradual-
ly forsaking the principle of peaceful reunification.

Since each stakeholder is subject to powerful gra-
vity. Creating changes in the macro environment, 
renders it difficult to maintain stability across the 
Taiwan Strait. Since the macro environment has 
changed, it would be wishful thinking to anticipate 
a return to the status quo of a decade ago. To stabili-
ze the situation across the Taiwan Strait now, a new 
equilibrium has to be maneuvered in the new macro 
environment. This is more or less like the process 
between 1972 and 1979 when China and the U.S. 
managed an agreement on a new formula for the 
Taiwan question under new strategic circumstan-
ces. 

Some scholars argue China and the U.S. need a 
fourth joint communique, which is unrealistic. But 
the central idea is that China and the U.S. need to 
reach new understandings in a new environment, 
which is sensible thinking. The test is, on one hand, 
whether decision-makers in both countries can re-
sist the strong pull of forces at home originating 
from a changed macro environment.
 
On the other hand, it’s not clear that the Chinese 
and U.S. sides can sit down for truly in-depth dis-
cussions, making sure each can send restrained 
messages and letting the other party get it right. 
Both are no doubt extremely difficult, and we don’t 
have much time. If we can’t really achieve stability 
via self-restraint and mutual reassurance, we may 
have to wait for achieving stability through a greater 
crisis, conflict or even war. The cost of such a cour-
se will undoubtedly be too high for China, the U.S. 
and the entire world.

It’s not clear that 
the Chinese and U.S. 
sides can sit down 
for truly in-depth 
discussions, making 
sure each can send 
restrained messages 
and letting the other 
party get it right.
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Pelosi’s Visit to Taiwan: 
Provoking the First AI War in History?
Recent events in the Taiwan Strait have led to an outpouring of 
international concern regarding potential war between the United 
States and China. AI technology advancements, which these two 
superpowers are leaders in research, resources, and patents, would 
mean that the world has yet to see the most AI-driven conflict in 
history. 
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Cheng Li
Direc tor  o f  John  L .  Thornton 
Ch ina  Center
The  Brook ings  Ins t i tu t ion

For the past few years, promi-
nent diplomats and scholars of 
U.S.-China relations have worried 
that the nearly half-century-long 
absence of major war in East Asia  
might come to an end as a result 
of the drastic deterioration of the 
bilateral relationship. These wor-
ries have reached an unpreceden-
tedly elevated level following the 
visit of U.S. Speaker of the House 
Nancy Pelosi to Taipei this Au-
gust.

Beijing’s exceptionally strong re-
action, which has included dis-
patching missiles, warships, and 
warplanes into the air and seas 
around Taiwan, has sent the un-
ambiguous message that the Chi-
nese leadership is prepared to 
use force. From the perspective 
of this rising authoritarian global 
power, Washington’s de facto sup-
port of Taiwan independence (of 
what the Chinese perceive to be 
a “runaway province”) challenges 
China’s “vital core interest.” The 
aggressive military drills by the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
have notably crossed the so-cal-
led “median line” in the Taiwan 
Strait. In addition, the PLA has 
fired missiles targeting seven sea 
areas surrounding the island of 
Taiwan, including the far side of 
the island facing the Pacific, the 
region frequently navigated by 
U.S. naval vessels. This develop-
ment was seen by some experts 
as a move akin to rehearsing a 
blockade.

Speaker Pelosi was neither the 
first, nor will she be the last, pro-
minent American leader to visit 
Taiwan. Washington clearly has 
become more explicit in its mili-
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tary support of Taiwan. “The Taiwan Po-
licy Act of 2022,” a bipartisan bill being 
considered on the floor in the U.S. Con-
gress, proposes that the United States 
designate Taiwan as a “major non-NATO 
ally,” the status granted to Japan, South 
Korea, and Australia. Beijing regards this 
U.S. policy as the official abandonment 
of the “one China policy” by the United 
States. In the view of the Chinese leader-
ship, this bill, if passed, will leave China 
with no other choice but to resolve the 
Taiwan question by force.  

Notedly, analysts in China, the United 
States, and Taiwan have now given more 
thought to when these three parties will 
unavoidably engage in war rather than 
whether it will happen. Many analysts 
also assess how war would likely unfold. 
But surprisingly, except for Dr. Hen-
ry Kissinger and a few others, very few 
have highlighted the fact that a war over 
the Taiwan Strait would be between two 
artificial intelligence (AI) superpowers. 
The extensive application of AI in warfa-
re is arguably inevitable, which will like-
ly escalate from a limited conventional or 
proxy war into a rapidly spiraling high-
tech war on the one hand and magnify 
miscalculation and misinformation on 
the other. 

Any serious student of warfare should 
be alert to this would-be first AI war in 
history and explore all means to prevent 
such a cataclysmic war in which everyo-
ne would lose.

Sober warnings from American strate-
gic thinkers

Both China and the United States carry 
some responsibility for the dangerous 
downward spiral of the world’s most con-
sequential bilateral relationship. Several 
of America’s most distinguished strategic 
thinkers, scholars, and journalists have 
been explicitly critical of Pelosi’s pro-
vocative visit to Taiwan, not to mention 
President Biden’s ineffectiveness at pre-
venting the ongoing downward spiral. 
Stunningly, Henry Kissinger, Graham 
Allison, and Thomas Friedman all have 
warned that Washington may be heading 
toward a situation in which the United 
States is simultaneously plunged into 
military conflicts with a nuclear-armed 
Russia over Ukraine and a nuclear-ar-
med China over Taiwan. In the words 
of Dr. Kissinger, the increasing animosi-
ty between the United States and China 
over the Taiwan Strait risks a global “ca-
tastrophe comparable to World War I.” 

A major war between two superpowers 
will most likely result in enormous casu-
alties. In fact, even during the three wars 
in East Asia in which the United States 
engaged between the post-WWII period 
and the mid-1970s, a quarter of a million 
American lives were lost. The death tolls 
of people in East Asia were much higher. 
There is no comparison at all between 
the Chinese Communist troops then and 
the PLA forces today, as the People’s Re-
public of China (PRC) is now the second 
largest military power in the world. 

Professor Cho-yun Hsu, a distinguished 
historian and a member of the Acade-
mica Sinica in Taipei, was recently quo-
ted in media outlets on both sides of the 
Taiwan Strait: “If there is a war between 
China and the United States, both coun-
tries (and Taiwan) will suffer devastating 
consequences, and half of the world will 
be destroyed.”

But surprisingly, except for Dr. 
Henry Kissinger and a few others, 
very few have highlighted the fact 
that a war over the Taiwan Strait 
would be between two artificial 
intelligence (AI) superpowers. 

TAIWAN QUESTION
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Cautiously optimistic views and their 
limitations

Understandably, given the well-groun-
ded argument that neither China nor 
the United States can achieve a “total vi-
ctory” by destroying the other without 
destroying itself, many people believe 
that both sides will therefore be very 
hesitant to go to war against the other. 
As my Brookings colleague Ryan Hass, 
who previously served as director for 
China, Taiwan, and Mongolia on the Na-
tional Security Council in the Obama 
administration, recently observed, “If 
war arrives in the Taiwan Strait and in-
volves PRC, Taiwan, and U.S. forces, it is 
difficult to imagine a scenario whereby 
any party could prevail and come out 
strengthened by conflict.”

That may explain why there is no ent-
husiastic public support in the United 
States or Taiwan for military conflict 
with the PRC. As for Beijing, long-stan-
ding Chinese military strategy espoused 
by ancient philosopher-strategist Sun 
Tzu, including that, “The supreme art 
of war is to subdue the enemy without 
fighting” (不战而屈人之兵 buzhan er 
quren zhibing), is perhaps particular-
ly relevant regarding China’s hesitan-
ce to use force to achieve unification 
with Taiwan. Taiwanese are always re-
garded in Beijing’s official narrative as 
“flesh and blood compatriots” (骨肉同
胞 gurou tongbao). As for Beijing’s stra-
tegic thinking regarding the trend in 
Washington calling for abandonment 
of the “one China policy,” commentary 
has frequently called for “promoting the 

FILE PHOTO: U.S. senators Lindsey Graham (R-SC) and Foreign Relations Committee 
Chairman Bob Menendez (D-NJ) are the two authors of the Taiwan Policy Act of 2022.
While China speaks about One-China Policy, America is planning to discuss the Taiwan 
Policy Act 2022 in September.
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fighting spirit, but not breaking into war” 
(斗而不破 dou er bupo), which reflects a 
more cautious approach on the part of the 
Chinese foreign policy establishment. 

While these cautiously optimistic views 
are all valid to a certain extent, it is impor-
tant to also be clear minded about the fact 
that several key factors point to a different 
and far more pessimistic scenario. These 
factors include: 

1) The drastic surge of ultra-nationalistic 
and anti-Washington sentiments among 
the Chinese public during this ongoing 
Taiwan Strait crisis.

2) The increasingly prevalent assessment 
by the Chinese leadership that Washing-
ton will not give up its determination to 
use issues including human rights, Hong 
Kong, Xinjiang, and Taiwan (on each of 
which Speaker Pelosi has left her legacy) 
to destabilize, divide, and dismember Chi-
na.

3) The growing consensus in Zhongnan-
hai that the chance for peaceful reunifi-
cation is so slim that the Taiwan question 

can only be resolved militarily, or in the 
words of a prominent advisor to the Chi-
nese leadership, there is an “urgent need 
for rethinking the strategy for reunificati-
on and policy toward the United States.”
 
4) The rapid elevation of risk for incidents 
resulting from the frequency of warship 
navigation and warplane flight drills by all 
three parties (PRC, the United States, and 
Taiwan), as well as American allies. 

5) The increasing risk for incidents coin-
ciding with “the breakdown in all direct 
channels of communication between 
Beijing and Taipei as well as Beijing and 
Washington.”

Arguably the most important factor that 
highlights both the danger and potential 
for quick escalation of military conflict 
and the urgent imperative to prevent such 
an outcome lies in the fact that the United 
States and China are the world’s greatest 
AI superpowers. The outbreak and ad-
vancement of such a war will likely have 
exceptional features and will differ pro-
foundly from many other wars, including 
the ongoing Russia-Ukraine war.

The potential for high-tech war over Tai-
wan

The Russia-Ukraine war has been largely a 
land war, and the U.S. and NATO have not 
provided air support as requested by the 
president of Ukraine. Although naval war-
ships have participated in the battle, their 
roles have been quite limited. In contrast, 
the prospect of war over the Taiwan Strait 
will differ completely based on both the 
island’s geography and the strategic objec-
tives of the forces involved. 

According to a November 2021 report on 
China’s military by the U.S. Department 

Arguably the most 
important factor that 
highlights both the danger 
and potential for quick 
escalation of military 
conflict and the urgent 
imperative to prevent such 
an outcome lies in the fact 
that the United States and 
China are the world’s 
greatest AI superpowers.

TAIWAN QUESTION
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U.S. Former Secretary of State Henry A. Kissinger and his book The Age of A.I.
In an interview with the German newspaper Die Welt in April 2021, Kissinger warns China 
and U.S. to guard against an “all-out” artificial intelligence conflict, and urges U.S. to ramp 
up its AI.

of Defense, in such a battle, the PLA will vi-
gorously challenge the United States in the 
domains of air, land, sea, digital networks, 
and space. More specifically, according to the 
same source, the PRC has commenced buil-
ding at least three solid-fuel Intercontinental 
Ballistic Missile (ICBM) silo fields, which will 
cumulatively contain hundreds of new ICB-
Ms.

China is a late comer as it adopts joint ope-
rations in warfare. For the first five decades 
of the PRC, the Chinese military utilized the 
Russia military model, which heavily emp-
hasized the use of land forces. Until around 
the turn of the century, especially during the 
past decade under Xi’s leadership, the Chine-
se military has placed a high priority on joint 
operations among various forces, largely fol-
lowing the U.S. military model. Former Party 
leader Jiang Zemin declared that the mission 
of the PLA is to win high-tech local wars over 

Geopolitical fault 
lines are beginning to 
form, with AI 
technology being a 
central domain of 
competition and 
conflict.
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Chart 1: China and the United States as the two AI superpowers (2015)

Chart 2: AI patent filings (% of world total) by geographic area, 2010-21 

Sources: HBR.ORG, “The National Artificial Intelligence Research and Development Strategic Plan, October 2016; and Neil Ait-

ken, “The New AI Cold War Between China and the USA.” Packt, June 28, 2018, The New AI Cold War Between China and the 

USA | Packt Hub (packtpub.com). 

Sources: Center for Security and Emerging Technology, 2021 (Chart 2022 AI Index Report); and Edmund L. Andrews, “China 

and the United States: Unlikely Partners in AI.” Stanford University Human-Centered Artificial Intelligence, March 16, 2022, 

China and the United States: Unlikely Partners in AI (stanford.edu). 
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Taiwan. Xi Jinping’s emphasis on the le-
apfrog development of aerospace and AI 
through the military reforms over the 
past few years has accelerated the coun-
try’s military modernization.  

It is interesting to note that the Chinese 
space military corps –– the Space Sys-
tems Division (航天系统部 hangtian xi-
tong bu) under the PLA Strategic Support 
Force –– was founded at the beginning 
of 2016, about four years prior to the 
creation of the United States Space For-
ce (USSF). In December 2019, President 
Donald Trump signed the National De-
fense Authorization Act (NDAA) for fis-
cal year 2020 and established the USSF, 
the sixth branch of the American armed 
forces. Similarly, the Japan Air Self-De-
fense Force recently formed a space war-
fare squadron. The Japanese government 
also established an electronic warfare 
corps in 2021 and a networks security 
corps in 2022.

More significantly, under the leadership 
of Xi Jinping, China has adopted a mili-
tary–civil fusion (MCF, 军民融合 junmin 
ronghe) development strategy, which 
blurs the distinction between the military 
and civilian applications of many leading 
technologies, including big data, semi-
conductors, nuclear technology, aeros-
pace technology, aircraft engines, ship-
building, 5G, robotics, and AI. According 
to a recent report by Graham Allison, in 
the U.S.-China competition in these are-
as, China has already become No. 1 in the 
world or will overtake the U.S. within the 
next decade. Perhaps more accurately 
speaking, the United States and China are 
co-leaders in most of these areas in the 
world today. 

China-US AI competition: research, ap-
plications, and resources

In the area of AI, the Chinese govern-
ment and the private sector both have 
made huge investments over the past 
decade. Consequently, China and the 
United States have been seen as two AI 
superpowers because of their leadership 
in research, publications, patents, and ap-
plications. Chart 1 shows the dominant 
roles of China and the United States in 
terms of scholarly journal articles pu-
blished on “machine deep learning” and 
“deep neural networks.” In 2015, China 
and the United States were in the first 
tier, which was far ahead of the second 
tier of other developed countries. 

A 2022 report on AI published by Stanford 
University’s Institute for Human-Cen-
tered Artificial Intelligence presents the 
rapid growth of AI patent filings in the 
case of China (see Chart 2). In 2010, the 
patent filings from China accounted for 
only about 12 percent of the global total 
and rose to 52 percent in 2021, compared 
with the United States (17 percent) and 
the EU and UK (4 percent). The percen-
tage of patent filings by other countries, 
including Japan, India, Australia, Canada, 
Russia, Singapore, and South Korea, was 
insignificant. 

In terms of private investment in AI, 
the United States has been way ahead of 
other countries including China. Chart 
3 shows that the amount of private in-
vestment in the United States (US$149 
billion) has been double that of China 
(US$62 billion) over the past decade. 
Other countries such as the UK, India, Is-
rael, Canada, Germany, and France were 
even further behind. It should be noted, 
however, that among those private inves-
tors in AI in the United States, a signifi-
cant number have PRC backgrounds ac-
cording to the FBI and some U.S.-based 
researchers. 
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Chart 3: Private investment in AI by geographic area, 2013-2021

Sources: NetBase Quid, 2021, and Daniel Zhang, Nestor Maslej, Erik Brynjolfsson, John Etchemendy, Terah Lyons, James Manyika, 

Helen Ngo, Juan Carlos Niebles, Michael Sellitto, Ellie Sakhaee, Yoav Shoham, Jack Clark, and Raymond Perrault, “The AI Index 

2022 Annual Report,” AI Index Steering Committee, Stanford Institute for Human-Centered AI, Stanford University, March 2022. 

2022-AI-Index-Report_Master.pdf (stanford.edu).

This certainly explains the Biden admi-
nistration’s selective decoupling with 
China in the science and technology area. 
Geopolitical fault lines are beginning to 
form, with AI technology being a central 
domain of competition and conflict. Such 
vicious competition crystalizes an al-
ready threatened bifurcation of the world 
and seems to reaffirm the reemergence 
of two military and ideological blocs.

Preventing the first AI war in history

Just as Russia’s horrific invasion of Uk-
raine has evoked memories of the Cold 
War in Europe, China’s pressure cam-
paign over Taiwan and the new U.S. In-
do-Pacific strategy against China –– in-
cluding the provocative moves to change 
the “one China policy” as evidenced by 
Speaker Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan –– are 
part of a vicious cycle leading toward the 
end of four decades of precious peace in 
the Asia-Pacific region. 

If we cannot stop that trend, we may face 
a hot war that may escalate very quickly 
to an AI war between the United States 
and China — a potentially horrible ma-
chine to machine war resulting from 
lethal autonomous weapons systems 
(LAWS). One does not need to be a mi-
litary expert to understand that, in the 
present-day Taiwan Strait with frequent 
military drills by all parties, the risk of 
accidents has been increasing exponen-
tially. 

Anyone should realize that a war over 
Taiwan, if it occurs, will have a far more 
catastrophic impact on the world than 
the ongoing Russia-Ukraine war. One 

The sad truth is that the better 
prepared both sides are for a 

possible AI war, the more tragic 
the outcome may be.

TAIWAN QUESTION
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Artificial intelligence could change warfare. (Photo by U.S. Army Research Laboratory)

may reasonably argue that neither China 
nor the United States is ready for an AI 
war, at least for now. But the sad truth is 
that the better prepared both sides are 
for a possible AI war, the more tragic the 
outcome may be.

Since 2019, the Brookings Institution 
and Tsinghua University have co-spon-
sored a U.S.-China Dialogue on Artifici-
al Intelligence and National Security, a 
series of track-II (unofficial) dialogues. 
The project includes top AI experts, for-
mer government officials, retired mili-
tary generals, and think tank scholars 
from both countries, who hope to help 
guide decision-makers in their respective 
countries to develop sound policy in the 
new AI era. 

The Dialogue focuses on the key questi-
on: What role, if any, should the United 
States and China play in international 
norm-building and risk-reduction ef-
forts related to AI-enabled military sys-
tems? The dialogue has explored issues 
and possible areas of consensus such as 
off-limits targets, off-limits data, propor-
tionality and human oversight, and inter-
national norm-building. These kinds of 

bilateral engagements are critical to en-
suring that thought leaders on both sides 
are speaking with each other and provi-
ding hope for future coordination — and 
even cooperation — on AI.

It is imperative for the international com-
munity, including citizens of the two AI 
superpowers, to work together to address 
various highly consequential challenges 
relating to AI in our time. These issues 
range from ethics, common norms, law, 
risk prevention for AI-enabled weapons, 
the security of AI data, mechanisms to 
prevent attacks on critical infrastructure, 
and protections for the integrity of global 
financial data, to public awareness and ci-
vil discourse. 

Winston Churchill once said: “You can 
always count on Americans to do the 
right thing –– after they’ve tried every-
thing else.” In the AI era, with the absen-
ce of the “revolving mechanism” or what 
President Biden has called “the guardrail 
of commonsense” in the U.S.-China rela-
tionship, we may not have the luxury to 
“have tried everything else.”
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Pelosi Syndrome Escalates Dangers

The negative influences of the U.S. House speaker’s Taiwan visit are 
fermenting and will continue to poison China-U.S. relations. Domestic 
political winds in the United States are stirring up strategic confusion 
that will inevitably increase the risk of war.

Zhao Minghao
Professor
Ins t i tu te  o f  In ternat iona l  S tud ies
Fudan Univers i t y

Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi arrives at the Legislative Yuan, 
Taiwan’s house of parliament on August 03, 2022 in Taipei, Taiwan. 
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Despite the Chinese side’s strong oppo-
sition and repeated representations, U.S. 
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi visited Tai-
wan recently. The move’s negative in-
fluence won’t be temporary: It seriously 
undermined strategic mutual trust bet-
ween China and the U.S. and dragged the 
two countries into a protracted diploma-
tic crisis. 

The Chinese mainland responded with 
severe countermeasures, and the Biden 
administration threatened to react to tho-
se. Thus, severe tensions cannot be exclu-
ded over the next few months in the ab-
sence of proper crisis management. More 
important, a dangerous phenomenon — 
which can be called “Pelosi syndrome” 
— is overshadowing China-U.S. relations.

It’s not fair for the U.S. side to criticize 
China for “over-reacting.” Over the past 
few years, both the Donald Trump and 
Joe Biden administrations have taken 
steps with respect to Taiwan that are pro-
vocative to the mainland. Trump once 
sent a ranking official in his cabinet to 
visit Taiwan, and Biden has stated repea-
tedly that the U.S. would protect Taiwan 
militarily. 

As the U.S. proceeds with its strategy of 
major power competition with China in 
recent years, it has quietly redefined its 
“one-China” policy. Today, its definition 
gives precedence to the Taiwan Relations 

Act over the three joint communiques 
the two governments signed, incorpora-
ting it into the “six assurances” it made 
to Taiwan. Not long ago, the Biden ad-
ministration even deleted from the State 
Department website the expression “The 
U.S. doesn’t support Taiwan independen-
ce.” 

From the Chinese perspective, the Pelosi 
visit wasn’t an isolated incident. Rather, it 
reflects the U.S. side’s long-term strategic 
purpose of changing the status quo and 
containing China by playing the Taiwan 
card. Pelosi openly used the term “diplo-
matic relations” to describe exchanges 
between the U.S. and the Taiwan area in 
an article she wrote for The Washington 
Post. 

Pelosi’s Taiwan trip was particularly pro-
vocative as it occurred as the People’s 
Liberation Army was celebrating the 
anniversary of its founding. As noted by 
Bonnie Glaser, senior fellow of the Ger-
man Marshall Fund of the United States, 
Pelosi’s move eroded the political credi-
bility of the U.S. government and further 
weakened Chinese confidence that the 
U.S. would be prudent in dealing with 
Taiwan.

The most damaging aspect of Pelosi syn-
drome is that the delicate check and ba-
lance between the executive and legisla-
tive branches of the U.S. government on 
Taiwan appears to have been disrupted. 
This will accelerate Taiwan’s transition 
from a hot spot to an explosive flashpoint 
in China-U.S. relations. On one hand, 
political forces in the U.S. each go their 
own way and so executive branch con-
trol over Taiwan-related policies has de-
creased. American politicians proposing 
tougher China policies may become even 
less willing to listen to the White House 
when it comes to Taiwan. 

From the Chinese perspective, 
the Pelosi visit wasn't an isolated 

incident. Rather, it reflects the 
U.S. side’s long-term strategic 
purpose of changing the status 
quo and containing China by 

playing the Taiwan card.
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It is worrying that a Democratic president 
failed to prevent a House speaker of his 
own party from making such a disruptive 
move. On the other hand, the executive 
branch has itself been laissez-faire, even 
taking advantage of the crisis concocted 
by U.S. politicians as they attack China 
and accuse the mainland of escalating 
tensions. This pattern will make it even 
more difficult for the two governments 
to handle the Taiwan issue. 

Pelosi syndrome shows that the distur-
bing impacts of U.S. domestic politics on 
Taiwan have grown conspicuously. The 
U.S. Congress is intensifying its efforts to 
grab the steering wheel of policy-making 
on Taiwan. Pelosi’s visit may make Ame-
rica’s China hawks even more rampant. 
Not only have some Democratic mem-
bers of Congress applauded Pelosi’s visit 
but Republican Senate Minority Leader 
Mitch McConnell openly rooted for her. 

Pelosi’s move has set a fresh, although 
mistaken, precedent. The next House 
speaker (possibly Republican House Mi-
nority Leader Kevin McCarthy) may vi-
sit Taiwan again. Pelosi didn’t hesitate to 
foment a significant crisis in China-U.S. 
ties in order to build her own so-called 
political legacy. Her move may beco-
me an inspiration for other members of 
Congress who may be more audacious in 
playing the Taiwan card and showcasing 
their anti-China, anti-communist stances 
for private political gain. 

We should see that behind Pelosi’s trip 
is a rising pro-Taiwan tide inside the 
U.S. Congress, fueled in part by the Rus-
sia-Ukraine conflict. Some members of 
Congress deliberately conflate the Rus-
sia-Ukraine conflict and the matter of 
Taiwan, hyping an alleged “China threat” 
by binding China and Russia together to 
benefit the U.S. military-industrial com-
plex and their own constituencies. People 
such as Republican Rep. Mike Gallagher 
claim that the Russia-Ukraine conflict 
will amplify the Chinese mainland’s “co-
pycat effect” and increase the likelihood 
of reunification with Taiwan by means 
of force. The U.S. strategy of “integrated 
deterrence” may not suffice for deterring 
action by the Chinese mainland, so mem-
bers of Congress have also proposed a se-
ries of pro-Taiwan bills. In particular, Bob 
Menendez, the Democratic chairman of 
the Senate Foreign Relations Commit-
tee, together with Lindsey Graham, the 
Republican Ranking Member of the Se-
nate Committee on the Budget (he also 
sits on the Appropriations and Judiciary 
committees), are pushing the Taiwan Po-
licy Act of 2022, which would integrate 
the Taiwan Partnership Act and Taiwan 
Security Enhancement Act proposed by 
other members of Congress. This threa-
tens to reshuffle U.S. Taiwan policy.

The Taiwan Policy Act requires the U.S. 
government to implement a series of new 
provocative measures, such as renaming 
the Taipei Economic and Cultural Repre-
sentative Office in the United States as the 
Taiwanese Representative Office, which 
would give Taiwan a position as a major 
non-NATO ally. The Taiwan Security As-
sistance Initiative would deepen relati-
ons between the U.S. National Guard and 
Taiwan’s military and incorporate Tai-
wan into the U.S.-proposed Indo-Pacific 
Economic Framework. Menendez said 
the Taiwan Policy Act would send a clear 

TAIWAN QUESTION

The most damaging aspect 
of Pelosi syndrome is that the 

delicate check and balance 
between the executive and 

legislative branches of the U.S. 
government on Taiwan appears to 

have been disrupted.
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message to Beijing not to make the same 
mistakes with Taiwan that Vladimir Pu-
tin has made in Ukraine. However, his 
arrogant, tough talk, as well as the act 
itself, could prompt Beijing to take more 
resolute measures.

China and the U.S. have sunk into a ty-
pical security dilemma, and a new nor-
mal is emerging in the gaming between 
the two militaries in waters off Taiwan. 
The Chinese side has made a strong mi-
litary response, and in a counter show 
of strength, U.S. military vessels and 
aircraft may increase the frequency of 
movements through and over the Tai-
wan Strait. U.S. aircraft carrier strike 
groups may increase their presence 
near Taiwan. The U.S. is even conside-
ring joint military drills with Japan and 
Australia. Neither should the possibili-
ty be excluded that Taiwan authorities 
themselves could make some military 
moves. Under such circumstance, the 
risk of Chinese and U.S. militaries co-
ming into an unintended conflict, or 
even direct confrontation, should not 
be underestimated.  

To sum up, the serious negative influen-
ce of Pelosi’s Taiwan visit is fermenting. 
Even if Pelosi leaves the U.S. political 
stage soon, her legacy, Pelosi syndrome 
will continue to poison China-U.S. re-
lations. U.S. domestic politics are turn-
ing U.S. policy regarding Taiwan into 
strategic confusion. This will inevitably 
increase the risk of China and the U.S. 
sinking into military conflict.

Even if Pelosi leaves the U.S. 
political stage soon, her legacy, 

Pelosi syndrome will continue to 
poison China-U.S. relations.

China and the U.S. 
have sunk into a 
typical security 
dilemma, and a new 
normal is emerging in 
the gaming between 
the two militaries in 
waters off Taiwan. 
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From 12:00 (Beijing Time) August 4 to 12:00 (Beijing Time) August 7, 2022, the Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army conducts important military exercises and training activities including live-fire 
drills in these maritime areas and their air space bounded by lines joining.
(Source: China’s official release)

Why the PLA’s Six Drill 
Areas Around Taiwan 
Matter

TAIWAN QUESTION
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James Chau

Up until a few weeks ago, there was new mo-
mentum in the U.S. China relationship. Pre-
sidents Xi Jinping and Joe Biden had a phone 
call, and there had been talk that the United 
States could ease some of the trade tariffs 
against China. Suddenly, however, we’re in 
a situation where the relationship has taken 
a decisive turn. Can some level of workable 
trust be rebuilt?

Wu Xinbo 

Trust, relates to two factors. One is intention. 
The other is capability. For China, the first 
question is the U.S. strategic intent toward 
China, because from Donald Trump to Joe 
Biden they all talk about strategic competiti-
on with China. They have defined China as a 
strategic competitor, and even a rival of the 
United States. And the U.S. has launched this 
kind of strategic containment or suppression 
against China politically, economically and 
militarily. For China, we have deep concerns 
of the U.S. strategic intentions toward China. 

The second factor is capability — whether 
President Biden has the capability to deliver 
the “good things” he talked about in relati-
ons with China. From time to time in his ex-
changes with President Xi, he said he wanted 
to have a workable relationship with China 
and to avoid conflict. But if you look what 
he has been doing, the problem is that some-
times he’s not able to manage U.S. domestic 
politics — for example, Pelosi’s visit to Tai-
wan. Biden was not supportive of it, but he 
couldn’t dissuade her from making the trip. 
And Biden’s national security team was divi-
ded on China, for example on the tariff issue. 

For China, we have deep concerns of 
the U.S. strategic intentions toward 

China. 

Wu Xinbo is Director of the Center for
American Studies, Fudan University.

As the U.S.-China relationship continues to spiral 

downwards, there is deep concern about Ameri-

ca’s strategic intentions and its recent interacti-

ons with Taiwan. In this dialogue, our Host James 

Chau speaks with Professor Wu Xinbo of Fudan 

University, a longtime analyst on the bilateral ties. 

Professor Wu wants a workable trust between the 

U.S. and China to be rebuilt.
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Some people suggested the tariffs should 
be reduced or removed; some insisted that 
tariffs should be kept in place as leverage 
against China. 

Biden is not able to manage the internal po-
litics that lead China to question whether 
he has the capability to manage relations. 
Essentially, after the Pelosi episode, China 
has much less confidence that Biden has 
good relations with China in mind — or 
even workable relations with China,

James Chau

Let’s look at the consequences of Nancy 
Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan, which triggered 
days of military exercises around the is-
land. Some people in the West have called 
this an overreaction. Do you think that’s 
the case? Or was it an appropriate, rational 
response?

Wu Xinbo 

My understanding is that the military 
drills don’t just target Nancy Pelosi’s visit 
to Taiwan, per se. But it targets the broa-
der context in which the U.S. has changed 
its Taiwan policy fundamentally in the 
last several years. It actually started with 
the Trump administration, which played 
the Taiwan card against China. The Biden 
administration continued this policy line 
by raising the level of official contact with 
Taiwan, providing increasing military sup-
port to Taiwan, and trying to raise Tai-
wan’s international profile. 

So Nancy Pelosi’s visit provided an oppor-
tunity for China to fight back by taking 
diplomatic and military countermeasu-
res. What China has been doing is not a 
response to Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan but is 
also intended to curb the dangerous trend, 
as we see it, in America’s Taiwan policy, 
which, in the view of Beijing, is trying to 
hollow out the “one China” policy com-
mitment made by the U.S. after normaliza-
tion between the two countries, and also 
to make sure that the U.S. understands 
China’s signal in a serious way.

James Chau

Why does China insist that the Taiwan 
question remain at the core of its relati-
onship with the United States, which at 
the end of the day, is thousands of miles 
away on a different continent?

Wu Xinbo 

Well, it’s simply because the U.S. has been 
the most important external factor on the 
Taiwan issue since 1950. Despite its com-
mitment to Beijing after normalization 
that the U.S. would have only unofficial, 
economic and cultural relations, U.S. rela-
tions with Taiwan have been conducted at 
the official level from time to time. In re-
cent years, the U.S. has raised the level of 
official contact with Taiwan and provided 
even more substantive military support. 
So that is why in Beijing’s view the U.S. 
stands as the most important obstruction 
to China’s pursuit of national reunification 
with Taiwan.

Essentially, after the Pelosi episode, 
China has much less confidence 

that Biden has good relations with 
China in mind — or even workable 

relations with China,

What China has been doing is also 
intended to curb the dangerous 
trend, as we see it, in America’s 

Taiwan policy.
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Cooperation between two 
countries on multilateral 
issues require, as always, 
political will. And Beijing 
just believes this kind of 
political will is lacking.

James Chau

Let’s put this in global context now, becau-
se the world is struggling with an econo-
mic downturn, multiple disease outbreaks 
and a degradation in the natural environ-
ment. Yet we’re here talking about China 
and the United States. Can they rise to the 
moral responsibility by solving the major 
challenges humanity faces today?

Wu Xinbo 

Well, let’s remember that before Donald 
Trump, China and the U.S. had very ef-
fective cooperation on multilateral issues, 
from public health to climate change. But 
things began to change during the Trump 
administration. One is that, because of 
domestic politics, the U.S. didn’t want to 
cooperate with China on multilateral is-
sues. 

The Trump administration viewed the 
outbreak of COVID-19 in China as an 
opportunity to slow down China’s rise. 
It played up this issue as political lever-
age for domestic reasons — for example, 
for the midterm elections in 2020. Ano-
ther reason is that the U.S. is now taking 
an increasingly geopolitical approach to 
cooperation with China on multilateral is-
sues because it views China’s rise on the 
international stage as a threat to the U.S. 
influence. It adopts a kind of zero-sum ap-
proach and is becoming unwilling to coo-
perate with China on these issues.

For Beijing there is also a change. Beijing 
fears that the U.S. does not respect China’s 
core interests, such as the Taiwan issue, so 
its willingness to cooperate with the U.S. 
on those third-party factors is declining. 
This time, China, in response to Pelosi’s 
visit to Taiwan, has declared a suspensi-
on of China-U.S. cooperation on climate 
change. Cooperation between two coun-
tries on multilateral issues require, as al-
ways, political will. And Beijing just belie-
ves this kind of political will is lacking.

James Chau

We’re listening to you. My concern is that 
the growing absence of cooperation will 
lead to a rising likelihood of military con-
flict between the United States and China. 
Do you share those concerns? Or do you 
think we’re still very far from the tipping 
point?

Wu Xinbo 

I think, at the moment, that both Beijing 
and Washington do not want to see a ma-
jor military conflict. On the other hand, 
the risk is rising, simply because the U.S. 
is pursuing its so-called strategic compe-
tition with China, not just economical-
ly and diplomatically but also militarily. 
And this has made it very dangerous for 
the two militaries to manage encounters 
in the western Pacific, especially around 
Taiwan. On the other hand, Beijing must 
take a firmer approach to defend its core 
national interest on the Taiwan issue, and 
also in South China Sea. This has made it 

Both Beijing and Washington do 
not want to see a major military 

conflict. On the other hand, the risk 
is rising.
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more difficult for two sides to take ne-
cessary precautions to reduce the risk 
of military conflict. Sometimes military 
conflict occurs not because they are 
planned but because some incident oc-
curred in which the two sides were not 
able to manage these incidental clashes. 
They can escalate into major crises and 
finally into major conflicts. This is so-
mething that people in both countries 
are worried about today.

James Chau

Former U.S. Secretary of State Henry 
Kissinger says the United States would 
do well to adopt some of the style from 
Richard Nixon’s era by being a bit more 
flexible to defuse a confrontation bet-
ween the U.S. and China, and between 
Russia and the rest of Europe. Are we 
seeing the world emerge into polarized 
camps because of what is coming out of 
Washington right now?

Wu Xinbo 

Washington today is mainly playing two 
cards vis-a-vis China and Russia. One is 
the geopolitical card. So it’s pursuing a 
so-called geopolitical strategy, trying 
to get its regional allies and friends on 
board against China, and even to bring 
its NATO allies into the camp. That is 

creating more and more geopolitical 
division between the U.S. on one hand, 
and China and Russia on the other. The 
second card is “value”. Biden defines 
U.S. competition with China as between 
democracy and autocracy. Washington 
hosted the so-called Democracy Sum-
mit last year, not just to promote the 
value of democracy but more important 
to isolate China and Russia on the world 
stage. 

As a result, the world is becoming more 
divided between the U.S. and its allies 
on the one hand, and China and Russia 
on the other. However, there are also 
some countries — most of ASEAN, for 
example, or countries in Southeast Asia 
— that do not want to take sides bet-
ween two camps. So they are actually 
trying to pursue a sort of third way, be-
coming a sort of third camp. 

On certain issues, they may join the 
United States. On other issues, they 
may join China. I think there will be 
more countries taking the third way and 
joining this sort of camp. We no lon-
ger have an integrated world driven by 
globalization and global cooperation on 
global governance. More and more, we 
are torn apart by geopolitical and ideo-
logical fights between Washington and 
Beijing and Moscow.

James Chau

Last, we spoke about the moral respon-
sibility of China and the United States. 
Surely that responsibility is also tied to 
many multilateral frameworks, such as 
the G20, the World Trade Organization 
and even the United Nations. What is 
the future of all these groups?

On certain issues, they may 
join the United States. On other 

issues, they may join China. I 
think there will be more countries 
taking the third way and joining 

this sort of camp. 
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The world overall is 
becoming not only 
more divided but 
also more fractured.

Wu Xinbo 

Well, unfortunately the growing geopolitical and 
ideological fight against China, Russia and other 
countries by the U.S. and its allies has worked to 
hinder the operation of multilateral frameworks, 
be it United Nations, WTO or G20. 

In the United Nations Security Council, you will 
see more and more vetoes cast by the U.S. and its 
allies, as well as by China and Russia, making the 
UN Security Council less efficient and effective in 
promoting world peace and security. Within the 
WTO, as we have seen, the U.S. during the Trump 
administration, decided to paralyze this body be-
cause it’s not happy with the way it works. 

So far, the Biden administration has not changed 
Trump’s policy of paralyzing the WTO settlement 
resolution mechanism. It is making it more diffi-
cult for a multilateral mechanism such as the G20 
to operate smoothly. As we have seen, given the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict, the U.S. has insisted that 
the G20 should not invite Russian President Pu-
tin to attend. When the Russian minister spoke, 
the U.S. and its allies just boycotted it. The G20 is 
supposed to be a body for international economic 
governance, one that bridges differences in po-
litical and security realms. Yet today it has been 
hijacked by geopolitical fighting. So, that is a very, 
very unfortunate. 

What will happen in the future? There may be a 
rise in other types of multilateral arrangements. 
Countries may decide to make new arrangements 
to pursue their goals in security and economy. For 
example, the BRICS mechanism has decided to 
include more countries — perhaps Indonesia or 
Argentina — to promote economic governance. 
Also, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization is 
also including other regional members in a joint 
effort to deal with regional security challenges. 
The U.S., of course, is trying to create other types 
of multilateral arrangements that exclude China 
and Russia. The world overall is becoming not 
only more divided but also more fractured.
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What Happens After Pelosi?

The U.S. House speaker made a bad situation worse, and China-U.S. 
relations are headed to a new low. Changes can be seen on multiple 
fronts, but perhaps most clearly in the military dynamics between the 
two countries and in the chip-making regime, which has become an 
important chess piece in the geopolitical game. 

Li  Yan
Deputy  D i rec tor
Ins t i tu te  o f  Amer ican  S tud ies
Ch ina  Ins t i tu tes  o f  Contemporary  In ternat iona l  Re la t ions

A soldier looks through binoculars during combat exercises and training of the navy of the Chinese 
People’s Liberation Army in the waters around Taiwan on Aug. 5, 2022.  (Photo: Lin Jian / Xinhua)
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Her visit further diminished the 
political credibility of the United 
States and wreaked havoc with 

the already fragile foundation of 
mutual trust with China.

The recent visit to Taiwan by U.S. House 
Speaker Nancy Pelosi, in disregard of 
repeated warnings from China, has trig-
gered another crisis. Aside from the 
impact on Taiwan itself, it will only add 
negativity over the long term to the al-
ready strained China-U.S. relationship.

Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan was a manifes-
tation and microcosm of her long-stan-
ding anti-China ideology. In the con-
text of U.S. domestic politics, the visit 
unmistakably jeopardized relations. On 
one hand, the crisis triggered by this 
visit clearly damaged a recent uptick 
in China-U.S. engagement. High-level 
communication between China and the 
U.S. had become more frequent, and 
multilevel dialogues in various fields, 
such as diplomacy and defense had been 
launched in succession, setting the stage 
for relations to return to the right track. 

Pelosi defied China’s repeated advice 
and warnings and brazenly trampled 
on a core Chinese national interest by 
being the highest-ranking U.S. official 
to set foot in Taiwan in 25 years. China 
was forced to counter the offense and 
suspended its established cooperation 
agenda in areas such as defense, justice 
and climate change. 

Pelos’s visit may very well have rende-
red all previous efforts to stabilize rela-
tions wasted and futile.

Her visit further diminished the politi-
cal credibility of the United States and 
wreaked havoc with the already fragile 
foundation of mutual trust with China. 
For decades, the importance and sen-
sitive nature of the Taiwan question in 
China-U.S. bilateral relations has been 
well-known. In recent years, the United 
States has repeatedly played the Taiwan 
card to undermine the political founda-
tion of relations with Beijing. 

Before this visit, the Biden administrati-
on claimed that “the government has no 
right to interfere with the actions of of-
ficials in the legislature” — an assertion 
made on the ground of the so-called se-
paration of powers inherent in the U.S. 
political system. This constitutes an un-
precedented move that further tarnis-
hes China’s perception of U.S. political 
credibility. It indicates that the U.S. will 
not only renege on its diplomatic com-
mitments using the pretext of a change 
of government but will also use its poli-
tical system as an excuse to let anti-Chi-
na forces have their willful ways. Once 
basic trust is gone, we cannot expect 
much from the communication or in-
teraction going on, no matter what the 
amount. 

The Pelosi visit, with its flurry of be-
hind-the-scenes maneuverings, will 
have a direct impact on the course of 
China-U.S. relations going forward. The 
first thing that warrants attention is the 
pluralistic dynamics of the actors taking 
part. China and the U.S. are vastly dif-
ferent, and their foreign policy systems 
and models are markedly divergent. Pe-
losi, the speaker of the House of Repre-
sentatives, reportedly did not have the 
explicit support of the Biden adminis-
tration, which is largely made up of De-
mocrats. Nor did the U.S. military deem 
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the trip appropriate. Nevertheless, her 
trip made a major unwritten declaration 
about U.S. diplomacy that was endorsed 
by the Biden administration afterward. 

On the tariff issue, Biden’s personal in-
clination is removal of tariffs on China, 
but the White House’s National Security 
Council, the Treasury Department and 
the Trade Representative’s office have 
long been divided, and diverging views 
among corporate interest groups have 
become even more pronounced. All of 
this contributes to prolonged procrasti-
nation on the tariff front. 

These all highlight the multiple-actor 
feature of the U.S. policy toward China, 
which is not a new phenomenon. But it 
will make the U.S. decision-making pro-
cess more complicated as competition 
between China and the U.S. grows more 
intense. From the Chinese side, the Tai-
wan crisis has sparked widespread public 
concern. Pelosi’s trip on a military pla-
ne was broadcast live by some netizens, 
which suggests that one party’s influence 
on public opinion and decision-making 
cannot be ignored.

The competition around chips is note-
worthy. While the Pelosi’s landing in Tai-
wan carries obvious political significan-
ce, her interaction with TSMC may carry 
the more practical significance. The tech-
nology sector, represented by chips, has 
been a central area of U.S. suppression 
and competition against China in recent 
years. 

According to U.S. calculus, Taiwan’s stra-
tegic value, in addition to geopolitics, 
is much enhanced by its chip industry. 
U.S. military figures have proposed the 
idea of a “silicon shield” in an attempt to 
use Taiwan’s chip advantage to set back 
China’s reunification efforts. In May this 
year, Biden proposed the creation of a 
chip alliance (Chip4) between the U.S., 
Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. In Au-
gust Biden signed the CHIPS and Science 
Act, which introduces differentiated in-
dustrial support policies and restricts the 
business activities of some companies in 
China. Given the sensitivity of the chip 
issue in international technology compe-
tition, the cooperation between the U.S. 
and Taiwan, plus a small but widening 
circle of cooperation that excludes China 
will further complicate the Taiwan ques-
tion.

Another important factor bearing on re-
lations between the two countries is the 
military dynamic in the Western Pacific. 
Before and after Pelosi’s arrival in Tai-
wan, China conducted a series of major 
military exercises breaking through the 
Taiwan Strait median line and practicing 
island encirclement in an effort to eleva-

These all highlight the 
multiple-actor feature 
of the U.S. policy toward 
China, which is not a new 
phenomenon. But it will 
make the U.S. 
decision-making process 
more complicated as 
competition between 
China and the U.S. grows 
more intense. 

U.S. military figures have 
proposed the idea of a “silicon 

shield” in an attempt to use 
Taiwan’s chip advantage to set 

back China’s reunification 
efforts. 
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Before and after Pelosi’s 
arrival in Taiwan, China 
conducted a series of 
major military exercises 
breaking through the 
Taiwan Strait median line 
and practicing island 
encirclement in an effort 
to elevate deterrence (and 
other things) by showing 
some of its capabilities. 

te deterrence (and other things) by sho-
wing some of its capabilities. 

The U.S. military, on the other hand, reac-
ted in an apparently subdued manner, only 
declaring afterward that it would continue 
to navigate in the Taiwan Strait. The U.S. 
military was most likely constrained by the 
Biden administration, yet this is still an im-
portant case study in observing the pattern 
of China-U.S. military interaction in a cri-
sis. 

Some U.S. media have noted that Pelosi’s 
flight intentionally took a detour to avoid 
the South China Sea as she approached Tai-
wan. It merits further observation to de-
termine whether or not the U.S. military’s 
freedom to operate in the South China 
Sea has been affected by China’s military 
layout, or whether it implies a new subtle 
change in regional military power dynami-
cs between China and the U.S.

During her one-day visit to Taiwan, U.S. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi also met with Mark Liu, 
chairman of the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company (TSMC) - the biggest chipma-
ker in the world, whose share of the global contract chipmaking market is expected to expand to 
56% this year.
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This statement, later reaffirmed in all 
three Sino-U.S.  joint communiques, 
has been held up by the Chinese as 
the cornerstone of the relationship. It 
has enjoyed broad support across eight 
U.S. administrations and, coupled with 
Beijing’s strategic patience, has helped 
to preserve cross-strait stability for de-
cades. 

In recent years, however, as Washing-
ton sought to counteract growing Chi-
nese influence, it changed not just 
the tone, but also the substance, of its 
one-China policy. The Trump admi-
nistration opened the Pandora’s box 
by declassifying the “Six Assurances,” 
which had been made privately in 1982 
to pacify the Taiwan authorities just a 
day after the U.S. committed publicly 
to Beijing that it would reduce arms 
sales to Taipei. Trump also approved 

Departure from “One China” More 
Dangerous Than Imagined

In the midst of the Cold War, policymakers in the United States became 
convinced that detente with China would best serve America’s strategic 
interests. It was only made possible after the question of Taiwan was 
handled with diplomatic dexterity. The magic formulation clinched after 
painstaking negotiation was the U.S. acknowledgement of the Chinese 
position that “there is one China, and Taiwan is a part of China.”

Yi  Fan
Be i j ing -based  wr i ter  on  in ternat iona l  a f fa i rs

In the midst of the Cold War, U.S. po-
licymakers became convinced that 
detente with China would best serve 
America’s strategic interests. This was 
only made possible after the question 
of Taiwan was handled with diploma-
tic dexterity. The magic formulation, 
clinched after painstaking negotiati-
on, was the U.S. acknowledgement of 
the Chinese position that “there is one 
China, and Taiwan is a part of China”.

As Washington sought to 
counteract growing Chinese 
influence, it changed not just 

the tone, but also the substance, 
of its one-China policy.
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the sales of arms, whose quantity and 
quality exceeded  that of previous admi-
nistrations, a direct violation of the 1982 
Sino-U.S. communique. 

The Biden administration has gone fu-
rther. It has redefined the one-China po-
licy, inserting the Six Assurances (made 
to a part of another sovereign country), 
putting the Taiwan Relations Act (a pie-
ce of domestic legislation) before the 
three Sino-U.S. communiques (diploma-
tic agreements between two sovereign 
governments) and  removing  references 
to one-China, including “Taiwan is a part 
of China,” from the U.S. State Depart-
ment’s website. Moreover, the active-du-
ty deployment of U.S. military personnel 
in Taiwan was confirmed in October. It 
had increased to twice its previous size. 
This flies in the face of common sense: 
A country cannot station military per-
sonnel on another country’s territory 
without the latter’s consent. In this con-
text, the sitting president’s repeated “gaf-
fes” about using force to protect Taiwan, 
though subsequently walked back by 
White House officials, elicited a strong 
response from China and heightened 
cross-strait tensions. 

The Biden administration is performing 
a delicate balancing act: It wants to sco-
re political points ahead of the midterm 
elections by playing tough on China whi-
le avoiding a direct conflict. Yet such 
“short-termism” risks creating a moral 
hazard on the part of Taiwan authorities 
and encourages an inclination toward 
adventurism. Taipei’s independence-le-
aning leaders quickly jumped on the 
moves as evidence of “rock-solid” U.S. 
support. On more than one occasion, 
Tsai Ing-wen has referred to Taiwan as a 
“country,” contradicting the island’s own 
legal documents and UN General Assem-
bly Resolution 2758, moving dangerous-
ly close to China’s red line.

(Source: Taiwan Affairs Office of the State Council, China)

What did U.S. say in the three 
China-U.S.  joint communiques?

The Taiwan question is the core issue of Sino-U.S. 
relations. The one-China principle is the political 
bedrock of Sino-U.S. ties. 41 years of history after 
China and U.S. established diplomatic relations has 
shown Sino-U.S. relations can develop in a healthy 
and stable way only when the Taiwan question is 
handled well.

Joint
Communique
in 1972

Joint
Communique
in 1978

Joint Communique in 1982

The U.S. has made solemn commitments to China 
on the Taiwan question in three 
China-U.S. joint communiques.

“The United States acknowledges that all 
Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Straits 
maintain there is but one China and that 
Taiwan is a part of China. The United States 
Government does not challenge that position.”

“The Government of the United States of 
America recognizes the Government of the People’s 
Republic of China as the sole legal Government of 
China. The Government of the United States of 
America acknowledges the Chinese position that 
there is but one China and Taiwan is part of China.”

“The United States Government states that it does 
not seek to carry out a long-term policy of arms sa-
les to Taiwan, that its arms sales to Taiwan will not 
exceed, either in qualitative or in quantitative terms, 
the level of those supplied in recent years since the 
establishment of diplomatic relations between the 
United States and China, and that it intends gra-
dually to reduce its sale of arms to Taiwan, leading, 
over a period of time, to a final resolution.”
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Washington’s more pro-Taiwan stance also 
underestimates what the issue means for 
China. Ordinary Chinese see the status quo 
as unfinished business from China’s “centu-
ry of humiliation” and civil war, as well as a 
dent in its major-power status. A poll con-
ducted among mainlanders indicated that 
85 percent of respondents support reuni-
fication, by force if necessary. When Chi-
na’s legislature passed the  Anti-Secession 
Law in 2005, not one parliamentarian voted 
nay. The truth is, no Chinese leader can af-
ford to look weak in the face of Taiwan se-
paratists’ provocations or American inter-
vention. Anyone who questions this need 
look no further than the  1996 cross-strait 
crisis, when missiles were fired in response 
to a visit by Taiwan’s leader to the U.S.
 
This does not mean that China would rush 
into military action. Whenever Chinese 
leaders speak on the subject, they empha-
size a preference for “peaceful reunifica-
tion” before mentioning the use of force 
as a last resort. Yet Beijing has refused to 
take the military option off the table, just 
in case. And it is safe to assume that Chi-
na will have prepared itself for the kinds 
of U.S.-led responses that followed Russia’s 
special operation in Ukraine, although the-

re are important distinctions. Ukraine is 
a sovereign country, while Taiwan is not. 
Moreover, it is important to note that, un-
like Ukraine, which is accessible by land, 
the  “stopping power of water”  surroun-
ding Taiwan makes it difficult for the U.S. 
or its allies to send in troops or weapons.
 
The key to a possible showdown is the 
extent to which the U.S. is ready to be in-
volved militarily. Washington most likely 
would prefer to avert a total war, because 
Taiwan’s geopolitical position is “not cri-
tical to American interests in East Asia,” 
as John Bolton conceded in an article for 
The Diplomat.
 

Short of all-out war, Washington may opt 
for a limited or proxy war. In the former 
scenario, it would have to contend with 
the Chinese People’s Liberation Army 
and its rapidly growing anti-access and 

Washington’s more pro-Taiwan 
stance also underestimates what 

the issue means for China.

On August 10, China published a whi-
te paper titled “The Taiwan Question 
and China’s Reunification in the New 
Era,” setting out the positions and 
policies in advancing reunification in 
the new era. 
This is the third white paper on Tai-
wan issued by the government, the 
first two being “The Taiwan Question 
and China’s Reunification” in August 
1993 and “The One-China Principle 
and the Taiwan Question” published 
in February 2000.
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area-denial capabilities. “The era of U.S. 
military primacy is over,” concluded Gra-
ham Allison, pointing out that war game 
simulations against the PLA by the Pen-
tagon did not end with American victory. 

The odds of a proxy war rest in large part 
on factors beyond Washington’s control. 
Would Taiwan capitulate quickly in the 
face of overwhelming military force? 
And what would U.S. allies choose: the 
displeasure of a fickle ally or the wrath of 
a permanent neighbor? 

This leaves the U.S. with only the option 
of sanctions. Given that China is a much 
larger economy than Russia and more 
integrated into global commerce, Ameri-
ca and its allies must think twice before 
imposing debilitating sanctions, for they 
always cut both ways. Japan has been 
flirting with the idea of a more hands-on 
role regarding Taiwan, but it was the first 
to break ranks with G7 countries and lift 
sanctions on China in 1991. That was 
when its economy was 10 times  that of 
China; now it is less than one-third of its 
top trading partner. 

In short, prevarication over the “one 
China” formulation, together with clo-
ser military ties with Taiwan, may pro-
ve dangerous. It emboldens Taipei, dis-
mantles  “common sense guardrails”  in 

U.S.-China relations and makes a peace-
ful resolution less likely.
 
In a recent speech on China, U.S. Secre-
tary of State Tony Blinken stressed Ame-
rica’s “abiding interest in peace and sta-
bility across the Taiwan Strait.” The best 
way to achieve this is to heed the advice 
of his illustrious predecessor, who had 
negotiated the language on Taiwan that 
paved the way for peace in the Pacific 
for decades. Speaking at the World Eco-
nomic Forum in May, Henry Kissinger 
issued a rare public rebuke: “The United 
States should not by subterfuge or by a 
gradual process develop something of a 
‘two-China’ solution.” It’s time for pru-
dence to return, not to please China, but 
for the good of the United States and the 
Asia-Pacific region at large. 

Given that China is a much 
larger economy than Russia and 

more integrated into global 
commerce, America and its allies 
must think twice before imposing 

debilitating sanctions, for they 
always cut both ways. 

In short, prevarication 
over the “one China” 
formulation, together 
with closer military 
ties with Taiwan, may 
prove dangerous. It 
emboldens Taipei, 
dismantles “common 
sense guardrails” in 
U.S.-China relations 
and makes a peaceful 
resolution less likely. 
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Evaluating China’s Challenges

As an emerging power, China must cultivate a healthy national psyche, 
seeing not only from its own perspective but also that of others. It should 
do its own things well, balancing reform, development and stability. And 
it should work to reestablish positive relations with the United States.

Zhang Bai j ia
Former  Deputy  D i rec tor
Par ty  H is tory  Research  Center
CPC Centra l  Commit tee
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The biggest change brought by reform 
and opening-up is China being tightly 
interwoven with the rest of the world. 
When reform and opening-up began, 
Deng Xiaoping judged that peace and 
development would be the main theme 
of the time. He proposed that, so long 
as there is no foreign invasion, China 
should stick to economic development 
as its primary national objective.

The main task of Chinese diplomacy 
was thus defined as creating a favora-
ble and peaceful external environment 
for the country’s modernization drive, 
which would support the undertakings 
of the Communist Party of China and 
its government. The influence of Deng’s 
judgment and the subsequent adjust-
ment of Chinese foreign policy has been 
significant and multifaceted.

The process of reform and opening-up 
that began in 1978 may be divided into 
two stages — before and after 2012. The 
problems the country faced in the first 
stage had already emerged and accumu-
lated before reform and opening-up, the 
most important of which were the eco-
nomic growth mode transition and high 
growth. Problems in the second stage 
emerged during reform and opening-up 
and after China’s economic takeoff, the 
most outstanding of which were eco-
nomic and social coordination and sus-
tainable development. The problems in 
these two stages had different origins 
and called for different approaches.

To cope with current challenges facing 
the country, it has been of critical im-
portance to transition from high growth 
to quality growth, to achieve coordina-
ted economic and social development 
and to solve various problems accu-
mulated during high growth, such as in 

income distribution, resources and en-
vironment, population aging and buil-
ding consensus against a backdrop of 
diverse interests.

The rise of an emerging power will ine-
vitably go through a period in which the 
external environment tends to become 
tense. Examples of this abound in histo-
ry. For China, the trend began as early 
as the 1990s, although such incidents 
as the Gulf war, the 9/11 attack and the 
Iraq war postponed it.

China is also a special case because of its 
tremendous size. It is unprecedented in 
human history that a country of 1.4 bil-
lion people achieved modernity in little 
more than four decades. The shock of 
this to the existing international order, 
resources, markets and environment 
are also unprecedented. Other big coun-
tries, such as India, may follow suit. We 
haven’t directly felt such shocks, but the 
outside world has felt them strongly.

Changes in China’s external environ-
ment in recent years also need to be 
understood from this perspective. We 
should view the world not only from a 
Chinese angle but should also view Chi-
na from a global angle. This is the only 
way to handle well the structural con-
tradictions that have emerged.

An important source of the changes in 
China-U.S. relations is that America’s 
judgment has turned to identify China 

The rise of an emerging power 
will inevitably go through a 
period in which the external 

environment tends to 
become tense.
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The U.S. wants to 
preserve its 
hegemony; China 
wants to preserve 
its own right to 
development. 
This means 
there still is room 
to maneuver in 
bilateral relations, 
and the two 
countries don’t 
have to engage in 
a life-or-death 
struggle.

The U.S. has announced that it wants to build a “Chip 4 Alliance” with Japan, 
the Republic of Korea and the Chinese island of Taiwan. Currently the Chi-
nese mainland is reported to lead the global chip market with a 24% share, 
followed by Taiwan (21%), the ROK (19%) and Japan (13%). Only 10% of the 
chips are made in the U.S..

as a rival in an all-around strategic com-
petition. While in the 1980s the U.S. 
had taken China as a friendly non-ally, 
the U.S. now takes all kinds of measures 
to press China.

Yet it’s important to see that Chinese 
and American goals in the wrangling 
are not at a same level: The U.S. wants 
to preserve its hegemony; China wants 
to preserve its own right to develop-
ment. This means there still is room to 
maneuver in bilateral relations, and the 
two countries don’t have to engage in a 
life-or-death struggle.

The latest round of America’s China 
policy adjustment has been in the pi-
peline for a decade and will absolutely 
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We should resist 
being bound with 
Russia by 
international forces 
whose ulterior 
motive is to 
“Russianize” China’s 
image.

not change easily. China-U.S. wrangling will 
be long-term — for this we must be fully pre-
pared. Our side’s tactic should be “dogfight,” 
while striving for possible cooperation to 
prevent all-around decoupling. In the field 
of high technology, competition has become 
unavoidable. The outcome of the China-U.S. 
game will hinge on their respective domestic 
development and capability for building part-
nerships.

Prospects for the Russia-Ukraine war remain 
hard to predict because the situation is sub-
ject to multiple constraints. However, a Chi-
nese perspective is needed in observing and 
analyzing the war, and we should not be rail-
roaded by Western or Russian opinion. Chi-
na and Russia have different ways of strategic 
thinking: China takes its policy of good-neig-
hborliness as an important means to preserve 
national security, while Russia is accustomed 
to building buffer zones under its control on 
its periphery.

Russia is actually the country with the greatest 
strategic depth in Europe. During the Cold 
War, besides NATO opposite the Warsaw 
Pact there also was the Southeast Asian Al-
liance. The latter has long since disappeared, 
largely because China never sought expansi-
on. The two divergent ways of thinking have 
led to different strategic consequences. The 
Chinese attitude on the Russia-Ukraine war 
seeks to balance the needs of national secu-
rity strategy, the foreign policies the country 
has consistently followed and standards of in-
ternational morality and justice.

Chinese and Russian strategic interests don’t 
align completely. Our country’s connections 
with the international system are far broader 
and closer than those of Russia. We should re-
sist being bound with Russia by international 
forces whose ulterior motive is to “Russiani-
ze” China’s image.
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U.S. President Joe Biden speaks virtually during an event in the White House in July to 
promote the CHIPS and Science Act. He signed the bill on Aug 9 to provide $52.7 billion in 
subsidies for U.S. semiconductor production and research and to boost efforts to make the 
United States more competitive with China’s science and technology efforts.

To cope with the challenges it faces, Chi-
na should first do its own things well, ba-
lancing reform, development and stabili-
ty. The most important thing is to realize 
modernization in a way that the majority 
of people can enjoy life in green, sustai-
nable ways. This will be a tremendous 
Chinese contribution to human progress.

Meanwhile, we should observe the world 
order with a cool head; maintain strate-
gic patience; be careful about balancing 
goals, strengths and means; and learn to 
think from others’ perspectives to take 
advantage of all kinds of contradictions 
and unite the majority.

There were two major lessons from the 
Cold War era:

First, there is only one world and no fu-
ture for attempts to create two systems. 

To cope with the challenges it 
faces, China should first do its 

own things well, balancing reform, 
development and stability.

It was because China got rid of the Cold 
War pattern that it achieved develop-
ment.

Second, facing external pressures, Chi-
na must make meticulous preparations 
in various aspects to avoid falling into a 
vicious circle. As a responsible emerging 
power, China must pay attention to culti-
vating a healthy national psyche, get rid 
of obsessions with the country’s humilia-
ting past, avoid arrogant nationalism and 
deal with other countries with an open 
mind.
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If the United States and China went into armed conflict, it would be 
ruinous for both nations. The two governments must work together to 
find common ground, address arising issues — including tensions with 
Taiwan — and prevent war.

Doug Bandow
Sen ior  Fe l low,  Cato  Ins t i tu te

TAIWAN QUESTION 
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WAR IS TOO TERRIBLE TO 
CONTEMPLATE: 

America and China Must 
Confront Risk of Conflict

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine raised the 
specter of a wider conflict involving 
NATO. Such a war almost certainly would 
go nuclear. The consequences would be 
too terrible to contemplate.
 
Nuclear weapons have been used only 
twice against a non-nuclear state to end 
a horrendous conventional conflict. The 
Cold War featured a dangerous nuclear 
stand-off between two superpowers. 
However, fear of escalation caused both 
Washington and Moscow to avoid a di-
rect conventional confrontation, despite 
multiple covert and proxy conflicts. 

Similar concerns caused President Joe 
Biden to be extremely careful in his po-

licy toward Ukraine. He made clear even 
before  Russia invaded Ukraine that the 
U.S. would not directly intervene, a com-
mitment he  reiterated later. Although a 
month into the war President Biden ca-
relessly raised questions about his inten-
tions, the  White House’s denial  of any 
policy change was generally believed. 
Indeed, that stance reflected nearly una-
nimous agreement within the foreign po-
licy community. 

However, Washington appears far more 
willing to contemplate war with China. 
On his recent Asia trip Biden suggested 
for the third time that Washington would 
go to war to defend Taiwan. As before, his 
officials rushed to declare that U.S. policy 
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remained the same. The PRC and other 
nations might have believed the first Bi-
den denial, as with President George W. 
Bush. This time, Biden was seen as spea-
king what he believes, inadvertently re-
placing ambiguity with clarity.

 
Indeed, U.S. policy on defending Tai-
wan has never been “no.” Instead, after 
Washington broke off formal relations 
with Taipei, America’s position became 
“maybe.” “Strategic ambiguity” was in-
tended to simultaneously deter Chinese 
action with an implicit threat of possi-
ble/likely war and convince Taiwan offi-
cials not to provoke Beijing. 

Today the main debate within the foreign 
policy community is whether to move 
from ambiguity to clarity. Although 
members of what Ben Rhodes called 
“the Blob” are divided on this question, 
they appear to overwhelmingly believe 
that Washington should act if the PRC 
attempts to force reunification. For in-
stance, Richard Haass, president of the 
Council on Foreign Relations,  recently 
advocated  making an explicit commit-
ment to Taiwan’s defense. 

In years past the question was largely aca-
demic because Beijing lacked the military 
capacity to seize the main island. Amphi-
bious operations are among the most dif-
ficult military operations to mount, and 
Taiwan benefits from a defensive barri-
er of as 110 miles of open sea. However, 
the PRC has devoted significant resour-
ces to its armed forces and made Taiwan 

a top priority. Although Russia’s travails 
in Ukraine offer a caution to the Chine-
se government (possession of the latest 
equipment does not mean it will be used 
effectively), Beijing has increasingly de-
veloped the ability to undertake a range 
of coercive steps, including invasion.
 
Moreover, popular sentiment backs the 
government’s claim that the island is 
part of China. Nationalism is strong even 
among the young, who may have had no 
contact with Taiwan. Many of them be-
lieve in forced reunification if necessary. 
Uniformly, they oppose American inter-
vention.
 
This means the possibility of war is real, 
even if still unlikely, at least in the near 
future. The Quincy Institute’s  Michael 
Swaine observed: “Beijing is not about to 
launch an effort to seize Taiwan by for-
ce, although this possibility cannot be 
discounted over the longer term if pre-
sent trends continue.” How each capital 
would respond in a crisis is unknown, but 
rational policymakers on both sides, ac-
ting rationally in what they believe to be 
their respective nations’ interests, could 
“sleepwalk” into war. 

“Strategic ambiguity” was 
intended to simultaneously deter 
Chinese action with an implicit 

threat of possible/likely war and 
convince Taiwan officials not to 

provoke Beijing. 

Although Russia’s travails 
in Ukraine offer a caution 
to the Chinese government 
(possession of the latest 
equipment does not mean 
it will be used effectively), 
Beijing has increasingly 
developed the ability to 
undertake a range of 
coercive steps, including 
invasion. 

TAIWAN QUESTION 
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The consequences of conflict between 
Washington and Beijing would be dire. 
The U.S., joined by much of Europe and 
at least a smattering of allies and friends 
elsewhere, likely would begin by initia-
ting economic warfare, which would be 
costly for both sides. Washington might 
intensify economic pressure by, for in-
stance, interdicting commerce with the 
PRC, including energy and food ship-
ments.
 
Even a limited war would be nothing like 
the insurgent campaigns of late. Combat 
would not likely be restricted to trade 
routes. The intensity of air and naval con-
flict would recall the Pacific war between 
the U.S. and Japan, much heightened by 
the proliferation of missiles and possible 
use of nuclear weapons. The sinking of 
just one aircraft carrier could doom se-
veral thousand sailors.

Worse, such a war would almost inevita-
bly escalate and expand. If the U.S. sought 
to thwart an invasion, it would have little 
choice but to attack mainland bases, whi-
le the PRC could not leave installations 
on American territory, such as Guam, 
untouched. And if Washington’s allies 
allowed the use of bases against China, 
they would turn themselves into targets. 
The pressure on both governments to 
escalate, both militarily and politically, 
would be great. Ominously, a recent U.S. 
war game found that Beijing would likely 
threaten to use nuclear weapons early in 
the fight.
 

Although relations between the 
two governments are not good, 

they should place war avoidance 
at the top of their diplomatic 

agenda.

Although relations between the two go-
vernments are not good, they should 
place war avoidance at the top of their 
diplomatic agenda. The objective should 
not be to reconcile their positions, which 
is highly unlikely, but to reach a modus 
vivendi that keeps the peace. Both sides, 
along with Taiwan, would have to make 
concessions to avoid conflict.
 

Agreement could start with recipro-
cal commitments: Taipei would eschew 
any bid for independence, Washington 
would forswear any military relationship 
with Taiwan and China would commit 
to a peaceful outcome. Further, Taiwan 
could drop its campaign for separate en-
try into international organizations, the 
U.S. could reduce its naval presence near 
the island and the PRC could move missi-
le targets away from Taiwan. 

Again, the objective would be to give the 
three parties enough to dissuade them 
from going to war. Had the U.S. and Euro-
pe taken such a stance toward Russia and 
Ukraine, Moscow’s invasion  might have 
been avoided. Both Beijing and Washing-
ton need to work together to avoid the 
circumstances most likely to lead to war.
 
NATO and Russia in battle would be terri-
ble. Conflict between America and China 
would be even worse. Washington and 
Beijing must work past their differences 
to ensure that their relationship never 
collapses into armed conflict. That effort 
should begin now.

The objective would be to give the 
three parties enough to dissuade 

them from going to war.



INTERVIEW52

The world’s second largest economy is trying to meet 5.5% GDP growth 

for the year. But, it’s currently falling shy of that target. International 

economist Lawrence Lau — a longtime professor at Stanford University 

— looks at the prospects for China. He says that quality growth, rather 

than quantity only, will be the way forward. He speaks with our Host 

James Chau on July 18, 2022.

What’s Ahead for China’s Economy?

Lawrence J. Lau is Ralph and Claire Landau Professor of Economics, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 

and Kwoh-Ting Li Professor in Economic Development, Emeritus, Stanford University.
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James Chau

Let’s begin with China where in the first 
six months of 2022, GDP expanded by 
about 2.5%. There is that target though 
for the full year of 5.5%, that’s more than 
double that. How and will it achieve that 
number?

Lawrence Lau

Shanghai’s GDP is less than 4% of Chi-
na’s GDP and Shanghai’s industrial va-
lue added is less than 3% of China’s in-
dustrial value added. You’ve got to ask 
why do they have such a serious impact? 
The answer is that Shanghai is the stati-
on through which all or most of supply 
chains, domestic or international, they 
all pass through Shanghai. So, Shanghai 
stops, everybody stops. I personally be-
lieve that Shanghai has already more or 
less recovered. I expect for the rest of this 
year, an average rate of growth of 5.5% 
or a little bit higher. But that we will not 
get you to 5.5 of the whole year. Right. 
That will get you to somewhere between 
4% and 4.5% for the year. I think we have 
to settle for that. But if you think about 
it, that is still much better than the U.S., 
UK, Germany, and so forth, it’s still bet-
ter than almost all developed economies. 

James Chau

As you said, numbers need not necessa-
rily be cast in stone. But whether you’re 

looking at 4%, 4.5%, 5%, 5.5%, what are 
the challenges to achieving a meaningful 
growth, and as you said, a growth which 
would far surpass global expectations?

Lawrence Lau

China has already come out even earlier 
this year, to say that the emphasis is now 
on the quality of growth, rather than the 
quantity of growth. Part of the quality 
of growth has to do with the quality of 
public health. That is, from amongst 1 
million people, 3.7 persons die from CO-
VID since 2020. Do you know what’s the 
comparable number for the rest of the 
world? I did the calculation. For the rest 
of the world, it’s 993 persons per million.

James Chau

The World Bank says the global economy 
is hurtling towards a recession, possibly 
even stagflation. Do you agree with that 
assessment?

Lawrence Lau
 
There’s no question that the developed 
world is heading towards a recession. 
Stagflation is something that Larry Sum-
mers has talked about. Now, stagflation 
basically means that you have a long re-
cession, coupled with persistent inflati-
on. Now, whether that’s true or not, you 
know, we don’t know, it’s hard to tell at 
this moment because it is very hard to di-
sentangle the effects of the interruption 
of the global supply chain, with a mone-
tary phenomenon of basically, expectati-

The answer is that Shanghai is the 
station through which all or most 

of supply chains, domestic or 
international, they all pass 

through Shanghai. So, Shanghai 
stops, everybody stops.

There’s no question that the 
developed world is heading 

towards a recession. 
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on-driven inflation. So that’s hard to tell.

James Chau

When I interviewed Larry Summers, for 
this show, a couple of months ago, we spo-
ke also about the global supply chain, a very 
fragile international environment conti-
nues to create problems for it, is that likely 
to continue and worsen?

Lawrence Lau
  
I actually think that decoupling has some 
advantages because what that means is 
that with everything, every product, eve-
ry service, there’s a second source. There’s 
diversification, so that it’s not possible for 
everything to collapse all at once. It doesn’t 
have to be a geopolitical, it doesn’t have to 
be a pandemic, it could be an earthquake, 
tsunami, tornado, whatever, right? So, you 
want to protect yourself against all these 
possibilities, which means that you should 
never put all your trust into a single supply 
chain. Now, my suggestion, because of what 
happened recently in China, is that China 
should move away from Shanghai a little bit 
and create a different, independent supply 
chain, perhaps centered in Chongqing. Chi-
na is big enough to have two supply chains, 
right, so that they won’t all fail at once. And 
I think that’s true of the world, too. Right? 
You don’t want to have just one single sup-
ply chain.

James Chau
  
What would be the outcome if the supply 
chain issue continues, accelerates, worsens 
as well? And how should we, as consumers, 
but also just as members of humanity, pre-
pare ourselves for those changes?

Lawrence Lau

I actually think that the key is really what 
I said, is diversification and second source. 
Because once you have a second source, 
what happens is that the monopoly power 

enjoyed by the first source disappears. The 
world really should not allow a single firm 
to dominate everything. 

James Chau

Who are you thinking of?

Lawrence Lau

Like, Amazon, right? Or in China for exam-
ple, Alibaba. Because once they dominate, 
they will make use of the monopoly power 
to make more money. I have nothing against 
making money, but not by using monopo-
ly power. So, I think that in the long run, 
we hope that the supply chain issue will be 
solved, because there is competition, so it 
won’t all stop at once.

James Chau
  
Professor Lau, I’m going to end with a 
‘crystal ball’ question which I shouldn’t do 
but you are eerily correct all the time. The 
global supply chain issue has exacerbated 
inflation. Question one, when will inflati-
on peak? Question two, when will inflation 
fall?

Lawrence Lau
  
James, you really have to think nothing of 
inflation as one single worldwide pheno-
menon. Inflation is very high in the United 
States, it is also similarly very high in Eu-

My suggestion, because of 
what happened recently 
in China, is that China 
should move away from 
Shanghai a little bit and 
create a different, 
independent supply chain, 
perhaps centered in 
Chongqing. 



VOL 34  I  AUGUST 2022 55WWW.CHINAUSFOCUS.COM

rope for many different reasons. But it’s not that 
high in China. I think part of the inflation is arti-
ficial. Let me give you an example. If you really 
think of oil prices, think of it before the Russia 
Ukraine conflict. This pretty much balanced their 
supply and their demand. And the conflict itself 
didn’t really change supply demand very much. 
But why does the price go up so much? Because 
the buyers are still those buyers, the suppliers are 
still those suppliers. Why? I think it really has to 
do with price gouging on the part of some of the 
major oil companies. They will basically say, oh, 
great, the Russians can’t sell their oil anymore, 
so we have more customers, and we’ll raise our 
price. That’s the only way to understand why the 
fundamental supply and demand basically should 
have stayed more or less the same. I think there is 
also the underlying monetary phenomenon that 
too much money is being printed. I think the inte-
rest rates will continue to go up and they will have 
some impact on prices in two different ways. One 
is that it will reduce demand. The other thing that 
will happen is that the higher interest rate in the 
U.S. will drive up the dollar. The dollar is now at 
the all-time high. 

The interest rates 
will continue to go 
up and they will 
have some impact 
on prices in two 
different ways. One 
is that it will 
reduce demand. The 
other thing that will 
happen is that the 
higher interest rate 
in the U.S. will drive 
up the dollar. 
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The United Nations is an intergovernmen-
tal organization with universal represen-
tation. Its missions include maintaining 
international peace and security, deve-
loping friendly relations among nations 
and achieving international cooperation. 
Since its founding, the UN has been a part 
of the postwar international order and 
also a principal instrument for maintai-
ning that order. It has played a useful role 
in fulfilling its responsibilities.

Over the years, the UN’s effectiveness has 
been hampered by a number of problems: 
the Cold War, the reluctance of member 
states (especially major powers) to dele-
gate power to it, the inability of the UN 
Security Council to reform itself to adapt 
to changes in international power distri-
bution and, most recently, divisions bet-
ween the permanent members of the UN 
Security Council, especially China and the 
United States.
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The UN and the International 
Order

From the Chinese perspective, the future international order is 
likely to see both continuity and change. Despite its flaws, it is 
better than any alternative. It’s time for world leaders to wake up 
and work together to defend and improve the system.

J ia  Qingguo
Direc tor  and Professor
Ins t i tu te  for  G loba l  Cooperat ion  and Unders tanding
Pek ing  Univers i t y

As one of the founders of the UN, Chi-
na has been a strong supporter since the 
restoration of its legitimate membership 
in 1971. It has repeatedly called for res-
pect for UN authority. It has been paying 
a large membership fee to the UN, se-
cond only to the U.S. It has been the se-
cond-largest financial contributor to UN 
peacekeeping operations. And it has dis-
patched more peacekeeping troops than 
any other permanent member of the UN 
Security Council.

The current world order consists of the 
UN, other international organizations 
and international laws and norms. Much 
of it has been shaped through extensive 
consultations between member states, 
and the U.S. has played a leading role in 
the process.

Ever since the current world order took 
shape, there have been two interpretati-
ons as to what the UN means to the inter-
national community. One interpretation 
is advocated by the West: It prioritizes 



The founding assembly of the United Nations in San Francisco in 1945. It now has 193 member 
countries. Photograph: Heritage Images
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ideological values such as individual li-
berty, human rights and democracy. The 
other interpretation is favored by most 
other countries. This view prioritizes se-
cular values such as territorial integrity, 
sovereignty, economic development and 
collective security. It is important to note 
that both sets of values can be found in 
the UN Charter and in international law.

During the Cold War, the world was split 
into two camps: the communist or socia-
list camp and the capitalist camp led by 
the West, which called its camp the “free 
world.” One consequence of the adoption 
of the policy of openness and reform in 
China and the collapse of the Soviet Uni-
on was the emergence of a new unified 
world order.

At the height of its power after the Cold 

War, the West sought to impose its in-
terpretation of the world order on the 
international community. For a time, it 
argued that the international order was 
out of date and it was time to move on. 
Accordingly, it came up with the slogan 
that human rights come before sovereign 
rights. This provided the rationale for 
NATO’s armed intervention in the Kos-
ovo crisis.

During the Trump administration, the 
U.S. pursued a policy of “America first” 
and launched a series of assaults on the 
world order by challenging many exi-
sting international arrangements. It 
withdrew from quite a few international 
organizations and agreements, including 
the United Nations Human Rights Coun-
cil, UNESCO and the TPP. It tried to un-
dermine the work of the WTO and the 

GLOBAL ORDER
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WHO. It launched trade wars against 
other countries, especially China. It 
even attacked its allies for taking advan-
tage of the United States. As a result, the 
appeal of the liberal international order 
drastically declined. Vicious China-U.S. 
interactions accelerated the process.

Since coming to the White House, the 
Biden administration has tried to rever-
se Trump’s policy. It has taken measu-
res to recommit itself to the defense of 
the existing international order. Howe-
ver, for various reasons it has continued 
Trump’s policy on China, and the Chi-
na-U.S. rivalry has grown more intense.

One consequence is that the rivalry 
threatens to undermine not only the li-
beral international order but also the se-
cular international order, which is based 
upon such values as national sovereign-
ty, territorial integrity, development, 
international commerce and collective 
security. In the absence of China-U.S. 
cooperation, some countries see oppor-
tunities to challenge the secular world 
order.

Russia’s efforts to address its grievance 
over Ukraine has dealt a further blow to 
the secular international order in at least 
two ways. First, it aimed to split a piece 
of territory from a country by instiga-
ting a plebiscite, as in Crimea. Second, it 
bolstered the practice of using force to 
address grievances with another coun-

try, as in its war against Ukraine. Russia, 
of course, is not alone on the latter prac-
tice. The U.S. did this against Iraq du-
ring the second Gulf War, and Israel has 
done it repeatedly against its neighbors.

Why should we care about maintaining 
the secular international order? Despi-
te all its flaws, the current world order 
is still the best that humankind has 
ever created. Through established in-
stitutions, states champion universally 
accepted values and principles such as 
sovereignty, non-aggression, non-inter-
vention in another country’s internal 
affairs, human rights, rule of law, free 
trade and the principle of both com-
mon and differentiated responsibilities. 
In general, states observe international 
laws and norms.

The international order has offered plat-
forms for states to air their frustrations 
with world affairs, including internati-
onal arrangements and practices. It has 
also provided opportunities for states to 
discuss ways and means to address pres-
sing global issues.

In part because of all this, another world 
war has been avoided and unpreceden-
ted prosperity has been achieved. This 
explains the fact that few countries have 
completely rejected the world order, re-
gardless of whatever grudges they may 
have against it.

Most countries in the world thus have 

Why should we care about 
maintaining the secular 

international order? 

One consequence is that the 
rivalry threatens to undermine 

not only the liberal international 
order but also the secular 

international order.
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a stake in the existing order. Wealthy 
countries can expect their wealth to be 
protected, and poor countries can expect 
aid when they are in dire straits. Both 
strong and weak countries can expect 
international laws and norms to pro-
tect their interests, one way or another. 
The problems most countries have with 
the existing world order are more about 
perceived injustices in the distribution 
of benefits rather than absolute losses. 
These countries may be unhappy with a 
particular piece of an existing internati-
onal arrangement, but they have no in-
tention of overthrowing the world order 
as a whole in favor of the 19th century 
arrangement of might makes right.

Therefore, despite the U.S. withdrawal 
from some international institutions, 
most countries have chosen to remain, 
whether that means staying in instituti-
ons like UNESCO and the Universal Pos-
tal Union or observing the Iran nuclear 
deal and the Paris climate agreement. 
Even rising powers such as China and 
India — which feel that the world order 
has not given their voices and interests 
adequate attention and respect — only 
call for reforms rather than the wholesale 
replacement of the existing world order.

What about the future of the world or-
der? To begin with, the decline of the 
West has made it increasingly difficult 
for the West to impose its liberal inter-
pretation of the world order. The share 

of the world’s gross domestic product 
generated by Group of Seven (G7) coun-
tries — the United States, Canada, Fran-
ce, Germany, Italy, Japan, and the United 
Kingdom — dropped from 68 percent 
in 1992 to 30.15 percent in 2018 and is 
projected to go down to 27.26 percent in 
2023. Although the decline in military 
capabilities is less drastic, NATO defen-
se spending had also shrunk from two-
thirds of the global total to little more 
than half in 2017.

In the second place, the values of the 
future world order are likely to become 
more inclusive and redefined. More in-
clusive means that values such as peace, 
development, national sovereignty and 
mutual benefits — which have been in 
the UN Charter — are likely to receive 
more attention. Redefining refers to a 
more comprehensive and nuanced in-
terpretation that is likely to be adopted 

What about the future of the 
world order?

The problems most countries have 
with the existing world order are 

more about perceived injustices in 
the distribution of benefits rather 

than absolute losses.

GLOBAL ORDER
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when talking about such values as a free 
market, human rights and democracy. As 
China and India rise, their views on how 
to define these values are likely to carry 
more weight.

In the third place, decision-making in 
the future world order is more likely to 
involve non-Western countries, such as 
BRICS, and reflect their views and inte-
rests.

Finally, whether or not the secular inter-
national order is sustainable depends on 
whether the major powers — especially 
China and the U.S. — can find a way to 
contain the spillover of their differences 
and work together to address the chal-
lenges to the world order. This requires 
the major powers to stand up to domestic 
political pressures from their respective 
countries and exercise foresight, courage 
and wisdom in doing the right thing.

In short, the future world order is likely 
to see both continuity and change. Like 
it or not, despite its flaws, the existing 
international order is better than any al-
ternative. It is time for world leaders to 
wake up to this fact and work together to 
defend and improve it. 

Like it or not, despite its flaws, 
the existing international order is 

better than any alternative. 

This requires the 
major powers to 
stand up to domestic 
political pressures 
from their respective 
countries and 
exercise foresight, 
courage and wisdom 
in doing the right 
thing.
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He Weiwen
Sen ior  Fe l low
Chongyang  Ins t i tu te  for  F inanc ia l  S tud ies

The systemic challenge for the U.S. is not China but the worst inflation in 
40 years. In fact, economic fragmentation does not seem to be happening 
in the real world. Even an Asia-Pacific version of NATO will not likely 
divide the region, as China will continue to be a major trade partner.

Cooperation Beats Fragmentation
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Chinese Vice Premier Liu He and U.S. 
Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen had 
a phone conversation on July 5 about 
joint efforts in macroeconomic policy 
coordination, global supply chain stabi-
lity, tariffs, and trade policies. Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi and U.S. Se-
cretary of State Tony Blinken met du-
ring the G20 gathering of foreign mi-
nisters in Bali, Indonesia. U.S. President 
Joe Biden had a phone call with Chinese 
President Xi Jinping.

The intensive high-level dialogues bet-
ween the world’s two largest economies 
have brought some light of optimism to 
the world, despite the backdrop of tur-
bulence and risk of fragmentation. In 
the meantime, simultaneous summits in 
the East and West in late June had pre-
sented the prospect of a world splitting 
into two camps — the West and the rest.

The June 23-24 EU Summit in Brussels, 
the June 26-28 G7 summit at Schloss 
Elmau, Germany and the June 29-30 
NATO Summit in Madrid gathered the 
West and delivered a tone of fragmen-
tation and confrontation. The G7 lea-
ders’ communique made 14 accusations 
against China regarding its own internal 
matters. The G7 announced a plan to 
find $600 billion to finance infrastruc-
ture projects in low-income developing 
countries — a strategic plan designed 
solely to counter the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative led by China.

NATO’s Strategic Paper 2022, while 
asserting that Russia was a “direct and 
dangerous rival,” designated China as a 
“systemic challenge” 11 times, although 
China is thousands of miles from Eu-
rope and shares no border with NATO. 
Obviously, the Western agenda points 
to global political fragmentation.

On the other hand, the June 24 BRICS 
summit and Global Development Ini-
tiative High-Level Dialogue, both held 
in Beijing, showed no camp attributes. 
Although the participants were 18 de-
veloping countries, they also included 
the presidencies of the leading global or 
regional organizations: ASEAN (Cam-
bodia), G20 (Indonesia), CIS (Kharzak-
stan), APEC (Thailand), African Union 
(Senegal) and Comunidad de Estados 
Latino Americanos y Caribeños, or CE-
LAC (Argentina). Members of these or-
ganizations include all G7 countries, the 
EU, Japan, South Korea, Canada, Austra-
lia and New Zealand. Hence, the atten-
dees covered various parts of the world, 
not “the rest” only.

The agendas of the two events in Chi-
na showed no camp confrontation. It 
included global development partner-
ships for attaining UN 2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals. The BRICS summit 
and GDI upheld multilateralism and the 
UN Charter, putting development as the 
core agenda for the common prosperity 
of all humanity.

It is doubtful whether the three events 
in the West would really lead to world 
fragmentation.

First, the EU does not want a camp con-
frontation with China. Charles Michel, 
chairman of the European Council, said 
after the EU Summit that the key for 
China-Europe relations remains coope-

Obviously, the Western agenda 
points to global political 

fragmentation.
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ration and win-win outcomes. German 
Chancellor Olaf Scholz has expressed 
explicitly that it is imperative to prevent 
the positioning the West on one side 
and China and Russia on the other. The 
leaders of Belgium and the Netherlands 
have taken the same position.

Second, the G7 mechanism is mostly out-
dated in global governance, having been 
replaced by the G20 after the global fi-
nancial crisis of 2008-09. With the men-
tality of world camp confrontation, the 
G7 Summit 2022 actually failed to pro-
vide the world any positive public goods 
except the commitment of $4.5 billion 
in food aid. The $600 billion infrastruc-
ture financing plan for low-income eco-
nomies, mostly from the private sector, 
can hardly be regarded as a result before 
they actually find the money. An article 
posted on a U.S. political website said the 
G7 Summit was a failure in all respects.

Four months from now, the G20 Summit 
2022 will be convened in Indonesia. Its 
objective, announced by Indonesia on 
May 4, is to provide opportunities for 
jointly promoting a global and regional 
agenda by all G20 members, and to let 
peace, prosperity and sustainable de-
velopment benefit the people of all the 
countries of the world. It is undoubtedly 
a global effort, not an example of political 
fragmentation. The G20 includes all G7 
and BRICS members. So, when the G20 
Summit takes place, the G7 leaders will 
also sign the leaders’ statement for global 
collaboration, thus overrunning the G7 
Summit agenda for fragmentation.

Third, it is doubtful that an Asia-Pacific 
version of NATO would really divide the 

region. All four invitees (Japan, South 
Korea, Australia and New Zealand) are 
members of both the RCEP and APEC. 
Within the RCEP, China is the largest tra-
ding partner for all of them. The APEC 
Summit 2022 will be held in Thailand on 
Nov. 18 and 19. The objective announced 
by Thailand on May 4 exactly mirrors the 
G20 as to global solidarity and common 
prosperity.

The United States, the driving force be-
hind the NATO expansion, is a member 
of APEC as well. The leaders’ declarati-
on for the APEC Summit 2022 will be 
signed and implemented by the U.S. and 
five other countries, including China. In 
this context, APEC will become a strong 
institutional constraint on the fragmen-
tation of the region.
  

In light of all this, more efforts should be 
devoted to supporting global cooperation 
and mediating differences to avoid wor-
ld fragmentation. China and the U.S., the 
two key players, should contribute more.

The successful cooperation of China and 
the U.S. at the recent 12th WTO Minis-
terial Conference (MC12) is the most 
recent and convincing example. They 
made a key contribution to the success 
of multilateralism. Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, 
the WTO’s director-general, expressed 
her thanks to China’s Minister of Com-
merce Wang Wentao and U.S. Trade Re-
presentative Katherine Tai, saying that 
“U.S.-China cooperation helped get us 
through at the toughest moments” and 
“was instrumental in getting to positive 
outcome.”

The G20 includes all G7 and 
BRICS members.

It is doubtful that an Asia-Pacific 
version of NATO would really 

divide the region. 
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China and U.S. should also work together, 
both bilaterally and at the G20 Summit 
in November, to help coordinate the ma-
croeconomic policies of G20 countries to 
check the most serious inflation in decades 
and prop up the weakening world economy. 
It should especially seek common solutions 
to the world’s energy, food and debt crises 
in low-income developing economies.

The “systemic challenge” facing the U.S. 
is not China but the worst inflation in 40 
years. For this reason, the U.S. should drop 
tariffs on Chinese goods — and the sooner, 
the better. China should follow by dropping 
the counter-tariffs on U.S. goods, thus rein-
vigorating bilateral trade in a more positive 
atmosphere.

China and the U.S. would do well to coo-
perate on the G7 global infrastructure plan. 
The G7 initiative and the China-led BRI 
could be complimentary, not mutually con-
frontational. For years, Chinese companies 
have enjoyed excellent cooperation with 
GE, Honeywell, Caterpillar and other U.S. 
and European companies in numerous in-
frastructure projects in low-income deve-
loping countries along the BRI route, inclu-
ding subcontracting and project financing. 
Why not make it a new pathway for infra-
structure investment by all countries and 
for all low-income economies? Beyond any 
doubt, this collaboration will provide a new 
push toward the attainment of the UN 2030 
SDG and toward the common prosperity of 
all humanity.

China and U.S. should 
also work together, 
both bilaterally and at 
the G20 Summit in 
November, to help 
coordinate the 
macroeconomic 
policies of G20 
countries to check the 
most serious inflation 
in decades and prop up 
the weakening world 
economy.The G7 initiative and the China-led 

BRI could be complimentary, not 
mutually confrontational.
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NATO’s Indo-Pacificization

A significant step in the Biden administration’s effort to realign 
NATO is its attempt to link its Atlantic and Pacific strategies. The 
U.S. is doing this in part by amplifying the so-called China threat 
in the Asia-Pacific and exporting the NATO concept of alliances 
against big powers.

NATO unveiled its new Strategic Con-
cept document at the Madrid summit 
this year. Since 1991, NATO has pu-
blished a document like this about 
once every 10 years to outline its stra-
tegic stance and determine how it will 
proceed in the coming decade. Since 
the beginning, the document has dra-
wn a lot of interest from outsiders. On 
one hand, the Russia-Ukraine conflict 
has had a significant post-Cold War 
influence on the European security 
environment. On the other, NATO is 
quickly moving toward Indo-Pacifici-
zation, which is the core of its globa-
lization process under the guidance of 
the United States.

These two features are central to the 
document’s historical pivot and orien-
tation with regard to Russia and Chi-
na. As NATO’s sense of insecurity has 
grown, the alliance has modified its 
description of Russia as the most sig-
nificant and direct threat to allies’ se-
curity, and to peace and stability in the 
Euro-Atlantic area, as opposed to its 
previous new thinking on Russia. Ac-
cording to NATO, China poses a “syste-
mic challenge” to Euro-Atlantic securi-
ty and a challenge to NATO’s interests, 
security and values. At the same time, 
the document also “binds” China and 
Russia, claiming the two countries “at-
tempt to undercut the rules-based in-
ternational order.”

A significant step in the Biden admi-
nistration’s effort to Indo-Pacificize 
NATO is the binding of China and Rus-
sia. It saw a new opportunity in light 
of the Ukraine crisis to balance, and 
even link, the Atlantic and Pacific stra-
tegies. The U.S. did this by coordina-

A significant step in the Biden 
administration’s effort to 

Indo-Pacificize NATO is the 
binding of China and Russia.
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ting the interaction between NATO and its 
Indo-Pacific allies, highlighting the so-cal-
led China threat in the Asia-Pacific region 
and exporting the NATO concept of “small 
nations united against big powers.” Japan, 
South Korea, Australia and New Zealand 
were invited for the first time to the NATO 
summit this year in an effort to establish a 
new configuration as NATO+.

However, there are two significant barri-
ers to NATO’s Indo-Pacificization. First, 
the perspectives of China and Russia, as 
well as the Eurasian and Asia-Pacific regi-
ons, differ between the U.S. and NATO’s 
European members. Although China is 
mentioned in the new Strategic Concept 
for the first time and referred to as a “sys-
temic challenge,” the document also emp-
hasizes constructive engagement with 
China, which more or less reflects ongoing 
disagreements within NATO. Further, the 
document’s more unfavorable portrayal 
of Russia implies that NATO’s European 
members continue to see Russia as a more 
urgent threat to European security than 
China, which is located far away in the 
Asia-Pacific region.

Second, over time, NATO and the EU’s 
perceptions of the European security ar-
chitecture won’t be consistent. The EU 
has been compelled by the Russia-Ukraine 
conflict to reconsider its proud “norma-
tive power” and acknowledge that it must 
take a more active part in deterring and 
defending against Russia — and that soft 
power by itself is insufficient to accom-

plish strategic autonomy. Some European 
experts have come to the conclusion that, 
in order to avoid becoming instruments 
and victims of great power competition 
and stop depending permanently on NA-
TO’s security protection, they must build 
their defense capacity and establish them-
selves as a meaningful global pole.

If Europe simply relies on NATO as led by 
the United States in the sphere of defense, 
it will never be possible to attain the goal 
of strategic autonomy, even though at this 
point Europe’s quest for autonomy would 
not do away with the framework of the 
transatlantic alliance. In the long run, this 
fundamental conflict between autonomy 
and reliance will define how Europe and 
the U.S. ensure European security. It will 
also have a major influence on NATO, the 
security tie that binds the alliance.

The future course of the strategic relati-
onship between China, the United States 
and Europe is a topic that is closely rela-
ted to the Indo-Pacificization of NATO. If 
Europe is increasingly integrated into the 
U.S. strategic track of great power compe-
tition with China, NATO’s promotion of 
Indo-Pacificization will accelerate by be-
coming a demand shared by the U.S. and 
Europe. Then the strategic environment 
China faces will grow more complex.

In the long run, this fundamental 
conflict between autonomy 
and reliance will define how 
Europe and the U.S. ensure 

European security. 

If Europe is increasingly 
integrated into the U.S. 
strategic track of great 
power competition with 
China, NATO’s promotion 
of Indo-Pacificization will 
accelerate by becoming 
a demand shared by the 
U.S. and Europe.
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in light of the complexity of its relations 
with China. European attitudes and po-
licies toward China have shifted in the 
past two years toward the negative side, 
but at the same time they have called 
for ongoing engagement and coopera-
tion with China in areas such as world 
health and climate change. The EU has 
been using and upgrading its tools, in-
cluding stepping up ideological accusa-
tions and even sanctions against China; 
enhancing investment protections and 
supply chain reviews on the economic 
front; strengthening the military presen-
ce of the UK, France, and Germany in the 
Asia-Pacific region; and forming an alli-
ance with the U.S. in technology.

The United States and Europe are not 
comparable when it comes to great po-
wer competition with China. The stra-
tegic objective of the U.S. is to maintain 
its hegemony, so competition with China 
is one of systemic rivalry or even con-
frontation. Europe’s objective is develop-
ment, so competition with China is about 
influence in the same system. Therefore, 
the relationships of China, the U.S., Rus-
sia and Europe are by no means a simple 
camp-like battle between China/Rus-
sia vs. U.S./Europe, despite the NATO 
summit’s confirmation that America is 
aiming to link the two geopolitical thea-
ters of Eurasia with the Indo-Pacific. The 
Indo-Pacificization of NATO is not in the 
interest of China, Europe or any other 
countries in the region.

The relationships of China, the 
U.S., Russia and Europe are by no 
means a simple camp-like battle 
between China/Russia vs. U.S./

Europe.

Three factors will likely impact how Chi-
na-U.S.-European relations develop in 
the future:

First, the ability of the United States to 
successfully bring Europe together will 
depend on how Europe views its ally. The 
European side anticipates Biden’s efforts 
to try to revitalize transatlantic relations 
but also remains wary. The victory of 
Donald Trump in 2016 signaled a shift in 
American politics that will have a nega-
tive impact on support for transatlantic 
cooperation and will affect any U.S. pre-
sident who succeeds Trump — as Europe 
is well aware. Europe thinks that Donald 
Trump’s “America first” and Joe Biden’s 
“foreign policy for the middle class” are 
essentially the same. Europe has lately 
expressed grave worries over the aborti-
on rights debate in the U.S. and believes 
that Trump-like political figures may re-
turn in 2024 under the influence of con-
servatism and nativism in U.S. politics.

Second, Europe’s autonomy and dyna-
mism in the rivalry between China and 
the U.S. will be determined by the EU’s 
prospects for strengthening strategic au-
tonomy. The crisis between Russia and 
Ukraine has delayed the EU’s efforts to 
achieve the goal, but the bloc’s resolve 
has grown. Russia’s actions have made 
the EU more aware of the link between 
strong defense capabilities and strategic 
autonomy. The aim of strategic autono-
my does not necessarily entail EU inde-
pendence from the U.S., but if the EU 
strengthens its role inside the European 
security architecture, it will arguably in-
crease the likelihood of some indepen-
dence from the United States.

Third, the stability of China-EU ties will 
be impacted by how Europe views Chi-
na and its corresponding actions. The EU 
will approach engagement with China in 
response to various issues and policies 
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America’s Stumbling Effort in 
Asia-Pacific

Countries in the region, wary of U.S. intentions, don’t want to pick sides. They 
wonder if they really need a new economic alliance where three already exist 
— the CPTPP, RCEP and APEC. While the U.S. seeks to isolate China, it will 
only isolate itself in the end.

America’s rivalry with China is set to in-
tensify further with the launch of the In-
do-Pacific Economic Framework, a U.S.-
led initiative which is widely seen as an 
effort to counter China’s influence in the 
Asia-Pacific, according to the South China 
Morning Post. This is the second time the 
U.S. has excluded China in a multilateral 
trade arrangement in the region. 

Earlier, when the U.S.-led Trans-Pacific 
Partnership, comprising 12 countries, 
was about to be concluded, the U.S. itself 
withdrew under President Donald Trump. 
The remaining 11 countries went ahead 
and signed the free trade agreement as the 
Comprehensive and Progressive Agree-
ment for Trans-Pacific Partnership, or 
CPTPP. China formally applied to join the 
group in September 2021.

Fifteen countries in the Asia-Pacific regi-
on comprising all major economies, inclu-
ding China, have in the meantime joined 

the Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership, or RCEP, creating the world’s 
largest trading bloc. The agreement came 
into force after ratification by 10 countries 
in January. The U.S. chose to stay out and 
India balked at the last minute. 

According to the World Bank, the agree-
ment covers 2.3 billion people or 30 per-
cent of the world’s population, contribu-
tes $25.8 trillion — about 30 percent — of 
global GDP and accounts for $12.7 trillion 
of global trade in goods and services, more 
than one-fourth. 

The U.S. absence from the CPTPP and 
RCEP, two of the largest trading agree-
ments in the world, demonstrates a lack 
of American economic engagement with 
the region. The U.S.-led IPEF is presu-
mably an attempt to rectify this shortco-
ming. It reflects the American ambition to 
strengthen economic ties with key econo-
mies in the Asia-Pacific. 
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But the IPEF focuses on trade facilita-
tion, standards for the digital economy 
and technology, supply chain resiliency, 
decarbonization, clean energy, infra-
structure, worker standards and other 
areas of shared interest while remaining 
silent on market access — something 
that all trade facilitation agreements 
aim for. The IPEF is thus no substitute 
for the CPTPP or RCEP.

Thirteen countries agreed to join the 
IPEF negotiations, including Australia, 
Brunei, Fiji, India, Indonesia, Japan, Ma-
laysia, New Zealand, the Philippines, 
Singapore, South Korea, Thailand and 
Vietnam. Participating countries can 
choose any of the processes. China, the 
world’s biggest trading nation and a key 
partner in global supply chains, was not 
invited to join, which lays bare the real 
purpose of creating another economic 
agreement in the presence of the more 
substantial CPTPP and RCEP.

Questions about the purpose behind the 
IPEF on top of two of the world’s largest 
multilateral trade pacts have already ari-
sen. It is unclear to what extent coun-
tries with deep trade and economic re-
lations with China will participate in a 
visibly anti-China coalition. Some coun-
tries may have participated to balance 
relations with both China and the U.S. 
or even to keep drawing the U.S. into 
the region as a bulwark against China’s 

overwhelming presence. Major ASEAN 
economies may have considered strate-
gic benefits over economic ones. 

Nonetheless, openly apprehensive voi-
ces regarding China’s absence include 
Mohamed Azmin Ali, Malaysia’s senior 
minister for international trade and in-
dustry, who emphasized that the frame-
work should be inclusive and engaging 
for all ASEAN players. 

Similarly wary of America’s intenti-
ons, Muhammad Lutfi, Indonesia’s tra-
de minster, who attended on behalf of 
President Joko Widodo, said: “We do 
not wish to see the IPEF merely as an 
instrument to contain other countries.” 

Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien 
Loong stated that the IPEF “should re-
main open, inclusive and flexible.” The 
agreement, he added, should enable 
members to continue working with 
other partners in “overlapping circles 
of cooperation” and leave membership 
open so others can join later. Singapore, 
he added hopes for an “Indo-Pacific that 
is free and open, connected and pros-
perous.” 

Beijing has accused Washington of cre-
ating divisions with its newly launched 
IPEF, saying it was forcing countries 
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The IPEF is thus no substitute for 
the CPTPP or RCEP.

China was not invited to join, 
which lays bare the real purpose 

of creating another economic 
agreement in the presence of the 

more substantial CPTPP and 
RCEP.



The CPTPP and 
RCEP offer market 
access to member 
states, but without 
preferential market 
access to the U.S. in 
the IPEF there is little 
incentive for member 
states to choose it 
over the other two.

in the region to pick sides between the 
U.S. and China. Chinese Foreign Minis-
try spokesman Wang Wenbin questio-
ned the need for a new economic alliance 
where three already exist — the CPTPP, 
RCEP and APEC.

The U.S. is trying to use this framework 
to isolate China, but it will only isolate it-
self in the end,” Wang said.

Like Trump, U.S. President Joe Biden has 
struggled to craft a coherent China policy 
that would overshadow China’s deepe-
ning economic ties with all the regional 
states. The CPTPP and RCEP offer mar-
ket access to member states, but without 
preferential market access to the U.S. in 
the IPEF there is little incentive for mem-
ber states to choose it over the other two. 
China’s application to join the CPTPP, on 
the other hand, offers the possibility of 
huge preferential access to the Chinese 
market for other member states. 

Meaningful economic engagement with 
the Asia-Pacific faces a number of chal-
lenges within the U.S. While the U.S. 
may still control the global financial in-
frastructure, China has overtaken it in 
regional trade. While China’s economic 
engagement makes it an indispensable 
regional partner, the U.S. has countered 
by pursuing military engagement — the 
Quad and AUKUS. How long can the U.S. 
supplement its presence with military 
engagement alone? Only time will tell. 
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