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The American Mis-imagination of China
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Current US policies toward China combine protectionism, technological containment, the
disruption of supply chains born of comparative advantage, economic warfare aimed at the
exclusion or displacement of China in third-country markets, and the rejection of threat reduction
through diplomacy in favor of deterrence by purely military means. These policies have:

e Stimulated industrial growth in countries open to Chinese investment and technology
transfers, with little or no “reshoring” of the manufacturing to the United States they were
supposed to promote.

e Done nothing to enable us to compete effectively with China in foreign markets.

e Not reduced our global trade deficit but increased it at the expense of American
consumers.

e Boosted, not retarded, Chinese technological innovation.

e Encouraged U.S. scientists (not just those of Chinese origin) to depart the U.S. for the more
favorable research and development ecosystem that now prevails in China.

e Deprived us of Chinese investment in our industries and agriculture or access to China’s
increasingly innovative technological advances.

e Jeopardized the monopoly position of the U.S. dollar in trade settlement.

e Absented us from international organizations and groupings, enabling China and other
countries to displace any American role in shaping the rules they make or influencing the
decisions they take.

e Encouraged Pacific Asian countries to coordinate their trade and investment policies with
China and with each other rather than us.
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e Increased the danger that China will conclude that the Taiwan issue can only be resolved
through the use of force, and

e Set off a nuclear arms race with China.

These policies are based on unrealistic views of China and the emerging multi-nodal world order.
They do not serve our interests.

Nine weeks ago, Israel and the United States went to war with Iran for reasons that defy simple
explanation. The disastrous results should remind us that there are a great many matters that the
use of force cannot settle and may instead exacerbate. The return of China to wealth, power, and
preeminence in its region is one such. China is once again able to defend itself against any enemy
tempted to assault. This does not threaten the United States unless we choose war with China
over peace with it.

China has an unfinished civil war, but it threatens none of its neighbors with conquest. It does not
covet Lebensraum — territories beyond those internationally recognized as “Chinese.” It believes
in market access through trade, not mercantilist colonial capture. It is as respectful of democracies
as of all other political systems. It lacks any impulse to impose its ideology or political system on
others. China has no aggressive military presence at our borders, though we maintain such a
presence on its.

To treat China as a military rather than economic, scientific, and technological challenge says
almost all you need to know about today’s America and nothing significant about contemporary
China. We are making the same mistake that the Soviet Union made when it spent itself into
oblivion in an effort to outdo us militarily. We are setting ourselves up for China to do the same
to us.

The United States has misdiagnosed the politico-economic challenges of the 21st century,
including its industrial challenges. China is out-competing us not with subsidies or low labor costs
but through technological innovation and the integration of industrial software, factory
deployment, and an increasingly well-educated workforce. China once struggled to overtake
other countries. Today those countries strive to catch up to China. Tesla’s plant in Shanghai
produces twice as many cars per worker as its plant in California. We should be asking ourselves
what elements of the Chinese ecosystem enable it to do what it does, not how we can reduce
Shanghai or Beijing to the condition of Tehran.

Deng Xiaoping’s abandonment of top-down direction and control of China’s economy in favor of
market economics and political and financial incentives for entrepreneurship and job creation was
inspired in part by Chinese study of our example. Deng knew what it would take to make China
great again. He cut the budget for the Chinese military and downsized it to fund reforms and
productive investment in education, agriculture, industry, and science and technology. He
thereby laid the basis for a rejuvenated China. We are now doing the opposite. To compete with
the increasingly wealthy and powerful China that Deng’s “reform and opening” created or with
other rising or resurgent powers, we need to reexamine our priorities. Getting our own act
together is far more important than trying to impair China’s.

John Hay was onto something when he saw an Open Door as the key to China’s modernization.
This is not surprising. It was very American. The United States became the pre-eminent society on
the planet in part through our unique openness to foreigners and foreign ideas. The reversal of
this openness now taking place promises to debase and debilitate us. It is no accident that
international respect for China’s leadership has now overtaken our own. China’s future role in



world affairs will be determined not just by its interaction with us but by its interactions with
others. Our role will be determined in no small measure by how we handle our relations with
China.

Today’s world is very different from Hay’s. There is no Pax Britannica or Pax Americana. The West
no longer dominates global politics or the world economy. Old alliances have died or are decaying.
Global disorder contrasts with emerging regional orders. Countries that were once vassals of
imperial powers are themselves emerging as great powers, not just in their own regions but
globally.

Several geopolitical epochs have passed. World affairs are no longer bipolar. There is no “G-
2.” We are in a new age of multi-nodality, in which middle-ranking powers can twist, turn, and
adjust their political, economic, cultural, and military relationships to their advantage as they see
it. The connections between great and lesser powers and in the networks they form are not just
more diverse but more dynamic.

The emerging world order is one from which China cannot be excluded and from which the United
States cannot afford to exclude itself. The current Sino-American relationship is marked by
minimal aspirations — a search for modest strategic stability and the pursuit of minor tactical
adjustments, rather than breakthroughs.

In Hay’s time, China needed the protection of a rising America to pull itself together. It was
endangered not just by predatory foreign powers but by its own internal chaos and confusion.
Today, in some ways, the tables are turned. We Americans need time and a peaceful international
environment in which we can pull ourselves together. For this, we need a realistic and respectful
relationship with a rising China.

For at least 120 years, both China and Sino-American relations have flipped and flopped in
different directions with each passing decade. China need not be our Nemesis. It can yet be a
partner in the rejuvenation of our republic. Another decade will soon be upon us. Let us do what
we can to ensure that the changes that inevitably accompany it are positive for both Americans
and Chinese!

This is drawn from a talk given at Brown University on 2 May 2026 and is published with the kind
permission of the author.
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insights for business and government policy, to address global challenges
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