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Abstract

Recognizing interstate competition between China and the United 
States as a strategic priority for the US defense enterprise is one issue 
that appears to transcend presidential administrations. But despite its 
merits, this notion of “great power competition”—or “strategic competi-
tion” as some prefer to term it—has led many in the foreign policy, de-
fense, and academic communities to question the value of competition as 
a strategic tool for shaping policies against rogue and revisionist powers 
like the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). More cooperative approaches, 
some say, could yield favorable results. While competition and coopera-
tion are not mutually exclusive, analysis of the current strategic environ-
ment reflects the former as more of a geopolitical imperative than a policy 
decision. This study presents evidence that forsaking the conceptual 
framework of competition could signal a return to toothless engagement 
policies of the twentieth century, overlook the human rights abuses of 
competitors, abandon critical allies, and concede global influence and ac-
cess to regional powers emboldened by decades of US collaboration. Al-
though there is room to debate the nuances of its supporting policies, 
denying the competitive environment’s existence is ill advised. The United 
States should build on the existing competitive framework in its future 
strategic documents if it seeks to prevent the CCP from achieving its 
clearly expressed, but rarely understood, strategic objectives at the cost of 
US values and national security interests.

*****

This is what Philip has bought with all his lavish expenditure: that he is at war 
with you, but you are not at war with him!

—Demosthenes of Athens, 341 BCE

After the 2017 publication of Graham Allison’s wildly popular book 
Destined for War, the term “great power competition” has elicited 
reference to the Peloponnesian Wars and the risk of competition 

escalating into a conflict between major powers in the twenty- first century. 
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But the relationship between Athens and Macedonia might be a more 
suitable historical parallel. Demosthenes issued the above impassioned 
statement to a rather passive Athenian ecclesia during his Third Philippic 
speech, the final warning in a series of admonishments designed to pro-
mote awareness vis- à- vis the intentions of Alexander the Great’s father, 
King Philip II of Macedon. Powerful as his words were, Athens would lose 
its independence to Macedonia three years later.1 Quite plainly, Philip out-
competed his Athenian opponents with a series of political maneuverings 
spread over more than a decade that culminated in the decisive Battle of 
Chaeronea (338 BCE). This precarious balance between strategic competi-
tion and cooperation warrants further reflection in light of US- Sino rela-
tions and the now controversial term “great power competition.”2 This ar-
ticle uses the term “strategic competition” as does, for example, the White 
House’s 2021 Interim National Security Strategic Guidance document.

Since its official reintroduction to the US national security lexicon in 
2017, the strategic framework of interstate competition has faced resistance 
in terms of both style and substance from numerous foreign policy scholars 
and defense analysts.3 This resistance usually consists of two arguments. 
The first is that “competition” is too aggressive and simplistic a term to 
drive strategic formulation. The second is that prioritizing competition 
precludes international cooperation by increasing interstate tensions.4 Rec-
ommended alternative solutions typically amount to advocating for lin-
guistic adjustments to status quo political cooperation in line with the 
“engagement” policies of Presidents George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton. 
These policies will become increasingly problematic as Beijing’s leaders 
face charges of genocide and technological authoritarianism from the 
Western world.5 The United States and Canada have issued statements 
regarding the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) treatment of its minority 
Uighur population and the exportation of invasive surveillance platforms 
to authoritarian states.6 Curiously, these legitimate and deeply concerning 
accusations are presented almost parenthetically in much of the sterilized 
advocacy for a more cooperative approach to US- Sino engagement.7

To be taken seriously, any proposal for peaceful cooperation as a guiding 
foreign policy principle must also recognize the free world’s obligation to 
openly condemn reports of genocide and systematic oppression through 
diplomatic channels as well as military readiness across the conflict spec-
trum. The resistance to competition as a strategic guidepost is evidence 
that many in the US national security enterprise have yet to recognize a 
problem with how the United States understands and applies competition 
with China. Similar to the conditions described by Demosthenes above, 
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the United States will remain in competition with other states whether it 
chooses to use the word in its strategic documents or not. This reality 
should not preclude cooperation but serve as a realist playbook that ac-
knowledges and accounts for the inherent limitations of cooperation as a 
twenty- first- century foreign policy tool. Because Secretary of Defense 
Lloyd Austin has identified China as the US’s pacing threat and therefore 
primary competitor, this analysis is framed accordingly.8

To Compete or Not to Compete?

Georgetown University professor Daniel Nexon wrote recently in For-
eign Affairs that the vague idea of competition as a strategic means is not 
specific enough to support the desired ends of US national security policy.9 
His commentary reflects a growing outcry from foreign policy observ-
ers—and even some practitioners—that the conceptual framework of 
competing with other regional or global powers is an ill- conceived means 
of shaping policy.10 The arguments vary. Some suggest that the security 
threat from the CCP is overblown while others highlight the catastrophic 
nature of a potential conflict between nuclear powers. However, they seem 
to reach the same conclusion: the United States should tread more care-
fully in its approach to China.11

Each of these proposals, however, appears to either misinterpret com-
petition as simply a matter of arms races and intimidation tactics or make 
vague recommendations that mirror a return to the foreign policy stance 
of the US toward China for the last 40 years. Such policies may not have 
led to war, but that does not mean they deterred it. Certainly, they did 
little to increase the probability of success should deterrence fail, consider-
ing the Chinese military is more powerful, influential, and confrontational 
today than it was in Mao’s era. More concerning is that the trepidation 
expressed by Western analysts in response to the 2017 competition man-
date is an indicator that the CCP’s strategy of increased military capacity 
and presence as a deterrent to Western encroachment is working.

A reluctance to compete for global influence born out of a fear of con-
flict with the prescribed opponent is the raison d’être of adversarial deter-
rence efforts. The hesitancy to recognize the CCP as a potentially bad 
actor that may require more than “engagement” to restrain is understand-
able given the extent of Beijing’s integration into the world’s economic 
and security infrastructure. It is also a contributing factor to much of the 
apprehension directed toward competition. Economic decoupling, as the 
process has come to be known, is a frightening prospect for nations de-
pendent upon Chinese labor, technology, and transnational commerce to 
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prop up their economies.12 The value of cooperation between great powers 
is not lost on the political establishment in the United States either.

President Joe Biden’s administration recognized as much in its Interim 
National Security Strategic Guidance by stating that “strategic competition 
does not, and should not, preclude working with China when it is in . . . 
[the US] national interest to do so.”13 Coincidentally, Chairman Xi Jin-
ping has made similar proclamations. Author and Tufts University profes-
sor Sulmaan Wasif Khan, a dispassionate observer of China’s activities, 
suggests that Beijing “will cooperate with the United States where co-
operation suits its interests.”14 But if both leaders are willing to cooperate 
merely on these terms and each nation sees fit to expand its influence, ul-
timately, their interests will encounter disunity. In other words, the United 
States must account for the space in which interests do not intersect—and 
it is in that widening space that competition occurs.

As defense officials and policy makers struggle to balance cooperation 
and competition, most of the suggested vectors of cooperation between 
the United States and CCP—such as carbon emissions reduction, techno-
logical exchange, and disaster response and relief—remain less than 
promising. The White House’s interim strategic guidance mentions cli-
mate change as a national security concern 27 times. According to 2020 
data compiled by the International Energy Agency and published by the 
Union of Concerned Scientists, China is the single greatest carbon emit-
ter on the planet (28 percent)—more than the United States (15 percent), 
India (7 percent), and Russia (5 percent) combined.15 Despite Xi Jinping’s 
recent claim that his regime eradicated poverty, which might explain an 
increase in emissions due to industrial productivity, Martin Raiser of the 
World Bank estimates that China still has roughly 200 million people 
below the poverty line or 13 percent of its population.16

Regarding technological exchange and disaster response, the interim 
strategic guidance mentions the need to keep US technological research 
far from prying eyes in the CCP. Even China expert Michael Schuman 
admitted recently that “fueling Xi’s rise by sharing our best technology is 
not a good idea.” He proceeded to recommend sanctions as a response to 
Beijing’s alleged human rights violations.17 The pandemic that swept the 
world in early 2020 provided unique insight into the CCP’s practices of 
international information exchange and communication. In January 2021, 
the World Health Organization–sponsored Independent Panel for Pan-
demic Preparedness and Response criticized China’s slow reaction to the 
outbreak, while other reports cited Beijing’s domestic stranglehold on in-
formation as a key factor in the spread of the virus.18
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Although some may see these shortcomings as opportunities for further 
cooperation, one should bear in mind that they occurred at the apex of 40 
years of cooperative US policies toward China—even in the wake of the 
1989 Tiananmen Square protests. According to former national security 
advisor Lt Gen H. R. McMaster, this retrenchment from the competitive 
space emboldened Beijing’s leaders. As a result, China pursued aggressive 
policies toward its neighbor Taiwan, including constructing islands with 
military significance in the South China Sea.19 The United States must 
retain the option of cooperation, but it should not engage the CCP with 
the notion that cooperation is beneficial to US interests as long as it is 
approached earnestly. Nor should it prop up its strategic documents and 
therefore public expectations on a political reality that does not exist.

In what should be required reading for defense professionals examining 
this problem, National Intelligence University professor Dan Tobin’s 
March 2020 testimony before the US- China Economic and Security Re-
view Commission explains much that is missing from the public discus-
sion on Xi Jinping’s ambitions—chiefly Xi’s own words.20 Though Tobin 
also takes issue with the term “great power competition” (this article adopts 
the term “strategic competition”), his feasibility assessment of a purely 
cooperative strategy with Beijing is less than sanguine. Xi Jinping’s de-
clared “new era of Socialism with Chinese characteristics,” delivered at the 
CCP’s Nineteenth National Congress in October 2017, was a watershed 
moment of candid Chinese policy. The United States and indeed the en-
tire free world must reconcile their aversion to competing with Xi’s goal of 
making China “a global leader in terms of composite national power and 
international influence” before midcentury—and they must come to terms 
with what this world would look like.21 Comments from China’s top dip-
lomat, Yang Jiechi, during a March 2021 meeting with US officials in 
Anchorage, Alaska, made clear that the political ways and ends of the two 
nations have never been more divergent.22 Stated bluntly—and paraphras-
ing Demosthenes—the CCP competes with the United States even if the 
United States is not in competition with the CCP.

The Uses and Abuses of Cold War Analogies

Comparisons to the Cold War are inevitable, and there has been no 
shortage of juxtaposition between then and now in the professional litera-
ture.23 That does not mean, however, that each comparison is viable. Xi 
Jinping is not Mikhail Gorbachev, China is not Soviet Russia, and it is not 
the 1980s. As Sir Michael Howard and Margaret MacMillan suggest, us-
ing history as a guide for current policy is somewhat of a double- edged 



Strategic Imperative: A Competitive Framework for US- Sino Relations

STRATEGIC STUDIES QUARTERLY  FALL 2021  53

sword. It can arm its wielder with information suited to fit predetermined 
ends.24 In the case of US- Sino relations, MacMillan’s 2008 observation is 
important: “Today’s world is far removed from the stasis of the Cold War. 
It looks more like that of the decade before 1914 and the outbreak of 
World War I or the world of the 1920s.” MacMillan clarifies that “in those 
days, as the British Empire started to weaken and other powers, from 
Germany to Japan to the United States, challenged it for hegemony, the 
international system became unstable.25

Perhaps it is the presumptuous Cold War scaffolding upon which many 
comparisons rest that stifles original strategic thought directed toward 
US- Sino relations in the first place. Using 30-year- old allegories to under-
stand the present strategic environment, even as Xi Jinping couches his 
struggle in medieval references, exemplifies the conceptual fissures that 
separate US strategic thought from Beijing’s reality. This observation is 
laid bare by Xi Jinping’s fixation on “great national rejuvenation” following 
a period of humiliation at the hands of Western powers that he likens to 
the hundred years of Mongolian oppression China suffered in the thir-
teenth century.26 Reducing the complexities of US- Sino relations to a 
Cold- War- or- not construct could do more harm than good in strategic 
formulation. This is not to say that Cold War analogies are outdated or 
irrelevant, only that they are not always the best lens through which one 
might capture a deeper understanding of current US- Sino relations.

Gorbachev was the first and last university- educated Soviet leader since 
Lenin. He charmed most with whom he parlayed, openly recognized fun-
damental problems with Russia’s governing Marxist- Leninist ideology, 
and pledged a willingness to rid his country of nuclear weapons. He even 
welcomed Secretary of State George Shultz to teach classes on free market 
economics in Moscow (elements of which Gorbachev later echoed in his 
1987 book Perestroika).27 These developments occurred amid the backdrop 
of President Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative or “Star Wars” 
program that many chided as too confrontational. Although the prospect 
of Xi Jinping entertaining similar liberal tendencies is unlikely today, some 
nevertheless suggest that cooperation with Beijing is a favorable strategic 
approach because it bore fruit on occasion with Soviet leaders. Yet accord-
ing to officials with access to recent US- Sino communications, Xi Jinping 
considers Gorbachev’s example a political model to avoid. McMaster, for 
instance, argues that Beijing’s leaders see Gorbachev’s concession to West-
ern values as causal factors in the Soviet Union’s demise. This view has led 
them to burrow ever deeper into their “China model” as an alternative to 
the rules- based international order of the last 75 years.28
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Others have transplanted the strategic tissue of the Cold War into pres-
ent challenges, describing the US- Sino competitive framework as a matter 
of arms races and military strength metrics. In reality, the current compe-
tition has less to do with numbers of tanks and more with the proliferation 
of information and the public’s perception of truth. A common notion is 
that a war will be won only through aggressive, whole- of- government 
competition in the information space.29 Xi Jinping’s fascination with and 
desire to control Chinese history is emblematic of this environment, re-
sulting in his reluctance to criticize Mao Zedong. Xi likely wants to avoid 
the same backlash Gorbachev encountered after expressing his lack of 
faith in Marxist- Leninism as a viable long- term political model.

In MacMillan’s estimation, Gorbachev’s exposure of the Soviet Union’s 
dark associations with Nazi Germany led to its downfall. This verdict fur-
ther reinforces McMaster’s assessment of the central role of information 
in the China model: lose control of the past, and the CCP could lose 
control of its future.30 These observations reflect two strategic imperatives. 
The first is to be wary of the eagerness with which one cooperates. Over 
the long arc of history, this proclivity may result in entanglement with 
unsavory bedfellows that damage a nation’s standing. The second is to rec-
ognize the power of information in shaping strategic outcomes. If infor-
mation was influential before the advent of the Internet and social media, 
then it is transformational now. History is undoubtedly an important tool 
for promoting understanding, but leaders may need to cast their net be-
yond the Cold War to find the most instructive lessons it has to offer. 
When choosing to cooperate, the United States must be sure who is dic-
tating the terms of cooperation. Otherwise, that relationship becomes the 
very zero- sum game that so many decry in competition.

Cooperation as a Strategic Formula for US- Sino Relations

For all the attention it has received in recent years, cooperation as a 
strategic approach to managing rival powers is little more than a rebranded 
model of twentieth- century “engagement” policies, and the same shortfalls 
remain intact. The Bush and Clinton administrations were forced to devi-
ate from their engagement construct when Beijing overstepped. In 1999, 
for instance, President Clinton forbade the sale of communications equip-
ment to a Singapore- based company because of its links to the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA).31 Such circumstances led to soul- searching in the 
US defense community regarding the utility of engagement as a means of 
shaping China’s behavior. By the end of the twentieth century, many ex-
perts agreed that engagement had been an insufficient framework for ne-
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gotiating US policy toward China when it violated international norms.32 
Concurrently, members of the engagement camp maintained that con-
fronting China on its human rights abuses would be damaging to its fated 
liberalization.33 It appears as though this approach has served as the CCP’s 
means to an end, allowing it to accumulate power and influence via West-
ern engagement even as it pursued illiberal social, economic, diplomatic, 
and security policies. Before the United States could formulate a compre-
hensive response to these developments, the 2001 terrorist attacks on New 
York City and the Pentagon reoriented US national resources toward the 
Middle East for the next 16 years.

In the twenty- first century alone—and while the United States com-
batted global terrorism—the PLA more than tripled the strength of its 
navy (surpassing the number of ships in the US fleet by a margin of 60 or 
more). The PLA also expanded its archipelago of ersatz islands in the 
South China Sea and developed a robust suite of counterspace defense 
capabilities. Numerous projections suggest that China will become the 
world’s largest economy by 2035 and by 2050 will have an economy 
roughly twice that of the United States.34 Such developments imply 
military potential far removed from the “technically backward and opera-
tionally immature” force plagued by funding shortages described in pro-
fessional journals near the end of the twentieth century.35 Perhaps most 
worrisome is a critical disconnect that seems to be developing between 
the popular consensus about the CCP’s threat and the assessments of 
career China experts. Dan Tobin and Gregory B. Poling, director of the 
Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative, have each commented on this 
pattern contributing to growing misunderstandings surrounding Bei-
jing’s capabilities and intentions.36 A byproduct of this confusion is the 
artificially magnified strategic value of cooperation.

The above developments serve as bargaining chips that will ultimately 
carve out a new paradigm of global cooperation over time—much of 
which will likely be pursued in contention with US and allied national 
interests. This reality brings to light a fundamental point: competition is 
not a bipolar exercise. It is as much about empowering and protecting al-
lies as it is securing US interests. In terms of options, China as a regional 
hegemony reduces those available to the United States and its partners to 
cooperation alone. This situation, which is a plausible corollary of Beijing’s 
grand strategy, is also coincidentally the argument put forth by many crit-
ics of competition: cooperate or risk war.37 If these are the only two op-
tions, then there is no option, no matter how egregious the CCP’s trans-
gressions. And if the options available to the United States become so 
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restricted, where does that leave its vulnerable partners? This paradox was 
the same binary construct submitted to President Ronald Reagan by State 
Department officials before he delivered his ill- advised but now world- 
renowned 1987 speech calling on Gorbachev to “tear down this wall!”38 
Cooperation as the driving factor of foreign policy during eras of height-
ened interstate competition is typically rooted in lofty assumptions.

One of these is that the United States can defend its national security 
interests—and those of its allies and partners—while cooperating with 
increasingly brazen revisionist powers with often opposing national in-
terests and, perhaps more significant, incompatible values.39 In the years 
following the Second World War, most notably between the 1945 Bush 
Plan and the Soviet Union’s “unexpected” test of an atomic bomb in 1949, 
the United States went to great lengths to cooperate with Russia on nu-
clear counterproliferation efforts.40 But further exposure of Soviet espio-
nage as the United States and Great Britain began decrypting the inter-
cepts in 1946 led to a perception that the ends of the two nations’ 
co operative means were in a contest—making competition inevitable.41 
Similar dynamics are evident in China’s proliferation of artificial- 
intelligence- powered surveillance technology, continued theft of US in-
tellectual property, and espionage directed against the United States.42 A 
2020 report found that out of 152 public instances of Chinese- linked 
espionage since 2000, 74 percent occurred between 2010 and 2020 (Xi 
Jinping assumed power in 2011).43 As of April 2021, over 500 scientists 
in the United States were under investigation for potentially illicit inter-
actions with Chinese companies or officials.44 Certainly, the United 
States must compete to lessen the damage of these efforts. It cannot do 
so without a strategic mandate because the historical default involves US 
government agencies cooperating despite such aggressive activities.

The second assumption is that there will be ample opportunities for 
productive cooperation and at least two parties willing to sacrifice some of 
their interests to do so.45 The DOD, however, will struggle to cooperate 
with the CCP on matters such as defense technology and information 
sharing while Beijing proliferates oppressive surveillance tools and spreads 
black propaganda about US intentions and activities globally.46 Similar to 
the conditions laid out in the short- lived uranium enrichment agreement 
between the United States and the Islamic Republic of Iran, the CCP 
should meet particular conditions if it expects cooperation. One of these 
would be the immediate halt to its Uighur detention program.47 As of this 
writing, no such conditions exist, and the majority of arguments against a 
competitive strategy for US- Sino relations frame cooperation with the 
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CCP in unconditional terms. In fact, they put the onus to cooperate on 
the United States. If cast upon any other state, suspicion of widespread 
human rights abuses would preclude the United States from engaging in 
security cooperation endeavors with the said nation. Surely the same stan-
dards should apply to a regional power with the largest navy in the world.

Despite the tendency to frame competition as a military endeavor, nei-
ther diplomacy nor defense has a monopoly on the concept. Most peace-
time DOD activities fall under the umbrella of a specific task known as 
security cooperation. It often involves close coordination with State De-
partment officials and other agencies—meaning competition has little 
chance of success when it is interpreted as a matter of military confronta-
tion.48 Calls to compete more seriously in the diplomatic realm have char-
acterized the urgings of everyone from George Kennan to M. Taylor 
Fravel of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in his 2021 testimony 
on US- Sino relations.49 Strategic competition should not prevent diplo-
matic engagement, only shape the contours of its agenda. And if by nature 
the DOD must be prepared to compete and fight an adversary, then it 
should have some notion of who it might contend with. The conceptual 
framework of competition supports both diplomatic and defense efforts, 
while the well- meaning theory of cooperation or engagement does not. 
Further, while cooperation can and should be an implied and underlying 
current of competition, the inverse is not true. If instructed to cooperate 
with its competitors generally, then the capacity for the United States to 
compete aggressively with specific adversarial capabilities will stagnate. 
And so, according to the 2018 National Defense Strategy, it has.50

The Inevitability of a Competitive Framework

A senior China studies fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, 
Elizabeth C. Economy, testified recently before the Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee that the “U.S.-China relationship remains overwhelm-
ingly competitive.” She added that supporting this framework is “essential 
to U.S. competitiveness with China, not to mention the future well- being 
of the international system.”51 Her testimony made clear, however, that 
this reality should not close the door to cooperation with China’s leaders 
when opportunities arise—likely a nod to her 2019 testimony on “smart 
competition.”52 It is the scarcity of such opportunities amid a growing list 
of troubling CCP activities with which the United States must compete 
that poses the most significant risk to US- Sino cooperation.

Despite the relatively nascent boon to China- watching spurred by lan-
guage in recent strategic documents, China’s rise as a global power has 
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been a slow and steady one. A 1999 RAND Corporation report presented 
the realist perspective that a China with an economy equal to the United 
States, and therefore “roughly comparable military potential,” would be-
come a “rival for world power.”53 Additionally, “according to this theoreti-
cal outlook, a China that approached or equaled the United States in 
power would seek to vindicate its territorial claims, attain regional hege-
mony, increase its status in global terms, and alter the rules of the inter-
national system to its advantage.”54

The Pentagon’s 2020 report to Congress on the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) made some bleak assessments within the context of Xi Jin-
ping’s self- described goal of becoming a “world- class” military power by 
2049.55 The report states that Beijing will likely seek a military equal or 
superior to that of the United States. It also submits that the PLA is “al-
ready ahead” of the United States in several key areas, including shipbuild-
ing, land- based ballistic and cruise missile development, and integrated air 
defense systems. Further, the PRC uses the PLA as a tool of statecraft to 
advance global interests and reshape the international order.

Uncomfortable as it may seem, the DOD is just beginning to take seri-
ously a competitive environment to which its adversaries are already well 
adapted. The United States drafted its Irregular Warfare Annex to the 
2018 National Defense Strategy largely out of a recognized need to im-
prove its whole- of- government capabilities in the gray zone where Beijing 
has dedicated the preponderance of its security resources since at least 
1999.56 Surely the United States cannot honor the guidance in this docu-
ment without an enduring strategic mandate to counter these influence 
mechanisms. China’s systems warfare and unrestricted warfare, much like 
Russia’s new generation warfare, aim to apply all instruments of national 
power to an opponent’s strategic pressure points—which consist of ever 
fewer traditional military weaknesses.57 China and Russia are each focused 
on competing primarily with the United States across the conflict spec-
trum and specifically below the threshold of total war. The spirit and letter 
of these approaches to political warfare do not reflect an urgent desire to 
cooperate for mutual benefit. Instead, they demonstrate a capacity to 
achieve warlike objectives in the competitive space. Like King Philip, 
competitors of the United States are already competing aggressively. Like 
Athens, the United States is still engaged in an impassioned internal de-
bate over whether it should rise to the challenge.

According to the International Monetary Fund, China’s economy will 
experience 8.1 percent growth in 2021 (3 percent more than the US). With 
a 6.8 percent increase to its defense budget the same year, these trends put 
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China on a path to achieve its goal of becoming a comprehensive military 
power by 2035.58 It is important to remember that China’s government 
does not have a clear separation of powers. Therefore, China can mobilize 
all instruments of national power, if required, for military purposes through 
its military- civil fusion (MCF) model.59 As a result, using China’s com-
paratively small defense budget as a metric to gauge national strength 
amounts to mirror- imaging that fails to account for fundamental differ-
ences between the two nations. If the United States goes to war, the Penta-
gon goes to war. If China goes to war, China goes to war—“private” com-
panies and all. The same appears true in competition as Xi Jinping promotes 
international cultural solidarity while pursuing interests in locales that 
should be of little concern if the CCP was constrained to merely negotiat-
ing its domestic troubles, as some of the literature indicates.60

In Africa, for instance, China has been laying security and telecommu-
nications groundwork for decades; making direct cash payments to African 
leaders; and funding federal buildings, infrastructure projects, and police 
stations. Simultaneously, it has sought greater oversight of interstate com-
merce and port security activities through a process some call “palace 
diplomacy.”61 One study found that since 1966 Chinese companies have 
built hundreds of government buildings in Africa, including presidential 
residences, the opulence of which are conspicuous amid an otherwise 
under developed backdrop.62 China’s investments on the continent have 
earned the approval of current and former African government officials, 
such as W. Gyude Moore, who now works at the Center for Global Devel-
opment and remains an outspoken critic of US foreign policy in Africa.63 
From 5G platforms in Kenya to billion- dollar energy investments in Nige-
ria, each policy is portrayed in Chinese state media through the compara-
tive lens of US activity. Such juxtapositions are to the extent that after 
public outcry over China’s handling of the coronavirus, China’s top diplo-
mat, Wang Yi, claimed his country was fighting two viruses in Africa—the 
coronavirus and the US “political virus.”64 In 2021, as Chinese officials 
seem keen to export their party- controlled military model to developing 
nations in the region, it is hard to overstate the value of competing to pro-
mote liberal values and secure governing configurations there.65

Meanwhile, China’s naval base in Djibouti—its first foreign military 
headquarters—appears to be expanding.66 Some predict that China will 
lead the world in increased overseas security spending by 2023, and the 
PLA’s goal to become a “global strategic force” supports these projections.67 
Since 2005, China has invested more than $2 trillion overseas, roughly 
$83 billion of which went to Sub- Saharan Africa. China’s exports in the 
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region amount to more than those of the United States, United Kingdom, 
Russia, and India combined.68 With little attention from the international 
community, Chinese military fortifications on the Red Sea can now pro-
vide maritime access via the Suez Canal to NATO’s Mediterranean 
under belly. Importantly, certain African leaders have also cushioned the 
CCP from international outrage. Beijing enjoys broad support from its 
African partners in the United Nations on critical votes concerning every-
thing from maritime disputes in the South China Sea to human rights 
abuses.69 By no means do these developments make China an enemy—es-
pecially not the Chinese people. Nevertheless, these are not the actions of 
a regional power simply trying to survive, and US strategic thought should 
reflect that somewhat disquieting reality.

Recommendations and Implications

As Dan Tobin explained to the author, it would be a straw man to say 
that arguments exist for purely competitive or exclusively cooperative 
strategies toward the CCP.70 Most China experts are rather measured in 
their approach, and even doves agree that a tougher stance is warranted. 
But as explained in this article, many also see value in purging the great 
power or strategic competition narrative altogether. Doing so would erase 
gains already achieved in how security professionals view the present op-
erational environment. It would also nullify studies completed within that 
conceptual space and force the national security enterprise to revise count-
less publications and doctrinal references for what amounts to little more 
than a stylistic amendment. This change would further contribute to the 
already dizzying array of jargon bombarding security professionals and 
produce minimal substantive benefit to US national security. The United 
States should reinforce the competition imperative in its next tranche of 
strategic documents, with a particular focus on the CCP’s intended prolif-
eration of socialism with Chinese characteristics. US strategic guidance 
should describe the concept as a political model antithetical to the liberal 
values shared by the world’s free nations. Such clarification would provide 
two key opportunities for the US defense enterprise.

First, it would license a much- needed injection of awareness and educa-
tion initiatives into the DOD vis- à- vis Chinese history lessons, translated 
public statements of CCP officials, and instruction on the ideological ar-
chitecture of socialism with Chinese characteristics. Contrary to asser-
tions that the current rivalry between the United States and China is 
nonideological, Beijing officials have for years championed their ideologi-
cal system as the preferred way ahead for developing nations. At a recent 
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Anchorage meeting, Mr. Yang demanded that the United States “stop 
advancing its democracy in the rest of the world” because many Ameri-
cans “have little confidence in the democracy of the United States.”71

Xi Jinping himself proclaims that his personalized brand of socialism 
will eventually be at the helm of global influence and military power. In 
his 1 July 2021 speech commemorating the Chinese Communist Party 
centennial, Xi described Marxist- Leninism as fundamental to the “soul of 
our party.” He pledged to wield Marxist and Maoist thought as tools to 
“observe, understand, and steer the trends of our times.”72 Thus, it stands 
to reason that the greater US national security enterprise—from military 
cadets to elected officials—should be intimately familiar with the ideology’s 
topography. Such educational reforms during the Cold War armed de-
fense officials, diplomats, and elected leaders not merely with the knowl-
edge to understand an opponent and therefore counter him more effec-
tively. They also engendered the empathy to prevent careless or ignorant 
mistakes that lead to unnecessary conflicts or costly policy decisions.

Second, ratifying the competition imperative in the next national secu-
rity strategy would allow the Pentagon to further refine its already expan-
sive modernization efforts with a priority mandate. These efforts would 
not simply pertain to conducting large- scale combat operations or corner-
ing the market on artificial intelligence and space capabilities. The CCP is 
adept in political warfare and strategic irregular warfare to a degree that 
makes Western powers accustomed to force- on- force military engage-
ments uncomfortable.73 If the United States and its allies want to broaden 
their competitive toolsets in this realm below the threshold of war, they 
must recognize not only that the realm exists but also that they are enter-
ing a game their opponent is already well versed in. China's government is 
especially skilled in exploiting all instruments of national power in com-
petition for information dominance and global influence.74 Affirming the 
mandate to compete would serve both of these critical interests.

Conclusion

Samuel Huntington articulates the value of cooperation as well as any 
before him or since: “The futures of both peace and Civilization depend 
upon understanding and cooperation among the political, spiritual, and 
intellectual leaders of the world’s major civilizations.”75 He is right. But 
had Huntington uttered these words to Demosthenes in 341 BCE, they 
may have lost some of their instructive quality. Context matters. By its 
nature, cooperation requires two or more willing parties. The view that 
there are pearls of useful collaboration waiting to be plucked from the 
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geopolitical sea if the United States would only toss aside its competitive 
syntax is based more on wishful thinking than any historical reality. A 
framework of cooperation with revisionist powers suggests that all or most 
US interests and values are mutual or negotiable with regimes that have 
wildly different views of the world. This is simply not true.

Historian Margaret MacMillan wrote that “if the study of history does 
nothing more than teach us humility, skepticism, and awareness of our-
selves, then it has done something useful.”76 Thousands of years of history 
considered, the belief that the United States can maintain the same pros-
perous international order it has enjoyed for 75 years without competing 
assertively with a challenger is a display of strategic hubris that might 
have surprised even the late Alistair Horne.77 Although competition and 
cooperation are not mutually exclusive, one must indeed take priority 
over the other. Competing for influence, strategic access, and ultimately 
options should take priority while cooperating when and where feasible 
with revisionist powers remains a supporting function. If the concept of 
competition is simple, then in an age of such strategic complexity that 
simplicity should be welcomed.78 There is certainly room to build on the 
2017 and 2018 documents—and the Biden administration seems to be 
doing just that. However, the solid foundation they established should 
not be ripped asunder over a semantic grudge match. Even reformed 
CCP doves are beginning to entertain a more realist stance toward Bei-
jing in light of its recent activities.79

Strategic competition should be viewed less as a gateway to escalation 
and more as a realist alternative to the decades- old status quo of often- 
abandoned laissez- faire policies designed to counter the expansionist il-
liberal conduct of China’s leaders. It merely affords the US national secu-
rity enterprise a frame of reference for the environment in which it 
operates, without telling it how to negotiate its complexities. That chal-
lenge is and should be left to the individual departments and services. 
Strategic competition is not a policy; it is a statement of geopolitical re-
ality. The United States should acknowledge that reality and continue us-
ing it to refine its defense policies even as cooperation remains preferable 
when two or more willing parties enjoy shared interests. 
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