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摘要

本篇論文旨在探討美國總統唐納・川普的「美國優先」外交政策對中美關係的影響。

為了深入了解川普總統對中美關係的認知與兩大強權間發生經濟或軍事衝突的潛在危

險，研究者以攻勢現實主義與肯尼思・華爾茲的三個「層次分析法」做為論述的基礎。

川普政府視中國為美國國家利益最大的威脅，而川普總統的政策目標是扭轉過去兩

國在爭奪全球領導地位的長期競賽中有利於中國卻損害美國利益的雙邊關係。為了跳脫

這種互動框架，川普政府採行「美國優先」策略，表明在中國改變其長久以來在諸多經

貿與安全議題上不公平的行為前，美國意圖採取對抗性的立場。川普政府為達成目標而

採用的談判策略凸顯其對美中衝突較高的容忍性以及反制中方不當行徑的意願。

本篇論文的結論為川普政府有意透過「美國優先」策略削弱中國的經濟發展、遏止

其強化軍事實力、並超越美國在印太區域的影響力。然而，依據攻勢現實主義的邏輯，

這些預防性的措施可能仍難以阻止中共發展成一個真正足以威脅美國霸權地位的強權

國家。即便川普總統採取合乎現實主義的外交策略且試圖擴大與中國的相對權力，也僅

能推遲中美戰爭爆發的時間點。事實上，當領導人特質等重要的非結構層次因素也符合

攻勢現實主義的法則時，大國政治可能更難以跳脫「修昔底德斯陷阱」。

關鍵字：川普、美國外交、「美國優先」政策、美中關係、攻勢現實主義
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Abstract 

This thesis aims to scrutinize the impacts of U.S. President Donald Trump’s “America 

First” foreign policy on the U.S.-China relations. To better understand how President Trump 

views the current U.S.-China relationship and the potential dangers of economic or military 

confrontations between the two great powers, the author employs the theory of offensive 

realism and Kenneth Waltz’s three “levels-of-analysis” as the basis of reasoning. 

The Trump administration has identified China as the greatest threat to U.S. national 

security, and President Trump’s policy aims to reverse the past trajectory of a bilateral 

relation that favored China and disadvantaged the United States in their long-run competition 

for global leadership. To break loose from that trajectory, the Trump administration has 

adopted the “America first” approach which marks the United States’ intention to take a 

confrontational stance until Beijing changes its long-standing unfair practices on a wide 

range of economic and security issues. The Trump administration’s negotiation strategy for 

achieving its objectives highlights their greater tolerance for friction with China and their 

willingness to push back on Chinese misbehaviors. 

This paper concludes that through the “America first” strategy, the Trump 

administration seeks to diminish the Chinese economic development, undermine its military 

advancements, and prevent it from overwhelming American influences in the Indo-Pacific 

region. However, according to the logic of offensive realism, these precautionary measures 

may still fail to prevent the PRC from evolving into a veritable great power that threatens the 

American hegemony. Even as President Trump adopts a realist stratagem and seeks to 

increase the relative power against China, he can only delay the detonation point of a 

U.S.-China war. In fact, when non-structural factors like state leaders’ characteristics 
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conforms to the tenets of offensive realism, it will be even more difficult for great powers 

politics to escape the “Thucydides’s Trap.” 

 

 

Keywords: Trump, American foreign policy, “America First” policy, U.S.-China relations, 

offensive realism 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1 Background and Motivation 

On January 20, 2017, Donald John Trump was inaugurated as the 45th President of the 

United States of America. The concerns about President Trump’s lack of political and 

military experiences invoked quite a lot of debates around the world. For example, Zachary 

Crockett argued in his article that “Donald Trump is the only President ever with no political 

or military experience.”1 The British Academy also held a penal discussion titled “Trump: 

How to Understand an Unconventional President,” claiming that “From governing by Twitter 

to making unguarded comments about other world leaders, Trump’s campaign and 

presidency have established him as one of the most unconventional presidents in modern 

history.”2 

During the past years, like or dislike, optimistic or pessimistic, supporting or opposing, 

experts and media in the field of international politics have been scrambling to answer 

questions as follows. What is the unconventional president’s worldview and how does the 

world view the new president? How would the unconventional president wield his political 

power? What impacts would his behaviors bring for the international community? Would he 

keep the commitments made by his predecessors toward allied nations? Can he stand strong 

enough to ward off rival powers of the U.S. in the world arena? What role would the U.S. 

play in the anarchic and even chaotic world in the future? 

                                                
1 Zachary Crockett, “Donald Trump is the only President ever with no political or military experience,” Vox 
Media, January 23, 2017, accessed June 5, 2017, 
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2016/11/11/13587532/donald-trump-no-experience. 
2 Emma Long, Scott Lucas, and Stephen Reicher, “Trump: How to Understand an Unconventional President,” 
The British Academy, February 21, 2018, accessed August 27, 2018, 
http://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/events/trump-how-understand-unconventional-president. 
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However, even when so many experts and media have been working ardently and being 

so ready to express their ideas, few answers or debates from them seemed to have satisfied 

the curious minds about President Trump around the world. The author designed this project 

in search of a better understanding of how the unconventional American President would deal 

with all of those issues. Motivated by President Trump’s speech in Riyadh where he said, 

“We are adopting a Principled Realism, rooted in common values and shared interests,”3 the 

author set forth the analysis through the lens of offensive realism. The author found that 

offensive realism could best represent President Trump’s perception, rhetoric, and policy 

choices. For instance, his catchphrases such as “Make America Great Again” and “America 

First” foreign policy wedge quite well into the theoretical assumptions of offensive realism 

that states “always act according to their own self-interest and do not subordinate their 

interests to the interests of other states, or to the interests of the so-called international 

community.”4 President Trump’s trade war with the PRC, his proposal of “a historic increase 

of defense budget,” and his rhetoric that “Nobody is going to mess with us. Nobody. It 

(budget) will be one of the greatest military build-ups in American history” are in accordance 

with offensive realist concepts of “state survival” and “the pursuit of power maximization.” 

The author began with the examination of President Trump’s worldview and his 

understanding of U.S. current position which drive the mission of his administration. In a 

speech given at the Center for the National Interest on April 27, 2016, Donald Trump, then 

the presumptive Republican nominee for the 2016 U.S. Presidential election, asserted that 

“After the Cold War, our foreign policy has veered badly off course” and it has “no vision, no 

                                                
3 U.S., The White House, President Trump’s Speech to the Arab Islamic American Summit, May 21, 2017, 
accessed December 17, 2017, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/president-trumps-speech-arab-islamic-american-summit/. 
4 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 33. 
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 3 

purpose, no direction, no strategy.”5 Trump sees the present-day America as a “crippled” 

superpower that is struggling to uphold its position as world leader, but is overburdened with 

and weakened by unfitting foreign policies.6 President Trump considers the previous Obama 

administration’s “pragmatic internationalist” foreign policy, which embraced “partnerships, 

institutions, and diplomatic engagement,” as a major reason to America’s decline in power 

and reputation.7 Specifically, he identified five major weaknesses in Obama’s foreign policy 

as follows: 

1) The U.S. resources are overextended, its economic potential crippled through 

implementing policies, and its military strength further weakened. 

2) The U.S. allies are not paying their fair shares to defend their own security. 

3) America’s friends are beginning to think it less dependable. 

4) The U.S. is no longer respected by its rivals. 

5) America no longer has a clear understanding of its foreign policy goals. 

Trump’s perceptions of the status quo are in line with offensive realists’ interpretation of 

the ascend and descent of American hegemony which emphasizes the pursuit of self-interests 

and “balance-of-power.” Looking back on history, the U.S. weathered through difficult times 

and achieved the position of global supremacy by focusing on increasing its own national 

capabilities. American political leaders first balanced against European colonialists to gain 

dominance in the Western Hemisphere in the nineteenth century. Once the U.S. attained the 

position of regional hegemon, it became “free to roam around the globe and interfere in other 

regions of the world.”8 But even as a hegemon, its primary concern remains to be preserving 

                                                
5 Donald J. Trump, “Trump on Foreign Policy,” The National Interest, April 27, 2016, accessed on December 
27, 2017, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/trump-foreign-policy-15960. 
6 Donald J. Trump, Great Again: How to Fix Our Crippled America (New York: Threshold Editions). 
7 John G. Ikenberry, “Obama’s Pragmatic Internationalism,” The American Interest, April 8, 2014, 
https://www.the-american-interest.com/2014/04/08/obamas-pragmatic-internationalism/. 
8 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 365. 
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its edge in relative power by containing the other revisionist states that also seek dominance 

in their vicinity. If rising powers are left unchecked, they could grow strong enough to 

encroach upon America’s sphere of influence. The U.S. had thus spent much of the twentieth 

century balancing against four major powers—Wilhelmine Germany, imperial Japan, Nazi 

Germany, and the Soviet Union.9 During these periods, the American foreign policy had a 

clear-cut goal which is to increase its own power and undermine that of its enemies. 

The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 ended the Cold War and also led to the 

culmination of U.S. power as it became the leader of the “unipolar” international system. Yet 

the triumph over their enemy deprived America of the eminent threat to state survival, and 

the U.S. leaders had, as President Trump put it, “lost sight of their core interests.”10 Unable 

to determine who or what the enemies are in this seemingly peaceful post-war interlude, the 

U.S. policymakers became lax in checking and balancing against the rise of potential 

adversaries. The U.S. foreign policy which was long guided by realist principals become 

“misguided” by internationalist belief that perpetual peace could be achieved through 

diplomatic engagement, economic cooperation, and multilateral institutions. 

The belief that the realist explanation of international politics has become obsolete was 

shattered by the September 11 terror attacks (9/11 attacks) on the U.S. in 2001. However, as 

President George W. Bush searched for the perpetrators in the Middle East, America’s 

attention was further diverted away from guarding against the rise of potential great powers 

and seemed to turn a blind eye to the fact that its old-time rivals like the PRC has been 

accumulating strength and capability to challenge its hegemonic position in Asia. In fact, 

                                                
9 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 367. 
10 Donald J. Trump, “Trump on Foreign Policy,” The National Interest, April 27, 2016, accessed December 27, 
2017, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/trump-foreign-policy-15960. 
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after the 9/11 terror attacks, America changed its China policy from “Congagement” to 

“Engagement.”11 This internationalist strategy has largely dominated the U.S. approach to 

great power politics until President Trump came along. 

With the commitment to amend what he alleged as the “misguided” post-Cold War U.S. 

foreign policy, President Trump came to office with the promise to “Make America Great 

Again” through a new set of foreign policy that puts “America first” again.12 By prioritizing 

American national interests over internationalist agenda, Trump claimed that the U.S. will be 

able to maintain maximum flexibility in defining and carrying out new strategies instead of 

being shackled by the outdated commitments made to allied states. In order to formulate a 

clear-cut and relevant foreign policy, President Trump designated three groups of challengers 

that threatens the U.S.: the revisionist powers of China and Russia, the rogue states of Iran 

and North Korea, and transnational terrorist organizations.13 Trump accentuated the need to 

deal with these menaces and attain “peace through strength.”14 Besides, he pronounced that 

he would advance American interests through “sharp bargaining and deal making skills” and 

would not resort to military solutions unless no other alternatives were available.15 In this 

sense, the foreign policy of Trump administration will once again be based on what Trump 

described as “principled realism.”16 

                                                
11 Yeong-Kuang Ger, “From Congagement to Engagement: The Changing American China Policy and Its 
Impact on Regional Security,” American Journal of Chinese Studies, vol. 11, No. 2, October 2004, 159-180. 
12 Joseph V. Micallef, “Trumpism, Globalism and US Foreign Policy,” Huffpost, May1, 2016, accessed August 
28, 2017, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/joseph-v-micallef/trumpism-globalism-and-us_b_9817174.html. 
13 U.S., The White House, National Security Strategy of the United States of America, December 2017, 
accessed December 20, 2017, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf. 
14 Peter Navarro, “The Trump Doctrine: Peace Through Strength,” The National Interest, March 31, 2016, 
accessed on April 5, 2017, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/the-trump-doctrine-peace-through-strength-15631. 
15 Joseph V. Micallef, “Trumpism, Globalism and US Foreign Policy,” Huffpost, May 1, 2016, accessed August 
28, 2017, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/joseph-v-micallef/trumpism-globalism-and-us_b_9817174.html. 
16 Anne Gearan and Steven Mufson, “Trump Sets Out National Security Strategy of ‘Principled Realism’ and 
Global Competition,” The Washington Post, December 18, 2017, accessed December 20, 2017, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-sets-out-national-security-strategy-of-principled-realism-and-gl
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Since President Trump’s worldview is in line with the theory of offensive realism, he is 

likely to find the rise of China “the most important geopolitical development of the 

twenty-first century.”17 The so-called “Rise of China” began with its former leader Deng 

Xiaoping’s “economic reform and opening-up” policy which led to the explosive economic 

growth and military build-up over the past forty years. Offensive realists have predicted that 

if its economic power continue to grow, China will “fundamentally alter the architecture of 

the international system” which the world has come to know since the end of the Cold War. 

Today, the PRC seems to be more and more assertive on the international stage under 

President Xi Jinping who is actively proclaiming Chinese national interests and projecting 

economic and military influences abroad as a leading great power. For instance, President Xi 

claimed that “the Chinese people are now confident in providing a “Chinese Solution” to 

mankind’s exploration of better social systems” on the 95th anniversary of the founding of 

the Communist Party of China (CPC) on July 1, 2016.18 Similarly, he told the assembly at 

the 2017 World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, that China should “guide economic 

globalization.”19 However, Chinese economic development and military assertiveness from 

President Trump’s rhetoric and policy towards China, it appears that he considers to be major 

threats to the American hegemony. As political consultant Alex Castellanos put it, “Trump is 

the first President that takes the China Threat seriously.”20 

                                                                                                                                                  
obal-competition/2017/12/18/7edcb0be-e412-11e7-ab50-621fe0588340_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.
628d4e488efe. 
17 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 361. 
18 “95 Years on, ‘Never Forget the Past,’” Shanghai Daily, July 2, 2016, 
https://archive.shine.cn/nation/95-years-on-Never-forget-the-past/shdaily.shtml. 
19 “Full Text of Xi Jinping Keynote at the World Economic Forum,” CGTN America, January 17, 2017, 
accessed March 30, 2017, 
https://america.cgtn.com/2017/01/17/full-text-of-xi-jinping-keynote-at-the-world-economic-forum. 
20 Tim Hains, “Castellanos: Trump is the First President to Take the China Threat Seriously,” Real Clear 
Politics, May 26, 2019, accessed June 1, 2019, 
https://www.realclearpolitics.com/video/2019/05/26/castellanos_trump_is_the_first_president_to_take_the_chin
a_threat_seriously.html?spot_im_scroll_to_comments=true. 
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From the perspective of offensive realism, President Trump’s commitment to “Make 

America Great Again” bears striking resemblance to President Xi’s call for a “Chinese 

solution.” Both leaders are apparently dissatisfied with their status quo position and the 

power distribution in the international system. As China accumulates strength, it threatens to 

stymie America’s power projection and ability to exert influence on the global scale. Out of 

the fear of China’s underlying revisionist or even expansionist intentions, the U.S. will 

instinctively enhance its own response capabilities. Realists have warned that should the two 

great powers become caught in “spirals of fear” lose control between, war is most likely to 

ensue.21 

Today, America and China are looking to almost opposite worldviews. The U.S. seems to 

retreat from global responsibilities—either out of reluctance or inability to provide public 

goods—while determined to maintain its hegemonic position; the PRC, on the other hand, 

appears to be bolstering its image as a generous and ardent leader while seeking to expand its 

regional and global influences incrementally. Besides, while China is strong and politically 

united under the communist party, President Trump sees a relatively divided society with 

various parties and interest groups championing different beliefs at home and abroad. To 

understand how the unconventional president and his administration are navigating in this 

shifting world, the author designed this thesis to scrutinize the Trump administration’s 

foreign policy towards China through the theoretical lenses of offensive realism. The author 

explores individual, domestic, and structural level factors that led to America’s fear of the 

rise of China, President Trump’s corresponding strategy to balance against it, and how his 

policy can maintain the American hegemony. 

                                                
21 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 346. 
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1.2 Research Questions 

When offensive realists employ Kenneth Waltz’s “three levels-of-analysis” to examine 

state behaviors, great power politics, and the causes of wars, they tend to focus on the 

structural (systemic) level factors. Offensive realists consider states, particularly the great 

powers, to be the main actors of international relations. Yet while structural factors are the 

key components of offensive realist study of U.S.-China relationship, the author found that 

influential individuals like President Donald Trump plays a vital role in directing the policy 

choices and behaviors of great powers. In other words, if the leader of the great power 

personally takes a given dimension of interests as paramount, it is more likely that the great 

power would take those given interests seriously and adopt policies accordingly vis-à-vis its 

opponent. It is more than the nature or intention of states, but the inclination of the leader, 

that shapes what the great power wants. 

President Trump’s unconventional thinking and course of action led him to propose the 

“America First” foreign policy which is vastly different from those of other post-Cold War 

American leaders. In prioritizing and increasing American national interests, the Trump 

administration has adopted a hardline and confrontational policy towards China. Although the 

international system remains unipolar, the nature of the U.S.-China relationship has changed 

since Trump came to office. Great power disputes, contentions, and wars that arise from these 

non-structural causes has been the blind spot of past offensive realist studies. 

In hope of filling in this theoretical gap, the author organized this thesis project around 

President Trump’s perception, rhetoric, and foreign policy towards China. To elicit the 
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driving ideas that influence the missions and policies of President Trump’s administration 

towards China, the author designed three research questions as follows. 

 

1) How has President Trump’s perception of American power and position in the 

international system gave rise to his “America First” foreign policy and how will this policy 

affect the U.S.-China relationship? 

This question aims to study President Trump’s perception of the concept of “power.” 

Specifically, does America have enough power relative to its rivals in President Trump’s eyes? 

Do President Trump’s rhetoric such as “Make America great again” and his “America First” 

foreign policy imply his perception of American power as in decline? Does President Trump 

interpret the relative increase of Chinese capabilities and its intentions as benign or malign? 

When dealing with great power politics, how did Trump gain the impression that “China has 

been taking advantage of the U.S. for many years”22 and how does he plan to turn the tide? 

 

2) What is President Trump’s perception of the U.S.-China trade and economic relationship 

and what is his strategy to maintain American economic superiority against China? 

President Trump outlined in his book Great Again: How to Fix Our Crippled America 

the many social, political, economic, and security problems that the U.S., as a country, has 

been troubled with. However, Trump has place particular emphasis on the economic aspect 

and condemned previous administrations and their policy-choices for weakening the 

American economic power which led to America’s declining ability and credibility to lead the 

                                                
22 “Donald Trump Says ‘Poor’ American Leadership in Past ‘Allowed’ China to Take Advantage of the United 
States,” Firstpost, April 10, 2018, accessed on April 21, 2018, 
https://www.firstpost.com/world/donald-trump-says-poor-american-leadership-in-past-allowed-china-to-take-ad
vantage-of-united-states-4425477.html. 
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world. By comparison, the PRC has been making incremental progress to increase its 

economic strength and influences on the regional and global scale. Theoretically, offensive 

realists have considered wealth to be a state’s fundamental strength which can be translated 

into military power. They have also argued that great powers are more concerned with 

relative power than absolute power; when the relative power between an existing hegemon 

and a rising power closes, wars are likely to ensue. This question aims to find the connection 

between offensive realist theory and President Trump’s practice to preserve America’s edge 

against China’s growing economic clout. 

 

3) How does President Trump’s “America First” foreign policy affect the U.S.-China military 

relations? Can the two great powers avoid Thucydides’s Trap under Trump’s administration? 

Reflecting on offensive realists’ pessimistic belief in an ultimate tragic outcome to great 

power politics, the author examines Mearsheimer’s conclusion of an inevitable Sino-U.S. war 

and evaluates the possibility of such an event occurring during Trump’s Presidency. With 

President Trump and President Xi as leaders, have U.S. and China come even closer to the 

breaking point of a great power war? How does Trump plan to maintain the U.S. hegemony 

through “peace through strength”? To gain some insight to these debates, the author looked at 

President Trump’s response to the PRC’s assertive rhetoric, Chinese militarization in the 

South China Sea, and the modernization of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). Having 

evaluated the military capabilities and intentions of both great powers and discussed their 

leaders’ policies and strategies, it is imperative to ask again: is a war between these two great 

power inevitable and imminent? If the answer remains as Mearsheimer had predicted, how 

would the rest of the world react to the tragic scenario? 
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1.3 Literature Review and Offensive Realism 

The academic study of international relations is said to be grounded on the paradigm of 

realism which has served as the dominant explanation of international political phenomena. 

Although political scientists have been seeking alternative interpretations of state behaviors 

and their interactions, most of the existing theories have founded their identities and 

arguments against that of realism. To adapt to the ebb and flow of the political environment, 

a number of theories have branched out within the realist paradigm. For example, William 

Wohlforth identified four generations of modern realists that have emerged since 

international relations was established as a distinct field of study in the early twentieth 

century: the inter-World Wars and wartime generation, the early Cold-War generation, a 

détente generation, and the post-Cold War generation.23  

Yet, regardless of the evolution of the analytical methods and approach, realist theories 

converge around four fundamental assumptions concerning the nature of the international 

system and the behaviors of the states within.24 First, states are the most important actors in 

the study of international politics and are treated as the unit of analysis. Second, realists 

believe that the international system is anarchic in nature, meaning that no central authority 

or an ultimate arbitrator stands above states that can come to defend their security or interests 

when a state or a group of states show aggression towards others. Third, states are rational 

actors that are capable of devising strategies to maximize their chances of “survival,” which 

                                                
23 William C. Wohlforth, “Realism,” in The Oxford Handbook of International Relations (New York: Oxford 
University Press), 131-149. 
24 See Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf); John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton); Kenneth Waltz, 
Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University Press) and Theory of 
International Politics (MA: Addison-Wesley); and William Wohlforth, “Realism,” in the Oxford Handbook of 
International Relations (New York: Oxford University Press). 
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includes both territorial integrity and domestic political autonomy. Finally, realists defined 

the concept of “interest” in terms of “power” which they believe can most effectively ensure 

state survival.25 

In the post-Cold War era, “offensive realism,” represented by John J. Mearsheimer and 

his iconic The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, has emerged as one of the most prominent 

realist theories. While offensive realism inherits the fundamental assumptions of the realism 

paradigm, it gives greater emphasis to the accumulation of power. Offensive realists believe 

that since no states can foresee others’ intentions and has no higher authorities to rely on 

within the anarchic international system, they must seek to maximize their own power to 

ensure state-survival. Mearsheimer further argued that “Great powers are primed for offense. 

But not only does a great power seek to gain power at the expense of other states, it also tries 

to thwart rivals bent on gaining power at its expense.”26 Built on classical and neorealism, 

offensive realists provide a unique worldview based on five additional assumptions as 

follows. 

First, while states are the basic unit of the realist analysis of international relations, 

offensive realists tend to focus on the “great powers” because they assume that “these states 

have the largest impact on what happens in international politics.”27 Great powers are 

determined on the basis of their relative military capability. Specifically, to be recognized as 

a great power, a state must possess “sufficient military assets to put up a serious fight in an 

all-out conventional war against the most powerful state in the world.”28 And even if the 

candidate ultimately suffers defeat, “it must have some reasonable prospect of turning the 
                                                
25 Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace (New York: Alfred A. Knopf), 
5. 
26 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton), 3. 
27 Ibid, 5. 
28 Ibid, 3. 
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conflict into a war of attrition that leaves the dominant state seriously weakened.”29 Aside 

from conventional forces, great powers in the nuclear age must also have “second-strike 

capability” to withstand a nuclear strike and retaliate against the aggressors. 

Second, offensive realists hold that the “structural factors” like international anarchy and 

the distribution of power are responsible for the behaviors of great powers—including their 

constant fear of one another and the relentless competitions for power. In this respect, it is 

unlike classical realism which attributed such fear to human nature. 

Third, offensive realists also assume that great powers are rational actors, which means 

that they are conscious of the anarchic world in which they inhabit and would meticulously 

calculate their chances of survival in it. They would devise strategies to secure their interests 

against others, and also undermine those that compete with them. 

The next two assumptions deal with state “capabilities” and “intentions.” Offensive 

realists define “Capabilities” as the offensive military capabilities that great powers 

inherently possess, which make them a potential threat to others in the system. “Intentions” is 

defined as the intangible and ever-changing beliefs, concepts, or ideologies that reside within 

the minds of state leaders. While capabilities can be easily calculated by counting the tangible 

military assets that great powers own, intentions are almost impossible to measure. States are 

almost always uncertain about one another’s intentions, and for this reason states are 

perpetually fearful of an aggression from a malign counterpart. To gain some insight to a 

state’s intentions, researchers often have to rely on observing the foreign policy and rhetoric 

of its leaders. 

                                                
29 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton). 
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These assumptions together shape the offensive realist concept of “power.” Offensive 

realists asserted that the anarchic nature of the international system and the uncertainty of 

others’ intentions have led states to fear for their own survival and hence seek to maximize 

their share of the world’s distribution of power. The great powers, however, not only seek 

additional increments of power, but also aim to become the most powerful state in the system 

because “the best guarantee of survival is to be a hegemon.”30 To achieve hegemony, great 

powers would attempt to “gain power at the expense of other states” and to “thwart rivals 

bent on gaining power at its expense.” When changes in international balance-of-power favor 

their fellow competitors, great powers would even undermine the balance and redirect the 

changes in their own favor. In sum, great powers are prime for offense and their interactions 

are doomed to end tragically in war. 

Offensive realists also find the number of great powers or “poles” within the system to 

have significant influence on how international politics works. For example, following the 

demise of the Soviet Union, the world is seen as “unipolar” under American hegemony. In 

recent years, however, the discussions on polarity have begun to change in the wake of 

China’s economic rise which has led scholars and pundits to debate the transition of the 

unipolar international system to a bipolar or multipolar world. Mearsheimer, for example, 

believed that Asia will become an “unbalanced multipolar system” with China being more 

powerful than other Asian great powers like Russia, Japan, and India.31 He also asserted that 

the U.S.-China rivalry in Asia will be more war-prone than that of the U.S.-Soviet 

confrontation because China will have the potential and incentive to become a hegemon. Yet, 

Mearsheimer has only made a tentatively prediction of the escalation of U.S.-China security 

                                                
30 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton), 3. 
31 Ibid, 398-399. 
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competition, but has offered little insight into the causes and impacts of this transition of 

polarity. 

Some scholars like Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth hold that China 

qualifies as an “emerging potential superpower” that stands out among other Asian great 

powers, but is not yet strong enough to alter the unipolar international system.32 However, 

while they believe that the American primacy will endure for a long time to come, the U.S. 

must make changes to its grand strategy in preparation of balancing against China’s rise. 

However, not all realist theories share such offensive realist pessimistic view about great 

power politics. Proponents of “defensive realism” argued that rather than anxiously seeking 

for more power, states are better off maintaining however much power they already possess. 

Defensive realism, outlined by Kenneth Waltz in the Theory of International Politics, shares 

key theoretical assumptions like international anarchy and state-centrism with offensive 

realism. However, in regard to state behaviors and strategies for survival, Waltz rejected the 

idea that anarchy led states to act aggressively in their competitions for power. Instead, he 

made the opposite case that anarchy encourages states to behave defensively because “the 

first concern of states is not to maximize power but to maintain their position in the 

system.”33 

Defensive realists provided several arguments that refuted offensive realist 

understanding of “power.” First, when a state attempts to gain power at the expense of others, 

the potential victims would join forces to balance against the aggressor and thereby leaving it 

worse off than it would have been had its refrained from seeking additional power. Defensive 

                                                
32 Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, “The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers in the Twenty-first 
Century: China’s Rise and the Fate of America’s Global Position,” International Security 40, no.3 (2016). 
33 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (MA: Addison-Wesley), 126. 
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realists therefore asserted that “At least in the long run, the balance of power that arises out of 

international anarchy punishes aggression; it does not reward it.”34 History has shown that 

the great powers that aim for hegemony has frequently earned self-defeat, and they are 

advised to adopt a defensive and moderate foreign policy. 

Second, defensive realist pointed a way out of the “Thucydides’s Trap,” or the “security 

dilemma,” by distinguishing individual security and state security.35 Security dilemma arise 

from offensive realists’ assumptions of states “capabilities” and “intentions.” Specifically, 

any increments in a state’s military capability—even for the mere purpose of enhancing its 

own security—will be seen as a threat because its intentions are obscured to others. Due to 

the fear of an aggression, other states will respond by strengthen their own capabilities, and 

ultimately locking them in a vicious cycle of security competition. Yet, defensive realists 

asserted that “states are not as vulnerable as men are in a state of nature”36 and their demise is 

a difficult and prolonged process. In the face of a crisis, great powers can refrain from 

undertaking pre-emptive strikes until they have gained definitive evidence of an aggression 

and save from blundering into an unintended war. 

Lastly, defensive realists proposed the concept of “offense-defense balance”37 which 

distinguishes defensive weapons and policies from offensive ones. By doing so, they argued 

that it is possible for states to adopt compatible strategies “to make itself more secure without 

                                                
34 Jack Snyder, Myth of Empire: Domestic Politics and International Ambition (New York: Cornell University 
Press), 11. 
35 John H. Herz, “Idealist Internationalism and the Security Dilemma,” in World Politics, No. 2, 157-180. 
36 Robert Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” in World Politics (New York: Cambridge 
University Press), 172. 
37 See Jack Snyder, Myth of Empire: Domestic Politics and International Ambition (New York: Cornell 
University Press); Robert Jervis, “Cooperation in the Security Dilemma,” in World Politics (New York: 
Cambridge University Press), 167-214; Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conflict 
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2006) and “Offense, Defense, and the Cause of War,” in 
International Security 22, no.4 (1988). 
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making others less secure.”38 When offense has the clear advantage, meaning that “it is 

easier to destroy the other’s army and take its territory than it is to defend one’s own,”39 

states are more likely to engage in war. Contrarily, when defense has the upper hand, states 

would choose to take on an assault than launching a preemptive strike. In the nuclear age, 

states with second-strike capabilities are even more capable of deterring aggressors. 

Defensive realists therefore conclude that technological and geographical factors tilt heavily 

towards the defending party. 

According to defensive realist optimistic view, the United States and China can avoid 

the “Thucydides’s Trap” as long as China makes clear that it has no aggressive intentions 

towards its neighbors nor the incentive to challenge the U.S. dominance in Asia. Yet looking 

at today’s U.S.-China relationship under President Donald Trump, it is clear that offensive 

realism remains more relevant to the reality. First, China’s rhetoric and foreign policy have 

revealed its ambitious and even aggressive intentions. Second, state leaders’ decisions may 

not always be as rational as believed and their perceptions of other states’ intentions are 

likely to lead to the escalation of a crisis. Stephen Van Evera, for example, has pointed that 

most of the modern great wars resulted from leaders’ misperceptions of their prospect to 

prevail.40  Lastly, as there are no agreed and reliable method to distinguish defensive 

weapons from offensive ones, the increase of Chinese military strength is most likely to be 

seen as a threat to other countries. 

Apart from examining how China conveys its intentions, it is also important to look at 

how the American President Donald Trump interprets Chinese intentions. Other than a vague 
                                                
38 Robert Jervis, “Cooperation in the Security Dilemma,” in World Politics (New York: Cambridge University 
Press), 187. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conflict (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University 
Press, 2006). 
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definition of the concept of “intentions,” offensive realists has provided little information 

about the means and to measure it. Since offensive realists defined “Intentions” to be state 

leaders’ beliefs and perceptions of the world, one way for researchers to gain insights to the 

intentions of a state is to observe the discourse and rhetoric of its leaders and their foreign 

policies. 

Rhetoric can be indicative of a state’s intention to launch a war because it “Usually 

precedes armed conflicts and hints at the important issues over which the upcoming war will 

eventually be fought.”41 The rhetoric and discourse of a Presidential speech, for example, 

may give away the state leader’s personal values, beliefs, and orientations in the 

decision-making process. At the same time, their public statements, made with the specific 

purpose of delivering certain messages to its recipients, particularly to a state’s domestic 

populace, also reflect the preferences and ideology of the targeted audience. 

Foreign policy is a more concrete and definitive form of a state’s intentions for it is the 

ultimate product of decision-making. Foreign policy is also a reliable indicator because its 

effects are rather durable, as James Chace underlines, “An obsolete foreign policy cannot be 

lightly discarded; commitments once made are not easily broken.”42 

When rhetoric and foreign policy come together, they can help shed light on a state’s 

intentions. For instance, Steve Bannon, the former White House Chief Strategist to President 

Donald Trump, views China as the primary economic threat to America. Bannon says, “If we 

don’t get our situation sorted with China, we’ll be destroyed economically.”43 With advisors 

                                                
41 Drazen Pehar, “Leaders’ Rhetoric and Preventive Diplomacy: Issues We Are Ignorant About,” Knowledge 
and Diplomacy, 2002, accessed August 2, 2017, 
https://www.diplomacy.edu/resources/general/leaders-rhetoric-and-preventive-diplomacy-issues-we-are-ignoran
t-about. 
42 James Chace, A World Elsewhere: The New American Foreign Policy (New York: Scribner), 5. 
43 Joshua Green, “Bannon’s Back and Targeting China,” Bloomberg, September 28, 2017, accessed October 1, 
2017, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-09-28/bannon-s-back-and-targeting-china. 
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like Bannon championing the idea that portrays China as the primary threat to the U.S., it is 

safe to assume that President Trump’s “America First” foreign policy will likely take on a 

hardline position in dealing with China.  

“Capabilities,” which is closely related to a state’s intentions, is critical to offensive 

realist study of U.S.-China relations. Offensive realists place their primary concern in the 

military capabilities. A state’s active military buildup, which encompasses many aspects 

ranging from the acquisition of more advanced technology, the increase in the enlistment of 

military personnel, and the adoption of new strategies and policies, can reflect the state’s 

intentions. A glimpse into China’s recent military development can help unveil its goals and 

ambitions; similarly, the U.S.’s military deployment can reveal some information of its 

planned response to China. 

Offensive realists usually equate military capabilities to power; but in reality, states are 

also deeply concerned about their latent power, which is defined as the “socio-economic 

ingredients that go into building military power” and “is largely based on a state’s wealth and 

the overall size of its population.”44 Population alone can neither reflect a state’s economic 

capacity nor guarantee it a wealthy economy. Wealth, on the other hand, “incorporates both 

the demographic and the economic dimensions of power.”45 For this reason, offensive 

realists tend to employ wealth as the measure of latent power. 

With the experiences of three European great powers, Mearsheimer argued that wealth 

underpins a state’s military strength; that is, it “constitutes the societal resources that a state 

has available to build military forces.”46 By this logic, China, which has largest population in 

                                                
44 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton), 55. 
45 Ibid, 61. 
46 Ibid. 
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the world and the largest economy by nominal Gross Domestic Product (GDP), can transform 

itself into a military leviathan and upset the existing international balance-of-power. 

Other schools of international relations theories have also come to challenge offensive 

realist analysis of the future U.S.-China relations. Neoliberalism, for instance, has criticized 

offensive realism for underrating the possibilities of cooperation between states on 

non-traditional security issues through international institutions. However, these criticisms, in 

truth, are not outright rejected by offensive realists, but simply received as supplements to 

their theory. Economic interdependence The author indeed finds it beneficial to take certain 

perspectives of these criticisms into consideration in the effort to enhance the arguments of 

offensive realist. However, it is not the aim of this study to go into the details of each and 

every one of these rebuttals; rather, the goal is to put the theory of offensive realist into 

practice by employing it to scrutinize the most important great power politics of the 

twenty-first century between the U.S. and China. 

In the coming chapters, the author will gradually unravel the mystery of how the U.S. 

President Trump responds to the increasing threat of a stronger China through the six 

indicators which derive from intentions and capabilities. While examining the intentions and 

military power of both China and the U.S, the author takes the angle of analysis largely from 

the perspective of the latter, as can be seen as below. 

1) Is the U.S. actively increasing its capabilities? 

2) Is the U.S. seeking new allies and strengthening its relations with existing ones? 

3) Is the U.S. helping its allies to increase their capabilities against China? 

4) Is the U.S. undermining China’s capabilities? 

5) Is the U.S. preventing China from seeking new allies and sabotaging China’s 

relations with its existing friends? 

6) Is the U.S. attempting to weaken the capabilities of China’s allies? 
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In recent decades, China’s growing economic, military, and political clout has generated 

concerns in the U.S., and the American foreign policy towards China was a hot issue during 

the 2016 U.S. Presidential election. As Derek Scissors, an expert on China’s economy at the 

American Enterprise Institute (AEI), pointed out “The current direction of U.S. politics is 

headed toward populism, isolationism, and bashing China for good reasons or bad.”47 

Dealing with China is inescapable. It has become difficult now, and might get harder and 

harder in the future. As Henry Kissinger puts it, “The United States and China are both 

indispensable pillars of world order. Remarkably, both have historically exhibited an 

ambivalent attitude toward the international system they anchor, affirming their commitments 

to it even as they reserve judgment on aspects of its design. China has no precedent for the 

role it is asked to play in the twenty-first century order, as one major state among others. Nor 

does the U.S. have experience interacting on a sustained basis with a country of comparable 

size, reach, and economic performance while it embraces a distinctly different model of 

domestic order.”48 

In sum, the real challenge for President Trump in formulating a foreign policy suitable 

for meeting the future U.S.-China relations and global politics, is not a choice between 

isolationism and internationalism, but between different internationalist strategies.”49 One 

cannot expect a superpower like the United States to forever be the friend of a rising power 

like China, or vice versa. As Trump designates China as an enemy, he must weigh and 

produce a policy that can best serve the interests of his country. Nations that sit between the 

                                                
47 Joshua Green, “Bannon’s Back and Targeting China,” Bloomberg, September 28, 2017, accessed October 1, 
2017, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-09-28/bannon-s-back-and-targeting-china. 
48 Henry A. Kissinger, World Order (Penguin Press, New York, 2014), 226. 
49 George Friedman, “Isolationism vs. Internationalism: False Choices,” Mauldin Economics, May 10, 2016, 
accessed December 19, 2017, 
http://www.mauldineconomics.com/this-week-in-geopolitics/isolationism-vs.-internationalism-false-choices#. 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900667

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 22 

two giants such as Taiwan, Singapore, and the Philippines are inevitably “subjected to the 

ultimate presupposition of a real possibility of a friend-and-enemy group.”50 All parties are 

supposed to review their own policies, interior and exterior, under the new international 

political situation. 

 

1.4 Research Methodology 

Research Approach 

This research is built on the theoretical bases of John J. Mearsheimer’s offensive realism 

and borrows Kenneth Waltz’s “three levels-of-analysis” for the analysis of the changes in 

U.S.-China relationship. The author looked at the core tenet of “power” in the realist theory, 

and focused on examining the shifting international distribution-of-power following the rise 

of China and how U.S. President Trump seeks to preserve the American position as the sole 

hegemon. Evidences were provided to show the economic and security threats that China 

poses for the U.S. The attempts from both countries to alter the balance-of-power through 

aggrandizing their own powers, forming coalitions with allies, and undermining their rivals’ 

strength and influences were key objects of analysis. State leaders’ perceptions and intentions, 

the national capabilities of both the U.S. and China, and other non-structural factors were also 

scrutinized. Schmitt, Carl. The Concept of the Political. Translated by George Schwab. 

Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2007. 

Unlike past offensive realist studies of the U.S.-China relationship which tend to focus 

on analyzing structural-level factors, the author seeks to strengthen the explanatory power of 

the theory by bringing in the first and second image-factors like President Trump’s 

                                                
50 Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 35. 
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perceptions, the collective decisions of his administration, and his trade and security 

strategies. For example, presidents who accepted the liberalist arguments that if China is 

democratic and enmeshed in the global capitalist system, it will not act aggressively and 

would instead be content with the status quo in Northeast Asia may adopt an “engagement” 

policy towards China and promote its integration into the world economy and transition 

towards democracy. Yet, others like President Trump who agree with the offensive realist 

view is likely to believe that “a policy of engagement is doomed to fail…because 

democracies care about security as much as non-democracies do, and hegemony is the best 

way for any state to guarantee its own survival.”51 Rather than the “engagement” policy, 

offensive realists claimed that it is better off for the U.S. and its Asian allies to employ the 

“containment” strategy. The author therefore looked at whether President Trump’s policy 

does conform to offensive realism and its effects on the outcomes of his trade war and 

geopolitical competitions with China in the Indo-Pacific region. 

 

Research Methods 

The research method of this study is qualitative with a chronological narration. The 

author focused on studying U.S. President Trump’s disputes ad negotiations with China from 

June 2015 to June 2019. The author constructed his arguments based on a variety of materials, 

including academic researches, government reports, media coverages, and information posted 

on social media (particularly President Trump’s “Twitter” messages). 

Political scientists have long relied on theoretical or conceptual models to interpret and 

explain international relations phenomenon. Different methods and approaches gave rise to 

                                                
51 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 4. 
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debates of the means and perspectives to understand the intricate relationship between 

nations. While there are many advantages to using political models, history, however, 

provides yet another prism to view international relations.52 

The “historical approach” offers political scientists an insight into the nature of conflicts 

between the state actors on the global stage. In essence, it provides two principle uses for 

studying international relations. First, it serves as a means for contextual understanding, 

particularly in conflict resolution or area studies analysis. It is also a measure of themes and 

patterns of state interaction over time. Secondly, the long-term analysis of trends and patterns 

can be equally insightful as scholars develop awareness of the differing regional perceptions 

of global political issues. 

Throughout history, the U.S. and China have constantly juggled their relationship 

between friend and enemy. However, they both have a very confusing concept of politics in 

the distinction of friend and enemy toward each other. They are both unwilling to regard the 

other as friend and reluctant to see the other as enemy. From the Chinese perspective, they 

regard the U.S. as “both friend and enemy” and engage with them in “both coalition and 

competition.” From the American perspective, they, historically, respond to the Chinese 

challenge in three options, such as: 1) accommodation; 2) containment, confrontation, or 

untrammeled strategic rivalry; and 3) global cooperation paired with regional resolve. In 

human history, never has such subtle relation happened to two nations that are overwhelmed 

by mixed love-hate feelings. 

 

 

                                                
52 James R. Sofka, “Historical Approaches to International Relations,” Online Learning Tips, January 31, 2013, 
accessed June 27, 2017, https://onlinelearningtips.com/2013/01/historical-approaches-to-international-relations/. 
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1.5 Research Limitations 

 Theory and time are the two major limitations in this research. First, the nature of the 

offensive realist theory confines the discussion of political incidents and phenomenon largely 

to the “structural level.” To observe the realist principals, the author must abide by the basic 

assumptions of the theory even when borrowing the arguments of other schools of 

international relations theories. Moreover, the author aspired to bridge theory with practice 

and has therefore gone to great lengths to incorporate the latest developments of the 

U.S.-China relations into the analysis. Since theories are often portrayed as “The idle 

speculations of head-in-the-clouds academics that have little relevance to what goes on in the 

‘real world’,”53 much has to be done to find a balance between them. 

Time and timing also provided many obstacles during the research. First, President 

Trump has taken office for merely two years, many of his proposed strategies and foreign 

policies are yet to be enforced. Even the orders that have taken effect during the past two 

years must await the test of time and their results remain to be seen. Timing bring surprises as 

well, as is written in the Bible, “The race is not to the swift or the battle to the strong, nor 

does food come to the wise or wealth to the brilliant or favor to the learned; but time and 

chance happen to them all.”54 President Trump has gone about-face on the decisions and 

policies he has made earlier due to the need of negotiations, and the author has to be cautious 

in analyzing and predicting the development of events. The time frame of this research is set 

between June 15, 2015, when Trump announced his candidacy for U.S. president, and June 

29, 2019, when the top leaders from the U.S. and China agreed to resume bilateral 

negotiations after reaching a truce on trade war during the G20 Summit. 

                                                
53 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 8. 
54 The Holy Bible, Ecclesiastes 9:11 (New International Version). 
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1.6 Chapter Arrangements 

 In the following chapters, the author employs Kenneth Waltz’s three levels-of-analysis 

to scrutinize the reason why the gap of the relative national capability between the U.S. and 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is narrowing and the way that President Trump tries to 

preserve the U.S. global primacy with his magnum opus “America First foreign policy”. 

Chapter 2 begins with an examination of Trump’s discourse and rhetoric that have 

sporadically floated up in his public statements, publications, and social media posts. The 

homogeneity between Trump’s personal perception of the domestic and international 

challenges to the U.S. and his foreign policy priorities reveal how individual-level factors can 

affect a state’s foreign policy direction. The author then looks at how domestic-level factors 

contribute to the wax and wane of U.S. national strength. Economic, military, and ideological 

causes are discussed in independent sections. 

The systemic-level challenge that the rise of China poses for the U.S. is the central topic 

of both Chapter 3 and 4, while the former focuses on the economic aspect of the Sino-U.S. 

contentions and the latter on their military disputes. Both chapters follow the similar line of 

development: the author starts with a review of the way that China has accumulated its 

national capabilities through economic and military policies and the way that its strategy 

towards the U.S. has developed over time. Next, the policy and strategic changes under the 

incumbent President Xi Jinping were examined in independent sections. The author then 

analyzed President Trump’s responses to China’s growing assertiveness and the way that he 

tries to curb Chinese expansionism under Xi’s leadership with his “America First” policy. 

Finally, the author categorizes a list of issues-of-contention between the two great powers and 
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seeks to determine the area in which they may find common grounds from the treacherous 

minefield in which a misstep may result in a full-blown war. 

In the concluding Chapter 5, the author offers a cautious opinion that, in accordance 

with offensive realists’ predictions, the U.S. and China have been edging closer and closer to 

the brink of war under the leadership of President Trump and President Xi. Notably, other 

than the shifting distribution of power in the international arena and other systemic-level 

factors which offensive realists have traditionally emphasized, the author argues that 

individual and domestic-level factors have been going hand in hand to bring about this result. 

The last, but most critical, idea that the author wants to propose for his future studies is as 

follows. Since the idea of war cannot be wiped out from human nature according to the tenets 

of offensive realism, “trade war” should be the prime option for modern states to engage with 

each other in conflicts because “wealth” is the major premise for big powers to secure and 

sustain the position of “hegemon.” 
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Chapter 2: Trump’s Perception of the American National 

Capability 

This chapter aims to find answers to the question: How has President Trump’s 

perception of American power and position in the international system gave rise to his 

“America First” foreign policy and how will this policy affect the U.S.-China relationship? 

As an educator’s beliefs affect the designing of his/her course syllabus and instruction, so 

does a high level political leader’s perceptions affect the formulating of his/her foreign 

policy agenda and mission operation. Trump’s campaign and presidency have established 

himself as one of the most unconventional presidents in modern history. Trump claimed that 

prioritizing American interests will be the overriding theme of his administration and he 

also promised to install a new foreign policy vision that “replaces randomness with purpose, 

ideology with strategy, and chaos with peace.” 

Though the unconventional President’s views about U.S. foreign policy are more 

complex than those that were represented by his predecessors, the author is convinced that

they can be seen in terms which fitted in with the strain of offensive realism. The author thus 

employed Waltz’s three “levels-of-analysis” model to look at President Trump’s rhetoric 

towards the domestic and international problems that he believes the U.S. is facing. 

Since Kenneth Waltz introduced the three “levels of analysis” or “images” of the causes 

of war, they became a prevalent model for analyzing state interactions.1 While each political 

science theory focus on different aspects of international relations, structural theories like 

offensive realism have place the emphasis on systemic-level features and pay “little attention 

1 Kenneth Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University Press). 
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to individuals or domestic political considerations such as ideology.”2 Yet the author argues 

that the first and second images are equally important for state survival, and through infusing 

the factors from these two levels into the analysis, can greatly enhance the explanatory power 

of offensive realism by.  

If individuals are insignificant to power politics, then international relations ought to 

remain relatively consistent regardless of the alterations in state leaders or ruling parties. In 

reality, the elites and political parties in a great power hold sway not only over domestic 

politics, but over world affairs. As David Lampton underscored, “One key to the productive 

management of the relationship between the United States and China is effective and secure 

political leadership in both nations. To that end, individuals are of enormous consequence.”3 

Similarly, the delicate balance-of-power between a great power and its rival is rooted 

and maintained by the differences in their economic and military capabilities; thus, the 

domestic factors that attribute to the wax and wane of a great power’s national capabilities 

can fundamentally alter the international structure in the long run.4 As a state’s foreign 

policy always stem from domestic politics, it is essential for American policymakers to first 

understand what problems and leverages they have at home before turning to the

international challenges posed by rival states. 

This chapter comprises five sections. The first section explores how President 

Trump’s individual value and experiences shaped his foreign policy. The author looks at 

Trump’s rhetoric towards the domestic and international problems that he deemed as 

2 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton), 10-11. 
3 David M. Lampton, Same Bed, Different Dreams: Managing U.S.-China Relations (Berkeley: University of 
California Press), 9. 
4 See Abramo F. K. Organski, World Politics (New York: Alfred A. Knopf); Jacek Kugler and A. F. K. 
Organski, “The Power Transition: A Retrospective and Perspective Evaluation,” in the Handbook of War 
Studies (Routledge); and Graham Allison, Destined for War: Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s 
Trap? (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt). 
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challenges to the U.S. In the second section, the author focuses on the U.S. domestic 

economy, examining the problems during Obama’s presidency and the changes in Trump’s 

economic policy. Similarly, the third section aims to study the American military 

capabilities before and after Trump came to office. The author then explains in the fourth 

section the role that nationalism plays in the America First program, and how domestic 

issues are connected to his foreign policy goals. A brief conclusion is drawn in the last part. 

2.1 Trump’s Discourse and the “America First” Foreign Policy 

President Donald Trump’s statements and rhetoric on his foreign policy sounds 

anomalous, if not contradictory, to many ears in the fields of both U.S. domestic and 

international politics. Domestically, Trump appears to be critical of the American values of 

racial, gender, and economic equalities; internationally, he seems to oppose the bedrock 

convictions of the U.S. foreign policy to preach the gospel of democratic ideology, and 

perhaps is even ready to abandon America’s position as a liberal hegemon. Trump’s 

“belligerent rhetoric” and his frequent use of social media to forward his ideas are 

unprecedented among U.S. Presidents.5 

Trump’s unorthodox rhetoric and conducts seem to be built on his experiences in 

business. For example, Trump has repetitively pushed for the renegotiation of trade or 

strategic deals with not only U.S.’s rivals but also allied nations, and has threatened to 

withdraw from multilateral agreements should they refuse to comply with his terms. To date, 

the U.S. has abandoned the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)6, renegotiated the North 

5 Stephen Collinson, “This is global Trumpism,” CNN, September 19, 2017, accessed October 1, 2017, 
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/09/19/politics/donald-trump-united-nations/index.html. 
6 U.S. Executive Office of the President. “Withdrawal of the United States from the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
Negotiations and Agreement,” January 25, 2017, accessed on September 4, 2018, 
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American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)7, and dismissed the Iran Nuclear Deal, to name 

but a few. Trump’s emphasis on striking better deals reflects his dissatisfaction with 

America’s current position and performances in the world and reveals the goals he aims to 

achieve. To bring his foreign counterparts to the table, and throughout the negotiation 

process, Trump has frequently made use of the social and news media to deliver his stances. 

His deal-making tactics are revealed in his book The Art of the Deal and represented as the 

“Trump cards”8 in the form of metaphors as listed below: 

1. Think Big 

2. Protect the Downside and the Upside Will Take Care of Itself 

3. Maximize Your Option 

 4. Know Your Market 

5. Use Your Leverage 

 6. Enhance Your Location 

 7. Get the Word Out 

 8. Fight Back 

 9. Deliver the Goods 

 10. Contain the Costs 

How are these business catch phrases reflected in Trump’s policies? For those ordinary 

ears, “Think Big” may be realized as Trump came to office with the promise to ‘Make 

America Great Again.’ Trump also claims that he is fully aware of what the “market” of 

Americans demand and that he is confident in delivering the goods with the leverages he 

owns. Trump stated that “You can dream great dreams, but they’ll never amount to much if 

                                                                                                                                                  
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/01/25/2017-01845/withdrawal-of-the-united-states-from-the-
trans--pacific-partnership-negotiations-and-agreement 
7 Jen Kirby, “USMCA, Trump’s New Trade Deal, Explained in 500 Words,” Vox, 
https://www.vox.com/2018/10/3/17930092/usmca-nafta-trump-trade-deal-explained. 
8 Donald J. Trump and Tony Schwartz, Trump: The Art of the Deal (New York: Ballantine Books), 45-63. 
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you can’t turn them into reality at a reasonable cost.”9 In brief, as a linguistic study 

revealed, compared with those of George W. Bush and Obama, President Trump’s 

discourse is aimed to convey the message of “success” to the American people.10 

Why does Trump make a case for identifying the domestic and international challenges 

that are of threat to the U.S. for his national compatriots to make sense of his promises? 

According to the realist logic, states place their primary interest in survival, which includes 

territorial integrity and political autonomy. Since the disband of the Soviet Union and the 

rise of the U.S. to global preeminence, the U.S. has been largely removed of the threat to its 

survival from an aggression of an enemy state. Instead, new types of security threat 

emerged in the twenty-first century, including terrorist activities, transnational crimes, 

climate change, etc. Should America maintain the internationalist foreign policy, it would 

likely find itself bogged deeper down into the ever more multifaceted international affairs. 

It appears that Trump had indeed recognized the dangers of an overextended America, 

so he placed emphasis on prioritizing the American national interests over international 

cooperation when his policy was made. In the 2017 National Security Strategy (NSS), four 

economic and strategic pillars were erected to buttress the policy agenda of the Trump

administration.11 The first pillar aims to “Protect the American people, the homeland, and 

the American way of life” against rogue states, Jihadist terrorists, and transnational criminal 

organizations. It highlights the need to enhance the U.S. border security and defense against 

the use and proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD). 

9 Donald J. Trump and Tony Schwartz, Trump: The Art of the Deal (New York: Ballantine Books), 62. 
10 “Donald Trump’s Inaugural Speech,” Expert System, January 23, 2017, accessed August 2, 2018, 
https://www.expertsystem.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/20170120_Trump_inauguraladress_eng-1.pdf. 
11 U.S., The White House, National Security Strategy of the United States of America, December 2017, 
accessed December 20, 2017, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf. 
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The second pillar intends to “Promote American Prosperity.” Domestically, Trump 

aims to reinvigorate the U.S. economy and help lift the poor out of poverty. Internationally, 

Trump seeks to renegotiate international trade agreements on more favorable terms, and his 

point blank Twitter message stated that “We cannot let our friends, or enemies, take 

advantage of us on Trade anymore. We must put American worker first!”12 

Trump underscores the necessity to “Preserve Peace Through Strength” as the third 

pillar. As his business tactic, Trump puts much stress on “Fight back” in which he says, 

“Much as it pays to emphasize the positive, there are times when the only choice is 

confrontation”13; correspondingly, his administration agrees with the realist power politics 

concept that “A central continuity in history is the contest for power.”14 As demonstrated in 

the recent Sino-U.S. economic and military confrontations in the South China Sea, Trump 

does not show much hesitation in making use of the leverages he wields. Nonetheless, 

Trump does follow a hard-headed approach to problems and underscore the importance of 

cautious actions. In a speech on foreign policy delivered at an event hosted by the National 

Interest on April 27, 2016, he says, “war and aggression will not be my first instinct. You 

cannot have a foreign policy without diplomacy. A superpower understands that caution and 

restraint are signs of strength.”15 

                                                
12 President Trump has repetitively accused allies and rivals for taking advantage of the U.S. See Holly Ellyatt, 
“Trump’s Right on Trade—Europe has been ‘Free-Riding for too Long,’ Fund Manager Says,” CNBC, July 4, 
2018, accessed on July 28, 2018, 
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/07/04/trumps-right-on-trade--europe-has-been-free-riding-for-too-long-f.html; 
Randy Woods, “Trump Says U.S. to Stop China from ‘Taking Advantage’ on Trade,” Bloomberg, April 6, 
2018, accessed on July 30, 2018, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-04-05/trump-says-u-s-to-stop-china-from-taking-advantage-o
n-trade; “Trump Says Friend, Enemies Can’t Take Advantage of U.S. on Trade,” Voice of America, June 11, 
2018, accessed July 27, 2018, https://www.voanews.com/a/trump-on-trade-at-g7-summit/4433232.html.  
13 Donald J. Trump and Tony Schwartz, Trump: The Art of the Deal (New York: Ballantine Books), 58. 
14 U.S., The White House, National Security Strategy of the United States of America, December 2017, 
accessed December 20, 2017, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf. 
15 Donald J. Trump, “Trump on Foreign Policy,” The National Interest, April 27, 2016, accessed on December 
27, 2017, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/trump-foreign-policy-15960. 
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Finally, having ensured that America is secure and prosperous at home, the fourth 

pillar of Trump’s NSS goes on to “Advance American Influence” abroad. It stated that “The 

United States offers partnership to those who share our aspirations for freedom and 

prosperity” and “encourages those who want to join our community of like-minded 

democratic states and improve the conditions of their people.” This declaration perhaps 

indicates that unorthodox as Trump may be, he does not have intent to forsake the American 

values of democracy, freedom, and human rights, nor will he relinquish the U.S. status of a 

world leader. Rather, as he has repeatedly emphasized, the purpose of his foreign policy is 

to “prioritize” American national interests.  

President Trump’s rhetoric style was frequently criticized as being “incoherent, 

inconsistent, and incomprehensible.”16 While it is not uncommon for politicians to go 

against their own earlier words, Trump claimed to have particularly reasons for him to do so, 

especially when dealing with enemies. For example, when he vowed to annihilate ISIS, 

Trump said “We must, as a nation, be more unpredictable.”17 Indeed, James Chace had 

reminded that: 

Consistency in politics is neither particularly desirable nor generally possible. Since 

foreign policy is ultimately dictated by political considerations, changes in foreign 

policy, though lagging behind political machinations, are often engineered by men 

whose public statements at one time can sharply conflict with their later public 

positions.18 

16 See Editorial Board, “Trump’s incoherent, inconsistent, and incomprehensible foreign policy,” The 
Washington Post, April 28, 2016, accessed May 5, 2016, goo.gl/Mwg1wa. 
17 Donald J. Trump, “Trump on Foreign Policy,” The National Interest, April 27, 2016, accessed on 
December 27, 2017, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/trump-foreign-policy-15960. 
18 James Chace, A World Elsewhere: The New American Foreign Policy (New York: Scribner), 11. 
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To truly comprehend the goals of Trump’s foreign policy and his plans to achieve 

them, it is essential to look at both his rhetoric and his actual reactions toward the U.S. 

domestic and international challenges.  

In the following two sections, the author looks at the Trump’s discourse about U.S. 

economic and military powers. The author examined his rhetoric on the major underlying 

factors that President Trump deemed contribute to the decline of the American power and 

its global leadership. From the theoretical perspective, the tenets of realism do admonish 

that the decline of economic and military powers can ultimately tilt the balance-of-power 

among great powers. Therefore, Trump’s warning rhetoric cannot just come out of thin air. 

The decline of economic and military powers may be relatively eroding the basis of U.S. 

national capabilities, especially when we turn our focus on the debate of the issues of 

Sino-U.S. relations. 

2.2 Trump’s Discourse on U.S. Economic Capability 

On December 18, 2017, President Donald Trump released his first annual U.S. National 

Security Strategy (NSS) in which he stated that “An America that is safe, prosperous, and

free at home is an America with the strength, confidence, and will to lead abroad.”19 

As opposed to claiming that he set a positive strategic direction for the United States, President 

Trump has repeatedly criticized the previous administration for weakening the American 

economy by outsourcing companies and factories overseas and allowing massive illegal 

immigrants to enter the U.S. and take away the jobs that would have otherwise gone to 

19 U.S., The White House, National Security Strategy of the United States of America, December 2017, 
accessed December 20, 2017, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf. 
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American citizens.20 However, while Trump issued ominous proclamations about the rapid 

decline of the U.S. under his predecessors, many political observers remained skeptical of his 

words. 

To verify Trump’s statements, the author seeks to measure the current U.S. national 

capability by employing the theory of realism. Offensive realists categorize a state’s national 

power into latent economic power and actual military power; these two powers are 

interrelated in the sense that latent power encompasses the social-economic resources that 

can be used to construct military capability.21 A state’s economic power is mainly based on 

its wealth and overall population. Yet, Mearsheimer only used wealth to measure latent 

power because he presumed that wealth encompasses both “the demographic and the 

economic dimensions of power.” Although a large population has enormous potential for 

economic developments, it is not guaranteed to generate wealth for a state. 

Wealth is a rather unsubstantial concept that has to be represented by more 

material-based indictors. For example, Mearsheimer used the Gross National Product (GNP) 

and industrial capacity as indicators of a state’s “mobilizable wealth,” which referred to the 

maneuverable social and economic resources that a state can translate into military assets.22 

GNP is used to estimate “the total value of all the final products and services turned out in a 

given period by the means of production owned by a country’s residents.”23 Industrial 

capacity is further categorized into iron and steel production, population size, and energy 

consumption. 
                                                
20 Tom Hamburger, Carol D. Leonnig, and Zachary A. Goldfarb, “Obama’s Record on Outsourcing Draws 
Criticism from the Left,” The Washington Post, July 9, 2012, accessed September 18, 2018, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/economy/obamas-record-on-outsourcing-draws-criticism-from-the-
left/2012/07/09/gJQAljJCZW_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.524a28ca9a8c. 
21 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W. W. Norton), 55-82. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Jim Chappelow, “Gross National Product,” Investopedia, May 9, 2018, accessed July 24, 2018, 
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/gnp.asp. 
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In contrast, the author employs the real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and the annual 

and quarterly GDP growth rate as the main indicators of America’s wealth. Unemployment 

rate, the Dow Jones Industrial Average (DJIA), and national debt are supplements to the 

analysis. The U.S. industrial capacity is assessed with annual steel and crude oil production. 

The ensuing statistic figures are mostly extracted from the Trading Economics online 

databases which compiles reports from U.S. government agencies and international 

organization, including the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) and the Bureau of 

Economic Analysis (BEA), the World Bank, and the World Steel Association (WSA). 

To begin with, the author chose GDP over GNP as the indicator because it can better 

reflect the competence of the American economy. GNP is used to measure the total value of 

goods and services produced by the nationals of a state in one year, which includes the 

incomes they earned overseas, but do not cover the profits made by foreign entities in that 

state. Conversely, GDP encompasses the returns made by both citizens and foreign residents 

in that state, and do not consists the profits that its nationals generated in foreign markets. 

Accordingly, in estimating the value that the American market can produce, GDP is the more 

qualified index. 

Figure 2.1. United States GDP from 2009 to 2017. Trading Economics, accessed August 27, 2018, 

https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/gdp. 
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As Figure 2.1 demonstrates, the U.S. GDP seems to be growing at a steady pace over the 

past decade. Yet one can be misguided to presume the economic conditions of a state without 

taking a second look at the GDP growth rate, which delineates the ratio at which a state’s 

GDP changes from year to year. Figure 2.2 reveals that the GDP growth has been rather 

fluctuant during President Obama’s administration. In fact, President Obama had an average 

of 1.5 percent growth rate24, and he was criticized as “the first president in modern history 

not to have a single year of 3 percent growth.”25 

 

Figure 2.2. United States Annual GDP Growth Rate from 2009 to 2018. Trading Economics, accessed August 

27, 2018, https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/gdp-growth-annual. 

It seems fair to remind that President Obama had inherited a crumbling U.S. economy 

which was wrecked by recession and years of war in the Middle East. An article in the 

Politifact, a political fact-checking website, insisted that the economy performances should 

be analyzed with the more reliable “quarterly” GDP growth rate rather than “annual” growth 

                                                
24 Katie McKenna, “Obama’s Final Economic Record Not Great,” Fox Business, March 30, 2017, accessed on 
May 25, 2018, https://www.foxbusiness.com/markets/obamas-final-economic-record-not-great. 
25 Ryan Teague Beckwith, “Hillary Clinton Email: Donald Trump Reaction Transcript,” Time, October 28, 
2016, accessed September 28, 2018, 
http://time.com/4550004/hillary-clinton-email-fbi-reopen-donald-trump-transcript/. 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900667

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i Univ

ers
i t

y

40 

rate.26 Citing a report from the Bureau of Economic Analysis, the article persisted that when 

observing quarter-by-quarter, the U.S. economic growth had in fact surpassed three percent 

during several periods of President Obama’s tenure.27 

Notwithstanding the truth of this argument, the precipitous slumps and surges in growth 

within short periods of time, as seen in Figure 2.3, shows the instability of the U.S. 

economy.28 For instance, economists had pointed out that “the surge in economic growth in 

the second and third quarters of 2014 was due in large part to a boom in energy 

investment.”29 This boom first began with the rapid growth and high energy demands of 

emerging markets like the BRICs countries. Added with the cuts in crude oil production by 

the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), oil price was driven to 

unprecedented height in the first decade of the new millennium. As a result, the U.S. was 

propelled to increase domestic oil production and enhance its mining technology. But when 

the growth in the emerging countries began to slow in 2010, energy prices tumbled and the 

subsequent bust dealt a heavy blow to the U.S. economy in 2014.30 

26 Joshua Gillin, “Trump’s Claim About Weak Economic Growth Under President Obama doesn’t Tell the 
Full Story,” Politifact, October 31, 2016, accessed on September 28, 2018, 
https://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2016/oct/31/donald-trump/trumps-claim-about-weak-eco
nomic-growth-under-obam/. 
27 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis. Gross Domestic Product, 2nd Quarter 2018 
(Third Estimate); Corporate Profits, 2nd Quarter 2018 (Revised Estimate), September 27, 2018, accessed on 
September 28, 2018, 
https://www.bea.gov/news/2018/gross-domestic-product-2nd-quarter-2018-third-estimate-corporate-profits-2n
d-quarter-2018. Note that the link connects to the updated version of the report.
28 “Quarterly Growth of the Real GDP in the United States from 2011 to 2018,” Statista, accessed September
27, 2018,
https://www.statista.com/statistics/188185/percent-chance-from-preceding-period-in-real-gdp-in-the-us/.
29 Conor Sen, “2014 Had Great GDP Quarter, Too. It Didn’t Last,” Bloomberg, July 28, 2018, accessed on
September 25, 2018,
https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2018-07-28/u-s-economy-2014-had-a-great-gdp-quarter-too-it-didn
-t-last.
30 Greg DePersio, “Why Did Oil Price Drop So Much in 2014,” Investopedia, January 29, 2018, accessed on
September 28, 2018
https://www.investopedia.com/ask/answers/030315/why-did-oil-prices-drop-so-much-2014.asp.
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Figure 2.3. Quarterly Growth of the Real GDP in the United States from 2011 to 2018. Statista, accessed 

September 27, 2018, https://www.statista.com/statistics/188185/percent-chance-from-preceding-period-in- 

real-gdp-in-the-us/. 

The rhetoric in U.S. liberal media would contribute the current economic growth and 

lowering unemployment rate to President Obama, and, at the same time, condemn Trump for 

the insignificant growth in wages and in the numbers of new jobs created. Yet the author 

finds it difficult and illogical to agree with critics like Ezra Klein, who remained unwavering 

in the belief that President Obama should take all the credit for bringing America out of 

recession while the new Trump administration is to blame for the decline in U.S. economy.31 

First, by their own logic, Trump should not be accounted for the inert growth at the start of 

2017, as the performances in the first quarter of a new presidency is attributed to the previous 

administration. 

31 Ezra Klein, “The Truth About the Trump Economy,” Vox, August 24, 2018, accessed on September 26, 
2018, 
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2018/8/24/17759940/donald-trump-economy-jobs-growth-obama. 
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Statistic shows that the American economy has turned for the better and achieved 

several high records since President Trump took office. For example, the annual GDP 

reached a historic height of 19390.6 USD billion in 2017, and the growth rate climbed to 4.1 

percent in the second quarter of 2018 which is highest since 2014. Trump has also announced 

in early October 2018 that the unemployment rate had fell to 3.7 percent, the lowest record 

since 1969.32 It is noteworthy that the unemployment rate between 1948 and 2018 averaged 

at 5.77 percent, but the annual score in most of the Obama years had been well above this 

average.33 Similarly, Klein’s argument that Trump did worse than his predecessor in job 

creation was in clear contradiction with the facts—Bloomberg reported that 200,000 new jobs 

were created in January 2018; Heritage Foundation also showed that the U.S. has added 

223,000 jobs in May.34 

32 Donald J. Trump, “Just Out: 3.7% Unemployment Rate is the Lowest Number Since 1969!” Twitter, 
October 5, 2018, accessed October 5, 2018, 
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1048197648807854080. 
33 Trading Economics. “United States Unemployment Rate,” accessed on August 27, 2018, 
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/unemployment-rate.  
34 See Sho Chandra, “U.S. Adds 200,000 Jobs; Wages Rise by Most Since Recession,” Bloomberg, February 
2, 2018, accessed on September 30, 2018, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-02-02/u-s-added-200-000-jobs-in-january-wages-rise-most-si
nce-2009; Tim Doescher, “3 Million People Have Found Jobs Since Trump Took Office,” Heritage 
Foundation, Jun 1, 2018, accessed on September 30, 2018 
https://www.heritage.org/jobs-and-labor/commentary/3-million-people-have-found-jobs-trump-took-office. 
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Figure 2.4. United States Unemployment Rate from 2008 to 2018. Trading Economics, accessed on August 27, 

2018, https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/unemployment-rate. 

The decrease in unemployment rate and the increase of new jobs created have caused 

fear about inflation. For instance, after the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) released the 

January job report, the Dow Jones Industrial Average (DJIA) plunged 1,175 points on 

February 5, 2018—the largest single-day point drops in record, as shown in Figure 2.4. This 

plunge was aroused by the fear of inflation as the workers’ wages rose at the fastest pace 

since 2009. 35  Fortunately, the market recovered as quickly as it had stumbled, and 

economists have considered it healthy for the stock prices to let off pressure rather than be 

overinflated and break out into a major crisis.36 Overall, the DJIA has seen multiple 

record-breaking performances since Trump came to office. For example, it broke pass 20,000 

points for the first time in history on January 25, 2017. The Dow had again reached a record 

35 Akin Oyedele, “Jobs Report Beats as Wage Growth Soars at its Fastest Pace Since the Great Recession,” 
Business Insider, September 7, 2018, accessed on September 30, 2018, 
https://www.businessinsider.com/us-jobs-report-unemployment-rate-august-2018-2018-9?utm_source=ths_se
ptjobsreport&utm_medium=blog&utm_content=augunemploymentrate&utm_campaign=thehiringsitearticles_
b2b. 
36 Avie Schneider, “Dow Plunges 1,175, The Biggest Point Drop in History,” NPR, February 5, 2018, 
accessed September 30, 2018, 
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2018/02/05/583325123/stocks-extend-losses-with-dow-dropping-m
ore-than-300-points-at-the-open. 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900667

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 44 

25,000 points on January 4, 2018, and within days, it climbed to 26,000 points on January 17, 

2018, marking the fastest 1,000-point rise ever seen. 

 
Figure 2.5. Dow Jones Industrial Average from 2009 to 2018. Trading Economics, accessed September 29, 

2018, https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/stock-market. 

If these indicators provide any implications, the U.S.’s wealth does seem to have been 

diminishing since the turn of the millennium. While it is unreasonable to attribute the 

decline of the American latent power to any single President, there is no arguing that their 

policies have brought underlying impacts. Richard Epstein, a Senior Fellow at the Hoover 

Institution, explored the economic implications of individual legislations passed under the 

Obama administration.37 Epstein approved the positive effects of the American Recovery 

and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), only that it was relatively short-lived and had left behind a 

legacy of protectionism for the long run. He also reviewed the 2010 Patient Protection and 

Affordable Care Act (ACA), the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection 

Act, and the 2011 America Invents Act (AIA). Epstein concluded that these three bills failed 

to stimulate economic growth, and had either caused confusion in the U.S. health-care 

insurance or laden investors with overregulation. 

                                                
37 Richard A. Epstein, “Not Obama’s Economy,” Hoover Institution, August 27, 2018, accessed September 28, 
2018, https://www.hoover.org/research/not-obamas-economy. 
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In international balance-of-power, a state’s aggregate national wealth is perhaps of less 

concern to offensive realists than the industrial capacity, which indicates how capable a 

state is in transforming its economic resources into military assets. To measure the U.S. 

industrial strength, the author looked at the crude oil production and volume of annual steel 

production, shown in Figure 2.6. 

Figure 2.6. United States Crude Oil Production. Trading Economics, accessed September 30, 2018, 

https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/crude-oil-production. 

Statistics show that President Obama “has presided over the biggest increase in oil 

production in American history,” which came as a result of the boom in shale oil

production.38 By 2016, the U.S. emerged as the number one petroleum producer if liquefied 

natural gas is included in the count. As previously mentioned, the explosive production had 

led to the energy bust in 2014; but as the U.S. GDP growth rate went into freefall, the 

38 Matt Egan, “America’s Biggest Oil Boom Came Under Obama,” CNN, July 21, 2016, accessed on October 
1, 2018, https://money.cnn.com/2016/07/21/investing/trump-energy-plan-obama-oil-boom/index.html. 
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production momentum carried on.39 By July 2018, the crude oil had reached a record high 

of 10964 BBL/D/1K.40 

The U.S. steel production offers a somewhat more complicated picture. Steel 

production averaged at 7912.19 thousand tones between 1969 and 2018. Disregard the 

record low output of 3,799 thousand tones in 2009, the overall production over the past 

decade did not seem to have deviated far from the average. In September 2018, the steel 

industry yielded a volume of 7,251 thousand tones. As Figure 2.7 shows, the 

month-by-month steel production appears to be rather fluctuant; this is perhaps caused by a 

number of reasons, but they are beyond the scope of this thesis. 

Figure 2.7. United States Steel Production. Trading Economics, accessed October 1, 2018, 

https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/steel-production. 

The foregoing section has made clear of the fact that the GDP and other relevant 

figures do reveal that America has indeed been losing its wealth. However, according to the 

theory of offensive realists, the indicators used to measure industrial capacity offer a 

39 Kimberly Amadeo, “Behind the U.S. Shale Oil Boom and Bust,” The Balance, May 18, 2018, accessed on 
October 1, 2018, https://www.thebalance.com/us-shale-oil-boom-and-bust-3305553. 
40 “United States Crude Oil Production,” Trading Economics, accessed September 30, 2018, 
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/crude-oil-production. 
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generally positive yet somewhat ambiguous view; that is, numerous underlying factors 

contribute to the wax and wane of state power, and latent economic capabilities comprise 

but a small part of national power. Having employed various indicators to measure the U.S. 

latent economic power, the author then turns to look at the American military power in the 

next section. From the perspective of offensive realists, military capability is of the utmost 

importance in maintaining the U.S. international leadership and the U.S.-China 

balance-of-power. 

2.3 Trump’s Discourse on U.S. Military Capability 

During his campaign for president, Trump often railed against the trillions of dollars 

that the U.S. has spent on wars in the Middle East and Afghanistan and on its intervention 

in foreign civil wars. After he took office in the White House, in spite of his frequently 

engaging in blustery and bellicose rhetoric, the President seems to have been careful when it 

comes to putting American troops into harm’s way. Why is his action paradoxical to his 

rhetoric? To give an answer to President Trump’s paradox and see whether it actually bears 

some kind of truth, the author carefully scrutinizes the subtle relation between the fluxing

world affairs and the U.S. military expenses. 

In the wake of the end of Cold War, the number of great-power wars has dropped 

sharply and even seem to have disappeared. America has since depicted itself as a liberal 

hegemony that is devoted to spreading democratic values.41 But in truth, the U.S. has more 

often participated in regional conflicts around the world. For example, at the turn of the new 

41 John J. Mearsheimer, “Donald Trump Should Embrace a Realist Foreign Policy,” The National Interest, 
November 27, 2016, accessed on February 23, 2018, 
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/donald-trump-should-embrace-realist-foreign-policy-18502. 
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millennium, President George W. Bush declared the “War on Terror” and led his country 

into years of war in the Middle East; but the region soon became the breeding ground for 

radical terrorist groups and brought more chaos to America and the world. Following 2010, 

the U.S.-Russian relationship turned sour over geopolitical issues in Syria and Ukraine. 

Moreover, as the U.S.’s attention was distracted from the Asia-Pacific, China has been 

gaining incremental influence over the region. Faced with these challenges abroad, the 

demand for a stronger U.S. military is greater than ever before. 

Is the U.S. military strong enough to defend its homeland and achieve its foreign 

policy goals abroad? To answer this question, the author must first the suitable indicators to 

measure the current U.S. military power. While wealth was employed to assess a state’s 

latent power, it is unreliable when used to measure hard power. For example, historical 

records have revealed that an affluent state may not necessarily possess a more powerful 

army than its relatively less prosperous rivals. This could be because the state’s existing 

power is sufficient to cope with the external threats, and it would be meaningless to exhaust 

additional resources to increasing the power-disparity between itself and its enemies, 

especially when such differences could be easily offset. This shows that wealth cannot be

used to evaluate hard power directly. However, wealth is prerequisite to military strength, as 

money is needed for funding equipment, technology development, and the remuneration for 

military personnel. The author thus first looks at the underlying impacts of U.S. budgetary 

policies on its military buildup. 
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Figure 2.8. United States Military Spending from 2000 to 2017. Statista, accessed October 4, 2018, 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/272473/us-military-spending-from-2000-to-2012/. 

The U.S. defense spending is regulated by the Congress mainly through the National 

Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) and the defense appropriation bill. The former is 

designate the annual budget and expenditure of the Department of Defense (DoD) and the 

later specify the amount of funding and policies for the agencies in details. As shown in 

Figure 2.8, the U.S. military spending has increased significantly since the early 2000s; 

after reaching the peak in 2011, it began to decrease as Obama started his second term. This 

decline in expenses was due in great part to the Budget Control Act (BCA) introduced as a 

solution to the U.S. debt-ceiling crisis of 2011. 

The BCA is “aimed to reduce annual federal budget deficits by a total of at least $2.1 

trillion from FY2012 through FY2021, with approximately half of the savings to come from 
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defense.”42 Note that this defense spending limits apply to national defense but not to the 

funding allocated to the Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO). This imply that the DoD 

may have less resources to train military personnel and meet other defense requirements. 

Hence, the impacts of the BCA can be observed in the military preparedness in the U.S.’s 

four branches of armed forces, including the U.S. Army, the U.S. Navy (USN), U.S. Marine 

Corps (USMC), and the U.S. Air Force (USAF).  

To determine the military power that is necessary for the U.S. to properly handle 

international challenges, the DoD developed the “two-war requirement” or the “two-MRCs” 

rationale: the ability to engage in two major regional contingencies (MRCs) 

simultaneously.43 The Heritage Foundation has concluded in the “2019 Index of U.S. 

Military Strength” (2019 Index) that America requires a joint force of 50 brigade combat 

teams (BCTs) in the Army, 400 ships and 624 strike aircraft in the Navy, a Marine Corps 

with 36 battalions, and Airforce with 1,200 fight aircrafts to meet the “two-war 

requirement.”44 

Looking at each armed division independently makes it all the more evident that the 

U.S. military preparedness is exceedingly inadequate. To begin with the American land 

power is primarily based on its Army. The 2018 NDAA authorized an increase in the U.S. 

Army “end strength” to 1,026,500 soldiers, including 483,500 in the Regular Army, 199,500 

in the Army Reserve, and 343,500 in the Army National Guard. The end strength refers to 

the number of active-duty military and civilian personnel in an armed force calculated on 
                                                
42 U.S. Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, The Defense Budget and the Budget Control 
Act: Frequently Asked Questions, by Brendan W. McGarry, R44039 (2018). 
43 Daniel Gore, “The measure of a superpower: a two major regional contingency military for the 21 century,” 
The Heritage Foundation, January 25, 2013, accessed October 4, 2018, 
https://www.heritage.org/defense/report/the-measure-superpower-two-major-regional-contingency-military-th
e-21st-century. 
44 “2019 Index of U.S. Military Strength,” The Heritage Foundation, October 4, 2018, accessed October 15, 
2018, https://www.heritage.org/military-strength. 
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the last day of the accounting period. However, even with this increase, the size of the U.S. 

Army is still too small for the missions it has been assigned. The 2019 Index estimated that 

it is ideal to have between 540,000 to 550,000 active-duty personnel in the Regular Army.45  

Another way that the Army evaluates its military capacity is in terms of brigade 

combat teams (BCTs). Currently, the U.S. Army has 31 BCTs, which is less than the 50 

BCTs required for the “two-MRCs.” More troubling is that the combined impacts of the 

BCA and the relentless overseas operations during the past years have greatly reduced the 

U.S. Army “preparedness”; among the 15 BCTs, only half of them are now considered 

“ready” and eight of them are “fully ready.” 

The American maritime force comprises the Navy, the Marine Corps, and the U.S. 

Coast Guard (USCG). The author only looked at the first two uniformed services as the 

USCG mainly operates under the U.S. Department of Homeland Security in peacetime, and 

will only be transferred to the Department of the Navy in wartime or when necessary. 

Offensive realists have traditionally prioritized the land power in measuring national power, 

yet the U.S. should place great emphasis on its naval force as it is the key to sea control and 

power projection. The current USN has 284 vessels in the battle force, which distinctly miss 

the minimum mark of 400-ship battle force preparedness for two MRCs. Up until 2018, the 

USMC has 24 battalions prepared for contingency. 

The U.S. Marine Corps is America’s main expeditionary force that is stationed around 

the world. The basic unit of the USMC is infantry battalion, each consists roughly 900 

Marines. Based on the historical record of the Korean War, the 2019 Index estimate that 15 

                                                
45 “Senate Armed Service Committee Holds Hearing on the Fiscal 2019 Budget Request for the Army 
Department,” Bloomberg Government, April 12, 2018. accessed October 22, 2018, 
https://tjaglcspublic.army.mil/documents/27431/61281/SASC+Army+Posture.pdf/a60adafd-8a7e-4540-b681-a
25a6c8fc1ed. 
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battalions are needed for one MRC, making it a minimum of 30 USMC battalions for the 

“two-MRCs.” 

Finally, the U.S. Air Force serves as America’s central strategic air power. While the 

USAF is the youngest among these four The Heritage Foundation reports that the USAF 

material strength is also weakening; the aircraft inventory has decreased by 57 percent over 

the past 30 years. The two-MRCs benchmark for the USAF is 1,200 fighter aircrafts, the 

actual number in 2018 sits at 924. 

The size of the American armed forces implies that the U.S. military is underprepared. 

Many reasons have combined to bring about this result, however, the reduction in defense 

budget have aggravated the situation. Edwin Feulner, the founder and former president of 

the Heritage Foundation, asserted that “The main enemy facing our military today isn’t a 

foreign army. It’s a domestic tool known as the Budget Control Act.”46 

Apart from the budgetary reduction, another domestic reason contributing to the 

shrinking American military size is the difficulties of finding new recruitments. The 

Pentagon stated in 2015, that 71 percent of America’s 17 to 24-year old population are 

ineligible to serve in the military. To maintain the number of servicemen, President Obama 

lifted the ban that had prevented women to join the combat force. Yet John W. Spencer, the 

Chair of Urban Warfare Studies at the Modern War Institute, pointed out that this policy 

does little help to solve the problem of an understaffed armed force as only ten percent of 

the military positions restricted female combatants.47 

                                                
46 Edwin J. Feulner, “The Declining State of the U.S. Military,” Heritage Foundation, November 3, 2015, 
accessed October 2, 2018, 
https://www.heritage.org/budget-and-spending/commentary/the-declining-state-the-us-military. 
47 John Spencer, “the U.S. Military’s Real Problem: Fewer Americans are Joining,” Politico, December 27, 
2015, accessed on October 15, 2018, 
https://www.politico.eu/article/the-militarys-real-problem-fewer-americans-are-joining/.  
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In contrast, President Trump’s military policy aims to strengthen the American national 

defense on all fronts. On February 9, 2018, President Donald Trump signed into law the 

Bipartisan Budget Act of 2018, which amended the BCA and increased discretionary 

defense spending limits by the largest amounts—to $629 billion in FY2018 and to $647 

billion in FY2019. However, this increase does have setback on national debt. The BCA 

had previously brought the annual federal budget deficit from $1.1 trillion (6.8% of GDP) in 

FY2012 down to $665 billion (3.5% of GDP) in FY2017; following Trump’s Bipartisan 

Budget Act, the deficit is projected to increase to $1.1 trillion (4.9% of GDP) in FY2021. 

Furthermore, the federal debt held by the public has increased from $11.3 trillion (70.4% of 

GDP) in FY2012 to $14.7 trillion (76.5% of GDP) in FY2017, and is projected to further 

increase to $19 trillion (83.1% of GDP) in FY2021.48 

In August 2018, President Trump signed into law the 2019 National Defense 

Authorization Act, authorizing $717 billion defense bill. This includes $616.9 billion for the 

base Pentagon budget in fiscal 2019. The NDDA authorizes $21.9 billion for nuclear 

weapons programs under the Energy Department, and another $69 billion to fund U.S. war 

efforts under the Overseas Contingency Operations account.49 Notably, “The new NDAA 

also underscores Defense Secretary James Mattis’ shift away from battling terrorist 

insurgencies and toward the growing threats from Russia and China”50 which indicates that 

the U.S. has finally recognized the “China threat” and is taking steps to confront it. 

                                                
48 U.S. Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, The Defense Budget and the Budget Control 
Act: Frequently Asked Questions, by Brendan W. McGarry, R44039 (2018). 
49 Dave Boyer, “Trump Signs Defense Policy Bill that Rebuild Military, Boost Troop Pay,” The Washington 
Times, August 13, 2018, accessed on October 13, 2018, 
https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2018/aug/13/donald-trump-signs-new-defense-policy-bill-rebuild/. 
50 Dave Boyer, “Trump Signs Defense Policy Bill that Rebuild Military, Boost Troop Pay,” The Washington 
Times, August 13, 2018, accessed on October 13, 2018, 
https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2018/aug/13/donald-trump-signs-new-defense-policy-bill-rebuild/. 
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 Lastly, the author believes that President Trump’s choices of Cabinet members has also 

offered some implications of the values his administration attaches to the military.51 This is 

particularly alarming for China as renowned hard-liners towards the PRC like John E. 

Bolton and Harry B. Harris were also selected to oversee major issues in the Indo-Pacific. 

Their presence near the core of the White House circle is likely a major reason that the U.S. 

foreign policy is now ever more hawkish towards China. 

Indeed, counting the numbers of military personnel, tanks, ships and aircrafts can 

perhaps only offer a superficial understanding of the U.S. military power, and it may be 

insufficient to analysis the multifaceted challenges that the America armed forces are facing. 

Nevertheless, the author must emphasize that the realist theory is most concerned about 

“relative power” and “relative gains” in international balance-of-power. America’s 

shriveling military power becomes ever more alarming as China and other U.S. rivals grow 

more powerful. 

However, the people in the United States seems to have trouble standing united as the 

American national identity becomes dispersed after its years of practicing an internationalist 

policy. Today, the U.S. struggles to balance its national interests and the commitments made 

to allied countries, and it has difficulties weighting national security policy and the 

humanitarian agenda. In the next section, the author looked at “nationalism” as the core of 

President Trump’s “America First” policy. 

 

 

 

                                                
51 Mark Thompson, “The Creeping Militarization of Donald Trump’s Cabinet,” Time, December 8, 2016, 
accessed on October 16, 2018, http://time.com/4596014/donald-trump-cabinet-military-mattis-flynn-kelly/. 
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2.4 Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, the author looked at how President Trump’s characteristics and 

experiences influence his view of the current American national capability and the relative 

power between the U.S. and China. From his discourse and policies, the author found that 

President Trump focuses on the achieving direct economic results and winning competitions, 

which wedge in with the offensive realist argument that great powers seek “relative gains” 

against their competitors. President Trump’s perception of America as a “crippled 

superpower” reflects his belief that America is losing its advantages against it foreign 

counterparts. In an attempt to “fix” the country, the Trump administration has prioritized the 

mission to meliorate the U.S. economic and military competence and performances. At the 

same time, it will seek to check and balance against major rivals like the PRC. In the next 

chapter, the author focused on studying the challenges that the PRC poses to America and 

President Trump’s counterstrategy to nullify China’s growing influences in the Indo-Pacific 

region and around the globe. The perception of a weakened America and a more assertive 

China have led the Trump administration to turn the nationalistic “America First” policy 

into an offensive China-policy. 
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Chapter 3: Trump and the U.S.-China Economy Relations 

 

 Henry Kissinger once wrote that “The frequent exhortations for countries to ‘do their 

fair share,’ play by ‘twenty-first century rules,’ or be ‘responsible stakeholders’ in a common 

system reflect the fact that there is no shared definition of the system or understanding of 

what a ‘fair’ contribution would be.”1 President Donald Trump’s frequent emphasis to his 

foreign counterparts to practice “free and fair trade” is perhaps the best portrayal of 

Kissinger’s words. In his 2018 speech to the United Nations, Trump stated that the U.S. has 

shouldered an unfair share of the burdens to maintain the liberal international institutions and 

that it “will not be taken advantage of any longer” by allies or rivals alike.2 Since Trump 

took office, he has pulled the U.S. out of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)3, renegotiated 

the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)4, and is seeking to revise other bilateral 

and multilateral agreements. Yet, many were concerned that Trump’s practice of economic 

nationalism had antagonized the U.S.’s trade partners and damaged its own commercial 

interests. For example, the White House’s decision to place tariffs on metal imports in early 

2018 incurred protests and retaliations from the U.S. allies in Europe and the Americas. Even 

more striking is when President Trump authorized the U.S. Trade Representative (USTR) to 

                                                
1 Henry Kissinger, World Order (New York: Penguin Books), 2. 
2 W. J. Hennigan, “‘We Reject Globalism.’ President Trump Took ‘America First’ to the United Nations,” Time, 
September 25, 2018, accessed on November 5, 2018, 
http://time.com/5406130/we-reject-globalism-president-trump-took-america-first-to-the-united-nations/. 
3 United States. The White House, Presidential Memorandum Regarding Withdrawal of the United States from 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership Negotiations and Agreement, December 2017, accessed September 19, 2018, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/presidential-memorandum-regarding-withdrawal-united-states
-trans-pacific-partnership-negotiations-agreement/. 
4 United States. The White House, President Donald J. Trump is Keeping His Promise to Renegotiate NAFTA, 
Washington D.C.: White House Office, August 27, 2018, accessed on November 3, 2018, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/president-donald-j-trump-keeping-promise-renegotiate-nafta/. 
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investigate Chinese trade practices, which led to a series of tit-for-tat tariffs that escalated 

into a full-blown trade war. 

 While Trump’s nationalistic and anti-globalization strategies have baffled liberalists, 

who emphasize the pacifying effects of international cooperation and economic 

interdependence, his policy can be readily explained with the theory of offensive realism. 

According to the tenets of offensive realism, President Trump’s “America First” policy 

reflects the common decisions of states that constantly seek to “increase their own power or 

weaken rivals”5 in the hope of enhancing the chance of state survival in the anarchic 

international system. Trump’s rhetoric and strategy can therefore be interpreted as an 

endeavor to have America recapture the vantage and the reputation as the leading country in 

economic and technological development. 

Today, China is considered as America’s greatest economic competitor. As U.S. 

Secretary of State Michael Pompeo have pointed out, although Russia remains to be a bully 

that the U.S. needs to balance against, yet “if you're looking at the things that threaten 

American livelihoods, that put America truly at risk of its continued economic growth, China 

presents the far greater threat to the U.S.”6 For example, ever since former Chinese leader 

Deng Xiaoping redirected the Chinese Communist Party’s socialist-style economic programs 

towards the market-oriented economy in the late 1970s and early 1980s, China has thrived on 

the benefits of globalization and free-trade. Yet, while it enjoys various privileged conditions 

                                                
5 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 329. 
6 Aditya Sharma, “China A Far Greater Threat to US than Russia, Says Mike Pompeo,” NDTV, September 21, 
2018, 
https://www.ndtv.com/world-news/mike-pompeo-says-china-a-far-greater-threat-to-us-than-russia-1920070. 
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of trade provided by the U.S. for its “developing country” status in the World Trade 

Organization (WTO), China has not played fair nor has it honored the rule of reciprocity.7 

According to offensive realism, as China’s economic and overall national capabilities 

grow, it is also reshaping the post-Cold War unipolar international structure. Specifically, the 

author found that the Chinese economic strategy jeopardizes American national interests in 

three major ways— geopolitical expansion, intellectual property misappropriation, and the 

damages caused by China’s authoritarian sociopolitical structure. As U.S. President Trump is 

going the whole nine yards to prevent America from being outstripped by the PRC, he has 

toughened rhetoric, imposed tariffs, and launched a trade war against China. 

To get to the root of the ongoing Sino-U.S. trade war and to gain insight to its possible 

outcomes, the author devoted this chapter to explore the economic aspect of the research 

question: What is President Trump’s perception of the U.S.-China trade and economic 

relationship and what is his strategy to maintain American economic superiority against 

China? To encapsulate the historical context, the author began with a brief review of China’s 

policy transformations throughout the years of CCP governance and its economic rise. In the 

second section, the author turned to examine the policies advanced by President Xi Jinping 

and how they pose strategic threats to the U.S. Finally, the author analyzed President Trump’s 

perception of the U.S.-China trade relations, how distinct it is from the “fair trade” that he has 

repeatedly asserted as an administrative goal, and the strategy that he employed to achieve 

that goal throughout the trade negotiations with the PRC. 

 

 

                                                
7 Kerry Brown, “How China is Losing the World,” The Diplomat, September 25, 2018, 
https://thediplomat.com/2018/09/how-china-is-losing-the-world/. 
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3.1 Impacts of the PRC’s Economic Rise on American Unipolarity 

When the Communist Party of China had emerged triumphant from the Chinese Civil 

War in 1949 and took control of Mainland China, the country was in a state of disarray and 

the CCP sought to revitalize the stagnant economy by installing the socialist market system. 

The Soviet-style economic program aimed to foster the productivity of heavy industry based 

on the centrally-planned policy of the communist party. Starting with the First Five-Year Plan 

(1953-1957), private industries in China were gradually converted to state-owned enterprises. 

In the agricultural sector, the CCP attempted to boost production output by enforcing a rigid 

and comprehensive control over resources and manpower. Farming households were broken 

up and reorganized into “producer’s cooperatives”—a collectivization through which the 

government was able to monitor agricultural production. The PRC’s First Five-Year Plan was 

successful in terms of industrialization goals and installing the socialist system. 

Emboldened by the success of the First Five-Year Plan, a faction of the CCP leadership 

headed by Mao Zedong, who had placed greater emphasis on China’s socialist transformation 

over economic developments, disrupted the Second Five-Year Plan (1958-1962) to embark 

on the Great Leap Forward with the hope of accelerating the process of ideological alteration. 

During the sociopolitical movement, the CCP diverted a considerable sum of the agricultural 

workforce into industrial manufacturing in an attempt to boost productivity to an unrealistic 

level. At the same time, the Party sought to mobilize the domestic masses and generate the 

will to overcome material and technological deficiencies by inciting nationalistic zealotry 

with propagandized goals of surpassing the U.K. and the U.S. in steel production. However, 

the Great Leap Forward ultimately triggered a severe famine and stagnant economy. 
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During the early two decades of the PRC’s reign, the socialist state was largely cut off 

from the U.S.-led liberal world due to the political, ideological, and military disagreements. 

Politically, the U.S. remained supportive of the PRC’s rival during the Chinese Civil 

War—Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalist Party—even after they suffered defeat and 

retreated to Taiwan. The PRC’s communist ideology and U.S. liberal democracy were also 

irreconcilable and such differences added fuel to their military confrontations during the 

Korea War and the Vietnam War. Since the communist takeover, U.S. had unilaterally 

imposed a trade embargo on the PRC that lasted into the 1970s and the two sides had little or 

none trade interactions until then. Yet America’s embargo had limited results since China 

maintained trade with the Soviet bloc; Japan and the European countries that had joined the 

U.S. and embargoed China began to relax the restrictions following the Korean armistice in 

1953 and had resumed trade with China by 1959.8 Despite the failure of the U.S. trade 

embargo and having the economic support of the Soviet Union, Chinese economy suffered 

severe setback during the 1950s and 1960s due to the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural 

Revolution. 

China’s economic growth only began to recover and gain momentum after Mao’s death 

in 1976. In December 1978, Deng Xiaoping repudiated Mao’s centrally-planned economic 

policy on the 3rd Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

China and set forth new plans for economic reform grounded on the concept of “socialism 

with Chinese characteristics.” Deng’s “reform and opening-up” policy was carried out in two 

steps. First, Deng launched a series of measures termed the “Four Modernizations” aimed to 

decollectivize and modernize China’s agricultural, industrial, military, and technological 

                                                
8 Xin-zhu J. Chen, “China and the U.S. Trade Embargo, 1950-1972,” American Journal of Chinese Study, vol. 
13, No. 2, October 2006, 169-186. 
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sectors. In agriculture, Deng introduced the “household-responsibility system” which broke 

up the collective lands and redistributed them to peasants as private plots. Peasants were 

given control of their lands so long as they sold a contracted portion of the products to the 

government; this policy drove agricultural turnout up by fifty percent between 1978 and 

1984.9 A limited privatization was also granted to the industrial sector and private businesses 

were allowed to operate along with the predominant state-owned enterprises for the first time 

since the CCP takeover.  

The second stage of Deng’s economic reform focused on furthering the privatization of 

state-owned industry and bringing in more foreign capital based on the “open-door” policy. 

In June 1984, in the speech “Building Socialism with Specific Chinese Characteristics,” 

Deng stressed the necessity for the PRC to adhere to “a socialism that is tailored to Chinese 

conditions and has a specifically Chinese character.”10 This concept buttressed Deng’s policy 

to adopt market economy within the PRC while preserving the CCP’s communist ideology 

and monopoly of political power. A series of pro-growth policies were launched during this 

time, including the industrial-responsibility system and the creation of the special economic 

zones (SEZs) in coastal provinces. 

Deng Xiaoping’s reform revitalized the Chinese economy and unleashed a wave of 

explosive growth. According to the Worlds Bank, China’s GDP rose from 178.281 billion 

USD in 1979 to 360.858 billion USD in 1990; GDP per capita also increased from 183.983 

                                                
9 Michael E. Marti, China and the Legacy of Deng Xiaoping: From Communist Revolution to Capitalist 
Evolution (Washington D.C.: Potomac Books Inc.).  
10 Deng Xiaoping, “Building Socialism with Specific Chinese Characteristics,” The People’s Daily, June 30, 
1984, accessed on http://sports1.people.com.cn/GB/channel1/10/20000529/80783.html. (The translated text was 
extracted from New Learning at 
http://newlearningonline.com/new-learning/chapter-4/deng-xiaoping-socialism-with-chinese-characteristics.) 
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USD to 317.885 USD during the same period.11 An IMF study showed that China’s share of 

the world’s GDP based on purchasing power parity (PPP) had grown from 2.32 percent in 

1980 to 6.56 percent in 1997.12 In the face of temporary conservative backlash from within 

the communist party after the 1989 Tiananmen Square Incident, Deng stood firm in defense 

of his reform policy during a southern tour to Guangzhou, Shenzhen, and Zhuhai in 1992.13 

Deng insisted that socialism and market economy are mutually-inclusive concepts and that 

the PRC should encourage the development of the “three types of foreign-funded enterprises” 

(Sino-foreign equity joint venture, Sino-foreign contractual joint venture, and wholly 

foreign-owned enterprise).14  Deng’s southern tour won back the support of the Party 

leadership for further liberalization and the CCP had largely kept to this line of economic 

development over the coming decades. 

After Deng Xiaoping stepped down as the paramount leader of China, economic reform 

continued under his handpicked successors—President Jiang Zemin and Premier Zhu Rongji. 

Jiang and Zhu spurred a large-scale privatization in which state enterprises, with the except of 

a few monopolized industries like banking and petroleum, were liquidated and sold to private 

investors.15 The private sector had since increased contribution to the Chinese economy and 

first exceeded 50 percent of total GDP in 2005. In foreign trade, Jiang and Zhu had kept to an 

internationalist policy and oversaw the reduction of tariffs and trade barriers, reformed the 

                                                
11 “GDP (current US$): China,” The World Bank, accessed May 2, 2019, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?end=1997&locations=CN&start=1978. 
12 International Monetary Fund, “GDP Based on PPP, Share of World,” International Monetary Fund, accessed 
May 1, 2019, https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/PPPSH@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD/CHN. 
13 Barry Naughton, “China: Economic Transformation Before and After 1989,” (paper presented at the 1989: 
Twenty Years After, University of California, Irvine, November 6-7, 2009), 24. 
14 “1992 Deng Xiaoping Talks on Southern Tours [1992 Nian Deng Xiaoping Nanxun Jianghua, 1992 年邓小

平南巡讲话], Xunmeng Xinwen 寻梦新闻, September 11, 2018, accessed November 29, 2018, 
https://ek21.com/news/1/71072/. 
15 Teresa Poole, “China Ready for World’s Ultimate Privatisation,” The Independent, September 12, 1997, 
accessed November 20, 2018, 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/china-ready-for-worlds-ultimate-privatisation-1238697.html. 
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banking system, and eased inflation. Deng’s “open-door” policy and Jiang’s relaxation on 

trade barriers were powerful attractions to foreign investors and the foreign capital entering 

China increased dramatically over the years.16 

Several critical breakthroughs in the Sino-U.S. relations during those decades had also 

contributed to China’s economic rise. In 1972, President Richard Nixon paid a monumental 

visit to the PRC and signed the Joint Communiqué of the United States of America and the 

People’s Republic of China—or the Shanghai Communiqué—that marked the rapprochement 

between the two countries. Normalization of diplomatic relations occurred later in 1979 when 

Jimmy Carter transferred formal recognition from Taipei to Beijing; the U.S. also granted the 

PRC the “most-favored-nation” (MFN) trade status and rendered it privileged conditions like 

lower tariff or high import quotas in the subsequent year. The PRC’s MFN status was made 

permanent when President Bill Clinton signed the U.S.-China Relations Act of 2000 which 

exempted China from the annual review required to extend its trade with the U.S. and paved 

the way for it to join the WTO in 2001.17 

The improved Sino-U.S. relations not only facilitated bilateral trade and investment, but 

had also increased economic interdependence. For example, the total value of imported goods 

that entered the U.S. from China grew from 3,861.7 million to 196,682 million USD between 

1985 to 2004, and U.S. exports to China rose from 3,855.7 million to 34,427.8 million USD 

in the same timeframe.18 Their economy are also closely linked in the monetary aspect, as 

the Chinese currency, renminbi (RMB), was pegged to U.S. dollar since the economic reform 

                                                
16 U.S. Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, China’s Trade with the United States and the 
World, by Thomas Lum and Dick K. Nanto, RL31403 (2007). 
17 “Full Text of Clinton’s Speech on China Trade Bill,” The New York Times, March 9, 2000, accessed 
February 20, 2018, 
https://www.iatp.org/sites/default/files/Full_Text_of_Clintons_Speech_on_China_Trade_Bi.htm. 
18 “Timeline: U.S. Relations with China 1949-2019,” Council on Foreign Relations, accessed February 24, 
2019, https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-china. 
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in 1980s. The RMB is regarded as a policy currency, meaning that its value does not fluctuate 

along with the changes in the free market, but is determined by the People’s Bank of China 

(PBOC). Over the years, the PBOC has diligently bought U.S. Treasury to artificially devalue 

the yuan against the dollar, which gives Chinese exports high competitiveness. The growing 

trade deficit and the imbalanced exchange rate formed a vicious cycle that led to the U.S.’s 

mounting national debt to China.19 These issues represent the downside of the U.S.-China 

economic interdependence, but they are just a part of the bigger problem.  

Many disputes that are under debate in the ongoing Sino-U.S. trade war led by President 

Trump and President Xi have roots in the economic policies formulated under President Jiang 

Zemin and President Hu Jintao. For example, the PRC had long invested in infrastructure 

developments abroad before President Xi Jinping launched the iconic “One Belt One Road 

Initiative.” geopolitical threats that the PRC poses for the African, Eurasian, and Asia-Pacific 

countries through joint The PRC poured billions of dollars into megaprojects in Africa, 

constructing airports, dams, railroads, etc.20  

After forty years of economic reform, China has evolved into the world’s second-largest 

economy. According to the tenets of offensive realism, as the PRC’s economic power grows, 

it is bound to extend influences beyond its borders.21 In the next section, the author turned to 

look at the economic policies formulated under President Xi Jinping and the implications of 

his strategies on regional security and the Sino-U.S. trade war. 

 
                                                
19 See Kimberly Amadeo, “U.S. Debt to China, How Much It Is, Reasons Why, and What if China Sells It,” 
The Balance, February 13, 2019, accessed February 15, 2019, 
https://www.thebalance.com/u-s-debt-to-china-how-much-does-it-own-3306355; Bryan Borzykowski, “China’s 
$1.2 Trillion Weapon that Could be Used in A Trade War the US,” CNBC, April 5, 2018, 
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/04/05/chinas-1-point-2-trillion-weapon-that-could-be-used-in-a-us-trade-war.html. 
20 Mamta Badkar, “Map: Here are All of the Big Chines Investments in Africa Since 2010,” Business Insider, 
August 13, 2012, accessed May 3, 2019, https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/chinese-investments-africa. 
21 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 368. 
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3.2 The U.S. Perception of Xi Jinping’s Economic Policy 

 The year 2018 marked the beginning of Xi Jinping’s second term as the President of the 

PRC and the fortieth anniversary of Deng Xiaoping’s “reform and opening-up” policy. 

Although the two leaders shared similar objective to create a revolutionized and modern 

China, they have navigated the country in different ways: Deng’s taoguang yanghui strategy 

aimed to increase the Chinese national capability incrementally; Xi, however, launched a 

drastic reform when he emerged from the 1st Plenary Session of the 18th CPC Central 

Committee as the paramount leader of China. 

So far President Xi Jinping’s reform has not led China towards further economic and 

political liberalization, but has instead increased centralization. During his first term in office, 

President Xi focused on consolidating personal political power through an anti-corruption 

campaign that ousted thousands of officials.22 Starting with his second term, he took further 

steps to eliminate the presidential term limits and restructure the party and state institutions 

which amplified the policy and decision-making power of the communist party while reduced 

that of the State Council. 

President Xi Jinping’s increased personal political power within the CPC and his move 

to tighten party control over the Chinese society gave him firm footing to adopt more 

ambitious economic policy at home and abroad. Domestically, the CPC installed party 

presence in the private sector, including the foreign businesses that are operating in China.23 

Internationally, the PRC has actively expanded its economic influences by leading 

multilateral institutions and cooperation initiatives. President Xi’s policy has reflected the 

                                                
22 “Visualizing China’s Anti-Corruption Campaign,” ChinaFile, August 15, 2018, accessed December 26, 2018, 
http://www.chinafile.com/infographics/visualizing-chinas-anti-corruption-campaign. 
23 Catherine Tai, “China’s Private Sector Under Siege,” The Diplomat, December 22, 2018, accessed 
https://thediplomat.com/2018/12/chinas-private-sector-is-under-siege/. 
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underlying intentions to attain economic dominance in the Indo-Pacific region and beyond. 

Under his leadership, the PRC is no longer “keeping a low profile and bidding time,” but is 

actively making use of its economic clout to set new rules of conduct to its neighboring 

countries. These individual-level and state-level factors have paved the way for the PRC’s 

rise to become an economic great power which has in turn reshaped the international order.  

Offensive realists have cautioned that should China continue in the trajectory of rapid 

economic growth and expansion it will eventually be regarded as a threat to the U.S. global 

leadership. Their predictions were proven valid when President Trump’s administration 

identified China’s economic policy as a long term strategic threat and condemned its 

behaviors on various occasions. In his 2019 State of the Union speech, President Trump 

accused China of targeting and violating the intellectual property rights of U.S. industries and 

he called for it to make a “real, structural change to end unfair trade practices, reduce our 

chronic trade deficit, and protect American jobs.”24 A White House report also claimed that 

China’s spectacular economic growth was achieved “in significant part through aggressive 

acts, policies and practices that fall outside of global norms and rules.”25 Specifically, the 

report categorized Chinese economic aggressions into the following types. 

1) Protect China’s Home Market from Imports and Competition. 

2) Expand China’s Share of Global Markets. 

3) Secure and Control Core Natural Resources Globally. 

4) Dominate Traditional Manufacturing Industries. 

                                                
24 United States, The White house Office, Remarks by President Trump in the State of the Union Address, 
February 5, 2019, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-state-union-address-2/. 
25 United States. The White House, How China’s Economic Aggression Threatens the Technologies and 
Intellectual Property of the United States and the World, June 2018, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/FINAL-China-Technology-Report-6.18.18-PDF.pdf. 
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5) Acquire Key Technologies and Intellectual Property from Other Countries, Including 

the United States. 

6) Capture the Emerging High-Technology Industries That Will Drive Future Economic 

Growth and Many Advancements in the Defense Industry. 

The “China Threat” is not a political propaganda that the Trump administration trumped 

up, but is, in fact, a growing consensus within the U.S. government. For example, on a 

Judiciary Committee hearing on December 12, 2018, Republican Senator Chuck Grassley 

warned that the U.S. media has been distracted by the Russian interferences and have been 

neglecting “a greater, more existential threat: China’s efforts to overtake the United States as 

the world’s preeminent superpower in all phases of society.”26 Democrat Senator Elizabeth 

Warren,27 while often disagrees with President Trump on many fronts, have also agreed that 

the U.S. needs to take a hardline stance against China. During her visit to Beijing in 2018, she 

said that “After years of mistakenly assuming economic engagement would lead to a more 

open China, the U.S. government was waking up to Chinese demands for U.S. companies to 

give up their know-how in exchange for access to its market.” Based on the current American 

perceptions of the “China threat” and the CCP’s actual economic strategies and behaviors, 

the author analyzed how President Xi’s economic policy threatens the United States from 

geostrategic, intellectual and technological, and structural aspect. 

 

 

                                                
26 Jennifer Zeng, “Communist China Poses Greatest Threat to US and World, Senators Told,” The Epoch Times, 
December 17, 2018, accessed on December 20, 2018, 
https://www.theepochtimes.com/senate-told-communist-china-poses-greatest-threat-to-us-and-the-world_27387
98.html. 
27 Michael Martina, “Senator Warren, in Beijing, Says U.S. is Waking Up to Chinese Abuses,” Reuters, April 1, 
2018, accessed on July 22, 2018, 
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-usa-china-warren/senator-warren-in-beijing-says-u-s-is-waking-up-to-chinese-a
buses-idUKKCN1H80X0. 
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1. Geostrategic Threat 

Since President Xi Jinping took office, he has embarked on ambitious economic plans to 

expand the PRC’s influence across Asia, Africa, and Europe. One of the most conspicuous 

economic projects known as the “One Belt One Road” (OBOR), short for the “Silk Road 

Economic Belt and the 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road,” was first unveiled by President Xi 

Jinping during his visits to the Central and Southeast Asian countries in September and 

October in 2013.28 The “Silk Road Economic Belt” aims to revitalize the trade, infrastructure, 

and transportation networks along the ancient Silk Road; the “21st-Century Maritime Silk” 

Road is a complementary initiative that intends to foster collaboration and navigation across 

contiguous bodies of water from the South China Sea, Indian Ocean, and to Europe through 

the Suez Canal. Since the OBOR is a trans-continental program that aims to bridge multiple 

land corridors and sea routes, its official English translation was later changed into the “Belt 

and Road Initiative” (BRI) to prevent misinterpretation of the word “one.”  

On March 28, 2015, the PRC’s National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) 

issued the Vision and Actions on Jointly Building the Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st 

Century Maritime Silk Road which laid out the principals, framework, and mechanism of the 

Belt and Road Initiative. According to the NDRC, “China is committed to shouldering more 

responsibilities and obligations within its capabilities, and making greater contributions to the 

peace and development of mankind.”29 It also designated the five key areas that BRI 

members cooperate on, which includes trade and investment, financial integration, 

                                                
28 Jiao Wu and Yunbi Zhang, “Xi in Call for Building of New ‘Maritime Silk Road’,” China Daily, October 4, 
2013, accessed Dcember 26, 2018, 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013xiapec/2013-10/04/content_17008913.htm. 
29 “Vision and Action on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road,” 
National Development and Reform Commission of the People’s Republic of China, March 28, 2015, 
http://en.ndrc.gov.cn/newsrelease/201503/t20150330_669367.html. 
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infrastructure construction, policy coordination, and cultural exchange. However, the priority 

of the initiative is to increase the facility connectivity between the countries along the Belt 

and the Road. 

The PRC also provides the much-needed funds for BRI development projects to help 

address the issue of “infrastructure gap” shared by countries across the regions. The funds are 

disbursed via its several state-owed financial and banking institutions, including the Silk 

Road Fund, the China Development Bank (CDB), and the Export Import Bank of China 

(EXIM Bank). In 2013, President Xi also proposed to establish the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB). 

The extent and inclusiveness of the Belt and Road Initiative per se and its related 

financial, economic, and political institutions have given China enormous sway over the 

world economy and also provided the footings for China to challenge the American 

leadership in global economic governance. The PRC oversees the BRI infrastructure 

development projects through the Leading Group for Advancing the Development of One Belt 

One Road, which is a coordination and resolution agency that was established directly under 

the its State Council.30 In March 2019, 152 countries and international organizations signed

cooperation documents with the PRC on BRI-related projects.31 The members collectively 

account for thirty percent of total global GDP, sixty percent of population, and seventy-five 

percent of energy reserves.32 

30 “Belt and Road Basics,” Hong Kong Trade Development Council, 
http://beltandroad.hktdc.com/en/belt-and-road-basics. 
31 “152 Countries, Int’l Organizations Sign Belt & Road with Deals with China,” The Financial Express, March 
4, 2019, accessed March 16, 2019, 
http://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/economy/global/152-countries-intl-organisations-sign-belt-and-road-deals-wit
h-china-1551686061.
32 “Belt and Road Initiative,” The World Bank, March 29, 2018,
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/regional-integration/brief/belt-and-road-initiative.



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900667

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 71 

By providing public goods, funds, technological supports, and China-centered economic 

institutions, the PRC gains an even greater influence over Eurasia and the importance of 

American presence in the region is likely to diminish. For example, in the U.S.-led Asian 

Development Bank (ADB), the U.S. and Japan each held 12.8 percent voting right, whereas 

the PRC held 5.5 percent of total voting power.33 By contrast, the PRC owes 26.8 percent of 

total voting power within the AIIB, in which neither the U.S. or Japan are member states.34 

Through President Xi Jinping’s geo-economic strategy, China is rapidly closing the gap 

between itself and the U.S. in terms of their relative economic power. 

Yet from the perspective of offensive realism, the greatest concern for America is that 

the PRC is harboring underlying intentions to make use of its economic loans, aids, and 

institutions to gain foothold in strategically critical ports, waterways, and land bridges in 

vulnerable countries around the world. China’s tremendous economy is a powerful leverage 

that can be used as “carrot and stick” to help it gain regional dominance. There are numerous 

cases indicating its intentions to increase geostrategic influences around the world; the author 

took the Hambantota Port Development Project in Sri Lanka as an example. 

In October 2007, the EXIM Bank of China signed a 15-year loan agreement with former 

Sri Lankan President Mahinda Rajapaksa, providing USD 307 million for the construction of 

the Hambantota port.35 The PRC made additional requests that the port was be built by the 

China Harbor Engineering Company (CHEC), which is one of its largest state-owned 

enterprises. Yet since the Hambantota port opened in 2010, it had difficulty competing with 

                                                
33 “ADB Annual Report 2017,” Asian Development Bank, April 2018, 
https://www.adb.org/documents/adb-annual-report-2017. 
34 “Members and Prospective Members of the Bank,” Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, March 1, 2019, 
accessed March 30, 2019, https://www.aiib.org/en/about-aiib/governance/members-of-bank/index.html. 
35 Axel Dreher et al., “Aid, China, and Growth: Evident from a New Global Development Finance Dataset,” 
AidData, October 2017, accessed April 4, 2019, 
http://docs.aiddata.org/ad4/pdfs/WPS46_Aid_China_and_Growth.pdf. 
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the larger port in Colombo. Determined to push ahead with the project, President Rajapaksa 

turned to the PRC in 2012 for another loan of USD 757 million. Sri Lanka’s debts to China 

snowballed throughout President Rajapaksa’s administration, and his decisions to participate 

in BRI projects met growing domestic oppositions. When President Rajapaksa was reported 

to have received large sum of funds from Beijing for his 2015 presidential campaign, he lost 

public support and was voted out of office.36 However, the new government led by President 

Maithripala Sirisena cannot terminate the loan agreements with the PRC, and after two years 

of negotiations, it signed a 99-year lease agreement with the Chinese Merchants Holdings 

Company in July 2017 and gave it control of 85 percent of shares of the Hambantota Port 

along with an additional 15,000 acres of land around the port to build an industrial zone. The 

Hambantota port was officially handed over to China in December 2017.37 

The case of Hambantota port raised serious security concerns for the U.S. and its allies, 

and especially for India. Due to its geostrategic importance, gaining control of the port gives 

the PRC direct access to the Indian Ocean and critical commercial and strategic waterways in 

the proximity. Although Sri Lankan government has specified in the final agreement that the 

port is prohibited from military use for foreign entities without its consent, it had already 

allowed Chinese submarines and warships to dock at the port in Colombo since 2010.38 

Besides Sri Lanka, President Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road Initiative have ensnared others 

in similar “Debt Traps.” The Center for Global Development evaluated the sovereign debt 

                                                
36 Maria Abi-Habib, “How China Got Sri Lanka to Cough Up a Port,” The New York Times, June 25, 2018, 
accessed April 27, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/25/world/asia/china-sri-lanka-port.html. 
37 Ankit Panda, “Sri Lanka Formally Hands Over Hambantota Port to Chinese Firms on 99-Year Lease,” The 
Diplomat, December 11, 2017, 
https://thediplomat.com/2017/12/sri-lanka-formally-hands-over-hambantota-port-to-chinese-firms-on-99-year-le
ase/. 
38 Shihar Aneez and Randga Sirilal, “Chinese Submarine Docks in Sri Lanka Despite Indian Concerns,” 
Reuters, November 3, 2014, accessed April 2, 2019, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/sri-lanka-china-submarine/chinese-submarine-docks-in-sri-lanka-despite-indian
-concerns-idINKBN0IM0LU20141102. 
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sustainability of the sixty-eight countries that had hosted BRI-funded infrastructure projects 

in 2018 and found that of the twenty-three countries that were suffering from sovereign debt 

distress, eight of them—Djibouti, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Maldives, Mongolia, Montenegro, 

Pakistan, and Tajikistan—will be further bogged down in debt crisis by their participation in 

the BRI.39 There are concerns that China will attempt to bargain for control of geopolitical or 

strategic territories in these states in return for writing down or eliminating their debts, and 

particularly for those where Beijing has expressed more explicit military intentions. For 

instance, the PLA Navy officially opened the first overseas military base in Djibouti in 

August 2017 which is considered as China’s first step to establishing a blue-water navy that 

can operate globally.40 As John R. Bolton, the national security advisor to President Trump, 

have claimed, “China uses bribes, opaque agreements and the strategic use of debt to hold 

states in Africa captive to Beijing’s wishes and demands.”41 

There are myriads of cases supporting the argument that China has been using its 

economic clout to gain geostrategic interests abroad, yet due to space limitations the author 

can only offer a general view of how it threatens the U.S. global economic leadership. From 

the perspective of President Trump’s principled realism, the BRI and its related economic 

cooperation plans in emerging markets throughout the world are, in essence, part of a grand 

                                                
39 Scott Morris, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative heightens Debt Risks in Eight Countries, Points to Need for 
Better Lending Practices,” Center for Global Development, March 4, 2018, accessed December 3, 2018, 
https://www.cgdev.org/article/chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-heightens-debt-risks-eight-countries-points-need-b
etter. 
40 “Djibouti—China Naval Base,” Global Security, accessed January 3, 2019, 
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/djibouti/forrel-prc-base.htm. 
41 Mark Landler and Edward Wong, “Bolton Outlines a Strategy for Africa That’s Really About Countering 
China,” The New York Times, December 13, 2018, accessed December 28,2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/13/us/politics/john-bolton-africa-china.html. 
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geo-economic strategy which “offers the appearance of an attractive path to development,” 

“But in reality… often involves trading short-term gains for long-term dependency.”42 

 

2. Intellectual and Technological Threats 

 In January 2019, Huawei, the largest smartphone manufacturer in China, was charged by 

the U.S. government for stealing critical intellectual property and trade secrets from 

American company T-Mobile.43 This is not the first time that Chinese firms were alleged of 

industrial espionage and infringement of American intellectual property (IP) rights. 

According to Keith Alexander, the former Director of National Security Agency, 

“intellectual-property theft costs America up to $600 billion a year, the greatest transfer of 

wealth in history. China accounts for most of that loss.”44 

In August, 2017, President Donald Trump authorized U.S. Trade Representative (USTR) 

Robert Lighthizer to formally initiate an investigation of China’s policy and practices related 

to forced technology transfer and intellectual property theft that damages American 

commerce. 45  U.S. Secretary of Commerce Wilbur Ross claimed that the Trump 

administration is committed to achieve a fairer trade relations and trade war is only a means 

to goal and not the goal per se.46 

 
                                                
42 Krishnadev Calamur, “Tillerson to Latin America: Beware of China,” The Atlantic, February 3, 2018, 
accessed March 26, 2018, https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/02/rex-in-latam/552197/. 
43 Julia Horowitz, “US Unveils its Criminal Case Against Huawei, Alleging China Giant Stole Trade Secrets 
and Violated Iran Sanctions,” CNN, January 29, 2019, accessed January 31, 2019, 
https://edition.cnn.com/2019/01/28/business/huawei-charges/index.html. 
44 Dennis C. Blair and Keith Alexander, “China’s Intellectual Property Theft Must Stop,” The New York Times, 
August 15, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/15/opinion/china-us-intellectual-property-trump.html. 
45 “USTR Announces Initiation of Section 301 Investigation of China,” Office of the United States Trade 
Representative, August 18, 2017, 
https://ustr.gov/about-us/policy-offices/press-office/press-releases/2017/august/ustr-announces-initiation-section
. 
46 “Trump Isn’t Going to Stand for China’s Theft of IP: Wilbur Ross,” YouTube video, 5:23, posted by “Fox 
Business,” December 4, 2018, accessed December 5, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iK-KjSkwu8o. 
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3. Structural/Institutional Threat 

 The PRC is regarded as an example of practicing “State Capitalism.” In this system, 

governments use various kinds of state-owned companies to manage the exploitation of 

resources that they consider the state’s crown jewels and to create and maintain large 

numbers of jobs. They use select privately owned companies to dominate certain economic 

sectors. They use so-called sovereign wealth funds to invest their extra cash in ways that 

maximize the state's profits. In all three cases, the state is using markets to create wealth that 

can be directed as political officials see fit. And in all three cases, the ultimate motive is not 

economic (maximizing growth) but political (maximizing the state's power and the 

leadership's chances of survival). This is a form of capitalism but one in which the state acts 

as the dominant economic player and uses markets primarily for political gain. 

Xi Jinping further constricted the agenda of Chinese economic reform. For example, on 

the 40th anniversary of China’s reform and opening-up in December 2018, President Xi 

Jinping asserted that “No one is in a position to dictate to the Chinese people what should or 

should not be done,” and that “What should be and can be reformed, we will resolutely 

reform. What should not or cannot be reformed, we will resolutely not reform.47  

According to offensive realists’ classification of “power,” the PRC, what with its largest 

population and the second largest economy in the world, wields enormous “latent-power.” 

China has already accrued sufficient material capabilities to build a formidable military force, 

and under President Xi Jinping, it seems to have also abandoned the camouflage covering its 

expansionist intentions. Yet from offensive realists’ viewpoint, as China increases its strength 

                                                
47 “No One Can ‘Dictate’ to China What It Should Do: Xi Jinping,” CNA, December 18 2018, accessed 
December 19, 2018, 
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/china-xi-jinping-no-one-can-dictate-what-it-should-do-11041910. 
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and reveals the intentions to push America out of the Asia-pacific chessboard, America will 

inevitably take countermeasures to defend its status quo position as a regional hegemon and 

global leader. The author therefore turns to look at U.S. President Trump’s strategy to balance 

against China. 

 

3.3 Trump’s Strategy to Counter China’s Economic Threats 

In the previous section, the author reviewed President Xi Jinping’s economic strategy and 

the three major ways that China harms American economic and national security. Various 

examples also prove how Chinese expansionist intentions and authoritarian political structure 

are threatening regional and even global stability. President Trump has accused China of 

“economic aggression” and considered it to be the biggest long-term challenge to the U.S.48 

President Trump has addressed these challenges by imposing tariffs on China, which has led 

the U.S. and China into a trade war. 

 When the newly elected U.S. President Trump first invited Chinese President Xi Jinping 

to his Mar-a-Lago home in 2017 and shook hands on an initial “100-Day Action Plan,” the 

relationship between their two administrations seemed to have started off on a friendly basis 

and it is difficult to imagine that a full-blown trade war would soon erupt. To better 

understand the on-going U.S.-China trade war, the author drew a timeline to examine how the 

disputes unfolded and escalated (Appendix).49 

                                                
48 Demetri Sevastopulo and Shawn Donnan, “Trump to Accuse China of ‘Economic Aggression,’” Financial 
Times, December 16, 2017, accessed on October 17, 2018, 
https://www.ft.com/content/1801d4f4-e201-11e7-8f9f-de1c2175f5ce. 
49 Dorcas Wong and Alexander Chipman Koty, “The US-China Trade War; A Timeline,” China Briefing News, 
August 31, 2018, accessed November 29, 2018, 
http://www.china-briefing.com/news/the-us-china-trade-war-a-timeline/. 
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From how he brought China to the negotiation table and from his strategies to defend 

American interests against China, President Trump fully exhibited the deal-making skills he 

described in the Art of the Deal. For example, Trump keeps his true intentions obscured from 

his rivals so as to “maximize his option.” He has largely maintained an amicable personal 

relationship with the Chinese leader, and even praised the authoritarian state by said that “I 

don’t blame China for taking advantage of us. I blame our leaders and representatives for 

allowing this travesty to happen.”50 He explained that “who can blame a country for being 

able to take advantage of another country to the benefit of its citizens?” 

Trump makes use his leverages, and even create them. He believed that “Just as you can 

create leverage…through promotion and psychology” and that “The best thing you can do is 

deal from strength, and leverage is the biggest strength you can have. Leverage is having 

something the other guy wants. Or better yet, need. Or best of all, simply can’t do without.”51 

Most importantly, he wrote, is that “you should never do is pay too much, even if that means 

walking away from a very good site. Which is all a more sophisticated way of looking at 

location.”52 The U.S. has, more than once, cancelled a scheduled meeting with Chinese 

delegates; this often happens when China refuses to make concessions, attempts to buy time, 

or backtracks on commitments. 

There are times when Trump is explicit about his dissatisfactions with the outcome of a 

negotiation, often through official announcements, the mass media, or, the unconventionally, 

the social media. He makes sure that he can “get the words out” by keeping his rhetoric full 
                                                
50 See “Don’t Blame China for Taking Our Advantage, Blame Our Leaders: Donald Trump,” Zeenews, 
February 6, 2019, 
https://zeenews.india.com/world/dont-blame-china-for-taking-our-advantage-blame-our-leaders-donald-trump-2
177653.html; also see Ali Vitali, “Trump, Once Critical from Afar, Gives China a Pass in Trade War,” NBC 
News, November 9, 2017, 
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/trump-says-he-doesn-t-blame-china-taking-advantage-u-n819221. 
51 Donald J. Trump and Tony Schwartz, Trump: The Art of the Deal (New York: Ballantine Books), 45-63. 
52 Ibid. 
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of fire and fury.” As he once wrote, “The point is that if you are a little different, or a little 

outrageous, or if you do things that are bold or controversial, the press is going to write about 

you. I’ve always done things a little differently, I don’t mind controversy, and my deals tend 

to be somewhat ambitious.” 53  What many have believed to be Trump’s unstable 

characteristics is in fact his key strategy to confound his rivals. 

 

3.4 Chapter Summary 

The U.S.-China relationship has undergone periods of amity and hostility under different 

state leaders, governments, and varying domestic and international political contexts. When 

the U.S. and the PRC edged toward rapprochement in the 1970s, the American leaders gave 

little thoughts to the “China threat.” The PRC, back at the time, was in a state of turmoil, 

having barely survived the devastation of Cultural Revolution at home. America was also 

busy dealing with a more powerful enemy, and considered China to be a potential ally which 

can balance against the USSR.  

However, under the CCP’s authoritarian governance, China’s economic and 

technological advancement was fast and furious. Today, as the world’s second largest 

economy, China is truly capable of threatening the American hegemony. While the author 

identified three majors ways in which the Chinese latent economic power challenges the U.S., 

the greatest concern for President Trump should be China’s actual military capabilities. 

Whether China has the military power and expansionist intentions will be the focus of the 

next chapter. 

  

                                                
53 Donald J. Trump and Tony Schwartz, Trump: The Art of the Deal (New York: Ballantine Books), 45-63. 
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Chapter 4: Trump and the U.S.-China Military Relations 

 

Since President Richard Nixon’s 1972 détente policy put an end to the isolation of the 

People’s Republic of China from the international community, the two countries have been 

cooperating and competing with each other in the realms of national security, economic 

development, and regional as well as global governance. The relationships of the two great 

powers may be complex, but is generally peaceful under the America-led international 

system. It was not until the past two years of the unconventional President Trump’s 

administration that the many underlying uncertainties threatening to disrupt the delicate 

U.S.-China relationship began to surface. Trump’s hawkish rhetoric and radical policy 

towards China represented his acknowledgement of China as a major threat for the U.S., 

especially in the realms of economy and military. The author is concerned with how 

President Trump put into practice the many radical foreign policy agenda which he 

proposed and set out to assess the challenges and opportunities for both America and China 

in the future. In this chapter, the author focused on the dynamics of the U.S.-China military 

relations and President Trump’s policy strategy to respond to China’s growing military 

capabilities. 

In the previous chapter, the author reviewed how the PRC has rose to become an 

economic great power in the twenty-first century and how it challenges the U.S. leadership 

in global economic governance. However, the greatest concern for offensive realists is 

whether China would translate its latent economic capabilities into actual military power. 

Mearsheimer sets forth that “In international politics…a state’s effective power is ultimately 

a function of its military forces and how they compare with the military forces of its rival 
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states” and he assumed that “the balance of power is largely synonymous with the balance 

of military power.”1 As a rising power, China’s move to advance and modernize its military 

strength is likely agitate the existing hegemon which can ultimately ignite a great power war. 

Since such dynamics will have far-reaching impacts on the world, special attentions should 

be given to how the Sino-American military relations has changed under the Chinese 

President Xi Jinping and American President Donald Trump. 

When President Trump has gained insights into America’s current weaknesses and 

intents to do something to correct the tilted balance of the U.S.-China relations, the wax and 

wane of the relative military strength between the two great powers during the past decades 

should come under as much, if not more, scrutiny as their relative economic capabilities. 

Just as Trump has recognized China as America’s principal long-term competitor and that 

Beijing would not curb its assertive rhetoric and practices if the United States asked nicely, 

neither would Beijing refrain from military adventures in the Asian-Pacific and on the 

global scale. In this chapter, the author hence aims to answer the research question: How 

does President Trump’s “America First” foreign policy affect the U.S.-China military 

relations? Can the two great powers avoid Thucydides’s Trap under Trump’s administration? 

The author draws on the discipline of offensive realism to assess the possibility of military 

confrontations between these two great powers and its impacts on the overall international 

relations. 

 

4.1 The PRC’s Military Strategy under Xi Jinping’s “Chinese Dream” 

Chinese National Objective Under Xi Jinping’s “Chinese Dream” 

                                                
1 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 55. 
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The security competitions between great powers are most likely to escalate into 

military confrontations when the competitors bear conflicting goals and are determined to 

defend what they consider to be irreconcilable claims. Therefore, to better understand why 

President Trump perceives the U.S.-China security competition the way he does, it is 

essential to first give a careful scrutiny of the rhetoric, behaviors, and capabilities of the 

Chinese leadership which best represent the intentions and objectives of the authoritarian 

regime in its pursuit of power. 

According to the 2015 white paper China’s Military Strategy published by Chinese 

State Council Information Office, “China’s national strategic goal is to complete the 

building of a moderately prosperous society in all respects by 2021 when the CPC 

celebrates its centenary; and the building of a modern socialist country that is prosperous, 

strong, democratic, culturally advanced and harmonious by 2049 when the People’s 

Republic of China (PRC) marks its centenary.”2 These “two centenaries” goals are the 

basic foundations of President Xi Jinping’s national objective often known as the “Chinese 

Dream.” In particular, Xi infused the “strong military dream” into his “Chinese Dream” by 

asserting that “The Chinese Dream is to make the country strong. China’s armed forces take 

their dream of making the military strong as part of the Chinese Dream. Without a strong 

military, a country can be neither safe nor strong.” 

China’s ambition to attain greater power can often be detected in President Xi’s 

rhetoric on achieving the Chinese Dream. For example, in the report delivered to the 19th 

National Congress of the Communist Party of China on October 18, 2017, Xi made clear of 

the theme and purpose of the new Congress as follows: 

                                                
2 People’s Republic of China, The Information Office of the State Council, China’s Military Strategy (Full 
Text), May 27, 2015, http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm. 
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Remain true to our original aspiration and keep our mission firmly in mind, 

hold high the banner of socialism with Chinese characteristics, secure a 

decisive victory in building a moderately prosperous society in all respects, 

strive for the great success of socialism with Chinese characteristics for a new 

era, and work tirelessly to realize the Chinese Dream of national rejuvenation.3 

Xi’s call for a “national rejuvenation” arise from the Chinese collective trauma of the 

“Century of Humiliation,” which is the conglomerate of the historic complacence of the 

Middle Kingdom and its experiences of subjugation under Western powers in the 19th and 

20th century. President Richard Nixon best represented this traumatized mindset in his 

description of the Chinese as a “people live in angry isolation” under the U.S. containment 

policy. 4  Over the past decades, this hateful mentality has transformed into an 

unquenchable desire for power. 

Following the downfall of the Soviet Union, Chinese leaders perceived a period of 

strategic opportunity and they took the chance to embark on an intense economic and 

military development.5 As President Xi set forth in his speech at 19th National Congress of 

the CPC, “It will be an era for all of us, the sons and daughters of the Chinese nation, to 

strive with one heart to realize the Chinese Dream of national rejuvenation. It will be an era 

that sees China moving closer to center stage and making greater contributions to 

mankind.”6 President Xi reminded the delegates at the Congress and his people that “With 

the gross domestic product rising from 54 trillion to 80 trillion yuan, China has maintained 

                                                
3 “Full Text of Xi Jinping's Report at 19th CPC National Congress,” China Daily, November 4, 2017, 
accessed May 2, 2018 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-11/04/content_34115212.htm. 
4 Richard Nixon, RN: The Memoirs of Richard, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1990), 546. 
5 Jim Garamone, “DIA’s China Military Power Report Details Leaders’ Strategy,” January 15, 2019, 
https://dod.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1732657/dias-china-military-power-report-details-leaders-strateg
y/. 
6 “Full Text of Xi Jinping’s Report at 19th CPC National Congress,” China Daily, November 4, 2017, 
accessed May 2, 2018 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-11/04/content_34115212.htm. 
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its position as the world’s second largest economy and contributed more than 30 percent of 

global economic growth.”7 Taking into account the traumatized mentality of the Chinese 

populace, President Xi’s call for a national rejuvenation, and China’s enormous wealth and 

population, China seems to have both the incentive and capability to pursue greater power; 

President Xi’s national objective to transform the Chinese military into one of the most 

powerful forces in the world hence becomes essential and justifiable. 

 

President Xi’s Strategy to Achieve Chinese Military Objectives 

The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is currently the largest military force in the 

world in terms of the number of military personnel in service. Moreover, Dan Taylor, a 

senior defense intelligence analyst at the DIA, argued that “it’s thought the PLA receives 

about $200 billion a year in funding—about 1.4 percent of China’s gross domestic 

product—though lack of transparency means exact numbers can’t be determined.” 8 

Supported by significant increases in Chinese defense spending every year since 1990, 

Chinese military modernization has made impressive strides in the past decade.9 In fact, the 

Chinese government has been accelerating the increase of the PLA budget by an average of 

10 percent per year from 2000 to 2016. 

On July 30, 2017, the 90th anniversary of the founding of the PLA, President Xi 

Jinping observed a parade featuring 12,000 military personnel and about 700 air and ground 

armament. In his speech given at the parade, President Xi stressed the need to build a 
                                                
7 “Full Text of Xi Jinping’s Report at 19th CPC National Congress,” China Daily, November 4, 2017, 
accessed May 2, 2018 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-11/04/content_34115212.htm. 
8 Jim Garamone, “DIA’s China Military Power Report Details Leaders’ Strategy,” January 15, 2019, 
https://dod.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1732657/dias-china-military-power-report-details-leaders-strateg
y/. 
9 Adam P. Liff and Andrew S. Erickson, “Demystifying China’s Defense Spending: Less Mysterious in the 
Aggregate,” The China Quarterly, December 2013, no. 216, 805–830. 
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world-class military loyal to the Communist Party and capable of defeating all invading 

enemies. Besides, President Xi’s government has ordered the modernization of the PLA in 

an attempt to make it a leaner force capable of operating far from Chinese territory.10 

According to the report China Military Power: Modernizing a Force to Fight and Win 

released by the United States Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) in January 2019, “China’s 

military rise is well-planned, and Chinese leaders are following a strategy they believe will 

lead to greater power and influence both regionally and globally.” The report “details some 

of the efforts made by the world’s most populous nation and the world’s second largest 

economy to build a military force that will allow it to back up plans for great 

rejuvenation.”11 “This ambition permeates China’s national security strategy and guides the 

development of the People’s Liberation Army.”12 

 

Xi Jinping’s Agenda on “Major Military Missions” 

The Chinese leadership is aware of the PLA’s shortcomings and the need for 

improvement in training. President Xi Jinping has launched a series of military reforms and 

conducted joint operations in the hope of leading the PLA to become a more formidable 

force. In his report to the 19th CPC National Congress, President Xi argued stated that “With 

a view to realizing the Chinese Dream and the dream of building a powerful military, we 

have developed a strategy for the military under new circumstances, and have made every 

                                                
10 “Xi orders absolute loyalty to party,” The Standard, July 31, 2017, accessed April 9, 2019, 
http://www.thestandard.com.hk/sections-news_print.php?id=185712. 
11 Jim Garamone, DIA’s China Military Power Report Details Leaders’ Strategy, January 15, 2019, 
https://dod.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1732657/dias-china-military-power-report-details-leaders-strateg
y/. 
12 Ibid. 
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effort to modernize national defense and the armed forces.”13 Xi said in a speech at the 

Zhurihe Training Base in the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, “The world is not all at 

peace. Peace must be safeguarded.”14 “We have strengthened military training and war 

preparedness, and undertaken major missions related to the protection of maritime rights, 

countering terrorism, maintaining stability, disaster rescue and relief, international 

peacekeeping, escort services in the Gulf of Aden, and humanitarian assistance.” Ultimately, 

of course, “the Party’s goal of building a strong military in the new era is to build the 

people’s forces into world-class forces.”15 In order to achieve his goal of building a more 

formidable force, President Xi has introduced many measures as follows. 

 

1. Massive Anti-Corruption Campaign 

For Xi, on the one hand, a strong CPC and a stable political environment are deeply 

interconnected; on the other hand, the good economic performance associated with 

invincible military strength. The integration of these critical factors is indispensable for a 

“reinvigorated China.” To achieve the objective of the reformation, the government under 

Xi's leadership undertook massive anti-corruption campaign. As a critical part of the 

campaign, there came the rectification of military discipline. According to the official 

numbers published in the South China Morning Post, an oversea party medium, China's 

anti-graft body, the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI), has ousted over 

250 senior officials from the CPC and the military since 2012 and has also been 

                                                
13 “Full Text of Xi Jinping’s Report at 19th CPC National Congress,” China Daily, November 4, 2017, 
accessed May 2, 2018 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-11/04/content_34115212.htm. 
14 “Xi orders absolute loyalty to party,” The Standard, July 31, 2017, accessed April 9, 2019, 
http://www.thestandard.com.hk/sections-news_print.php?id=185712. 
15 Ching Chang, “PRC Defense Policy Noted in The Nineteenth CCP National Congress,” December 1, 2017, 
http://cimsec.org/prc-defense-policy-noted-nineteenth-ccp-national-congress/34863. 
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investigating up to two million lower-level officials. It hailed the crackdown has led to an 

actual reduction in graft and the campaign helped President Xi purge his political opponents, 

both of which highlighted the vigorous start of strengthening the Chinese military 

development.  

 

2. Establishing the Central Leading Group for Military Reform 

For the purpose of comprehensive military reform, President Xi Jinping had 

established the Central Leading Group for Military Reform under the Central Military 

Commission on the 3rd plenary session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist 

Party of China in November 2013. In January 2014, the Central Leading Group for Military 

Reform had made a plan to reduce the number of military regions from seven to five 

“Theater Command” in order to have joint command with ground, naval, air, and rocket 

forces. Besides, they increased naval capabilities in the East China Sea and turned Jinan, 

Nanjing, and Guangzhou into military areas to project power into the Yellow Sea, East 

China Sea, and South China Sea. 

In December 2015 they scraped the General Political department, General Logistics, 

and General Armaments. Only the Central Military Commission (CMC), the supreme 

military policy-making body, is retained to exercise the command and control of the PLA, 

the People’s Armed Police and the Militia. And then they merged Lanzhou Military Region 

and the Chengdu Military Region. (New West zone), and consolidated the seven regional 

commands into five units to reorganize four army headquarters.16  

 

                                                
16 Ching Chang, “PRC Defense Policy Noted in The Nineteenth CCP National Congress,” December 1, 2017 
http://cimsec.org/prc-defense-policy-noted-nineteenth-ccp-national-congress/34863, 34. 
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3. Xi Jinping’s Two-Stage Plan for Military Development 

“Based on a comprehensive analysis of the international and domestic environments 

and the conditions for China’s development, we have drawn up a two-stage development 

plan for the period from 2020 to the middle of this century.”17 

“In the first stage from 2020 to 2035, we will build on the foundation created by the 

moderately prosperous society with a further 15 years of hard work to see that socialist 

modernization is basically realized. The vision is that by the end of this stage, the following 

goals will have been met: China’s economic and technological strength has increased 

significantly. China has become a global leader in innovation.” 

“In the second stage from 2035 to the middle of the 21st century, we will, building on 

having basically achieved modernization, work hard for a further 15 years and develop 

China into a great modern socialist country that is prosperous, strong, democratic, culturally 

advanced, harmonious, and beautiful. By the end of this stage… China has become a global 

leader in terms of composite national strength and international influence…The Chinese 

nation will become a proud and active member of the community of nations.” 

“We will adapt to the trend of a new global military revolution and to national security 

needs; we will upgrade our military capabilities, and see that, by the year 2020, 

mechanization is basically achieved, IT application has come a long way, and strategic 

capabilities have seen a big improvement. In step with our country’s modernization process, 

we will modernize our military across the board in terms of theory, organizational structure, 

service personnel, and weaponry. We will make it our mission to see that by 2035, the 

                                                
17 “Full Text of Xi Jinping's Report at 19th CPC National Congress,” China Daily, November 4, 2017, 
accessed May 2, 2018 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-11/04/content_34115212.htm. 
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modernization of our national defense and our forces is basically completed; and that by the 

mid-21st century our people’s armed forces have been fully transformed into world-class 

forces.” 

 

4. Military Training 

Informed by observing the past military operations of the U.S. military, the Chinese 

military authorities are making vigorous efforts to advance both the abilities and gaps in 

capability of PLA. To improve the defense industrial base and decrease the PLA’s 

dependence on foreign weapon acquisitions, they reformed the way the PLA bought 

weapons and instituted several broad scientific and technical programs. 

 

5. Key Technological Areas 

The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has achieved progress in key technological areas, 

ranging from precision-guided missiles to advanced surface ships and combat aircraft; PLA 

personnel are more highly trained and skilled, capable of carrying out increasingly complex 

operations near to and farther away from China’s shores; and Chinese military doctrine and 

strategy have been updated to emphasize modern, joint maneuver warfare on a high-tech 

battlefield.18 Roger Cliff, a senior researcher at RAND Corporation, predicted that in the 

next five to ten years, China’s military will be as modern as America’s European allies.19 

 

6. Six Large Military Parades in Xi’s Seven Years in Power 
                                                
18 James Mulvenon and David M. Finkelstein, ed. China’s Revolution in Doctrinal Affairs: Emerging Trends 
in the Operational Art of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (Washington D.C.: Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army, 2002). 
19 “China’s Military Strategy: Challenging America’s Role in Asia?” Truman Center, accessed April 10, 2019, 
http://trumancenter.org/asia-china/chinas-military-strategy-challenging-americas-role-in-asia/. 
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On April 23, 2019, China will hold a large-scale maritime military parade to mark the 

70th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Liberation Army Navy in the Yellow Sea 

off the coast of Qingdao in Shandong province and will invite more than a dozen foreign 

navies to participate. However, the United States refused to invite the Chinese Communist 

Party to send ships or officials to participate in the CCP’s naval activities.20 

Actually, merely one year before, the military held a naval review in the South China 

Sea featured a total of 48 vessels and 76 planes, including China’s first aircraft carrier, the 

Liaoning, its Type 094A and 095 nuclear submarines, 052D guided missile destroyers and 

J-15 fighter jets, and President Xi Jinping personally reviewed it.21 

The Hong Kong media said that Xi Jinping took office for seven years and held six 

large military parades, becoming the leader of the Chinese military parade. Xi Jinping’s 

frequent military parade seems to have deep meaning. Military analysts said the exercise 

would give the navy the opportunity to display its rapidly growing strength and show how 

that has increased in the past 12 months. 

 

7. President Xi’s Achievements in Military Reform 

Taken together, these changes have better enabled the PLA to fight what the U.S. 

Department of Defense describes as “short-duration, high-intensity regional conflicts.”22 

“Cliff believes that China’s investment in military capabilities might result in a security 

challenge for the United States if the Chinese are able to: 1) acquire the capability to "force 
                                                
20 Liu Zhen, “Chinese Navy’s 70th Birthday Parade Set to Showcase Country’s Rising Sea Power,” South 
China Morning Post, March 1, 2019, accessed March 26, 2019, 
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/military/article/2188303/chinese-navys-70th-birthday-parade-set-showcase
-countrys-rising. 
21 Ibid. 
22 U.S. Department of Defense. Office of the Secretary of Defense. Annual Report to Congress: Military and 
Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2016, April 26, 2016, 
https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2016 China Military Power Report.pdf. 
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Taiwan to accept unification with the Chinese mainland, even if the U.S. intervenes 

militarily,” 2) acquire the capability to “defend Chinese interests elsewhere in the region,” 

and 3) over the long term is able to displace the United States as the ‘preeminent military 

power in the region.’”23 

In regard to hardware, Roger Cliff pointed out that the Chinese have been procuring 

ever more advance military hardware including ballistic missiles, fighter aircraft, 

precision guided munitions, surface to air missiles, submarines, anti-ship ballistic missiles, 

intelligence and surveillance assets, and cyber.  

In regard to software, Roger Cliff pointed out that the Chinese are also improving 

training, the development of military doctrine, and improving the quality of enlisted 

personnel and officers. When this process is complete, the Chinese will have a military 

that could present a “daunting challenge to both the United States and Taiwanese 

militaries.” 

 

8. China’s Military Augmentation in Asia-Pacific Area 

On June 7, 2013, President Xi said to President Obama that “This is a wonderful place, 

a place of sunshine, and it’s very close to the Pacific Ocean. And on the other side of the 

ocean is China. When I visited the United States last year, I stated that the vast Pacific 

Ocean has enough space for the two large countries of China and the United States. I still 

believe so.” “And, Mr. President, we’re meeting here today to chart the future of 

China-U.S. relations and draw a blueprint for this relationship and continue our 

                                                
23 “China’s Military Strategy: Challenging America’s Role in Asia?” Truman Center, accessed April 10, 2019, 
http://trumancenter.org/asia-china/chinas-military-strategy-challenging-americas-role-in-asia/. 
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cooperation across the Pacific Ocean.”24 According to Graham Allison, “For Xi, ‘core 

interests’ meant respecting each other’s de facto sphere of influence, which in his view 

includes not only Taiwan and Tibet, but also China’s claims in the South China Sea. 

Unwilling to accept these terms, the Obama administration rejected this formation, and 

President Trump has been equally unsympathetic.”25 

If Allison’s representation is correct, the attention of China’s military strategy in 

Asia-Pacific area is clear, that is, becoming the dominant military power in East Asia. 

What’s more incredible is that President Xi evidently intends to achieve this status 

without actually fighting a war with the United States. He is playing a game of “Go” 

rather than a game of “Chess.” China’s continued military rise will eventually result in the 

consequence that everyone in the region is convinced that China has now surpassed the 

U.S. as the dominant military power in the area. When China becomes the militarily 

dominant power in the perception of everyone in East Asia, the situation for the U.S. 

would be largely the same as if the United States had actually fought and lost a war. Is the 

U.S. willing to succumb to President Xi’s proposal? 

In order for the United States to remain the dominant military power in the region, 

U.S. military capabilities must be revived. Specifically, the United States should focus 

more on “naval, anti-surface and anti-submarine warfare, and our ability to defend our air 

bases against attack, (and to defend against) electronic warfare.”26 Obviously the U.S. 

                                                
24 United States. The White House. Office of the Press Secretary. “Remarks by President Obama 
and President Xi Jinping of the People’s Republic of China Before Bilateral Meeting,” June 7, 2013, Accessed 
April 11, 2019, 
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2013/06/07/remarks-president-obama-and-president-xi
-jinping-peoples-republic-china-. 
25 Graham Allison, Destined for War: Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap? (New York: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2017). 
26 “China’s Military Strategy: Challenging America’s Role in Asia?” Truman Center, accessed April 10, 2019, 
http://trumancenter.org/asia-china/chinas-military-strategy-challenging-americas-role-in-asia/. 
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prefers the status quo rather than accept the terms offered by Chinese government or 

propose its own conception of a new form of power relations under President Trump who 

believes “No deal is better than bad deal.” 

 

9. China’s Military Intention in Global Scale 

China’s “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI) is perhaps the most ambitious economic 

activity undertaken by China since the founding of the People’s Republic in 1949. 

According to the logic of offensive realism, it should be seen as Beijing’s effort to extend 

its economic success of the last decades to a geopolitical sphere. Chinese-owned access 

points established across the world’s sea lanes and land shipping routes should be regarded 

as linchpins of Beijing’s larger national security strategy. For example, a chain of 

man-made islands constructed by China to house naval seaports and air bases within the 

South China Sea have concerned Washington and those neighboring countries in the region. 

The BRI is not seen as a direct challenge to American influence in global scale, but its 

potential military aspects of development will inevitably challenge U.S. hegemony 

worldwide. As America’s Marshall Plan after World War II used economic and 

infrastructure aid in the service of larger geopolitical goals, so does the BRI initiative is a 

new tool for a regional power to expand its influence. 

Though Beijing claims that it does not seek to increase its sphere of influence or 

exercise hegemony, according to offensive realism, the author argued that the BRI must be 

identified as a Chinese attempt to win over new strategic partners and build a multi-polar 

world order conducive for China’s national interests. Because the BRI initiative increases 
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partner countries’ political and economic dependencies, its long-term geopolitical 

implications must be given careful scrutiny. 

Trump administration in Washington seems to have kept its distance from the project 

and has not formulated a clear-cut policy on it. Nonetheless, in Washington’s view, BRI 

does have negative implications for U.S. interests in Asia. It is emboldening countries that 

have a clear anti-U.S. stance like Iran and Russia or that are interested in reducing the U.S. 

leverage in the region, such as Pakistan. For example, China is getting increasingly involved 

in regional security and defense initiatives as the multilateral talks on Afghanistan 

organized by Russia. In general, currently Washington mainly perceives BRI as a threat to 

its interests in the Asia-Pacific region. But according to the logic of offensive realism, the 

author believes that BRI will be a physical manifestation of this China’s Military ambition 

in Global Scale, as long as the connection between economic and military goals is seamed 

together and wrapped in interlacing fashion. 

 

4.2 The U.S. Military Strategy Under Trump’s “Make America Great 

Again” 

American post-Cold War policy toward China built on the expectations that economic 

liberalization would have begot political opening has failed to change China in the ways the 

United States intended or hoped. Washington was justified in making a change in its view 

toward Beijing. 

On the contrary, China’s behavior has intensified across a range of domains. Beijing is 

flexing its maritime military muscle, whether by reneging on its promise not to 

militarize the islands in the South China Sea or unprofessionally closing on a U.S. destroyer 
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in international waters.27  Chinese political influence operations in Australia and New 

Zealand28 or moves at the U.N. Human Rights Council29 are challenging free and open 

societies abroad. Since the dynamic buffering has changed in the Asia-Pacific area, U.S. 

military policy to China must be focused on adjusting to the change as well.  

Since the Cold War, American administrations have experienced the worldwide 

fluctuations in which “animating principle behind its policy and national security strategy” 

is urgently wanted. For instance, George H.W. Bush had to grapple with “the vision thing”30   

in the turbulent and hostile world at the end of Cold World. Barack Obama proposed 

a military and economic “rebalance” to Asia though his narrative regretfully failed to frame 

those policy prongs for a massive shift in international circumstance. The United States 

must propose a broader view of global military strategy. Being alleged as an unconventional 

and inexperienced President, Trump distinguishes himself from his predecessors in the 

distinct change in rhetoric and tone.  

To rally nations that share concerns around Chinese economic practices or creeping 

revisionism, the Trump administration has been calling for a “free and open Indo-Pacific” 

(FOIP), a broader vision for Asia built around the concept of a strong coalition of 

like-minded regional democracies extending from Japan in the east to India in the west. The 

aim of FOIP is to defend against the ways a rising China ostensibly threatens the 

                                                
27 Clark Mindock, “Chinese ship comes ‘within 45 yards’ of US destroyer in South China Sea,” October 2, 
2018, 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-navy-ship-chinese-luyang-destroyer-uss-decatur-sout
h-china-sea-a8564201.html. 
28 Rob Schmitz, “Australia and New Zealand Are Ground Zero for Chinese Influence,” NPR, October 2, 2018, 
accessed March 13, 2019, 
https://www.npr.org/2018/10/02/627249909/australia-and-new-zealand-are-ground-zero-for-chinese-influence
. 
29 Ted Piccone, “China’s Long Game On Human Right,” Brookings, September 28, 2018, accessed April 6, 
2019, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/09/24/chinas-long-game-on-human-rights/. 
30 Elizabeth N. Saunders, Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions (New York: Cornell 
University Press), 191. 
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rules-based international order, universal liberal values, and free access to the maritime 

global commons. 

However, the strategic foundation should be bolstered by the consistency and 

continuity of Washington’s economic policy as well as its attitude toward allied nations that 

see their national interest compatible with that of the United States. After all, according to 

the logic of offensive realism, the economy precedes the military. 

 

1. America’s Greatest Advantage Against China is Slowly Eroding 

For several years, Pentagon officials have been alerting the PRC’s growing military 

capabilities, paying particular attention to how Beijing can narrow the technological gap 

between the two countries.31 Nevertheless, as Nouwens pointed out, China’s goal of 

regional power is set at 2035, and a more global role will be envisaged by 2049. Apart from 

the potential Taiwan scenario, China does not have an urgent need to become a military 

competitor, rivaling the United States.”32 In addition, officials and experts often notice that 

the U.S. is still at the forefront of key capabilities: the training and doctrine of war fighters. 

American soldiers, sailors, pilots and marines can think on the fly and make decisions under 

pressure. This is the ability for the branches to coordinate efforts on the battlefield, 

regionally or globally.33 

                                                
31 Aaron Mehta, “The Pentagon is Planning for War with China and Russia—Can it Handle Both?” January 30, 
2018, 
https://www.defensenews.com/pentagon/2018/01/30/the-pentagon-is-planning-for-war-with-china-and-russia-
can-it-handle-both/. 
32 Aaron Mehta, “America’s Greatest Advantage Against China is Slowly Eroding,” February 15, 2019, 
https://www.defensenews.com/pentagon/2019/02/15/americas-greatest-advantage-against-china-is-slowly-ero
ding/. 
33 Elizabeth N. Saunders, Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions (New York: Cornell 
University Press), 51. 
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A senior DIA official told reporters that China is significantly narrowing the gap in 

technology, but he pointed out “there is more than just technology involved; there’s 

experience, there is command structure, there is training, there is proficiency.”34 Similarly, 

Meia Nouwens, a Chinese military expert with the International Institute for Strategic 

Studies, claimed that “The greatest advantage that the U.S. has at the moment over the PLA 

(the People’s Liberation Army) is that the U.S. has been working on doctrine, training, 

professionalization for a lot longer than the PLA, with actual experience to back it up.”35 

However, as Chinese President Xi Jinping initiated a series of military reforms in an attempt 

to strengthen joint operations and planning—reforms may lead the PLA to become a more 

formidable force, which is why Aaron Mehta would say, “America’s greatest advantage 

against China is slowly eroding.” 

The PLA leadership is aware of its shortcomings and Chinese officials have been 

publicly talking about the need to improve training. While it is difficult, if not impossible to 

determine the exact time when China will directly challenge the U.S., it is widely agreed 

that the PLA will transform into a force capable of joint operations within the next two 

decades. 

However, the conflict between the great powers, now and in the future, are an 

extension of their political, economic and military competition, and it is no longer restricted 

by territories. The military status of the superpowers is concentrated in this long-term 

large-scale power competition, but it does not necessarily determine the outcome. 

Especially in the competition with China, the American doctrine must be projected to meet 

                                                
34 Aaron Mehta, “America’s Greatest Advantage Against China is Slowly Eroding,” February 15, 2019, 
https://www.defensenews.com/pentagon/2019/02/15/americas-greatest-advantage-against-china-is-slowly-ero
ding/. 
35 Ibid. 
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the changes in the next few decades and combine political, social and economic factors with 

military factors. Limited, carefully tailored projection forces, combined with the strategic 

intercontinental projection power for long-term goals, are the key to this vision.36 

 

2. China Facing the Trump Presidency 

Trump’s seeming unpredictability, and penchant for muscular showdown, has 

dramatically altered China’s risk calculations, forcing Beijing to constantly revisit its 

strategic assumptions.37 When Donald Trump was elected President of the United States in 

November 2016, the world was curious about how he would put into practice the many 

radical foreign policy ideas that he had proposed during the presidential campaign. Now 

that Trump has kept up his hawkish rhetoric on China, observers paid special attention to 

how he would change the U.S.-China relations and how Chinese President Xi Jinping would 

respond. The result of such dynamics will have far-reaching implications for the world. 

In December 2017, President Donald Trump delivered his National Security Strategy, 

in which he identified China as one the greatest security threats to America.38 President  

Trump’s statement that “We will promote a balance of power that favors the United States, 

our allies, and our partners” wedge in with Mearsheimer’s argument that “Offensive realism 

predicts that states will be acutely sensitive to the balance of power and will look for 

opportunities to increase their own power or weaken rivals. In practical terms, this means 

that states will adopt diplomatic strategies that reflect the opportunities and constraints 

                                                
36 Steve F. Kime, “A 21st-Century Military Doctrine for America,” Joint Force Quarterly 88, January 10, 
2018, accessed February 21, 2019, doi:10.21236/ada443852. 
37 Richard Javad Heydarian, “Trump is Forcing China to Reassess its Strategy,” The National Interest, 
October 20, 2018, accessed January 30, 2019, 
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/trump-forcing-china-reassess-its-strategy-33917. 
38 Elliott Abrams, “The Trump National Security Strategy,” Council on Foreign Relations, December 26, 
2016, accessed December 26, 2017, https://www.cfr.org/blog/trump-national-security-strategy. 
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created by the particular distribution of power.”39 Trump’s seeming unpredictability and 

penchant for muscular showdown has dramatically altered China’s risk calculations, forcing 

Beijing to constantly re-examine its strategic assumptions. 

However, as Lawrence Solomon pointed out in his article “The strategy behind Trump 

flattering China and praising Kim Jong Un.”40 He allows them to save face with their own 

people as their power recedes. Trump needs Putin and Xi Jinping to temper their ambitions 

for their countries and themselves. Because they would not retreat willingly, Trump uses the 

superior economy and military of the United States to force them to comply. By praising 

their abilities to represent the interests of their country, he allows them to save face when 

their power fades. Trump wants to win, but spares the enemy a loss of face. 

Lawrence Solomon also reminded that “To bring China to heel, Trump sent its 

economy reeling by levying steep tariffs and threatening to follow up with steeper ones still. 

Militarily, he is confronting Chinese belligerence with resolve unseen in previous 

administrations—this week he sent two guided-missile destroyers past Chinese manmade 

islands in the South China Sea in defiance of Chinese claims—and is forcefully backing 

Japan, Taiwan and other Chinese adversaries.” “Neither is he irrational nor erratic in his 

approach to foreign policy. Rather, Trump is relentlessly rational, focused on the deal he 

wants to strike, and on maximizing his chances of success.” In coercing autocrats to make a 

change, Trump will whip his sticks, but will also dangle the carrot. Trump will wield his 

sticks but also dangle carrots. 

 
                                                
39 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 329. 
40 Lawrence Solomon, “The strategy behind Trump flattering China and praising Kim Jong Un,” Financial 
Post, February 15, 2019, accessed February 16, 2019, 
https://business.financialpost.com/opinion/lawrence-solomon-the-strategy-behind-trump-flattering-china-and-
praising-kim-jong-un. 
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3. U.S. Military Strategy and Spending in the Trump Years 

U.S. foreign policy before 2001 highlighted the focus of integrating China into the 

international community. However, as Beijing became an important global power, the 

situation has changed. It was the Chinese economic prominence that led President Obama 

President Obama’s 2011 pivot toward Asia, designed to counter China’s growing influence. 

Obama’s NSS (both 2010 and 2015) has cautiously accepted China’s rise to prominence, 

attempting to develop Beijing into a strategic partner that will not pose a threat to the 

U.S.-led Pacific security structure. 

Trump’s pessimistic attitude toward U.S.-China relations has led to a shift in 

geopolitical strategy. The U.S. armed forces need to innovate and invest in breakthrough 

capabilities and improve immediate readiness. The most impressive is the defense strategy 

of the early 2018, which prioritizes the competition of big powers and deter wars in the 

Middle East and South Asia.  

Today’s U.S. military is large enough to meet the legitimate demands of continued 

commitment and competition among big powers, as long as it is ready, modernized, and 

able to cope with the various networks, anti-satellite and other asymmetric attacks that 

future rivals will definitely adopt. Changes may occur unexpectedly in military technology 

in the next 20 years; therefore, it is critical to be ready to make appropriate changes to U.S. 

and its allies’ weapons, military operations, wartime preparations, and defense budget 

priorities. 

The Trump administration is proposing $750 billion for national defense for fiscal year 

2019. Of the $750 billion, $718 billion is for the Defense Department and $32 billion is for 

national security programs performed by the Department of Energy’s nuclear laboratories 
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and other agencies.41 The White House said the Space Force will “initially realign existing 

space forces and materiel from the military services and will scale up responsibly and 

deliberately over the next several years.” 

 On April 12, 2019, President Donald Trump and the Federal Communications 

Commission (FCC) made several announcements to accelerate 5G deployment in the U.S. 

President Trump says that “The race to 5G is a race America must win” and “It’s race that 

we will win.”42 The White House explained that President Trump believes that America 

must invest in visionary projects, and even dominate industries of the future, so as to remain 

as leader in the 21st century. 

The president puts a special emphasis on the nature of the entrepreneur by saying, “It’s 

private sector driven and private sector led.”43 Building high-speed networks across the 

United States will transform the way Americans work, learn, communicate and travel. 5G 

will mean faster wireless speeds and has implications for technologies like self-driving cars 

and augmented reality. The rollout had started in the U.S. and South Korea a week ahead of 

the announcement at the White House on April 12, 2019, but the efforts will take years. 

The most important background factor to accelerate 5G deployment is its implication 

for military application. The United States must be second to none in the cutting-edge 

technology to sustain its hegemonic status. That is the reason why President Donald Trump 

says the race to build 5G is one America must win because the investments will have 

impacts on American military capacities for the coming decades. This competition for 5G 

                                                
41 Sandra Erwin, “Trump’s 2020 Budget Increases Defense Spending by 5 Percent, Funds Space Force,” 
Space News, March 11, 2019, accessed May 17, 2019, 
https://spacenews.com/trumps-2020-budget-increases-defense-spending-by-5-percent-funds-space-force/. 
42 Todd Haselton, “President Trump Announces New 5G Initiatives: It’s a Race ‘America Must Win’,” CNBC, 
April 12, 2019, accessed April 20, 2019, 
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/04/12/trump-on-5g-initiatives-a-race-america-must-win.html. 
43 Ibid. 
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deployment represents a tacit contrast between ways of looking at the relation of the United 

States and the PRC, a hegemon and a rising power. The logic of offensive realism is 

obviously more competitive in reality. 

 

4. Breaking the Mold: Trump’s China Policy 

Prior to Trump, American presidents in the post–Cold War era have largely avoided 

adopting an explicitly competitive strategy towards China.44 The Trump administration’s 

recently released of the National Security Strategy (NSS) strongly indicates that this is 

about to change. Following the NSS released on December 18, 2017, and Donald Trump’s 

statements at Davos on January 26, 2018, tensions between China and the U.S. have only 

increased. According to President Donald Trump’s discourse, these competitions require the 

United States to reconsider its policies over the past two decades - based on the assumption 

that engagement with competitors and their integration into international institutions and 

global commerce will make them benign actors and trusted partners. In most cases, this 

premise proved to be wrong.45 

Although the NSS seems like a far cry from Trump’s electoral rhetoric, the stage is set 

for quite a few turbulent years between the U.S. and China. For at least 4 years to go, the 

Trump course should be navigated by the international community by focusing on the 

administration’s actual policy decisions and what the unconventional President tweets. 

Actually, in addition to trade-related agreements, President Trump has abandoned 

many mission-oriented international treaties and institutions, including the Paris Climate 
                                                
44 Ian Ona Johnson and Ionut Popescu, “The Missing Element in Trump’s NSS: A Competitive Strategy,” The 
National Interest, January 3, 2018, accessed January 22, 2018, 
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/the-missing-element-trumps-nss-competitive-strategy-23898. 
45 “Breaking the Mould: Trump’s China Policy,” Institute for Security and Development Policy, February 
2018, accessed March 20, 2018, http://isdp.eu/publication/breaking-mould-trumps-china-policy/. 
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Agreement, the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) and the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Even strategic agreements such as the 

Iranian nuclear deal, the Medium-range Nuclear Force (INF) Treaty and the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO) have also encountered the threat of being abandoned. 

Mearsheimer pointed out in his article “Trump Should Embrace a Realist Foreign 

Policy,” that rather than trying to garrison the world and spread democracy as his 

predecessors did, the Trump administration should focus on maintaining the balance of 

power in the three regions vital to U.S. security: Europe, East Asia, and the Persian Gulf.46 

East Asia and Europe are important because they are important wealth centers and have 

long been home to other big countries in the world. The Persian Gulf is a core strategic 

interest because it produces about 30% of the world’s oil, an important resource for the 

global economy. The main goal of the United States in these regions should be to prevent 

the rise of regional hegemon. 

Trump should also work together to improve relations with Russia, which is not a 

serious threat to U.S. interests. In fact, these two countries should be allies because they 

have a common interest in fighting terrorism, ending the Syrian conflict and preventing Iran 

(and other countries) from acquiring nuclear weapons. Most importantly, the United States 

needs Russia to help contain the rising China. Given the history of competition between 

Russia and China and the long-term borders they have, Moscow is likely to join this effort 

once Washington has given up its wrong foreign policy to push it closer to Beijing. 

 

 

                                                
46 John J. Mearsheimer, “Trump Should Embrace a Realist Foreign Policy,” The National Interest, November 
27, 2016, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/donald-trump-should-embrace-realist-foreign-policy-18502. 
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4.3 Thucydides’s Trap: Is an Inescapable War Approaching? 

 Offensive realists have put forward several ways — including “balancing” and 

“buck-passing”—to prevent the emergence of a new hegemon and preserve the existing 

international balance-of-power. The “balancing” strategy is that “the threatened state 

accepts the burden of deterring its adversary and commits substantial resources to achieving 

that goal.”47 By contrast, “with buck-passing, the endangered great power tries to get 

another state to shoulder the burden of deterring or defeating the threatening state.”48 In 

dealing with China, the strategy that the U.S. chooses will bring about different outcomes. 

 

America as an Off-shore Balancer 

As Michael Pillsbury pointed out in his book that, short of Armageddon and the end of 

human history, the conflicts between the modern great powers must be a “Hundred-Year 

Marathon” in politics, economy, and military.49  There is no longer any meaning of 

plundering the territory in the past centuries. Therefore, the military strategy of the 

superpowers should be concentrated on the long-term struggle for hegemony, but it is not 

necessary to achieve the final decisive outcome. In its competition with China, the United 

States must look into the next few decades and patiently combine political, social, and 

economic factors with military factors. Stubbornly planning to expand regional influences 

and projecting strategic forces for inter-continental goals are the key to sustaining the 

                                                
47 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W. W. Norton), 13. 
48 Ibid, 13. 
49 Michael Pillsbury, Hundred-Year Marathon: China’s Secret Strategy to Replace America as the Global 
Superpower, (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 2015). 
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significance of the hegemony of the great powers and broadening the chances of survival of 

the human civilization.50 

The United States is commonly referred to as an “offshore balance.”51 Having studied 

the attitudes, policies, and strategies adopted by various generations of American leaders, 

the author found that the U.S. and the PRC have largely maintained a stable relationship 

while competing on various fronts over the past 40 years. They did not seem to have much 

difficulties in manipulating the situation until the unconventional U.S. President Trump 

took office in 2017. Trump’s official showdown interrupted the overall benign atmosphere 

between the two great powers. 

The U.S. and China both have been quietly preparing for a possible military 

confrontation. They acquiesced each other’s policies and tolerated one anothers’ attitudes in 

many dimensions. They secretly deployed military devices in many strategic spots with tacit 

permission. Through a basic scrutiny of the various dimensions of the military movements 

between China and the United States, the author is convinced that the possibility of a war 

between the two great powers is high and that they are actually prepared to make plans for 

the worst, sooner or later. The final showdown will take place. The prediction is not only 

grounded on the logic of offensive realism but also compatible with the Chinese ancient 

military philosophy, “Maintain an army for a thousand days, for unexpected needs.” On 

May 17, 2015, Xi said to John Kerry, “The broad Pacific Ocean is vast enough to embrace 

both China and the United States.”52 Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi had been defiant in 

                                                
50 Steve F. Kime, “A 21st-Century Military Doctrine for America,” Joint Force Quarterly 88, January 10, 
2018, accessed February 21, 2019, doi:10.21236/ada443852. 
51 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W. W. Norton & Company), 42. 
52 “Xi: Pacific Ocean is big enough for China, US,” News24, May 17, 2015, accessed January 15, 2019, 
https://www.news24.com/World/News/Xi-Pacific-Ocean-is-big-enough-for-China-US-20150517. 
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talks with John Kerry, the Secretary of State under the Obama administration, telling him 

that Beijing is “unshakeable” in defending its sovereignty.53 

From November 10 to 11, 2017, leaders met in Danang, Vietnam for the Asia-Pacific 

Economic Cooperation (OPEC) meeting. On November 16, 2017, Daniel C. Sneider, a 

lecturer in East Asian studies at Stanford University, told New York Times reporters, “They 

(Japanese) understand that the Chinese see themselves as the natural hegemon, and in the 

Chinese worldview, the Japanese should be subordinate to them.”54 The report added that 

when Mr. Trump was in Beijing, Mr. Xi made clear his ambitions for China to replace the 

United States as the dominant power in the Western Pacific. “The Pacific Ocean is big 

enough to accommodate both China and the United States,” Mr. Xi said to Mr. Trump 

beside him, an assertion that some in the region and Washington see as shorthand for 

China’s taking advantage of an American retreat.55 

According to the theory of offensive realism, “the ultimate goal of great powers is to 

achieve regional hegemony and block the rise of peer competitors in distant areas of the 

globe. In essence, states that gain regional hegemony act as offshore balancers in other 

regions.”56 Confronted by Chinese aggressive rise, the United States has to take the role of 

an offshore balancer in the Pacific-Asia-India arena as the strategic concept used in the 

analysis of offensive realism in international relations suggests. Furthermore, it represented 

a strategy in which great powers use favorable regional powers to check the rise of potential 

                                                
53 “Xi: Pacific Ocean is big enough for China, US,” News24, May 17, 2015, accessed January 15, 2019, 
https://www.news24.com/World/News/Xi-Pacific-Ocean-is-big-enough-for-China-US-20150517. 
54 Motoko Rich and Jane Perlez, “Seeing U.S. in Retreat Under Trump, Japan and China Move to Mend Ties,” 
The New York Times, November 16, 2017, accessed August 26, 2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/16/world/asia/seeing-us-in-retreat-under-trump-japan-and-china-move-to-
mend-ties.html. 
55 Ibid. 
56 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W. W. Norton), 236-237. 
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hostile powers. This strategy stands out in stark contrast to the U.S.’s dominant strategy, 

liberal hegemony. 

Offshore balancing calls for a great power to withdraw from onshore positions and 

focus its offshore capabilities on the key geopolitical regions of the world, such as Europe, 

the Persian Gulf, Indian Ocean, South China Sea, and Northeast Asia, etc. The grand 

strategy of “offshore balancing” permits a great power to maintain its power without the 

costs of large military deployments around the world. However, offshore balancing, as its 

name implies, is a grand strategy that can only be pursued by island states on the edges of 

the key geopolitical regions like Eurasia and by isolated great powers, such as the United 

States. Furthermore, a state pursuing offshore balancing should first seek to pass the buck to 

local powers and only intervene if the threat is too great for the other powers in the core 

regions of the world to handle. In the peripheral regions, an offshore balancer should not 

worry about developments. 

 

America Passing the Buck 

 There are several allies or coalitions that the U.S. may rely on when pursuing the 

“buck-passing” strategy against China. When caught between the conflicts and competitions 

of the two giants, these states must also seek ways to survive and best defend their own 

national interests. Specifically, the author looked at the following states or political 

coalitions that the U.S. may try to pass the buck to. 
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1. Asia-Pacific 

The “Indian Pacific” was originally a geographical concept that spanned the Indian 

Ocean and the Pacific. The “Indian Pacific” used by Trump means that India, the United 

States and other major Asian democracies, especially Japan and Australia, will jointly 

contain China in the new framework of growing “Cold War” concern.57 The geopolitical 

changes brought about by China’s rise are the main reason why Washington is committed to 

promoting the India-Pacific Alliance, and the Indian Pacific Strategy aims to hedge China’s 

diplomatic and security policy behavior. 

 In the context of a relatively weakening of U.S. dominance and the increasing shift of 

geopolitical and economic gravity to the Indio-Pacific, the aim is to reshape alliances and 

partnerships in response to China’s rise. The goal of Trump’s return to the “Indian Pacific 

Strategy” is very clear—the “Indian Pacific Strategy” is an extension and revision of the 

“Asia-Pacific Rebalancing Strategy.” The aim is to contain China’s rise and safeguard U.S. 

leadership in the region. 

 

2. Japan 

As an important ally of the United States in the Asia-Pacific region, Japan plays an 

important role in the conception and promotion of the Indian Ocean. In addition to its own 

sense of insecurity as an island nation, Japan is so clearly united with India and the United 

States because of Japan’s and concern and vigilance for China’s growing economic and 

military capabilities. 

 

                                                
57 Dingding Chen, “The Indo-Pacific Strategy: A Background Analysis,” ISPI, June, 4, 2018, accessed March 
29, 2019, https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/indo-pacific-strategy-background-analysis-20714. 
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3.India 

India has always been a country with strong national ambitions and one of the most 

important advocates of the “Indian Pacific Strategy” concept. While India can take this 

opportunity to promote the rationality and rationalization of its interests in Southeast Asia, it 

surely will try to expand its presence in East Asia, strengthen its political, economic and 

military cooperation with the United States and its allies, and comprehensively enhance 

India’s influence in international affairs. 

 

4. Australia 

Australia was one of the first countries to introduce the concept of the “Indian Pacific 

Strategy.” In the 1960s, Australia discussed its influence in the “India” region to avoid the 

difficulties it encountered during the Cold War. Today, Australia actively welcomes the 

“Indian Pacific Strategy” advocated by the United States and emphasizes its important 

position in the U.S. “Indian Pacific Strategy”, not only because Australia wants to 

strengthen U.S.-Australian trade relations, but also hopes to improve its presence and 

interest in Southeast Asia. 

 

5. Southeast Asia 

Southeast Asia is a key area to link the “Indian Ocean” with the “Pacific.” Indonesia 

and Singapore are supporters of the “Indian Pacific Strategy” concept. Due to the location 

advantage of Indonesia and Singapore itself, the concept of “Indian Pacific Strategy” will 

give them an opportunity to enhance their strategic position. Both Indonesia and Singapore 

are caught between China and the United States. On the one hand, they are afraid of 
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regional order changes brought about by the rise of China. On the other hand, they do not 

want to lose their economic opportunities from the investment of China. 

All in all, the “Indian Pacific Strategy” is still only an idea. Its starting point is to 

establish a hedge against China’s economic and military rise and rebuild regional order. The 

effectiveness of the Pacific strategic future is uncertain, especially in the United States, 

Japan, India and Australia, which have not improved the coordination and joint adoption of 

policies and strategies. 

 

6. The Five Eyes Alliance 

The origins of the Five Eyes Alliance, often abbreviated as FVEY, dates back to the 

Atlantic Charter in the post-World War II era. It brings Anglophone states including 

Australia, Canada, New Zealand, United Kingdom, and the United States together to form 

the world’s most complete and comprehensive intelligence alliance.58 The initial purpose of 

the alliance was to monitor the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc, but turned its focus on 

monitoring private communications in recent years. The activities of the FVEY is largely 

obscured to the public, and only became somewhat more recognized after Edward Snowden 

leaked highly confidential information from the U.S. National Security Agency in 2013.59 

The Five Eyes is a powerful alliance which the U.S. can rely on in its attempts to check 

China’s rise. While China’s international strategy for influence and investment is expanding, 

the Five-Eye Alliance increases cooperation with countries such as Germany and Japan to 

                                                
58 J. V. Tossini, “The Five Eyes–The Intelligence Alliance of the Anglosphere,” November 14, 2017, 
accessed March 8, 2019, 
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/the-five-eyes-the-intelligence-alliance-of-the-anglosphere/. 
59 Eric King, “Snowden Spyware Revelations: We Need to Unmask the Five-eyed Monster,” The Guardian, 
November 26, 2013, accessed July 30, 2019, 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/nov/26/snowden-spyware-five-eyed-monster-50000-netwo
rks-five-eyes-privacy. 
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address the specific issues of foreign interference. China’s international strategy is 

prompting closer coordination and a real expansion of intelligence sharing. 

To discuss China’s foreign activities in the past years, talks have been held between 

diplomats, intelligence officials and heads of government. For example, on October 4, 2018, 

U.S. Vice President Mike Pence at the Hudson Institute in Washington accused Beijing of 

meddling in the domestic arena by “rewarding or coercing American businesses, movie 

studios, universities, think tanks, scholars, journalists and local, state and federal 

officials.”60 

Although U.S. President Trump signaled that he is prepared to fight against China 

alone, his government members are working behind the scenes to bring the coalition 

together to counter Beijing.61 The strengthening of the five-eye network will be another 

blow to China’s hopes of convincing European countries to distance themselves from 

Washington and move closer to Beijing. 

 

4.4 Impacts of U.S.-China Contentions 

U.S. public opinion about China 

As mentioned above, it is believed that there was a misunderstanding buried in the 

theorizing that globalization was spreading Western values.62 In fact, the assumption that 

“economic growth would inevitably—and fairly swiftly—lead to democratization” is not 

working; on the contrary, China has tightened its grip on the government, party, and society. 
                                                
60 Deb Riechmann and Zeke Miller, “Vice President Pence accuses China of meddling in US,” October 5, 
2018, https://www.apnews.com/8460ecc6a3c74765b65107d26ca62ea2. 
61 Noah Barkin, “Exclusive: Five Eyes intelligence alliance builds coalition to counter China,” October 12, 
2018, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-fiveeyes/exclusive-five-eyes-intelligence-alliance-builds-coalition-to
-counter-china-idUSKCN1MM0GH. 
62 James M. McCormick, The Domestic Sources of American Foreign Policy: Insights and Evidence, 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018), 51. 
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Reflecting on the failure of the assumption, favorable American public opinion toward 

China begins to descend. Unfavorable public opinion toward China began to climb from 

President Obama’s second term. According to a survey on U.S. public opinion towards the 

PRC by the Pew Research Center published on August 28, 2018, Trump administration’s 

rhetoric and policy on public opinion toward China reveals the negative impact.63 

 
Figure 94.1. American Attitude Toward China. Pew Research Center, accessed March 25, 2019, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2018/08/28/as-trade-tensions-rise-fewer-americans-see-china-favorably/. 

As the survey revealed, most Americans are far more worried about China’s economic 

growth than its military prowess. Compared to only 29 percent who believe “China’s 

military strength” is more of a concern, the Pew Center finds, “Nearly six-in-ten Americans 

(58%) believe China’s economic power is the greater threat.” 

                                                
63 Shannon Tiezzi, “Is the Trade War Impacting US Views of China?” The Diplomat, August 29, 2018, 
accessed September 26, 2018, 
https://thediplomat.com/2018/08/is-the-trade-war-impacting-us-views-of-china/. 
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At least three specific issues in the U.S.-China relationship derived from the public 

concern on the Chinese economic threat. The two issues most commonly rated as a “very 

serious” threat are Chinese holdings of U.S. debt and cyber-attacks from China – at 62 

percent and 58 percent, respectively. The third issue is “The loss of U.S. jobs to China.” 51 

percent of respondents says it is “very serious” problems. 

On March 22, 2019, a most distinctive movement was borne out of the concern about 

the rule of China’s Communist Party. “A distinguished team of China experts, national 

security practitioners, business leaders, human rights and religious freedom activities, and 

others will launch next week the “Committee on the Present Danger: China” (CPDC) to 

reprise a critically important role played by an earlier incarnation of such a group during the 

darkest days of the Cold War.”64 “The CPDC exists on the premise that China currently 

poses a variety of threats to the rest of the world, which are described by the advisory as 

“existential” and “ideological” in nature.”65 The organization of the CPDC manifests the 

belief of American elite in the approaching threats of Chinese hegemony. 

 

Chinese Public Opinion About the U.S. 

In mainland China, elite Chinese generally believe that China significantly differs from 

the United States in term of historic experiences, cultural traditions, and ideologies, which 

make China impossible to embrace the U.S.-dominated international system without any 

disagreement. In their minds, they all are longing for China to continue being successful and 

look forward to the sooner coming of the date when no country could ever neglect Chinese 
                                                
64 Evelyn Cheng, “China’s Xi is Delivering a Speech that Could Have Major Consequences for the Trade 
War,” CNBC, December 17, 2018, 
2018http://bbs.creaders.net/life/bbsviewer.php?trd_id=1393329&blog_id=344288. 
65 “Group Revives Cold War-era Committee to Address Chinese Threat, 
https://www.chinaaid.org/2019/03/group-revives-cold-war-era-committee-to.html. 
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experiences, thought and ideologies. As Niu Xinchun, the Director of Institute of Middle 

East Studies, China Institute of Contemporary International Relations (CICIR), said, “China 

should engage in theory building based on its successful experiences, making contributions 

to the construction of a new international ideological system.”66 His words can be simply 

translated into the plain English as, “The Chinese have the final say!” The connotation of 

the words implies that China will not bow to any hegemony and will secure its own 

hegemonic position sooner or later. 

As for ordinary Chinese people’s thinking about the U.S. can be considered from two 

perspectives. Most people are closely following the propaganda launched by the Chinese 

government against President Trump. They usually show confidence of Chinese Communist 

Party’s negotiation strategies, are optimistic with the developments, and take pride of 

Chinese national glory. 

Some people, especially those who have some international contacts, tend to think that 

China may not have more advantages in a trade war and will suffer bigger losses than the 

U.S. because they have knowledge of the fact that there is a significant quantitative 

difference between products imported by China from the United States and the products 

imported by the U.S. from China. Some have proposed some counterattack strategies 

against America in a trade war, for instance, selling a large number of U.S. Treasury 

securities. But some of them believe that China wouldn’t benefit much from doing so. There 

are even some people thinking that it might not be a bad thing if the United States could 

                                                
66 Niu Xinchun, “Sino-American Relations: Ideological Clashes and Competitions,” in The World in 2020 
According to China: Chinese Foreign Policy Elites Discuss Emerging Trends in International Politics, ed. 
Shao Binhong (Boston: Brill, 2014), 292-307. 
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give China economic pressure stronger enough to make Chinese market more open and 

more convenient for Chinese people to buy imported goods in cheaper price.67  

 

Chinese-Americans Feeling the Heat 

With the tensions of the trade war between Washington and Beijing is flaring up, 

Americans of Chinese descent in the United States fear they might suffer collateral damage 

if they are considered a threat to the national security by the U.S. authority. 

Chinese-Americans have often faced the repeated question of “where are you really from” 

and have endured the “perpetual foreigner” syndrome in the U.S.68 Even many prominent 

Chinese-Americans have complained that they are subjected to tighter scrutiny because of 

mounting allegations about Beijing’s overseas influence activities that have called their 

loyalty into question. As a result of the tit-for-tat trade confrontation, Chinese-Americans 

are unfairly caught in the middle. Some said it was sad to see their “Chineseness” make 

them less American and less trustworthy. 

 

A “Deteriorating Relationship” 

Lawmakers in the U.S. accused the Chinese government of conducting aggressive 

campaigns to influence Western political elites, academia, think tanks and media. A 

congressional report detailed the Chinese Communist Party’s covert influence operations in 

                                                
67 Mu Chunshan, “How Chinese People View the US-China Trade War,” The Diplomat, April 16, 2018, 
https://thediplomat.com/2018/04/how-chinese-people-view-the-us-china-trade-war/. 
68 Shi Jiangtao, “Caught in the Crossfire: Chinese-Americans Feel the Heat as Tensions Flare,” South China 
Morning Post, September 25, 2018, accessed September 26, 2018, 
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/2165704/caught-crossfire-chinese-americans-feel-heat-t
ensions-flare. 
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the U.S., including the efforts to squelch dissents abroad and the infiltration of top 

American think tanks by financing research projects.  

In U.S. Congress, two bills were introduced to combat foreign propaganda and other 

influence activities, which would require organizations, including Confucius Institutes, to 

register under FARA. The Department of Justice of U.S. ordered the leading Chinese 

state-owned media outlets in the territory of the U.S.—the Xinhua News Agency and China 

Global Television Network (CGTN), the English-language arm of state broadcaster 

CCTV—to register as foreign agents under the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA). 

 “The deteriorating relationship is a cause for concern for everyone. The trade war has 

made the livelihoods of Chinese-Americans more difficult,” Fear stokes official and 

academic exchanges between the two countries, and a dark and dubious shadow is cast over 

hundreds of thousands of Chinese students who are studying in the U.S.  

Neither the U.S. nor China has shown signs of yielding in their trade war so far. While 

U.S. President Donald Trump continues to double down on his tough talk and raise punitive 

tariffs, Beijing lambasts Trump’s adversarial approach as part of a long-term Washington 

attempt to thwart China’s rise and calls on ethnic Chinese to support Beijing’s “greater 

national interests” and President Xi Jinping’s “Chinese dream” of national rejuvenation.  

A new level of China-bashing is on the rise in Washington. In the anarchic world, great 

powers strive for state survival, power, and hegemony. Can the U.S. and China escape the 

Thucydides’s Trap? According to offensive realism, the answer surely is “No, they cannot.” 
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4.5 Chapter Summary 

The greatest concern for offensive realists in their study of international politics have 

always been the possibility and outcomes of great power war. Today, as President Xi 

Jinping actively translates its economic capabilities into military power, China is on track to 

challenge the U.S. on the regional and even the global scale. According to offensive realism, 

this trajectory will ultimately lead the U.S. and China on to a great power war.69 

This chapter is intended to find answers to the military aspect of the research question: 

“What are the impacts of President Trump’s “America First” foreign policy on the 

U.S.-China military relations and can the two great powers avoid the Thucydides’s Trap?” 

When Trump has gain insights into America’s current problems and has the chance to do 

something to correct the tilted evolution of the Sino-U.S. relations, the wax and wane of the 

relative military strength between the two great powers during the past decades should 

come under as much, if not more, scrutiny as the rise and fall of their relative economic 

capability that went into building their military strength. Just as Trump has recognized 

China as America’s principal long-term competitor and that Beijing would not stop its 

predatory trade practices if the U.S. asked nicely, neither would Beijing refrain from 

military adventures in the Asian-Pacific and on the global scale. The author applied key 

ideas drawn from offensive realism to assess the prospects for the future trajectory of 

relations between these two great powers. As Rosa Brooks, a law professor at Georgetown 

University, pointed out, “The wars of the future will be fought with very different kinds of 

weapons, on very different kinds of battlefields. And we should be wary of them.”70 

                                                
69 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company), 55. 
70 Rosa Brooks, “Can There Be War Without Soldiers?” Foreign Policy, March 15, 2016, accessed May 12, 
2018, https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/03/15/can-there-be-war-without-soldiers-weapons-cyberwarfare/. 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900667

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 117 

Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 

5.1 Research Findings 

“To spin a cocoon around oneself” (作繭自縛) is often used as a metaphor to describe a 

Machiavellian who is “enmeshed in a trap of one’s own devising.” While Chinese President 

Xi Jinping has proclaimed “An Era of China’s Greatness,” U.S. President Donald Trump has 

also promised to “Make America Great Again.” They have both spun a cocoon around 

themselves that can be best represented in Steve Forbes’ words as “Promises made should be 

promises kept.” President Xi attempts to win the support of the Chinese masses by declaring 

that China as a builder of world peace, a contributor to global development, and an upholder 

of international order. However, this kind of rhetoric is sure to collide with President Trump’s 

promise to “Make America Great Again.” The two countries, both under leaders with 

tough-minded attitudes and strong-willed personalities, have become enmeshed in a trap of 

their own devising that is known as the “Thucydides’s Trap,” in which war is almost always 

the result—though it does not have to be. 

After tracing the historic path and scrutinizing data about the U.S.-China relations, the 

author has found answers to the three research questions and got a better understanding of 

each state’s strategies for survival. The conclusions are laid out in this section following the 

sequence of the three images of analysis grounded on the descriptive criteria of offensive 

realism, and the author then works to establish connection and coherence in implications that 

are based on the prescriptive criteria of offensive realism. 
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5.1.1 Donald Trump and the U.S.-China Relations 

Through analyzing President Trump’s rhetoric, policy-choices, and negotiation strategy, 

the author provides the personal context for the answer to the first research question: How 

has President Trump’s perception of American power and position in the international system 

gave rise to his “America First” foreign policy and how will this policy affect the U.S.-China 

relationship? The author concluded that laying out the specific goals and formulating 

coherent “strategies for survival” for the U.S. to pursue in the competition for power gave 

rise to the President’s foreign policy. 

According to Mearsheimer’s offensive realism, the optimal “strategy for survival” is for 

the great powers to maximize their share of world power, and their first task is to lay out the 

approaches to pursue the goal in the competition for power—specifically, great powers strive 

to become the hegemon in their respective regions of the world. A general direction for the 

great powers to follow is to first aim to become wealthy—in fact, much wealthier than their 

rivals, because military power has an economic foundation. Second, great powers aspire to 

build the mightiest land forces. Third, in modern times, great powers also seek to achieve 

nuclear superiority. While studies based on offensive realism focus on these competitions 

between the major state actors, the author argued that the individuals navigating the policies 

of these states are also key players that deserve scrutinizing. 

The author found that during the past two years of President Trump’s administration, 

language appeared to become action. No matter how exaggerated his statements appear, the 

President himself can make an about-face decision and excuse himself by saying, “No deal is 

better than a bad deal.” In the Trump-style deal-making strategy, “good deals” that can help 

the U.S. “maximizing their share of world power” are the goal of their negotiation tasks, and 
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“walk away” is an auxiliary negotiating tactic for the achievement of the goal. The inflated 

rhetoric “No deal is better than a bad deal” represents the guide-line of negotiation employed 

by the Trump administration and the “strategies for survival,” by which America maintains 

its dominant share of world power. 

More than two years after his inauguration, U.S. President Donald Trump continues to 

be regarded as an unconventional President. His rhetoric, policy, and actions still invoke 

debates and oppositions. Western media coverage has long been notorious for their emotive, 

negative, and sensationalist reporting which often harbors a deep prejudice against certain 

political figures, especially unconventional figures who are different from the traditional 

government elites. In order to properly understand President Trump and his policies, scholars 

and policy-makers should not be over-reliant on media reports. Nonetheless, as an 

experienced strategist and negotiator, President Trump does have the ability to hide his 

intentions and manipulate his opponents through hyperbolic messages. 

Trump’s business background has strong effects on his vision of American politics. As 

an entrepreneur, Trump always takes profit and loss into consideration rather than base take 

and give on political correct as a conventional politician. The author found that President 

Trump’s belief in reciprocal relations, fair trade, and benign competitions are rather common 

in western business culture. In this sense, he is not in a category himself. The quality between 

western-styled businessmen and that of eastern-styled businessmen can be quite different. In 

fact, the misconception of Trump’s western-style quality once misled Chinese politicians into 

chaos and difficulties in making decisions. 
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Long-term Trends of America’s China Policy 

In the 1970s and 1980s America’s China policy was based on an asymmetrical 

relationship between a strong America and a weak China, particularly on the idea that the U.S. 

is able to influence Chinese Communist regime to ultimately accept the western concepts of 

democracy and capitalism. This was an era in which the U.S. believed in the inevitable 

success of American-led democracy, but history has proven these predictions have been 

deflected. China has risen in both economy and military, and has created a hybrid style of 

economy known as State Capitalism, which does not bring democracy and liberty but threat 

to the global community. Trump’s hardline attitude towards China should be explained as a 

reflection of viewpoints of the American public and strategic community rather than his own 

innovation that comes out from vacuum. Actually, the consensus on the need to contain 

China started to emerge as early as the administrations of President George W. Bush and 

President Obama. Therefore, President Trump’s tough stance on China will last. 

However, a fruitful outcome of negotiation is possible between President Trump and 

President Xi, and Beijing and Washington can still cooperate in the short term. China will 

learn lessons from their trade conflicts, but it will speed up its pace to catch up America in 

omnibearing development, to stabilize its role in international politics, and to secure its 

position as a regional hegemony in Asia. As Richard Nixon wrote in his memoir that though 

in age, he was younger than Mao, his political life (presidency) was much shorter the dictator. 

The problem of “political life” does concern many people, supporting or protesting, friends or 

enemies, domestic or abroad, who all seem try to wait out President Trump. Indeed, 

politicians always take the problem into their political calculation. However, his legacy may 

last much longer. 
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5.1.2 The Impacts of Trump’s Policies on U.S.-China Economic Relations 

The author provides the U.S. domestic economic and military context for the answer to 

the second research question: What is President Trump’s perception of the U.S.-China trade 

and economic relationship and what is his strategy to maintain American economic 

superiority against China? The author concluded that President Donald Trump’s promise to 

“Make America Great Again” is not so much grounded on “the notion that the U.S. is in 

decline” and that the President is going execute a “quick-fix” operation to revitalize 

the  “crippled” country as is grounded on the accusation that “China had been taking 

advantages of the United States on trade for many years” and that he knew how to stop it. 

The China’s economy has already allowed Beijing to challenge American influence 

around the world. What is more alarming, China’s economy will continue ascending and is 

predicted to become bigger than that of the United States by 2027. By that time, Beijing’s 

influence will expand, and fear of the Asia-Pacific region becoming China’s backyard will be 

even more likely to come true. According to Mearsheimer, while great power goes about 

maximizing their share of world power, an economic foundation is essential for American 

military power. Great powers also aim to be wealthier than their rivals which lays a firm 

foundation for their military power. 

Both the HSBC, in March, 2019 and the International Monetary Fund in July, 2018 

predicted that China could become the world’s largest economy by 2030. Their projections 

suggest China’s GDP will grow up from US$14.1 trillion today to the level of US$26 trillion 

by 2030; meanwhile, the U.S. will see its GDP rise more slowly from US$20.4 trillion to 

US$25.2 trillion. Over the next decade, the Chinese will remain the single biggest contributor 
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to global growth. If China become the world’s biggest economy by 2030 and remain the 

single biggest contributor to global growth over the next decade, it is advisable to predict that 

all nations around the world will deem China to be the economic hegemony on the planet. 

Offensive realists argue that economic growth must come before military expenditure. If 

America wants both to constrain China to become a military great power that ensues as a 

result of it becoming an economic behemoth, the U.S. has to change its strategic thinking 

about China and more actively advance its national interests. Currently, Washington’s main 

option for containing the threat China poses to its national interests is to impose restrictions 

on the country’s trade and investment activities. However, as the resulting trade dispute has 

demonstrated, neither side is willing to back down. China is trying to defuse the tension with 

the United States, but it will not concede on its core economic policies, including those 

supporting its tech sector. Although President Donald Trump claimed that the U.S. is not 

about to be overtaken, China will not cave in to the United States on its Made in China 2025 

program or on its crucial industrial and tech policies. Beijing will stand firm no matter what 

Washington threatens. The current trade dispute is just the first round of an economic fight. 

The underlying competition between them will last years, decades and even will persist far 

beyond the current presidential administration in Washington. 

U.S. leaders believed that bringing China into the WTO would create jobs and increase 

exports for America. Admitting China to the organization unlocked its enormous market of 

more than 1.25 billion people. Though the move did encourage Beijing to liberalize its 

economy which pay off for the U.S. economy, upon joining the WTO, China gained cheap 

access to global markets, which quickly became a strategic concern for other countries. When 

the U.S. took note of China’s precipitous economic rise, a collision between the United States 
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and China becomes inevitable from the moment. It proved to be Washington’s biggest 

strategic blunder in the past 30 years. 

Throughout history, China has often been the dominant economic and military power in 

the Asia-Pacific arena. Even before it began its joined the WTO, the country contributed 

about five percent of the global economy. Membership in the WTO may have expedited the 

PRC’s climb to become the world’s largest economic power. It is advisable to reason that its 

enormous market of more than 1.25 billion people soon or later will get the country back to 

the position of the world’s largest economic power and eventually return to the position of 

dominance with or without Membership in the WTO. 

On December 18, 2018, President Xi Jinping addressed his nation to commemorate the 

40th anniversary of the Chinese “reform and opening up,” focused on how the Communist 

Party of China guided the nation to its current success and emphasized the country’s right to 

pursue its own path going forward. He said, “No one is in a position to dictate to the Chinese 

people what should or should not be done.” After all, in the mind of Chinese leader, “the 

desire to preserve Communist Party rule is the overarching factor that shapes every aspect of 

national policy, foreign as well as domestic.” 

As Nixon writes in his Memoir, “As I look back on that week in China…, confirming 

my belief that we must cultivate China during the next few decades while it is still learning to 

develop its national strength and potential. Otherwise we will one day be confronted with the 

most formidable enemy that has ever existed in the history of the world.” Obviously America 

has failed to “cultivate China during the next few decades while it is still learning to develop 

its national strength and potential,” While U.S. President Trump’s anticipation for China to 
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make “a structural change” may come to nothing, the U.S. has been confronted with the most 

formidable enemy that has ever existed in the history of the world.” 

Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap? According to the theory of 

offensive realism, economic competition precedes military competition, then hegemonic war 

comes. If the U.S. may not defend its position of economic supremacy, the fear of losing 

military hegemony surely will read to trade war first, then physical war. America and China 

cannot escape Thucydides’s Trap. 

 

5.1.3 The Impacts of Trump’s Policies on U.S.-China Military Relations 

Under the guidepost of “America First” foreign policy and “Make America Great Again,” 

the pendulum of U.S. strategies has been swinging further toward the far side of nationalism. 

Contracted to former President Obama’s strategy that focused on engagement and 

cooperation with China, the President Trump’s team concentrates oppositely on identifying 

the mounting threats posed by China and pledged that the United States would push back 

against them. 

While reflecting on problems faced by Americans today highlights, many experts have 

pointed out that one of the reasons that the U.S. has been relaxed about China’s rise after the 

Cold War was the deeply ingrained belief that globalization was spreading Western values. 

What’s worse, some Americans even became so complacent that they thought globalization 

and Americanization were virtually synonymous. The belief that globalization was spreading 

Western values began to gain support at the era of President Clinton and culminated at the era 

of President Bush. In fact, their administrations’ promotion of “Engagement and Enlargement” 

as American national strategy stretched straight into the era of President Obama. 
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The term “engagement” is admirably intended to convey an embrace of internationalism 

and rejection of isolationism. And term “enlargement” the administrations means expanding 

the community of democratic states. Retrospective studies have found “Engagement and 

Enlargement” provides little practical guidance for foreign-policy decision making let alone 

military strategy. While Chinese has been ascending in economic success, it is unwilling to 

make changes to democratize its political system. On the contrary, China is seen to compete 

effectively across the political, economic, military and informational domains in ways 

probably not duplicated by other competitors, that is, China becomes a strategic competitor of 

the U.S. 

According to the theory of offensive realism, economic growth must come before 

military expenditure. As above mentioned, President Donald Trump claims that “the U.S. is 

not about to be overtaken” by China under his “Make America Great Again” policy; however, 

the U.S.’s response could not prevent China’s economic ascendancy because China’s military 

strategy is more like in a “Go” game. China will “gnaw as silkworms do and swallow as a 

whale does” without its opponent’s knowledge until the “loser” loses overall. Observing 

current Chinese counter measure to President Donald Trump’s deal-making strategy, we can 

decide that China would not truly cave in to the U.S. on its Made in China 2025 or on crucial 

industrial and tech policies. President Trump’s trade strategy will only help galvanize CCP 

regime into action to build up its military muscle with a more rapid pace. The competition for 

hegemony, regional and global, will be intensified in the decades to come. The synchronized 

growth of Chinese economic power and its military strength can be anticipated. 

America has failed to prevent China’s economic ascendance and military expansion 

during the past four decades, how can its strategies to reduces China’s global economic clout 
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today when China’s technological capabilities have increased significantly? When Chinese 

technology developed further, and enough to match its economic strength, China would 

inevitably become formidable foe for the U.S. When the gap is narrowing at a rate, the U.S. 

has to face the inevitable and keep the edge in as many commercial and military technologies 

as possible before it is too late. America and China cannot escape Thucydides’s Trap. 

 

5.2 Implications for Future Studies 

In his State of the Union address to Congress in February 1971, Nixon said, “The 

ultimate relation between Taiwan and the mainland is not a matter for the United States to 

decide.” Since there is no escape for Taiwan to be involved in the struggle between America 

and China because of its geopolitical position, the effort made by Taiwanese to understand 

the Trump administration is particularly intense. With the evolving relationships between 

Washington, Taipei, and Beijing, this research recommends that the Taiwanese government 

the good use of the opportunity to develop clear strategies to confront the China threat in the 

era of President Trump. Because President Trump’s goal and will to remain American 

hegemonic position and force Communist China to make structural change are clear and 

formidable that Taiwan should also shows its capability and determination as an active actor 

on the world stage. 

First, according to offensive realism, great powers aims to achieve hegemony, first 

regional, then global. China, regardless of who its leaders are, will never give up pursuing 

hegemony. Taiwanese government should create a timely foreign policy to survive the 

attempts of the Communist China to isolate the island country from the international 

community. According to the paradigm of realism, the Trump administration is going on 
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pursuing the best national interest. Though it seems to be characteristic of uncertainty in its 

policy reversals, his government’s policy will go on pursue the best American national 

interest. Because the U.S. is Taiwan’s most reliable ally in the Asia-Pacific arena, it is 

recommended that Taiwan build stronger relationship with Washington so as to survive the 

increasing pressure from China. 

Chinese President Xi Jinping will go on finding excuses to counterbalance Taipei while 

trying to restrain U.S. influence in Taiwan Strait and South East Asia. Taiwan should have 

firm stand toward Beijing and welcome U.S. assistance. While maintaining a dialogue across 

the Taiwan Strait, Taiwan should avoid playing two-prong strategy because it will please 

neither by trying to please both and vice versa.  

Both President Trump and President Xi are concerned about their personal strategies, 

values, and long-term policies. From the perspective of strategies, they both surely would not 

forget to play Taiwan card as part of their strategies, Taiwan therefore cannot avoid 

becoming a bargaining chip for Washington and/or Beijing. To realize this goal of Taiwan’s 

national interest, Taiwan’s interactions with both major powers should be flexible in 

strategies, firm in values, insistent in long-term policies. At present the prime option for 

Taiwan’s foreign policy is to strengthen the support of Washington for the nation’s survival 

and keep Beijing at arm’s length for the peace of Taiwan Strait. 

Second, according to offensive realism, national wealth is the potential factor for 

survival of a country. Taiwan should retrieve its businesses from Mainland China. Taiwan 

has been suffering semi-recession in its economy since the westward opening policy in 1980s. 

President Trump’s “Make America Great Again” policy gives Taiwan an excuse to retrieve 

its huge investment on Mainland China. 
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Third, according to offensive realism, military strength is the main factor for survival of 

a country to survive in the anarchic international arena. Taiwan should build up its military 

strength that can make immediately response to any malign foreign invade. According to 

realism, the U.S. will only help allies that are viable themselves. Since President Trump 

regards himself as a principled realist, his fundamental view shows that the U.S. should keep 

a distance with its allies because of the huge burden of unproductive money. Therefore, 

Taiwan must have self-defensive capability for self-protection and determination to ward off 

its enemy. 

Encouraged by the international acquiescence to Putin’s intervention in Crimea 

Peninsula in 2014, President Xi may seek military adventures in the South China Sea and the 

Taiwan Strait at a limited cost. Taiwan should always be vigilant of China’s aggressive 

intentions. The “Taiwan issue” will continue to be a critical focus for those who choose to 

study the U.S.-China relationship from the offensive realist perspective in the future. Taiwan 

Strait has been one of the most likely ignition point of a war between the two great powers. 

Ultimately, if Beijing truly wishes to reassert control over the island, military force may be its 

only option. That would be a risky step for a government that has not fought a war against a 

foreign state since a brief and unsuccessful conflict with Vietnam in 1979. It would also put 

Beijing on a collision course with Washington, which does not support Taiwan’s 

independence but has what the U.S. State Department describes as “a robust unofficial 

relationship” with Taipei. Even if Beijing is not on the verge of attacking the island, the 

Chinese rhetoric raises the risk that there may eventually be outright war. How President 

Trump perceives and handles the “Taiwan issue” is a highly recommended focus for future 

researches. 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900667

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 129 

5.3 Closing Remarks 

Offensive realism is both a prescriptive and descriptive theory. It has rejected liberalist 

prediction that the Chinese Communist regime will democratized once it becomes rich and 

have built up its middle-class. Offensive realists believe that the Clinton administration had 

made a grave mistake in pursuing a China policy of “engagement” and “enlargement” rather 

than “containment” or confrontation. The term “engagement” was intended to convey an 

embrace of internationalism and rejection of isolationism. The term “enlargement” referred to 

expanding the community of democratic states. But the U.S.’s role in promoting democracy, 

while important, was limited. Engagement and enlargement provided little practical guidance 

for foreign policy decision-making let alone for military strategy. 

In the realist view, the key to manage conflicts among states can never simply be 

fostering “dialogues,” but must be achieve through actual strength. Conflicts and wars among 

modern states are still possible realities even in the age of globalization, geopolitics cannot be 

replaced by geo-economic. Ideas of geopolitics like “balance-of-power” must give way to the 

concept of “cooperative security.” The belief that security threats can be defused by drawing 

potentially hostile states into a network of cooperation among a broad group of nations, in 

which they can coexist under economic interdependence and benefit from conflict resolution 

mechanisms, is but a lofty dream. As realists have predicted, American “engagement and 

enlargement” policy ultimately failed to liberalize China. 

This paper concludes that the unconventional U.S. President Trump has at long last 

brought the American foreign policy back in line with the realist theory. Through economic 

and military strategies, Trump and his administration aim to diminish the chances for Chinese 

economic development to surmount America’s and check its intentions to seek military 
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adventures. If the U.S. cannot succeed in pushing Communist China to undertake structural 

transform and go democratic, it will further develop its economic and military strength. It 

would perhaps be a mistake no less devastating as helping China join the WTO which helped 

it develop into a leviathan that is now challenging the U.S. on all fronts. But in fact, 

“pre-emptive” actions such as President Trump’s trade war may have limited effects to 

preventing China’s further developments. President Trump’s stratagem can only delay the 

detonation point of a war between the two great powers. The only way for the two great 

powers to escape from the “Thucydides’s Trap” is for the future U.S.-China relationship to 

contradict the theory of offensive realism.  
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Appendix:  

Timeline of the U.S.-China Trade War (2017-2019) 

 The following timeline records the causes and developments of the U.S.-China trade war 

between April 2017 and June 2019. Unilateral policies, decisions, and press release by the 

U.S. President Trump and the Chinese President Xi and their respective governments, as well 

as bilateral negotiations and trade talks between the two countries were included. As of June 

29, 2019, the total U.S. tariff imposed on China and the total Chinese tariff placed on the U.S. 

goods are as follows. 

Total U.S. tariffs applied exclusively to Chinese goods: US$250 billion 

Total Chinese tariffs applied exclusively to US goods: US$110 billion 

 

*The “Responsibility” column below refers to the country of the leader/government that is 

responsible for specific actions. 

1. The United States of America (USA). 

2. The People’s Republic of China (PRC). 

3. Bilateral talks/negotiations/agreements. 

DATE 

(DD/MM/YYYY) 

RESPONSIBILITY DETAILS 

28/04/2017 1 USA Trump authorized the USTR to investigate 

whether steel/aluminum imports into the 

U.S. threatens national security. 

18/08/2017 1 USA The USTR initiated investigation into the 

policies and trade practices of the Chinese 

government concerning forced technology 

transfer, violation of intellectual property. 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900667

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 162 

07/02/2018 1 USA Trump launched “global safeguard tariff” 

which placed 30 percent tariff on solar 

panel imports and 20 percent tariff on 

washing machine imports. 

22/03/2018 1 USA Trump signed memorandum to file WTO 

case against China for discriminatory 

licensing practices, to restrict investment 

in key technology sectors, and to impose 

tariff on Chinese aerospace, information, 

and machinery products. 

23/03/2018 1 USA Trump imposed a 25 percent tariff on steel 

imports and 10 percent tariff on aluminum 

imports into the U.S. (except from a few 

certain countries). 

02/04/2018 2 PRC China imposed retaliatory tariffs (ranging 

15-25 percent) on 128 products, with total 

worth of US$3 billion. 

03/04/2018 1 USA USTR release initial list (List 1) of 1,334 

products, proposed to be subject to 25 

percent tariff (worth US$50 billion). 

04/04/2018 2 PRC China responded to USTR list by 

proposing 25 percent tariff on 106 

products (worth US$50 billion). 

16/04/2018 1 USA U.S. Department of Commerce concluded 

Chinese telecom company ZTE violated 

U.S. sanctions on Iran and North Korea, 

and bans U.S. companies from providing 

components to ZTE for seven years 

17/04/2018 2 PRC China announces antidumping duties of 

178.6 percent on imports of sorghum from 

the U.S. 

03-07/05/2018 3  U.S. and China held trade talks in Beijing. 

The U.S. demands China reduce trade gap 

by US$200 billion within two years. The 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900667

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 163 

talks ended with no resolution. 

13/05/2018 1 USA Trump announced on Twitter that he has 

instructed the Department of Commerce to 

help ZTE return to business. 

18/05/2018 2 PRC Chinese Commerce Ministry announced 

an end to the tariffs on U.S. sorghum. 

20/05/2018 3  U.S. and China put trade war on hold after 

China agreed to buy more U.S. goods in 

high-level negotiation in Washington. 

29/05/2018 1 USA U.S. reinstated tariff plans on China (25 

percent tariff on goods worth US$50 

billion) with an announcement released on 

the White House website. 

04-05/-6/2018 3  U.S. and China held trade talks in Beijing. 

07/06/2018 1 USA U.S. agreed to allow ZTE to partially 

resume business. The partial authorization 

was valid until August 1. 

15/06/2018 1 USA USTR initial list (List 1) of products was 

reduced and finalized. U.S. will implement 

a 25 percent tariff on 818 products, set to 

take effect on July 6, 2018. An additional 

list of 284 new products were also 

announced and under consideration. 

16/06/2018 2 PRC China revised its initial tariff list (25 

percent on 106 products) to include 25 

percent tariff on 545 products (worth 

US$34 billion). List 1 tariff was set to take 

effect on July 6, 2018. China also 

proposed a second round of 25 percent 

tariffs on 114 products (worth US$16 

billion). 
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The U.S.-China trade war “officially” began when Trump administration’s “China-specific” 

tariff took effect on July 6, 2018. 

DATE 

(DD/MM/YYYY) 

RESPONSIBILITY DETAILS 

06/07/2018 1 USA U.S. Custom and Border Protection 

began collecting 25 percent tariff on 818 

Chinese products (total value of US$34 

billion), giving effect to the first round of 

tariff announced on June 15, 2018. The 

second list (List 2) of tariffs, proposing a 

25 percent tariff on 284 Chinese 

products (worth US$16 billion) remained 

under review. 

2 PRC China retaliated by imposing 25 percent 

tariff on 545 U.S. goods (worth US$34 

billion). 

10/07/2018 1 USA The USTR released a third list (List 3) 

of over 6,000 commodities originating in 

China (worth US$200 billion), which 

was potentially subjected to a 10 percent 

tariff. 

02/08/2018 1 USA Under the direction of Trump, the USTR 

considered a 25 percent tariff instead of a 

10 percent tariff (worth US$200 billion) 

to be placed on List 3. 

 

The U.S. Department of Commerce also 

added 44 Chinese entities to its export 

control list that pose a “significant risk” 

to American national security. 

03/08/2018 2 PRC In response to the USTR List 3 tariffs, 

the Chinese Ministry of Commerce also 

proposed a range of additional tariffs on 
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5,207 products originating from the U.S. 

(worth US$60 billion). 

07/08/2018 1 USA The U.S. released a revised version of 

tariffs on a final list (List 2) of US$16 

billion worth of imports from China. It 

was announced that List 2 commodities 

was to be subjected to a 25 percent tariff 

rather than the previously announced 10 

percent. 

2 PRC The Chinese Ministry of Commerce 

retaliated with an additional 25 percent 

of tariff to be placed on US$16billion of 

U.S. commodities to China, which was 

set to take effect on August 23, 2018. 

14/08/2018 2 PRC China filed a WTO case against the U.S. 

for its tariffs on solar panels. 

22-23/08/2018 3  The U.S. and Chinese representatives 

met for the first time since trade war 

officially began. Representatives met in 

Washington D.C to find ways to resolve 

the deepening trade conflict. Discussions 

ended with no major breakthroughs. 

23/08/2018 1 USA U.S. implements a 25 percent tariff on 

279 goods originating from China (worth 

US$16 billion). 

2 PRC China retaliated by implementing 25 

percent tariffs on 333 goods originating 

from the U.S. (worth US$16 billion). It 

also filed a new WTO case against the 

U.S.’s Section 301tariffs on Chinese 

goods issued on August 23 under List 2 

(25 percent tariffs on US$16 billion). 
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07/09/2018 1 USA After the public comment period for List 

3 of U.S. tariffs on Chinese products 

ended on September 6, 2018, Trump 

threatened to impose an addition US$267 

billion tariffs. This would bring the total 

amount of tariff threatened or imposed 

by the U.S. on China to US$517 billion, 

accounting for essentially all Chinese 

exports to the U.S. 

12/09/2018 1 USA The White House economic advisor, 

Larry Kudlow, said that the U.S. has 

invited China to restart trade negotiations 

before List 3 tariffs on US$200 billion 

worth of Chinese goods went into effect. 

17/09/2018 1 USA The USTR announced the finalized list 

(List 3) of tariffs on US$200 billion 

worth of Chinese goods. List 3 tariffs 

was set to take effect on September 24 at 

an initial rate of 10 percent, and will 

increase to 25 percent by January 1, 

2019. 

18/09/2018 2 PRC China announced that it will implement 

tariffs on US$60 billion worth of U.S. 

goods after the latest round of U.S. 

tariffs (worth US$200 billion) go into 

effect on September 24. 

22/09/2018 2 PRC China cancels trade talks planned with 

the U.S. ahead of the impending 

implementation of U.S. tariffs on 

US$200 billion worth of Chinese goods 
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24/09/2018 1 USA The U.S. implements tariffs on US$200 

billion worth of Chinese goods (List 3), 

bringing the total amount to US$250 

billion. The tariffs carry an initial rate of 

10 percent, and will be increased to 25 

percent by January 1, 2019. 

2 PRC China responds to U.S. tariffs by 

implementing tariffs on US$60 billion 

worth of U.S. goods. China also released 

a White Paper, laying out its official 

position on the U.S.-China trade 

relationship. 

25/10/2018 3  U.S. and China working-level officials 

reportedly resumed contact, and were. 

preparing for a Trump-Xi meeting on the 

sidelines of G20 Summit in Argentina. 

09/11/2018 3  The U.S. and China reportedly resume 

trade talks, via a phone call between U.S. 

Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin and 

Chinese Vice Premier Liu He. According 

to the report, the two sides discussed a 

framework for a trade deal, or at least a 

“ceasefire” to reduce tensions. 

19/11/2018 1 USA U.S. Bureau of Industry and Security 

(BIS) publishes proposed export control 

rules on emerging technologies for 

public comment. According to the 

proposed rules, emerging technologies 

such as artificial intelligence (AI), 

robotics, and quantum computing could 

be subject to export controls because 

they are dual-use technologies that could 

be used for military purposes. The rules 

do not specifically point to China. 
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02/12/2018 3  U.S. and China agreed to a temporary 

de-escalation of tensions, following a 

working dinner at the G20 Summit on 

December 1, 2018. Both the U.S. and 

China will refrain from increasing tariffs 

or imposing new tariffs for 90 days (until 

March 1, 2019), as the two sides work 

towards a larger trade deal.  

 

Specifically, the U.S. will refrain from 

increasing the tariffs described in List 3 

which were slated to increase from 10 

percent to 25 percent on January 1, 2019, 

and will not impose the previously 

threatened tariffs on an additional 

US$267 billion worth of Chinese goods.  

 

China will purchase more U.S. products 

and will crack down on the production 

and distribution of Fentanyl, a synthetic 

opioid produced primarily in China. 

14/12/2018 2 PRC China’s Ministry of Finance announced 

that it will temporarily remove additional 

25 percent tariffs on U.S. autos and five 

percent tariffs on certain U.S. auto parts 

for three months, beginning on January 

1, 2019. 

 

China will resume purchase of U.S. 

soybeans. 
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07-09/01/2019 3  Official delegations from U.S. and China 

began trade talks in Beijing—the first 

face-to-face meeting since the agreement 

to a 90-day truce at the G20 Summit. 

 

The discussions were divided into two 

areas— “trade issues,” which included 

trade imbalances in certain sectors and 

“structural issues,” such as non-tariff 

barriers, forced technology transfers, and 

intellectual property (IP) protection. 

22/01/2019 1 USA The White House reportedly cancelled a 

meeting with Chinese delegates ahead of 

trade talks to be held in Washington D.C. 

due to their disagreements over the 

enforcement of IP rules. 

30-31/01/2019 3  U.S. and China held in-person talks in 

Washington D.C., with Liu He leading 

China’s trade delegation. China offers to 

buy five million tons of U.S. soybeans. 

Trump announced that he will meet with 

Xi in-person in February. 

07/02/2019   Trump announced that he will not meet 

with Xi in-person before the tariff truce 

expires on March 1, 2019. 

11-15/02/2019 3  The U.S. and China held trade talks in 

Beijing. On February 15, Xi met with top 

negotiators from the U.S. At the end of 

negotiations, the U.S. and China agree to 

further talks in Washington. 

21-24/02/2019 3  On February 21, U.S. and Chinese 

negotiators continued trade talks in 

Washington. On February 22, Trump 

met with Liu He and expressed optimism 
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about a trade deal. On February 24, 

Trump announced an extension to the 

March 1 trade deal truce deadline. 

28-29/03/2019 3  U.S. and Chinese trade talks continued in 

Beijing after a nearly month-long break 

from face-to-face meetings. The break 

was partly due to the Chinese Two 

Sessions meetings. Officials deemed the 

trade talks constructive, with a sticking 

point on establishing an enforcement 

mechanism to monitor China’s 

commitment to trade concessions. 

31/03/2019 2 PRC China extended the suspension of 

additional tariffs on U.S. autos and auto 

parts, which were set to go back into 

force on April 1, 2019. It did not state 

when the suspension would expire. 

01/04/2019 2 PRC China announced that it will ban all 

variants of the synthetic opioid fentanyl. 

China previously banned some strains of 

fentanyl, but only banned other strains 

on a case-by-case basis rather than as a 

class of drug. Because of the opioid 

crisis in the U.S., China’s treatment of 

fentanyl production and distribution had 

been a source of tension in their bilateral 

relations. 

03-05/04/2019 3  U.S. and Chinese negotiators continue 

trade talks in Washington. On April 4, 

Trump meets with Liu He, and said that 

the two sides will know “over the next 

four weeks” whether they can strike a 

deal. U.S. and Chinese negotiators agree 

to continue talks the following week. 
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10/04/2019 1 USA U.S. Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin 

said that the U.S. and China have agreed 

to establish “enforcement offices” to 

monitor the enforcement of the trade 

deal, which has yet to be finalized.  

30/04-01/05/2019 3  U.S. and Chinese negotiators continue 

trade talks in Beijing. 

05/05/2019 1 USA Trump said that the U.S. will increase 

tariffs on US$200 billion worth of 

Chinese products from 10 percent to 25 

percent, effective May 10. The tariffs 

would apply to the products included 

on List 3, which have been subject to 10 

percent tariffs since September 24, 2018.  

 

Trump also said that he will place a 25 

percent tariff on an additional US$325 

billion worth of Chinese goods, which 

would cover essentially all remaining 

Chinese products. Trump said that the 

tariff increase has to be done because 

China is attempting to “renegotiate” the 

deal and is backsliding on commitments. 

10/05/2019 1 USA U.S. increased tariffs on US$200 billion 

worth of Chinese goods (List 3) from 10 

percent to 25 percent. 

13/05/2019 2 PRC China announced that it will increase 

tariffs on U.S. goods (worth US$60 

billion) on June 1, 2019, in response to 

the U.S. tariff increases on May 10. 

16/05/2019 1 USA The U.S. Department of Commerce 

added Huawei Technologies and its 

affiliates to its “entity list,” which bans 

U.S. companies from selling to the 
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Chinese telecommunications company 

without U.S. government approval. 

31/05/2019 2 PRC China announces that it will establish its 

own unreliable entities list in retaliation 

to the entity list of the U.S. Department 

of Commerce. 

01/06/2019 1 USA Tariffs of 25 percent, 20 percent, and 10 

percent, which were first announced on 

May 13, 2019 took effect on goods from 

the U.S. to China (worth US$60 billion). 

02/06/2019 2 PRC China released a white paper titled, 

“China’s Position on the China-U.S. 

Economic and Trade Consultations.” The 

white paper denounces U.S. unilateral 

measures and criticizes its backtracking 

on Sino-U.S. trade talks. 

18/06/2019 3 Trump and Xi restarted trade talks before 

the G20 Summit in Osaka, Japan. 

21/06/2019 1 USA U.S. Commerce Department announced 

an additional five new Chinese entities 

(including a state-owned enterprise) to 

its entity list, barring them from buying 

U.S. parts and components without prior 

government approval. 

26/06/2019 3 U.S. and China agreed to a tentative 

truce in the lead up to their resumed 

trade talks in Osaka this weekend. 

29/06/2019 3 U.S. and China reached a temporary 

truce at the G20 Summit held in Japan 

and agreed to restart trade talks. U.S. 

halted the next round of tariff (worth 

US$300 billion). The tariffs already 

imposed remained in place. 




