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[1] As he takes a fresh look at Washington’s China strategy, President-elect Joe Biden faces
hard choices. China has become a powerful challenger to the United States’ post-World War II
global primacy. To make matters worse, the political coalition that propelled Biden to victory is
deeply divided on how to deal with China. In responding to these competing demands, Biden
argued that China is not a threat but a competitor and that this competition can be addressed
and won by the United States.

[2] To do this, Biden would take to industrial policy to rebuild traditional U.S. strengths.
Criticizing Trump’s tariff wars as a blunt instrument, Biden promised to develop a more
sophisticated strategy of economic engagement and competition with China. If Trump trashed
U.S. allies as freeloaders and free riders, Biden would rebuild Asian alliances to produce a more
effective coalition to persuade China to abide by the rules. That Biden is not Trump and will
replace chaos in Washington with competence has sent strong messages of reassurance to
most Asian allies.

[3] All this fuzzy goodwill between Biden and Asia, however, will be tested by at least three
structural contradictions. The first is rooted in the tension between the much needed
engagement with China on economic issues and the diminishing domestic margins for a political
accommodation on trade. Until now, the domestic costs of the United States’ commitment to free
trade, which its allies have come to like so much, seemed manageable. But that is likely to
change now amid growing domestic demands for fair trade. China has seized the moment to
present itself to its Asian neighbors as the true champion of globalization and a more credible
long-term economic partner. Many of these neighbors, including long-standing U.S. allies, have
bought into Beijing’s argument.

[4] The second test for Biden in Asia is the tension between the U.S. forward military presence
and China’s growing military capabilities. Beijing’s rapid military modernization in recent
decades has significantly reduced the margin of U.S. superiority in the Western Pacific. It has
also dramatically increased the military imbalance between the capabilities of China and those
of its Asian neighbors. Addressing these two trends will demand an ever higher U.S. military
commitment to the region. Yet there is no escaping Washington’s compulsion for measured
engagement with Beijing. Whether it is promoting U.S. economic security, coping with the
COVID-19 pandemic, or addressing climate change, negotiations with Beijing are inevitable. Too
much U.S. emphasis on confrontation with China, on the other hand, leads to Asian fears of
entrapment and neutralization. Finding the right mix will not be easy.

[5] Third, there is relentless Chinese pressure on the U.S. alliance system in Asia and regional
institutions such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). As China towers over
its neighbors and is increasingly viewed as a peer to the United States, the credibility of U.S.



alliances in the region is beginning to weaken, while Asian deference to China’s concerns and
interests has grown. The darkening shadow of Chinese power has steadily muted the collective
voice of ASEAN, which is struggling to reach a consensus on China and fend off aggression
against its members. Even the victims of Chinese aggression urge the United States not to
provoke China. They all plead with Washington not to make them choose between the two
superpowers.

[6] The Biden administration’s answers to the fundamental tensions inherent in the
U.S.-Chinese-Asian power dynamic must be sought in three areas. First, Washington should
temper the gospel of globalization with a recognition of the importance of national economic
sovereignty. Second, the United States should move toward a new framework of strategic
burden sharing with allies. And third, it should align with Asian nationalism. All three goals,
however, are in conflict with America’s internationalist tradition.

[7] On globalization, the United States cannot continue to let China play fast and loose with the
ideas of economic internationalism and national sovereignty. Beijing clothes its ambition for
regional economic dominance in the rhetoric of globalization but at the same time champions
state sovereignty when it’s convenient. Rather than frame its policies as a choice between the
ideologies of “America First” and “globalism,” Washington needs to articulate the case for a new
mix of sovereignty and internationalism.

[8] Although burden sharing has long been part of U.S. foreign-policy rhetoric, it has always
ceded ground to the presumed imperatives of U.S. leadership. But it is unrealistic for allies to
expect that the American taxpayer and U.S. military will forever bear the burden of securing
Europe and Asia. For the United States, it is important to recognize that its leadership is
creating a moral hazard among its allies who refuse to take responsibility for their own security,
expect the United States to do the heavy lifting, get complacent about threats, and criticize
Washington for confronting these threats. Regional responsibility and burden sharing are critical
for making the alliances survive the new challenges.

[9] In advancing toward sustainable globalization and alliances, the United States must
necessarily align with Asian nationalism. The idea of nationalism is anathema to the mainstream
of U.S. foreign-policy thinking, which has long been steeped in the tradition of internationalism.
In Asia, however, nationalism is not only considered a virtue but is deeply entrenched in politics,
society, and intellectual traditions thanks to the living memory of the anti-colonial struggles of the
20th century. If Chinese nationalism is widely seen as a major threat to stability and security in
Asia, equally strong and similar national sentiments in other Asian countries ought to be an
integral part of constructing regional stability. Asian nationalists are natural allies for the United
States in its long-standing objective of preventing the rise of a regional hegemon.

[10] Biden’s nominee for secretary of state, Antony Blinken, has said the “world does not
organize itself” and the United States must take the lead. However, it is one thing to assist the
region and entirely another to impose solutions designed in Washington. The Biden
administration can help by presenting new ideas for tempering globalization through sovereign



decision-making that addresses the need for equitable growth, lending support to those seeking
to build democratic institutions, and strengthening Asian allies’ military capabilities to stand up to
new forms of hegemony. The United States and its Asian partners have a shared interest in
redefining the terms of international economic and security cooperation in ways that enjoy
strong domestic political support. If they are successful, they might even encourage China to
modify its current course and join the new consensus.


