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Joseph Biden began in early
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emerging since 2008, evident since
2014, and on full display since 2017—
features a three-state GPC where the
United States, China, and Russia joust
for international status and power, and
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where the trajectory of relative power
from a long-dominant America to
either rival remains incomplete and far
from certain.! Russia and China now
compete openly with the United States
and often one another. In the case of
Vladimir Putin’s Russia, its contem-
porary power capabilities are mainly
reimagined, repurposed military and
reenabled propaganda implements from
the days of the Soviet Union rather
than anything new.? In the case of
China, truly historic economic growth
is catalyzing new wealth and imagina-
tion, generating an array of power capa-
bilities that enable broad competition
with the United States and growing
influence with other states.?

Several recent articles in Joint
Force Quarterly have explored the war
planning, operational, and tactical im-
plications of GPC for elements of the
U.S. military.* Moreover, a Secretary of
Defense National Security Essay award
winner published in JFQ 99 (4" Quarter
2020) sketches four strategic objectives
for the budding competition with China.’
These articles took #he fact of GPC as a
jumping-oft point for analysis—a worthy
approach. An alternative starting point
considers the critical dynamics of contem-
porary Great Power competition framed
against historical GPC patterns, princi-
ples, and implications.

This article proceeds from that
starting point. It offers a collection of ob-
servations about the evolving new era of
Great Power competition that extend and
expand on the insights about past and
contemporary GPC found in Strategic
Assessment 2020: Into a New Eva of Great
Power Competition (NDU Press, 2020).6
These extended observations include an
assessment of the Biden administration’s
emerging approach to geostrategic
competition among the three contem-
porary Great Powers, and particularly
with China. The article frequently pro-
vides readers with note references from
Strategic Assessment 2020 that provide
richer detail about the analysis and con-
clusions found throughout that edited
volume.

The article situates major contem-
porary GPC dynamics in the context of

past periods of multilateral Great Power
rivalry. It addresses the question of
whether ongoing Great Power transition
must result in direct military clash and
analyzes the prospects for GPC to allow
for patterns of collaboration and coopera-
tion to develop.

The article then evaluates the tra-
jectory of American strategic thinking
about Great Power competition from the
Trump into the Biden administrations.

It concludes that the latter’s early 2021
plans retain the former’s national security
strategy diagnosis that the geostrategic
environment is now one of GPC, but
with a different policy approach for
American success therein. The final sec-
tion summarizes and applies four historic
GPC principles critical to Biden admin-
istration success in the competitive Great
Power dyad with China:

= firmness with flexibility

= partnerships, alliances, and alterna-
tive geometries

= leaders vs. peoples and the poison of
mass denigration

= playing for time.

The article concludes with a view
that emerging Biden administration
policy plans for Great Power competition
generally align—and especially in its
focus on the Sino-American competitive
dyad—with the historical best practices
for a multipolar GPC era, noting that the
challenge now lies in the execution of the
new administration’s strategic approach.

Essential Outlines

Contemporary GPC is unique, but not
unprecedented. Multipolar Great Power
competitions have occurred throughout
modern history, and frequently during
the past 500 years.” Each of these past
eras contributes important insights
about the dynamics of contemporary
GPC. At the same time, contemporary
dynamics exert their own pull on the
choices and risks faced by the modern
Great Powers: the United States, China,
and Russia.® These factors include but
are not limited to the impact of modern
economic advancements, the impor-
tance of new technologies as means of
competition, and the influence of war-

fighting risks on contemporary societ-
ies.? Finally, modern Great Power com-
petition already is changing the major
patterns of geostrategic interaction.
Essential Elements. The presence
of three contemporary Great Powers
makes today’s international system a
multipolar one. The United States stands
atop the triumvirate, with China a rising
competitor and Russia vying for top-
level prestige while facing clear signs of
decline. In the aggregate, the evolving
strategic aims of China and Russia are
incompatible with those established by
American power in the post-World War
IT era; this has produced the return of a
historically dominant pattern of Great
Power competition. China is the Great
Power best poised to displace America
from its long-dominant power position.'°
As Secretary of State Antony Blinken put
it in his early March 2021 foreign policy
speech:

The challenge posed by China is differ-
ent. China is the only country with the
economic, diplomatic, military, and tech-
nological power to seviously challenge the
stable and open international system—all
the rules, values, and relationships that
make the world work the way we want it
to, because it ultimately serves the interests
and reflects the values of the American

people!

Although China does not have a
roadmap for global dominance as some
Western analysts have wrongly asserted,
Beijing has a proactive perspective on
what a new global order might look like,
one loosely captured in its concept of
a “community of common destiny.”!?
While a net power comparison between
the United States and China indicates
that its power transition timeline is longer
than some now fear, the Sino-American
competitive dyad is likely to be the
dominant Great Power rivalry into the
future.'®

Russia is an urgent, but transient,
security risk for the United States and
China with the potential to do enormous
military damage to the world if miscal-
culation leads to military clash.!* Putin’s
Russia practices a reactive, disruptive
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Source: Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China (Washington, DC: Department of Defense, 2012).

strategy aimed to pacify its immediate
borders (a loosely formed “Eurasia
focus”) and to question contemporary in-
ternational institutions and processes that

it perceives as a threat to the power of
President Putin and his kleptocrat-dom-
inated illiberal democracy.'® Unlike its
predecessor, the Soviet Union, with its

positivist strategic aim of promulgating
global communism, contemporary Russia
is a Great Power competitor without

a viable vision for a truly global world
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order or the necessary power to generate
one.'® China and Russia may engage in
tactical entente to erode American power,
frustrate U.S. actions and preferred in-
stitutions, and question norms and rules
they deem threatening. However, their
long-term interests diverge too much for
a durable partnership and Washington
must not misunderstand their tactical
cooperation against the United States on
specific issues as some form of deeper,
durable anti-American strategic alliance.!”

Geostrategic Intevactions. Russia and
China present distinct competitive threats
to the United States around the globe.
In many regions, Russia often poses the
more immediate challenge, whereas the
repercussions from Chinese economic
investments manifest themselves subtly
and will likely undermine U.S. strategic
interests more gradually.

The United States and China have
primary interests in the Indo-Pacific
region that conflict. The importance of
those interests to both countries makes
the region a central venue for Great
Power competition. The U.S. Free and
Open Indo-Pacific vision is not compati-
ble with China’s aspirations for increasing
control within its First Island Chain and
wider Chinese regional aims sometimes
espoused as a community of common
destiny.'® Here, the Sino-American com-
petition could turn toward confrontation
or a military clash if careful diplomacy is
not exercised.'

China has economic dominance in
markets and investment across most
of the Indo-Pacific region. It also has
eroded the U.S. military advantage in po-
tential locations of military confrontation
near its shores and inside the First Island
Chain.?® The United States retains an
overall advantage in military technology
and power projection across the wider
Indo-Pacific, commercial financial domi-
nance, and a resonant ideology and ability
to communicate it, along with a regional
political and military alliance structure
unmatched by China.?!

Russia has a primary interest in
Europe, with special sensitivity to sov-
ereignty at its near abroad, including
the former Soviet Union provinces.
American and European diplomacy will

remain challenged to stanch Russian
misadventures without generating

overt confrontation or clash.?> While
Europeans mistrust Russia generally,
their perception of Russia as a security
threat varies greatly. Europe alone can-
not defend member states from Russia.
Should the United States move to depart
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization,
Europe may intensify accommodation
with Russia, and even with China.??

Two nontraditional competitive
venues, space and cyberspace, are those
where all three Great Powers have pri-
mary strategic interests engaged and
growing.?* There is high risk that intensi-
fying competition in space could lead to
greater confrontation there. Agreement
on some viable rules and norms for col-
laborative use and cooperative actions in
space could reduce the growing risks of
confrontation and miscalculation leading
to clash. Likewise, the absence of coop-
erative rules and norms in cyberspace has
contributed to a darkening turn toward a
confrontational dynamic.

Relevant History and Contemporvary
Dynamics. The contemporary era is a
multipolar one characterized by height-
ened competition between more than two
Great Powers. This makes it like most eras
of GPC over the past 500 years, but dis-
tinct from the most recent period of Great
Power competition: a bipolar Great Power
rivalry between the United States and the
Soviet Union that played out over a 45-
year Cold War. In past multipolar Great
Power competitions, rivalrous dyads ebbed
and flowed. These dyads normally in-
volved a rising power and a dominant one,
raising the strategic question about the
inevitability of relative power decline by
the dominant state and a power transition
between them. Great Power transition
challenges rising states with the dilemma
of how to assert their relative power gains
without provoking outright clash with the
dominant state. Transition also confronts
the dominant, but relatively declining,
state with the vexing question of whether
its rising challenger can be accommodated
in a manner that avoids destructive mili-
tary clash and an unacceptable change in
the status quo. These transitions play out
over decades and centuries, not years.?

Although three-quarters of Great
Power transitions since 1500 have fea-
tured a destructive period of war between
the contestants, this outcome is not
foreordained.?® Great Power competitors
joined in a relative power transition can
culminate their interactions with accom-
modation or acquiescence short of war.
But the deck is stacked against such a
benign endstate. Peaceful Great Power
transition outcomes require hard work
and astute leadership. When one or both
sides in a relative power transition dyad
recognize a shift in the relative alignment
of economic and military power moving
decisively against it, it is much more
inclined to risk a preemptive conflict than
when it perceives a stable power status
quo. For the most part, the United States
and Soviet Union perceived a relatively
stable power balance during the Cold
War, and that intense bipolar era of Great
Power competition ended peacefully. The
evolving Sino-American competitive dyad
features an obvious power transition with
worries, jealousies, and recriminations be-
tween the two reminiscent of past Great
Power transition rivalries that culminated
in Great Power war.

Too often, Great Power leaders
misperceive relative power, eschewing
detailed, empirical assessments of power
to inform decisionmaking and strategic
planning. Even when accurate assess-
ments of relative decline or vulnerability
are made, domestic or bureaucratic
interests may retard the agile adaptation
necessary to mitigate risks of Great Power
war.?” Thus, success in Great Power com-
petition requires extraordinary political
leadership in both international statecraft
and generating domestic renewal and
adaptation.

The Sino-American competitive dyad
is likely to be a dominant Great Power
rivalry well into the future.?® It is the
modern competitive dyad most fraught
with the dangerous dynamics of Great
Power transition, although any misstep
leading to accidental war with Russia
would be enormously destructive and
consequential, especially if Russia esca-
lated to a nuclear weapons threat or use
in order to end a conventional conflict.
While some Western pundits stoke fears
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Sailors chart course of delivered ordnance for Naval Surface Fire Support during exercise Talisman Sabre 21, Coral Sea, July 18, 2021 (U.S. Navy/Daniel Serianni)

of an imminent and disastrous power shift ment, and cooperation with all states of

in favor of China on the horizon, a net
power comparison between the United
States and China indicates that the power
transition timeline is longer than some
now fear.? Properly understood, this
clongated timeline affords China and the
United States time to better appreciate
the risks of unbridled rivalry and seck a
path of modulated competition with ele-
ments of confrontation and collaboration
underpinning the search for mutually
acceptable strategic outcomes.

The Biden Administration

The Trump administration was the first
in Washington to fully acknowledge the
end of America’s “unipolar moment”
after the Cold War and that the world
had entered a new era of Great Power
competition.® Its December 2017
National Security Strategy (NSS) jet-
tisoned the legacy American foreign
policy premise of engagement, enlarge-

the world—an approach that had domi-
nated American thinking since the 1991
end of the Cold War and over a two-
and-a-half decade period of unrivaled
U.S. military and economic power.?!
In many ways, the Trump national
security team fully acknowledged what
had been increasingly obvious in the
period from 2008 to 2015: there was a
de facto competition ongoing between
the United States, China, and Russia
whether Washington admitted it or
not. The Trump administration’s 2017
NSS—followed by the Department
of Defense National Defense Strategy
of 2018—moved American strategic
thinking about interstate relations
and international systems into one
of fully acknowledged Great Power
competition.??

Taking the stage in January 2021,
the Biden administration did not have to
agree with its predecessor’s geostrategic

diagnosis or approach. The Trump
administration’s new national security
framework had been accompanied by

a lot of public criticism of previous
American foreign policy and security
thinking, especially the Barack Obama
administration’s approach toward China
while Joe Biden had been the Vice
President with a large foreign policy
profile.®® Some analysts thought it pos-
sible that the new administration might
choose to steer away from both the
Trump administration description of the
international security environment and its
policies for securing American interests in
that environment.?* But key members of
candidate Biden’s foreign policy team—
including those who were prominent
administration officials under President
Obama such as Jake Sullivan and Kurt
Campbell—signaled that the Biden
administration largely agreed with the
Trump administration’s diagnosis of the
new international environment, although
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not with the manner in which the Trump
team pursued policies for it. In late 2019,
Sullivan and Campbell wrote of the
Sino-American relationship in terms that
mirrored the Trump administration’s di-
agnosis: “Historically, the [ United States]
has sought to cooperate first and compete
second with China. Beijing, meanwhile,
has become quite comfortable competing
first and cooperating second . . . this must
reverse.”3

At the same time, they also wrote
that Sino-American competition could
be firm and competitive but with less
impetus toward conflict and confronta-
tion with Beijing than during the Trump
years: “Despite the many divides be-
tween the two countries, each will need
to be prepared to live with the other as
a major power . . . competition [cannot]
force [China’s] capitulation or even col-
lapse . . . instead competition must seck
coexistence on terms favorable to U.S.
interests and values.”3

In late 2020, the President-elect
named Jake Sullivan as the new admin-
istration’s National Security Advisor and
Kurt Campbell to become the National
Security Council Senior Advisor for the
Indo-Pacific region. Biden also named
former Obama administration Deputy
Secretary of State and longtime close
Biden foreign policy advisor Antony
Blinken as his nominee for Secretary of
State. Together, these three men led the
rapid promulgation of a Biden foreign
policy approach and interim national
security strategy. They rolled out both
on March 3,2021. In a speech titled “A
Foreign Policy for the American People,”
Secretary Blinken stipulated eight Biden
administration priorities for American
foreign policy and diplomacy in support
of U.S. national security in a new era.
Blinken began by acknowledging the
change in strategic environment since the
Obama administration, stating:

Yes, many of us serving in the Biden ad-
ministration also proudly served President
Obama—including President Biden. And
we did a great deal of good work to vestore
America’s leadership in the world. . .. Our
Sforeign policy fit the moment, as any good
strategy should.

But this is & diffevent time, so our
strateqy and approach ave diffevent. We're
not simply picking up where we left off, as
if the past four years didn’t happen. We’re
looking nt the wovld with fresh eyes.>”

The Secretary of State then high-
lighted three of the eight foreign policy
priorities as vital for American success in
the evolving era of Great Power compe-
tition: revitalize ties with American allies
and partners, secure U.S. leadership in
technology, and manage the challeng-
ing relationship with China.® Blinken
wove these three priorities together in a
way that affirmed Biden administration
agreement with the Trump 2017 NSS
diagnosis of a world enmeshed in Great
Power competition but with a different
set of policy priorities for competition
than those pursued during the Trump
administration:

China is the only country with the
economic, diplomatic, military, and tech-
nological power to seriously challenge the
stable and open international system—all
the rules, values, and relationships that
make the world work the way we want it to,
because it ultimately serves the intevests and
reflects the values of the American people.
That requives working with allies and
partners, not denigrating them, becanse
our combined weight is much harder for
China to ignorve. It requives engaging in
diplomacy and in international organiza-
tions, because where we have pulled back,
China has filled in. It requives standing
up for our values when buman rights are
abused in Xingiang or when democracy
is trampled in Honyg Konyg, becawse if we
don’t, China will act with even greater
impunity. And it means investing in
American workers, companies, and tech-
nologies, and insisting on a level playing
field, because when we do, we can out-com-
pete anyone.>

Later, on the afternoon of March
3,2021, the Biden National Security
Council released online its Interim
National Security Strategic Guidance
(INSSG), which reflected the eight
priorities announced by Secretary
Blinken that morning. It also affirmed a

Biden administration strategic approach
anchored in acceptance that changing
relative power and interests among the
United States, China, and Russia placed
Washington in an era of Great Power
competition with two strategic rivals:

We must also contend with the reality that
the distribution of power across the worid
is changing, creating new threats. China,
n particular, has vapidly become morve as-
sertive. It is the only competitor potentinlly
capable of combining its economic, diplo-
matic, military, and technological power
to mount o sustained challenge to a stable
and open international system. Russin
remains determined to enbance its global
influence and play a disruptive role on
the world stage. Both Beijing and Moscow
have invested heavily in efforts meant to
check U.S. stremgths and prevent us from
defending our intevests and allies avound
the world 20

The INSSG went on to promise
American strategic focus on collective
action with fellow democratic states to
assure a favorable international power dis-
tribution that defends U.S. strengths and
safeguards American friends and partners,
sustains the liberal and open international
order while addressing its flaws, and se-
cures American leadership in the ongoing
technological revolutions.*!

The cross-threaded themes found
in “A Foreign Policy for the American
People” and the INSSG established
a U.S. view that the fundamentally
changed nature of the international
system—one of GPC—would remain
for the coming 4 years. The Biden ad-
ministration would not go back on the
Trump diagnosis of a new era of Great
Power competition. However, the Biden
administration would end the Trump ad-
ministration’s “America first” policies for
GPC that had often resulted in “America
alone,” instead pursuing a vigorous
program of competition with China and
Russia, working closely with allies and
partners, and with specific attention to
reinvigorating American competitive-
ness and the attractiveness of American
partnership.
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With continuity in geostrategic
diagnosis but an altered framework for
policy approaches, the Biden adminis-
tration affirmed that the United States is
engaged in an evolving geostrategic era
of multipolar Great Power competition.
The Biden administration also appears
to understand the unique imperatives
associated with the timelines and the
multifaceted nature of Sino-American
GPC. As stated by Secretary Blinken in
March 2021, “Our relationship with
China will be competitive when it should
be, collaborative when it can be, and ad-
versarial when it must be. The common
denominator is the need to engage China
from a position of strength.”*?

The U.S.-China Competitive
Dyad and the Important Role

of Alliances and Partnerships
An America that competes smartly with
China in an era of multipolar Great
Power competition must understand
both the value of time and where it

can leverage its major advantages. The
United States retains a commanding
advantage in military power, although
not to the degree it had 20 years ago.*?
But its global military advantages can
be offset if China (or Russia) is able

to pick favorable physical and political
ground for a short, decisive military
conflict.** The Biden administration
must acknowledge this and compensate
for it. America’s ideology resonates well
globally and especially in the Indo-Pa-
cific.* Similarly, its ability to promul-
gate information and sustain support
remains superior to China’s, despite
Beijing’s serious efforts to articulate
and reinforce a clear global message—a
message often undercut by the fact that
it features Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) talking points inconsistent with
Chinese actions at home and abroad.*
China is upping its efforts to use polit-
ical and diplomatic tools to undercut
U.S. alliances and partnerships interna-
tionally and especially in the Indo-Pa-
cific region, but Washington retains
strong ties and bonds established over
decades that are not easily destroyed.*”
At the same time, China has significant
economic advantages over the United

States, especially in the Indo-Pacific
region. Beijing can mobilize direct trade
and investment resources and provide
countries with valued opportunities for
growth that the United States cannot
alone match.*

America’s relative advantages in ideas,
information dissemination, political
and military alliances, and conventional
military power when applied away from
regions of local Chinese advantage in-
form where the United States can build
on strength. Yet American weaknesses
in relative economic strength compared
to China or the conventional military
capabilities to defend allies and partners
near China informs America about how
it must proceed for competitive success.
The United States will succeed in compe-
tition with China over time by working
with friends and partners and avoiding
the strategic error of posing stark, binary
choices to would-be partners and friends.

Four Competitive Principles
for the Biden Administration
A study of historic Great Power dyadic
rivals offers several principles that can
enable effective American competi-
tion with China while minimizing the
prospect of Great Power transition
collapsing into Great Power war.* Four
of these historical principles stand out:
firmness with flexibility; partnerships,
alliances, and alternative geometries;
leaders vs. peoples and the poison of
mass denigration; and playing for time.
Firmmness with Flexibility. First, to
be successful the dominant Great Power
must demonstrate firmness with flexi-
bility. It must clearly signal the strategic
aims it will defend at all costs and then
offer the prospect of dialogue on those
it may be willing to negotiate. While
firm on its nonnegotiable aims, it should
be flexible in finding issues and venues
where win-win outcomes are possible.
For example, at the turn of the 19" cen-
tury, the United Kingdom (UK) accepted
American primacy in the western Atlantic
as a better path to sustaining high seas
primacy on vital routes for its Middle
Eastern and Asian colonies—and prefera-
ble to naval confrontation in recognition
of growing American power. At the same

time, the rising United States came to
accept the once-abhorrent British mon-
archy in recognition of growing political
enfranchisement for a great number of
UK citizens.® Is there such trade room
today for the United States and China to
agree on rules for collaboration in space
and cyberspace while at the same time
negotiating over reduced CCP domestic
economic and human rights constraints?

Flexibility must be paired with firm
resolve. Strong security arrangements,
backed by formidable U.S. military
power, might harden feelings of an-
tagonisms and suspicion, but they are
indispensable to preserving the peace
with China.?! If the CCP expects resis-
tance from the United States and several
midsized U.S. security partners, it is
unlikely to instigate a fight for regional
hegemony in the near term.>? There is a
discernible degree of caution in China’s
behavior that is wary of demonstrated
strength and exploits perceived weak-
ness.>® The Biden administration and its
Indo-Pacific partners must stand firm
in resistance to China’s illegal maritime
claims by demonstrating the will to op-
erate in international waters and airspace
with Freedom of Navigation Operations
and other joint activities. They also must
stand firm with Japan on disputed islands.
At the same time, the United States must
demonstrate flexibility and adaptability in
defense activities within the First Island
Chain. It should proceed with a mobile
and unpredictable basing posture for
American forces. Washington also should
work with Taiwan on development of
weapons and tactics for self-defense that
emphasize the advantages of smaller,
smarter, and cheaper.** This kind of
flexibility is not the same as ceding de
facto spheres of influence to China with
the First Island Chain or elsewhere in the
Pacific.” Instead, it is an acknowledg-
ment that basic premises about sticking
with allies and partners can remain firm
even as tactics and techniques adapt.

The United States also can firmly
support democratic institutions, indi-
vidual liberties, and human rights in
its alliances and in its interactions with
China while demonstrating flexibility in
pursuing aspirations for Chinese political
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Gunner's Mate Seaman stands optical sighting system watch in combat information center as guided-missile destroyer USS Mustin conducts routine
operations in Taiwan Strait, August 18, 2020 (U.S. Navy/Cody Beam)

reform. After first defending allies and
partners from encroachment of Chinese
authoritarian tendencies, America can
demonstrate flexibility and patience in
modeling patterns of individual liberty,
freedom of information, and political par-
ticipation to the people of China. During
the Cold War, U.S. efforts to strengthen
noncommunist elements within the
Soviet bloc often met frustration in the
near term. Western radio transmissions
were blocked and censored, humanitarian
assistance was refused, greater transit and
tourism opportunities were blunted, and
people-to-people programs declined. But
over the long term—and especially after
the Helsinki Accords of 1975—these
activities gave hope to those laboring

for a freer future behind Moscow’s Iron
Curtain. American support for democ-
racy and liberty in regions around the
world during the 1970s and 1980s made
the global ideological climate steadily

less friendly to the Soviet Union’s re-
pressive regime.* This kind of a Cold
War competitive mindset is applicable
for competition with China today and
must be melded with modern, collective
approaches that portray Chinese political
and ideological representations as inap-
propriate. Now, as then, a large amount
of America’s appeal is the power of an
uncensored world.*”

Partnervships, Alliances, and
Alternative Geometries. History demon-
strates that the dominant Great Power
must look to build and maintain durable,
reciprocal interstate alliances that provide
would-be partners with alternatives to
the either-or choices posed by a hard-
charging rival.*® Great Britain was right to
seek strategic partnerships and allies in its
rivalry with Napoleonic France, parlaying
these alliances into first containment of
the threat and later its defeat. Napoleon
took a less collaborative and ultimately

failed approach of largely relying on terri-
torial conquest and installation of family
members in positions of political power
to expand French national power and
aspects of the French Revolution.*
Today, the United States has a far
greater base for building economic and
military partnerships than any Great
Power in modern history. It also con-
fronts a rising Great Power in China with
little experience or inclination in this area.
The United States has invested in critical
global alliances and partnerships over the
years for precisely this kind of moment.
The Biden administration has an
enormous opportunity to reframe
longstanding American alliances and
to construct alternative economic,
diplomatic, and political “geometries”
with an array of partners to give them
alternatives to Chinese enticements and
blandishments. The principles laid out in
the administration’s “A Foreign Policy
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Special address by Vladimir Putin, as part of Davos Agenda and chaired by Klaus Schwab, on January 24, 2021, in Geneva, Switzerland (World Economic
Forum/Pascal Bitz)

for the American People” and the INSSG
indicate that the Biden team understands
this.®® But the administration has its
work cut out. Many of America’s eager
partners are today apprehensive about the
recent unpredictability of U.S. foreign
policy conduct. They want and value
American partnership but have been in a
state of deep worry for much of the past
5 years. They want a United States that
views commitment to rules-based inter-
national order and institutions to be less
like self-imposed shackles and more like a
truly competitive advantage.$! To be fully
competitive with China, American policy
must overcome such partner apprehen-
sion and practice a competitive foreign
policy that views alliances as assets to be
invested in rather than costs to be cut.®
Leaders vs. Peoples and the Poison
of Mass Denigration. Third, successful
Great Power competition, short of di-
rect military clash, is extremely unlikely

if the rivals descend into a poisonous,
open, and reciprocal denigration of each
other’s people. The choice to criticize
the government of a rival state while
distinguishing it from the people is not
as risky—although a tightrope must be
walked to maintain the difference. Once
the British and Imperial German press
went after the character of the other’s
societies, the march toward World War

T accelerated.®® So, too, World War 11 in
the Pacific loomed ominously once the
United States and Tojo’s Japan devolved
to mutual societal recrimination played
out in newspapers and journal articles.**
But the American government’s con-
scious Cold War effort to distinguish the
Soviet Union’s communist party from
the Russian people, reserving greatest
criticism toward the party and offering
outreach to its people, generated a far
different result. American leaders are
likely to compete best with China while

clearly distinguishing between its pointed
criticism of CCP leaders and its feelings
for the Chinese people.

The Biden administration can and
must do better at this than its predeces-
sor. To reduce the risk—and to channel
political and ideological competition
appropriately—the United States should
focus legitimate criticism on the CCP
leadership and its policies in a manner
that counters Chinese narratives feeding
nationalist xenophobia. The line between
criticizing the CCP and Chinese society
is a fine one to walk—and will require
calibration. But it can be done in a
thoughtful way. For example, U.S. and
partner scientists’ questioning CCP trans-
parency in practices and statements about
research laboratory safety in China as they
investigate the origins of COVID-19 as a
matter of global health is legitimate and
targeted inquiry and criticism.®® Publicly
labeling COVID-19 as the “Chinese
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Virus” or the “Kung Flu,” while insinu-
ating that the CCP is hiding something
about lab safety, is not.%

A responsible American program of
communication should concentrate on
countering CCP-driven disinformation.®”
It also should speak and act publicly in a
manner that counters the self-motivated
CCP domestic narrative that only the
CCP stands between China and chaos.®®
At the same time, the United States
should try to maximize positive interac-
tions and experiences with the Chinese
people. The United States and its free-
and-open partner states should consider
issuing more visas and providing paths to
citizenship for more Chinese, with proper
security safeguards in place. Chinese who
engage with citizens of free countries are
the ones who are most likely to question
their government’s policies either from
abroad or when they return home. In
this approach the United States would
do what it did with expatriate Russian
communities during the Cold War:
view Chinese expatriate communities
as valuable citizens while discriminating
between Ministry of State security agents
for expulsion.®’

Play for Time. Finally, some argue
that time works in favor of the rising
Great Power in a competitive dyad,
putting the dominant Great Power at
dire risk if it does not take swift confron-
tational action while its relative power
is high. But this thesis rests on at least
two dubious assumptions: that the rising
power’s ascent is likely to be rapid and
that the rising power will continue to
ascend in a mainly linear fashion and not
confront problems or challenges on the
way. In the present moment, the critical
factors confronting China at home and
abroad make time work in favor of the
United States.”

First, America has its own domestic
inconsistencies and challenges, many of
which were on prominent display during
a very turbulent 2020, but these pale in
comparison to those certain to play out
within China over the coming couple
of decades. The CCP faces multifaceted
challenges to safeguard both its politi-
cal position and an unending Chinese
economic rise that seems critical to CCP

legitimacy. These multifaceted challenges
include rampant environmental degrada-
tion, rising income inequalities, a rapidly
aging and less productive population,
chronic worry about abuses of political
power, widespread corruption, restive do-
mestic regions including Tibet, Xingxang,
and Mongolia, and a poor record on
human rights.”! As China’s economy
shifts toward more reliance on domestic
economic consumption, its economic
growth decelerates, and its national debt
continues to grow, these many domestic
challenges are moving to the fore.”

Second, China faces serious unre-
solved challenges along its own borders,
rendering its ability to dominate the
Indo-Pacific region questionable in the
near term and pushing off into the future
any serious move by Beijing to reorder
international norms and institutions
along China’s model. China’s neigh-
bors include formidable economic and
military powers, such as Japan, South
Korea, Australia, and India. Each of
them is increasingly apprehensive about
China’s strategic ambitions, and they are
deepening security ties with each other
and the United States in ventures such
as the “Quad” in response.” Beijing’s
ham-handed efforts to crush democratic
resistance in Hong Kong and nationalism
in Taiwan have stiffened regional head-
winds for Chinese messaging.”

It is unwise for the United States to
assume that China will succumb to these
challenges, for that could enable com-
placency and distract vital attention to a
serious Great Power rival. At the same
time, a U.S. conclusion that China is des-
tined for global dominance—especially in
the near term—is both unsupported by
the facts and likely to generate strategic
overreaction.”® China’s economic rise
will make it a long-term challenge for
the United States to manage rather than
one to be conquered or converted.” The
United States and China are destined
for a lengthy, uneasy coexistence, not
decoupling or appeasement.”” Thus, as
American resilience and regeneration
to confront a great challenge emerges
anew, a U.S. strategy—one featuring a
competitive mindset—that plays for time
as China’s contradictions grow seems

best suited for successful contemporary
Great Power competition.”® The Biden
administration’s March 2021 INSSG
demonstrates an understanding of these
geopolitical realities of contemporary
GPC and has presented a new array of
policies to meet them:

The most effective way for America to
out-compete o move assertive and anthor-
stavian China over the long-term is to
invest in our people, our economy, and our
democracy. By vestoring U.S. credibility
and reasserting forward-looking global
leadership, we will ensure that America,
not China, sets the international agenda,
working alongside others to shape new
Hlobal norms and agreements that advance
our interests and veflect our values. By
bolstering and defending owr unparval-
leled network of allies and partners, and
making smart defense investments, we will
also deter Chinese aggression and counter
threats to our collective security, prosperity,
and democratic way of life”’

It remains to be seen how well the
Biden administration can put these prin-
ciples into practice in the face of domes-
tic political headwinds and distracting
international challenges.

The Way Forward

Knowing the historic imperatives of
Great Power competition and four
major principles informing what the
United States should do to succeed

in a new era of GPC is not the same

as knowing how to move forward
properly. The Biden administration
faces a historic challenge of galvanizing
American resolve to compete with other
international Great Powers after decades
of competitive atrophy.

In today’s new era of multipolar
Great Power competition among the
United States, China, and Russia, the
Sino-American dyad is the rivalry of
greatest significance. This contest features
an ongoing power transition—always
a dangerous dynamic of international
politics in modern history. China is clearly
growing in relative economic power, but
the United States is a dominant state with
clear comparative advantages—“high
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Sailors from USS Germantown signal MH-53 Sea Dragon, attached to
Helicopter Mine Countermeasures Squadron 14 (HM-14) Detachment 2A,
while conducting Deck Landing Qualifications, East China Sea, June 6, 2021
(U.S. Navy/Yeltsin E. Rodriguez)
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EA-18G Growler attached to Shadowhawks of Electronic Attack Squadron (VAQ) 141 launches from flight deck of USS Ronald Reagan, South China Sea,
June 14, 2021 (U.S. Navy/Quinton Lee)

cards” in its hand—that it can build on

to advantage.®® Alliance maintenance and
cultivation is the most critical card. Firm
and flexible confrontation when necessary
and collaboration with China where pos-
sible is the second. Avoiding a regressive
game of reciprocal societal invective is the
third. And playing the long game—play-
ing for time—is the fourth.

The December 2017 NSS properly
recognized the Russian and Chinese
challenges for what they were and for-
malized what had been a de facto new era
of Great Power competition for several
prior years. In its first months in office,
the Biden administration has accepted the
Trump geostrategic diagnosis but oftered
an altered suite of U.S. foreign policy
and national initiatives to meet the chal-
lenges of GPC. There is goodness in this
overdue bipartisan American recognition
of a competitive geostrategic environ-
ment. Yet the way forward to successful

competitive policies still could go wrong
if America devolves into confrontational
hysteria and overreaction against Beijing.
Overreaction in Washington could lead
to high cards played badly. China’s recent
behavior is galvanizing opposition among
countries that do not want to be vassal
states.®! A rejuvenating United States,
with reframed domestic priorities and
renewed focus on well-established and
well-treated allies and partners, will have
a clear advantage in what is likely to be a
drawn-out era of multipolar Great Power
competition featuring a rivalrous dyad
with China. JFQ
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