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In late March and early April, 2021, the NCAFP held a series of Track II videoconferences on US-
China relations with a small group of prominent scholars, experts and former officials from both 
sides on the topics of political communication, security issues, and the future of the international 
system. Though the sessions featured different speakers, many participants observed the sessions 
in which they were not speaking. These meetings occurred shortly after the first US-China 
bilateral meeting of the Biden administration in Anchorage, Alaska. What follows is a summary 
of the discussions and its major policy recommendations to improve communication and stabilize 
the relationship in the coming years.  
 
 

Key Takeaways 
 

• Both sides appear focused on domestic political legitimacy in their approach to bilateral 
relations. The Anchorage meeting seemed aimed at domestic audiences, not at a genuine 
attempt to cooperate or improve understanding. People of each country are mostly behind 
their own government on standing up for their own interests despite any tension it may 
cause. The need to establish political correctness now may limit opportunities for 
cooperation later, but both sides have prioritized the former. The most important task 
before the policy community is to manage expectations about what is possible in bilateral 
relations in this period and to try to highlight where false narratives are leading to 
misperceptions. 
 

• One feature of the focus on competition over cooperation is that the distaste for bargaining 
is growing. It is increasingly unlikely that either side will accept hard bargains that would 
tie its hands in some areas in exchange for progress in other areas, narrowing the scope of 
issues and policies that can be placed on a cooperative agenda. At the same time, both 
sides need to make some small steps to stem the downward spiral of the relationship but 
are unlikely to do so without more assurance on potential domestic political cost and 
without directly addressing the effects of cooperation on other areas of interest.  
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• The pandemic and deliberate political choices in the Trump era have gravely damaged 
people-to-people communications. People-to-people ties should be a priority area for 
restoration and should be the least politically sensitive. Priority areas for progress should 
be journalist visas, educational exchanges, high-profile consular cases, reopening 
consulates, etc. 

 
• Participants from both sides agreed that the two countries do not want conflict, but it was 

unclear if the desire to avoid war was a stabilizing or destabilizing factor in the 
relationship. In other words, does mutual understanding to avoid war increase or decrease 
the appetite for risk?  

 
• The two countries view the value and purpose of participation in the international system 

through different lenses, with the US emphasizing a proactive role and China emphasizing 
a defensive role. This difference creates disagreement on how the system should respond 
to developments within member state borders, and these disagreements are magnified by 
the framework of major power competition. 

 
 

Policy Recommendations 
 

• The two sides need to get back to basics on political communications. Reaffirming prior 
commitments would help set a more constructive tone. There may be a need to establish 
a code of conduct for high-level bilateral exchanges, particularly regarding how public 
messaging on the exchange will be handled by each side.   
 

• Both sides should prioritize crisis communications by utilizing and improving upon 
existing mechanisms, including military-to-military dialogues. The framework exists but 
the practice is rusty or dormant. 

 
• Both sides need to reexamine how formal and informal channels can work together to stem 

the downward spiral in bilateral relations. There are constant calls in Track II for more 
Track II discussion, but the issue of efficacy deserves more attention—how can Track II 
better support the Track I process? The inability to meet because of pandemic protocols 
has not just distanced the two countries, but also distanced the policy communities from 
the officials they support or hope to influence.  

 
• The two sides should have direct talks on how to reform the international system, and 

particularly to identify the common denominators on what makes a responsible 
stakeholder. This would address suspicions about each side’s intentions in providing 
general public goods.  
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• The first positive step forward could be cooperation in some form on pandemic recovery—
either combining efforts toward countries currently in crisis or larger institutional 
commitments to addressing long-term economic and societal damage. However, it is 
unclear if this cooperation is possible when larger anxieties about the nature of the US-
China relationship remain unaddressed. 
 

 
Discussion Summary 

 
Both sides are feeling each other out anew after four years of miscommunication (or missed 
communication) during the Trump administration. China is still assessing which features of the 
Trump administration’s hardline approach toward China will carry over into the Biden 
administration; the US is assessing what features of the Xi administration’s pressure campaign to 
change the status quo in the Asia-Pacific region will remain regardless of who is in power in the 
US. There is a need to resolve some fundamental questions about the purpose of political 
communications. If China sees communications with the US as asks for help on a US-focused 
agenda, then it may want to barter issues in areas the US is not prepared to address. The challenge 
is to bring common interests to the forefront without engendering perceptions that common 
interests are pursued at the expense of other national interests.  
 
One American participant felt the meeting at Anchorage in March 2021 was both deeply affected 
by events in its lead-up and poorly handled by both sides. There was not a common view of what 
the meeting should accomplish and the use of the press to carry messages home to domestic 
audiences soured the atmosphere for pragmatic diplomacy. The Chinese thought the US message 
was defensive and condescending; the Americans felt the Chinese were triumphal. The question 
is whether these postures are reflective of anxiety over domestic developments. If so, these trends 
bode poorly for bilateral relations, which have historically been stronger when both sides 
approach each other with confidence.   
 
Both sides need to better manage expectations about what can be accomplished in the near term, 
with the US setting itself on a sustainable path to domestic COVID-19 management and China 
looking toward a milestone year in Communist Party history. Some American participants were 
looking toward the fall G-20 meeting as the best opportunity to collaborate on an affirmative, 
cooperative agenda; but some Chinese participants were concerned that the Biden administration 
would not move toward such rapprochement before the 2022 US midterm elections.   
 
Participants discussed the role of Congress in shaping China policy. Congress is heavily focused 
on support for allies and support for human rights—two areas of significant divergence with 
Chinese interests that may affect the space available to restart robust people-to-people exchanges. 
For example, Congress has passed a bill that requires China to allow a US Consulate in Lhasa, 
Tibet before opening additional Chinese Consulates in the US. One American participant thought 
there may be space for Chinese officials to engage Congress on issues closer to its constituents—
combating fentanyl trafficking, working on climate change, and deepening business development. 
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Finding areas of practical cooperation may affect how strongly Congress leans into the narrative 
of an overarching “China threat.” 
 
There was speculation among participants from both sides on whether an effort to appease 
hardliners through a tough stance on China at the outset of the Biden administration would 
establish credentials that allow for cooperation later. Many felt that current events would shape 
and constrain the available space for cooperation down the road, especially if the posture touches 
on values-based narratives that are incredibly sensitive for both sides. For example, labeling 
Chinese activities in Xinjiang a “genocide” makes it very difficult to make the case in the US for 
cooperation on any other issue. There is already a suspicion in the US that diplomacy and 
negotiation with China is a process of trading away important US concerns for relatively minor 
gains. In raising the stakes on Xinjiang, the US signals support for its interpretation of global 
values but also makes it even more difficult to find areas of practical bilateral cooperation and 
sours public opinion for the prospects of near term rapprochement. 
 
Political communication is also affected by the increasingly negative media environment. US 
participants pointed out that the rise of so-called ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy from Chinese officials 
and the disinformation on the US COVID-19 vaccine efficacy hurt China’s image among both 
American elites and the general public. Chinese participants felt the same about the Trump 
administration’s rhetoric, while noting that tone seems to have improved under Biden.  
 
Still, there was an undercurrent of frustration among Chinese participants that the hangover of 
anti-China sentiment from the Trump years seems to lingering longer than expected. This delays 
the opportunity to establish a new framework that would set the tone in the relationship for the 
next four to eight years. American participants felt that the shift away from a Chinese preference 
for establishing overall principles was reflective of the Biden administration’s emphasis on allies 
and partners. The administration does not want to project the image of a special relationship with 
China or a G-2; it is wary of being entrapped by labels placed on the relationship. The challenge 
is how to maintain state-to-state interactions in the absence of a clear leader-level vision to guide 
those processes.  
 
In a period where there is no agreed upon, overarching framework for managing bilateral 
relations—or in which both governments expect a mix of competition, confrontation and 
cooperation but are anxious about how the three concepts can co-exist—one American participant 
called for multiple, continuous, overlapping mechanisms to manage uncertainties. This 
participant noted that the militaries particularly need mood changers that would motivate them 
toward dialogue instead of drive estrangement. One such mood changer would be mutual 
confirmation of existing military-to-military commitments, including the Code for Unplanned 
Encounters at Sea (CUES) and the Maritime Military Consultative Agreement (MMCA). 
 
One participant described the current US-China strategic picture as a ‘blind security dilemma,’ in 
which the characteristics of a worsening security dilemma are present but neither sides sees it. 
Reenergizing the existing bilateral commitments with political backing is a more plausible step 
forward to stabilizing the dilemma than solving the political drivers. However, a Chinese 
participant argued that dialogue must cover the political issues and each side’s “red lines,” because 
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choices affecting peace and stability are driven by political dynamics. An American participant 
added that the policy community has to find a way to make the security dilemma transparent, and 
therefore political dialogue cannot just focus on the “red lines” for each side but also has to 
emphasize which actions are deepening the dilemma without crossing the threshold for armed 
conflict. In other words, what are the “pink lines” or perceived salami slicing actions each side is 
using to determine whether the other is moving closer to or further from the “red lines”? 
 
An American participant hoped that dialogue might allow both sides to routinize their military 
actions so that political points can be performative in nature, rather than escalatory (such as in 
cross-Strait relations in the 1950’s when each side agreed to shell the other on alternate days).In 
the meantime, participants from both sides agreed that crisis communications should be 
strengthened. One American participant suggested that strengthening crisis communications 
could include not only reinvigorating bilateral channels but also conducting joint exercises on a 
benign, external crisis to better understand how the other side communicates and evaluates 
potential actions under pressure. A Chinese participant raised the idea of Track II or Track 1.5 
discussions to try to find agreement on the principles of crisis management, in addition to 
practical work on its mechanisms.  Another cautioned that crisis-management mechanisms could 
actually increase risk if they were perceived by one side to reduce the chance of conflict escalation. 
 
There is also a need for military-to-military dialogue on domestic, regional and global issues, as 
well as new and emerging technologies. A Chinese participant noted how much attention the US 
policy community pays to PLA reform and suggested that the Chinese side would like to hear how 
the US military is responding to internal issues, such as diversity-building and sexual assault, as 
well as strategic issues, including the drawdowns in the Middle East and shift of military focus 
toward Asia. A US participant highlighted the recent shutdown of strategic nuclear Track 1.5 talks, 
explaining that there is a general view among US officials that the Chinese enter these dialogues 
with a lack of seriousness, either through sending low-level representatives or by using the Track 
1.5 format to avoid commitments at the Track I level. 
 
A Chinese participant called for Track 1.5’s on the Taiwan issue, raising concerns that the US is 
discussing Taiwan solely in the context of PLA military activities and ignoring both what is 
happening on the island to provoke a Mainland response as well as Beijing’s broader intentions 
toward integrated development. An American participant agreed that the communications 
mechanisms on the Taiwan issue broke down in the Trump administration, but felt the crux of 
the problem is that the Mainland will not enter into dialogue with the authorities in Taipei, putting 
the US in the middle position. All sides need to work on giving each other reassurances that the 
major tenets of the status quo—no independence and no unification by force—will hold. A Chinese 
participant called for the Mainland to approach Taiwan with more confidence, noting that the 
frequent PLAAF flight incursions were worsening public opinion on Taiwan toward the Mainland 
rather than building momentum toward peaceful development. 
 
A discussion on international systems revealed that there are many areas of agreement between 
the US and China in the Biden era—the importance of the United Nations, the use of the WTO to 
manage global trade, the Paris Climate Accord, the nuclear nonproliferation regime, and the need 
for development institutions and mechanisms. However, both sides make clear their 
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dissatisfaction with aspects of the system by selectively exempting themselves from the rules and 
there are few venues in which the two sides can directly discuss institutional reform. A Chinese 
participant described concern among their policy community that the US and its allies were 
setting up multilateral structures that exclude China, including the summit for democracies or D-
10, a global technology supply chain system, and the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad). 
Meanwhile, institutions that are primarily concerned with managing cross-border challenges are 
being affected by the strategic competition playing out in broader international  institutions like 
the United Nations. The global COVID-19 response is illustrative of both this trend and its 
consequences. 
 
A specific source of friction is differing views on the responsibility of the international system to 
look at issues occurring within member state borders, with China espousing non-interference and 
the US backing a responsibility to protect. Global interconnectedness and real-time 
communications have highlighted this difference, as spill-over effects from internal conflicts 
become more prevalent.   
 
The discussion highlighted the differences in each side’s interpretation of human rights, with 
American participants raising concerns that China was attempting to change the definition from 
political freedoms to development rights, while a Chinese participant noted confusion in China 
about US criticism, where most ordinary Chinese believe their human rights situation is the best 
it has ever been. Where the US sees human rights violations—in Hong Kong, Xinjiang and 
elsewhere—Chinese citizens see legitimate governance and sovereignty issues. A Chinese 
participant characterized the China viewpoint as the right to choose a development path. An 
American responded that there is real frustration with this framing when it is easily manipulated 
to justify violence elsewhere—does a ‘development path’ give Myanmar generals the right to stage 
a coup? Does North Korea have a ‘right’ to pursue nuclear extortion to provide economic benefits 
to its citizens? A Chinese participant responded that this interpretation was misleading—China’s 
conception of the right to a development path includes consent from the people and therefore 
doesn’t apply to situations like Myanmar. Chinese participants did not support the Myanmar coup 
or North Korea’s nuclear proliferation. But the question of how to hold these actors to account or 
change their behavior was left unresolved.   
 
A Chinese participant described a sense in China that the US feels ownership over the 
international order and puts the onus on China to demonstrate that it ‘qualifies’ to participate 
based on US-defined criteria that changes over time. Where China prefers to adhere to the UN 
Charter, the US sees the liberal international order as encompassing not only its founding 
documents but also the sum total of its rules from 1945 to present, some of which the Chinese did 
not explicitly sign on to follow. The key to moving forward, per this Chinese participant, is to 
reestablish what makes a responsible stakeholder in the international system and agree on mutual 
restraint. Both sides should take responsibility for providing public goods. The problem is that 
any agreement is voluntary and costs are near impossible to impose, given the relatively 
concentrated power of both sides.  
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An American participant noted that reputational cost used to matter more and wondering if there 
was a way to emphasize those costs moving forward. US and Chinese scholars tend to cherry-pick 
their accusations of the other side’s rule-breaking actions—this is a lawyerly and overly combative 
way of communication. The key is to find out where we agree that issues are so important as to 
necessitate self-restraint. Perception will be a large factor in making restraint credible. It would 
help if both sides had national narratives about long-term credibility of their commitments.  
 
Other American participants expressed frustration at a Chinese narrative to be patient with its 
integration into international institutions, noting that China is no longer on a learning curve and 
that its nationals are leaders of many such organizations. There is a sense that China’s political 
rhetoric has not caught up with the reality of its exercise of power in the international system. An 
American participant wondered if China will come up with an affirmative agenda to provide public 
goods through the existing system, rather than through creation of outside institutions like the 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). There does not 
seem to be an internal consensus in China on the value and purpose of the international system. 
A Chinese participant thought these ideas were evolving within China’s policy community but 
agreed that more discussion would be helpful.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Track II participants were able to constructively highlight and discuss perceptions and 
misperceptions of the policy choices at play in the bilateral relationship but felt that neither side 
was willing and/or able to engage pragmatically at the Track I level. Narratives of great power 
competition focus discussions on irreconcilable differences and severely constrain the space for 
efforts toward cooperation or progress on specific issues. American participants thought the way 
forward was discrete cooperation on specific issues, while the Chinese thought an overall 
framework was needed before working-level discussions would bear fruit. Track 1.5 would be a 
useful format for further discussions but needs to be invested with authority at the Track I level 
based on an agreed agenda and no preconditions for participation.  
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