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Introduction
In May 2022, the NCAFP convened a series of US-China Track II discussions on how to manage
the bilateral relationship responsibly. The discussions were candid and most participants were
pessimistic that either side had political will to improve the atmosphere in which great power
competition is taking place. The group assessed that both sides do not want to spark outright
military conflict, setting the floor of the bilateral relationship; however, the ceiling seems to be
falling and the room for maneuver to prevent the worst outcomes is narrowing. The following
report details the discussions among experts from both sides on the topics where security
dilemma dynamics are prevalent: political communication, Taiwan, and economic pressure. 2

Key Takeaways and Recommendations:
•

US-China relations are characterized by multifaceted, overlapping security dilemma
spirals where actions each side takes to defend their policies and principles are seen as
threatening by the other side. As long as competition is the dependent variable by which
to judge behavior, there are few opportunities to stem or reverse these spirals.

•

At the core of a competition narrative, both sides are treating the other as an existential
threat: the US is coalescing international support behind a democracy versus autocracy
framework for global rules and norms; China is increasingly convinced that the U.S. will
do anything to contain its rise and is the primary obstacle to achieving its centenary policy
goals. These frameworks deserve more scrutiny and reflection if both sides agree that
avoiding conflict is a priority.

•

Structural changes in power alongside the freezes of people-to-people exchanges during
the COVID-19 pandemic raise the specter of unintended conflict based on policy
miscalculation. The urgent task ahead is to find the basis for responsibly managing the
relationship; if these efforts are successful at stabilizing these downward security spirals,
the two sides could pursue limited cooperation on shared interests in multilateral formats.

This report reflects the notes and observations of the author alone and is not a consensus document.
Participants attended multiple, separate sessions for this dialogue. The full list of participants can be found at the
end of the report.
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•

The key to such a mechanism is to deliver authoritative explanations of how each side
justifies their actions as defensive in nature, and to receive authoritative explanations of
the other side’s perceptions. Ideally, these explanations would reassure both sides of
enduring support for maintaining the robust economic relationship between the two
countries; tackling global existential threats, such as pandemics and climate change; as
well as acknowledging each other’s positions on sensitive issues, such as Taiwan and US
defense relationships. In other words, the mechanism would turn the policy statements of
both sides—that the two sides have interests in working together on a limited scope of
issues despite areas of disagreement—into a diplomatic exchange.

•

Reassurances would be most effective if delivered directly between the two leaders
through informal, intensive and frequent conversations. However, the time demands on
each leader and the pandemic’s travel restrictions prevent this mechanism from becoming
the primary means of delivering reassurances. The two sides need other formulations,
including but not limited to high-level envoys and the resumption of technocratic
exchange.

•

In the absence of an official dialogue on perceptions and misperceptions, the two sides
could work unilaterally on creating a more stable environment for bilateral relations:

•

o

The US should tighten message discipline, making sure that high-level policy
articulations are unchanged at all levels of communication.

o

Both sides should articulate to their respective publics exactly where the two sides
can work together and why improving bilateral relations in these areas supports
long-term interests.

o

China should provide some guidance on how to interpret its restrictive economic
and social policies in a globalized world, and how it plans to achieve its expansive
territorial claims without sacrificing regional peace and stability.

Reasonable areas for immediate discussion include how to rebalance the bilateral
economic relationship so that sanctions and trade controls are less reflexive and more
targeted; and how to work toward predictability of measures and countermeasures in
sensitive areas.
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Discussion Summary
Strategic mistrust, always a factor in US-China relations, has become the core of bilateral
interactions as China’s power grows large enough to shift underlying regional dynamics and threat
perceptions. This mistrust is amplified by the sharp decline of official communications, leaving
both sides to rely on media statements intended for domestic audiences to parse the policy
direction of the other side. Participants who looked at official messaging from both sides—
speeches, press availability and readouts from important calls and meetings—found substantial
room to clarify strategic intent. A Chinese participant pointed out that in the absence of
authoritative regular communication channels, it is easy for officials from both sides to highlight
specific points of evidence supporting narratives of the other side’s deceit while dismissing
overtures as a ruse.
Participants from both sides were gravely concerned about cross-Taiwan Strait relations and the
uptick in military activities around Taiwan. One American participant wondered if the bargain
that has maintained peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait was strong enough to constrain these
emerging security dilemma dynamics amid rapidly deteriorating US-China relations. There was
broad agreement that the military posturing is an outcome of deeper structural and political
changes in US-China relations, and oral assurances that both the US and China want to avoid war
are being discounted amid deterrent measures and US reassurance actions toward Taiwan,
particularly in the wake of the Russian invasion of Ukraine.
One challenge in creating an atmosphere conducive to responsibly managing relations is how to
deal with scapegoating of the other side on issues of policy concern. Participants assessed that
both sides are playing to domestic audiences by presenting worst-case scenarios and highlighting
areas of suspicion. These statements reinforce narratives that the two countries are existential
threats to each other and further narrow the space for consultation and cooperation. Without
regular, robust private communication between officials from both sides, media narratives and
intelligence reports are gaining outsize importance in analyzing and predicting behavior on both
sides. Military exercises are prominently featured by the media as visual representations of policy
choices, focusing public attention on threat perceptions rather than on the many areas of
cooperation and interdependence in the relationship.
In such an environment, both sides can miss or misread messages. For example, a Chinese
participant explained that President Xi had tried to send several overtures and reassurances
through direct, leader-level exchange—from emphasizing the importance of the bilateral
relationship at the beginning of Biden’s term to asserting that the US had wrongly interpreted
China’s strategic intentions in the March 2022 phone call. The Chinese side felt the US did not
reciprocate these positive messages, and wondered if the US heard such messages at all. Chinese
participants also wondered if a tougher approach to China was reflective of partisanship and the
Biden administration’s weak hold on Congress. One Chinese participant was particularly
surprised that Xi had pointedly told Biden that his US deputies were not following through on
their commitments to each other.
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Meanwhile, US assertions that it does not seek to change China’s political system were reassuring
in theory but difficult to reconcile with the much tougher US rhetoric and military posture. In
other words, China perceived as overtly aggressive the words and actions that the US felt were
necessary for deterrence or defense of US values. China’s foreign ministry statements, major
speeches at regional fora, and military posture in and around disputed territories on its periphery
were likewise seen as necessary deterrence for China, but received as escalatory by the United
States and its regional allies and partners.
Statements about Taiwan that sparked anxiety and/or rancor were particularly irksome to both
sides. To both US and Chinese participants, US deviations from standard language describing the
core elements of the US’ one-China policy were concerning. President Biden’s statements that the
US is committed to Taiwan’s defense in case of an invasion by the Mainland, high-level officials
calling Taiwan a country, and changes to State Department website language on the US
relationship with Taiwan all point toward tacit backsliding in a policy that the Biden
administration adamantly insists has not changed. Conversely, a US participant urged the Chinese
side to modify its demarche language to make their concerns more plain—few appreciate what
Chinese officials mean when they say the US is “sending the wrong signal to Taiwan independence
forces.” Most American officials dismiss the notion that Taiwan is going for independence and the
overuse of the phrase makes it appear rote.
Participants from both sides described suspicions about each other’s strategic intentions as
dominating their respective policy debates. This suspicion clouds attempts to find specific
common ground, and lends credibility to worst-case scenario analysis and fears of entrapment.
For example, a Chinese participant said that China viewed the US’ offer of its vaccines as a
potential trap—if China accepts, the US media would pounce on the development as proof of the
Chinese vaccine’s ineffectiveness. Another said that it is impossible for the government to justify
a positive response to a US request in a climate where it is perceived that the US is trying to contain
China. US participants cited a similar dynamic in the American political context, which leaves
each side waiting for the other to make the first “positive gesture.” Clearing the path forward
would require, at minimum, a series of regular, frank and authoritative discussions in which both
sides feel the other hears and understands their position; and can then articulate these messages
to their respective publics.
Participants discussed weaponized interdependence and the use of sanctions, trade restrictions,
tariffs and other tools in service of political or security policy. A key characteristic of the global
economy, according to an American participant, is that both countries’ economies have ballooned
relative to the size of most other economies—not only has globalization underpinned widespread
prosperity, the US and China have both reaped disproportionate benefits from this process of
economic integration. A Chinese participant argued that these positions at the head of the global
economy allows both sides to confuse economic ties for state power.
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Participants discussed how trade has become a subset of national security concerns, particularly
as the US and China try to stay ahead on technologies with both commercial and military uses.
However, judging the relationship through this national security lens has also narrowed space for
scientific and technical collaboration that could benefit both sides (and the world). Neither side
has put forth mechanisms by which the bilateral relationship can manage the co-existence of
competition and cooperation in the tech sector.
Economic pressure has become another manifestation of strategic mistrust. The US is determined
to litigate values through economic restrictions, sanctioning key Chinese officials over
developments in Xinjiang and Hong Kong. China puts informal import controls on US allies and
partners for transgressions from its policy stances. Both sides then blame the other for
weaponizing interdependence and hold these examples up as evidence of the other’s malicious
intentions. A Chinese participant explained that many Chinese feel US sanctions over Xinjiang
are aimed at regime change, not policy change, and are driven by containment strategies rather
than morals. American participants felt the economic stress China had placed on US allies had
lent credence to calls for decoupling and sparked supply chain restructuring.
Participants roundly agreed that unilateral economic punishments are overused and relatively
ineffective tools of influencing other state’s behavior or policies, and speculated again that such
tools are more likely to satisfy domestic audiences rather than affect change abroad. However,
American participants thought the multilateral sanctions against Russia for its violation of
Ukraine’s sovereignty were not only justified but also more likely to affect change than past efforts
because of their tight coordination and large impact on Russia’s economy. At the same time,
participants from both sides acknowledged that economic punishments produce diminishing
returns as countries find workarounds. The durability of sanctions against Russia and whether
they can be lifted in accordance with circumstances will presumably influence future views on
sanctions and their ability to affect the behavior of target governments.
The U.S. and China each tend to use the tools most salient for their economic system. The U.S., as
the world’s largest financial power, tends to impose financial sanctions; China, as the world’s
largest trading power, tends to impose trade restrictions. Participants discussed the potential
hazards of overuse—de-dollarization for the U.S., and decoupling for China. Current, participants
thought that the economic incentives to maintain the current interconnected economic system
outweigh desire to make fundamental changes, but this behavior may not hold if economic
pressure becomes the dominant mode of statecraft for either or both sides.
One participant suggested that the best path forward would be to rebalance the US and Chinese
economies, rather than cleave the system into opposing blocs. For this participant, the focus of
such efforts should be making tools of economic pressure either more costly to wield or less
effective, therefore reducing their attractiveness as a policy option. The tricky path forward is for
the US to trade more and China to liberalize its capital accounts in spite of the heavy atmosphere
of strategic mistrust, and all the incentives for autarky this environment creates. Participants
discussed whether the WTO or other multilateral institutions could help manage these dynamics;
one American was pessimistic on this topic, concerned that the broader structures of trade
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negotiation and management are not flexible and fast enough to keep up with changes in
technology or the regulatory space.
Talk of the international system’s capacity, flexibility and speed echoed discussion on competition
as the defining feature of the international environment. Remarks from top officials in the Biden
administration, including the president himself, stress that Xi Jinping thinks China’s political
system is superior to US democracy because it can take faster decisions. A Chinese participant
did feel there was a general perception in China that its political system was more adept at making
major changes, but did not agree that this advantage conferred superiority. It was equally true
that major changes could take China in the wrong direction, with outsized costs compared to the
slow process of minor changes typical of US democracy. US participants thought that, if the Biden
administration’s perception of China’s assessment of the relative merits and drawbacks of the two
political systems is inaccurate, China should make an effort to clarify this. Allowing the two
governments to lean into frameworks where political systems and values are a key component of
global competition inflates existential threat and skews the cost-benefit analysis of cooperation
on areas of common interest, such as climate change, pandemic control, and prudent
management of the international economic system.
Overall, these discussions highlighted that security dilemmas based on blinkered perceptions of
the other sides’ intentions have developed in the military, economic and political areas. The two
sides’ definition of competition in sweeping, existential terms has lowered the ceiling for
cooperation on common interests. Whether the floor can hold in this environment remains an
open question, but it is clearly tenuous. Assurances that the two sides want to avoid conflict need
to be backed up by high-level, regular channels of communication that can preview policy and
clarify intent. The current approach of mutual isolation and alienation falls short of due regard
for major power responsibilities. Establishing and maintaining regular channels of
communication is the minimum necessary requirement for responsibly managing the bilateral
relationship so that policy surprises do not escalate into unintended conflict.
There is still time to course correct if the leadership and political will to do so exists.

***
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